Telematics involves any electronic or technological way in which people can communicate or access information specifically using a computer, but including SMS and telephones also. In this debate I do not plan on dismissing telematics or claiming that they are without merit. 

I work on a helpline and as such I am acutely aware of how invaluable phones can be in allowing someone to reach out to another human being for support, information or just to check something out. They need not leave their homes or reveal their personal details or even tell the exact truth but from contacting a helpline they get to talk with a person who is there to listen and help to best of their abilities. They can talk through the options that are available to them and are given the space to consider each, without pressures, opinions or personal agendas. Telephones are probably the oldest form of telematics, I work with them every day and find them invaluable. 

However, the reason that I am an opposer to this motion is that I see telematics as a useful tool in drug prevention but not the key to it. Saying that it is the key implies that it offers the solution, the answer or the best way forward to the exclusion of other methods. Telematics offer benefits; exciting potential for the future, but cannot replace the human contact that services such as helplines offer. Telematics offer accessible information, but only to some of the community, they can offer good information but not to the level where people get fully supported with it, it can offer clear unbiased messages but lack the limitless qualities that the voice can hold in an interaction. 

1. 

Telematics relies on ownership of or access to technology and the need for literacy skills with both the written word and with the technology in order to use them.  If it were true that telematics hold the key to drug prevention, it would encounter its first difficulty here, as, some people may not be familiar with the language or skills of a medium and therefore, it is of no use to them. Its stating the obvious but telematics are accessible only to those who have access to telematics. If I cannot read or cannot express my concern clearly, don’t speak the language, don’t have access to mobile phones or the internet, any potential benefit that I might have felt from the use of telematics is gone. There will always be marginalized members of the community who for many reasons will be out of the loop when it comes to technology and education. This section of the community could benefit from drug prevention interventions as much as another group
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The use of different media, such as the Internet and text messaging can allow people who might otherwise not contact a drug service to do so. Adjusting the service to increase accessibility and to make it more ‘user-friendly’ will increase the number of people accessing the service and therefore help more people. 

The more people that are helped the better, but what of the quality of the interactions?

People may visit a website or contact a service by text or email for many different reasons. They may be considering changes in their life, by using drugs or stopping their use of drugs, they may be doing a project for school, having fun with friends or concerned about someone that they care about who is in trouble. They may all get good quality information from their use of telematics, where the contact with service users is kept brief, information focused and with minimal voice-to-voice contact.

It is my opinion that people need to access information, but that they also need the dialogue with another human being that will allow them to digest the information and consider the other factors such as their support needs, their relationships, the consequences to their choices and their feelings. For many it is a relief just to be allowed to say that they are upset or frustrated by something. To be able to hear another persons empathy, to not feel judged, but supported. 

3.

At the 2nd European Conference of Drug Helplines in Berlin, in March 2001, Michele Grosjean presented a paper on her docterate subject of ‘The Voice on the Telephone’. In this she talked about the many aspects that make the use of voice limitless. She said that the voice brings “into play breathing, vocal chords and the shape of resonators- you can tell if a person is smiling or not immediately.” 

She also talks about the “’metalinguistic’ aspects of voice, defining the speakers’ relationship with what he is saying”. This refers to  “the congruence between what is said and the manner in which it is said” which “allows us to be convinced or otherwise about the sincerity of the other person, whether they are willing, determined or unsure.” Even something as simple as the speed of someones speech or the breaths that they are taking can offer useful insights as to how they are feeling and whether there may be more to what caller is saying. Also she talks of “mirroring positions” and  “complementary positions” that the voice can take. This is where the listener either mirrors the tone of the speaker or takes a complementary tone, which may serve to calm or sooth the speaker, where appropriate. The voice is a unique and valuable tool in human relationship, which cannot be replace by text.  
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In Gerard Egan’s book ‘The Skilled Helper’ he refers to 3 steps of interaction with a helper: Stories, blind spots and Leverage. 

These detail the clients telling of their stories in terms of problem situations and unused opportunities; their identifying and moving beyond ‘blind spots to new perspectives on their problems situations and opportunities.Then the client chooses issues that will make a difference in their lives. Carl Rogers in 1957 referred to 3 core conditions that need to be in place in a relationship before any helping activity can be effective. They are  Genuineness, Acceptance, Empathy. Even if these factors are present for the Helper in a non-vocal telematics interaction, they may not be expressed or perceived. 

The flow of a voice-to-voice conversation cannot be manufactured. Someone may have a question about the effects of a drug, but really want to talk about the deteriorating relationship between her and her son. In the written word a caller may omit some important detail, which if not picked up on, the Helper may be doing him or her a poorer service.

A caller may begin with an information query seeking a phone number of a particular clinic or professional, but during the call, with the aid of active listening skills, they may be enabled to evaluate how they are coping right now, what their needs are as well as getting the information that they required. Many have fears and are nervous about calling a helpline, for this reason they prepare their question or first few lines but every day we give callers the option of going beyond their initial question and most of the time they express the desire to talk further. Once a rapport and trust have been established the caller can become more comfortable in the call and therefore is more able to talk about their true concerns and issue. Alternatively they can say that they just want the information and we are happy to provide that also.  Perhaps the supporters of this motion will say that telematics do not claim to replace the counselling interaction. 

However, please note that Egans, Rogers and Grosjeans quotes all refer to the helping rather than therapeutic relationships.  This to me implies the broadest type of help, from being asked a question by text, to being able to provide adequate information over the Internet to email counselling. When we are using telematics to get information or guidance on a drug question, we make contact with a helper rather than a machine. These models are therefore relevant to this helping interaction. 

In conclusion, I feel that the key to drug prevention will need to be all things to all people. It will need to communicate clear messages in many different ways, to people with many levels of comprehension, but also to involve people in a supportive dialogue that will allow them to process their views and feelings and plan what they need to do in order to achieve their aims. All of this being at a pace that is suitable and at a time in their lives that is right. 

If we persuade ourselves that there exists one key to drug prevention, we are negating the existence of individuals who are each unique and who require of the services everything from permission to be themselves to guidance on treatment options to societal reformation to the magic solution. 

Telematics will certainly have a role to play in the future of this type of work, but only alongside a number of different services and resources. 

