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Abstract. COVID-19 showed the need for community support networks
to help vulnerable individuals that were forced to stay in their homes dur-
ing extended periods. While the pandemic is slowly passing, there is still
a need for this type of help, especially for elderly who nowadays want
to live longer in their own home. Several social engagement platforms
are already offering support for this type of services. However, some
became rather inactive, while others are successful but not always in the
context of offering help to vulnerable elderly. In this paper we present
16 design recommendations to consider when designing (or to improve)
social engagement platforms focused on volunteerism for helping older
people. These recommendations are based on the evaluation of 10 digi-
tal social engagement platforms that allow asking for assistance and/or
volunteering to provide help.

Keywords: Social engagement · Volunteerism digital platforms ·
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1 Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic that is now active for over two years (since emerging
in early 2020) has revealed and worsened several societal issues. The quaran-
tines and measures implemented by governments in order to combat the disease
have been discussed in media and literature ever since, focusing in particular on
adverse effects of isolation [2,12,13,15]. These measures and “lockdowns” placed
a number of vulnerable people—especially the elderly population—in a precar-
ious situation. Being particularly vulnerable, the elderly were largely forced
to stay at home and ordinary shopping trips turned into an ordeal. However,
this situation did not go unnoticed and several existing digital social engage-
ment (SE) platforms and local outreach programs attempted to provide assis-
tance to this problem. SE platforms are intended to digitally support social
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engagement. Social engagement itself can be seen as a broad definition for mem-
bers of a community interacting with each other. Our definition for social engage-
ment (SE) is “social engagement is the commitment of a member to stay in the
group and interact with other members” and is based on a definition provided by
Zhang et al. [17]. On an SE platform, the interaction between people is enabled
digitally. SE platforms are in the right position to offer support for people willing
to help each other.

Several SE platforms existed already for a while, including Nappi Naapuri
(Finland), Nextdoor (USA), Nebenan (Germany), and Hoplr (Belgium). Addi-
tionally, Facebook recently launched their own Help Hub, and similar services,
such as Commu (Finland) and Nachbarschaft (Germany), were established dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic.

While most SE platforms are initially successful, after a while they disappear
or become far less active. In addition, for the ones that have a good number of
users, the type of help provided seems to be more focused on giving advise rather
than on physically helping each other. The aim of our work was to investigate
why this is the case and how we could improve the engagement and retention
of users, especially in the context of helping each other with daily tasks. For
this purpose, we investigated several SE platforms. Based on the findings, we
formulate a number of design recommendations to improve user engagement
and retention of SE platforms targeting volunteerism to help elderly people. The
focus of the paper is on these recommendations.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. We start in Sect. 2 by
presenting the methodology for deriving the recommendations, which is based
on the evaluation of existing SE platforms. In Sect. 3 we present the different
SE platforms selected for evaluation and provide some information about the
evaluations. In Sect. 4 we introduce the design recommendations derived from
our findings, and end by providing conclusions.

2 Methodology

We first describe how the existing SE platforms to be evaluated were identified
and then present the different methods used to analyse them.

2.1 Finding and Selecting Social Engagement Platforms

Our focus in searching for SE platforms was on active platforms, meaning that
platforms that were no longer active were ignored. The main method of dis-
covering platforms was by a query on Google using the keywords: “neighbor-
hood”, “community”, “social engagement”, “neighbor” and “local”. These were
amended with additional help words, such as “app”, “application”, “technology”
or “platform”. The discovered SE platforms were checked for their suitability
using the following two criteria: whether (1) a user is able to ask for help and/or
to respond to such a help request using the platform, and (2) whether this service
is available for free.
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2.2 Evaluations Methods

The SE platforms were evaluated by means of a hands-on evaluation, interviews,
and user surveys. The purpose of the hands-on evaluation was to inspect which
features a platform offers and how. For this, we used an existing design guideline
list [10]. Interviews were conducted with platform representatives. The role of
the interviews was to get an overview of the aims and goals of the platforms,
potential design hurdles, and their opinions on the users and the field of digital
volunteering. The interviews were carried out in a semi-structured manner where
we started with a number of fixed questions but conversations were allowed
to diverge from the original questions. User surveys were conducted on three
SE platforms with the aim of seeing how actively users actually helped one
another and getting other relevant user trends and opinions about the platforms’
features.

After the initial check for suitability, requests for interviews were sent out to
the platforms deemed suitable. We performed interviews with representatives of
five SE platforms: Commu, Hoplr, ¿Tienes Sal?, Nappi Naapuri, and Solidare-it!.
User surveys were conducted on three of these SE platforms, including Commu,
Nappi Naapuri, and Hoplr. Note that the surveys were not identical, but adapted
to the context of the platforms. However, all surveys were roughly of the same
length and took around 20 min to fill in. The tool used for handling the surveys
was Qualtrics1. The complete survey and interview transcripts (questions and
results) can be found online2.

Some platforms also offer a mobile app for their service, and in the case of
Commu, this is the only version they offer. In terms of our evaluation, findings
about the applications are considered as a whole, unless specified otherwise.
Note that we have anonymized the platforms when discussing individual findings
derived either by means of an interview or by a user survey. This was done on
the request of some of the platform representatives. When discussing a platform
in this manner we use the following acronyms P1, P2, P3, P4, and P53. However,
findings that can be concluded from inspecting the platform are not anonymized.

Note that in this paper we do not discuss the different evaluations in great
detail as the focus is on the recommendations. The findings which have con-
tributed to the formulation of a recommendation are provided in a motivation
preceding each recommendation. Details about the evaluations themselves can
be found in [9]. Further, some figures about the participants in the user surveys
are given in the next section.

3 Evaluated Social Engagement Platforms

A total of 10 SE platforms were discovered as illustrated in Table 1. A short
description of each platform is given below. Note that we could not perform

1 https://www.qualtrics.com.
2 https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.19165283.
3 There is no correspondence with the platform sequence earlier in the text.

https://www.qualtrics.com
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.19165283
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a full evaluation of all discovered platforms, as some were country locked and
require a local address or phone number. Table 1 also mentions the types of
investigation conducted for the individual platforms: Hands-on evaluation (H),
interviewing a representative from the platform (I), and performing a survey
with platform users (S).

Table 1. SE platforms discovered for our evaluation

Name Type of platform (H)ands-on (I)nterview (S)urvey

Allo Voisin Web, mobile H (partial evaluation)

Commu Mobile H, I, S

Facebook Community Help Web, mobile H

Help Your Neighbor Web H

Nappi Naapuri Web H, I, S

Nachbarschaft Web H

Nextdoor Web, mobile H (partial evaluation)

¿Tienes Sal? Web, mobile H, I

Hoplr Web, mobile H, I, S

Solidare-it! Web H, I

Allo Voisin4 is a French platform for provision of services and rental of
equipment between neighbors. To register, users need to have a French phone
number and address. Therefore, we were unable to create an account on the
platform, but the platform allows viewing the main forum. It is unclear how
large the number of Allo Voisin users is that use the platform for simply helping
each other, as it is more driven towards small businesses and earning money
on the side. However, as it can also be used for helping each other, we have
included it in our list. In terms of functionality, the platform offers relatively
simple messaging functionality of posting requests for specific tasks.

Commu5 is a Finnish startup, launched in May 2021. They are currently
focusing on two cities in Finland—Tampere and Helsinki— but are aiming to
expand. Unlike the other considered platforms, Commu only provides a mobile
application. Commu does not have “closed neighborhood forums”, but allows
making help and requests and offers on the go. Commu allowed users to ask
for a small compensation for helping, intended for covering any costs, such as
transportation costs. However, this feature has been removed.

Facebook6 with nearly two billion active users in 2021 needs little intro-
duction. It is a web platform that has shaped how a group of people see and
interact with each other, both in good and bad ways. A less well-known feature

4 https://www.allovoisins.com.
5 https://commuapp.fi.
6 https://www.facebook.com.

https://www.allovoisins.com
https://commuapp.fi
https://www.facebook.com
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is Facebook’s “community help” that was quietly launched during the pandemic
outbreak in 2020. It is unclear how Facebook intends to extend this service, but
currently it provides simple help and offers request functionalities as a slightly
modified version of the regular posting functionality.

Help Your Neighbor7 is an US-based website focusing on neighborhood-
level community building and help finding services. It divides its communication
platform into four tiers: individuals, groups, neighborhood, and city. The plat-
form appears to have either very limited activity or has already become inactive.
The level of activity remained unclear as Help Your Neighbor is up and running
but we did not manage to find very active communities. The platform does
require a US zip code as part of the registration process, but this is not checked
in any way, as we easily managed to create an account on the platform.

Nachbarshaft8 is a German website launched during the COVID-19 out-
break as a service to offer help to people affected by the quarantine procedures. It
is unclear how active the platform is, but it appears to have some level of activity
and being under constant development. The service is limited to Germany.

Nappi Naapuri9 is a Finnish web platform that, like Commu, provides
open access to users. The user must only provide an address, which dictates the
general point of focus when logging in. Users may also give multiple addresses.
The platform is still up and running, but currently not under active development
apart from basic maintenance.

Nextdoor10 is a US-based service that has also entered the European mar-
ket11. The platform is currently active in 11 countries and is by far the most
successful neighborhood application we have looked at.

¿Tienes Sal?12 is a branch of a German-based company called Nebenan
that is located in Spain. Nebenan has another branch in France under the name
Mesvoisins. The service appears to be quite similar to that of Nextdoor with a
relatively rigorous registration process where the location of a user is verified by
letter, image of a document, or GPS location.

Hoplr13 is a Belgian-based platform that is rather similar to Nextdoor and
Nebenan, also in how they verify their users’ domiciles upon registration. They
currently advertise 500 000 registered users and are active in Belgium and the
Netherlands.

Solidare-it!14 is a Belgian platform, currently mainly utilized by a volunteer
organization located in Brussels as an internal database to keep track of their
volunteers and people needing help. The platform was originally devised and is
still partly marketed as a platform for looking for and offering help. Note that

7 http://www.helpyourneighbor.com.
8 https://nachbarschaft.care.
9 https://www.nappinaapuri.fi.

10 https://nextdoor.nl.
11 https://techcrunch.com/2017/02/05/streetlife-knocks-nextdoor/.
12 https://tienes-sal.es.
13 https://www.hoplr.com.
14 https://solidare-it.org.

http://www.helpyourneighbor.com
https://nachbarschaft.care
https://www.nappinaapuri.fi
https://nextdoor.nl
https://techcrunch.com/2017/02/05/streetlife-knocks-nextdoor/
https://tienes-sal.es
https://www.hoplr.com
https://solidare-it.org
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the person interviewed was actually from the volunteer group being the main
utilizer of the platform at this time.

Fig. 1. Age distribution of user survey participants

The age distribution of the responses to our user surveys is shown in Fig. 1.
However, it should be mentioned that the number of participants that completed
the whole survey was substantially lower: P1 = 149, P3 = 56, P4 = 319.

Table 2. Results for platforms P1, P3 and P4 on whether users asked for or offered
help, as well as some feature-specific questions for P4. Neighborhood care is a service
where users can openly indicate their willingness to help other users with specific tasks

Platform n Question Neither Asked help Offered help Both

P1 247 Have you requested/offered
help on X?

62% 10% 21% 7%

P3 59 63% 7% 12% 12%

No Yes

P4 395 Have you filled in the
“How can you help your
neighbors?” part in your
profile?

70% 30% Yes, I have
used it

P4 371 Were you aware of the
“Neighborhood care”
feature?

47% 47% 6%

No Yes I have asked
assistance, but not by
using “help requests”

P4 370 Have you posted a “Help
request” message on P4?

78% 12% 10%
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Another relevant survey result we want to highlight is the number of partic-
ipants that declared to have used their platform’s “Asking or Providing Help”
functionality. The results are shown in Table 2 and indicate the relatively low
level of actual usage of the provided help functionality.

4 Recommendations

In the following, we introduce and motivate our design recommendations.

R1: Points With Purpose

Gamification features, such as points, are known to have the potential for achiev-
ing a higher level of engagement. Points were utilized in a number of evalu-
ated platforms, but based on our interviews, it often appears as a bit of an
afterthought. Most commonly, points are given for posting requests or messages.

In terms of giving value to points (i.e., allow to do something with the points),
P4 and P5 do attempt this, as P4 specifically states: “The score indicates a user’s
‘neighborliness’ and willingness to help”, but at least, currently, there is no scale
attached to their scores, e.g., is “70” a high score?, nor a way of knowing how
valuable individual actions are, in terms of points. P5 simply allows users to see
a user’s previous activity.

However, on these types of platforms, where collective good is a key aspect,
gamification might sometimes result in negative reactions. For example, leader-
boards can in principle be effective but should be utilized with care. Some users
in the surveys for instance mentioned that this would go against the altruistic
spirit of the platform. Though gamification might not be intended directly for
elderly users, there is some evidence that it can in fact also elicit positive out-
comes in them [11], such as improved well-being, positive engagement, social
interaction or improved condition. However, care is also needed in not making
the gamification too difficult to learn for these people.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to attach (more) clearly defined
value to points. Combining points with clear rewards, rather than obscure levels
of activity, can be efficient and is a rather common approach on commercial
platforms and therefore well known by many users. Some users might not care
about collecting points, but even if only a quarter of the users see this as added
value, it can become a powerful new avenue for more engaged users.

R2: Show Activity

An active community can stimulate users to be active as well. In the context
of helping each other, it could be useful to show how active the platform is in
this respect. Currently, none of the platforms communicate about the status of
help requests to users, nor utilize any clear methods of internal tracking of the
status of help requests, i.e., whether they have been completed or are still active.
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Users of P4 have a general level of understanding on how many of their local
neighbors are on the platform, but this does not indicate how active they are.
Most platforms show activities on an individual message level, but currently it is
not easy for users to grasp the overall activity of their neighborhood. In the case
of platforms where a geographical map is an integral part of the user interface,
this is slightly different as the notifications are clearly visible on the map. But
even this comes with its own challenges. An area with few users but a relatively
high level of activity might appear quieter than in reality, and in areas with
more notifications it might be difficult to ascertain how active the user base is in
weekly or monthly terms. Also, such a map can easily clutter the user interface
and be less usable on small screens.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to provide an easy to understand
overview of the activity in a user’s neighborhood. Depending on how this is done,
it can also be utilized in a more meaningful manner. Simple statistics showing
past actions by users can be enough, but if this is done graphically and in a
playful way, such as by means of a simplified animated graphical representation of
the nearby area that changes over time based on user activity, such an animation
could be a reason for users to check in regularly, even when they might not
have any direct request at that moment. This in turn would help the user to
stay connected with the platform. Hoplr seems to be an interesting case in this
respect, by showing its users the overall percentage of users who joined from the
neighborhood and by providing numerous suggestions on how the user can try
to get more people involved.

R3: Guiding Users

Appropriate guiding of users in how to perform tasks is essential for their inde-
pendence, especially for elderly. The evaluated platforms attempt to instruct
their users in how to succeed in tasks in different manners. For simple and more
streamlined tasks, this is rather easy as they can simply label the required fields
the user needs to fill in, or select the correct radio button. For less straightforward
features, this might however not be sufficient. Hence, Hoplr does offer explana-
tions for the different message types, and ¿Tienes Sal? explains the meaning
of a “public post”. However, these instructive snippets were somewhat inter-
mittent when comparing the platforms approaches. Hoplr, for instance provides
suggestions for message content, whereas ¿Tienes Sal? does not. Both offer more
detailed instructions on their respective help pages. It is likely safe to assume that
the amount of information provided by both platforms is enough for most users.
However, cases can be made for needing more detailed guidance. For instance,
in the case of ¿Tienes Sal? when making a help request, it is not instantaneously
clear which message type the user needs to select, as the help request type is
under the “seek” message type, after which the “help & service” needs to be
selected.

Recommendation: An unobtrusive guidance that clearly indicates fields that
need to be filled in is already mostly used by all the platforms. Our recommen-
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dation is to cover all aspects of a task, such as also uploading an image or file,
and to provide a direct access to more information. Currently, this information
can be found on the help page but such a help page usually needs to be accessed
explicitly. Instead, providing a snippet of the help page where it is relevant,
might be much more effective and less likely to cause the user to get lost.

R4: Onboarding

Onboarding is a well-known term within the human resources sector where
it essentially means “bringing new staff up to speed”. Within the domain of
UI design for digital technology, onboarding can be seen as a combination of
guiding and other design elements, brought together in order to teach the user
quickly how to use the application [5]. There are some indications on the impor-
tance of well-done onboarding to ensure that users stick with a platform [4] and
on improving engagement [14]. The generational gap is also to be considered
as more technically savvy users might be divided on the necessity for onboard-
ing [8], but it can be effective in alleviating concerns that elderly users might
have [16].

Out of the evaluated platforms, only Commu and Help Your Neighbor appear
to provide a more hands-on onboarding session. Commu allows the user to create
a dummy help request at the end of the account creation process in order to make
the user familiar with this task. Help Your Neighbor highlights and explains all
the buttons and most of the icons of each view when first accessing it, but we
did not find a way to launch this again at a later stage. A grain of salt is to be
added at this point as access to Nextdoor were done via third parties. However,
no clear way of activating any onboard-like feature was discovered.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to offer users a step-by-step
onboarding approach. Such an approach has the potential of being a much more
effective form of teaching and supporting a novice or elderly user over a large
help page. As such an approach may irritate advanced users, the ability to turn
it on/off with relative ease is highly recommended. Lastly, there should be an
easy way to start the onboarding at will, as sometimes, web services run the
onboarding segment only once when first accessing a site, but then hide it.

R5: Usability Guidelines

The importance of following usability guidelines when developing a user interface
is well known. No major usability guideline violations were detected when eval-
uating the platforms, but some minor points of improvement were occasionally
detected, such as a lack of confirmation or a summary before posting messages.
When interviewing the representatives, for most parts no guidelines were used to
ensure usability for elderly users, but despite this, no major issues were detected.

Recommendation: Applying existing usability guidelines when designing an
SE platform can provide an important additional mean for ensuring that all
usability aspects are covered.
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R6: Handling User Feedback

Based on the interviews, feedback handling does appear to be generally func-
tioning well on most of the evaluated platforms. For most parts, this appears to
be done via direct emails and by phone. Some level of communication in terms
of enhancing the service or informing about well-known bugs is done by emailing
users. However, to our knowledge, none of the platforms has a built-in news page
that covers bug fixes, or informs on what is currently being worked on. However,
maintaining a page on upcoming updates and ensuring the content is clearly
written requires quite some resources. Additionally, providing users individual
feedback can become difficult when the user base grows. For instance, Commu’s
insider group can become difficult to control and monitor once the platform
grows substantially. Further, it is important to ensure that feedback is not only
received from a handful of more engaged members.

Recommendation: It is evident that users want to contact the platform for
some of their issues. This is definitely a positive thing, since it may improve the
platform. Our recommendation is to (1) provide easy means of giving feedback,
(2) keeping track of it, and (3) showing this to users. One such example can
be seen from the very successful Star Citizens project that has an open access
roadmap15. This can also easily become resource heavy from the perspective of
the platform, but in the beginning, step (3) can simply be acknowledging the
receipt of the feedback. Showcasing that the platform is open for feedback and
is actively working on it can not only help to improve usability, but also increase
users’ trust in the platform.

R7: Audio and Video Messages

Typing a message can become difficult for elderly. Typing text, in particular
on smartphone devices, is tedious and error prone even for younger users. For
elderly users, larger devices, such as tablets, laptops and desktop computers
might mitigate this issue, but elderly can also develop writing problems. An
alternative could be to allow them to record a message (audio or video). None
of the evaluated platforms offers this functionality. The same applies to reading
aloud messages, which could be useful for visually impaired users.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to provide users additional forms
of content creation, namely audio and video messages. Audio and video messages
could be a potential way to make the request creation process easier for some of
the elderly users. Furthermore, adding text-to-speech functionality can be very
useful for reading out typed messages.

R8: Customization

Customization, where the power of choosing how elements might look or behave
is given to the user, is an important tool in many digital applications. This
15 https://robertsspaceindustries.com/roadmap/progress-tracker/teams/.

https://robertsspaceindustries.com/roadmap/progress-tracker/teams/
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recommendation is mostly useful for the more feature rich platforms, like ¿Tienes
Sal?, Hoplr, and Nextdoor that offer a myriad of options to their users. It is
unclear how popular some of the added features on these platforms are, but in
the case of P4 it appears from our user survey that at least older users might not
use all of them. Nonetheless, access to these features does clutter the homepage
and makes it more difficult for a user to find what he is looking for.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to allow users to customize their
main entry page. The customization does not need to be very complex and
simply allowing a user to hide certain buttons might be enough. Ideally, the
customization option could be coupled with the onboarding (R4), where users
are shown all or most of the features and asked which ones they would like to
keep or hide. Of course, by hiding features there is the risk that some features
are used less. If many users are hiding a specific feature, it can be seen as an
indicator that there is a need to improve the feature or consider removing it.

R9: Transparency (Trust and Security)

In our interview with P5, it became clear that some elderly users are starting
to become more aware of data privacy and want to know how their data is
protected and how it is used. All of the evaluated platforms are located within
the EU and thus declare to follow the European GDPR (General Data Protection
Regulation)16. GDPR lists a set of requirements aimed to protect users’ rights
in terms of data privacy. Because of this, the platforms do provide a generic
data protection statement and Hoplr also mentions collaboration with ethical
hackers, as well as providing some slightly more in-depth information on how
data is used on their help page.

The raising awareness of users’ need for data privacy could in part be due to
a number of scandals reported about online social networking platforms, such
as the Cambridge Analytica papers [3]. The COVID-19 situation also led to
data privacy concerns with the release of contact tracing applications and the
handling of a user’s data [6].

Recommendation: A simple GDPR statement might not be enough to allevi-
ate all concerns; instead open and honest communication on who is able to access
or see the user’s data is needed. Our recommendation is that platforms inform
users clearly on how any information provided by the user is used by the platform.
This could be coupled with recommendation (R3) Guiding or (R4) Onboarding,
by integrating this information in the guidance or/and onboarding process.

R10: Support and Encourage Communication

The majority of the platforms leave it to the users on how to handle the inter-
personal communication once somebody responded to a request. Usually, this
follow-up is done by means of public or private chat messages. It is likely safe

16 https://gdpr.eu/what-is-gdpr/.

https://gdpr.eu/what-is-gdpr/
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to assume that for the majority of users this is fine as chat was rarely brought
up as a grievance in our surveys. However, adding explicit support for other
common forms of communication, such as phone, email, and popular external
communication services, could be useful especially for elderly users.

We also noted a rather low level of internal chat use on all three surveyed
platforms (P1, P3 and P4). In the case of P1 and P3 both surveys had a nearly
identical level of inactive users (who had not used the main feature of the plat-
form) and therefore did not need the chat. In P4’s case, the results did vary
somewhat depending on whether the participant had offered or asked for help,
but on most occasions around half of the participants responded negatively on
using private messages. Similarly, more older users had used the feature distinctly
less. Additionally, having a possibility of keeping a family member updated on
the activities of an elderly user could be a beneficial feature in the context of
social support and safety. Of course, this brings additional privacy concerns to
the table, but this is a feature that could be activated separately as needed, it
would not be needed by a large group of users.

Recommendation: We have several recommendations for communication that
we have split into two distinct sub-facets: supporting communication and encour-
aging communication.

Our recommendations for supporting communication are to provide more
familiar means of communication (email, phone) and to couple them with the
recommendations (R3) Guiding and (R4) Onboarding, as it is equally important
to make users aware of these possibilities. Coupling support for email and phone,
in terms of technical challenge, would be rather small for the platforms.

Our recommendations for encouraging communication: (1) Sending an auto-
matic message via the chat to introduce the users to this feature. (2) Akin to
P3’s onboarding upon account activation, suggest sending a greeting message to
other users. (3) Allow certain people to keep track of activities of their family
members; making family members aware of a user’s activity in the platform (e.g.,
via email, or another messaging tool) could be meaningful and increase feeling
of social support and safety in the elderly.

R11: Help Manuals

The platform should provide technical support to their users and overall all of
the platforms do accomplish this. At least, in so much that they do provide
instructions for users by means of separate information and help pages. What
we can conclude from the interviews, is that for most parts, elderly users seem
to rely on direct in person connections when they get stuck. How easy an online
help service is for the elderly is unclear.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is providing a leaflet that contains
clear instructions of all the core features and how to use them, as well as a brief
explanation about the platform itself.
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R12: User Roles

Recruiting users and giving them different roles, has been used by online forums
and social networks to lessen the need for expensive personnel. In the case of
larger social networks this is likely the only feasible way for them to work.
Outside this, providing users a distinct role within the platform can in itself be
a source to be more engaged with the platform and its community.

Currently, out of the evaluated platforms, Nextdoor, ¿Tienes Sal?, and Hoplr
do utilize user roles: Moderators (Nextdoor), Super users (¿Tienes Sal?), Vol-
unteers & City Representative (Hoplr). To our knowledge, Commu and Nappi
Naapuri currently do not utilize any user roles.

Recommendation: Adding user roles can be useful to 1) have a better control
over created content once the platform reaches a certain size, 2) keep certain
users more engaged with the platform, and 3) activate otherwise potentially
dormant users. Our recommendation is to investigate from what types of user
roles a platform can take advantage of. For instance, Nappi Naapuri and Commu
might benefit from local representatives that broadcast area-relevant information
or requests. More closed neighborhood platforms might not benefit from nigh all
powerful admins, but rather from users that check the content of notifications
and can highlight them if necessary. For instance, ¿Tienes Sal? and Hoplr could
benefit from roles like event organizer or users who indicate points of interest in
the area, or adding a more dynamic discussion angle between a neighborhood
and the local municipality.

R13: Safety Features

In terms of current safety features to protect users against misuse of trust when
helping people, the platforms largely rely on providing guidelines, such as meet
outside in a public area. No inbuilt features otherwise are provided. Reporting
users directly to the service provider was the most common safety feature.

It appears that for most parts, the encounters that took place based on
requests formulated in the evaluated platforms, have been without any major
incidents so far. This could partly be due to the small size of the platform user
base, lack of actively meeting other users, or simply not being reported. Security
when meeting unknown people is an important factor for most users but even
more for elderly who might feel vulnerable, especially if the helper is expected
to visit their home.

Recommendation: In terms of safety features, the features that we recommend
are simple and relatively easy to implement, however they would require more
volunteers. One such feature could be to announce an upcoming meeting to
a third party. This could even be coupled with (R10) Support & Encourage
Communication where a selected family member or even simply the platform is
informed about the upcoming meeting. If both users are aware of this, it could
work in making participants feel safer. Another option could be to invite a third
party to join the meeting, but this would require available volunteers willing to
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join meetings and might require some calendar options to ensure that everyone
is available.

Another safety feature would be to review encounters by attaching some form
of feedback system for encounters. Also, some steps could be added to the help
request flow, such as allowing both volunteer and requesting person to view more
information on each other before sending a message.

Although being able to review encounters is a rather obvious recommenda-
tion, it however raises additional questions, for instance: Who may see those
reviews?; How to avoid false bad reviews?; Should the review be anonymously?.
Nonetheless, it could be a valuable avenue to help users assess for themselves
whether meeting another user for the first time is a good idea, or not.

R14: Area of Visibility

This recommendation focuses on the platforms with closed neighborhoods (e.g.,
¿Tienes Sal?, Hoplr, and Nextdoor). Tying the platform to a certain neighbor-
hood can improve safety and security and should definitely be kept as such but
it has the disadvantage that people outside the neighborhood cannot help, while
a person from further away might be perfectly willing to help with a task, for
instance because it is on his way to work. ¿Tienes Sal? already allows publishing
notifications outside a users’ own district to be seen in the neighboring ones.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to allow some notifications, such
as help requests, to be seen outside the user’s neighborhood. Note that such a
feature would require additional user instructions, i.e., to mark the message as
visible outside the neighborhood, for instance by means of a color code.

R15: Provide Platform Activities

Especially P1 and P3 appeared to have a rather large number of dormant users.
Reasons for these might vary. Generally, users can be grouped into four dis-
tinct categories 1) visitors, 2) passive members, 3) socializers, and 4) content
generators [1]. In our interview, P3 stated that they had seen some success in re-
activating users at least briefly with emails, but whether long-term engagement
could be achieved was less certain.

Recommendation: Our recommendation is to provide simple, easy to do tasks
or activities within the platform. Ideally, the user should be rewarded for per-
forming the task or activity in some manner. Example tasks could be clearing
old requests or reviewing new requests. Of course, giving users any rights over
moderating messages is something to be considered carefully (as the interviews
showed). This could be achieved by providing User Roles (R12) that might be
useful for the platform’s functioning and interesting enough for the user. Note
that some of the user roles might not necessarily require social interaction, which
could be attractive for some users. This type of engagement could turn dormant
users into active ones, or keep some users who might otherwise not use the
platform, suitably engaged.
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R16: Registration

In the evaluated platform, creating an account (registration) varies in difficulty
from simply typing some basic information to a multi-step verification process.
This was clearly indicated as a stumbling stone for elderly users in our interviews
with P2 and P4. The reason for having a registration feature is clear, as it aims
to increase trust in the members within the community, as the user needs to give
its details.

Recommendation: We have three intertwined recommendations for this pur-
pose: Firstly, the registration process should be as easy as possible with very
clear fields and ideally minimal input required.

Secondly, a two-step registration process could ease the likelihood for elderly
and other users to join the platform by allowing access to basic functionalities
without a location verification. To alleviate registered users’ security concerns,
content created by non-registered or verified users could be color coded or cate-
gorized separately. This opens up an avenue to possible problems, such as spam-
ming or bots. It means that some features might need to be restricted for not
fully registered users, but this is a matter of discovering the optimal balance.

Thirdly, circumventing the use of classic passwords could also be a strong
booster for elderly users, either by using third party login services, such as
Google’s, by email, SMS authentication codes, or authentication services such as
itsMe17 or bankingID18. It is important to consider the trade-off between safety
and easiness, and there is plenty of evidence that traditional passwords might
not be very safe, mainly because of the users themselves [7].

5 Conclusions

In this paper we have proposed 16 design recommendations for social engagement
platforms. These recommendations are based on the results of evaluating several
social engagement platforms. The platforms were evaluated thoroughly by means
of a hands-on evaluation, interviewing representatives of some of the platforms,
as well as user surveys. The goal of these recommendations is to make social
engagement platforms more accessible to elderly users and to improve retention.
Our recommendations are useful for existing social engagement platforms to
improve their solutions as well as when developing new platforms. A limitation
is that the recommendations have only been evaluated in a limited way, i.e.,
by asking the opinion of representatives of platforms and users. To evaluate our
recommendations in detail, a long-term user study with a platform implementing
the recommendations might form part of our future work.

Acknowledgements. We would like to thank the representatives of Commu, Nappi
Naapuri, Hoplr, ¿Tienes Sal?, and Solidare-it! for their valuable cooperation during the
realisation this research project.

17 https://www.itsme.be.
18 https://www.nordea.fi/en/personal/our-services/online-mobile-services/code-app.

html.
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