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ABSTRACT 
Trust, along with social capital, has been in decline since 
reaching a peak in the 1960’s. Trust in society has been 
identified as being very beneficial: trusting communities 
fare better on a range of issues. Certain types of trust, 
familiarity- and strategic based, lend itself to facilitation 
through ICT, but require the sharing of information. 
Through a workshop conducted in a high-rise building in 
Berlin we explored the possibilities of information sharing 
among neighbours. We conclude that there is willingness to 
share, but life cycle or age influences the interest in 
establishing trust in the neighbourhood. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Social capital can be defined as the connections among 
individuals - social networks and the norms of reciprocity 
and trustworthiness that arise from them [13, p. 19]. After 
reaching a peak in the 1960’s, scholars such as Putnam 
have identified a general decline in social capital [13]. One 
of the metrics that is very connected with social capital is 
trust [13, pp. 134-147]. As we will illustrate below, trust 
has positive effects on neighbourhoods and accordingly its 
decline impacts negatively on neighbourhood relations.  

BENEFITS OF TRUST 
Among the benefits of trust are reduced transaction costs 
[13, p. 135] and the ability to perform more complex 
transactions [15]. It also enables parties to commit to 
longer-term transactions [11] or relieves them from the 
need to negotiate extensively [5, p. 267]. In the 
neighbourhood context, this makes interacting with 
neighbours easier and makes beneficial transactions 
possible.  
Less directly measurable benefits of trust include perceived 

increased levels of security but also higher levels of health 
[1]. Fukuyama casts trust into a much broader role, stating 
that it is vital for the prosperity of countries or communities 
[5]. The very notion of democracy has been connected with 
trust in society [12]. The decline of trust thus has negative 
effects on local communities. In order to inspect possible 
ways of countering this decline, we will briefly highlight 
four categories of trust and how they can be generated.  

TRUST DEVELOPMENT 
Stolle defines the following types of trust: generalized, 
moral, familiar and strategic [17]. The author argues that 
generalized and moral accounts of trust are not easily 
developed: the former is facilitated on a much larger 
societal scale through policy (e.g.: gender, racial and 
income equality). The latter is a stable identity trait.  
The generation of identity and familiarity based trust are 
however susceptible to support. These two types of trust 
rely, respectively, on social identification and external 
information that aids risk assessment. 
Familiarity-based trust forms as a result of prolonged 
interaction with others. This type of trust is built through 
the identification of group similarities: it leads to higher 
trust between group members [17]. Strategic trust is based 
on a calculation of outcomes: establishment of this type of 
trust depends on referring to past experiences, or by getting 
references from others who have already performed similar 
transactions [17]. 
ICT provides examples of generation of these two types of 
trust. eBay ratings are an example of strategic trust 
generation being supported through a reputation system 
[14]. Buyers are given information about sellers in order to 
make a strategic assessment about their trustworthiness. 
Familiarity-based trust generation online has also been 
illustrated in a book and film recommendation community, 
to name one example [19].  
In the neigbourhood context, the information that allows 
these two types of trust to be generated is hard to come by. 
The decline in social connections between neighbours 
makes urban environments highly anonymous. The lack of 
evidence prohibits the calculation of a transaction risk. 
Familiarity is equally hard to identify: information that 
helps identify similarities is largely missing in an 
anonymous neighbourhood. Can technology play a role to 
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mitigate stumbling blocks to trust establishment?  In order 
to answer this, we will briefly highlight criticisms about the 
use of ICT for community development, followed by some 
of the changes that occurred in our online behaviour in 
recent years.  

ROLE OF ICT IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
Early research suggested that the internet can lead to social 
isolation [10]. However, as valid as the assessment of the 
decline in sociability of internet users was at the time, it is 
based on internet use that is organized around specific 
topics, activities, or demographics and rarely revolve 
around local community and close family and friends [10]. 
Such research made scholars rightly skeptical about the use 
of ICT to foster the creation of social capital and, by 
extension, trust [13, p. 178]. Since then, we can identify 
changes in our online behaviour. Location based services 
have allowed the focus of internet usage to be shifted from 
geographically remote interaction to more local interaction 
[8]. The phenomenal rise of the social networking platform 
Facebook has also strengthened the practice of establishing 
social ties online with pre-existing friends [3]. Studies now 
confirm that platforms such as Facebook can indeed 
contribute to the strengthening of social ties [16]. These 
changes in internet use allow us to re-examine the role ICT 
might play in developing social connections in localized 
settings. It suggests that perhaps there is a stronger interest 
and potential role for ICT in localized settings to support 
social capital and trust creation. What follows is some work 
conducted in local settings to foster social change.  

RELATED WORK 
We have restricted ourselves to related work that focuses 
on local neighbourhood interaction.  
On a neighbourhood scale, one of the most prominent 
researchers in this field is Foth, who worked on fostering 
social connections amongst urban residents [4]. Foth’s 
approach involves a strong culture of participation that we 
also identify with: residents are encouraged to be heavily 
involved in the development of ICT tools. The research, 
based on observations and interviews concludes that 
possibilities exist for serendipitous encounters between 
residents, sociocultural animation of neighbourhoods, and 
digital augmentation of public space [4]. These findings are 
more focused on the development of new social ties: while 
this might eventually build trust, it does not explicitly look 
at how trust is established. Ubiquitous computing solutions 
have also been developed and tested with the goal of 
developing "third spaces" of social interaction, in their case 
virtual environments that can assist with creating new 
connections [2]. The focus here is more on enabling fluke 
encounters with locals, but not specifically fostering 
neighbourhood relations or the building of trust. Research 
has also focused on fostering social interaction in rural 
communities as illustrated through the use of an interactive 
display in a community project in the rural English Village 
of Wray. By placing a digital display at a strategic site, 
Taylor and Cheverst aimed to understand the community’s 

use of photos for social purposes and the ways in which 
public display technology may support these social 
interactions [18]. Community Mirrors also used digital 
displays as tools for information dissemination and 
awareness creation in the community context, focusing on 
applications in more controlled environments such as the 
library [9].  
These works illustrate the possibilities of building social 
ties in neighbourhood settings, but little is mentioned in the 
way of trust development, which forms an essential part of 
communities. With our own work, we want to address the 
more fundamental problem of the willingness to share 
information with neighbours in order to develop trust. As 
previously illustrated, the access of information about 
neighbours is paramount to achieve this: strategic and 
familiarity based trust require certain levels of information 
sharing.  

EXPLORING INFORMATION SHARING 
This raises the question of how willing neighbours are to 
share such types of information amongst themselves. 
Additionally, how interested are neighbours in viewing 
information about others? To explore this, we conducted an 
initial exploratory workshop in a high-rise apartment 
building in Berlin inhabited by about 350 people.  
 

 
Figure 1. Envelop with information tokens. 

 

Seven neighbours were recruited by an existing inhabitant 
and given envelopes with information cards containing 
demographic and contextual information tokens (e.g.: what 
they are doing, age, sex, religion), pictured in Figure 1. A 
combination of neighbours participated ranging from very 
new inhabitants to those living in the building since it was 
built. Participants ranged in age from mid twenties to early 
eighties. They were free leave out information they 
identified as being too private on these tokens. Following 
this, they were asked to place the cards on a surface 
separated between (1) information available for everyone, 
including visitors, (2) information available only for 
residents of the building, (3) information available for 
acquaintances residing in the building. Information deemed 
irrelevant could be left out completely.  
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Subsequently, in a related exercise, participants were given 
cards with the same information categories about other 
neighbours (age, sex, religion, hobbies, etc.). They were 
requested to place these on a similar surface, this time with 
only two categories: (1) information wanted about all other 
neighbours and (2) information wanted about acquainted 
neighbours (Figure 2). These two sets of surfaces (given 
and wanted information) were subsequently compared to 
find imbalances in willingness to share versus willingness 
to gather information. Additionally, these visual 
representations were used as reference point to discuss 
information sharing: themes such as privacy and interaction 
were discussed with participants in loosely structured 
interviews.  

 
Figure 2. Requesting neighbour information. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The request to give information was usually met with a 
slow response. We can only speculate that participants are 
cautious to appear nosy about neighbours. Most interesting, 
and recurring in all cases, was that participants were willing 
to give more personal information than they were 
requesting to see about other neighbours. For example, one 
elderly participant merely wanted to know the names of 
others (information that was already available), but was 
willing to share much more detailed information about 
herself: age, sex, length of residence and hobbies. 
Through our interviews, it became clear that the sharing of 
information is highly context related. Neighbours have 
complex underlying connections, dependent on length of 
residence, age, life cycle, predisposition to fostering social 
ties and the existence of a local social network. Newer 
participants, having lacked the time to establish social 
connections, seemed to have a much higher interest in 
sharing and gathering information. More settled 
participants expressed less interest in establishing ties and 
were also more reserved when placing or requesting 
information tokens. For them a network existed already 
with strong social ties to direct neighbours. Due to their 
longer time of residence, there has been ample time to 
develop trust among selected other inhabitants. In younger 

and newer inhabitants there seemed to be a willingness to 
play a more active role in the neighbourhood, but they were 
lacking the tools to do so. Practical opportunities to 
establish ties are lacking.  
ICT was identified as being able to play a mediating role 
for initial contact, but a subsequent stronger focus was 
placed on face-to-face interaction. Whereas younger 
participants were more reserved when it came to requesting 
information about others face to face, the older and more 
settled neighbours felt that they would have no qualms 
about asking for information if they needed it.  

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK 
We reported on a workshop conducted in Berlin, where 
information sharing with strategic and familiarity trust 
development as a goal was explored. This workshop 
illustrated the willingness of inhabitants to share 
information with other inhabitants but also the complexities 
involved in dealing with such diverse communities.  
Older or more settled neighbours might not require any 
additional tools to support the creation of a social network 
and trust, as these exist for them already. These ties were 
forged in the early 1980’s and have developed over a long 
period of time. However, the passing away of current 
acquaintances in the building might change this situation, 
as has already occurred according to some older 
participants.  
Newer residents might be more inclined to make use of 
such systems in order to become part of a community, but it 
might also offer social connection possibilities for isolated 
people. The highly contextual nature of relationships also 
suggests that systems need to take into account that a one-
fits-all solution might be hard to implement: different 
means of establishing relationships or assessing trust apply. 
Our interviews also highlighted a strong willingness to 
perform certain services in the neighbourhood by those that 
were able to do so but were lacking means to communicate 
this. The anonymous nature of buildings such as these, in 
combination with the high fluctuation of inhabitants, as 
reported by participants, makes the building of trust hard to 
achieve.  
For future work, we especially aim to explore the types of 
computer mediated communication channels and modes 
(e.g.: one to many, peer-to-peer, etc.) that apply in the 
various social neighbourhood contexts. This will come in 
the form of a planned workshop with participants, where 
appropriate communication channels will be explored in 
relation to existing social ties (if any) in the neighbourhood. 
Along which routes these relationships are developed and 
how trust is generated will also be a point of focus.  
 
A large challenge would also be to have generation-
bridging interaction. Here we build on earlier work 
conducted in Berlin, where intergenerational sharing 
between neighbours and development of neighbourhood 
ICT’s through PD was the focus of research [6, 7]. The 
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results gathered through these workshops are to be finally 
used in the development of design patterns for 
neighbourhood trust generation, combining a strong 
theoretical base with practical explorations through 
participatory workshops with neighbours.  
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