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The Issue

Digital spaces are no longer optional in today’s world — they are essential infrastructure for
building resilient, inclusive, and healthier communities. Digital platforms offer
transformative potential to strengthen social connection when their benefits are maximized
and risks are actively managed. They can also create effective bridges to forming in-person
bonds through increasing participation in programs and utilization of physical spaces in the
community.

Webinar Highlights

e The session explored how thoughtfully designed digital spaces can meaningfully
strengthen communities by fostering understanding, trust, civic action, and social
connections. Key qualities of healthy online platforms and learnings from the design of
physical public spaces that can be translated to digital spaces were discussed. Deepti
Doshi, Co-Director of New__ Public, highlighted the Civic Signals - a research-backed
framework with practice-oriented guidance and examples for using digital spaces to
strengthen social connections. Jason Van Driesche, Chief of Staff with Front Porch
Forum, described their community-based online forum that is a shining example of
public-friendly digital design.

e The Civic Signals Framework emerged from a global research process, including a
literature review, expert consultation, and surveys of over 20,000 users across 20
countries. The Framework includes four foundational building blocks that define the
qualities of healthy online spaces:

o Welcome: Digital spaces must first feel safe, accessible, and inviting — creating a
baseline of comfort that encourages participation.

o Connect: Platforms should help users form meaningful connections with people,
resources, and institutions — going beyond simple interaction to foster real
relationships and access to power.

o Understand: With so much important information online, platforms should
support collective sense-making and help users develop a shared understanding
of reality, even amid disagreement.
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https://newpublic.org/
https://frontporchforum.com/
https://frontporchforum.com/

o Act: When users feel welcomed, connected, and informed, digital spaces can
inspire civic action — encouraging participation, compassion, and engagement in
community life.

Front Porch Forum strengthens local community connections through a town-by-town
network and platform that exemplifies Civic Signals principles. Through moderated,
local e-newsletters, neighbors discuss everyday matters like borrowing tools, finding
housing, recommending services, and discussing local issues. With 240,000 members in
Vermont, its intentional, human-centered design — no surveillance, no algorithms, real
names only — creates essential civic infrastructure that fosters trust, accountability, and
genuine social connections.

Access more information from the webinar: recording and slides.

Resources

NEW_. PUBLIC RESOURCES

New_ Public works to explore creating digital public spaces where people can thrive and
connect.

Civic Signals is an interactive guide that highlights 14 Key Signals for fostering positive
online environments that are research-based.

Creating a Flourishing Digital Public Space for Your Local Area provides guidance for
admins, moderators, and digital stewards to create inclusive digital spaces.

The Digital Spaces Directory provides a starting point for anyone interested in studying,
building, stewarding, or using digital social platforms.

The Launchpad Program provides a way to get involved in creating a healthy online space
for your community.

FRONT PORCH FORUM RESOURCES

Front Porch Forum is a free online forum and community-building service that fosters
neighborhood connections in Vermont and parts of New York.

Fostering Civic Engagement and Building Community in Vermont, a report by New_
Public and the Center for Media Engagement, describes how Front Porch Forum cultivates
a positive online platform.

The 2024 Annual Benefit Corporation Report highlights key impacts of Front Porch
Forum’s network of local online forums.

ADDITIONAL GUIDES & TOOLS

The Community Stewards and Social Cohesion in Digital Spaces, based on a study by
Common Ground (Search), examines the role community stewards play in promoting
healthy and safe online experiences for social media users, especially from conflict-
affected communities.
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https://youtu.be/4wPcVAlafZg?si=3uPizPgQXUeHfYIS
https://healthyplacesbydesign.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Slides_DIgital-Spaces-to-Strengthen-SC_HPbDSep25.pdf
https://newpublic.org/
https://newpublic.org/interactive
https://newpublic.notion.site/Creating-a-Flourishing-Digital-Public-Space-for-Your-Local-Area-6e563c345c494cceb1b95f6dfd282519
https://newpublic.org/study/3375/digital-spaces-directory
https://localstewards.newpublic.org/
https://frontporchforum.com/
https://newpublic.org/uploads/2024/07/Front-Porch-Forum-report-2.pdf
https://d3ram4u6ashdt6.cloudfront.net/y51uz1wn8w47p27a09brm8b4b1lj
https://www.sfcg.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/SFCG-Community-Stewards-and-Social-Cohesion-in-Digital-Spaces.pdf

Navigating Generative Al and Youth Social Connection Through Intergenerational
Conversation, from the Foundation for Social Connection, provides information to help
parents, educators, and other adults who care for young people to better understand and
collectively navigate the impact of Al companions on mental health and social well-
being.

A Toolkit for Powering Social Media Growth Within the Pluralism Ecosystem offers field-
tested strategies for organizations to grow their digital presence, and was developed
through a partnership between More in Common, BridgeUSA, +More Perfect Union, and
Listen First Project.

JoyNet is an initiative of SAFELab at the University of Pennsylvania that offers an online
space for joy and healing through the power of community support.

ARTICLES

“Local Digital Spaces are Essential Civic Infrastructure” is a Stanford Social Innovation
Review article by Deepti Dosh that describes why it is essential to invest in the health of
online gathering places.

“Can Social Media and Online Communities Be Good for Us?” from Psychology Today
explores how virtual communities can provide social support, belongingness, and
resilience.

“How We’re Bringing Back the ‘Social’ Part of Social Media” is a CNET article that explores
how niche social media platforms can effectively create community.

SPECIAL THANKS TO OUR PARTNERS
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https://www.social-connection.ai/
https://www.social-connection.ai/
https://moreincommonus.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/More-in-Common-A-Toolkit-for-Powering-Social-Media-Growth-within-the-Pluralism-Ecosystem-June-2025_final.pdf
https://www.joynet.app/
https://archive.is/gOSlw
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-science-of-fandom/202303/can-social-media-and-online-communities-be-good-for-us?msockid=30c31351e49c687527e706ace53b69df
https://www.cnet.com/news/social-media/how-were-bringing-back-the-social-part-of-social-media/
https://www.moreincommon.com/
https://www.uraction.org/

