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Connected in the street: the relation between online social networks, self-esteem and
satisfaction with life among individuals experiencing homelessness

Summary. The universalisation of Social Networking Sites has prompted a debate about whether contact with
relatives and friends online has a positive effect on psychological well-being, as it has on direct relationships with
primary groups. The aim of this study is to analyze the use of social network sites in a sample of 164 individuals
experiencing homelessness (IEH), and to establish the relationship between this usage and their levels of self-esteem
and satisfaction with life, using a multiple linear regression model for each dependent variable. The main results
show a high prevalence of Internet and social network sites usage amongst IEH, even slightly higher than in the
population overall. The variables predicting a higher degree of well-being are related to the use of social network
sites, especially keeping in touch with friends. The chronicity associated with length of time on the street is also a
key factor. A debate exists regarding the benefits of social network sites on health, and the importance which edu-
cation may have in improving access to specialized services.
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Connectats al carrer: relacié entre les xarxes socials en linia, ’autoestima i la satisfaccié
amb la vida de persones que experimenten una situacié de sensellarisme

Resum. La universalitzacio de les xarxes socials en linia ha provocat un debat sobre si el contacte amb familiars
i amics en linia té un efecte positiu en el benestar psicologic, com ho ha fet en les relacions directes amb grups
primaris. L'objectiu d’aquest estudi és analitzar I'tis que es fa de les xarxes socials en linia en una mostra de 164
persones que experimenten una situacio de sense llar (PES), i establir la relacié amb els seus nivells d’autoestima
i satisfaccio amb la vida, a partir d’un model de regressio lineal multiple per a cada variable dependent. Els prin-
cipals resultats mostren una alta prevalenca d’iis de llocs d’Internet i xarxes socials entre PES, fins i tot lleugerament
més alt que la poblacio general. Les variables predictores d’un major grau de benestar estan relacionades amb 1'1is
de llocs de xarxes socials, especialment a l’estar en contacte amb amics. La cronicitat associada amb la permanén-
cia al carrer és també un factor clau. Hi ha un debat sobre els beneficis de les xarxes socials en linia sobre la salut
i la importancia que la formacio pot tenir per millorar l’accés als serveis especialitzats.

Paraules clau: persones sense llar; sense llar; xarxes socials en linia; autoestima; satisfaccio amb la vida
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Introduction

Subjective well-being is a concept which is hard to
delimit, but it is often defined as the development of
a person’s the overall experience of all areas of health
(Garcia & Gonzalez, 2000), including physical, psycho-
logical, social and spiritual health. Self-esteem and
satisfaction with life are seen as two of the principal
elements of subjective psychological well-being (Cam-
eron & Skinner, 2006), and these factors are directly
related with the amount of social support a person
receives, even so more than with the perception of
physical health (Vivaldi & Barra, 2012). This fact high-
lights the role of primary relationships such as those
with relatives and friends, in allowing individuals to
reach a state of adequate overall satisfaction (Montoya
& Londero, 2008).

At a historical moment when the use of Social Net-
working Sites (SNS) has become nearly universal, part
of this contact with one’s primary social network is
carried out virtually through a range of technological
devices and applications. Although obviously with
different functioning from face-to-face relationships,
one of the predominant uses of SNS is communication
with friends and family (Ross, Orr, Sisic, Arseneault,
Simmering & Orr, 2009; Stern & Taylor, 2007). The use
of these networks generates a sense of belonging to a
peer group, which motivates continued use (Nadkarni
& Hofmann, 2012).

SNS are defined as a group of Internet-based applica-
tions which are built on the technological and ideological
foundation of the Web 2.0, allow for the creation and ex-
change of content created by the users themselves (Kaplan
& Haenlein, 2010). In addition to the most popular
SNS such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, several
authors consider that instant messaging services such
as WhatsApp and Line are included under the definition
(Schreiner & Hess, 2015; La Sala, Skues & Wise, 2014;
Yeboah, & Ewur, 2014), as they share the characteristics
of services which allow their users to: i) build a public
or semi-public profile in a delimited system; ii) articu-
late a list of users with whom connection is shared;
and iii) see, traverse and communicate through these
connections from within the network (Boyd & Ellison,
2007).

The use of SNS has become so widespread that so-
cially excluded groups with extreme poverty rates and
severe social, psychological and physical health issues
have also felt the need to belong to the SNS scheme.
Individuals experiencing homelessness (IEH) represent
a case in point (Eyrich-Garg, 2011), as many of them
are among the over one billion people with Facebook
profiles or the 700 million on WhatsApp (Castafio,
2015).

Despite suffering from the multiple consequences
of a lack of housing and being faced with the need to
live on the street or in substandard housing, IEH have
also adapted to the changes wrought by social net-
works, actively engaging with this type of technology
(Goodwin & Myatt, 2013; Humphry, 2014). Their
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motivations for using this sort of technology tend to
be similar to those of the general population (Pollio,
Batey, Bender, Ferguson & Thompson, 2013).

There is a lack of consensus as to whether the use
of SNS contributes to bettering people’s quality of life
or whether on the contrary it tends to worsen it, and
there are questions as to what circumstances and con-
ditions might make these outcomes more likely (Shaw
& Gant, 2002; Valkenburg, Peter, & Schouten, 2006).
On the one hand, it has been proven that the com-
municative activity carried out on SNS reduces feelings
of loneliness and enhances individuals’ social capital
(Burke, Kraut & Marlow, 2011; Ellison, Steinfield &
Lampe, 2007), which has an effect on levels of self-
esteem (Steinfield, Ellison & Lampe, 2008). This repre-
sents an alternative or offers additional support to the
relationships of those people who, for various health,
geographical or psychological reasons, may have dif-
ficulties in maintaining physical or telephone contact
with relatives or friends. On the other hand, it appears
that the use of these networks can also generate a de-
crease in long term well-being, unlike direct personal
relationships (Kross et al., 2013).

The general aim of this study is to describe the type
of Internet use that homeless people engage in, spe-
cifically with regard to SNS, and to investigate the
potential presence and type of relationship that may
exist between this usage and the individuals’ self-es-
teem and satisfaction with life. The hypothesis is that
there is a direct relation between being virtually con-
nected to family and friends and a higher degree of SE
and SL.

Method
Definition of Homelessness

In this study we employ the European Federation of
National Organizations Working with Homeless Peo-
ple’s definition of a homeless person, which includes
individuals who, for different reasons: i) live in the
public space without housing; ii) sleep overnight or
temporarily in hostels, institutions or shelters; iii) and/
or live in unsafe or inadequate dwellings such as illegal,
insalubrious or overcrowded accommodation (FEANT-
SA, 2006).

Participants

The study was limited to the area of the city of Girona,
(Catalonia), which according to the latest census count
(IEC, 2014) had a population of 97,227 inhabitants. In
Girona there is one sole municipal hostel for homeless
people which offers different social and assistance
services. According to official registry, it is estimated
that the total number of IEH in the city in 2015 was
270.

According to the population of IEH, (n = 270), a
sample size was determined, assuming the maximum
indetermination principle, p = q =.50, of 150 partici-
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pants, in order to obtain an estimate of the level of
self-esteem (SE) and satisfaction with life (SL) and the
use of online social networks, with an accuracy of .08.

Instruments

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965).
This is a questionnaire consisting of 10 items whose
aim is to measure overall self-esteem through the per-
ception of positive and negative feelings toward one-
self. The scale is valid and reliable for the Spanish
population (Martin-Albo, Nufiez, Navarro & Grijalbo,
2007) and for both genders and different ethnic groups,
and it can be applied on a community level (Robins,
Hendin & Trzesniewski, 2011). All the items are an-
swered by choosing from among four Likert-type op-
tions according to the level of agreement/disagreement.

The Life Satisfaction Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen
& Griffin, 1985). This is a Likert-type scale of five items
and five answer options chosen according to level of
agreement/disagreement. Its aim is to evaluate the
cognitive perception of subjective well-being from the
overall assessment that each person makes of his or her
own life. The scale has proved to be valid and reliable
for male and female adults (Baerger & McAdams, 1999)
and the Spanish population (Atienza, Pons, Balaguer
& Garcia-Merita, 2000).

The Internet and Social Networks Use Habits Test
(Muscanell & Guadagno, 2012). This is a descriptive
measure, and it includes a section of basic sociodemo-
graphic data and a section about Internet and Social
Networks Use Habits. This test was adapted to homeless
people including the time variable as an IEH condition
and their origin (native or immigrant).

Procedure

The tests were carried out in November 2015 and
January 2016 in the municipal hostel, principally dur-
ing breakfast and lunch time, coinciding with the time
of maximum attendance. The IEH who did not attend
the hostel were recruited in the public space by the
open medium intervention teams. All IEH found were
offered the possibility to be interviewed during the
testing period. Seven refused to participate, (generally
because of lack of time or scheduling conflicts). The
interviews were carried out by professionals and final
year Social Education and Psychology students, all of
whom had undergone a training process conducted
pilot tests with volunteer users who were not included
in the study with the aim of reducing the possibilities
of bias.

All participants were informed in writing and in
different languages of the aims and methods of the
study, and they provided consent by signing the hand-
outs. They were also offered the chance to be told about
the results of the tests once they were available. The
investigation protocol was approved by the Comité de
Etica de Investigacion Clinica de I'Institut d’Assisténcia
Sanitaria (CIEC-IAS) on November 17' 2015.
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Design and statistical analysis

Cross sectional, observational and analytical study. The
description of the level of SE and SL was carried out
with the use of absolute and relative frequencies. Cen-
tral tendency and dispersion indicators were used for
the description of quantities. Comparisons were carried
out between the scores obtained in the SE and SL tests
and internet usage and socio-demographic character-
istics gathered through the use of contingency tables
in qualitative variables and through the comparison
of averages with parametric techniques (t-Student or
ANOVA) according to variable distribution. A multiple
linear regression model was adjusted to determine the
variables associated to the levels of SE and SL. The
statistical analysis was carried out with the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS® Inc.; Chicago) v. 21 for
Macintosh programme, with a p =/< 0.05 significant
and 95% confidence interval.

Results
General Description

A total of 164 IEH participated in the study, represent-
ing 60.7% of the population of homeless people in
Girona. The average age was 42.2 years, (SD = 11.3),
and the median time spent on the street was, as a
condition of IEH, 600 days (Min = 2, Q,, = 242, Q,.=
2,192, Max = 3,754).

A total of 79.6% were men (n = 129); no differ-
ences were found between genders regarding age (Men
=42.6,SD=11.4 vs. Women =40.9, SD=11.3; t=.97,
df =160, p = .33) or the time spent on the street, (Men
=1,156.2 days, SD = 1,220.4 vs. Women = 1,460.9 days,
SD =1,385.8; t=-1.2; df = 160, p = .21). The total pro-
portion of immigrants was 57.4% (n = 93). The immi-
grants were mostly from North Africa (41.5%, n = 68),
and they were significantly younger than members of
the native population, 38.9 years (SD = 10.6) vs. 46.7
years (SD = 10.8); t = -4.6, df = 160, p<.001).

Use of information and communication technologies
(ICTs)

A total of 72.2% of the sample (n = 117) reported using
the Internet regularly, and always through the devices
located at various public services, as none of the inter-
viewees had their own personal computer.

On the other hand, 37.1% (n=60) had mobile
phones, all of which except three were smartphones,
which they used to access the net via the different free
and open wi-fi points in the city. Significant age dif-
ferences were found regarding the use of the Internet
(M = 45.8 years (SD = 12.3) vs. M = 40.9 years (SD =
10.8); t=2.3, df =160, p=.023). Over half the interview-
ees (el 53.7%, n = 87), reported being members of at
least one SNS and used them daily or several times a
week (95.4%, n = 83). Most of the interviewees (50%,
n = 81) used mostly Facebook, although some individu-
als reported having accounts on Youtube (7.4%, n=12),
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Table 1. Use of Internet, online social networks and instant
Messaging
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Table 2. Association between the characteristics of SNS use
and immigration

Variables Values (n, %) Variables related Origin Values
Habitual use of Internet 117(72.2) to the use of SNS Immigrant Autochthonous x> df p
Device Use of Internet Yes 75 42 7.7 1 .005
Public computer 117(72.2) No 18 27

Own Smartphone 57(35.2) Has Smartphone Yes 30 27 42 1 .040
Tablet 3(1.9) No 40 16

Connection Member of Facebook Yes 60 21 184 1 <.001
Use of uncodified public Wi-fi. 60(37) No 33 48

Municipal shelter for homeless people 81(50) Contact with family Yes 48 21 7.3 1 .007
Libraries 75(46.3) Facebook No 45 48

Civic centres 54(33.3) Contact with friends Yes 60 21 184 1 <.001
Principal aim to access Internet Facebook No 33 48

Work search 51(31.5) Member of Whatsapp Yes 18 24 409 1 .072
Search of information 53(32.7) No 75 45

Search for housing 12(7.4) Contact with family Yes 15 21 47 1 .03
Leisure 27(16.7) Whatsapp No 78 48

Communication with other people 52(32.1) Contact with friends Yes 15 24 7.5 1 .006
Search for health resources 3(1.9) Whatsapp No 78 45

Members of Online Social Networks 87(53.7)

Facebook 81(50)

;f;:je 112:2 measures in relation to the inde[.)e'ndent variables ana-
Google + 3(19) lysed, except in Gender and Origin. Additionally, the
Member of Instant Messaging App (Whatsapp) 42(25.9) bivariate analysis of the dependent variable Degree of
Reason for using SNS SL offered significant results in the comparison of aver-
Being in touch with friends 87(53.7) ages with all the independent variables except for Sex
Being in touch with family 81(50) and Use of WhatsApp to contact relatives. (See table 3).
Meeting people 21(12.9) Statistically significant correlations were observed
W?rk search 14(8.6) with the Age variable (AU: r=-.32, p=<.001; SV: r=-.26,
Leisure 12(7.4)

Twitter (2.4%, n = 4) or Google+ (1.9%, n = 3). A total of
73.7% of the people who owned a smartphone (n =42)
used the instant messaging application WhatsApp to
communicate with their contacts (see Table 1).

Regarding the variable measuring the extent to
which the use of SNS is the reason for accessing the
Internet, the younger people, (r = -.26, p = .005) and
those who had spent less time on the street, (r = -.29,
p =.013) connected more often with the intention of
communicating with family members. Differences were
found in the comparison of categorical variables re-
lated to the use of ICTs and the origin of the individu-
als. In particular, a higher percentage of immigrants
used the Internet, especially to contact friends and
family through Facebook, a social network they were
more likely than native participants to belong to.

The native-born participants, on the other hand,
were more likely to own smartphones and were mem-
bers of WhatsApp in a significantly higher proportion
than immigrants. This proportion is also higher in the
use of the application, both to contact family and
friends (see table 2).

Self-esteem and Satisfaction with life

All members of the sample completed the SE and SL scales.
The results obtained indicate a positive correlation be-
tween the level of SE and the level of SL (r = .64, p<.001).

The bivariate analysis of the dependent variable
Degree of SE was significant in the comparison of

p=.001) and Time Spent on the Street. (AU: r= -.31,
p=<.001; SV: r=-.26, p=.001).

Finally, the multiple linear regression model gener-
ated the following as predictors of a higher degree of
SE: a higher degree of SE (1?=.725) and SL (1= .371),
the ones related to connection to SNSs, especially to
communicate with friends, not having contact through
WhatsApp with relatives, and having spent fewer days
on the street as an IEH (See Tables 4 and 5).

Discussion

This study has described the prevalence of ICT use in
a sample of IEH and has analyzed, for the first time in
Europe, the relationship between the use of devices
and web applications and psychological well-being.
The results indicate that the use of Facebook and What-
sApp increases the degree of self-esteem and satisfaction
with life. The descriptive data obtained display percent-
ages of Internet use that are similar to the general
Spanish population (INE, 2015), and even two points
above average as regards SNS connection (INE, 2014).

On the other hand, the only source available for us
to analyse the access to information and communica-
tion technologies of IEH in a similar context- the city
of Madrid (Vazquez, Panadero & Diaz-Pescador, 2015)
- displays lower rates of Internet access and use of SNS
than the analyzed sample. This may be due to the fact
that immigration in Girona is mostly of North African
origin and significantly younger than the native
population (UAM, 2016). Taking into account that a
younger age is closely related to the habitual use of SNS
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Table 3. Relationship Self Esteem and Life Satisfaction with the principal independent variables

Self esteem (SE) Satisfaction with life (SL)

M SD t df P M SD t df P

Gender
Men 25.1 8.4 -1.3 160 237 13.1 5.1 -1.2 160 222
Women 23.4 6.9 11.9 4.5

Origin
Immigrant 24.9 6.4 2.5 125 .015 12.8 4.9 1.9 160 .057
Autochthonous 22.1 8.1 11.4 4.2

Qualifications
Higher 28.9 2.6 5.1 16.9 .05 12.1 4.7 2.8 10.9 .05
Basic 23.4 7.4 15.1 29

Internet
User 26.9 5.5 15.3 117 <.001 13.6 4.4 8.5 126 <.001
Non user 15.4 3.7 8.6 2.8

SNS
User 29.5 3.6 20.8 160 <.001 14.6 4.4 8.6 156 <.001
Non user 17.1 3.9 9.4 3.2

Facebook
User 29.7 3.7 17.7 151 <.001 14.9 4.2 9.2 150 <.001
Non user 17.8 4.7 9.9 3.2

Contact with family Facebook
Yes 29.5 3.9 12.6 156.1 <.001 14.9 4.2 9.2 16 <.001
No 19.5 6.2 9.9 3.2

Contact with Friends Facebook
Yes 29.7 3.7 17.7 151 <.001 14.9 4.2 9.2 16 <.001
No 17.8 4.7 9.9 3.2

Whatsapp
User 29.5 4.6 8.2 108.9 <.001 13.9 4.4 2.8 160 .005
Non user 21.7 6.9 11.6 4.6

Contact with family Whatsapp
Yes 29.7 3.7 17.7 151 <.001 13.3 4.2 1.6 160 117
No 17.8 4.7 11.9 4.7

Contact with friends Whatsapp
Yes 29.9 4.6 8.4 96.5 <.001 13.9 4.6 2.7 160 .009
No 21.8 6.9 11.7 4.5

Table 4. Multiple linear regression model: Self esteem ICT, as is the case in other young IEH samples (Guad-

agno, Muscanell & Pollio, 2013).

Variables Values

" R b As regards the degree of influence of SNS use on
Contact with friends Facebook a7 157 <001 self-esteem and life satisfaction, it is worth pointing
Contact with friends Whatsapp 437 52 <001 out the link between greater attempts to keep in touch
Contact with family Whatsapp -284 -35 .001 with friends and increased self-esteem and life satisfac-
Days as IEH -099 23 025 tion, a trend that was evident regardless of the device
Qualifications ~042 -24 153 or type of social network used (Facebook or WhatsApp).
Contact with family Facebook —039 -436 663 In this sense, as other studies indicated, maintaining
Gender .039 911 .364 . . . . . .
n TR a virtual connection with friends increases well-being,

ge : . 53 . . .

Origin 005 094 925 and it acts as a protective factor against the appearance

of symptomatology of certain mental issues or disorders
(Rice, Kurzban, & Ray 2012; Wilhem, Wedgwood,
Parker, Geerligs & Hadzi-Pavlovic, 2010).

Table 5. Multiple linear regression model: Satisfaction with life

Variables Values

s N » The perception of social support has an influence
Contact with family Facebook 265 685 ool on somatic functlonu.lg and is a h}ghly.effectllve re-
Days as [EH 180 26 009 source when confronting stress, as it mitigates its ad-
Gender 102 1.5 135 verse effects, and has a positive influence on the
Age -125  -11 292 symptomatology of chronic illnesses (Rice, Kurzhan,
Origin 030 .43 666 & Ray, 2012; Barra, 2004). This support through Web
Qualifications .072 1.1 292

2.0 resources makes possible or facilitates long-distance
contact when geographic, temporal or interpersonal
circumstances make face-to-face communication dif-

Contact with friends Whatsapp -.005 -.07 944

(Dominguez, 2010, Vidal, Martinez, Fortufio & Cer-
vera, 2011), we would argue that the presence of these
younger immigrants influenced the frequent use of

ficult or impossible (Rubio & Perlado, 2015). This allows
IEH to express their opinions freely, and it makes them
feel they are participants in a peer group, even while
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they are dealing with an extremely hostile environ-
ment. Consequently, the participants achieved the
benefits of those elements of online personal commu-
nication online that have been shown to exert a protec-
tive influence effect on mental and physical health (A.
Yarcheski, Mahon, T.J. Yarcheski, & Cannella, 2004).
As regards the specific use of WhatsApp, we have ob-
served that its use is related to a higher degree of self-
esteem, and, to a lower degree but also significantly,
the level of life satisfaction. An especially curious
finding was the inverse relation between connections
with family through WhatsApp and self-esteem.

The causes of homelessness are complex and are
related to structural causes, both institutional and in-
dividual, and relational causes (Cabrera & Rubio, 2008).
These latter sorts of problems are of great importance
in the multi-problematic escalation that people suffer
prior to losing their housing and living on the street.
This process generates or worsens a high percentage of
problems related to drug consumption and dual pathol-
ogy (Tronchoni, Aparicio, Garcia &Noriega, 2003).
These disorders have an impact on the inner circles of
the people suffering from them, most often their
families. This leads to the interpretation that the degree
of self-esteem might diminish with greater contact with
the family via WhatsApp because of a greater potential
for the continuation of conflict which could have
arisen among family members. Consequently, the type
of communication generated on the mobile device,
which is more accessible than the fixed devices, could
amplify those elements of the relation that lead to the
reduction in well-being.

This fact also correlates with the differences in the
use of WhatsApp found according to the individuals’
places of origin. In this respect, although we do not
have studies which offer a definitive answer, it is
highly probable that the reasons why an IEH does not
have housing are different according to origin.

The causes of immigration from non-EU countries
to the EU are often strongly linked to the need to im-
prove life conditions in countries of origin, and the
distance from family is generally motivated by the
migratory process (Banda & Goémez, 2015; Gonzalvez,
2010; Requena & Sanchez-Dominguez, 2011). Mean-
while, distance from family amongst the native popu-
lation is initially prompted by other factors. Immi-
grants, who tended to use WhatsApp less and were not
as likely to have mobile phones did not display the
negative correlation between family contact and SE to
the same extent as the native population.

Additionally, the study found a connection between
the time spent on the street and the decreased levels
of self-esteem and life satisfaction. It is a well-known
fact that there is a risk of physical and mental disease
becoming chronic due to lengthened exposure to con-
ditions of extreme vulnerability suffered as a conse-
quence of homelessness (North, Pollio, Smith &
Spitznagel, 1998). This fact may contribute to the
general deterioration of the individual’s self-perception
of their lifestyle. However, we must consider the op-
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portunities that arise from high Internet connectivity
in the analysed sample. It is worth investigating pos-
sible actions and interventions related to ICTs and how
they can be applied for psychoeducation purposes.
They may contribute to the improvement of people
who suffer chronic illnesses, as it has been proved that
they reduce the impact of the symptomatology (Stellef-
son, Alber, Wang, Eddy, Chaney & Chaney, 2015).

Finally, it is worth highlighting that this study has
limitations. Firstly, it would have been interesting to
carry out a longitudinal study including an experimen-
tal situation which consisting of a digital alphabetiza-
tion program in order to test its influence on self-es-
teem and life satisfaction. This is a hypothesis to
develop in the future. Furthermore, it was not possible
to determine more specifically the content of the in-
dividuals’ online communication, nor the other uses
they make of SNSs such as leisure. Knowing this would
have qualitatively complemented the information
gathered. Furthermore, a certain social desirability is
assumed, since the users have a perception of what
they think they should answer and wish to please the
professionals working with them or to give responses
considered politically correct. Additionally, even
though we consider that one of the strong points of
this article is the high percentage of recruitment in
relation to the total population, we struggled to access
the IEH living in illegally occupied houses.

In conclusion, this study points out the potentiali-
ties and opportunities in the use of ICTs and SNSs to
improve the conditions of IEH, based on their capac-
ity to have a positive influence on psychological well-
being through the network of peer support. It is neces-
sary for the services involved in the attention and care
for IEH to develop community and individual-orient-
ed programmes promote the healthy use of ICTs and
SNSs. The benefits observed suggest that such pro-
grammes could help to reduce social inequality and
improve these individuals’ quality of life.
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