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ABSTRACT

Technology, it is argued, has the potential to improve everyone’s life: from the workplace, to entertainment, to easing chores around the home. But what of people who have
neither job nor home? We undertook a qualitative study
of the homeless population in a metropolitan U.S. city to
better understand what it means to be homeless and how
technology—from cell phones to bus passes—affects their
daily lives. The themes we identify provide an array of opportunities for technological interventions that can empower
the homeless population. Our investigation also reveals the
need to reexamine some of the assumptions made in HCI
about the relationship people have with technology. We suggest a broader awareness of the social context of technology
use as a critical component when considering design innovation for the homeless.
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INTRODUCTION

The HCI community is currently going through a period
of change as the problems it considers and the contexts
it investigates move beyond the western, corporate world.
For example, Chetty and Grinter have begun to outline
the methodological implications of working in the Global
South [7]; Wyche et al. examine different techniques for
investigating technology use in the home [39]; and DiSalvo
and Vertesi have begun to bring practitioners and thinkers
from outside the HCI community together to consider urban
experiences through the lens of emerging technologies [12].
But in exploring new social contexts, we need to reexamine our assumptions about the relationship people have to
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technology. One such context that has not been explored in
any depth within HCI, and challenges us to consider how we
account for the social environment, is technology use among
the homeless.
The goal of our research is to characterize perceptions of
technology among the homeless, to identify the unique
needs of the homeless when considering appropriate technological interventions, and to describe the challenges in both
working with, and designing for, the homeless population.
Our approach was informed by value-sensitive design [15,
16]. We undertook a qualitative study of the homeless community in a large metropolitan city in the United States. Our
study involved individuals who were currently homeless,
recently homeless and living in transitional housing, as well
as those who were on the cusp of becoming homeless due
to job loss or prolonged periods of economic hardship.
We interviewed 13 participants to gain insight into their
relationship with technology.
In this paper we address some of the misconceptions held
about the homeless population, in terms of its demographic
make-up as well as its informational needs. In presenting
our findings, we show a number of themes present in the
lives of the homeless individuals in our study, and we unearth tensions that exist between the needs of this population
and assumptions the HCI community has about how people
relate to technology, the urban environment, and their social
networks. Our contributions are an understanding of how
homeless people currently perceive technology, indications
of their information and communication needs, and a characterization of the classes of technological interventions that
could be effectively designed for the homeless community.
RELATED WORK
A Portrait of the Homeless

There is no single “homeless community.” Many factors
contribute to being homeless, making it difficult to derive
a complete and accurate picture of the homeless population.
The U.S. Government defines homelessness in the Stewart
B. McKinney Acts, 43 U.S.C. §11201, et seq (1994) as any
person who (as quoted in [26]):
lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate night-time residence and. . . has a primary night time residency that is:
(A) a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter

designed to provide temporary living accommodations. . .
(B) an institution that provides a temporary residence
for individuals intended to be institutionalized, or
(C) a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for
human beings.
While the McKinney act definition of homelessness is clear,
it remains difficult to derive a complete picture of the homeless population [37]. Homeless census activities focus on
counting the number of individuals housed in emergency
and long-term shelters, transitional housing, and low-rent,
single-room hotels [38]. Ironically, the most visible and
socially stigmatized members of the homeless community—
those who live outside the support of the social system—are
also the most difficult to capture information about.
Through the 1980’s, 1990’s and early 2000’s, despite periods
of strong national economic growth, the homeless population in the U.S. either grew or remained steady [34]. At the
same time this population was growing, it was also becoming more diverse; the makeup of the homeless community
in the U.S. has evolved from being mostly single males from
the laboring class to include an increasing number of women
and families, the majority of which are headed by a singleparent female [3].
Causes of Homelessness

In contrast to the causes of single-male homelessness (such
as addiction disorders and mental illness [34, 36]), homeless families are more likely driven to homelessness due to
economic hardship [3]. They typically come from the “extremely poor” who live below 50% of the poverty line [37].
These homeless families face challenges in getting off the
streets that are less pronounced or absent among the singlemale homeless population such as domestic violence, health
problems, and managing care for young children [11].
Despite the variety of factors contributing to homelessness,
poverty and the availability of low-income housing are the
most critical factors shared by most of homeless population.
In some urban areas the lack of affordable housing can preclude even the working poor from maintaining a residence;
individuals have jobs and are “productive” members of society but are unable to secure housing [18].
Studies of homelessness in other industrialized countries
show that a number of contributing factors to homelessness
are consistent throughout the industrialized world. When
comparing homeless and domiciled poor in Madrid, Muñoz
et al. described traits common to both sides of the Atlantic:
low education levels, high unemployment rates, and pervasive mental and physical health problems [27]. Likewise,
in a study of the London homeless population, Radley et
al. addressed the complex relationship homeless individuals
have with their urban homes [31]. The multi-faceted causes
of homelessness and the complex interaction with the urban
environment described by these studies were all present in
interactions with our participants.

Technology & The Homeless

The factors that disadvantage developing nations are also
present among the homeless population in industrialized nations and affect the relationship of this population with technology; lower levels of education and literacy restrict access
to information, a lack of economic independence restricts
access to computers and Internet resources, and limited access to training hinders uptake of digital technology when it
is made available. These factors converge, leading to a situation of economic poverty along with what has been called
information poverty—a dearth of access to useful information resources [6].
The social environment of the homeless population has also
been attributed as a factor in information poverty. Snow
and Anderson argue that the socialization that occurs on the
streets does not provide access to the necessary resources to
get off the streets [35]. Likewise, interviews with New York
City homeless describe a transformation in which the social
connections a homeless person has that would enable them
to get off the street are gradually replaced with the social
connections necessary to survive on the street [10]. In this
regard, information poverty can be understood additionally
as a social phenomenon that inhibits access to useful information resources.
Based on this view of information poverty, one might aim
to provide design innovations—both social and technical—
that allow homeless persons access to the information that
they are lacking. However, whether this claimed state of
information poverty exists is debatable. Hersberger, for example, questions the assumption that individuals who are
economically poor are also information poor [24]. She found
that instead of perceiving themselves at an information disadvantage, “If anything, [those interviewed] felt they might
be suffering from information overload due to the propensity
of service providers to share information [about relevant social programs] with them” [24]. Hersberger questions “how
valuable and useful an information-seeking tool the Internet
would be in the everyday lives of homeless families” given
they already feel overwhelmed by information received primarily through caseworkers and word-of-mouth communication [23, 24].
The implication in Hersberger’s work is that it is not simply
access to technology and information that determines integration with society. Information is reaching the homeless
community in overwhelming volumes, yet social factors discourage acting on that information. The specific constraints
placed on the homeless population put a higher premium
on the larger context in which information is situated [1].
“Simply providing information on available jobs is not always enough. If public transportation does not stop near the
place of work, then a list of jobs might be useless information” [26]. In another example, Hersberger notes that homeless people who attended a mandatory meeting on improving
credit history were largely disengaged from the information
because it addressed strategies for managing money and did
not address their immediate problem of first finding a source
of income [24]. Ultimately, these examples boil down to the
importance of not merely the availability of information, but

ensuring that information is sensitive to the social context of
those who receive it.
METHODOLOGY

Working with the homeless population has pronounced risks
and ethical considerations [13]. As we developed our plan
for this study, our first thought was to immerse ourselves
with the homeless population “in the wild”—in the parks
and public spaces they inhabit during the day. It became
quickly clear that this strategy would exacerbate the risks to
both researcher and subject. Instead, we worked closely with
two metropolitan outreach groups to develop our approach
and mediate contact between ourselves and the homeless
community.
We were acutely aware of the imbalance of power between
ourselves and the homeless persons in our study. Mitigating
the social and economic differences and the sense of authority that comes with being a “researcher” were important for
establishing trust and negating any sense of coercion participants may have felt. We were also sensitive to the different
threshold for what constitutes non-coercive remuneration for
participating in the study. We provided participants a choice
of a $20 store gift card or a $20 public transportation card.
The choice and dollar amount were reviewed by caseworkers
and deemed fair and appropriate.
After careful consideration, we decided to use a PhotoElicitation Interview (PEI) [8, 9]. PEI studies are a form
of diary study [33] where participants are provided with a
camera and instructions to take photos of their choosing.
This form of inquiry is similar to Cultural Probes, though
the focus is on facilitating the interview process rather than
design per se [17]. The benefits of the PEI method are that it
disrupts power dynamics, enabling the participant to retain
more control over the interview; it enables deeper reflection
on the topic by providing more context and peripheral
data; and it provides opportunities for the participant to
defamiliarize themselves with familiar aspects of their lives
[5, 9, 22]. This form of study has been used by other
researchers outside the HCI context (such as Radley, et al’s
study of the London homeless population [31]) and was well
suited to our study design.
Staff at the outreach centers introduced us to the community, providing us a chance to give an overview of the study
goals, make ourselves available for questions, and generally
become known to potential participants. By having staff
introduce us, we were able to mitigate skepticism and be
more effective in explaining our desire to learn more about
the everyday needs and activities of the individuals we were
recruiting for the study. We also relied on staff to help us
identify individuals for whom participation in our study may
not have been appropriate due to mental health issues. Participation in the study was on a volunteer basis and we were
careful to overstate the independence of participating in our
study and receiving services from the outreach center.
To gain access to a diverse cross section of the homeless
community, we chose outreach centers that served different
segments of the homeless population. The first center focused on providing life-assistance to prevent homelessness

in the form of food, rent, and utility assistance programs.
The clients we casually observed at the center were just as
likely to be women, often accompanied by their children,
as single men. They were part of the working poor and
used the services as a way to augment short term needs. An
important detail about the first center was that it structured
its services such that clients could only return to request
further aid once every 90 days. The second organization
focused on helping homeless individuals dealing with drug
and alcohol addiction, mental illness, and physical disability. Their programs were built around daily Narcotics and
Alcoholics Anonymous (NA and AA) meetings. Daily lunch
was also served to current clients and program alumni. The
daily contact clients had with the second center became an
important factor in the return rate for collecting cameras and
conducting interviews.
Study Design and Analysis

Our study was broken into three meetings that took place
over a period of three weeks. All direct contact with study
participants took place at one of the two outreach centers.
Meeting 1: In the first meeting we provided a disposable
camera and asked the participant for their preference between the store gift card or public transportation voucher.
We explained that they would receive the incentive at the
beginning of the third, and final meeting. The camera we
provided had a modified case that included instructions on
camera use, suggestions on what to document with the camera and a reminder to return the camera after two weeks. The
instructions for what to photograph read:
• Take photos of places or situations where you needed
help.
• Take photos of of the things you use: telephones, buses,
radios, televisions.
• Take photos of your daily activities.
• There is no such thing as a bad photo. This is your life,
your story.
We intentionally did not mention the word “technology” in
the on-camera instructions. Instead, we briefly discussed
different forms of technology during the first meeting. To
encourage a broad understanding of technology, we told participants an apocryphal story about the impact on the working poor and homeless communities caused by a recent move
from token-based public transportation to electronic-cardbased transportation. The point of this story was not to focus ire on a changing public service, but to introduce the
many manifestations technology has in daily life. Beyond
this brief explanation of technology, we intentionally left the
photo task open ended to encourage self-reflection without
the imposition of too many rules. Finally, we established that
the camera was to be returned to the same outreach center
where it was handed out.
Meeting 2: After two weeks, we returned to the outreach
center and collected cameras from the participants. As we
collected the cameras we scheduled interviews for the following week to be held at the outreach center.
Meeting 3: At the beginning of the final interview, we provided the gift card to the participant and asked them to re-

spond to a basic demographic survey before we discussed
the photographs. The decision to not seek any contact information and to delay collecting basic demographic information until the final meeting was specifically to provide
an extended period for participants to opt-out of the study
without feeling regret or distress in having signed up and
given us their personal information.
The interviews we held were open ended and constructed
around the events depicted in the participant’s photos. We
began each interview by letting the participant talk about
their photos at their own pace. Participants were then asked
to specifically talk about technology including the use of
cell phones, computers and the internet, and transportation.
We also asked all participants to describe their social networks by way of how they stayed in contact with friends
and family, how they discovered different services such as
shelters, addiction management, and job placement, and how
they managed their daily schedules. We were careful to
use information in the photos to frame how we posed these
questions; in some cases questions were asked in response to
specific photos while in others, questions were asked in the
absence of photographic context (e.g. Why didn’t you take a
photo of x?).
The themes that motivated the interview—technology use
and perception, social networks, and information management—formed the basis for coding the transcripts. As
the analysis progressed, we recognized new themes that
emerged from the data though the focus remained on how
technology informed various aspects of our participants’
lives. Two researchers coded the data, and discussed the
findings that emerged. The results we report here were those
that consistently appeared across our participants, except
in a few extraordinary cases which we are including to
illustrate the diversity in the homeless demographic; we
felt that these unique examples shed more light on the range
of experiences.
Overview of the Participants

In total we had 28 participants, 14 from each outreach center.
Out of that total, 13 participants fully completed our protocol, meaning that 13 final interviews were held. The camera
return rate between the two locations was vastly different.
From the first center only one camera was returned, one
week late and without contact details for us to follow-up. At
the second center, all cameras were returned and interviews
held with all but one participant.
As a result of not collecting demographic data prior to the
interview, we did not have documented details about the
individuals who did not return. Anecdotally, they were more
often women and several had expressed that they were actively seeking employment.
Of the participants we interviewed, 11 were male and two
female, all between the age of 46 and 55 years old. Ten of
the participants identified as African-American and three as
Caucasian. The level of education ranged from the 4th grade
(about 9 years of age) to a two- or four-year college degree,
with the center of the curve having completed high school
or their GED (high school equivalency test). The average

time spent living on the street was 36 months, with a high at
10 years and a low at six months. At the time of the study
none of the participants were living on the street. They all
had some form of housing, either through a local shelter or
in a dormitory at a transitional housing facility; however, the
photos they took and their responses during the interview
were reflective of periods when they were not situated in
housing.
FINDINGS

Through the interview process and subsequent data-driven
analysis, several themes have emerged in the relationship between the homeless population and various types of technology. This section discusses these themes and points toward
needs of our study participants that suggest opportunities for
successful technological interventions.
Staying Connected

The first theme was the importance of staying connected
to family members and friends during spells of homelessness. P17 talked about being on the street, “You stay in
that depressing state where you feel as though giving up.
You know it wouldn’t be a problem just to give up out there.
That’s how you think and stuff so. . . I have people I talk to
on a daily basis, you know, they keep me. . . motivated and
stuff, and make me realize, you know, that it’s going to be
okay.” P27 was more emotional when talking about staying
connected, “It’s one thing being homeless but it’s another
thing. . . disappear[ing] from the face of the earth. And that’s
the biggest danger for homeless people. That’s the hardest
thing to manage, is when you get disconnected.”
Many of the participants came from places other than their
current urban home and keeping in touch over distance was
something they worried about. There was a real concern that
something could happen to loved ones and they wouldn’t
know it; as P27 put it, “Somebody can be gone, someone in
my life can be gone, my loved one, and they don’t know how
to get to me.” The sense of disconnection from an extended
social circle was a considerable source of stress and was
remarked on by several of the participants throughout the
interviews.
P25 became homeless as a result of hurricane Katrina. He
described the time since Katrina: “these last years have
really been a really rock bottom, no I mean a really rock
bottom. . . You know when you never had no other home address, you know, and you come in somewhere else you gotta
move [exchange] your home address for a homeless shelter.” Prior to Katrina, P25 lived with his mother in New
Orleans, Louisiana, and in the course of his family evacuating, were split up; he ended up in Houston, Texas, while
his mother ended up in Austin, Texas. He went on to say,
“I haven’t seen my momma since Katrina [2005]. . . When I
was in Houston, the Red Cross. . . had a system to put our
year, our date and the last address. . . Where ever my mother
was at, that’s how they tracked her down. Though when I
called her she was on the voice thing. . . I never talked to her
I just heard her voice on the thing.” Displacement, becoming
newly homeless, and the affect of losing contact with his
immediate family all converged at once.

Synchronous v. Asynchronous Connections

The difficulty P25 had in trying to contact family in the aftermath of Katrina is only one aspect of the relationship our
participants had with telephones. Although voice telephony
is often conceived of as a synchronous communication technology, this was—in many cases—not a common mode of
use for our participants. All of the participants had voicemail accounts through local organizations. These accounts
were meant to provide a stable number of contact and aid in
job searches and managing appointments or other personal
business. The difficulty for a number of participants was
in accessing their voicemail, leading to a decidedly asynchronous style of communication when using the telephone.
For access to phones and to check voicemail, participants
used free phone services provided by local organizations.
P28 noted, “I have to go to Project Connect [to use the
phone], and I don’t go there that much. I go to [the hospital]
but you gotta stand around and wait for the phone.” Many
of the participants in this study preferred the free phones
at the main metropolitan hospital. This service was very
valuable to the participants in our study; however, the use
of the telephone became part of a larger daily activity of
traveling to the hospital, waiting in line and finally using
the phone. Participants cannot rely on being able to use the
phone as they may not go to the hospital or once there, they
may not have the time or opportunity to use the phones. This
constraint frustrated staying in contact with family members,
and imposed uncertainty in time sensitive communications
such as job hunting or responding to opportunities for aid.
Mobile Telephony

The preferred way to maintain a stable connection to family
and friends for many of the participants in the study was
through a cell phone. P17 talked about the utility of having
a cell phone, “That [a cell phone] would have been real
useful ’cause there’s nothing like keeping in touch with your
family.” For a number of participants, cell phones were the
only stable connection they had to their pre-homeless lives—
eight of the thirteen participants (61.5%) currently had cell
phones. P22 noted that a friend continued to pay her cell
phone bill because, “that’s the only way [my son] had to get
in touch with me.”
Long and troubled histories of drug and alcohol addiction
had caused some of our participants to sell personal items.
However, when we specifically asked them if they would
have sold their cell phone (if they had been able to have
access to one), they responded that no, they would not sell
the phone for money. P19, who had taken a photo of the
pawn shop where he had sold his possessions, specifically
noted that he would not sell a cell phone, “No I would have
kept it. That’s one thing, well, one thing of numerous things,
that I would have [kept].” This sentiment echoed similar
feelings among our participants about the unique value of a
mobile telephone.
However, cell phones were not without problems. The difficulties with cell phones for the participants in this study were
the ongoing cost, the need for access to power to recharge
the phones, and the inevitability of theft when living in and
out of shelters. P16 responded that he had a cell phone but,

“[the] cell phone started costing me more than they were
worth.” Participants desired cell phones that were on pay-asyou-go, or prepaid, plans instead of fixed monthly contracts;
P17 elaborates “if I got 10 or 15 dollars or something, I put
10 dollar worth of minutes on it [prepaid] so I could use it.”
For P28, cell phones were useful and a tool that he would
exploit as he had access to them. He talked about using
phones he found until the batteries died; “I had a cell phone
until the battery died. . . actually I found one in the train after
that. . . and I kept using it because the person never did call
to see if they could try to find it. It was a Nokia. Eventually
that died down and the service ended and I had to throw that
away, that was a good phone.” Here P28 used the phone to
call out but it did not function as a stable point of contact.
This opportunistic use of any found or available resource
was summed up by P17, “I mean being on that street, you’re
taught to, you know everything is valuable to you on the
street.”
Identity Management

Homeless persons interact with a number of different social
groups and identity management was a key aspect of their
lives [19]. For participants in our study, different forms of
identity management came out through their use of technology and social institutions. Some forms of identity management were used when facing close family or friends while
others were employed as defense against the social stigma
of being homeless.
Identity management took both technology- and non-technology-focused forms. For example, on the non-technologic
side, identity management appeared in how participants
managed their physical appearance. P25 talked about mapping out where to go to take showers and do laundry, “[just]
cuz you’re homeless, that don’t mean you got to look homeless or smell homeless.” Likewise, P26 was very conscious
about his appearance and the fact that he had to present
himself well: “I always find me someplace I can take a bath
or take a shower or wash up. Because you know I like to
keep clean, I’m always facing peoples, I didn’t want to stand
around in all dirty clothes.”
This desire to not appear homeless presented logistical
challenges. Some shelters do not have storage or limit the
amount of personal affects a resident may bring in. To
address this, outreach centers will offer “clothes closets”
where their clients can store personal affects. P17 talked
about managing the logistics of storing clothes at one location while staying at another: “If you stayin in the shelter
see, what I’m sayin’, you carry those clothes around, you
come here [to the clothes closet] every day get a change of
clothes you know, to take back with you to the shelter.”
Technology-centered forms of identity management also appeared prominently in our study. In addition to being desired
for staying in touch with extended family, the cell phone was
also a valuable identity management tool for the social value
it provided [35]. P27 was especially sensitive about who
of his extended friends he would tell about being homeless.
For P27 it was an issue of pride that he was going through
a difficult time but, “they know if I got my cell phone I must

be doing alright.” So more than providing communication
functions, the cell phone provides a connection to the larger
world as a potent social symbol.
P28 used more tools in identity management. He regularly
used the Internet at the public library and explained, “I have
a mySpace account. . . I get in contact with friends that have
an account with them.” He was also careful about not telling
his mother about the fact he was living on the street: “I’d
just go visit her, I wouldn’t tell her where I was living at.”
Such stable, technology-mediated forms of communication
provided an important resource for our participants in managing their own presentation of self, and mitigating the social
stigma of homelessness.
Access to Information, Social Networks

The social network was the primary mechanism participants
in this study used to navigate the world around them. As
noted above, maintaining a social connection with a larger
world is critical for individuals dealing with homelessness.
These connections are immediately sought out on the street,
as much for survival as to get plugged into support infrastructure. P17 was quick to point out that when living on
the street, “you try to get with people you know. You stay
around people you know.” Likewise, P27 pointed out his
willingness to help friends on the street, “I will turn her [a
hypothetical, newly homeless person] on to the good things
that I learned. . . I will give this information to other people.”
Safety in numbers was a recurring sentiment that illustrates
the visceral need homeless people have for finding friends
they can trust on the street.
Once they have been accepted into social programs, the focal
point for information becomes the caseworker. All but a
couple of our participants took a photo of their caseworker
or main contact at hospitals or outreach centers. The central role of the caseworker in the lives of our participants is
consistent with Hersberger’s description of social networks
in homeless populations as being built around the social institutions that provide support [25].
The reason the caseworker was the primary contact was not
immediately clear, though a combination of factors is most
likely the case. First, many social services require a letter
of reference to be considered for enrollment. These letters
are used to confirm medical conditions, regular participation
in addiction treatment, and other eligibility requirements.
Second, the capabilities of the participants were extremely
varied. Two of the participants were illiterate, while others used computers regularly and effectively. Several of the
participants, however, suffered from various mental dissabilities complicated by a lifetime of homelessness and drug
addiction. For many of these individuals, the self direction
and discipline needed to seek out services and navigate the
system on their own is itself a challenge. They genuinely
need the caseworker to explain the system, setup the appointments, and fill in the forms.

P22 and P28, were regular computer users at the public library. They all used computers to find services, e.g. P21: “[I
look up] services, like if I’m in a crunch say, and there’s certain medication I can’t get through [the hospital]. . . I go up
on the Internet and look [it] up and see if the drug company
has any kind of program for it.” P28 used online services like
Monster.com to try to find work and pointed out that for a
number of job placement services it is a de facto requirement
to be on-line in some capacity: “Some employers, like [a
local employment agency focused on the homeless], ask for
your email because they send you stuff.”
These three were the exception in this study. Most of the
participants had very little, or no, experience with computers, and their reactions when asked about them ranged from
bafflement to disinterest. On the other hand, cell phones
can be complicated devices, but they offer a number of features that were immediately recognized as useful; P20 did
not show much interest in computers but said, “those cell
phones, you’d be amazed. . . they can wake you up. . . [help
keep] your doctor appointments. . . They can go off and let
you know you got appointment tomorrow.” The difference
in attitude toward cell phones and computers illustrates an
important point of inflection in the adoption of technology
within this community. So long as there was a perceived
benefit, participants were excited about the prospect of using
a new technology.
Health and Medication

All of the participants interviewed were on medication. Several took photos of hospital or pharmacy waiting rooms and
they all made comments about remembering to take their
pills and managing doctor and counseling appointments.
The challenges this presented varied for each participant.
P17 talked about a picture of his room at a transitional housing facility, “that’s the back of the door where I keep all my
appointments and stuff pasted up so I won’t miss my appointments.” He had a system so he would see his schedule every
time he left his room. P23 had a more proactive reminder,
“I gotta nurse, my caseworker, she calls me to let me know
[about upcoming appointments].”
P25 had a particularly onerous challenge in dealing with his
health issues. His formal education stopped in the 4th grade
(about age 9) and he was illiterate. P25 was on a number of
medications and was forced to be creative in managing how
to took them: “Well, you see by not knowing how to read I
go uh, what I do, I know the pills. . . [and] I got a little sack,
a little medicine sack. I have ten bottles of pills so I dump em
all out on the bed and. . . everytime I take one out the bottle,
I put the bottle in the sack so I can’t go wrong.” For P25 to
manage his health, he not only needed to devise strategies
to work around his illiteracy when taking medications, but
also in managing his appointments and providing reminders
to himself about what he needed to do on a given day.

The Digital Divide

Getting Around

Participants varied widely in the use of information technology, effectively resulting in an internal “digital divide”
within the homeless community. Three participants, P21,

Moving around the city was an imperative for our participants. They often needed to attend addiction counseling
to stay in good standing with their shelter’s rules, and on-

going health problems meant regular visits to the hospital
for routine exams and prescription refills.
P26 talked extensively about the difficulty in using the new
electronic cards on the buses: “you know I had conflicts with
the bus driver about, well, they say there ain’t no money
on your card, and I know my card got money on it. And
after he drive off another bus come up and it [the card]
works. . . Sometime it won’t be your card, it might be the
machine. The machine is not working right and they look
at us like your card not working or something and you know
[if] we get angry, that ain’t gonna help us at all, that gonna
make the situation bad. . . I liked it the old way, the [transit]
card was ok. You could ride a train or bus no problem, but
this year people thinking all the same and get the hang of it
because they might tap in [enter the bus or train] but forget
to tap out [when leaving]. So you have to tap out too, see, I
ride a train so when I tap out that give me a chance to ride
the bus. It has transfer on this card.” Further usability issues
noted by our participants centered around the ability to know
the value on a card (since there is no way to know how many
rides remain prior to attempting to use transportation), the
sequence of steps to secure a transfer (as transfers to buses
and trains are only valid if the card was “tapped out,” yet it
is possible, likely even, to exit the bus without tapping out).
P26’s list of complaints echoes the numerous critiques of
other technologies (such as those in [28]) that are wellknown in the HCI community. Yet it is not just the usability
problems in the technology that affect homeless persons;
the social stigma of being perceived as the homeless person
without bus fare is a far more visceral consequence of a
poorly designed technology.
DISCUSSION

We acknowledge that social and policy interventions will
have the most impact for the homeless community. More
abundant low-income housing, long-term programs to address education and job training, additional help in addiction
management, and appropriate treatment for mental illness
are all first-order problems that continue to demand creativity and leadership. We believe, however, that thoughtful
technological interventions can be deployed as part of the
larger effort to reduce homelessness and help the most atrisk members of our society. The challenge for HCI is in
considering not just how well a technology will work with
respect to usability, but how that technology will be accepted
and used by a community. There is no simple answer, but
the analysis we have done shows that challenging some of
the implicit assumptions held in the HCI community is necessary when considering technology for the homeless.
Designing for Inclusion

While the themes that emerged from our interviews such
as Staying Connected, Synchronous v. Asynchronous Connections, and Mobile Telephony suggest opportunities for
technological interventions, we feel it is more important to
step back from specific solutions and reflect on the larger
implications designing for marginalized communities has
for HCI. In thinking about homelessness and technology, it
is not enough to consider forms of technology that might
be placed directly in the hands of the homeless, we must

also consider more broadly how technology in the hands
of everyone else impacts the lives of the homeless. These
considerations must include a reevaluation of how public
spaces become reconfigured through ubiquitous Internet
connections and context aware computing; if we, as system
designers, do not consciously consider the social impact
these new technologies have on non-users as well as users,
we will inadvertently set the stage to create an even larger
rift between ourselves (as members of the digerati) and the
poor, homeless, and otherwise marginalized members of
society with whom we share our urban environments.
Urban Computing

One of the first areas to begin re-calibrating some of HCI’s
assumptions is in the nascent genre of Urban Computing.
Based largely on Augé’s notion of “non-space”—a space delimited by uniform access to information, mediated by interconnected technologies rather than physical realities [2]—
work in Urban Computing has begun to frame explorations
of how exploiting wireless technology and the ubiquity of
access reconfigure social relationships in public spaces. The
defining features of these explorations is to engage the classic divisions of public and private space, to understand how
people inhabit public spaces, and to consider how technology can create new opportunities for interaction and reflection within those spaces (e.g. [29, 30]).
At the core of these explorations is the question of how the
social landscape changes when our preferred mode of communication is via a technological medium. This change is
undoubtedly underway—a glance around the urban environment finds it full of technology mediated communication;
however, some efforts in urban computing have not engaged
the breadth of social diversity despite encouraging reflection
on what it means to belong to the urban social space [30].
It is in this way that HCI is presented with opportunities
for inclusion as the homeless share the same parks, train
stations, and public squares but are currently excluded from
the technology mediated social landscape for the simple reason that the gateways that afford access—mobile phones,
PDA’s, laptops—are private. Moreover, as we illustrated
in our findings, the need to stay connected to the rest of
society is a major concern for the homeless, yet as those
connections become increasingly mediated by technology,
the risk of losing touch becomes greater.
Rather than simply challenging personal notions of public
and private space, we could build technology that also challenges social notions of what it means to be connected or
disconnected to each other. Bassoli et al. reflected on social computing in this way, enabling a more comprehensive
response to what it means to design for the urban environment in a way that included mainstream society as well as
marginalized groups like the homeless [4]. Through designing interactions that encourage reflection on the different ways we interact in the physical environment, we can
adopt the notion of “non-space” as a basis for creating social awareness of the periphery rather than unintentionally
pushing that periphery further out; by recasting some of the
technology touch-points of the urban environment as public
fixtures, we can create a shared lens through which all par-

ticipants in that environment can view and respond to each
other.

ble cost [21], participants in our study made communication
decisions based on their ability to predict cost.

Social Networks

Pre-paid cellular services allow the homeless to do some
planning and cost control. However, the economic model
of pre-paid cellular service in the U.S. is problematic for
this population. Purchased minutes expire after as little as
30 days and phone numbers that become inactive can be
reclaimed by the service providers after 90 days. When the
terms of prepaid cell phones are combined with irregular
incomes it puts the homeless at risk of losing their phone
number and thus the stable contact point with their larger
social network.

We have illustrated the importance, and brittle nature, of
social networks for the homeless persons in our study; the
type of social networks a homeless person maintains has an
impact on whether they get off the street [10] and is consistent with Granovetter’s notion of the strength of weak
ties [20]. In trying to strengthen and diversify those weak
ties, we are presented with an opportunity to augment the
co-located social networks of the homeless population with
technology, furthering an agenda of designing for inclusion.
Foth’s study of Australian inner-city social networks describes a slightly different community that has similar needs
to the urban homeless [14]. Foth contrasted the shared
“common purpose, goal, interest, or support need” present
in on-line communities to the absence of those traits within
co-located communities. He pointed out that co-located
communities are built around the serendipity of unplanned
interactions and not around community members seeking
each other out based on shared values.
While Foth makes a strong distinction between communities built around shared goals versus those built around colocation, the homeless community is not adequately served
by trying to strictly adhere to that division. The homeless
have shared goals such as finding shelter, food, and employment as well as shared needs like addiction management and
healthcare. At the same time, the serendipity of word-ofmouth communication that arises out of co-location plays a
critical role in spreading information about services within
the community. Furthermore, the nature of social interactions in the homeless community is marked by an intense
preference for the personal. The expressed desire of the
homeless in interacting with social workers is to know they
have that person’s full attention; phone conversations are not
preferred as they do not provide an affordance for measuring
attention [25]. A shared sense of urgency and being treated
with dignity are important ways a homeless person identifies
a “friend” [26].
Mediating these interactions with technology may not be the
best way to preserve dignity and the sense of shared urgency.
Technology solutions for the homeless need to bear in mind
the critical factor personal relationships play in their lives. A
successful intervention would preserve, or enhance, the personal contact time with caseworkers and supportive groups
as well as enable homeless persons to share experiences and
establish new connections. In this way, the potential for
augmenting social networks with technology lies in enriching and multiplying the number of connections the homeless
person has to social institutions as well as other members of
the community who are attempting to get off the streets.
Affordances for Planning

A third avenue for addressing inclusive design presents itself
in how we structure technology around commercial transactions. For participants in our study, managing the costs of
communication and travel is a priority. As an example, just
as teenagers prefer SMS messaging because of its predica-

In a similar vein, the apocryphal story we used as a catalyst
for thinking about technology was not entirely without merit.
The local transportation system had recently made a switch
from using tokens for ride fare to an electronic-card based
system. The cards come in two varieties, a permanent plastic
card that costs five dollars, or disposable paper cards that
cost fifty cents. The additional cost of the cards is only one
factor in the practical consequences. With tokens, it is easy
to keep track of how many rides remain. With the electronic
cards, in order to know the remaining balance on the card,
it must be placed near a reader. This means a user does not
know how much credit is left until trying to board public
transportation.
The cumulative effect of these two systems is an inability
to plan ahead with budgeting for communication and public
transportation. In the case of cell phone service it affects a
homeless person’s ability to stay connected to a vital social
network and in the case of public transportation it complicates travel planning and creates situations of public embarrassment when attempting to board public transport with a
card that has been used up.
Challenges in Reaching the Homeless Community

We need to continue to work with the homeless community
to develop a more nuanced understanding of their needs.
However, the unfamiliarity of this community within HCI
serves to exaggerate some of the difficulty. The challenges
we experienced in conducting our study are consistent with
the known difficulties of working with the homeless [34],
but we hope to better inform HCI research with the homeless
community by discussing our experiences from this study.
A challenge that we were faced with was in enabling consistent contact with members of the homeless community. We
were initially surprised at the vastly different camera return
rates between the two outreach centers we worked with. We
had expected a partial return rate from both centers, not the
all-or-nothing response we received. Contributing to our
surprise was that the all-or-nothing difference occurred despite an incentive of $20 to complete our protocol. Had
we increased the incentive, we may well have garnered a
higher return rate, but such a strategy poses a tension with
the requirement that studies involving at-risk individuals not
be coercive (is a study whose compensation is enough to
distract a homeless participant from job hunting effectively
coercive, and ultimately counter productive?). On the one
hand the low return rate at the one center reassures us that

the remuneration was not coercive, but on the other, it underscores the challenges of working with a community whose
daily struggles make planning ahead difficult, if not impossible.
By looking at environmental factors that contributed to the
difference in camera return rates, we concluded that the operational differences at the two centers played a critical role.
The infrequent contact of once every 90 days that participants had with the first center meant that their presence at
the center was not habitual and it may have been easier to
forget or lose interest in returning to complete the study.
Conversely, the daily contact participants had with the second outreach center meant that they did not need to break
routine in order to continue participation in the study.
Care should also be taken when considering the logistics of
any study. The logistics of our study placed a fair amount
of responsibility on the participants and in looking back,
we could have made better use of contact information and
personally followed up to collect cameras and conduct interviews. In essence, researchers may need to assume more of
the logistical responsibilities themselves instead of leaving
it to participants who rightly have other priorities.
Research efforts need to be built around the fluidity of life
on the street, and in this regard, research and co-design involving the homeless population are in many ways similar
to working in developing regions [32]. For individuals who
live day to day, two weeks can see a number of dramatic
changes in location, mind set, and health. The Radley et al.
study of the London homeless population addressed these
challenges by limiting camera time to three days and in so
doing, capitalized on the initial excitement and momentum
generated as participants took up the cameras [31].
Mental illness and drug addiction pose another set of challenges when working with this community. Many of the
participants in our study had spent a large portion of their
adult lives in and out of homelessness following the wax
and wane of gainful employment, health, and addiction. As
such, several suffered memory and other mental disabilities.
Depression and anxiety were common, as were minor abuses
of prescription medication, like taking sedatives first thing in
the morning. Using photographs to drive the interview was
invaluable as a tool to jog memory, establish context, and
shape the interview around personal and relevant details in
their lives.
Finally, as a researcher, it is difficult to spend any amount of
time with members of the homeless community and not be
affected by their stories, their struggles, their sense of humor,
and their humanity. The need to remain dispassionate, to
establish and maintain firm boundaries, must be reaffirmed
regularly [13]. The challenge here is to keep a broader perspective in the face of individual needs.
CONCLUSION

Our work is the first that we are aware of to take a systematic look at whether technologies—including new ones that
we create—might empower homeless persons in their lives.
Through the interviews we held, and our subsequent analysis, we show a number of themes in how our participants per-

ceive technology as well as the activities and constraints that
inform how technology fits into their world. While we are
not able to specifically comment on the needs of homeless
families or on the unique requirements of homeless singleparents, the themes presented here penetrate a number of
facets of being homeless and provide a broad base for reflecting on the complex range of needs present in that particular
user community. Our findings lead us to believe that there
are opportunities for productive technological interventions
in the lives of homeless people. For example, the recognized utility of a cell phone provides a versatile platform
for exploring different forms of technological intervention
and the social impact of improving connections—both literal
through being able to call friends and family for support, and
symbolic as a talisman of belonging to society.
We have also begun to challenge some of the assumptions
HCI makes about the relationship between people in technology. The social dynamics that are playfully exposed
through urban computing ideas could be more thoughtfully
considered in their relation to the less-priviledged participants of the urban environment. Appropriate technologies
need to consider more than the usability or psychological
appropriateness of an interaction. We need to put careful
thought into the social impact technologies have for nonusers as well as users. In using technology to redefine
boundaries, we have an opportunity to do so inclusively,
bringing the periphery into sharper focuses, inviting in the
disenfranchised and the under-served.
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