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Rural Youth
 Huron County: 2006 Census

 population of 59,325
 population density 17.5 residents per square

kilometer (one of the most rural regions in
Ontario)

 Larger proportion of youth 10 – 19 years of
age than provincial average.



Rural Youth
 Binge drinking in the past 12 months in youth (12-19

yr)
 78.9% (95% CI 61.4 - 96.4) Huron County
 57.4% (95% CI 54.6 - 60.2) Provincial average

(Source: 2005 Canadian Community Health Survey Cycle 3.1)

 Between 2000 and 2003 Huron County Youth 12- 24
years of age:
 19 deaths (54%) caused by land transport occurrences
 leading cause of death in this age group
 age-specific mortality rate

 77.2 deaths per 100,000 population in Huron
 35.6 deaths per 100,000 for Ontario
(Source: Ontario Mortality Data, Provincial Health Planning
Database, Extracted February 1, 2007)



Health Promotion and the Web
 9/10 Canadian 15-year-old students have access to a

home computer (Corbett 2002)

 Health seeking behaviour 3rd most popular activity on
the Internet in Canada (after Email and Internet Browsing)

 Women 54% versus men 41%

 Fewer men (15- 24 yrs) search for health info on the Internet
(25%)

 After diseases (52%), lifestyle issues (fitness/ diet/ nutrition) is
the most popular topic (28%) Stevenson, 2002



Challenges for Rural Youth
 Geographical

isolation
 Lack of transportation
 Lack of anonymity
 Limited health

services for rural
youth

 Lack of
social/community
events & programs
(“nothing to do”)



The SPARK Project
 Goal

 To provide at-risk youth with the opportunity and
skills to design and implement a web-based
intervention, under the guidance of professionals, to
serve as a resource centre for reliable information
related to alcohol use

 Research Objective
 Can a youth-driven interactive health promotion web

site address health inequities particular to rural
youth?





Features and content of web site

Local health information (Just Curious)
Access to health professional advice

(Ask a Pro)
Bulletin board to communicate with peers

(Your 2 Cents)
Social events calendar (What’s

Happenin’)
Volunteer and job bank (Get Involved)



Evaluation
 Descriptive statistics of web site and discussion board

use
 Content analysis of web site including:

 Discussion board messages
 Topics covered in “Ask a pro”

 Qualitative Data
 Interviews with youth using the site
 Exit Interviews with youth hired for Spark
 Online survey results from youth and service providers
 Focus groups with community and social service workers

 Use Statistics
 Number of unique visitors to the site
 Frequently visited pages



Strengths
 Increased anonymity supports more frank and

honest communication
 More accessibility to health information
 Youth-friendly site

 Genuine voice of youth
 Youth-to-youth
 Safe place with open / frank communication

 Local and relevant information
 Useful resource for parents



Ongoing issues and suggestions
 Keep it youth-run and be open

 Keep site current overall

 Keep events current

 More personal stories/ videos

 Anonymity versus credibility

 More use of Web 2 technologies



Building on what we learned and
moving forward to meet the

local needs of our community



A New Spark





Keeping the site youth-run

Rebels with a Cause 

Youth Spark Ambassadors 



-Youth can submit content for
Spark and be paid for their
contributions

- $30 for an article

-$30 picture and caption

-$50 for a video



Keeping it local



Web 2.0 technology & social media

RSS feed

Blogs

Podcasts



Use statistics
February 08 – August 08

 7811 unique visitors to all pages
 4573 first time visitors

 3238 returning visitors

 41.5% of all visitors were returning

 Most visited pages: Share your Spark, Ask
a Pro, Healthy Living



Content Analysis
Ask a Pro questions
 Sexual health – contraception, STIs, first-

time experiences

 Relationships – parental issues

 Body image – self esteem



Content Analysis
Submissions and generated content
 Health promotion

 Opportunities and experiences

 Relationships – romantic and friendships



Where are we going
 Adult/ youth partnership to generate

content

 Greater use of web technology

 Development of blog to replace
discussion boards

 Promotion, promotion, promotion!



Challenges
 Understanding the possibilities

 Receiving content

 Health Unit publication process

 Youth’s busy lives



Conclusions

It fits with a rural environment…
well the access issue, the travel,
the connecting, the anonymity.  I
mean there are so many different
reasons that this fits.

(Health Unit Staff)



www.youthspark.ca
Tailoring Online Health Promotion Toolkit

http://www.fhs.mcmaster.ca/OHPToolkit




