








profile page encourages relationship building by enabling 
members to send personal messages, add each other as ‘friend’ to 
personal network on the platform, as well as sharing information 
about themselves with others. Profiles provide users their identity 
on the system, and aid in discovery of common interests and 
articulating relationships. (Hanrahan, et al., 2011) 

 
Figure 4. Profile page of a member 

The front page of the platform is composed of features creating 
ambient intimacy and providing social affordance, referring to the 
quality of artifacts in any space physical or virtual, which invite 
and facilitate social interaction among the participants in that 
space. (cited in Hanrahan, et al., 2011) Among various features, 
such as forum topics, and pictures and videos recently uploaded 
by members, an activity stream is placed in the most visible part 
of the front page. The activity stream presents an aggregation of 
recent updates and activities of members within the system, 
ranging from recent posts, to someone adding another member to 
his/her friend’s list. Members can also share their activities, and 
status by directly typing short message into the activity stream. 
The activity stream can give a sense of vitality of the community, 
and show new users the range of activities that they can engage in 
within the platform. (Crumlish & Malone, 2009) 

 
Figure 5. Activity stream feature in the main page 

A list of forum topics was placed under activity streams in order 
to provide overview of on-going discussion. Discussion topics 
included not only practical issues like how to use communal 
spaces and internet contract, but also those to trigger members to 

get to know each other (Figure 6), and to find who are living next 
door. (Figure 7) Some of forum topics (e.g. ‘Let’s get to know 
each other’) were proposed by the researcher, but gradually more 
topics were posted by members, such as offers/request of product 
sharing, suggestion for group purchase of food. 

 
Figure 6. One of forum topics ‘Conosciamoci (letÕs get to know 

each other)Õ 

 
Figure 7. Another example of forum topics ‘Chi si trova dove 

(discover who lives where)’. Names of residents are placed 
based on house number. 

When there are members whose birthday is coming up, they are 
introduced on the front page, with a messaging tool that helps 
easily send a personal message to the person. (Figure 8) 

 
Figure 8. ‘Birthday of today’ feature  

 

4.2 Analysis 
The analysis was made through main 3 channels: 
- An online survey 
- Observation on the usage of the online platform 
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- Observation of off-line activities (meetings and everyday life) 

Towards the end of the first year of use, the authors asked users to 
participate in a survey posted on the online platform. 22 users 
have answered the survey, which consisted of closed questions 
and open questions. In answering the open questions, 10 of the 
respondents provided in-depth detailed information about their 
experience. The questions were divided in different parts 
regarding personal questions about the house and the relationship 
with neighbors, questions about the use of the platforms, 
questions about the results in each one’s daily life.  

Observation on the usage of the online platform has started from 
the very first moment and it is still on going. We collect both 
numeric data, (e.g. number of members, date of joining the 
platform, age and so on) and content data (what do the users say, 
what they propose, how does the discussion develop over time).  

Observation of offline meetings and daily activities together with  
informal conversation and interviews were carried out thanks to 
the ongoing presence of the authors in the building.  
 

5. RESULT 
From the survey it was clear that: 

- All members did not know each other, but get to know each 
other through the online platform. 

- The actual role of platform is assisting in communication, and 
organization of collective actions. 

- Knowing people in advance made the members feel more 
secure in their new environment. 

- People see themselves continuing and using the platform in the 
future as a support to their community neighbors life.  

Observation of the platform and offline: Since its launch in July 
2010, 91 members (approximately 50% of the residents of the 
building) joined the online platform. In the last month the 
platform was opened to another building in front of this one and 
18 members joined in. 

The members were joining gradually with some peaks related to 
face-to-face meetings, and the opening of the platform to the 
residents of another building in the neighborhood (Figure 9). Most 
members frequently use the platform after signing up, except 12 
non-active members.  

 
Figure 9. The number of new members in each month (bar), 
and the total number of members (purple line) 

Members’ age range from 15 to 68, with the larger group of users 
between 36 and 46. (Figure 10) 

 
                       Figure 10. Age of members 
 

The users of the online platform began very quickly to share ideas 
and make concrete proposals. Our hypothesis was that 
socialization between people would be a motor for future 
collaboration. However, socialization between members started to 
occur gradually as the discussion on concrete initiatives took 
place. In other words, introducing each other and knowing the 
future neighbors, which was thought as the principal scope of this 
platform was achieved only after many initiatives were proposed 
and discussed.  

For example, the shared - wifi initiative evoked a larger 
participation on-line. Members started posting questions and 
requesting information about it. To make the discussion go on, a 
group of members met more than one time and social relationship 
started to be established. This has inspired people to introduce 
themselves also on the online platform. Also, other initiatives for 
a dedicated issue, like making playroom for children, have drawn 
attention of families with small children. Wanting to know more 
about the age of the children and which school they attend, 
members slowly started posting more stories about themselves in 
the page ‘Conosciamoci (let’s get to know each other)’ on the 
platform. Once the self-introduction forum began to have many 
people actively participating in it, it began working as we 
expected in the beginning. Members start using the forum as a 
first step when they join the online platform.   
All the ideas proposed by members were in the spirit of using the 
force of the community. People were using the platform to give 
inspiration and information as well as to actively participate in the 
discussion and actions related to specific issues, ranging from 
wifi-internet to communal playroom for children. By the 
expression of needs and desires, collaboration was born. In this 
form of socialization members were inspired from one another 
and gain the ability to participate toward the realization of the 
ideas. The whole action was followed and accompanied by 
cooperative president. She assisted to bridge between the residents 
and the consortium decision makers. She has explained how some 
initiatives, like the shared wi-fi would never have taken place 
without residents’ participation and how those could be innovative 
elements also for future buildings. A number of initiatives are 
already implemented: 
- organic food purchasing group 
- book sharing 
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- sport courses 
- cineforum 
- babysitting exchanges 
- children workshops 
And these are there 6 month after the first families moved in.  

Another innovation that was made possible through the online 
platform, and showed the potential of trust building, is the free use 
of the common rooms in the building. In other similar houses the 
common rooms are used by privates or the collective through 
booking the room. The residents wanted to be able to use the 
room in a free way, for example to go have a coffee in the 
morning or bring the children in the afternoon to play without 
having to plan in advance. For this use, the suggestion coming 
from the residents was that each resident would have the keys to 
the room. Since in Italy self-management of spaces is not so 
common this was a risky suggestion. However, a large group of 
residents already got to know each other and achieved a sense of 
trust, so the proposal was agreed by the majority of residents.  

The project is using existing on-line platforms for existing 
construction cooperatives. The innovation is this use is to find in 
the combination of the two and in the timing. Usually, Italian 
construction cooperatives do not use any kind social networking 
tools for their users. The responsible might use an on-line site for 
sharing documents, but there is no interaction between the 
prospect habitants and the organization. In this specific case the 
platform was launched about one year before people moved in the 
house. Social networking tools has been used elsewhere to create 
on-line communities from people who live nearby, but to create 
the community before head has many advantages: 

- The people can improve/modify the building and influence it. 
The participation brings to greater satisfaction of people. Creating 
sharable solutions guarantees that they last longer. Therefore the 
solutions are more sustainable.  
- People can exchange knowledge and material tools as well as 
create an on-line “market” of second hand furniture or other 
objects. These small sharing economies contribute a lot to 
environmental and economical sustainability. 
- Moving into a house knowing already some of the neighbors 
reduce the chances of isolation and loneliness. In our case many 
elderly people that moved in were happy to participate and to 
have meaningful relationships.  

- Other activities related to environmental sustainability, such as 
car sharing, recycling etc. are facilitated by the already existing 
ties between the neighbors.  

6. DISCUSSION 
The interactions and collaborative activities among neighbors 
have beneficial role in developing environmentally and socially 
sustainable urban environment for a number of reasons. First, they 
consist on recovering a lost social dimension of mutual aid and a 
sense of community, contrasting exclusion and reducing the stress 
and complexity of life in modern society. Second, the sharing of 
goods and services allows a considerable amount of saving of 
energy and costs, facilitating the management of daily activities 
and generating a more sustainable lifestyle. Third, involving 
people in designing their own solution creates a variety of housing 
options, enlarging diversity and fitting all types of families. 
Fourth, co-design of common spaces facilitates the development 
of relationships in the neighborhood and increases a sense of 

belonging to a community, maintaining at the same time the 
individuality of ones dwelling. 

Despite these benefits, it is not easy to make it happen in urban 
environment where a highly individualized way of living is 
common. This paper shows how ICTs can be implemented to 
mediate interaction between neighbors who do not have pre-
existing personal relationship, and how the relationship supported 
by ICTs leads to environmentally and socially sustainable ways of 
living between neighbors. 
The experiment described in this study was carried out in the 
context of a newly built apartment and its residents who moved in 
same period, but the intervention is applicable to existing 
buildings as well. Sometimes neighbors who reside in a same 
building for many years do not have any sort of relationships 
despite their physical proximity. ICT-based platforms, as 
described in this study, can provide an opportunity to initiate a 
change in such an environment. On a detailed level, intervention 
for such context may require different strategies, but the basic 
idea - stimulating spontaneous interaction among neighbors by 
providing social affordances through digital platforms – would be 
applicable to any existing apartments. Also, participatory 
approach used in this study - inviting the residents in the design 
and try-out process- can be used to develop digital platform 
suitable for specific context.       
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