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• Existing CSCW solutions can at best be reappropri-
ated for use in purely social environments because
the original scope of application is limited to busi-
ness contexts. This substantiates a need to design
purpose-built solutions customized for specific use in
a social as well as place-based milieu.

• The ubiquity of new media, network applications,
and other information and communication tech-
nologies draws attention to the hybrid nature and
quality of community, which is simultaneously both
networked and individualistic. This has direct reper-
cussions for choosing appropriate conceptual mod-
els of social interaction for the design and develop-
ment of social networking systems.

• Social networking systems for geographically prox-
imate users focus on local interaction, which pre-
sents interesting challenges and opportunities with
regard to location awareness, privacy, security, sur-
veillance, and social control.

These three issues are illustrated with some prelim-
inary empirical data derived from a case study of three
different inner-city residential apartment complexes 
in Australia. The results show that the features of 
conventional community networking software ignore
certain characteristics and requirements of the social
environment in which the software is used. I argue that
the success of new social networking systems for inner-
city neighborhoods depends to a great extent on the
ability of the software to animate and support mean-
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E ngineers and designers have grappled with social
computing and networking problems since the
Internet’s early days. In the context of e-business
and e-commerce, they face a constant drive
toward improving the support of human inter-

action in workplace-based environments. 
The multidisciplinary field of computer-supported

cooperative work (CSCW) produces innovative prod-
ucts and solutions that change the way we work.
However, a business environment is driven by financial
interests, project-based or milestone-based timelines,
and paid staff. Hierarchies are often formal and struc-
tured, and interactions link companies regionally,
nationally, and even globally.

In contrast, the environments that new social net-
working systems operate in differ inherently. Interaction
and engagement, usually voluntary, are driven by social
needs, personal interests, mutual support, and intrinsic
motivation. Social networks exhibit swarming, transi-
tory, and informal qualities. Further, in the case of social
networks based on geographic proximity, as described
here, online interaction between users takes place in a
shared locale. Users live close enough so that they can
see and meet each other in real life if they wish.

Commercially successful systems designed to facil-
itate and support social networking in inner-city
neighborhoods represent an opportunity to bridge a
gap in the market. Place-based social networking 
systems present three design challenges that require
further attention:
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ingful interaction between proximate users, to network
serendipitous social encounters that occur in residen-
tial neighborhoods, and to seamlessly integrate with
the way interaction takes place in existing urban social
networks.

CASE STUDY DESIGN
The case study comprises three different inner-city 

residential apartment complexes in metropolitan
Australia. To protect residents’ privacy, I refer to the
sites as Alpha, Melba, and Sigma. The mostly qualitative
and ethnographic research methods employed include
surveys, focus groups, participant
observation, interviews, and partic-
ipatory design.1,2

Research on Alpha commenced in
late 2002. Opened in 2000, Alpha is
an apartment complex for interna-
tional students who are about 17 to
24 years of age and study at nearby
tertiary institutions. The students
come from a variety of national and cultural back-
grounds, with the majority staying for only one or two
semesters of study. About one-fifth of the tenants come
to Australia to study in a full-degree program, which
usually lasts three to four years. Alpha contains 94 
one-, two-, and three-bedroom units with a total of
approximately 160 tenants.

Melba and Sigma were added to the case study at the
end of 2004 as representations of “nonstudent” types
of accommodation and to enable a comparative analy-
sis beyond the student cohort. Built in the mid-1990s,
Melba houses mostly working singles and couples in
their twenties and thirties. It contains 39 two- and three-
bedroom units with approximately 90 residents, mostly
tenants and some owner-occupants.

Completed in the early 1980s, Sigma, the largest site,
consists of three high-rise buildings, a low-rise two-story
building, and 48 townhouses. The site consists of 156
apartments where there are approximately 300 residents,
with the majority being owner-occupants. Residents—
mostly couples and families with adults in their forties
and fifties—work in diverse occupations and include some
retirees. Length of residence at both Melba and Sigma is
usually much longer term than at Alpha. Unlike Alpha,
where every tenant is an international student, Melba and
Sigma residents share no preexisting underlying common
link other than living in the same complex.

Each unit at all three sites includes one or more bath-
rooms and a kitchen, so there is no need for residents to
leave their unit and use shared facilities—a common
practice in shared accommodation and college-style dor-
mitories that can initiate interaction with neighbors. The
only shared public spaces are a pool area, a gym, and
barbecue sites. However, typical usage of these spaces
is mainly limited to individuals or small groups made

up of residents and their external friends. Tenants at
Alpha have broadband access to the Internet through a
local area network with Ethernet sockets in every bed-
room. Most residents at Melba and Sigma have dial-up
or broadband Internet access at home.

The qualitative research approach, which involved an
introductory survey in 2003, was made available online
and in hard copy to all 160 residents at Alpha with a
response rate of 20 percent. It identified common themes
of concern within the community, which researchers fol-
lowed up with semistructured interviews conducted with
15 residents. After the addition of Melba and Sigma,

researchers distributed a revised sur-
vey questionnaire in 2005—avail-
able both online and in hard copy—
to all three sites. This, along with an
in-depth engagement via focus
groups and interviews with research
participants across the sites, helped
researchers understand the motiva-
tion for place-based interaction. In

total, respondents returned 131 surveys for analysis with
the following response rates: Alpha, 16 percent; Melba,
33 percent; and Sigma, 15 percent. Researchers also 
held six focus groups and conducted seven follow-up
interviews.

RATIONALE OF PLACE-BASED 
SOCIAL NETWORKING

The most straightforward reasons for neighborhood
interaction are place-based. That residents are colocated
in a shared locale necessitates some form of governance
that a corporate office or onsite management usually
enacts. Thus, one purpose of communication and inter-
action is the exchange of information between residents
and management about rental payments, utilities,
repairs, noise, and other issues that directly relate to the
shared space residents coinhabit.

Collective issues
Sometimes, the shared space can give rise to issues

that residents must deal with collectively. Examples
include the suspension of free services residents have
grown accustomed to,3 or urban planning by local
authorities that envision the development of new high-
way routes that would introduce noise, pollution, and
congestion problems.4

At Alpha, for example, a group of female tenants was
concerned about insufficient lighting at night in the com-
plex’s immediate surroundings. They forwarded this issue
to the local council, which addressed the problem. Other
issues might call for further public participation and delib-
eration and cannot be solved as easily. In such cases, they
might require—and can lead to—forms of community
activism that social networking systems designed for geo-
graphic proximity could facilitate and stage.
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Local information
In the absence of such issues, however, these systems

must continue to offer value to retain users and sustain
interest. Residents can derive the value from a combi-
nation of interaction that is social and informal but still
place-based or related to place. A Sigma resident who
participated in the research describes how she imagines
a social networking system to be of service to her: 

A couple of examples of queries which I might be inclined
to use the [Web] page for: Does anyone know where
introductory daytime Spanish lessons are held; similarly,
daytime art classes. (Venues not too far away preferably.)
Another would be whether there are any RELIABLE
young (or older) women interested or
prepared to babysit on the odd occa-
sions when our grandchildren visit
with their parents. [7 Feb. 2005]

These examples resemble tradi-
tional neighborhood notice boards
still found in some grocery stores.
Although most of them lost their
impact with the introduction of online auction sites for
buying and selling used items, there remains a niche for
local services and transactions and for recommendations
and advice from local people. Sites for dispersed online
communities of interest are the wrong place for this kind
of exchange because the information loses its value and
relevance outside the local context.

Web sites such as local.google.com or upmystreet.com
seek to address this issue by providing location-based
directories, services, and discussion boards. However,
users might not see such sites as reliable and trustwor-
thy because they may still trust more in a shop recom-
mendation or restaurant review made by someone who
lives in their neighborhood and whom they know. In
addition, a centralized approach to the provision and
publication of local information might not be fine-
grained enough to cater to the viral and capillary spread
of word-of-mouth information. This informal interac-
tion can only be supported by recognizing the peer-to-
peer nature of local interaction, which is distinct from
the conventional many-to-many, few-to-many, or one-
to-many broadcast nature of other online interaction.

Supporting sociability
Social networking systems based on geographic prox-

imity become complex and challenging when they
endeavor to animate and facilitate interaction that does
not directly relate to the shared place that residents co-
inhabit. An item of discussion or a topic of interest that
directly relates to the shared place can initiate interac-
tion. However, the bulk of ongoing social interaction is
located within place but not necessarily about place.
Social interaction between residents can take many

forms in urban neighborhoods, from serendipitous and
coincidental social encounters while walking the dog,
mowing the lawn, or washing the car, to neighborhood
barbecues and pool parties.

These weak-tie relationships and ephemeral interac-
tions with people in their role as neighbor sometimes
evolve into sustained friendships and social clusters. This
usually occurs when people find that they share interests,
hobbies, histories, jobs, and so on. Their neighbor role
is then replaced as other respective roles come to the fore.

However, in urban neighborhoods, roles other than
neighbor are not obvious, so socializing depends greatly
on good fortune, fate, and serendipity. Social network-
ing systems might prove to be a milestone in animating

neighborhood interaction. A social
networking system for a community
of place need not be designed with a
conceptual model of a “community
of interest about place” in mind.
Supporting sociability is an impera-
tive component.

The case study delivers strong evi-
dence for this notion. Residents sur-

veyed at Alpha, Melba, and Sigma unanimously agreed
that there are probably people in the neighborhood who
share their interests, or are at least personally compati-
ble, with whom they do not normally interact regularly.
Nevertheless, residents report that, on average, they only
know between nil and three residents whom they con-
sider friends, between nil and five residents other than
friends whom they know by name, and between four
and 20 residents whom they only know from seeing
around the complex. Similarly, on average, only between
nil and three residents are listed in their mobile phone,
e-mail address book, or instant messenging client. These
results illustrate current expressions of urban alienation
characterized by a lack of opportunities to support the
meaningful engagement with “the unknown neighbor.”
At the same time they underpin the potential sociality
that slumbers in urban neighborhoods in the form of
“prospective friends that have not met yet.”

To give an example, Keith Hampton’s I-Neighbors
project works on the problem of building social net-
works in residential neighborhoods. Now based at the
Annenberg School for Communication, University of
Pennsylvania, this initiative seeks to help neighbors meet
and communicate, find neighbors with similar interests,
share information on local companies and services, orga-
nize and advertise local events, and vocalize local con-
cerns and ideas.

Unlike similar projects that use location-awareness
through mobile phones, such as dodgeball.com, i-neigh-
bors.org connects users of a single neighborhood—only
US or Canadian so far—as defined by its ZIP or postal
code. Whether the scope of neighborhood upon which
this prototype is built will be appropriate remains to be

The bulk of ongoing social

interaction is located 

within place but not 

necessarily about place.



September 2006 47

seen. However, I-Neighbors is an innovative model and,
perhaps, business case that combines features relating
to the shared place, the neighborhood, with features that
support sociability such as a “find neighbors like you”
search.

Whether I-Neighbors can meet the challenges and
realize the opportunities that social networking systems
designed for geographic proximity bear remains to be
seen, but certain questions merit further exploration.
Will the features the system offers create intrinsic moti-
vation in residents to use it regularly and thereby sus-
tain a critical mass of users? Will users be able to
translate virtual ties that might be initiated through the
site to meaningful social ties in real life?

CHALLENGES AND
OPPORTUNITIES

Evaluating conventional design
approaches and discussing urban
sociological insights provides a rich,
informed, and grounded foundation
that will inspire innovative designs
for social networking systems.

Online versus neighborhood
community

Systems that facilitate and support online communi-
ties of globally dispersed users are designed with a quite
different conceptual model in mind than systems for
neighborhood networks. 

Online communities are groups of users who interact
via the Web and who share a common purpose, goal,
interest, or support need.5,6 CSCW research and design
efforts in this area focus mainly on communities of 
practice. What distinguishes these types of communities
from a group of residents colocated in a neighborhood
is the preexisting purpose—shared interest, profession,
disease, and so on—that motivates users to interact with
others who are similarly minded and that lets them gain
value from their interactions. System designers can build
upon this collective purpose and need not worry about
the reasons why users would interact at all in the first
place—the focus is on how.

The question of why, however, is central in the design
of social networking systems for neighborhood com-
munities. A study of the sociotechnical dimensions of the
rollout and unsatisfactory uptake of a residential com-
munity intranet in a Melbourne suburb proposed five
interconnected issues that influence the success of sys-
tems designed to facilitate social networking in residen-
tial neighborhoods,7 including inappropriate technology.

Initial results from my case study support this argument.
After consultations with residents, project participants at
Alpha worked together to install and customize an inte-
grated open source software package that supports and
facilitates social networks (www.postnuke.com). In addi-

tion to the main module that provides an online discus-
sion board, this system offers other features and optional
functions. Announcing the availability of the system
resulted in about 60 percent of residents signing up for a
user account. The first couple of postings related mostly
to the system itself, suggesting areas of improvement, with
some postings relating to the Alpha complex. However,
the initially great interest quickly subsided, and the sys-
tem evolved into an online community of interest to IT
students. About 10 residents started to dominate the dis-
cussion board, which resulted in other tenants losing inter-
est and either lurking or abandoning the system.8,9

The system failed to provide other tenants with enough
value for them to continue using it: A critical mass

beyond those studying IT could not
be found. Although establishing sub-
communities or clusters of interest
within a community of place is desir-
able, these results support the argu-
ment that place-related discussions
are usually not sufficient to sustain
ongoing usage. Further, this system,
originally designed purely for online
community interaction, failed to gen-
erate any sort of social and place-
based peer-to-peer interaction. In this

sense, the system model favors a view of communities as
collectives over communities as networks.

Collectivism versus networked individualism
Residents at Alpha, Melba, and Sigma were asked how

interested they would be in participating in a range of
social activities with other residents, assuming they in fact
met residents with whom they would like to socialize.
The majority of student residents at Alpha indicated being
interested or very interested in movie and TV nights, bar-
becues, board game nights, sports, and social outings such
as going to the cinema or a pub or club. The majority of
residents at Melba were more selective and expressed
interest primarily in movie and TV nights, barbecues, and
sport activities. The majority of Sigma residents—older
and longer-term residents than those at Alpha and
Melba—showed less interest in social activities and only
expressed a strong interest in some sports activities.

Combined with this inquiry, the survey asked residents
how interested they would be in discussing a range of
topics with other residents if they had access to an online
discussion forum. Most Alpha residents expressed
strong interest in discussions about living at Alpha or
in the surrounding suburbs, travel destinations and
reports, recent and upcoming social events, and posting
used items to buy and sell. Residents at Melba and
Sigma showed more interest in discussions that focus on
the shared location, such as living at Melba or Sigma
and their surrounding suburbs, and issues relating to the
onsite management and governance of the building.

Online communities 
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These results can be interpreted in two ways. First, the
medium- to long-term residents at Melba and Sigma
have a greater stake and interest in the complex they live
in and in issues relating to the common space they
inhabit. The length of residency at Alpha is mostly short-
term, so tenants who do not have ready access to their
social network at home favor opportunities to connect
and socialize with others while residing there. However,
none of the sites show a clear intentional exclusion of
the respective other dimension—place or interest—
which underscores the need in social networking 
systems for residential neighbor-
hoods to include features relating to
shared place and interest.

Second, the responses that relate
to interest-based or social activity
show a spread of results. Someone
interested in playing soccer might
not be interested in barbecue nights;
someone who wants to play board
games might not be keen on attend-
ing a pool party. The quest to estab-
lish a critical mass of users can then
become a Sisyphean task. Thus, social networking sys-
tem designers must give residents the choice of both
what to do and whom to socialize with. Most conven-
tional community networking systems build on a one-
dimensional concept of community as a homogeneous
collective. This results in a lack of choice and peer-to-
peer networking opportunities.

The Internet, mobile phones, and other forms of net-
worked communication technologies contribute to the
emergence of new social formations based more on per-
son-to-person and role-to-role relationships than on
door-to-door and place-to-place ones.10 A discussion
board that affords collective many-to-many broadcast-
style interaction does not support true social networks
that are personal, tacit, intricate, and peer-to-peer. Social
networks possess tribal and swarming qualities which
proved to be incompatible with the mostly hierarchical
nature of tools that are designed to support dispersed
online communities.11 Barry Wellman describes the qual-
ities of these new social formations as “networked indi-
vidualism.”10,12 This term departs from simple binary
oppositions and compartmentalized dichotomies such
as individual versus community, physical place versus
cyberspace, or online versus offline and creates instead
a holistic theory that builds on the hybrid nature of the
community and the individual.

This nature is evident in Ethan Watters’ conceptual-
ization of “urban tribes”—social clusters of urban
dwellers in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties who repre-
sent a social network.13 A swarming group of friends who
live in the same city, they are connected through a mesh
of strong and weak ties. The new element in his observa-
tions is the use and impact of information and commu-

nication technology that has not been observed in earlier
studies. Networking behaviors characteristic of urban
tribes have been identified in Alpha, Melba, and Sigma.

The face-to-face interaction between members of
urban tribes is supplemented by the use of new media
and information and communication technology appli-
cations. Watters’ analysis of urban tribes provides fur-
ther evidence for the shifting quality of community
formations toward social networks in urban settings.
Still, the question of how they found each other remains
open and sets the scene for the design of new social net-

working systems that encourage and
support peer-to-peer neighborhood
interaction. This requires mecha-
nisms for residents to find out who
is living around them and how to
connect with like-minded people and
those they find interesting or deem
personally compatible. Inspiration
elicited from the features of success-
ful online dating sites—member
directories, search, matchmaking,
one-on-one chats, instant messag-

ing—might be reappropriated to help animate sociabil-
ity in urban neighborhoods.

However, features to support local collectivism remain
relevant because discussion boards, mailing lists, file-
sharing areas, and so on provide crucial tools for facil-
itating pragmatic place-based interaction. This depends
on the personal choice of residents to use such features
and on acute circumstances that might call for collec-
tive action.4 Two questions—which sought to gauge
interest in a mailing list that lets residents send e-mails
to all others in the complex and receive replies and a file-
sharing area they could use to upload and download
documents such as bylaws and photos of social events—
produced a spread of results. Some residents found these
tools valuable and useful, while others showed no inter-
est in them.

In this respect, giving users a choice becomes key, and
makes it essential that the system does not consist
entirely of functions that depend on continual use by a
critical mass of users. Features that can be a springboard
to animate interaction, which then continues through
external applications and devices such as instant mes-
saging software and mobile phones, will prove less high
maintenance than trying to draw all residents collec-
tively to an online space that cannot fulfill the range of
social needs and purposes residents hold.

Social engineering versus human horticulture
Within a software context, social engineering14

describes the range of procedures and actions that system
engineers and developers employ when trying to con-
struct and build the social and human components nec-
essary to complete social computing software. However,
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natural social interaction cannot be tectonically con-
structed and engineered. Michael Arnold and colleagues7

showed this by proposing that the direct and indirect
resistance of users to the intranet system developer’s per-
ceived attempts to engineer a community contributed to
the unsatisfactory uptake and declining user numbers in
the neighborhood intranet they studied. Alison Gilchrist
proclaimed that “community development involves
human horticulture rather than social engineering.”15

Thus, social computing constitutes a living project.16

Design efforts must focus on creating adequate condi-
tions for social interaction to occur.
In this respect, social networking
software resembles a garden that
must offer good soil, water, nutri-
tion, and sunlight for natural growth
and propagation to emerge. System
designers can help this effort by 

• providing clearly visible incen-
tives through system guidance and feedback that fos-
ters motivation for user participation;

• building bridges that overcome barriers and disin-
centives to participation through showcasing best
practices and highlighting effective usage patterns;

• crafting an interface that allows broad access to all
functions;

• offering residents the choice of whom they can inter-
act with, at least partly enabled by peer-to-peer com-
munication facilities;

• making the consequences of personal interactions
transparent to honor issues of trust, privacy, and social
control; and

• giving the options of both public and private com-
munications, but clearly distinguishing between them.

Other factors that influence a place-based social net-
working system’s success depend on circumstances that
a system designer cannot easily influence. These include
user demographics, social lifestyle preferences, existing
social networks created and maintained elsewhere, and
issues of access and computer literacy. These factors
make it worthwhile to consider an integrated commu-
nity informatics approach that combines system engi-
neering with community development methods.1,17-20

In the human horticulture of social networking soft-
ware, privacy plays a significant role.21 Although an
online directory of residents might prove crucial in find-
ing out who lives in the complex and what people do,
this information must be secure and available to regis-
tered residents only. Asked if they would be comfort-
able sharing personal information online with residents
in the same complex, survey participants at Alpha,
Melba, and Sigma said they are comfortable or very
comfortable disclosing their full name, e-mail address,
unit number, mobile phone number, instant messenging

ID if applicable, and occupation. These promising
results indicate that although residents do not yet know
many of their neighbors personally, they already grant
them a certain level of trust.

T he breadth of methods and systems to support and
facilitate social networking in inner-city apartment
complexes and neighborhoods offers a plethora of

yet to be answered research questions and design chal-
lenges. The opportunities that new collaborative, swarm-

ing, sentient, wireless, and location-
aware technologies offer let us imag-
ine a number of innovative solutions.
This, combined with the current
trend toward urban renewal, the pre-
sent growth market in residential
apartment buildings, and the on-
going hype surrounding master-
planned communities—even as de-

velopers and urban planners struggle with their ongoing
perplexity at meeting such demands16—creates a rich and
dynamic marketplace for social networking systems
based on geographic proximity.

Social networking products that integrate residential
building-management functions with community net-
working represent a gap in the market. So far, this
research has produced findings and insights that
uncover a great potential to develop a range of inter-
active, cross-platform, and location- and context-aware
applications—and possibly small wearable devices 
that support the movements, communication, and 
coordination needs of city residents and their social 
networks.4,22,23

One example, the design and development of a new
kind of cross-platform instant-messenging tool, lets
users easily maintain social ties with their local friends
and peers—anywhere, anytime. It will combine the func-
tionality of a ubiquitous instant messenging with loca-
tion-aware services and groupware functionality. 

This and other product developments are offsprings of
our applied research into social networking systems in
communities of place. They will only be successful if the
design is grounded in theory and informed by empirical
research. Making these results available to the wider
software design and engineering communities will, 
I hope, stimulate further discussion, debate, research,
and development. ■
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