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Thinking About eHealth and eInclusion in relation to people who are homeless
Background

Given that the areas of eHealth and eInlusion are relatively new ones for FEANTSA, the FEANTSA health and social protection working group recently undertook some brainstorming on this area and its relevance for people who are homeless. This little brief is intended to give some ideas and background for the speakers and chair of the workshop on this theme in FEANTSA’s upcoming conference in Wroclaw on the 13th of October.

eHealth – What’s the application? 

The working group tried to identify all of the ways in which information technology can be used to improve the contact homeless people have with the healthcare system:

· Electronic medical records: many homeless people are vulnerable and chaotic. They may not be able to maintain any kind of sustained and ongoing contact with the healthcare system. This can mean that their medical records are unavailable to those currently treating them, meaning that there is an incomplete understanding of their needs and medical history. It can also mean endlessly repeated assessments and homeless people often express their frustration with having to answer the same questions again and again. It would seem that electronic records have the potential to bypass these problems. They might also be the basis for “single shared assessments” which mean one assessment is made, stored, and used by all services. Perhaps they would also offer possibilities for data collection on the health of people who are homeless, which FEANTSA’s survey this year shows is almost non-existant in most countries, despite the need for more information and a better understanding in this area. Are there data protection issues that need to be addressed to make these things possible? 

· Getting information to homeless people: SMS messaging has been adopted in the UK to remind people who are homeless about doctor’s appointments for example. Is there potential to adapt this kind of model to other countries and to get messages to homeless people in this way?
· Online forums exist in some countries to give and share information to homeless people. Is there potential to use this type of technology to raise awareness on certain health issues for homeless people, to try and interest them in health promotion initiatives that may be open to them or to give them better information about their healthcare entitlements?
· More generally, information such as the availability of beds in hostels is made available in an updated way online in some countries. Is this a useful model? 

· eLearning on the health of homeless people: Angela Jones’ presentation on the elearning course for health professionals shows how elearning can be used to improve the knowledge and understanding of health workers about the needs of people who are homeless. Would other universities in other countries be interested in developing something similar?
· Using Video conferencing to reach out to vulnerable groups in isolated areas: this technology has been used in the Greek islands and seems to have a clear application in places where people are cut off from easy access to healthcare due to isolation, in sparsely populated rural areas for example. Do other countries think it could work?

eInclusion of people who are homeless

Using information technology is now a part of daily life across the EU. It is also an area where vulnerable groups can easily be left behind, creating a “digital divide”. How can we create eInclusion and why is it important? 

· In the hostel and homeless services setting: some homeless services, particularly day centres, try to provide access to information technology in a cyber space. It can also be a good area for “peer training” and involving homeless people who are already computer literate in training their peers. 

· Employability: being familiar with information technology is a vital part of being able to access employment. It creates opportunities and gives access to job information. 

· Access to information: it is a way of accessing information on entitlements and services that are available to them. 

· It can be a way to make contact with other people in a similar situation or be involved in networks: the Brussels homeless newsletter (it is not a street paper – it is free and targeted at homeless people) is published online as well as on paper to reach a bigger audience.
