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Executive Summary 
In September 2020, people from across the Canberra community came together at the Youth 
Homelessness Pathways Challenge to identify projects and ideas that could prevent or support 
young people who are experiencing or at risk of homelessness. Youth Workers at the Challenge 
identified that often young people who are couch surfing or who have left home unexpectedly are 
left without a mobile phone, and therefore are unable to access many support services.  
 
Following the Challenge, the Youth Coalition of the ACT was commissioned to undertake a brief 
scoping study to explore opportunities to develop a program which could help provide mobile 
phones and data to young people experiencing or at risk of homelessness. 
 
This report outlines findings from the scoping study, and proposes two options as potential mobile 
phone access programs for young people experiencing homelessness in the ACT. If either model is 
progressed, it should be centred in providing a resource to the youth sector, who have holistic and 
relationship centred connections with young people experiencing or at risk of homelessness.  
 
The first option is the establishment of a small funding pool which youth services could easily access 
to purchase a device and/or data for a young person. The second option is the development of a 
stand alone program in which devices are donated or purchased, pre-loaded with contacts and apps, 
and provided to youth services along with prepaid data and phone credit.  
 
In considering the recommendations of a progression of either option, we need to acknowledge the 
financial and human resources that would be required to set up and maintain such a program. Both 
options require a service to take leadership of the program and establish processes, 
communications, and a data monitoring system to track need and use of the program, as well as 
evaluate if the program is meeting the expected need.  
 
The key challenges to implementing a program of this kind are:  

● Continuity and access to ongoing funding 
● Consistent supply and cleaning services to refurbish devices if not purchasing from new 
● Uptake of the program by young people 
● Management of partnerships with organisations  
● Adapting this program in an evolving COVID-19 context 

 
There are many things to consider when implementing a program of this kind. The proposed models 
should be used as a guide only, as the design requires further research, testing and development and 
evaluation. 
 
In sum, this report offers two potential solutions to bridging the digital divide for young people 
experiencing homelessness at a time when staying connected matters more than ever. 
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Introduction 
In September 2020, people from across the Canberra community came together at the Youth 
Homelessness Pathways Challenge. The aim of the Challenge was to identify projects and ideas that 
could help prevent youth homelessness in the ACT, or support young people who are experiencing or 
at risk of homelessness, and reduce the negative impacts of their situation.  
 
One of the gaps identified at the Youth Homelessness Pathways Challenge is that often young 
people who are couch surfing or who have left home unexpectedly are left without a mobile phone. 
Without a phone, they are not able to access many support services, and it makes it difficult or 
impossible for services who are offering support to contact them. In the words of a young person 
experiencing homelessness, you can “cope without a sleeping bag, but not without communication” 
(Booth 2020: 1).  
 
Following the Challenge, the Youth Coalition of the ACT was commissioned to undertake a brief 
scoping study to explore opportunities to develop a program which could help provide mobile 
phones and data to young people experiencing or at risk of homelessness. 
 
This report outlines findings from the scoping study, which included a desktop review of existing 
programs in other sectors or locations. The study identified a potential option for a Canberra-based 
stand alone program to address digital inclusion for this group of young people. However, further 
consideration needs to be given to identifying whether a stand alone program is the most 
appropriate way of addressing this need, or if alternative opportunities exist that may be less 
resource intensive. 

Background 
Smart phones have become ubiquitous items, essential to daily life. Recently, a young man 
experiencing homelessness explained access to a smartphone is “more important than a sleeping 
bag” (Booth 2020: 1). This need has been further intensified by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The use of online technologies to contact services and supports has become paramount, with many 
services offering limited or reduced options for face-to-face support (Wilcock 2019). Thus, there is a 
pressing need to improve access to smartphone technology for young people experiencing 
homelessness. Long-term access to a working smartphone enables young people to: 

● Build and maintain social connections  
● Maintain safety  
● Engage with and meet the requirements of Australia’s digital welfare state  
● Stay connected with youth workers, mental health services and youth justice services  
● Improve their judicial outcomes 
● Access essential services, products and forms of social connection online during COVID-19  

 
Youth workers who participated in the Youth Homelessness Pathways Challenge identified that 
often young people who are couchsurfing or who have left home unexpectedly are left without a 
mobile phone. This may be because their phone was taken or damaged in a conflict which led to 
them leaving home, they had to sell their phone before they accessed support or resources from a 
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youth service, or a phone they previously used was the legal property of a family member and the 
young person does not want to get in trouble for taking it with them.  
 
Without a phone, young people are not able to access many support services, and it is difficult for 
services who are offering support to contact them. For example, a young person can be on the 
waitlist for emergency accommodation, but if a place becomes available and they cannot be 
contacted it is quickly offered to someone else who is contactable. Therefore, the most vulnerable 
person may miss out on safe accommodation because they cannot be reached by phone.  
 
Youth services identified that if they were able to supply phones to young people in this situation, 
they would be able to support them more effectively. They suggested that a program could be set 
up, in which donated mobile phones are pre-loaded with contact details of youth services, as well as 
useful apps. These phones could be distributed to youth services, who could in turn pass on the 
phones to young people accessing their service for help. They also identified that some young 
people have phones, but do not have data or credit, so they still could not easily contact them. The 
provision of data plans to these young people would ensure they could connect with services.  
 
A scoping study was required to identify potential solutions to this issue. It would investigate if 
similar services exist, how they are run, and what resources would be required to set up such a 
project. This report outlines the findings of this study. 

Methodology 
The scoping study included a desktop review of existing programs which supplied phones and/or 
data to vulnerable population groups. In order to identify a program which may be suitable for 
adaptation in the ACT Youth Homelessness Sector, the following questions were asked: 

● Are there any existing programs within the ACT Homelessness or Family & Domestic 
Violence or Youth sectors that could be adapted to work with this cohort? If not, how are 
these sectors already managing the provision of devices and data to clients? 

● Are there any local, national, or overseas programs which primarily support homeless young 
people or other vulnerable population groups through the provision of data or phones which 
could be adapted or included in the development of a new program? 

● Are there any local businesses or services who could be approached as a potential project 
partner for the development of a program should one be established in the ACT? 

 
If any suitable programs were identified that could be recommended for adaptation to the ACT 
context, or supported to expand into the ACT, the following questions would need to be considered: 

● Who delivers the program? 
● What is their model? 
● What would need to be adapted in order to implement this project? 
● How is it funded? 
● Has it been evaluated and what are their outcomes? 
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Findings 

Existing programs within the ACT Homelessness, Family & Domestic 
Violence, or Youth sectors 
This study sought to identify if there are any existing programs within the ACT Homelessness or 
Family & Domestic Violence or Youth sectors that could be adapted to work with this cohort. If not, 
how are these sectors already managing the provision of devices and data to clients? 
 
No standalone programs were found within these sectors where external programs provide either 
phones or data to a range of services or programs. Where services do provide phones or data to 
clients, this was done through their individual budgets or donation drives.  For example, the staff 
from one organisation donate old personal phones that they no longer need to their youth program, 
for the staff to distribute. They may ask friends and family to donate as well, or request old phones 
through groups such as their local ‘Buy Nothing’ group.  
 
Most organisations who need to provide phones aim to allocate some of their budget for brokerage 
or youth support to purchasing a phone or data for young people who have the highest need, with the 
cost per client being $80 - 120 for the purchase of a phone and an initial prepaid data pack. Youth 
services generally agreed that this was a simple option, but their budgets do not allow them to 
provide as many as are needed.  
 
Organisations tend to educate young people about the free WiFi available through CBRfree and 
encourage them to check in with services when they are visiting local shops or locations where they 
can access CBRfree. However, access to the free WiFi remains problematic for young people who 
don’t have their own device, or are not regularly in places where it is available. 

Local, national, or overseas programs which primarily support homeless 
young people through provision of data or phones  
Looking more broadly, we aimed to identify if any similar programs were run in other jurisdictions, 
which could possibly be expanded to include the ACT, or if there was a model that could be adopted 
and run by a youth service provider in the ACT.  
 
The only similar program that was found was the Hello Initiative. This program is detailed in the 
following case study. 
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Case Study : Hello Initiative 
  
Hello initiative is a not-for-profit digital inclusion start-up project in Western Australia, which is 
volunteer led. It has been running for two years, and is the only program of its kind in Australia. While 
the organisation offers a variety of services for young people, ‘Mobile Support’ is their largest and 
most popular project. Hello Initiative partners with the WA Total Green Recycling centre (TGR), an e-
waste recycler and IT Asset Management business.  
 
The Well-Connected model is underpinned by the following values: Relationship Centered, Strengths 
Based, Flexible & Responsive, and Sustainable & Accessible.  
 
The Hello Initiative Mobile Support project is broken down into the following four key steps, which 
could be adapted for a similar project in the ACT:  
 

 
Ashleigh Small, the co-founder & CEO generously shared her expertise to inform the findings of this 
report. Should a project be developed which would provide mobile phones for young people in the 
ACT, Ashleigh hopes her organisations lessons can be used to help inform the development and 
delivery of such a project. 

 

 
 

Find a Young 
Person in 

Need of a Device 
Hello Initiative (HI) 

located a young 
person in need of a 

device in conjunction 
with established 

community partners. 
Juvenile justice 

centres and other 
frontline agencies 

provide the referrals 
for mobile support. 

 

 
 

Provide a Device 
Hello Initiative (HI) 

located a young 
person in need of a 

device in conjunction 
with established 

community partners. 
Juvenile justice 

centres and other 
frontline agencies 

provide the referrals 
for mobile support. 

 

 
 

Manage Ongoing 
Access 

When a young person 
receives a device 
they are given an 

ongoing phone plan 
managed by HI. This 
includes unlimited  

 

 
 

Maintaining 
Connection 

HI checks in with the 
young person once a 
month to see if they 

are in need of any 
further digital related 
support. At this step 

they assist young 
people to maintain 
their device. Phone 
recipients have an 
allowance of two 

offences (e.g. 
smashing a phone 

twice). 
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Local businesses or services as potential project partners  
Programs and businesses that operate in the ACT and were identified as potential partners in the 
establishment of a standalone program in the ACT are: 
 
The Green Shed 
The Green Shed is one of the ACT’s major recycling centers and has previously supported local 
community charities and projects. The Green Shed is a recommended partner to provide pre-loved 
devices. 
 
GIVIT  
GIVIT is a national online not-for-profit. Through the GIVIT website, Australian charities and 
community organisations can request essential, quality items on behalf of the people they support. 
GIVIT then matches these requests with items donated by members of the public, ensuring 
vulnerable people receive exactly what they need, when they need it the most. A mobile phone 
program in the ACT could coordinate the requests and distribution of phones, phone cases, screen 
protectors and chargers.  
  
SOLVit Network Support  
SOLVit is a Canberra based IT company that could be used to clean and refurbish donated devices. In 
2020, they partnered with GIVIT to refurbish pre-loved laptops for students. Given their involvement 
in that campaign, they would be a good fit with this project. 
 
As well as the provision of the device, phone call & data plans would need to be purchased or 
provided to ensure young people are able to reach and be reached by youth workers & services. It is 
also recommended that each phone provided to a young person includes a phone case and screen 
protector. While this is an additional cost to the program, it prevents future damage to devices. 
These could be sourced through program partners or donations coordinated by the project. 
Additional businesses and programs that were identified as possible options for supplying cheap or 
discounted phone plans to support this project are: 
  
Moose Mobile  
Moose mobile offer very affordable no lock-in or 12 month phone contracts, and could be approached 
as a partner for this project. However, for young people under 18, or for some service users, a pre-
paid SIM & phone plan may be more suitable.  
 
Major Telcos 
Telstra, Optus and Vodafone all have philanthropic arms or projects. Should a project be established, 
these businesses could be approached as a project partner. Previously, Telstra supported ACT Youth 
services through the Telstra Access for Everyone Calling Card Program, however this program has 
since been retired, and they now support the community through free payphone use.  
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Developing and implementing a program in the ACT 
During discussions with youth service providers, an alternative to establishing a standalone project 
or program that manages and delivers phones and data plans to a range of services was suggested. 
The suggestion was the establishment of a small funding pool that could be accessed by youth 
services to purchase mobile phones and prepaid data plans and distribute them to young people as 
needed. This would address the ad-hoc approach that is currently taken by some services, where 
staff donate phones and brokerage money is also used to purchase phones or data when it is 
available.  
 
This report proposes two options for the development of a mobile phone access program for young 
people experiencing homelessness in the ACT. Rather than recommend one model over another, we 
have put forward both models for further consideration. These models should involve discussion 
with the youth sector to determine their suitability, relevance to project outcomes and cost-
effectiveness.  
 
Option 1: Funding Pool - The first option is the establishment of a pool of funds which services could 
access to purchase mobile phones and data as needed. These services would manage the 
distribution of phones and data individually.  
 
Option 2: ‘Well Connected’ program - The second option is setting up a stand alone program, 
modelled on the ‘Hello Initiative’, where the distribution of phones and data would be managed 
internally by the program. It would include refurbishing donated devices and providing them with 
uploaded content such as apps and contacts for youth services.  
 
These two options are outlined in further detail in the next section, with reference to the 
opportunities and constraints of each model.  

Recommended First Steps 
Regardless of which model is adopted, we recommend the following steps take place before any 
program is launched: 
 
Assign an organisation to lead and administer the program: The project needs to be led by a 
service that is able to liaise with potential project partners, including businesses and youth programs 
who would request and distribute the phones and/or data. They will also need to oversee any 
technical aspect of the project including the development of a website and database used to 
monitor need and allocation of funds (which could be outsourced). If donations and volunteers are 
part of the project, they would be coordinated by the lead program.  
 
Development of criteria, referral, and review processes: We recommend that clear criteria of who 
is eligible to receive devices and/or credit be developed and communicated. Criteria could be 
developed for services eligible to register as a provider of devices, as well as criteria for the young 
people who are eligible to receive them. This would make the application approval process more 
streamlined.  
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It is crucial that the criteria be developed and communicated with a clear idea of who the program is 
targeting and why. This will help mitigate the risk of the demand outweighing the resources of the 
program, which may occur if people think that there is broad eligibility of who can access a new 
device.  We recommend that the Youth Homelessness sector inform and be actively involved in the 
development of the criteria and program processes.  
 
Creation of partnerships: MOUs or other partnerships would need to be formed with community 
service programs, who would be requesting devices and supporting young people to access them. If 
the Well-Connected program was adopted, additional partnerships would need to be established 
with a device recycling centre, an IT and/or telco company who would provide devices and data 
packages, and volunteers or a company to set up devices before distribution (with contacts and 
apps).  
 
Recruitment, training and support of volunteers (for Well Connected model): If the Well Connected 
model was adopted, one consideration of this program design is its reliance on volunteers to source, 
update, and distribute devices. Ashleigh Small from Hello initiative raised this as a significant 
limitation of their model. A potential solution to this would be to fund a project manager to train, 
coordinate and support volunteers. The effective management of volunteers may ensure higher 
retention rates of volunteers and greater satisfaction in their role. Alternatively, the entire running of 
the program could be coordinated through a paid project manager role. 
 
Creation of program website: Develop a website to receive requests from youth workers via an 
online form. While the front end would not need to be complex, the website would also act as a tool 
to collect data on requests, store contact information of services, and keep records of the 
organisation or young person who has each device and SIM card. With either model, we would 
recommend that young people be connected with a support service who makes the device request 
for them, rather than taking direct requests from a young person. If young people were signed up to 
phone contracts rather than provided prepaid data vouchers, a website to house this data and 
manage referrals is essential. Alternatively, the team could use project management software, such 
as Trello, to manage the recipient’s information and contracts. Project management software, 
however, does not have the multi-functionality that a website offers. 
 
Marketing: A digital marketing and education campaign should be developed. This could be 
conducted through targeted promotion to eligible service providers and community partners. The 
audience for this marketing and education campaign should be determined by the criteria and 
feedback from the Youth Homelessness sector.  
 
Evaluation: A monitoring and evaluation framework should be developed in the early stages of the 
project to ensure that data is collected throughout any setup / pilot phase of the program, and that 
data collection is built into the sustainability of the program. An initial evaluation of the program 
should be conducted to help ensure that the program is reaching the intended audience, that 
services are able to engage in the program, and that it achieves the intended outcomes.  
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Option 1: Establish a funding pool for the purchase of phones and 
data 
The first option we propose is to establish a funding pool which would pay for the purchase of a basic 
mobile phone and SIM card and/or data plan/credit for young people. Youth services could apply to 
be part of the program through an agreement or Memorandum of Understanding, and receive funds 
to purchase phones and/or data for young people accessing their services. 
 
This option would allow individual programs flexibility in what phones / data they provide, and how 
they are distributed. A key organisation would coordinate the establishment of the funding pool, 
distribution of funds and ongoing management and reporting process.  
 
If the funding pool option moved into development, rather than establishing an entirely new platform 
and process for this option, we recommend linking with existing funding pools or grant programs. 
This could include through OneLink, who manage brokerage support for a range of client groups, and 
who recently supported the youth sector through an allocation of brokerage funding for young 
people impacted by COVID. This was done through a simple, streamlined process that required 
minimal additional paperwork for the youth workers, and allowed OneLink to provide the financial 
supports needed while also collecting data. Additional options would be allocating the funding to one 
program or service who could then distribute to other services via an invoicing system, or through 
GIVIT. 
 

Delivery of an Ongoing Funding Pool program 
This section outlines how the funding pool option could run once it has been established.  
 
For each step we have included the following subheadings: 
“Actions” - outlining how that stage would function for the young person or youth worker.  
“Key Components”- providing information on the resources needed for that step.  
“Considerations” - posing challenges and possible solutions to barriers, areas for further 
consultation or clarification, and any other key considerations within that step. 

1. Authorise youth services to be a part of the program 

Youth services who wish to access the funding pool apply for pre-authorisation. This includes 
demonstrating how their clients meet the criteria, and the development of a Memorandum of 
Understanding between the youth service and funding service which outlines how they will access 
the funding pool.    

Actions 

● Youth support service checks they meet the program criteria and submits a request to join 
the program via an online form.  

● The managing program assesses their application, and if they meet the criteria, an account 
for the recipient is created through the website or online platform.  
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Key Components 

Clear program criteria: Youth workers need to ensure that young people in need are able to access a 
device and/or data. Clear criteria will ensure that the program resources reach those who need them 
most  
 
Program website: The website is crucial not only for information about the program, but for record 
keeping and for youth services to easily report the distribution of phones and data to young people.  

Considerations 

Distribution of devices: Clear criteria for phone recipients will help ensure devices and data packs 
are administered ethically and appropriately. 
 
Immediacy of need: Often a youth worker will be in a position where they meet with a young person 
who has no phone, and they need one that day. To address this need, key services which have 
identified that this is their situation could initially be provided with funding to cover the purchase of a 
small number of devices to keep at their service and distribute as needed. In this scenario, rather 
than making a request, a pre-approved service would confirm that the situation meets the criteria, 
then simply record the purchase of a device through the website, rather than lodging a request. This 
option would need to be built into the website and program planning. 
                   
Security: The program website must securely store personal information. Consideration should be 
given to what information about the young person needs to be passed on to the funding body, given 
the importance of respecting young people’s privacy.  

2. Purchase & provide device and manage ongoing access 

Funds are allocated to community partners who purchase a device and distribute to a young person 
in need. Under this model, we recommend the purchase and use of pre-paid phone plans only.  

Actions 

● Initial funds are allocated to community partners to purchase a set number of phones to 
keep at hand, or to allow for the youth worker to purchase a phone with the young person 
when needed. This is allocated through a brokerage request.  

● Device and sim card are provided to the young person.  
● The young person is shown how to use the device, informed of their responsibilities, and 

provided with a list of apps and contact details of youth services which they may find useful.  

Key Components 

Ownership: When a young person is given their device it is essential to emphasise it is their personal 
device. This fosters a sense of ownership, autonomy and self-determination.  Research shows young 
people experiencing homelessness are at high risk of incurring debt in relation to mobile phone 
contracts (Humphry 2014a). The youth worker should provide basic information about phone related 
debt, and refer the young person to the Youth Law Centre if they have already incurred phone related 
debt, for legal support.  
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Phone plans and data Usage: Hello Initiative made clear that data was one of the most sought-after 
aspects of digital support. The organisation has been intentional in equipping young people with the 
understanding and tools to make their data last. This report recommends youth workers be able to 
support young people in the same way. This could involve providing data usage strategies via the 
program website, and providing information about access to data through the CBRfree public WiFi 
program. Donations of data, and access to additional credit should be negotiated with telco 
providers that establish a partnership with the program. This could include credit available through 
the Specialist Homelessness Information Platform.   
 
Record Keeping: SIM cards must be registered to a user, so youth workers who purchase a phone 
and SIM card needs to ensure secure records are kept of what SIM / Phone number has been 
allocated to a young person. Additionally, IMEI numbers should be linked with the phone recipient as 
a record that the youth service has provided that device. Individual program confidentiality 
requirements may mean this information is stored with the individual youth services, rather than the 
program that coordinates the funding pool.  
  
Portable power banks: If funds allow, offering power banks to recipients should be considered. 
Research has found young people experiencing homelessness can struggle to access power 
supplies to charge their device and put themselves in risky situations to gain access to a place to 
charge their phone (Humphry 2014b). The provision of a portable charger would ensure continuity of 
access and increase safety. These devices cost anywhere between $25 to $200 each. 

Considerations 

Responsibility of Record Keeping: If privacy and confidentiality processes allow the young person’s 
details to be provided to the organisation holding the funding pool, there needs to be a clear process 
outlining responsibility and timeframes for reporting IMEI & SIM details once the phone has been 
provided to a young person. Where possible we recommend the funding pool have access to the 
names of young people provided with a phone to ensure multiple services aren’t providing phones to 
the same young person. However, where services do not receive permission from the young person 
to pass on their details, the SIM and IMEI should still be recorded as having been purchased via the 
organisation.  

3. Maintaining connection 

The youth worker checks in young person every three months to see if they require further digital-
related support.  

Actions 

● The youth worker has the responsibility to check in about general wellbeing and housing 
needs. Additional purchase of prepaid data/phone credit may assist young people to 
maintain their device - it would be up to the young person to opt in to this additional support 
through maintaining connection with the youth worker.  

Key Components 

Check-Ins: This report strongly recommends maintaining a connection with young people via in-
person meetings on a three-monthly basis. The purpose of the check-in is not just to see if any 
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further digital support is needed. They are also an opportunity to check-in with the young person to 
see if they are in need of any other mental health or homelessness support.  

Considerations 

Co-design: If time and resources permit, 2hr co-design workshops could be held with youth workers 
to receive more detailed feedback on the program design. Research shows co-design is one of the 
most effective ways to create programs with high uptake and engagement (See Roper et al. 2018 for 
further information and resources). In particular the eligibility criteria, and process for accessing the 
funding and reporting back on use should be designed with the youth sector to ensure the process is 
streamlined and equitable.  
 
Sustainability: While the need for this program is frequently raised by youth services, we do not have 
enough data to thoroughly assess the number of young people who would need to access this 
program. To ensure sustainability, we would recommend the allocation of a set amount of funds for 
the first year, and building in an evaluation process which would provide data on who is accessing 
the program, and how much ongoing funding would be needed to support the program into the 
future.  
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Option 2: Establish the ‘well connected’ program, modelled off the 
Hello Initiative 
The second option we propose for further consideration is to set up a standalone program, which we 
have called ‘Well Connected’. The program design would be modelled off the Hello Initiative model, 
where phones are donated, wiped, and loaded with useful contacts and apps, then provided to 
services for distribution to young people. Initially the program was developed with the idea of 
recruiting volunteers to source and prepare devices for distribution, which is reflected in the steps 
below. However, given the resources required to manage volunteers appropriately, it may be more 
resource-effective for this to be a paid role.  

 
Delivery of the Well Connected Program 
This section outlines how the Well Connected program could run once it has been established.  
 
For each step we have included the following subheadings: 
“Actions” - outlining how that stage would function for the young person or youth worker.  
“Key Components”- providing information on the resources needed for that step.  
“Considerations” - posing challenges and possible solutions to barriers, areas for further 
consultation or clarification, and any other key considerations within that step. 

1. Source and prepare devices 

The Well Connected program works in partnership with a local recycling centre to source devices. 
The team also partners with an IT company or volunteers to ensure devices are wiped, restored, and 
preloaded with useful information.  
Devices are then provided to community partners who distribute them to young people.  

Actions 

● Phones are received from donors, and any remaining data is wiped. A data destruction 
certificate should be received and recorded. IMEI number checks should be conducted to 
ensure donated devices are not recorded as lost or stolen. 

● Phones are preloaded with youth service contact details and wellbeing apps. 
● A new phone case and screen protector are applied.  
● A limited number of devices are provided to pre-approved community organisations which 

have established a partnership with Well Connected as a distributor.  

Key Components 

Partnerships: A number of partnerships with recycling and data companies are required to be 
established. Businesses identified as possible partners to approach first (outlined in the Findings 
section of this report) are the Green Shed Recycling Centre, GIVIT, SOLVit Network support for 
device collection collection and preparation. If these organisations are not available to take part in 
this project, other ACT recycling centres and IT companies could be considered. Interstate IT 
companies could be another option, although it would involve postage costs.  
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Companies such as Moose Mobile, Telstra, Optus and Vodaphone could be approached as project 
partners to provide SIM cards and phone/data plans. Some young people will be aged under 18 and 
unable to sign up to a contract. Additionally, the use of locked-in contracts may not be 
recommended unless Well Connected is paying for use, as young people are often not in a financial 
position to have an ongoing phone expense. Consideration would need to be given to the cost of 
maintaining contracts, and how additional expenses would be avoided.  

Considerations 

Longevity of partnerships: Research shows the design of some programs that seek to close the 
digital divide is often short-lived and unsustainable (Humphry 2014a). This model’s dependency on 
partner organisations for the provision and cleaning of devices must therefore be considered. To 
address this, it is essential to set clear expectations about the length of time partners would be 
willing to commit. It is also vital the program has backup suppliers for devices.  
 
Data Destruction: It’s crucial to ensure data destruction certificates are received after the device is 
cleaned. 
 
Wellbeing Apps & Service Contacts: Apps and service contact details which are pre-loaded onto the 
young person’s device should be informed by the Youth Sector. We would recommend consultation 
with young people (through existing youth services) and youth workers to inform the Well Connected 
project which apps and details would be useful, and a review process developed to ensure this 
information continues to stay up to date.  

2. Identify young person in need of a device 

A youth worker supporting the young person in need of a phone requests a device through the Well-
Connected website referral form.   

Actions 

● Youth Worker checks they situation meets the program criteria and submits the request and 
via an online form  

● The Well-Connected Team assesses the request  
● If approved, an account for the recipient is created through the Well-Connected website.  

Key Components 

Clear program criteria: youth workers need to ensure that young people in need are able to access a 
device and/or data. Clear criteria will ensure that the program resources reach those who need them 
most  
 
Well Connected website: As outlined above, the website is crucial not only for information about the 
program, but for record keeping and for youth services to easily report the distribution of phones 
and data to young people 

Considerations 

Managing requests for devices: Clear criteria for phone recipients will need to be developed to 
ensure devices are administered ethically and appropriately. 
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Immediacy of need: Often a youth worker will be in a position where they meet with a young person 
who has no phone, and they need one that day. To address this need, key services which have 
identified that this is their situation could be provided with a small number of devices to keep at their 
service and distribute as needed. In this scenario, rather than making a request / or referral to Well 
Connected, a pre-approved service would confirm that the situation meets the criteria, then simply 
record the distribution of the device through the Well Connected website, rather than lodging a 
request. This option would need to be built into the website and program planning. 
 
Too much demand: A waiting list could be developed if demand for devices exceeds supply. The 
Well-Connected team could also refer young people to other digital support services (such as CBR 
City Care: Tech Shed) if they cannot provide a device. 
                   
Security: The Well-Connected website must securely store personal information. Consideration 
should be given to what information about the young person needs to be passed on to Well 
Connected, given the importance of respecting young people’s privacy.  

3. Provide device and manage ongoing access 

Devices are provided to community partners who distribute them to young people. Where 
appropriate, the recipient signs a contract for an ongoing phone plan managed by the Well-
Connected team. This includes unlimited calls and text + a set amount of data. Device recipients 
have an allowance of two offences (e.g. losing or breaking a phone twice). 

Actions 

● Well-Connected Team receives a device request 
● Device is delivered to the youth worker and/or young person 
● The young person is shown how to use the device, informed of their responsibilities, and 

encouraged to engage with the pre-loaded apps and youth services.  
● Required information is recorded and stored by the Well Connected team 

Key Components 

Ownership: When a young person is given their device from the Well-Connected team it is essential 
to emphasise it is their personal device (even though the Well-Connected team manages the plan). 
This fosters a sense of ownership, autonomy and self-determination.  
This report recommends the Well-Connected team manages young people’s accounts to support 
their financial wellbeing. Research shows young people experiencing homelessness are at high risk 
of incurring debt in relation to mobile phone contracts (Humphry 2016). The Well-Connected team 
provides a support structure that prevents young people from incurring phone-related debt. 
 
Phone plans and data Usage: Hello Initiative made clear that data was one of the most sought-after 
aspects of digital support. The organisation has been intentional in equipping young people with the 
understanding and tools to make their data last. This report recommends the Well-Connected team 
support young people in the same way. This could involve: 

● Providing data usage strategies via the Well-Connected website 
● Checking-in throughout the young person’s phone contract 
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● Data cost: $30 per month is the data spend recommended by Hello Initiative.  
 
In the set up phase of the Well Connected program, phone plans and data access should be reviewed 
to ensure that young people will not become financially responsible for a phone plan which they are 
not able to maintain. Donations of data, and access to additional credit should be negotiated with 
telco providers that establish a partnership with the Well Connected program. 
 
Record Keeping: SIM cards must be registered to a user, so the Well Connected program needs to 
ensure secure records are kept of what SIM / Phone number has been allocated to a young person. 
Additionally, IMEI numbers should be linked with the phone recipient as a record that Well Connected 
has provided that device.  
  
Portable power banks: If funds allow, offering power banks to recipients should be considered. 
Research has found young people experiencing homelessness can struggle to access power 
supplies to charge their device and put themselves in risky situations to gain access to a place to 
charge their phone (Humphry 2014a). The provision of a portable charger would ensure continuity of 
access and increase safety. These devices cost anywhere between $25 to $200 each. 

Considerations 

Responsibility of Record Keeping: If phones are held by youth services for distribution, there needs 
to be a clear process outlining responsibility and timeframes for reporting IMEI & SIM details once 
the phone has been provided to a young person.  
 
COVID-19: An alternative arrangement to in-person drop-offs would need to be considered in relation 
to the COVID-19. This should include making sure the young person has all the information they need 
to use the device, in particular where English literacy may be limited.  

4. Maintaining connection 

The Well Connected Team checks in with the youth worker or young person every three months to 
see if they require further digital-related support.  

Actions 

● As devices are provided through a youth worker in another service, it is their responsibility to 
check in about general wellbeing and housing needs.  

● The Well Connected team may be able to assist young people to maintain their device - it 
would be up to the young person to opt in to this additional support. 

● After 12 months the team reaches out via the youth worker to see if they require a renewal of 
their phone contract 

● The Well-Connected Team assesses the request, and provides additional support where 
required 

● After 12 months, an online survey is sent out to the recipient to review the program. This can 
be distributed via their youth worker.  
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Key Components 

Check-Ins: This report strongly recommends maintaining a connection with young people via in-
person meetings on a three-monthly basis. The purpose of the check-in is not just to see if any 
further digital support is needed. They are also an opportunity to check-in with the young person to 
see if they are need of any other mental health or homelessness support.  
 
Evaluation: It is vital that this program is consistently and regularly evaluated. Hello Initiative advised 
that due to the ever-changing technological landscape, it’s essential that this model remains 
adaptive and flexible.  
 
Furthermore, receiving young people’s input is vital in continually refining and improving this 
program. To do this, the Well-Connected website can be used to send out online surveys to young 
people at the end of their phone contract.  

Considerations 

Sustainability: A key consideration of this aspect of the Well-Connected model is sustainability. 
Hello Initiative made clear that a lot of time, effort and resources is invested into maintaining a 
connection with phone recipients. This is intensified when young people have complex needs and 
comorbidity (such as disability and/or mental ill-health). 
 
With this in mind, the Well Connected model provides support to the youth sector through the 
provision of phones and data, rather than supporting young people directly. Thus, this model is not 
simply about providing a device to young people in need. It is centred in providing an additional and 
much needed resource to the youth sector, who have existing relationships with young people and 
the expertise and connections to help these young people address other support needs, but are 
limited in their capacity to provide support due to a young person’s phone or data access.  
 
It’s essential to consider the method and frequency in which phone recipients are followed up. Hello 
Initiative check-in with young people every month directly, but explained this approach strained their 
resources. With this in mind, this report recommends that the Well Connected program be 
facilitated through existing youth services who have already established working relationships with 
the young people.   
 
Co-design: If time and resources permit, 2hr co-design workshops could be held with young people 
and youth workers to receive more detailed feedback on the Well Connected program design. 
Research shows co-design is one of the most effective ways to create programs with high uptake 
and engagement (See Roper et al. 2018 for further information and resources).
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Conclusion 
This report has proposed two options as potential mobile phone access programs for young people 
experiencing homelessness in the ACT. If either model is progressed, a key point of focus should be 
that this is not just about providing a device to young people in need. It is centred in providing an 
additional and much needed resource to the youth sector, who are connected with young people at 
risk of homelessness. The model needs to be holistic and relationship centred. 
 
Additionally, the design of a program should acknowledge that young people are leaders not laggards 
when it comes to technology. Their input and expertise must be respected and heard when 
developing a program of this kind.  
 
The key challenges to implementing a program of this kind are:  

● Continuity and access to ongoing funding 
● Recruitment and management of volunteers 
● Consistent supply and cleaning services to refurbish devices if not purchasing from new 
● Uptake of the program by young people 
● Management of partnerships with organisations  
● Adapting this program in an evolving COVID-19 context 

 
There are many things to consider when implementing a program of this kind. This report has shed 
light on the strengths and limitations of a Canberra-based mobile support program. These model 
ideas should be used as a guide only, as the design requires further research, testing and 
development and evaluation. 
 
The scoping study found that youth services in the ACT have already adapted a couple of approaches 
to addressing this need. This includes: 

● Staff of community organisations sourcing donations of old phones through friends, family 
or the broader community 

● Allocation of a small budget to purchase basic smart phones for young people in need. While 
ongoing phone plan / data access is not generally provided, the purchase of a phone for 
approximately $100 can be facilitated through some program budgets. 

 
In considering the recommendations of a progression of either the establishment of a funding pool 
to formalise and support the ad-hoc processes in place, or establishing the Well Connected 
program, we need to acknowledge the financial and human resources that would be required to set 
up and maintain such a program. Either option requires a service to take leadership of the program 
and establish processes, communications, and a data monitoring system to track need and use of 
the program, as well as evaluate if it is meeting the expected need.  
 
In sum, this report offers two potential solutions to bridging the digital divide for young people 
experiencing homelessness at a time when staying connected matters more than ever. 
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Appendix 1 : Logic  Model 

Inputs Planned work - Activities Outputs Short Term 
Outcomes 

Medium Term  
Outcomes Impact 

Program Staff 
Community connections & networks 
Partnerships & volunteers manager 
Digital marketing campaign 
Project website to house database 
Trust and connection to the 
community 
 
Option 1: 

• Funding to purchase 
phones & data 
 

Option 2: 
Partnerships: 

● Skilled & Qualified IT 
service 

● Canberra-based recycling 
center 

● Donations or funding of 
phone cases 

Stage 1: Program Design 
Fund service to facilitate the program 
Creation of Partnerships 
Recruitment, training and support of 
volunteers and project partners 
Development of criteria, referral and 
review processes 
Creation of website 
Marketing 
Evaluation design 
 
Stage 2: Program Delivery 
Source and prepare devices 
Provide device to youth services 
Manage ongoing access to data & phone 
plan 
Maintaining connection with young 
person 
 
Evaluation 
Evaluate program through evaluative 
frameworks and feedback from 
recipients and community sector 
workers 

Program website 
Program marketing 
campaign 
Partnerships 
Assessment, referral 
and evaluation model 
Service and young 
person access criteria  
Guidelines for staff 
  

Improved access to: 
online government 
services, youth 
workers, mental 
health services and 
youth justice services  
 
Improved judicial 
outcomes 
 
Increased social 
connection and safety 
 
Improved access to 
essential COVID-19 
information and 
updates 

Improve wellbeing: 
- social connection 
- stability 
- safety 
- social capital 
 
Increased mental 
health literacy from 
engagement with 
wellbeing apps 
 
Improved access 
to: online 
government 
services, youth 
workers, mental 
health services and 
youth justice 
services  
  

Increased Mental Health 
& Wellbeing 
 
Increased connection to 
Community 
 
Improved quality of life 
 
Increased social 
wellbeing 
 
Increased self-efficacy 
Improved safety 
Improve wellbeing 
- stability 
-connection 
 
Reduce harms from 
homelessness 
- future hope 
- stability 
- safety 
- social capital 

Values and Theories 
Collaborative 
Intersectionality & accessibility 
Sustainable 
Evidence-informed 
Trust and confidentiality 
Strengths-based 
Relationship-centred 
Flexible and responsive 
Trauma-informed 

External Factors 
Policy environment 
Evolving COVID-19 situation 
Partnerships 
Family environment 
Economic and social context 
Data and plan pricing costs 
Volunteer team 

 


