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Using WhatsApp for a homeless count
Fran Calvoa,b and Xavier Carbonellb

aCAS Girona (Institut d’Assistència Sanitària), Departament de Salut, Generalitat de Catalunya, Spain; bFPCEE Blanquerna, Universitat Ramon
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ABSTRACT
The study analyses how the use of instant messaging (WhatsApp) alongside other ICT tools is
adequate to complement the count of homeless people in an area. In particular, it describes
the methodology used in order to organize the first official count of homeless people in
Girona (Catalonia, Spain). Given that this is the first count of individuals experiencing
homelessness in the city, it is difficult to say that it is an improvement, but it could be
suggested that the app might make the future counts more efficient. Both professional and
volunteers and homeless people used WhatsApp to send information. A total of 283
homeless people were detected. Results show that the usage of this application optimized
the results of the count. 36.1% of the data were obtained online. Homeless people, who
were reluctant to contact directly with the professional team, used WhatsApp to
communicate with them, adding up to 19.4% of the data obtained. Results show how
communication between homeless people and health and mental health services can be
potentially improved with this type of application.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 31 July 2016
Revised 12 January 2017
Accepted 12 January 2017

KEYWORDS
Homeless; poverty; shelters;
Internet; social network sites;
estimation; information and
communication technologies

Homelessness is a complex concept which, generally
speaking, refers to the situation of extreme social exclu-
sion which certain people suffer and which leads to sig-
nificant impediments to cover their most basic
necessities, including access to housing (Fitzpatrick,
1998). Both general and individual reasons determine
this situation. In the former, social and urbanity pol-
icies, carried out in a particular socio-political context
and the possibilities to access housing among people
in risk of social exclusion (FEANTSA, 2008) stand
out. In the latter, the principal reasons are related to
severe socio-economic deficiencies and scarcities,
such as adversity, lacks, or maltreatment during
infancy, and mental issues, including addictive behav-
ior (Shelton, Taylor, Bonner, & van den Bree, 2009).

Homelessness has a negative impact on health, lead-
ing to a rapid physical, psychological, and social
deterioration, often long term (Bravo, 2003). Accord-
ing to the fifth edition ofDiagnostic and Statistics Man-
ual of Mental Disorders, homelessness plays a part in
the genesis of mental disorders, and in the persistence
of its symptomatology (American Psychiatric Associ-
ation, 2013).

Several limitations appear when attempting to offer
reliable numbers regarding homelessness (Baptista,
Benjaminsen, Pleace, & Busch-Geertsema, 2012).
First, the lack of agreement around the definition of
homelessness. The different criteria, used in the con-
ceptualization of the phenomenon, determine the
results (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 2014), hence the

differences in the rates of homelessness in the same
surroundings. The traditional definition of individuals
experiencing homelessness (IEH) is a person who, not
having housing, lives rough or in accommodation for
the IEH. The Spanish Statistics Office (SSO) includes
the people who, in the week before the gathering of
the data, were users of accommodation for the home-
less, located in towns with a population bigger than
20 000 inhabitants (SSO, 2012) and slept there at
least once. Those, who did not have contact with pro-
fessionals or accommodation for the IEH centers, were
not included in the mentioned rates.

On the other hand, the European Federation of
National Organisations working with the Homeless
(FEANTSA) defines an IEH as a person who has no
access to or cannot keep adequate housing adapted to
their personal situation and which offers a stable fra-
mework for cohabitation, either for economic reasons,
other social obstacles, or due to the difficulties in lead-
ing an independent lifestyle and dealing with the
requirements of running a house. Thus, the lack of
housing, life in the public space or in institutions, inse-
cure, and inadequate housing are included in the defi-
nition (FEANTSA, 2008).

The amplitude of this last definition implies other
difficulties to establish reliable data regarding the
count of IEH, due to the exclusion and psycho-social
deterioration. This happens, above all, with the people
who (a) suffer a mental health issue; (b) do not wish to
or cannot accept services; (c) sleep in illegally occupied
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housing or in peripheral settlements; (d) people in risk
of losing their housing but who have not informed the
services; (e) people admitted to health centers or social
service centers and who do not have housing when
given the all-clear; (f) people in penitentiary centers,
etc. in conclusion the people whose presence is not
so visible in the community (Agans et al., 2014). More-
over, there exists an uneven offer of housing resources
with different access criteria according to the policies of
each territory, and great geographical mobility (Kasia-
novitz, 2005). All these facts make clear the high risk
that data undervalue homelessness.

Bearing in mind these obstacles, and with the aim of
creating more reliable data, counts on IEH are carried
out periodically in cities worldwide. In these counts,
community agents and volunteers, organized by
specialized institutions, walk around the city in given
days and times, carrying out a count of the IEH, includ-
ing those sleeping in institutions. This methodology
incorporates the knowledge of the territory of the
streetwork specialists, as well as other IEH’s knowledge,
which contributes to more rigorous figures, and follows
the recommendations of the scientific community
(Cloke, Milbourne, & Widdowfield, 2001).

This study analyzes the results of the first official
count of IEH carried out in the city of Girona, in
which instant messaging services, real-time geolocation
applications, and on line social networks were used by
professionals and IEH deploying mobile and landline
devices. The main aim is to prove whether the use of
certain Information and Communication Technologies
(ICT) tools could avoid certain inherent difficulties to
this type of counting activity, and could optimize
work and improve their active participation.

Method

Participants

All the people of the city of Girona, defined in any of
the European Typology on Homeless and Housing
Exclusion (ETHOS) category, are participants.

These categories correspond to living in or spending
the night in any of the following situations: (a) the public
space (b) IEH hostels, (c) women’s shelter accommo-
dation or accommodation centers for immigrants,
(d) accommodation with no legal sub-tenancy or
under threat of eviction, (e) people living under threat
of violence from partners or relatives without the possi-
bility of changing their housing, (f) temporary struc-
tures, huts, or dwellings unfit for habitation,
(g) overcrowded housing (FEANTSA, 2005).

Procedure

Girona is located in north-west Spain. It has an area of
39.1 km2 and 97 586 inhabitants according to the

Catalonia Statistics Office (2016b). One sole specific
shelter for IEH exists in the city, managed by a pub-
lic–private consortium of the local council in agree-
ment with entities related to the non-profit
organizations working with IEH.

The shelter offers: (a) indefinite overnight stays for
people receiving longer-term support due to homeless-
ness and who are in mid-/long-term reinsertion processes
(insertion center); (b) short-term night shelter, emer-
gency attention, and reduction of damage associated to
homelessness (low threshold center); (c) benefits aimed
at covering basic necessities, such as food, hygiene, trans-
port, access to Internet, telephone, cloakroom, and medi-
cation. As well as the technical, assistance, and managing
staff, there is a group of volunteers offering leisure and
free time activities, and an Outreach Streetwork Team
(OST), formed by two professionals and a small group
of volunteers, whose role is to intervene with the IEH
both in the street and in certain types of unfit housing
(e.g. huts or illegally occupied housing) who all work at
the shelter. The OST have a high degree of knowledge
of the IEH and their locations since they carry out their
work on the street.

Organization of the count of IEH

The team organizing the count was formed by the OST
and members of other entities that work with IEH. The
day chosen for the count was Wednesday 18 May 2016.
It began at 8 pm coinciding with the closing of the food
service at the shelter in order to avoid a double count as
many IEH are users of the service. The end of the count
was at midnight, in order to avoid disturbing the IEH
because many are sleeping at that time.

The city was divided into 23 zones. The rural per-
ipheral areas had a bigger extension, while others had
a greater concentration of homelessness or a more
complex typology, (such as severe mental disorders,
significant relational difficulties, a criminal record for
assault, or groups of intoxicated people). The IEH
were informed of this activity between two to three
weeks before it started. The local shelter social workers
and the OST provided information to the IEH. More-
over, the snowball technique was used in order to cir-
culate information among IEH. The regional media
published the news some days before.

Two months prior to the count, the volunteers were
gathered at universities, non-profit organizations, and
health services. A total of 26 groups were organized,
formed by between five and eight people, adding up
to 192 volunteers. The volunteers were trained a
week before at a training session in which the basic
procedures were clearly explained. Any possible ques-
tions and doubts were dealt with. Furthermore, a writ-
ten document was signed guaranteeing the
confidentiality of the IEH.
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Each of the teams was coordinated by a professional
with the experience of attending IEH with relevant
information about the identification of the IEH as
part of their work is devoted to IEH and they know
most of the IEH personally. The people with experience
include the following: streetwork, mental health provi-
ders, or other specific services related to the population.
Each team was distributed in one of the areas. Three
additional teams participated: two covering two of
the most geographically extensive rural areas, whose
access is specially complicated, and the other additional
team, named Team Zero, centralized and coordinated
communication through ICT applications. The aim
of the teams was, once their area was clearly delimited,
to go through the streets, squares or other open spaces
and entrance halls, car parks, under staircases or other
areas susceptible to be a refuge for IEH. The teams were
urged not to enter occupied houses in order to avoid
risks. They had to count the IEH and gather infor-
mation which could be obtained at first hand, such as
gender, area, origin of the individual (Indigenous vs.
Immigrant or Family Descent from Migration -IFDI),
if possible, by conversing with them and asking them
about their IEH condition.

Implications of ICT

Instant messaging application, WhatsApp, was the
main ICT tool chosen for the planning and design of
this action. Two types of groups of WhatsApp users
were formed before the beginning of the count. The
first group featured the 26 coordinators of the teams
who carried out the counts. The aim was to deal with
any possible questions or doubts which may arise in
certain situations and which require immediate
response (i.e. a double count of an itinerant IEH, gath-
ering volunteers who speak foreign languages). The
second type of group was formed among the teams
of volunteers who created their own groups in order
to deal with aspects related to their zone in the event
of possible separation, as there exist considerably
large rural areas which required the subdivision of
the team in order to cover it adequately.

An analysis of the necessities four weeks before the
count detected the IEH’s reluctance to allow volunteers
to visit their occupied houses, afraid of any possible
consequences, such as eviction on the grounds of illegal
occupation. Several IEH lived in all the houses, and
there was at least one person owning a telephone
with Internet connection. Therefore, a count of all
the IEH, who were occupying houses illegally and
had a mobile phone and Internet access, was carried
out in virtue of the possibility of communication with
the Zero Team. The member of OST selected an IEH
guide/mentor in each house after ensuring that they
had WhatsApp. Then they were urged to send at a
given time the data of the total number of IEH in

every house concerning gender and nationality. Every
guide/mentor was given a written document with the
instructions to follow. Tests were carried out the
week before the count, and IEH were guaranteed maxi-
mum confidentiality about the data. The messages,
which the Zero Team received, were checked exclu-
sively by the main investigator of this paper, who codi-
fied the gender and precedence of the IEH without
revealing their identity and the location of the house
in which they lived. The other investigators had access
to this data via an SPSS file in which each subject was
given a numeric code.

The list of occupied houses of the OST database was
contrasted with the area of citizen proximity of the
Local Police so as to optimize information. The OST
and the Local Police work coordinately in issues
which concern the community. The Local Police patrol
the streets regularly gathering highly valuable infor-
mation regarding the IEH and their location. The
Local Police were of great help in the process of verify-
ing that no occupied house was left uncounted.

Two real-time geolocation applications, linked to
the Smartphones of the coordinators of the 26 teams,
were used: Glympse – Share GPS and Google +. For
the latter, a new profile for those who did not have
one was created, with the aim of supporting the
teams and optimizing specific location and delimiting
each area, so as to avoid any possible zone overlapping.
Additionally, two IEH collaborated with the organiz-
ation team, as well as several people with a good com-
mand of the predominant IFDI languages, i.e. Arabic,
Berber, Romanian, and Russian. These volunteers
were accessible through the mentioned applications
in case their presence as cultural mediators was
required in any of the zones in the city.

Coordination among services

The OST informed all the institutions that could pro-
vide data of the IEH according to ETHOS classification
weeks before the count. Thus, different agents of the
field of social work and education, in hospitals, psy-
chiatry emergency centers, A&E in hospitals, religious
services, mid-/long-stay socio-sanitary centers, police
offices, penitentiary centers, centers for the attention
of women who were victims of domestic violence,
therapeutic communities, and owners of private econ-
omic pensions were invited to partake in the count and
were asked to provide a report on the chosen day of the
count or the following morning. These institutions
were told to count and send the total number of IEH,
their gender, and their condition of Indigenous/IFDI.
No special written form was provided to them, as it
was not considered necessary on the grounds of the
simplicity of the data. Conversely, there was great
emphasis on the meaning of the concept of homeless-
ness according to the definition of the FEANTSA, and
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the services that required it were given a printed docu-
ment with the definition. Several means of contact were
readily available for this purpose: mobile phone num-
ber and e-mail address among others.

Design and measures

Transversal and observational study. Tests were carried
out with the use of contingency tables in order to deter-
mine whether there existed differences concerning gen-
der, origin, or surroundings in which the IEH spent the
night at the time of the count.

Results

About the organization

The count was postponed from the 18th to the 25th of
May 2016 due to bad weather. WhatsApp was used as
the main means of communication to inform people
about the cancelation of the count and its new date.
Approximately 30 minutes after the decision was
taken, all participants, including users, had been
informed about the cancellation of the event. A total
of 158 volunteers participated in the count, as well as
three professionals.

Persons experiencing homeless count and living
situation

The count produced a total of 283 IEH in the city of
Girona, a 0.29% of total population, and a rate of 290
IEH for every 100 000 inhabitants. 82% (n = 232)
were men and 18% (n = 51) women. The percentage
of indigenous people was 44.2 (n = 125) and the per-
centage of IFDI 55.8 (n = 158). No relation between
gender and immigration was found (X2 = 1.9; df = 1;
P = .11). Of the total of counted IEH, 62.4% (n = 177)
were roofless (in public shelters, illegally occupied
housing, or living rough: on the street, in closed cash
points, parks, porches, or other places sheltered from
severe weather).

The data concerning ETHOS categories four and six
were provided by 12 institutions, enabling the elabor-
ation of the definite list of services specifying gender
and origin. Penitentiary services only provided data
of men (7.7% of total, n = 22) and services of protection
to women victims of domestic violence (n = 13, 4.7%).
The data of the different services distributed by ETHOS
typology, institution, gender, and origin, are shown in
Table 1.

The analysis of the categorical variables displayed
significant differences between genders in relation to
the different contexts where the IEH were found on
the day of the count. In this view, more men were
found in the street and more women in the shelter,
specific centers for IEH and in social or health centers.

As regards origin, the illegally occupied houses were
inhabited mainly by IFDI, contrarily to health and
penitentiary centers, with a higher presence of indigen-
ous people (Table 2).

Use of WhatsApp and other ICT tools
A total of 162WhatsApp text messages were sent in the
coordinators group from the beginning to the end of
the count. The content of the messages aimed at
answering queries concerning the methodology of the
count and the areas corresponding to each team. The
messages also provided information regarding the itin-
erant IEH, which could be duplicated in the count, for
being in two adjoining zones (n = 103, 63.6%) and to
send/receive spontaneous support or motivational
messages (n = 59, 36.3%).

The OST had evidence of the existence of 12 occu-
pied houses and three huts. Thirteen of these 15 dwell-
ings informed, via WhatsApp, of the number of people
in each house at the start of the count. Fifty-five people
were counted by this system; three others were added
after contacting the agents in person. Two people did
not send a message due to a bad signal. The 12 insti-
tutions sent the data either on the same night of the
count or during the following morning. 58.3% of
these institutions (n = 7) used WhatsApp to send
information.

In total, 102 people were counted by the WhatsApp
application (36.1% of the total of the data obtained).
The data, which users shared with the leaders, added
up to 19.4% of the total (n = 55). The rest originated
from the count itself, (n = 61, 21.5%), as well as in
situ counts in specific institutions or through telephone
calls and e-mails (n = 120, 42.4%). The comparison of
the different ways of gathering information, related to
the count according to the origin of the data, can be
observed in Figure 1. Finally, the team coordinators
were available in real time with the aforementioned
geolocation applications to optimize their space situ-
ation in each of the zones.

Discussion

Despite the fact that this is not the first occasion in
which smartphones have been used to improve enu-
meration and follow-up contact (Rice, Lee, & Taitt,
2011; Rice, Ray, & Kurzban, 2012), it is the first
occasion in which an instant messaging service, Whats-
App, is used in order to maximize the efficiency of an
official count of IEH. As well as WhatsApp, the OST
has played a key role in the management of the
count, because OST knows the territory and has a
strong bond with the IEH. WhatsApp, in conjunction
with geolocation applications and social network
sites, has enabled the access to data provided directly
by the IEH, minimizing the potential bias caused by
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not including the IEH who are not visible to those vol-
unteers who are not specialized in the count.

One of the main findings of this study is the percep-
tion differences of IEH according to the two given
channels of transmission and information relative to
the count (direct communication and virtual com-
munication). The possibility of attending the houses
in person met reluctance, despite originating from
the OST team, which has certain bonds with the IEH
which facilitates periodical visits during daily socio-
educational and therapeutic practise. Conversely, the
utilization of WhatsApp was rapidly accepted, enabling
active participation and commitment on behalf of the
IEH. Furthermore, it allowed the team to obtain highly
relevant data. This fact is in agreement with the recent
studies which highlight the potentialities of these new
communicational means between IEH populations
and professionals (Eyrich-Garg, 2011). In fact, some
authors go one step further and suggest that the use
of mobile devices as a means of communication
between professionals, institutions, and individuals is
more effective and efficient than other communication
mechanisms (Rice et al., 2011).

This fact is highly logical and relevant in relation to
the results obtained, since the use of Smartphones has
become the only accepted channel of communication
of the users as a condition to participate actively in
the count. The confidentiality agreement reached
between the IEH-occupying houses illegally and the
professionals, alongside the attraction of using a mobile
phone and the anonymity and immediacy of Whats-
App, seems to have been crucial in this process.

It is noteworthy that the use of Internet and social
networks among IEH is not too different from the
use which general population make, especially among
younger population (Guadagno, Muscanell, & Pollio,
2013). It appears that the use of ICT among IEH is
rather common, benefitting from the free Wi-Fi access
points in the city. ICT should be undeniably included
in the list of adequate resources to surmount some of

the difficulties related to access to IEH and it must be
used on the grounds of psychosocial and therapeutic
following (Freedman, Lester, McNamara, Milby, &
Schumacher, 2006; Rice et al., 2012). Additionally,
the utilization of WhatsApp has enabled the trans-
mission of information among institutions, in the
cases in which the leaders of the mentioned services
opted for the use of this means of communication,
and has contributed enormously to the optimization
of communication, expanding the possibilities of access
to knowledge and its management, and, therefore,
reducing some of the obstacles mentioned previously.

It must be pointed out that even though most of the
count was carried out thanks to volunteers and did not
involve extraordinary expenses, the use of smartphone
is a resource with the potentiality of economizing this
type of actions which are more expensive in the event
of having to attend the different occupied homes in
person.

The great transverse nature of the phenomenon
leads to the improvement of coordination between
the different entities which offer temporary services
to the IEH, and which are indispensable when endea-
voring to provide reliable data about homelessness
(Arza, 2008). Bearing in mind the fact that IEH can
benefit from different public and private institutions,
in different governmental departments and even differ-
ent administrations, it seems inevitable to generate new
communication environments which are more direct
in order to transmit real-time information.

Regarding the results of the count, the rate in the
city of Girona is three times higher than the Catalan
rate, and four times higher than the Spanish rate, if
compared with the last official report (SSO, 2012). It
must be noted that the definition of homelessness
was extended in 2005, including occupied houses, hos-
tels or short stay institutions, and charities (different
from the ETHOS categorization as individuals in
health or penitentiary centers were not included
(Arza, 2008). The data published regarding this

Table 1. Distribution of the data of the count of IEH.

Living situation ETHOSa
Men n (%) Women n (%)

IFb Ic IFb Ic n

Outreach/Streetwork 1 34 (11.9) 23 (8.1) 3 (1.1) 0 60 (21.1)
Shelter 3 23 (8.1) 17 (6.0) 3 (1.1) 3 (1.1) 46 (16.3)
Sleep center for homeless 2 10 (3.5) 3 (1.1) 0 0 13 (4.6)
Long-term houses for homeless 7 14 (4.9) 8 (2.8) 11 (3.9) 6 (2.2) 39 (13.8)
Illegally occupied houses and temporary structures 11, 12 34 (11.9) 16 (5.6) 7 (2.5) 1 (0.4) 58 (20.4)
Hostel 2 1 (0.4) 4 (1.4) 0 1 (0.4) 6 (2.2)
General hospital, psychiatric services, therapeutic communities for drug addicts 6 4 (1.4) 19 (6.7) 0 3 (1.1) 26 (9.2)
Penitentiary center 6 14 (4.9) 8 (2.8) 0 0 22 (7.7)
Emergency accommodation for women who suffered abuse or violence 4 0 0 7 (2.5) 6 (2.2) 13 (4.7)
n 134 (47.0) 98 (34.5) 31 (11.1) 20 (7.4) 283 (100)
aETHOS operational categories: A. Roofless: (1) People living rough, (2) People in emergency accommodation, B. Houseless: (3) People in accommodation for
the homeless, (4) People in women’s shelter, (5) People in accommodation for immigrants, (6) People due to be released from institutions, (7) People
receiving longer-term support (due to homelessness, C. Insecure Accommodation: (8) People living in insecure accommodation, (9) People living
under threat of eviction, (10) People living under threat of violence, D. Inadequate Accommodation: (11) People living in temporary/Non-conventional
structures, (12) People living in unfit housing, (13) People living in extreme over-crowding.

bImmigrant or Family Descent from Migration.
cIndigenous.
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phenomenon was three years before this change of
conceptualization and no other official estimate has
been carried out since then.

The situation described explains the reason behind
the fact that the official Spanish homelessness rate in
2012 was notably lower than other countries, such as
Germany or France, despite the rise in evictions and
the demand for emergency accommodation, as a con-
sequence of the world economic crisis, initiated in
2008 (Sales, 2015). Housing was especially affected by
economic recession and its impact in Spain was
remarkably superior to that of the mentioned
countries. Other socio-economic indicators, such as
the rise of poverty and unemployment rate or minimal
benefits aimed at aiding the most vulnerable sector of
population, covering their most basic necessities
(Alaya, 2012), reflected this fact. These factors are
directly related to homelessness; however, the data
are not taken into consideration with the SSO method-
ology of count of IEH, with which objective data are
substantially underrated (Sales, 2015).

On the other hand, when compared with other cities
of similar characteristics, the count carried out on the
19th of April 2016 in Lleida, a city south-west of Gir-
ona with a population of 138 452 inhabitants (CSO,
2016c), Lleida has a rate of homelessness of 0.14%

and 140.7 IEH per 100 000 inhabitants (Ajuntament
de Lleida, 2016). On the 18th of May 2016, the city
of Barcelona, with 1 640 555 inhabitants (CSO,
2016a), had 0.17% and 179.7 IEH per 100 000 inhabi-
tants (Xarxa d’Atenció a les Persones Sense-Llar,
2016). These figures are significantly below the results
obtained in Girona, as in the methodological approach,
the people, who slept on the streets or in institutions
specifically aimed at IEH, were included. The other
ETHOS categories were not included’ therefore, they
refer to a part of homelessness and not to the phenom-
enon of the description to which they are assigned.

As far as the prevalence differences found between
genders go, the tendency to meaning reveals a higher
presence of women in institutions. This may be due
to, first, the inclusion of an institution devoted specifi-
cally to the protection of women. Nevertheless, it is
worth considering the fact that the existence of this
type of specific services for women is aimed at dealing
with problems of domestic violence victims. Women
experiencing homelessness are victims of assault and
rape more frequently than men (Wenzel, Koegel, &
Gelberg, 2000). This situation becomes more accentu-
ated when women have no resource of protection
and have to live on the street (D’Ercole & Struening,
1990). Thus, women are victims of a twofold

Table 2. Contingence tables data for categorized living situations and analyzed dependent variables.
Gender Values Provenance Values

Men Women X2 df P IF* I* X2 df P

Streetwork 57 (24.6) 3 (5.9) 8.74 1 .001 37 (23.4) 23 (18.4) 1’05 1 .190
Shelter and homeless specific attendance 75 (32.3) 23 (45.1) 3.01 1 .059 61 (38.6) 37 (29.6) 2.51 1 .072
Illegally occupied houses 50 (21.6) 8 (15.7) 0.89 1 .231 41 (25’9) 17 (13.6) 6.53 1 .007
Legal and health services 50 (21.6) 17 (33.3) 3.21 1 .057 19 (12.0) 48 (38.4) 26.86 1 <.001

*IF = Immigrant or Family Descent from Migration, I = Indigenous.

Figure 1. Origin for received data.
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marginalization, first for being women, and second for
being IEH. It could even be considered threefold in the
case of IFDI women, whose integration difficulties
could exclude them from the health service unless
their administrative situation is regulated. Some of
the benefits or services which are crucial in the
reinsertion process may fail to reach IFDI women,
owing to the mentioned social health obstacles (San-
chón-Macías et al., 2016).

More IFDI people lived in illegally occupied houses,
and fewer IFDI attended legal and health services,
regardless of their gender. This fact could display a ten-
dency to a different profile according to the origin of
the people, which could be extended to the population
of the analyzed context. The process that leads an IFDI
person to become IEH is partly related to the migratory
process in itself, contrarily to indigenous people (Järvi-
nen, 2003). The potential risk of exclusion of the people
without a regulated administrative situation, in con-
junction with a lower presence of the family of origin
and a need of cultural identification in the group of
peers, could explain the tendency to the occupation
of houses.

This study is not exempt of limitations. In the first
place, in spite of the fact that IEH in occupied houses
were prompted to send very specific data, a mechanism
to evaluate the messages received with a qualitative
methodology was not designed. A qualitative design
of the messages received could be an issue to be inves-
tigated in the future. On the other hand, despite choos-
ing a propitious day for the count, at a time of the year
without extreme temperatures, or events such as festiv-
ities or sporting events which could condition the
results, and a reasonable time which respected the
rest of IEH, and possible risk situations related to
intoxication caused by alcohol or other drugs, it is
reasonable to think that to repeat the count at different
times of the year could improve the results.

On the other hand, it is an important objective for
many IEH to preserve anonymity, and although the
teams had great knowledge of the territory and the sub-
jects, it is likely that certain IEH were not detected and
went unnoticed. In this sense, another limitation is the
possible double count of a person who was counted
throughWhatsApp and who was subsequently counted
again, despite the fact that the street workers’ day-to-
day professional experience indicated that IEH rarely
abandon the homes once they get ready to rest.
Additionally, the data received from penitentiary cen-
ters have included modules 1, 3, 5, and 7. Modules 2,
4 and the specific women module refused to provide
the information on the grounds of confidentiality.
Finally, the data in this study also underrate homeless-
ness, as the categories, linked to the legal (sub)tenancy
housing, overcrowded housing, or those under a threat
of eviction, or the situations in which a person has no
possibility to access his/her own house due to being

under domestic threat, have not been able to be
included owing to the special difficulty encountered
when trying to detect and count them.

In conclusion, the difficulties to access IEH popu-
lation which the public services face are an important
obstacle to offer reliable data. However, as has been
proved, the direct implication of the intervention
agents in open spaces provides an adequate vision of
the objective context, totally necessary for such a
task, as specialists recommend (Cloke et al., 2001).
The specialized knowledge of the territory on behalf
of the professionals, and the incorporation of tools of
virtual communication are highly useful. It has facili-
tated contact between professionals and volunteers
and has permitted a greater geographical control of
the count. Moreover, it has enabled the gathering of a
great number of data of IEH which could not have
been gathered in other ways.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Notes on contributors

Fran Calvo is an Educational Psychologist, Social Educator,
and a PhD student in Psychology. He is an Associated Pro-
fessor at the University of Girona (Catalonia, Spain). He is a
streetworker with persons living in a homeless or under drug
abuse situation in the city of Girona (Mental health and drug
abuse network, Institut d’Assistència Sanitària).

Xavier Carbonell has obtained his PhD in Psychology. He is
a Full Professor at the Universitat Ramon Llull (Barcelona).
Since 1985, he has been a clinical psychologist at a drug
addicts center in the city of Barcelona (CAS Garbivent).
His research interests focus on addictions to substances
and the effects of digital technologies on behavior.

References

Agans, R. P., Jefferson, M. T., Bowling, J. M., Zeng, D., Yang,
J., & Silverbush, M. (2014). Enumerating the hidden
homeless: Strategies to estimate the homeless gone miss-
ing from a point-in-time count. Journal of Official
Statistics, 30(2), 215–229. doi:10.2478/jos-2014-0014

Ajuntament de Lleida. (2016). Informe resultats estudi per-
sones sense-sostre Lleida [Lleida survey report of results
of the homeless count] [Website]. Retrieved from http://
repositori.udl.cat/bitstream/handle/10459.1/57695/
estudi20persones20sense%20sostre.pdf?sequence=
1&isAllowed=y

Alaya, L. (2012). El impacto de la crisis sobre la desigualdad y
la pobreza en la Unión Europea [The impact of the crisis on
inequality and poverty in the European Union], En:
Laparra, M., & Pérez-Eransus, B. (coord.) Crisis y fractura
social en Europa. Causas y efectos en España [Crisis and
social fracture. Causes and effects in Spain]. Colección de
Estudios Sociales, 35, 56–76, Barcelona: Obra Social “La
Caixa”. Retrieved from http://www.publicacionestecnicas.
com/lacaixa/35_es/pdf/print.pdf

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL DISTRESS AND THE HOMELESS 7

http://dx.doi.org/10.2478/jos-2014-0014
http://repositori.udl.cat/bitstream/handle/10459.1/57695/estudi20persones20sense%20sostre.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://repositori.udl.cat/bitstream/handle/10459.1/57695/estudi20persones20sense%20sostre.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://repositori.udl.cat/bitstream/handle/10459.1/57695/estudi20persones20sense%20sostre.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://repositori.udl.cat/bitstream/handle/10459.1/57695/estudi20persones20sense%20sostre.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://www.publicacionestecnicas.com/lacaixa/35_es/pdf/print.pdf
http://www.publicacionestecnicas.com/lacaixa/35_es/pdf/print.pdf


American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and
statistical manual of mental disorders (5th ed.).
Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Publishing.

Arza, J. (2008). II Plan de lucha contra la exclusión social en
Navarra. Diagnóstico de la exclusión social en Navarra [II
Fight plan against social exclusion. Diagnosis of the social
exclusion in Navarra. Homeless people]. Personas Sin
Hogar. Alter Grupo de Investigación. Departamento de
Educación: Universidad Pública de Navarra. Retrieved
from https://www.unavarra.es/digitalAssets/168/168636_
10000001-Personas-sin-hogar-PDF.pdf

Baptista, I., Benjaminsen, L., Pleace, N., & Busch-Geertsema,
V. (2012). Counting homeless people in the 2011 Housing
and Population Census: EOH comparative studies on
homelessness 2. Retrieved from http://eprints.whiterose.
ac.uk/75091/1/feantsa_studies_02_web.pdf

Bravo, M. F. (2003). Intervenciones en personas sin-hogar
con trastorno mental: Situación en Europa y España
[Intervention with homeless people with mental health
disorders: Situation in Europe and Spain]. Cuadernos de
Psiquiaría Comunitaria, 3(2), 117–128. Retrieved from
http://www.aen.es/web/docs/Cuadernos3.2.pdf

Catalonia Statistics Office (CSO). (2016a). El municipio en
cifras: Barcelona [The numbers of the municipality:
Barcelona] [Website]. Retrieved from http://www.
idescat.cat/emex/?id=080193

Catalonia Statistics Office (CSO). (2016b). El municipio en
cifras: Girona [The numbers of the municipality:
Girona] [Website]. Retrieved from http://www.idescat.
cat/emex/?id=170792&lang=es

Catalonia Statistics Office (CSO). (2016c). El municipio en
cifras: Lleida [The numbers of the municipality: Lleida]
[Website]. Retrieved from http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?
id=251207&lang=es

Chamberlain, C., & MacKenzie, D. (2014). Definition and
counting: Where to now? In: C. Chamberlain, G. Johson,
& C. Robinson (Eds.), Homeless in Australia: An introduc-
tion, (pp. 71–99). New South Wales: NewSouth
Publishing.

Cloke, P., Milbourne, P., & Widdowfield, R. (2001). Making
the homeless count? Enumerating rough sleepers and the
distorsion of homelessness. Policy & Politics, 29(3), 259–
279. doi:10.1332/0305573012501341

D’Ercole, A., & Struening, E. (1990). Victimization among
homeless women: Implications for service delivery.
Journal of Community Psychology, 18(2), 141–152.
doi:10.1002/1520-6629(199004)18:2<141::AID-
JCOP2290180206>3.0.CO;2-O

Eyrich-Garg, K. M. (2011). Sheltered in cyberspace?
Computer use among the unsheltered ‘street homeless’.
Computers in Human Behavior, 27(1), 296–303. doi:10.
1016/j.chb.2010.08.007

FEANTSA. (2005). European Tipology on Homelessness
and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS). Brusels: Belgium.
Retrieved from http://www.feantsa.org/spip.php?
article120&lang=en

FEANTSA. (2008). People who are homeless can be housed:
An insight into successful practices from across Europe.
Bruselas: Thorpe European Services. Retrieved from
http://www.feantsa.org/en/report/2008/04/26/housing-
2008?bcParent=27

Fitzpatrick, S. (1998). Homelessness in the European union.
In M. Keinnman, W. Matznetter, & M. Stephens (Eds.),

European integration and housing policy (pp. 197–204).
New York, NY: Routledge.

Freedman, M., Lester, K., McNamara, C., Milby, J., &
Schumacher, J. (2006). Cell Phones for ecological momen-
tary assessment with cocaine addicted homeless patients
in treatment. Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment, 30,
105–111. doi:10.1016/j.jsat.2005.10.005

Guadagno, R. E., Muscanell, N. L., & Pollio, D. E. (2013). The
homeless use Facebook?! Similarities of social network use
between college students and homeless young adults.
Computers in Human Behavior, 29(1), 86–89. doi:10.
1016/j.chb.2012.07.019

Järvinen, M. (2003). Negotiating strangerhood: Interviews
with homeless immigrants in Copenhagen. Acta
Sociologica, 46(3), 215–230. doi:10.1177/
00016993030463003

Kasianovitz, K. (2005). State and local documents roundup:
Counting our cities’ homeless. Documents to the people, 33
(2), 10–11. Retrieved from http://s3.amazonaws.com/
academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWS
AccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=
1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf
9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename
%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf

Rice, E., Lee, A., & Taitt, S. (2011). Cell phone use among
homeless youth: Potential for new health interventions
and research. Journal of Urban Health, 88(6), 1175–
1182. doi:10.1007/s11524-011-9624-z

Rice, E., Ray, D., & Kurzban, S. (2012). Homeless but con-
nected: The role of heterogeneous social network ties
and social networking technology in the mental health
outcomes of street-living youth. Community Mental
Health Journal, 48(6), 692–698. doi:10.1007/s10597-011-
9462-1

Sales, A. (2015). How many homeless people live in Spain?
Incomplete sources and impossible predictions.
European Journal of Homelessness, 9(2), 215–231.
Retrieved from http://feantsaresearch.org/IMG/pdf/
salesejh2-2015article9.pdf

Sanchón-Macías, M., Bover-Bover, A., Prieto-Salceda, D.,
Paz-Zulueta, M., Torres, B., & Gastaldo, D. (2016).
Determinants of subjective social status and health
among latin american women immigrants in Spain: A
qualitative approach. Journal of Immigrant and Minority
Health, 18, 436–441. doi:10.1007/s10903-015-0197-x

Shelton, K. H., Taylor, P. J., Bonner, A., & van den Bree, M.
(2009). Risk factors for homelessness: Evidence from a
population-based study. Psychiatric Services, 60(4), 465–
472. doi:10.1176/ps.2009.60.4.465

Spanish Statitstics Office (SSO). (2012, December 21).
Proyecto de encuesta sobre las Personas Sin Hogar
[Project of survey of homeless people] [Government
Report]. Retrieved from http://www.ine.es/daco/daco42/
epsh/epshper_12.pdf

Wenzel, S. L., Koegel, P., & Gelberg, L. (2000). Antecedents
of physical and sexual victimization among homeless
women: A comparison to homeless men. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 28(3), 367–390.
doi:10.1023/A:1005157405618

Xarxa d’Atenció a les Persones Sense-llar. (2016). Resultats
recompte persones sense-llar de Barcelona [Results of
the Homeless Count of Barcelona] [Website]. Retrieved
from http://recompte.barcelona

8 F. CALVO AND X. CARBONELL

https://www.unavarra.es/digitalAssets/168/168636_10000001-Personas-sin-hogar-PDF.pdf
https://www.unavarra.es/digitalAssets/168/168636_10000001-Personas-sin-hogar-PDF.pdf
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/75091/1/feantsa_studies_02_web.pdf
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/75091/1/feantsa_studies_02_web.pdf
http://www.aen.es/web/docs/Cuadernos3.2.pdf
http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?id=080193
http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?id=080193
http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?id=170792&lang=es
http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?id=170792&lang=es
http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?id=251207&lang=es
http://www.idescat.cat/emex/?id=251207&lang=es
http://dx.doi.org/10.1332/0305573012501341
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(199004)18:2%3C141::AID-JCOP2290180206%3E3.0.CO;2-O
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(199004)18:2%3C141::AID-JCOP2290180206%3E3.0.CO;2-O
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2010.08.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2010.08.007
http://www.feantsa.org/spip.php?article120&lang=en
http://www.feantsa.org/spip.php?article120&lang=en
http://www.feantsa.org/en/report/2008/04/26/housing-2008?bcParent=27
http://www.feantsa.org/en/report/2008/04/26/housing-2008?bcParent=27
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsat.2005.10.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2012.07.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2012.07.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/00016993030463003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/00016993030463003
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/30858624/Dttp_v33n2.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1466236309&Signature=bMXO2BltbEtKcN2oa8fSWQEKf9zI3D&response-content-disposition=inline3B20filename%3DInformation_Classification_and_Access_Po.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11524-011-9624-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10597-011-9462-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10597-011-9462-1
http://feantsaresearch.org/IMG/pdf/salesejh2-2015article9.pdf
http://feantsaresearch.org/IMG/pdf/salesejh2-2015article9.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10903-015-0197-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1176/ps.2009.60.4.465
http://www.ine.es/daco/daco42/epsh/epshper_12.pdf
http://www.ine.es/daco/daco42/epsh/epshper_12.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1005157405618
http://recompte.barcelona

	Abstract
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Organization of the count of IEH
	Implications of ICT
	Coordination among services
	Design and measures

	Results
	About the organization
	Persons experiencing homeless count and living situation
	Use of WhatsApp and other ICT tools


	Discussion
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	References



