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What happens when health goes digital?

Youth “experts” online 

David, 24 year old, on using a mood tracker:

Engaging digital citizens  
in researchHow do young people in New Zealand use digital 

technologies to understand their health and deal with being ill? 
A recent explosion of health management technologies have 
changed the way New Zealanders interact with their bodies, 
and for young people growing up technologies such as the 
Internet and mobile phone applications are becoming an 
integrated part of health care. 

The Digital Care project aims to answer questions about 
the nature of these interactions. How popular are different 
kinds of health apps and are they merely extending our 
existing ideas of health and fitness or actively reshaping 
them? What is the range of physical, mental and 
emotional issues that young people are most likely to 
cope with by going online? What are the notions of trust, 
credibility, knowledge and expertise that 
young people use to determine the veracity 
of web-based health information, 
including chat sites and 
discussion boards? And what 
is the impact of these practices 
on youth’s engagement in more 
“traditional” medical practices? 

Seventeen-year-old “Olivia” had been 
unhappy for a few weeks when she Googled 
“chat sites for depression,” leading her to the 
app, 7 Cups of Tea. There, she explains, “I 
not only found out I suffer from depression, 
but found people to talk to about it.” Soon 
she was feeling well enough to complete a 
20-question training and become a registered 
7 Cups’ “Listener.” Now, she tells me, she helps 
people around the world identify their symptoms and 
come to terms with their illnesses. Olivia’s desire to use 
digital technology to take responsibility for her own health 
and offer care to others is hardly unique. It is emblematic of the 
widespread, global revolution in digital healthcare.

 “You know you will get asked at some point during the day [about your mood], 
so you are encouraging yourself to feel good actually… a little bit, … even on a 
subconscious level … [I don’t like] when I am recording that I am feeling really 
bad, so I think even subconsciously try to just avoid those activities – so they are 
things like dealing with certain people, or certain professions – so yeah I guess 
in a way having entering data about what you are doing and how you are feeling 
has taught me how to maximise the number of those things that make me happy.

 … And that is exactly the reason I started doing – that’s exactly what I wanted 
to determine and I think it has worked in that respect.”

The Digital Care project undertakes new research 
on how contemporary New Zealand youth (ages 14-
24) use online materials to understand their health 
and learn about illness.

 Conducting research on public Internet health 
sites, chat sites, discussion boards, and health 
apps, as well as interviews with young New 
Zealanders, the project examines the shape, 
purpose and effects of new technologies on youth 
health practices, considering issues such as the 
effect of gender on online use; the creation of new 
kinds of online sociality as part of youth health 
practices (i.e. making friends online to assist in 
understanding or monitoring physical or mental 
health); the reshaping of ideas of fitness and 
resilience through the use of health apps; and the 
ways that the accessibility, anonymity, and privacy 
of online information has impacted on young New 
Zealanders’ engagement with GPs 

and other (face-to-face) 
medical services.

NEVER ENDING HEALTH APPS:
“Sarah, how is your mood today?” 

I stare at the screen of my iPhone, after a 
notification summons me to check my mobile. 
My mood tracker wants to know how I am 
feeling today. Well, Moodtrack Diary, to be 
honest - I am not sure. I was not really thinking 
about it until now… 

I have only been trying out health apps for 
about a couple of weeks, and this message 
is already one of the many daily reminders I 
get regarding my well-being. My Stop, Breath 
and Think App keeps sending me messages 
such as: “Feel the Calm in 5 Minutes. Easy!” or 
“Haven’t meditated in a while? There is no time 
like the present to check in and feel the calm,” 
while my Optimism App gives me “Stay Well 
Strategies” and ways of coping with my “Anxiety 
Triggers.” I feel like I have a whole football team 
behind me, cheering me on 24 hours a day, 
especially as I get some of these messages at 3 
o’clock in the morning. I guess I need to “check 
in” with my mind even when I am dreaming… 

- (Sarah, 24 year old health app user)
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