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ABSTRACT: 
The value of an Internet Enabled Neighborhood Communication 
Platform (IENCP) is typically framed in research as a tool to 
increase the stock of social capital in a neighborhood. However, 
these studies are narrowly focused on the outcomes of the 
technology and provide little detail regarding the activity of 
expertise sharing and information behavior on such platforms. 
By limiting the focus to the outcomes, we risk fetishizing the 
technology and losing site of their socio-technical 
characteristics. The need to expand the research scope to 
understand the expertise sharing and information behavior on 
such platforms is greater than ever in the face of growing 
numbers of IENCP’s across the world. If continued research on 
IENCP is to contribute to their design and management, a 
greater level of detail on how users share information on such 
platforms as well as where the platforms fit into users 
information seeking habits is required. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
H.1.1: Systems and Information Theory: Value of Information 

General Terms 
Management, Human Factors, Theory 

Keywords 
Knowledge Sharing, Expertise-Finding, Information Seeking, 
Computer Supported Collaborative Work, Human Information 
Behavior, Social Networks, Social Capital, Community 
Development.  

1. INTRODUCTION 
An Internet Enabled Neighborhood Communication Platform 
(IENCP) is understood here to be a set of digital resources that 
supports socializing among residents of a specific physically-
bounded neighborhood. Commonly used IENCP’s range from 
listservs [14][8] to more comprehensive social networking 
platforms like Boston’s Neighbors for Neighbors 
(www.neighborsforneighbors.com) or Portland’s Bright 
Neighbor (www.brightneighbor.com).  An IENCP enables 
conversations that typically focus on topics relating to the well 
being of the neighborhood, such as discussions on how to deal 

with crime, or the organization of communal activities and 
events. Some IENCP’s also include directories and maps of 
local institutional resources [e.g., 14]. 
Most often, IENCP’s are framed as enablers of social capital, 
with the common hypothesis and conclusion being that using 
IENCP’s will increase communication among neighbors and 
therefore boost each individual’s personal stock of social capital 
[14][8][11].  
This view of social capital most typically draws on Coleman’s 
[2] description of an individual’s stock of people that they can 
call on in a time of need; Granovetter’s [7] description of weak 
ties, where an individuals capacity for social mobility exists in 
the information they get from the relationships they have with 
people outside of their close circle of friends and family; or 
Kretzmann and McKnight’s [12] Asset Based Community 
Development (ABCD) model, where the development efforts are 
best aided by taking stock of the resources (human and 
institutional) that already exist within the community.  
While there are other approaches to conceptualizing social 
capital, these three perspectives represent the dominant view on 
IENCP’s, with researchers demonstrating through a range of 
studies that the uses of such platforms may boost social capital 
stock through their capacity to act as repositories for information 
about local resources, facilitate convenient asynchronous 
communication between neighbors, and introduce neighbors that 
typically would not have the opportunity to interact. 
  
2. A BROADER VIEW OF IENCP 
While current research helps in making the case for the value of 
IENCP’s in supporting vibrant and healthy neighborhoods, there 
appears to be no research that provides a detailed account of 
how these platforms impact the information seeking behavior of 
those that use them, nor has there been any attention paid to how 
their design and management impacts the activity of expertise 
sharing. By detail I mean to imply a scope that, for example, 
moves beyond simply identifying asynchronous communication 
tools as features of IENCP’s that support interactions among 
neighbors. Expanding beyond the current scope might, for 
example, give attention to the impact that design and 
management decisions have on the social dynamics amongst 
users of asynchronous expertise sharing tools on IENCP’s. 
Additionally, attention might also be given to how the IENCP’s 
fit into the daily information seeking behavior of the users.   
 
If the research scope does not expand beyond celebrating the 
outcomes of using IENCP’s, we risk fetishizing their 
technological presence and avoiding critical socio-technical 
questions that need to be asked about the uses of these 
technologies.  
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By addressing the IENCP’s as socio-technical ensembles we 
will reduce the potential for a repeat of what IT researchers see 
as a trend of unsuccessful implementations of potentially 
valuable technologies such as knowledge management into the 
workplace, collaborative work support, and communities of 
practice-enhancing systems.  Across all three of these relevant 
areas of scholarship, detailed empirical studies suggest that a 
disregard for how the new technology might impact the existing 
social norms and users needs leads to disuse or even misuse.  It 
would be a shame for the study of IENCP’s to follow the same 
path [9].  
 
3. SOURCE FOR THE EXPANDED 
FRAMEWORK 
To redress this, I propose the following fields of research as 
starting points that could lead to new directions in research with 
the goal of producing detailed analysis of how IENCP’s impact 
the stock of social capital in a neighborhood: Information 
seeking behavior [5][6] [16][17] and expertise sharing 
[9][3][1][10][13]. 
 
Broadly, information seeking behavior can be defined as the 
study of how individuals go about addressing deficits in 
knowledge when faced with an obstacle. It can look at topics 
ranging from the horizon of resources that users refer to in times 
of need [16] to the behavioral characteristics of individuals that 
impact they way in which they seek information and the types of 
sources they prefer [15].  
 
Generally, expertise-sharing research is concerned with how 
organizations know what they know [4].The research is 
conducted in the domain of formally defined organizations, such 
as research labs or corporations [13]. Here the research 
examines the characteristics of the technology and the 
organizational culture that support the sharing of information 
within the organization. Research often provides a detailed 
analysis of the different roles users and technology play in the 
various moments and outcomes of expertise sharing. 
 
4. HOW THESE FIELDS MIGHT EXPAND 
THE RESEARCH SCOPE ON IENCP’S 
From the perspective of the user’s experience on an IENCP, 
literature on expertise sharing can give us an understanding of 
the dynamics of interaction between users as well as the 
psychological characteristics that support or hinder activity on 
the platform. It can also give us insight into the role the 
managers of the platform can play in making it a viable 
environment for knowledge sharing and creation. In addition to 
offering possible research methodologies, expertise sharing 
literature would help in defining the concepts for researching the 
phenomenon of expertise sharing, something that is also missing 
from existing research on IENCP’s. 
 
From the perspective of how the IENCP fits into the lives of the 
user and their information seeking habits, literature on 
information seeking behavior would allow us to understand 
where on the seekers horizon these platforms exist, which could 
give a researcher a “how,” “why,” and “when” description of the 
seeker’s relationship with the IENCP. In addition to providing 
methodologies for researching where the IENCP fits into the 
neighborhood resident’s information seeking experience, the 
field would also help to strengthen the conceptual definitions 

that go along with understanding the activities that take place in 
and around IENCP’s. 
 
Possible research questions could include: What role do active 
participants on a listserv play in terms of expertise sharing? How 
does the IENCP influence the information seeking strategies of 
neighborhood residents? What are the cultural characteristics of 
the platforms that support or hinder expertise sharing? What 
technical features of the platform support or hinder sharing? 
What is the frequency of visits to the platforms for active users 
and less active users and why? What topics generate the highest 
volume of sharing? 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
The need to move beyond the existing research paradigm of 
IENCP’s is urgent. To not engage in detailed analysis of the 
social and technical features of these platforms and how they 
relate to the outcomes of increased social capital is a great 
disservice to the users, designers, and administrators of the 
booming number of new IENCP’s around the world. Without an 
understanding of the information seeking habits of constituent 
users, IENCP’s will be implemented without an attempt to be 
part of resident’s information seeking ecosystem. Without an 
understanding of how and why users share knowledge online, 
the expertise sharing tools of IENCP’s will not be used to their 
full potential. Overall, the importance of expanding the research 
scope is to avoid an outcome where the proliferation of new 
IENCP’s end up becoming squandered opportunities for 
community engagement.  
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