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The My Miller Street website is a radical initiative (see image 1). It provides a set of routes through which a genuine, active community can grow and prosper within a new development. It takes slogans like ‘building houses to make homes in’ to a new level by actually providing the tools to create a real sense of neighbourhood. 

It has its roots in our commitment to the people and the communities we serve. It also reflects our recognition that corporate and social responsibility is an increasingly important facet of business life. It emphasises and underpins our brand credentials, and will be a fundamental part of the partnerships we build with local authorities, landowners and other agencies in the coming decades.

The world we live in has changed radically over the past two or three generations. People are much more likely to move to be near their job. They become uprooted from the area where they grew up, went to school and made friends. Even when they move however, they are likely to live some distance from their workplace. Their neighbours will probably not be their workmates. People find themselves living where they have no history and no acquaintances.

This may be part of the reason for the rapid rise of electronic communities. Moving on from websites like Friends Reunited, where the electronic medium was a means of rekindling human relationships, the success of sites like My Space, Facebook and a host of smaller examples allow people to build relationships without any face-to-face contact. Common interests and attitudes become more important than geographical limitations. People today communicate in very different ways from their parents’ generation.

In a newly built development, the dislocation is exacerbated by the fact that everyone is likely to be in the same situation. There is an immense amount of anecdotal evidence about people living in a home for years without moving beyond nodding terms with their neighbours.

Yet, while a new development is perhaps an acute example of the new patterns, it may also be a fertile field where, once sewn, the seeds of neighbourhood can grow vigorously. Perhaps all that’s needed is that first initiative that breaks the ice. That is the rationale behind My Miller Street.

We have developed a means of making introductions electronically which will lead naturally to real human contact, a virtual network that becomes the starting point for a real one. A way of meeting people on screen in the knowledge that they live just around the corner. It is interesting that the inspiration for My Miller Street came not from technology but from a real piece of paper attached to a real fridge in a real home.

Keen to get to know who lived where in their new development, one family took the layout plan from the sales brochure and used it to make notes about who lived in which house. Which neighbours had children of the same age as theirs? Who seemed to be fellow dog-lovers? It was a clever way of starting to get to know the people living nearby and when we found out about it (entirely by chance) it struck a chord.

Taking that piece of paper as a starting point, we began to explore the possibilities. We could create an interactive on-line plan of the development, with opportunities for each household to add a few details about themselves, and place it on a dedicated website so only the residents of the development could access it. So you could see who lived at number 42, and whether John and Mary had a dog. It was a start. But there was the possibility that residents would just watch, from behind virtual net curtains, without venturing any information about themselves. They might be worried about privacy, or simply reluctant to make the first move.

We solved that problem through the registration process. To access information, each household has to at least enter a name by which they can be known — such as ‘the Smiths’ or ‘John Brown’. They also require a unique PIN that is sent to them by post. Coupled with the reassurance that only their neighbours in the development will ever have access to the site, we believe we have given people the little bit of encouragement they sometimes need to say ‘hello’.

This became the ‘My Neighbours’ section of My Miller Street (see image 2). It is easily navigated, intuitive, and restricted to people living in the development. Any or all of the details entered can be edited at any time. As people add information about children and the schools they attend, or their pets or their workplaces, it encourages people make personal contact, to start talking face to face.

Having decided to create a dedicated website for each new development, we looked for ways to extend its value. Since the intention was to get people talking to each other, we added a discussion forum — the ‘Messageboard’ (see image 3). Once again, it is password protected and restricted to residents. Its seven topic areas — environmental issues, sports and social activities, restaurants and takeaways, transport, schools, local services and neighbourhood security — have been chosen to prompt debate and opinion. We have also added a general section for material that doesn’t fit anywhere else, and we from time to time, offer seasonal suggestions such as getting a shared school run organised as the start of term approaches.

This section of the site is not intended to replace personal contact: on the contrary, it brings people together and fosters interaction as the examples below show: 

“We are new to the area and would like to make new friends. We moved up from Somerset over Christmas.

Please get in touch if you would like a coffee and chat.

We love the area.

Thanks”

“Hi there everyone, 

Just thought I would see if anyone would to play golf anytime, I'm keen on golf but not to good, I try to get out as much as I can and have quite a few mates who play. And also if anyone enjoys a kick about I play football at sir John Deans college on a Wednesday night,

Nothing exciting buts its a bit of fun and a bit of exercise at the same time. lol 

Speak Soon”

“Hi

Let me know when you want to play. I can do any time really as I work from home so if you fancy nine holes of an evening I´d be up for that. What with the move, I haven’t had the chance to play for a few months so eager to get out.

Cheers”

To help new residents find their way around the local community outside the development, we added a third section called ‘My Locality’ (see image 4). This is a postcode-based guide to local services and amenities, chosen from proprietary websites to reflect the needs and lifestyles of our homebuyers and designed to sit naturally alongside the first two elements of My Miller Street.

Through My Locality, residents can access maps and information about shops, schools, leisure facilities, transport, local government and police services by entering their postcode and choosing the type of service they are looking for. The site even provides phone numbers, so you can ring round the greengrocers to see who has kumquats in stock. Access to My Locality is not restricted.

The final section of My Miller Street is ‘My Environment’, and it was driven by concerns which have informed the design and specification of Miller Homes buildings for a considerable time (see image 5).

We have played a leading role in the move towards energy-efficient housing. As the issues of green living and global warming rise up the agenda, we felt it was increasingly important to try, in however small a way, to encourage the people who buy Miller Homes to adopt these principles into their lifestyles. No matter how well insulated a home is, leaving all the doors and windows open and turning the heating up to compensate will negate the benefits. My Environment is devoted to raising awareness about some of the most important things we can all do to reduce our negative impact on the planet.

This section is also freely available to any visitor. Its central feature is a questionnaire about household practices covering energy use, water, travel, waste management and similar issues. After each section, users’ results are measured against the national average. More importantly, however, the site offers a selection of tips and advice designed to help people move towards a more sustainable lifestyle. The presentation is accessible and friendly, but the message is serious. The helpful hints, which can be read independently, also pop up at appropriate stages as the questionnaire is completed. Suggestions range from putting lids on pots while cooking (which makes a surprising amount of difference) to reminders that battery chargers, like the ones used for mobile phones and cameras, keep on using power even once the batteries are charged and should be switched off when not in use. 

The light-hearted, conversational style of the text is designed to sit comfortably alongside the neighbourly, chatty tone of the My Miller Street site, while the content blends familiar messages and reminders, like turning off lights and not leaving taps running, with more unusual suggestions such as composting organic waste and sourcing greener energy suppliers. The information is underpinned with a comprehensive selection of links to independent sites, chosen for their authority and accessibility, where visitors can find further specialist advice and information.

In its range, its targeting and its ethos My Miller Street is unlike any other site we know of. It is innovative, firstly, in its intentions. It is not designed to sell houses, or to promote Miller Homes as a company (the fact that its audience is primarily those who have already bought a Miller Home is significant). Instead, it makes a powerful contribution to the brand credentials of corporate and social responsibility that are so important in our negotiations with third parties. 

It is innovative in its structure. We have meticulously combined privacy and restricted access with encouragement to make full use of the site. We have designed the process to overcome initial resistance and build a virtual community that reflects the ways in which traditional communities work, and leads naturally to human interaction and a sense of neighbourhood. In the 10 months since launch, over 500 of our homeowners have chosen to register on the site and are using it to introduce themselves to their new neighbours, set up neighbourhood watch schemes, organise street BBQ's and as a forum to lobby local councils for more recycling facilities - to name just a few examples.

And it is innovative in the way it brings together four areas which may at first seem disparate and unrelated, yet which follow the same path. Through My Neighbours, residents meet and say hello, and pat the virtual dog on the head. Through the Messageboard, they go on to discuss the issues that are of relevance and interest to their own developing community. The control and direction of the content is in their hands, the opinions are their own. Through My Locality, the new community builds its bridges with the more established ones around it. And through My Environment, it considers the part it can play in a more sustainable future. We have built in comprehensive measurement systems to monitor the usage of each of the areas on the site. Of the four sections, the My Neighbours section is proving the most popular with 47% usage, the message board following behind with 25%.

These may be large ambitions. But if My Miller Street goes some way to fulfilling even a part of them, it will be a worthwhile step along the path to rebuilding the sense of community that has been in such a sharp decline.

The website can be visited at: www.mymillerstreet.co.uk

