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Abstract

Public health measures are curtailing the
COVID-19 pandemic’s spread but also impact
individual and societal well-being. Altogether, they
test the social resilience of communities, their
collective ability to cope with crises. The pandemic
highlights the significance of the immediate local
community or neighborhood, be it for providing
assistance to individuals in need, the sensible sharing
of public spaces or a renewed conscience for
supporting local businesses. We argue that online
neighborhood social networks (ONSNs) represent a
viable solution for improving social resilience as they
enhance a community’s resistance to disruptions,
quicken recovery to a normal level of functioning and
can become a platform for creative solutions to
strengthening social resilience. We conduct a multiple
case study to demonstrate how ONSNs foster social
resilience in the focal crisis and beyond. Furthermore,
we identify design dilemmas and highlight avenues for
IS research with a high impact on local communities
and their well-being.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 outbreak has rapidly evolved
from a regional epidemic to being designated a
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO)
[1]. At the time of writing, the WHO reports a total of
six million laboratory-confirmed cases and more than
half a million deaths caused by the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) [2]. Governments around the world
are responding with public health measures such as
physical distancing, mandatory quarantines, stay-at-
home orders and travel bans. While these measures
show success in curtailing the spread of the COVID-
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19 pandemic [3], they impact our individual and
societal well-being. Potential adverse outcomes can
range from boredom and frustration to stress and
depression [4]. Many types of businesses that rely on
physical proximity, are affected, cascading into severe
long-term effects for entire economies [5]. Yet, a
selection of public health measures will likely have to
remain in place for an extended period of time until an
effective vaccine for COVID-19 is widely available, at
least for some regions or population groups [6].

Hence, the COVID-19 pandemic tests the
collective ability of communities to respond positively
to and cope with a crisis, their social resilience [7].
These responses highlight the significance of our
immediate  surroundings, our community or
neighborhood, which during the COVID-19 pandemic
play a key role in ensuring social resilience [8].
Vulnerable groups such as the elderly, children or the
poor rely on assistance from local institutions,
organizations and individuals to sustain themselves
during this crisis. Physical distancing has necessitated
new usage patterns in public transportation and shared
usage of public spaces in general. Disruptions in the
supply chains of some goods, as well as business
models challenged by public health measures, have
raised a newfound awareness for supporting local
businesses [9]. But communities pulling together
during this pandemic must do so intelligently and
without risking infection, lest they worsen the very
crisis they are trying to surmount.

At the same time, the diffusion of broadband
internet and digital technology allows us to sustain at
least some facets of our personal and professional
lives, whether it is for maintaining social relationships,
education, work or entertainment. Online social
networks (OSNs), in particular, can play an important
role in mitigating the effects of crises [10], including
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the current COVID-19 pandemic [11, 12]. Online
neighborhood social networks (ONSNs) are a novel
type of online social network (OSN) that affords their
users functionality for social interaction and
information sharing, peer support and integration of
local service providers in a geographically delimited
community of trustable neighbors [13]. These
neighborhood platforms have gained in popularity
over the last years, San-Francisco-based Nextdoor
leading the charge with 27 million active monthly
users and 236,000 active neighborhoods [14]. We
argue that these capabilities make ONSNs a viable
solution for fostering social resilience as they support
a community’s resistance to disruptions as well as
recovery to a normal level of functioning. As they are
already home to a like-minded community of
neighbors and have reached a certain level of
technological maturity and reliability, they are an
instrument that is available for immediate application
in the face of the current crisis. While there are first
studies on the design and effects of ONSNs [15, 16]
and they, among other OSNS, are finding application
during the COVID-19 pandemic [11, 12, 17], their role
in improving social resilience has not yet been
investigated. Furthermore, there is a need for further
research investigating how citizens leverage social
media for self-coordination and self-help in times of
crisis [18]. Taking into consideration both the current
crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as future
crises, we define the following guiding research
question:

How can online neighborhood social networks be
leveraged to foster social resilience in local
communities?

With this research question, we respond to the
current calls for information system (IS) research on
building resilience to pandemics and other crises [19,
20]. To answer our research question, we conduct a
multiple case study of ONSNs and analyze their
general capabilities for fostering social resilience as
well as the means by which they adapt their
capabilities to the COVID-19 pandemic. We combine
an in-depth analysis of user-generated content of one
specific ONSN based in a German metropolitan area
with a high-level analysis of capabilities of a multitude
of ONSN platforms available globally. Based on these
findings, we highlight the conflicting role of “local” in
the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, how ONSNs can
contribute to the intelligent orchestration of
neighborhood resources and how IS research can
contribute to fostering social resilience in case of the
COVID-19 pandemic as well as future crises.

This paper is structured as follows. The next
section provides an overview of previous research on

ONSNs and social resilience. The third section
describes the applied case study research
methodology, while the fourth section presents the
results of our analysis. We discuss the implications of
this study as well as opportunities for further research
in the fifth section and conclude with a summary of its
results, contributions and limitations.

2. Related work

2.1. Online neighborhood social networks

Neighborhood-centric information systems can be
traced back to community computing initiatives such
as the Blacksburg Electronic Village [21] or Netville
[22], which provided neighbors with access to
discussion boards, local news, email lists and business
listings as early as the 1980s. With the rise of OSNS,
cumulative and segmentative network effects led to
the formation of neighborhood-focused sub-
communities in the form of groups [23]. Online
neighborhood social networks are a novel type of OSN
whose functional and topical focus lies on
neighborhood-related issues and that are aimed at the
inhabitants of one or more spatially delimited
neighborhoods [24]. Common functionality of ONSNs
consists of a neighborhood-wide activity stream for
sharing posts on topics such as local news,
recommendations or requests for assistance in daily
tasks, direct messaging between neighbors and
neighbor profiles and directories [13]. While this set
of features is similar to that of traditional OSNs such
as Facebook, ONSNs differentiate themselves in a
number of ways. A central design feature of ONSNs is
the automated segmentation of users into isolated sub-
communities based on their neighborhood of
residence, determined via an address and identity
verification mechanism ranging in rigorousness from
sharing one’s device location to in-person id checks.
These mechanisms have been demonstrated to
establish a community of trust amongst the members
of some online neighborhoods [13, 25], increasing the
value of ONSN content and features. For instance,
trust in recommendations received, trades on a
marketplace or willingness to request or provide
assistance, which could technically also be found on
traditional OSNs, could be of higher value in a
community of trustful neighbors. Other frequently
observed differences include a lack of user-to-user
relationships such as friends lists or followers, a local
offline footprint in form of representatives such as
neighborhood managers and limited platform
availability. Besides market leader Nextdoor, popular
ONSNs include Berlin-based nebenan (German for
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next door) with 1.6 million users across several
European countries [26] and Neighbourly with
830,000 users in New Zealand [27].

The term neighborhood can be defined from a
multitude of perspectives [28] and ONSNs employ a
variety of approaches to delineating the boundaries of
neighborhoods. These range from crowdsourced
delineation by users to radius-based approaches.
While traditional OSNs such as Facebook aim to
achieve maximum online engagement of users due to
their business model [29], the goal construct of
ONSNSs is more ambiguous, positioning them more
towards being facilitators of offline activity than
online engagement. As a result, ONSN platform
providers are required to develop novel business
models that do not primarily rely on online advertising
[13]. Studies analyzing the effects of ONSNs
demonstrate their ability to increase neighborly
communication and activities [16], to foster local
engagement and intergenerational communication
[15] and to improve social connectedness and
participation among neighbors [30]. While ONSNs
such as Nextdoor are also brought to bear alongside
other OSNs during crises such as the COVID-19
pandemic [11], as yet, the focus in this regard has been
generic communication and information sharing
functionality as opposed to functionality targeted at
improving social resilience.

2.2. Technology-mediated social resilience

Crises of natural and human origin as well as the
accompanying disruption, challenge the resilience of
communities. In this regard, social resilience describes
“the capacity of social groups and communities to
recover from, or respond positively to, crises” [7, p. 1].
Social resilience can be conceptualized based on the
three properties of resistance, recovery and creativity
[7, 31] (see Figure 1). Resistance describes the extent
to which a community can withstand disruption
without passing a point of no return, resulting in long-
term negative consequences. Recovery can be
understood as the time between a disruption and a
community returning to its previous level of
functioning. Finally, creativity describes how a
community leverages experiences gained and
adaptations made in the course of a disruption to
achieve a permanently higher level of functioning
compared to the pre-disruption base level. A
community’s social resilience is determined by a
variety of attributes such as social and people-place
networks, the knowledge and skills of its inhabitants,
governance structures as well as infrastructure and
economy [32].

1a. Resistance

1b. Recovery

Level of
functioning
Level of
functioning

Time Time

1c. Creativity

Level of
functioning

Time

Figure 1. Properties of social resilience:
resistance, recovery and creativity (adapted from
Maguire and Hagan [7])

Digital technology can improve social resilience
by facilitating access to education and health, enabling
the monitoring of risks as well as by connecting and
empowering communities. In particular, social media
platforms can strengthen the social resilience of
communities [11, 33, 34], for instance, by reducing
risks for disaster through information distribution and
education, assisting management and communication
efforts during an active disaster or by developing
communities of support amongst those affected by and
responding to disasters and their aftereffects [35]. The
cooperative use of social media by citizens and
emergency services in times of crisis harbors the
potential to foster social resilience, e.g., via emergent
citizen groups and digital volunteering [33].

In case of the COVID-19 pandemic, social media
is being leveraged to, among other capabilities,
communicate health information, to build trustful
relationships between citizens and public health
institutions, to combat misinformation and to
contribute to sense-making among the general
population [17, 36]. The nature, scale and severity of
the COVID-19 pandemic have led to a call for further
research on technology-mediated social resilience and
crisis responses [19, 20]. Cases, methods and tools for
utilizing social media in communication between
authorities and citizens have been extensively
researched over the last decade [18]. However, there
is a need for further research on the self-coordination
and self-help practices employed by citizens on social
media in times of crisis [18] and there is no research
investigating the potential of ONSNs for supporting
citizens in organizing self-help efforts.

3. Research methodology

We conduct a multiple case study [37] of ONSNs
to investigate (1) how they foster social resilience
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during the COVID-19 pandemic and (2) how they are
adapting their platform design features to face the
challenges of the current crisis (see Figure 2). Our
approach is T-shaped, performing both a deep analysis
of user-generated data from one specific ONSN as
well as a high-level analysis of platform design
features from a broader selection of multiple
additional ONSNs. We choose this approach because
access to ONSNSs is usually restricted to inhabitants of
a specific neighborhood and this restriction is enforced
via identity and address verification mechanisms,
making it difficult to access user-generated content
from an external perspective as opposed to public-
facing OSNs such as Twitter. The MyNeighbors
ONSN platform, which is being operated by the
authors as part of an ongoing design science research
project in the context of healthy and connected
communities [24, 30, 38], offers a unique opportunity
to gain comprehensive access to user-generated
content on an ONSN.

I. Data collection

Collection of user activities on Identification of ONSN
the NeighbourBook ONSN platforms (15 relevant
(103 relevant posts) platforms)

v

II. Data analysis

Classification of posts into four  Identification of three platform
categories related to ONSN design features related to the
capabilities for social resilience coronavirus pandemic

v

lll. Cross-case conclusions

i. Discussion of activities and design features
ii. Derivation of implications and avenues for further research

Figure 2. Research steps and activities

Choosing this approach, we are able to quickly
develop first insights useful for coping with the
COVID-19 pandemic while still drawing on a set of
data that is both comprehensive and diverse. The final
step of our research consists of the derivation of cross-
case conclusions [37] by comparing the current state
of usage and artifact design features of our set of
ONSNS, determining commonalities and differences,
and deriving implications for future research into
leveraging ONSNs for fostering social resilience.

3.1. Analysis of user-generated content

To investigate how ONSNs foster social
resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic, we collect
user-generated content in the form of posts made to the

MyNeighbors ONSN. The platform is being used by
around 160 users in two case neighborhoods in a large
German metropolitan area and possesses the common
set of ONSN features described in Section 2.1. In
addition, MyNeighbors is integrated with a
professional neighborhood management service that
takes the role of offline and online community
management as well as several local organizations and
institutions such as health service providers, clubs,
citizen’s initiatives and churches. Between March 1%
and May 15", 2020, 103 out of a total of 128 posts
made on MyNeighbors were related to the COVID-19
pandemic.

Three researchers independently analyzed the
collected data. Our coding scheme was developed
based on the core functional capabilities of ONSNs:
information sharing, social interaction, peer support
and integration with local organizations and
institutions [30]. During data analysis, coders first
identify those platform posts that are related to the
current crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Subsequently, the remaining posts are deductively
coded by each researcher using the developed coding
scheme. Intercoder agreement was measured at
88.976% based on average pairwise percent agreement
and .838 based on Krippendorff’s Alpha. In a final
harmonization step, the three coders discussed
deviations in their code assignments until intercoder
agreement was reached. The results of this coding
procedure are presented in Section 3.1.

3.2. Analysis of platform design features

To investigate how ONSNs are adapting their
platform design features to face the challenges of the
current crisis, we collect and analyze data from
publicly available ONSN platforms on their websites,
knowledge bases and company blogs. To identify
ONSN platforms, we perform a criteria-based online
search using the company databases crunchbase
(crunchbase.com) and CB Insights (cbinsights.com),
the i0OS App Store and Google Play Store as well as
the Google search engine. We utilize combinations of
the search terms neighborhood, community, local,
social media and social network. We exclude
platforms that have a neighborhood focus but do not
fit our definition of ONSNs (e.g., security-focused
platforms such as Neighbors by Ring) and local social
networks without a neighborhood focus (e.g., local
shopping apps such as Wiva). Based on these criteria,
we identify and analyze fifteen ONSNs (see Appendix
A). As platform access restrictions prevent the
gathering of user-generated content in case of these
platforms, we instead collect data on the “specific
artifact capabilities” [39, p. 814] or design features of
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these platforms developed or adapted in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic. We complement this data
with third-party, public sources such as news articles
or blog posts that report information on the response
of these ONSNs to the COVID-19 pandemic. Of the
fifteen platforms, two (nebenan and Nextdoor) have
implemented novel design features in light of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

4. Results

In this section, we present our results regarding
both the usage of ONSNs based on data collected from
the MyNeighbors ONSN (Section 4.1) and adaptations
made to platform design features of ONSNs in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Section 4.2).

4.1. Community activity in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic

OSNs can represent a viable source of social
connectedness [40], with ONSNs being no exception.
ONSNs afford their users a variety of means for
improving social connectedness and participation,
including communication via posts or messages and
by promoting social online and offline activities and
offerings. Local communities, such as those using
MyNeighbors, seek ways to stay connected and retain
a sense of community belonging despite the
interruption of in-person events. The collected data
shows several instances of neighborhood-specific
offerings for social interaction being made. A local
church organized a photo contest for creative family
activities compatible with physical-distancing, with
winners being announced during online church
service. Neighborhood managers arranged an outdoor
exhibition of neighbor-provided photographs, while
neighbors themselves arranged to regularly provide
collective applause to essential workers at an agreed-
upon time every evening. The local church posted:

Who has the most creative ideas for good family
time? Send us photos or descriptions of your
common activities. [...] We want to inspire each
other and will award the most original ideas in the
next family church service!

Pandemic-induced public health measures such as
physical distancing or stay-at-home orders have put a
stop to many community activities, resulting in
adverse outcomes such as social isolation and
loneliness, particularly for vulnerable groups such as
children or the elderly [41]. The analyzed data
demonstrates how an ONSN supported the surveyed
communities in maintaining existing social networks.

This, in turn, may counteract social isolation and
loneliness and strengthen the overall crisis resistance
and ability to recover from disasters.

The ONSN capability of sharing locally relevant
information was used in connection with the COVID-
19 pandemic. Particularly at the pandemic’s onset,
information regarding public health measures on the
national and state level, such as recommendations for
personal hygiene or COVID-19 case numbers, was
published. Furthermore, information regarding city-
level measures and their implementation in the local
neighborhood were shared. The collected data,
furthermore, shows instances of neighborhood-level
announcements regarding topics such as policies
regulating the use of public spaces and restrictions for
neighborhood events being made. A neighborhood
manager declared:

Dear members and neighbors, the assembly ban
remains in place and the neighborhood common
rooms continue to be unavailable for events. Any
necessary exceptions [...] are only possible upon
consultation and in accordance with appropriate
safety measures.

Providing citizens with timely access to relevant
information is an essential element of responding
effectively to crises, building crisis resistance, the
ability to recover and for fostering social resilience
[18]. On the MyNeighbors ONSN, organizational
representatives,  neighborhood  managers and
neighbors made available locally relevant and targeted
information related to the ongoing crisis. In case of
MyNeighbors, neighborhood managers possess the
critical role of not only distributing information but
also monitoring information provided by other actors.

Establishing a local peer support network
represents an important capability of ONSNs. By
segmenting the inhabitants of neighborhoods into
separate online communities, ONSNs offer neighbors
a direct channel for requesting and provisioning
volunteer support not automatically available on other
OSNs. During the COVID-19 pandemic, a peer
support network can provide vital assistance to at-risk
individuals such as members of a group of the
particularly ~ vulnerable, ease the burden of
confinement and prevent the violation of stay-at-home
orders. The MyNeighbors ONSN received a number
of posts related to the topic of peer support. These
include unsolicited offers for assistance as well as
public appeals to support each other made by
individual neighbors or local organizations and
institutions. For instance, two neighbors took the
initiative and offered to provide shopping assistance to
anyone in need. One neighbor stated:
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Dear neighbors, I am young, healthy, not part of a
risk group, and have a lot of free time due to reduced
working hours. If you need shopping assistance, feel
free to contact me.

In case of the COVID-19 pandemic, an effective
peer support network can immediately strengthen a
community’s resistance and ability to recover from
crises, allowing at-risk individuals to safely isolate
while being provided for. In the long term, it could also
offer a path towards recovery to a near pre-crisis level
of functioning with at-risk individuals remaining in
isolation and in the care of members of their
community while others are able to return to their daily
lives. As ONSNs are oftentimes home to a community
of like-minded and proximate individuals, they are an
ideal platform for establishing such a network.

Local organizations and institutions published
further offers for assistance, often in relation to their
field of expertise. For example, a local shop offered
emergency deliveries for groceries and neighborhood
managers acted as contact points for referring
individuals in need to available volunteers. The
MyNeighbors ONSN affords organizational users
with organizational profiles, a directory of local
service offerings and a communication channel with
neighbors via the platform. Organizations leveraged
these design features as a means of communicating
adaptations to existing and the launch of novel service
offerings in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
This included updates on availability, i.e., cancellation
or postponement, or mode of delivery, shifting from
in-person to virtual approaches. For example, a local
church brought attention to their new online church
service and a yoga teacher presented video
instructions. Organizations made use of the integrated
neighborhood calendar to reflect these changes.

4.2. ONSN adaptations in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic

Among the analyzed ONSNs, we identify three
platform features adapted in response to the COVID-
19 pandemic. In March 2020, the ONSN platform
nebenan received a novel design feature in the wake of
the COVID-19 pandemic’s increasing severity in
Germany. The feature positions the ONSN as a
matching platform between local volunteers and
individuals in need as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic, strengthening its peer support capability.
Requests for assistance are submitted by an individual
in need via an automated phone hotline or online form
without registering for the ONSN.

An interactive voice response system, in identical
structure as the online form, collects a neighbor’s

name, postal code, contact information and type of
required assistance. Proposed types include grocery
shopping, household tasks or childcare. Alternatively,
registered members can submit requests directly via
the ONSN platform. Once submitted, requests for
assistance are only visible to verified users in
proximity to the requestor, i.e., in his or her
neighborhood, which have undergone identity and
address verification. Volunteer neighbors who accept
a request for assistance are provided with the
requestor’s contact details and can mark a request as
fulfilled upon completion.

Simultaneously, ONSN Nextdoor received a
design feature called “Help Map” specifically targeted
at mitigating the negative consequences of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Using this feature, neighbors
can announce their willingness to assist others by
marking their location on an interactive map of their
neighborhood and by specifying the types of
assistance they are planning to provide. Individuals
seeking assistance can use the same interactive map to
identify helpful neighbors and contact them using
Nextdoor’s messaging system. Nextdoor describes
grocery shopping or checking in on at-risk neighbors
as potential services to be offered.

Both Nextdoor and nebenan aim to improve peer
support but choose different approaches to achieve this
goal. From the perspective of the individual in need,
Nextdoor implements a “pull” approach where
individuals in need pull a selection of available
volunteers from the Help Map. This task needs to be
actively repeated until a suitable volunteer is found.
Nebenan implements a “push” approach, notifying
individuals in need as soon as a volunteer accepts their
published request for assistance. Nextdoor requires
both requestors and volunteers to sign up for an
account while this is the case only for volunteers on
nebenan. For some user groups such as the elderly, it
could be speculated that a phone call or online form
may be more approachable than signing up for and
using a web or mobile application, which entails an
address verification. As opposed to nebenan, Nextdoor
displays the locations of volunteers, providing
individuals in need with an understanding of how
close volunteers are located, which may positively
influence individuals’ inclination to accept help.

Besides peer support functionality, nebenan also
adapted existing design features aimed at improving
access to local service providers by offering a
combination of marketing support, business stimulus
and charitable fund-raising. Local businesses can sign
up for a free business account on the platform,
providing them with enhanced visibility, an additional
communication channel and the opportunity to
advertise products and services to a local audience.
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Neighbors can purchase gift cards for local businesses
via nebenan, which can be redeemed after crisis-
related restrictions preventing a business from
operating are lifted. With each purchased gift card, a
donation of the same amount is made to the business
by a pool of charitable partner organizations headed by
nebenan. If a shop is not registered on nebenan, an
employee will contact the owners and invite their
participation in the initiative.

5. Discussion

In this section, we first discuss the implications of
our results regarding the current state of using ONSNs
for fostering social resilience (see Figure 3, [1]).
Afterward, encountered dilemmas when designing for
social resilience as well as future opportunities for IS
research are highlighted (see Figure 3, [2]).

[1] Status quo of leveraging
ONSNs for social resilience:
observations and implications

a. ONSNs are utilized and
adapted for social resilience

[2] Future research opportunities: new

perspective on ,local“ & dilemmas in
desianina for social resilience

a. Develop design options for social
resilience for local communities
during the current crisis b. Rethink the meaning of ,local
ONSNSs are a solution for when designing for social
improving social resilience that resilience
is available today c. Orchestration of community
ONSNs adapt to the COVID-19 resources for social resilience
pandemic and hold potential
for future adaptations

Level of functioning

o

o

Time

Figure 3. Overview of research results and
implications for future IS research

5.1. Leveraging ONSNs to strengthen the
social resilience of local communities

Our results show that ONSNs are being utilized to
improve community resilience in the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic, particularly by strengthening
their resistance to and assisting their recovery from the
crisis (see Figure 3, [1a]). They do so by maintaining
social connections and a sense of belonging, via the
distribution of locally relevant information, by
establishing a peer support network and by improving
access to local service providers. Strengthening the
resilience of communities via ONSNs is not only
valuable in case of the COVID-19 pandemic but can
prove an investment in long-term preparedness for

other crises and grand societal challenges such as
population aging [42].

As ONSNs are readily available in many places
and have reached a dependable technological and
organizational maturity, they can provide immediate
relief in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. With the
consequences of the pandemic expected to have a
long-lasting impact on the well-being of communities
and with a second wave of the pandemic as well as a
repeated intensification of public health measures
likely in many places [43], a timely establishment of
measures for strengthening social resilience is
imperative (see Figure 3, [1b]). As socio-technical
artifacts, ONSNs can influence a community’s
practices and behaviors in the short term and shift
norms, values and shared beliefs in the long term,
ultimately  contributing to  the  permanent
institutionalization [44] of social resilience.

In light our results, we view ONSNS as a potential
tool for improving social resilience by quickly
adapting their design features to counteract negative
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic (see Figure
3, [1c]). We observe novel platform features aimed at
enhancing peer support capabilities as well as for
supporting local businesses. Furthermore, neighbors
and local organizations exhibited novel patterns of
usage, recognizing and utilizing MyNeighbors as a
suitable platform for meeting the challenges of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

These observations highlight the unique role of
technology, in this case ONSNSs, as a dimension of the
social resilience of communities. In contrast to
inflexible dimensions such as a community’s local
infrastructure or economy [32], ONSNs can be made
available quickly, possess high adaptivity to the
requirements of a specific crisis and are a platform for
generating creative novel solutions for social
resilience. In sum, technologies represent touchpoints
for engaged actors such as citizens, local service
providers and governmental institutions. The
development of suitable interventions is essential to
integrate and embed ONSNs into the natural
environment of these actors [45]. By linking socio-
technical artifacts designed to increase social
resilience as well as empirically observable
community behaviors on ONSNS, IS researchers can
contribute evidence-based design knowledge for the
last research mile in the triangle of rigor, relevance and
design [46-49].
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5.2 A new perspective on “local” in light of
the COVID-19 pandemic: dilemmas in
designing for social resilience

IS research is well-positioned to develop socio-
technical patterns of social resilience [19] in the
context of ONSNs through the creative usage and
analysis of existing platforms as well as by developing
design knowledge through the design and evaluation
of novel ONSN artifacts and capabilities. While still
adjusting to the initial impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, we consider it of high importance to enter
the creativity phase of social resilience [7] and to
develop actionable insights as well as design options
for meeting the immediate challenges of the current
crisis and to empower our communities for those to
come (see Figure 3, [2a]).

Resilient communities pull together in the face of
a crisis, bringing to bear their local resources such as
social networks, people-place connections and
community infrastructure [32]. But in this regard, the
COVID-19 pandemic poses a dilemma: physical
proximity represents a risk and must, in many cases,
be avoided to contain the pandemic’s spread. Where
previously a community’s tight interconnectedness
was an asset for resilience, it must now be scrutinized
and carefully managed. Similar to individual efforts to
not be deprived of social connections and a sense of
belonging when distancing physically, communities
should not be forced to sacrifice their social
connectedness together with their local connectedness
(see Figure 3, [2b]). But as digital communication is
often still an imperfect substitute for in-person
interaction, the solution cannot be an absolute shift
from a place-based social resilience to a purely digital
approach to social resilience. Any efforts aimed at
improving community resilience in the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic must acknowledge and
incorporate these constraints.

Under these circumstances, ONSNs are well-
positioned to provide a form of hybrid social
resilience, an intelligent orchestration of community
resources that balances offline in-person interactions
with online digital ones (see Figure 3, [2c]), for a
number of reasons. Already, a pattern of ONSNs
establishing themselves as platforms for peer support
is evident in our results, with both Nextdoor and
nebenan digitizing matchmaking and communication
activities in order to enable the offline provisioning of
volunteer services. But ONSNs have the potential to
pursue this role even further, particularly in case of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Their role as a platform
interconnecting local actors and resources could be

leveraged for the safe utilization of local shared
spaces, e.g., community gathering places, parks or
playgrounds, via mechanics such as booking or
capacity management systems as well as by keeping a
record of usage for contact tracing. This could serve to
improve the resistance of communities by protecting
at-risk individuals while at the same time, others can
recover to a normal level of functioning.

Governments aim to improve the well-being of
city inhabitants via digital technology [50],
particularly in response to the COVID-19 pandemic
[12]. These efforts should be expanded to not only aim
at improving community well-being but also social
resilience. Partnerships with public and private actors,
e.g., providers in the housing, long-term care or
technology sectors but also home delivery services,
could complement volunteer-based peer support
networks on ONSNs with professional service
providers where necessary, more efficient or legally
required.

6. Conclusion

In this study, we conduct a multiple case study of
ONSNs and analyze their general capabilities for
fostering social resilience as well as the means by
which they adapt their capabilities to the COVID-19
pandemic. Our study has two main contributions.
First, it demonstrates how ONSNs can support
community resistance and recovery and, in turn,
improve the social resilience of local communities
during a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, ONSNs are presented as a uniquely
adaptive and flexible resource for fostering social
resilience which can have a lasting positive effect on
the level of functioning of a community beyond times
of crisis. In the short-term, these results can offer
guidance to local communities in coping with the
coming months and years.

Second, we present future research opportunities
in the context of ONSNs that build on the dilemma of
“local” during the COVID-19 pandemic and leverage
the wunique position of ONSNs as intelligent
orchestrators of community resources. We call for
further IS research targeted at improving the long-term
social resilience as well as disaster preparedness of
local communities in order to develop creative
solutions to meet the diverse challenges and adverse
consequences arising in the course of crises such as the
COVID-19 pandemic.

This research is subject to limitations. Our
selection of ONSNs for analysis is biased as it is
intentionally limited to the MyNeighbors ONSN as
well as a set of English and German language
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platforms discovered via an internet search. We
exclusively analyze user-generated content from the
MyNeighbors ONSN, resulting in insights with
limited generalisability due to the platform’s limited
availability and the small amount of data. However,
we gain timely and comprehensive access and remain
situated in the research context of our ongoing design
science research project. We focus our comparison of
other ONSNs on their externally visible platform
design features. An in-depth analysis of user-
generated content in cooperation with other ONSN
platforms could yield additional insights regarding
their contribution to social resilience, particularly
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Appendix
Appendix A. List of analyzed ONSN
platforms
Name URL
fiirenand.ch https://fuerenand.ch/
FragNebenan https://fragnebenan.com/

GoNeighbour.org  https://www.goneighbour.org/
JustMyNeighbors  https://justmyneighbors.com/

lokalportal https://lokalportal.de/
Kiekmo https://kickmo.hamburg/
Meine Nachbarn https://meinenachbarn.hamburg

Meet the Neighbors http://meettheneighbors.org/
Nachbarschaft.net  https://nachbarschaft.net/
nebenan https://nebenan.de/

Neighbourly https://www.neighbourly.co.nz/
Nextdoor https://nextdoor.com/
Scooploop https://www.scooploop.com/
Remishueb https://remishueb.stadt.sg.ch/
wirRauner https://www.wir-rauner.de/
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