2E - online

mymillerstreet.co.uk

PRECIS

Miller Homes have used the interactive qualities of online media to create a groundbreaking site designed to foster a sense of neighbourhood in new developments and to integrate them into their wider community. The move was prompted by the widely acknowledged nationwide decline in social infrastructures and the popularity of on-line methods of communication. The site, My Miller Street, is designed to present its information in an intuitive and informal way. It contains four discrete areas. The first two, My Neighbours and the Messageboard, are specific to an individual development. Access is protected and can only be gained by homebuyers in that development. My Neighbours presents a plan of the development. Residents can enter information about their household. Only the people who choose to participate can access the data. The Messageboard is a discussion forum for the sole use of the participating residents. It is used to share local information and plan community projects and events. The third section of the site, My Locality, draws on proprietary postcode-based search sites to help residents find a broad range of local shops and services in the area, and the fourth is a questionnaire and a collection of tips and web links designed to foster environmental awareness and sustainable living.

The result draws on the specific strengths of on-line media, including accessibility, familiarity and interactivity, to help build genuine communities and promote green issues. In the 10 months since launch, over 500 of our homeowners have chosen to register on mymillerstreet.

SUBMISSION

It may seem paradoxical to suggest that the way to build a genuine, human sense of community is to get people talking to each other on-line. But we believe that, in the case of new housing developments, where almost everyone is a newcomer to the area and there is no mature community to plug into, this is a positive route to take.

The development of our My Miller Street website (see image 1) was driven by the widely acknowledged and lamented way in which neighbourhoods are losing their sense of identity and community. As builders of new homes, this is a phenomenon that concerned us.  The need was clear. The shaping of the site, however, arose through careful consideration of the ways in which people today have become used to communicating.

There is an enormous growth in use of the internet as a social space, through which people build friendships across national boundaries with little or no intention of the electronic friendship ever leading on to a meeting in the flesh. Major websites like MySpace and Face Book, and hundreds of smaller examples, are hosts to millions of small communities, mostly of younger people who meet to chat, exchange pictures and songs, talk about their lives from the most personal experiences to global politics, share jokes and complain about their lives. In short, these electronic forums reflect almost all the features of everyday friendship.

Unfortunately, these vehicles can also be a substitute for, rather than a complement to, traditional friendships and interest groups. Yet one of the phenomenal success stories of the Internet in the 1990s was the growth of Friends Reunited, through which people rekindled friendships that would otherwise have stayed lost. 

Clearly, virtual contact can lead to face-to-face human relationships. It was also clear that people were increasingly comfortable communicating through websites, chatrooms and blogs. We were convinced that these two facts, properly applied, could be used to alleviate some of the feelings of alienation and dislocation that people feel when they move into a new house in a new development, far from family and friends, where there is no established social infrastructure because everyone is in the same situation.

Through a fortuitous coincidence, we discovered that one of our homebuyers in a new development was using a plan of the development to make notes about who lived where, which neighbours she had met, who had a dog and that sort of thing. It was no more than a handy reminder until she got to know everyone a bit better. But it was the piece we needed to complete the jigsaw.

We saw how we could create an interactive, on-line service based on her idea. For each new development, we could provide a plan of the site and enable residents to add a few details about themselves as a way of making the first contact. And having started to think about it, we saw how we could add value to the site. We could bolt on a discussion forum. We could add some guides to help people find their way around the area. We could promote sustainable lifestyles, helping people to make the most of the environmentally friendly features we build into new homes — and encourage ideas like car sharing and recycling.

The more we thought about it, the more complex (and expensive) the project became. Nevertheless, when we build houses we have a commitment to the people who buy them, and to the wider communities in which we place them. In the end, we designed and created My Miller Street as an umbrella for four separate, associated areas — My Neighbours, the Messageboard, My Locality and My Environment. All would have a similar look and feel, simple and intuitive to use and informal and approachable in tone. The first two areas would be interactive sites carrying information about, and opinions from, the residents in the development. 

One of the first issues we therefore had to resolve was that of access and privacy. If we were going to ask people for information about their children and their interests, we would naturally have to offer absolute assurances that the only people who would be able to read it were their neighbours. We also wanted to avoid residents becoming ‘read only’ user of the website, finding out about their neighbours without adding any information themselves. To build a real sense of community, we felt that we should ask for some basic level of commitment.

We found that we could address both of these issues though a two-stage registration process. Each development has its own dedicated website. To access it, users needs a unique PIN which is mailed to them just after they take possession of their new home. This allows them to enter the site and see how things work. They can look at a fictitious development we have created to demonstrate the features of the My Neighbours section of the website.

If they then want to gain access to the details of their own development, they have to register by entering an email address for security purposes (which will never be seen by other residents) and providing a name for their household, such as ‘Mary and Tom’ or ‘The Browns’, to appear on the development plan. Once they have done this, they are free to explore. As their mouse moves over each property, the name of the household pops up. They can go on to investigate any other information, about family, pets, work and interests, that each household has provided (see image 2).

Once registered, users can return as and when they like to edit, add or delete details through easily navigated screens. They will also have access to the Messageboard section of My Miller Street.

This is a discussion forum designed to allow people to exchange information and advice about issues affecting life in the area. We have started the ball rolling by providing topic areas including schools, environmental issues, restaurants, home security, transport and the like, but we have also left a general area ‘for the stuff that doesn’t fit anywhere else’. 

Having set up the Messageboard, we do not intend to monitor it in any way. Unless we are notified of areas where guidelines of decency or legality have been transgressed, it will remain for the sole use of the residents who have access to it. There is one area of the Messageboard through which we offer seasonal suggestions or ideas about sustainability, such as reminding people to think about sharing a school run as the start of term approaches, but the use and content of the discussion forum is firmly in the hands of the residents themselves (see image 3).

In designing the Messageboard, we envisaged uses such as informal reviews of the local restaurants or take-aways, organising car-sharing schemes, chatting about neighbourhood watch issues or arranging sports teams. But, aside from constraints like obscenity, libel and other legal guidelines, there are no limits. We have seen that the content of the messageboard grows organically to reflect the interests of the residents. One development might have a lively debate about train spotting, another a discussion of local rock bands and live music venues. Someone might offer a dog-walking service, someone else announce they have chutney for sale. Our only intention, one which we confidently believe will be fulfilled, is that it’s of value as the actual customer messages below show:

“Hi everyone!! Xxxxx here.  Looks like I am the first to log-into this amazing information sharing system.  I think it can be really useful.  I know I introduced myself to most of you around Xmas and everyone, like me has been really busy with a list an arms' length!  I look forward to getting to know my neighbours.  Thanks to Xxxx and Xxxx at no. 4, for helping us with a flat tyre last month.  Would like to know when the 'showhouse neighbours' are moving in. Take care - and look forward to liaising with you all soon.  With regards, Xxxxx”

“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”

The other two areas of My Miller Street do not have any development-specific or confidential content, and they are not therefore protected by a registration process. Anyone, whether or not they have included their household in the My Neighbours section, can use them.

The first of these, My Locality, is a postcode-based search facility that allows people to find their nearest services and amenities. It is based on proprietary systems, from which we have selected the categories most likely to be of value to new residents. Information is provided about schools, public transport, shops and services, local government and policing, with phone numbers and maps to make finding your way around as straightforward as possible (see image 4).

The final area, My Environment, reflects our commitment, as a company, to sustainability and green issues. We felt it would be reasonable to use My Miller Street to spread the word, and to help people take full advantage of the possibilities of green living. After all, in helping to reduce waste and pollution they would also be reducing their fuel bills.

My Environment takes the form of a questionnaire, in which users fill in details about their household energy usage. Its asks about habits such as leaving appliances on standby, and investigates practices like use of appliances, water consumption, travel and waste management. At the end of each section, users are given a score that compares their results to the national average (see image 5).

The results may be a useful guide. The real value of My Environment, however, is the way in which it is designed not only to trigger awareness of green issues (just asking people to think about the question is often enough to prompt better practices) but also in the many helpful suggestions and tips which pop up at various stages in the process of filling in the answers. There are also lists of useful links to independent websites for those who want to make further improvements.

Taken as a whole, My Miller Street is almost impossible to evaluate in any numerical terms. It’s been described industry award judges as: “Of the short-listed companies it was Miller that impressed the most. Its websites, one of which enabled housebuyers to interact with each other and the area, is an innovative addition to an already high quality web and text offering, from a housebuilder that continues to drive the marketing of new homes forward” (Judges report Housebuilding Innovation Awards 2007).

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. We have built in comprehensive measurement systems to monitor the level of usage. Of the four sections of the website, the My Neighbours section is proving the most popular with 47% usage, the message board following behind with 25%. However the real success of the site will lie in the sense of community and neighbourhood that it is designed to foster. It will be demonstrated in the smooth integration of our developments into the wider community, and reduction in their carbon footprint and their contribution of waste to landfill sites.

This level of joined-up thinking, integrating four discrete areas with the common aim of improving welfare and friendship in intangible ways is, we believe, only possible through on-line media. Every part of My Miller Street relies on the possibilities of on-line delivery, Every section is interactive in a different way, yet all share a coherent visual style and level of approachability.

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

