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Background

Natural hazards are all around us. Though each geographic locale may be subject to a
different kind of hazard (earthquake, tsunami, hurricane, tornado, flood, etc), the stages of
response to this kind of mass devastation are similar: due to the scale of damage, emergency
responders are often overwhelmed, leaving neighbors to rescue each other in the meantime.
Portland, OR is subject to a number of natural disasters, but the impending rupture of the
Cascadia subduction zone has been the focus of many local organizations and news outlets
due to the estimated magnitude of destruction that it will cause. According to the Director of the
Portland Bureau of Emergency Management Carmen Melo, “In parts of the world that have
experienced catastrophe, one indicator of how resilient a community is social cohesion. Getting
to know your neighbors and communities will really add to our resilience and the ability to help
each other” (Gragg 2014). Portland Monthly published The Big One: A Survival Guide in 2014,
with getting to know your neighbors in the top three most important things to do, and Oregon
Public Broadcasting published an article titled, “The 1st Preparedness Commandment: Know
Thy Neighbor.” This push for more social networking is also supported in community resilience
research. Davidson 2010 argues that the quality that separates community resilience from
ecological resilience is human agency, a form of social capital. Social capital, or the resources
available to people through their social networks, is argued to be “the strongest and most robust
predictor of population recovery after catastrophe” (Aldrige 2011).

Although we know the importance of meeting neighbors, currently Portland government
officials are recommending to knock on each others’ doors. This one-time interaction seems
insignificant when trying to build a trust between neighbors that will boost the neighborhood’s
resilience post-quake. Glanville et. al 2013 cites Barber 1983 and Yamagishi and Yamagishi
1994 in defining trust as “the expectation that others will behave with goodwill; that they intend
to honor their commitments and avoid harming others.” According to a longitudinal study on
trust, informal social ties achieved by socializing with friends, relatives and neighbors increase
generalized trust between people, pointing to the conclusion that increased informal social
interactions increases a person’s trust in others (Glanville et. al 2013). However, in a time when
social interaction in informal settings has been rapidly decreasing (Oldenburg 1989), where will
neighbors be able to socialize and build trust? Oldenburg (1989) introduces the idea of a third
place: “a generic designation for a great variety of public places that host the regular, voluntary,
informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of home and
work.”

Though third places are typically brick and mortar establishments that people can meet
and mingle in, Steinkuehler et. al 2006 introduce the possibility of a virtual third place. There has



been criticism of social media as being completely opposite of third places -- of actually
promoting individualism, or promoting the “’bowling alone” hypothesis (Putnam, 2000), which
suggests that media are displacing crucial civic and social institutions” (Steinkuehler et. al
2006). However, more and more studies are showing that social media can be very beneficial to
community engagement. According to Bouchillon 2014, “like the physical community, social
networking sites are thus a crucible for connecting, and it follows, for social capital.”

This paper is situated in the realm of disaster preparedness, and by extension deals with
issues like trust, resilience, and social capital. Geographically, | am studying Portland, OR due
to the preparation being done surrounding the predicted Cascadia earthquake. | chose to
examine the app Nextdoor, since it encourages neighbor-to-neighbor interactions in an online
setting. Nextdoor is a unique platform in that it has all the capabilities of mainstream social
media sites, but it has an added component of place: all Nextdoor users have to confirm that
they live in a specific neighborhood to gain access to their neighborhood content. Nextdoor acts
as a kind of virtual third place for people to interact, but it also holds potential for people to meet
in person since everyone lives in the same neighborhood.

Methodology

There were two components to my methodology: qualitative analysis of Nextdoor posts,
and a corresponding survey that | distributed via Nextdoor. These two methods were aimed
towards answering the question: What kinds of relationships are currently being formed
between neighbors, and are they helpful or harmful in facilitating connection? The qualitative
analysis was aimed towards determining whether there were any meaningful connections being
formed, if interactions that took place were trust building or trust eroding, if they built a sense of
community, or if they excluded certain groups from the neighborhood. | created the survey to
see if my observations were congruent with what Nextdoor users thought.

| chose to analyze all posts from Collins View neighborhood, which currently has 626
members. | chose Collins View because | wanted to focus on a smaller community of people (as
opposed to including nine surrounding neighborhoods in SW Portland, 2,580 extra people) and
a smaller geographic area. This is important because when the earthquake strikes, roads may
be damaged or people will run out of gas and will need to rely on the people immediately around
them, so being in walking distance of the people you are making connections with is crucial. |
analyzed 48 posts that range from October 1st, 2016-December 8th, 2016. Although there were
actually 173 posts during this time period, | chose to analyze these particular posts because
they each had four or more replies to them. Of the 173 posts, the average number of replies
was 2.84, so | decided that four posts signified that the post was of above-average interest to
people. Additionally, four replies would either allow for four different people to reply to the post,
or a reply and subsequent follow up from two people, which could potentially create a
connection between them. | analyzed the 48 posts for their potential for the neighbors to meet in
person, if there were signs of trust being built, and if there were signs of neighborhood exclusion
or mistrust of certain groups.

| created a survey to determine whether my observations were accurate portrayals of
what people actually thought, and also to measure aspects of trust that were difficult to infer



from observing posts. Besides asking informational questions such as “how many neighbors
have you met because of Nextdoor?” | also asked a few questions with the aim of touching on
the themes of trust, inclusivity, and its ability to act as a virtual third place. | will explain the
thought process behind those questions below.

- Which of the following would you be comfortable doing with a neighbor you met on
Nextdoor?

This question included various actions that a person could take, ranging from borrowing an item
from a neighbor to giving them a key to your house in case of emergency. It was crafted to
indirectly access people’s level of trust, since it can be difficult to determine what exactly trust
means to individuals.

- Which of the following do you associate with Nextdoor?
This question included Oldenburg 1989’s eight characteristics of third place, tailored to
Nextdoor’s functionalities.

- Who do you see as active members on Nextdoor?
This question aimed to figure out if certain groups in the neighborhood were perceived as
invisible.

- Which of the following groups have you ever been bothered by in Collins View?
This question was included to determine whether there are any outsiders in the neighborhood,
or groups that are not as welcome as others.

Results

Although not always easy to categorize, | considered posts that were related to Lost &
Found, Classifieds, and some General to be likely to result in an in-person meeting to exchange
items, return a lost pet, or meet at a neighborhood meeting. Some of these posts had confirmed
meetings in the replies, and others | inferred that a meeting would be likely. Twenty-three of the
48 posts | analyzed had the potential for people to meet in person, which is a total of 48%. In my
survey, | found that in fact, 50% of my 52 participants had met a neighbor in person because of
Nextdoor. This does not necessarily mean that we can assume that 50% of people on Nextdoor
have met a neighbor in person thanks to the app, but rather 50% of the people who took the
survey, who are likely to be somewhat active on Nextdoor to begin with, had met one or more
neighbors through the app.

Of the 48 posts, | analyzed which category proved to be most inviting of comments. 8
were for Recommendations, 2 Classifieds, 1 Crime & Safety, 2 Free Items, 6 Lost & Found, and
29 General posts. The survey results didn’t quite mirror my observations -- General was the
most used category, with Documents/Neighborhood information as second, and Crime & Safety
and Recommendations as close thirds.

One important capability of Nextdoor is that it allows local organizations to post, possibly
adding to the trustworthiness and authority of the app. Of the 52 survey respondents, 23 people
stated that they used Nextdoor to get information about local organizations. From my
observations, only eight local organizations posted on Nextdoor between October and



December, as seen below. This leads to the assumption that the local organization capability of
Nextdoor may not be very important or influential to people, but rather posts from neighbors are
more important.

Local Organization Posts, Oct-Dec 2016

City of Partland ONI Crime Prevention _
PFortland Bureau of Development Services _
Portland Bureau of Transportation
Portland / Multnomah County 9-1-1 =
Em—

City of Portland Office of Neighborhood Invehrement

City of Portland Bureau of Mlanning and Sustainability —
[
Portland Fire & Rescue _

Portland Bureau of Emergency hManagement _
i 2 3 q ] [
Number of Posts

Local Organization Name

=]

In terms of the level of trust people exhibit towards neighbors met on Nextdoor, providing a
needed service was highest, followed by meeting for a social activity, borrowing an item, then
feeding a pet or watering plants while away, while house sitting, childcare, enjoying a meal and
giving someone a key were relatively low percentages. This could partially be due to the survey
demographic, of predominantly middle aged people who live in households with only 1-2 people,
so childcare is less of a need and house-sitting is less likely (since it is usually more transient,
younger people who volunteer to house-sit). These findings also align with Oldenburg 1989’s
aspect of a third space: people are more likely to meet on neutral ground where they can come
and go as they please, which might explain why more people are willing to meet for a social
activity and less likely to commit to sitting down to enjoy a meal together.

Which of the following would you be comfortable doing with a neighbor you

met on Nextdoor?
(50 responses)

Borrow an item
Provide a ne... 38 (76%)
Meet fora so...

Provide/Rec. ..

Feed apeto...
10 (20%)
9(18%)

Enjoy a meal...
House-sit wh...

Give them a...
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Although not all aspects of a third place scored highly in the survey, 82% of people associated
Nextdoor with useful conversation, which Oldenburg argues is one of the most important
qualities of the 8 criteria of being a third place. A significant amount of people also associated
Nextdoor with being easily accessible (75%) and making them feel like part of a community
(61.5%). The least selected quality of Nextdoor was to be accepted regardless of social status
elsewhere (25%) which could align with demographic information as well: 44.2% of respondents
had completed a college degree and 44.2% of respondents had completed a postgraduate
degree, suggesting that most people on Nextdoor Collins View are of a similar status, at least in
terms of education which is a large contributor to social status.

Which of the following do you associate with Nextdoor? (52 responses)

It's a neutral... 24 (46.2%)
| am accepte...
Useful conve... 43 (82.7%)
Easily acces... —39 (75%)

Helps me ge... 25 (48.1%)

17 (32.7%)
16 (30.8%)

Informal way...
Enjoyable cu...
—32 (61.5%)

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Makes me fe...

There were significantly fewer responses to the negative qualities associated with Nextdoor.
Only 34 out of the 52 people who took the survey decided to respond. Irrelevant posts (47%)
and people “attacking” others’ posts (41.2%) were the highest percentages of choices for this
question. The lowest, with only 2.9%, was that people are exclusive of certain groups. The
second lowest with only 8.8% was that there is inaccurate information, which contributes to the
assumption that people trust the information they see on Nextdoor, or at least believe it's
accurate.



Which of the following do you associate with Nextdoor? (3« responses)

People post t... 9 (26.5%)

Irrelevant posts 16 (47.1%)
Offensive posts 6 (17.6%)
People "atta... 14 (41.2%)
Inaccurate in...

Mot enough...

People are e...

In an attempt to identify possible “outsiders” in the neighborhood, | asked which groups people
had been bothered by before. Again, there were only 28 responses which is low compared to
the full pool of 52 participants. College students and Other were tied as bothering the most
people at 35.7% each. This is significant to my analysis because in the same way positive
informal interactions can generalize trust to a larger group of people, negative associations can
also be generalized to a larger group, namely college students. Lewis & Clark students,
although transient members of the community, will still be very important in community
resilience after an earthquake, especially since the demographic of our neighborhood is
otherwise older (73.1% of people who took the survey were over the age of 40). College
students could be very important in transporting goods, clearing rubble, and doing other
physical tasks that young able-bodied people might be more capable of doing -- therefore it's
important that they are seen as trustworthy members of the community to ensure their
involvement.

Which of the following groups have you ever been bothered by in Collins
View?
(2B responses)

Teens

College stud... 10 (35.7%)

Visitors/Peop...

Strangers T (25%)

Pet owners 4 (14.3%)

10 (35.7%)

Post Vignettes



*names have been excluded to preserve anonymity

This post illustrates a repeated theme of annoyance caused by drunk Lewis & Clark students
walking through the neighborhood. The last reply also illustrates someone embodying the

enjoyable culture of interaction that Oldenburg described by attempting to keep the mood light
and witty.

Did you lose a snow shovel last night?

| heard a groug of young adults having a great tme walking down Ridge Drive last night.
This moming | found a snow shovel in the street in front of my house. An empty case of

Hainker beer in fromt of the neighbors and crushed Rainier beer cans on the path in Tryon
Creek Park near the ball field. If you're missing a snow shove! I've got it

THANK - 2 REPLY - 4 | =

I i o I

|

It was the same band of likely LEC students that were lighting off firewaorks
waking paople up and dogs to bark. Thers was a party somewhera on 5W 4th
Awa last night as amound 1am when awaken for the 3ed time with 10-15 lowd
stumbling kids going up SWW Collins 58 to SW 3rd. The worst part was there was
at least 5-8 vehicles with potentially drunk drivers.

Thank

. Slightty related, but anyone have any useful advice for shutting down the street
noise for hoards like these?

They mada their way down Gth ave foo, just after midnight, and wera loud in the
streat _.. View mora

Thank

| also called the non-emergency police number last night but alas by the time
they showed up the party was likely over. Quite a few under 27 looking folks as
wal,

Thank

. | did lose my snow showel last night, but | drink PBR. Oh wedl.

Thank

Write a raply.

This post about a new apartment for rent depicts potential detrimental impacts of an online
forum -- people could feel more entitled or confident to post rude or confrontational comments
since they don’t know the person they are talking to.



New Apartment for Hent

My

newly constructed ADU apariment is aveilable to rent. Here is the li
hit

iwwew zillow. comihomedetals s 1-5W .

ET Forrent: 51.890, Brend-new. Reah-and. ou...

THAMK - 1 REPLY -8 |~

| mEREELY |

. WEry Dricey for @ cre bedroom.

hank
Two dollars per square foot per month 3}
hank

| agrea wh I - w=ry expensve for 800 square #

1. This s why
=0 many native Portlanders cannot afford to live here any longer. Very
nice, thouwgh.

hank

Beautful

hank

Thanks for the comments, everyona. It is an expensive place. Someone
wino can afford 11wl love it To give you some ‘dea of the guaity of the
spaca {originally intended &s my master bedrocm suite], my retum on
rvastmant at this rental prica 8 in tha singla digits. Inotihersords, this
eval of quality Ien't something one would easily be able to find in the
market. | coud make mone money arond'ing it lput I'd rather provide
spaca to somecne desrows of living here, n Portlend. Happy holidays to

it

Thank

However, as the comments continue, we can see the potential for community to form around
defending people.



0
| rope you don't fee! the need to have to justfy your prong to peopie
M | =2y charge what you wani! Nobody knows what you pay for your
martgage, property taxes, HOW fees, etc. and it's not ther business.
And f the price is 100 high, then it most likaly wl never ba ranted and
you'd have to lower it anyways. Either way, it's your proparty and charge
what you want regerdiess and don't fee’ the need to explain yourself.
I'm not sure why peope feal the need 1o comment on the prca but
that's just ma.
People ke you are NIOT the reason why housing prices are sc high. It
hes much more 1o do with more people moving here, & housing
shortage, high properly taxes that for the mast peart increase every year,
etc. that propearty 5 n a great area and |'m suse 1'll rant quickiy! Best of
ucs 1)
Thank
I L
I
Thanks for the kind message, I | almost didn't say anything, as you
suggested, but | thowght it might be nice for felks to undersand & litle
bit of te economics bennd the pricing. Be well, see you in the Village!
Thank

. This Is a very well-priced 1BR for the markat, especially consdenng all

utiites are pad, par<ng and on-site laundry = provided, and the

mazerials are ceary high-guality. Beaut ful ob, I ' send anyone |
BNCOUNTEr yOUr WEY.

hank

Thank you, e huch appreciated. Be welll

Thank

Write a rephy

Lost & Found posts got a lot of community involvement, and tended to result in an in-person
meeting of two or more neighbors to return the lost pet or item. Since this was a service to the
person who lost something, many times people were very grateful towards the person who

returned the animal or item, most likely increasing the amount of trust between them and as a
result the general neighborhood.



Found little white dog on maplecrest ci.

_ T Collins View

W found this ittle guy roaming on Maplecrest ct. Mo collar, no 1D.
Please pm me or text I you know where he belongs.
Thanks,

THANK - 1 REPLY -4 | =

[ [ —
I

Oh my goodness what a cutial | bet his people are going o be glad to sea
himt!

Thank

Thanks to I for finding N anc B for keeping him safe. |t was
completely out of character for him to leave our yard--aspecially when it's
freezing rain. My husband was even out there! Thank you very much--and
vary nice to meat you!!

Thank

[ —

I think he is Iy ho belongs 1:-ar'r_1 -.l‘. the house next door to us
at the back lot. The lot closer {0 ——

Thank

And now il is famous!

Thank

Discussion

In summary, | found that most people associated Nextdoor with at least one aspect of a
third place. Although mostly low-commitment activities, people were also willing to do at least
one trust-building activity for or with the neighbors that they met on Nextdoor. In contrast, there
were less people that had complaints about aspects of Nextdoor, with the biggest complaint
being irrelevant posts, which doesn’t really affect trust or community. This suggests that
Nextdoor is a successful virtual third place, and although people may not have built up trust with
their neighbors yet, this forum is a constructive way to do so. It is important to note, however,
that this is a very specific demographic of people and cannot be generalized to other



communities: the average person who took this survey was a woman over 40 years old, white,
college educated, living in a single family home with only 1-2 people for over 15 years.

The implications of Nextdoor being a successful virtual third place could be very
important in a society that continues to focus solely on work and home spheres, neglecting
easily accessible places for people to interact with people who encourage them to consider
different viewpoints and ways of life. It could be a forum directed at the precise group of people
who will need to be connected in the event of a disaster, which could vastly improve that
neighborhood’s resilience. If people are able to work together and organize efficiently after a
disaster, it improves recovery time and frees up emergency responders to focus their efforts on
more vulnerable parts of the city. Additionally, when communicating risk, people are more likely
to listen to their friends and families than other authority figures like scientists and government
organizations (Haynes et al 2007). Perhaps even before the earthquake hits, the generalized
trust that is being built on Nextdoor will encourage people to pay attention to preparedness
warnings posted by neighbors, and take individualized steps to prepare such as making a kit or
retrofitting their house.
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