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Front Porch 
Forum

Fostering Civic 
Engagement and 
Building Community  
in Vermont

This research is a collaboration  
between New_ Public and the Center for 
Media Engagement. The Center for Media 
Engagement at The University of Texas at 
Austin works to understand and improve 
the information ecosystem for the bene-
fit of democracy. Just as urban designers 
figured out strategies for creating public 
spaces where people could co-exist  
harmoniously, New_ Public looks to iden-
tify strategies to create thriving digital 
public spaces.

This report, generously supported  
by The John S. and James L. Knight 
Foundation and Omidyar Network,  
is a follow-up to our comprehensive  
Civic Signals report released in 2021,  
which outlined 14 signals to guide  
the creation of healthy digital public 
spaces, supported in part by Robert  
Wood Johnson Foundation.
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Summary

Public-friendly digital spaces where people feel welcome, 

make connections, build understanding, and work together 

can seem elusive. This work builds on our Civic Signals,  

a collaboration between the Center for Media Engagement 

and New_ Public . We found that, with few exceptions,  

many popular platforms did not live up to the ideals of  

public-friendly digital space in the eyes of their users. 

In this report, we investigate how members of Vermont’s 

Front Porch Forum perceive the platform. 

AUTHORS 

Talia Stroud, Caroline Murray, 

and Emily Graham

Center for Media Engagement at 

The University of Texas at Austin

Front Porch Forum is a network of town- 
specific, proactively moderated online 
forums that help neighbors connect with 
each other to buy and sell goods, offer and 
request help and recommendations, and 
discuss local issues. 

For this project, New_ Public funded the 
Center for Media Engagement (CME) to 
design, implement, and analyze an online 
survey of Front Porch Forum (FPF) members. 

CME collaborated with FPF to create and 
send a survey to FPF members in February 
of 2023. Members were asked about their 
experience on the platform and how it 
compares to other platforms, in addition to 
questions about their backgrounds.

https://newpublic.org/signals
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Perceptions of Front  
Porch Forum ( FPF)  were  
generally positive.

FPF users rated the plat-
form as performing better 
on the 14 Civic Signals than 
Facebook and Nextdoor.  
For instance, 81% of respon-
dents felt they could become 
a more informed citizen on 
FPF, while 26% said the same 
about Facebook and 32% 
about Nextdoor.

People who were more 
engaged with FPF rated the 
platform more favorably, 
including people who were 
more active on their forum 
and who donated to FPF.

FPF was a more valuable 
resource to people who 
were newer to their 
neighborhoods.

Although those with all kinds 
of political views rated FPF  
positively on average,  
Democrats and Progressives 
had more favorable 
evaluations of FPF than 
Republicans. 

Members of forums that  
were more established,  
meaning the forum had a 
higher average length  
of membership, rated FPF 
more positively. 

Members who behaved 
with more positivity on FPF 
tended to have a better 
experience on FPF and to 
have a stronger sense of 
community. Yet communities 
with more positivity on aver-
age tended to be evaluated 
less favorably.

Key Findings
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Introduction

This research, a collaboration between the 
Center for Media Engagement (CME) and 
New_ Public, looks to advance the idea of 
public-friendly digital design. 

CME collaborated with Front Porch Forum 
(FPF) to field an online survey of FPF  
members in February 2023. Front Porch 
Forum describes itself as : 

FPF is a small family-owned  
Vermont public benefit corporation 
that is driven by its values:

• FPF is not in the surveillance 
business. They don’t profile their 
members or sell their data.

• FPF’s team of Vermont-based 
moderators review all content 
before publication.

• FPF does not fuel screen 
addiction; it’s meant to be a 
starting point for real-world 
engagement with neighbors.

FPF HAS OVER  

235,000  
ACTIVE MEMBERS.1

FOR THIS SURVEY,  
 

13,473 
FILLED OUT PORTIONS  
 &

 

11,465  
COMPLETED IT.2

VERMONT, USA

1  This is a current statistic as of Summer 2024.  
Report data is based off of a membership of  
230,000 at the time of survey.

2  We use all data, including partial responses,  
when reporting the findings.

A Vermont Public Benefit Corporation whose 
mission is to help neighbors connect and build 
community. [They] do so by hosting a network of  
community-specific online forums that serve 
every town in Vermont (as well as a handful of 
towns in portions of New York and Massachusetts).

Anyone can join the Forum where they live or 
work. Members post about any topic of interest to 
their neighbors: items for sale, recommendations, 
assistance, events, discussion, or the like. 

Postings are reviewed by FPF’s staff of profession-
al online community managers before publication 
to assure compliance with FPF’s Terms of Use and 
to keep each Forum mostly civil and constructive.

https://mediaengagement.org/
https://newpublic.org/
https://frontporchforum.com/about-us
https://frontporchforum.com/about-us


03 
CAN SEARCH FOR KEYWORDS AND FILTER  
BY GEOGRAPHY, CATEGORY, AND/OR DATE 
 

01 
MEMBER SIGNS UP BY GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION  
AND COMMUNITY ROLE 

02 
CAN VIEW CURRENT AND PAST FORUM ISSUES AND 
REPLY TO THE ENTIRE FORUM OR EMAIL THE AUTHOR 
FROM WITHIN EACH POSTING 
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CAN EXPLORE LOCAL COMMUNITY CALENDAR  
AND BUSINESS DIRECTORY TOO.
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Civic Signals across Platforms

Previous work from New_ Public and the 
Center for Media Engagement called  
Civic Signals: The Qualities of Flourishing 
Digital Spaces identified principles of 
healthy, publicly-oriented platform 
design, such as “access to reliable and 
relevant information about community 
issues” and “the opportunity to connect 
meaningfully with others.” We examined 
how FPF members perceived FPF’s perfor-
mance on these signals compared to those 
same members’ impressions of Facebook’s 
and Nextdoor’s performance. 

 
 
Survey respondents were asked to think 
in general about their experience on FPF, 
Facebook, and Nextdoor. We then asked 
them to indicate how strongly they agreed 
or disagreed with Civic Signals statements. 
Only those who used each platform were 
asked to make these assessments.3 

Among those using FPF, FPF was per-
ceived as performing better on the Civic 
Signals than Facebook and Nextdoor. 

3  In total, 12,985 FPF 
members evaluated 
FPF, 10,074 evalu-
ated Facebook, and 
1,224 evaluated 
Nextdoor.

Platform Performance on the  
Civic Signals among FPF users

FPF Facebook Nextdoor

4.36 2.79 3.25

4.07 2.41 3.03

4.06 2.60 2.98

4.05 2.46 3.04

4.01 2.95 3.09

3.99 2.33 3.09

3.75 3.46 2.88

3.58 2.03 2.88

3.45 2.88 2.78

3.43 2.64 2.85

3.36 2.77 3.01

3.11 2.63 2.59

3.05 2.37 2.51

2.72 2.14 2.31

I feel connected to the local area where I live on...

I feel like people treat each other humanely on ...

I am likely to become a more informed citizen on ...

I feel safe on ...

I am likely to get information about issues  
that concern me on ...

I am likely to get reliable information on ...

I feel connected to other people and groups on ...

My information is secure on ...

I feel able to share my thoughts on ...

I am likely to get help recovering from a crisis  
in my community on ...

I am likely to interact with people who are unlike me on ...

I am likely to have thoughtful conversations on ...

I am likely to get involved in addressing  
society’s problems on ...

I am likely to access people in power, such as those  
at companies and in governments, on ...

STRONGLY DISAGREESTRONGLY AGREE

2–13–24–35–4

https://newpublic.org/signals
https://newpublic.org/signals
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NEIGHBORHOOD/TOWN  
COMMUNITY ISSUES
 
LOCAL CONTRACTORS 
 (E.G., PLUMBERS)  

OPPORTUNITIES TO BE MORE ENGAGED  
IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD / TOWN 

YOUR NEIGHBORS’ PERSPECTIVES  
ON LOCAL ISSUES 

LOCAL CLUBS AND  
ORGANIZATIONS  
 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT  
SERVICES  

LOCAL  
SHOPS 

81.0% 

 

65.7% 

60.8% 

59.0% 

46.6%
 

43.0% 

40.8% 

Front Porch Forum 
Perceptions, Engagement, 
and Influence

Many FPF members engage with the  
content and hold positive perceptions  
of the platform. 

 • 63.0% of respondents reported that 
they open and look at every issue 
(each issue contains postings that have 
been submitted by forum members and 
moderated by FPF). An additional 27.2% 
of respondents reported that they open 
and look at their forum issues often. 
Members receive issues between 
once a week and three times a day, 
depending on how much content the 
members of a given Forum generate.

 • When respondents were asked how 
useful FPF was to them (and their 
families, if applicable), nearly half of 
respondents (48.3%) reported that 
they found the platform very useful 
and another 44.9% found it some-
what useful. Only 6.8% found it to be 
not too useful or not at all useful. 

 • The majority of respondents 
(69.5%) reported that they found 
the platform very valuable for their 
community, and another 27.4% found it 
somewhat valuable. Only 3.1% found it to 
be not too valuable or not at all valuable. 

We asked respondents if they had 
become more informed about 
seven aspects of their communities 
as a result of being a FPF member. 
Respondents could select more than 
one answer. FPF members became 
more informed about:
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Survey respondents generally believed 
that their neighborhood or town was 
a good place to live. Respondents were 
asked on a scale from one (meaning very 
bad) to five (meaning very good) to evaluate 
their neighborhood/town. About half of 
respondents (50.2%) rated their neighbor-
hood/town a five out of five, meaning it’s a 
very good place to live, and another 37.0% 
of respondents rated their neighborhood/
town a four, 10.5% of respondents rated 
their neighborhood/town a three, 2.0% of 
respondents rated their neighborhood/
town a two, and 0.3% of respondents rated 
their neighborhood/town a one. 

Respondents were then asked the extent to 
which they agreed or disagreed with nine 
statements about their neighborhood/town 
(e.g., “I know most of my neighbors per-
sonally”). On average, people had a close 
connection to others in their neighborhood, 
reporting an average response of four on a 
scale from one to five, with five indicating 
more connection. 

We then asked respondents if, in the 
past year or so, they had taken any 
of ten different actions in response 
to seeing something on their forums. 
Respondents could select more than 
one answer. FPF members took these 
actions based on what they saw on 
their forum: 

ATTENDED A LOCAL EVENT  
OR PUBLIC MEETING 
 
DISCUSSED LOCAL ISSUES  
WITH A NEIGHBOR  

BOUGHT SOMETHING FROM  
A LOCAL BUSINESS

LET A NEIGHBOR  
BORROW SOMETHING 

VOLUNTEERED  
LOCALLY  
 
COOPERATED ON A SHARED  
COMMUNITY NEED  
E.G. CLEANING UP PUBLIC GREEN  
SPACE OR REBUILDING A PLAYGROUND 

CONTACTED A LOCAL  
PUBLIC OFFICIAL 
 
GOT INVOLVED IN A LOCAL POLITICAL  
CAMPAIGN OR GRASSROOTS EFFORT  
TO IMPROVE MY COMMUNITY 

WORKED WITH A NEIGHBOR ON  
A SMALL PROJECT (FIXING A  
COMPUTER, STACKING WOOD, ETC.) 

VISITED WITH SOMEONE IN  
MY NEIGHBORHOOD / TOWN 

60.6% 

 

53.2% 

51.1% 

25.3% 

21.0%
 

19.2% 

18.3% 

 

14.6% 

11.7% 

11.2% 



4.26

4.22

4.13

4.09

4.07

3.98

3.95

3.84

3.53

Neighborhood Connection 
among FPF users

Predicting What People  
Think about Front Porch Forum 
and Their Neighborhood

We investigated whether 26 member or  
forum attributes predicted five outcomes. 
(For a detailed description of each member 
and forum attribute, see the method section 

at the end of this report). These data were 
anonymized, meaning that any information 
that could identify individual members was 
not available to the researchers.

The five outcomes we analyzed were: 

How favorably  

the survey  

respondents  

rated Front Porch 

Forum on the  

Civic Signals

How personally 

useful they found 

FPF to be

The number of 

topics on which 

they felt more 

informed due to 

their FPF member-

ship (0 – 7 ).

The number of 

community- 

oriented actions 

they had taken be-

cause of FPF, such 

as volunteering or 

connecting with  

a neighbor (0 – 1 0 ).

The strength of  

their sense of 

community in 

their neighborhood 

My neighbors would let me borrow something

People in my neighborhood/town help others

My neighbors would give me a ride

People in my neighborhood/town trust each other to be good neighbors

People in my neighborhood/town would cooperate on a shared community  
need, like cleaning up a public green space or rebuilding a playground

My neighbors would care for my children/someone else's children  
in case of emergency

People in my neighborhood/town talk or visit with each other

I know most of my neighbors by sight

I know most of my neighbors personally

STRONGLY DISAGREESTRONGLY AGREE
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2–13–24–35–4



We examined whether these five  
outcomes were predicted by 26 attri-
butes, grouped into three categories:

 • Member characteristics  
( such as age or gender )

 • Member behaviors on FPF  
( such as whether they donate to FPF or 
participate on FPF as a business owner )

 • Forum-level characteristics  
( such as how active or positive the forum  
a member belongs to is )
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We summarize the findings below.  
We first share broad takeaways and then 
examine the results for each outcome 
in more detail. Across all demographic 
groups, average impressions of FPF were 
above the measure’s midpoint. There was 
some variation, however, based on mem-
ber demographics, forum use, and the 
characteristics of the forum. 

Member Characteristics

Women tended to have more positive 
perceptions of FPF than men. Younger 
people tended to find FPF more useful 
than older people. In general, Democrats 
and Progressives held more favorable 
attitudes toward FPF than did Republicans. 
Democrats and Progressives also reported 
feeling more connected to their neighbor-
hoods than did Republicans. Those with all 
political views rated FPF and their neigh-
borhood positively on average. We note 
that these differences, while statistically 
significant, are often very small. 

People who were newer to their neighbor-
hood also reported benefiting from FPF 
more than those who had lived in their 
community for a longer period. This may 

indicate that FPF is a particularly valuable 
resource to those who are settling into a 
new place.

Member’s Forum Use 

Members who submitted more positive 
postings tended to have better experienc-
es on the platform. For instance, they felt 
more informed and reported being more 
civically engaged because of FPF. 

More engaged FPF members found the 
platform more useful. People who donat-
ed to FPF and who were more active in 
general on the platform rated FPF more 
positively, felt more informed, and were 
more active in their community because  
of FPF. 

Members were asked to identify their roles 
on FPF, such as homeowner, renter, elect-
ed official, nonprofit employee, etc. For the 
most part, people felt similarly about FPF 
regardless of what roles they selected. 
People in many of these roles did,  
however, find FPF more useful than those 
who did not participate in these roles. and 
took more community-oriented actions 
because of FPF. 

Forum Characteristics 

Members of forums that were more 
established, meaning the forum had 
longer average membership, tended to 
perceive FPF as a more valuable resource. 
Members of more active forums and mem-
bers of forums where the postings were 
more positive rated FPF less favorably, 
though the latter tended to have stronger 
connections to their community. This 
suggests that high levels of activity and 
positivity in digital communities may not 
maximize people’s evaluations.
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Predicting Civic Signals

We looked at how people rated FPF on the 
Civic Signals based on their characteristics, 
their use of FPF, and the attributes of the 
forum they accessed. We averaged people’s 
evaluations of FPF across the Civic Signals; 
higher values indicate more favorable 
perceptions. 

As can be seen in the chart, all demo-
graphic groups rated FPF between 
“Neither agree nor disagree” and 
“Somewhat agree” on the measure asking 
them to rate FPF on the Civic Signals. 
There was some variation, however, in 
responses by member characteristics 
(such as level of member activity) and by 
forum attributes (such as average length 
of forum membership).

Member Characteristics 

 • Women rated FPF more favorably  
than men.

 • Younger people rated FPF more favorably 
than older people.

 • Democrats and Progressives rated FPF 
more favorably than Independents, 
Republicans, and those identifying with 
other parties.

 • People who are newer to their neigh-
borhood evaluated FPF more favorably 
than those who spent more time in their 
neighborhood.

FORUM Higher 3.62
Medium 3.68
Lower 3.73

POSITIVITY

FORUM ACTIVITY Higher 3.55

Medium 3.70

Lower 3.84

FORUM'S  AVG.  LENGTH 
OF

 
MEMBERSHIP

Longer 3.72
Medium 3.68
Shorter 3.64

ROLES ON FPF Non-Renters 3.68
Renters 3.82
Non-Vacation Homeowners 3.68
Vacation Homeowners 3.78

MEMBER
 

POSITIVITY Higher 3.72
Medium 3.68
Lower 3.64

DONORS Non-donors 3.68
Donors 3.86

MEMBER ACTIVITY Higher 3.73
Lower 3.66

 LENGTH OF FPF 
MEMBERSHIP

More than 10 years 3.74
6-10 years 3.71
3-5 years 3.67
1-2 years 3.63
Less than a year 3.60

TIME IN NEIGHBORHOOD Their whole life 3.64

More than 20 years 3.66
11-19 years 3.67
6 -10 years 3.69
3-5 years 3.70
1-2 years 3.72
Less than a year 3.74

  
 POLITICAL PARTY

Other parties 3.46

Independents 3.60

Progressives 3.72

Democrats 3.68

Republicans 3.52

AGE 75  or older 3.64
65 to 74 3.66
55 to 64 3.68
45 to 54 3.70
35 to 44 3.71
25 to 34 3.73
24  or younger 3.75

GENDER Men 3.62
Women 3.68

How well FPF performs on  
the Civic Signals

STRONGLY DISAGREESTRONGLY AGREE

2–13–25–4 4–3
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Member’s Forum Use 

 • The longer they had been a member of 
FPF, the more favorably they rated FPF. 

 • Those who donated evaluated FPF more 
favorably than those who did not.

 • The more active and positive people were 
on the platform, the more favorably they 
evaluated the platform.

 • People who use FPF as renters and 
vacation homeowners rated FPF more 
favorably than those who did not utilize 
FPF in these roles.

Forum Characteristics

 • Members of forums that were more estab-
lished, or had a higher average 
length of membership, rated 
their forum more favorably  
on the Civic Signals.

 • Members of forums that  
were more active and more 
positive rated FPF less favorably.

 • These findings are depicted 
in the preceding chart, which 
shows people’s predicted eval-
uations of FPF’s performance 
based on member charac-
teristics, forum use, and the 
characteristics of the forum.  
The averages control for other 
variables, meaning, for example, 
that the differences between 
men and women take into 
account the member’s age, 
partisanship, time in neighbor-
hood, etc.
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Predicting FPF as Useful

We next looked at which member and forum 
attributes predicted how personally useful 
people found FPF to be.

Member Characteristics 

 • Women found the forum more personally 
useful than men.

 • Older people rated the platform as less 
useful than those who are younger.

 • Democrats and Progressives found FPF more 
useful than Independents, Republicans, and 
those who belong to other parties. 

 • People who are newer to their neighborhood 
and to Vermont found FPF more useful than 
people who have lived in their neighborhood 
for longer.

Member’s Forum Use 

 • Donors, those who are more active on FPF, 
and those who have been members longer 
evaluated FPF as more personally useful.

 • Members whose postings were more positive 
found FPF more useful.

 • Members who engaged on FPF as business 
owners or nonprofit employees found FPF 
more useful than those who don’t use FPF for 
those purposes.

Forum Characteristics

 • Members of forums that were more es-
tablished, meaning the forum had a higher 
average length of membership, found FPF 
more useful.

 • People who are members of forums with 
higher average levels of positivity and lower 
TOU (terms of use) violation rates viewed FPF 
as less personally useful.

How personally useful  
members find FPF

 
 FORUM TOU

VIOLATIONS
Higher rate 3.49
Medium rate 3.46
Lower rate 3.44

 FORUM
POSITIVITY

Higher 3.35
Medium 3.46
Lower 3.57

FORUM'S AVG. LENGTH
OF MEMBERSHIP

Longer 3.49
Medium 3.46
Shorter 3.43

ROLES ON FPF Non-Nonprofit Employees 3.46
Nonprofit Employees 3.52
Non-Business Owners 3.46
Business Owners 3.51

MEMBER POSITIVITY Higher 3.52
Medium 3.46
Lower 3.40

MEMBER ACTIVITY Higher 3.54
Lower 3.43 

DONORS Non-donors 3.46
Donors 3.65

LENGTH OF FPF
MEMBERSHIP

More than 10 years 3.58
6-10 years 3.51
3-5 years 3.44
1-2 years 3.38
Less than a year 3.31

 
TIME IN VERMONT Their whole life 3.43

More than 20 years 3.45
11-19 years 3.47
6 -10 years 3.48
3-5 years 3.50
1-2 years 3.52
Less than a year 3.54

 
TIME IN
NEIGHBORHOOD

Their whole life 3.42
More than 20 years 3.43
11-19 years 3.45
6 -10 years 3.47
3-5 years 3.49
1-2 years 3.51
Less than a year 3.53

POLITICAL PARTY

Other parties 3.35
Independents 3.40
Progressives 3.46
Democrats 3.46
Republicans 3.31

 
AGE 75  or older 3.42

65 to 74 3.44
55 to 64 3.46
45 to 54 3.48
35 to 44 3.50
25 to 34 3.52
24 or younger 3.53

GENDER Men 3.35
Women 3.46

NOT AT ALL USEFULVERY USEFUL

2–13–24–3
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Predicting FPF as  
Informative and Engaging

We wanted to understand what information 
people gained from FPF and what civic  
actions they took as a result of using FPF.  
We examined what predicted the number  
of local topics about which people felt they 
were more informed as a result of being a  
FPF member (out of seven) and the number  
of community-oriented actions people  
took because of something they saw on  
FPF (out of 10). In most cases, the same  
characteristics predicted both. 

Member Characteristics 

 • Democrats and Progressives felt that  
their FPF experiences made them better 
informed about a greater number of issues 
and led them to take more civic actions than 
did Republicans.

 • People who have lived in Vermont for a  
longer period of time cited fewer topics  
they felt like they had become more in-
formed about through FPF and took fewer 
FPF-inspired actions in their community.

Member’s Forum Use 

 • People who had been on the platform longer, 
were more active on FPF, and had more 
positive postings indicated they had learned 
about more topics and were more civically 
engaged because of FPF. 

 • Donors, homeowners, and vacation home-
owners felt better informed about a greater 
number of local topics and engaged in more 
civic activities because of FPF. 

Higher 3.63
Medium 3.98

Lower 4.33

Higher 4.13

Medium 3.96

Lower 3.78

Longer 4.30

Medium 3.98
Shorter 3.65

Non-Business Employees 3.98

Business Employees 4.36

Non-Vacation Homeowners 3.98
Vacation Homeowners 4.33

Non-Homeowners 3.59
Homeowners 3.98

Higher 4.20

Medium 3.98
Lower 3.76

Higher 4.06

Lower 3.95

Non-donors 3.98

Donors 4.41

More than 10 years 4.42
6-10 years 4.17

3-5 years 3.92
1-2 years 3.68
Less than a year 3.43

Their whole life 3.85
More than 20 years 3.93

11-19 years 4.02
6 -10 years 4.10
3-5 years 4.18
1-2 years 4.26
Less than a year 4.35

Their whole life 3.84
More than 20 years 3.90
11-19 years 3.96

6 -10 years 4.01
3-5 years 4.07
1-2 years 4.13
Less than a year 4.19

Other parties 3.79
Independents 3.90

Progressives 4.10
Democrats 3.98

Republicans 3.67

75 or older 3.65
65 to 74 3.82
55 to 64 3.99
45 to 54 4.15
35 to 44 4.32
25 to 34 4.49
24 or younger 4.66

AGE

POLITICAL PARTY

TIME  IN  
NEIGHBORHOOD

TIME  IN VERMONT

LENGTH  OF  FPF 
MEMBERSHIP

DONORS

MEMBER ACTIVITY

MEMBER POSITIVITY

ROLES ON FPF

FORUM'S
OF MEMBERSHIP

 AVG.  LENGTH  

FORUM ACTIVITY

FORUM POSITIVITY

How informative members find FPF

NUMBER OF LOCAL TOPICS ABOUT WHICH PEOPLE FELT MORE 
INFORMED AS A RESULT OF BEING A FPF MEMBER

1–03–24–35–46–57–6 2–1
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Forum Characteristics

 • Members of forums that had a higher aver-
age membership length felt better informed 
about a greater number of topics and en-
gaged in more civic actions because of FPF.

 • Members of forums with higher average 
positivity felt informed about fewer topics 
and took fewer civic actions due to FPF.

There were a few member or forum charac-
teristics that impacted only one of the two 
outcomes (either how informed or how civically 
engaged a member was because of FPF, but 
not both). These included:

Number of topics people felt more informed 
about because of FPF:

 • Older people and people who had lived in 
their neighborhood for a longer period of time 
found FPF less informative.

 • Business employees learned more from FPF 
than people who did not use FPF for this role. 

 • Members of forums that were more active 
felt that FPF informed them about a greater 
number of issues.

Number of community actions people  
participated in because of FPF:

 • Progressives took more community actions 
as a result of FPF than did Democrats.

 • People who participated on FPF as renters, 
business owners, nonprofit employees,  
and elected officials were inspired by FPF  
to take a greater number of civic actions. 

 • Members of forums with a higher percentage 
of TOU (terms of use) violations reported 
taking more civic actions as a result of FPF.

Higher rate 2.80

Medium rate 2.70

Lower rate 2.61

FORUM 
POSITIVITY

Higher 2.57

Medium 2.70

Lower 2.83

FORUM'S

OF MEMBERSHIP

 AVG. 
LENGTH

  Longer 2.89

Medium 2.70

Shorter 2.50

ROLES ON FPF Non-Elected/appointed Officials 2.70

3.16

Non-Nonprofit Employees 2.70

Nonprofit Employees 3.08

Non-Business Owners 2.70

Business Owners 2.86

Non-Renters 2.70

Renters 3.17

Non-Vacation Homeowners 2.70

Vacation Homeowners 3.07

Non-Homeowners 2.08

Homeowners 2.70

 

MEMBER
POSITIVITY

Higher 2.79

Medium 2.70

Lower 2.61

 

MEMBER ACTIVITY Higher 2.98

Lower 2.59

DONORS Non-donors 2.70

Donors 3.07

LENGTH OF FPF 
MEMBERSHIP

More than 10 years 3.14

6-10 years 2.89

3-5 years 2.64

1-2 years 2.39

Less than a year 2.15

TIME IN VERMONT Their whole life 2.57

More than 20 years 2.65

11-19 years 2.73

6 -10 years 2.82

3-5 years 2.90

1-2 years 2.98

Less than a year 3.06

POLITICAL PARTY

Other parties 2.55

Independents 2.62

Progressives 3.00

Democrats 2.70

Republicans 2.46

Elected/appointed Officials

 
 FORUM TOU

VIOLATIONS

Civic Actions taken due to FPF

2–04–26–48–610-8

NUMBER OF CIVIC ACTIONS TAKEN BECAUSE OF FPF
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Sense of Community

Finally, we examined what predicted how 
strongly people felt the sense of community 
was in their neighborhood/town. In general, 
participants felt connected to their community, 
but there were some small differences.

Member Characteristics 

 • Democrats and Progressives felt a  
greater sense of community in their neigh-
borhood than Republicans and members  
of other parties.

 • Those who had lived in Vermont for a  
longer period of time felt less connected  
to their neighbors.

Member’s Forum Use 

 • Members who had been part of FPF for a lon-
ger period of time, donated to FPF, created 
more events on FPF, and were more positive 
had a greater sense of community.

 • People who participated on FPF as elected/
appointed officials, nonprofit employees, 
and homeowners felt a stronger sense of 
community in their neighborhood/town. The 
opposite was true for people who used FPF 
as renters.

Forum Characteristics

 • Members of forums that were more positive 
and more active felt a stronger sense of 
community in their neighborhood/town.

 FORUM
POSITIVITY

Higher 4.15

Medium 4.09

Lower 4.04

FORUM 
ACTIVITY

Higher 4.20

Medium 4.08

Lower 3.95

ROLES ON FPF Non-Elected/appointed Officials 4.09

Elected/appointed Officials 4.23

Employees 4.09

Nonprofit Employees 4.16

Non-Renters 4.09

Renters 3.89

Non-Homeowners 3.97

Homeowners 4.09

 MEMBER
POSITIVITY

Higher 4.17

Medium 4.09

Lower 4.02

 EVENTS COUNT Higher 4.17

Lower 4.08

DONORS Non-donors 4.09

Donors 4.16

LENGTH OF FPF 
MEMBERSHIP

More than 10 years 4.16

6-10 years 4.12

3-5 years 4.08

1-2 years 4.04

Less than a year 4.00

TIME IN 
VERMONT

Their whole life 4.04

More than 20 years 4.07

11-19 years 4.11

6 -10 years 4.14

3-5 years 4.18

1-2 years 4.22

Less than a year 4.25

POLITICAL 
PARTY

Other parties 3.99

Independents 4.09

Progressives 4.10

Democrats 4.05

Republicans 3.87

Non-Nonprofit

Members’ sense of community

STRONGLY DISAGREESTRONGLY AGREE

5–4 4–3 3–2 2–1
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Methodology  
RECRUITMENT  
The findings in this report are based on a 
survey of Front Porch Forum members that 
was fielded in February of 2023 in English. 
Out of around 230,000 FPF members, 
13,473 members started the survey and 
11,465 completed it. Respondents were re-
cruited by emails and forum postings sent 
to all FPF members. The email incentivized 
participation with a $300 gift card raffle to 
their local grocery store. There were three 
rounds of emails and three forum postings. 

PREDICTOR VARIABLES  
The data for the member and forum 
characteristics came from the survey and 
anonymized data provided by FPF.

DATA CLEANING AND  
REGRESSION MODELS  
Some member accounts took the survey 
more than once. This could have been 
because more than one person used the 
same account (e.g., a family who all had the 
same account). It also could have been the 
same person who completed the survey 
more than once. In these cases, only the 
first response was included in the analysis. 
Also, 1,056 accounts that took the survey 
were members of multiple forums. When 
this was the case, respondents were ran-
domly assigned to one of their forums as 
their primary forum. To make sure that this 
process wasn’t responsible for the results, 
we repeated the process three times 
(randomly assigning accounts that were 
members of multiple forums to a single 
forum) and ran the analysis again.  
All results reported here replicated across 
the different forum assignments. 

4  Tolerance tests 
confirmed the lack 
of multicollinearity 
among the predic-
tors in the models. 

5  The reliability of the 
measure, as mea-
sured by Cronbach’s 
alpha which ranges 
from 0, indicating a 
lack of reliability, to 
1, indicating perfect 
reliability, was 0.88 
for the Civic Signals 
questions and 0.91 
for the questions 
about the sense of 
community in their 
neighborhood/town.

To look at what member and forum charac-
teristics predicted thoughts about FPF and 
one’s sense of community, we took several 
steps. First, when several predictors were 
highly correlated, one measure was chosen 
to include in the regression model. For ex-
ample, a forum’s post count, author count, 
and issue count were correlated above 0.9, 
so only a forum’s post count was included 
as a predictor.4 Second, for the purpose of 
this analysis, demographic groups that had 
less than 100 respondents were collapsed. 
For example, the survey asked people to 
indicate their gender given the following 
options: female, male, nonbinary, transgen-
der, or other, and less than 100 respondents 
selected any of the latter three options. 
Therefore, the final measure had three cat-
egories: female, male, and other genders, 
with the latter capturing any respondents 
who indicated they did not identify as 
male or female. Third, if responses to two 
or more related outcome measures were 
strongly correlated, we combined them  
into one measure. This was the case for  
the Civic Signals questions and the ques-
tions about the sense of community in  
their town.5

The charts visualize the predicted value  
for each statistically significant group, 
holding all others at their mean or modal 
value, based on an OLS regression model. 
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Member Characteristics

We note that compared to data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau and Pew Research 
Center, the survey respondents leaned 
older, whiter, less Republican, and more 
female than Vermont as a state. These 
demographics are only reflective of  
the people who completed the survey.  
Many factors influence people’s willingness 
to participate in surveys. For instance, some 
studies suggest that women are more 
likely than men to take online surveys.6 
Therefore, the following demographics 
are not necessarily representative of 
Front Porch Forum’s membership as  
a whole.

Of survey respondents:

 • 69% identified as female

 • 88% identified as White

 • 53% identified as Democrats, 22% as 
Progressive, 14% Independent, and  
8% Republican

 • 1.0% were 24 or younger, 6.4% were 25 to 
34 years old, 10.9% were 35 to 44 years old, 
12.8% were 45 to 54 years old, 21.7% were 
55 to 64 years old, 31.2% were 65 to 74 
years old, and 16.1% were 75 or older

 • 4.9% had lived in their neighborhood/
town for their whole life, 40.3% for more 
than 20 years, 15.3% for 11 to 19 years, 
13.1% for 6 to 10 years, 12.8% for 3 to 5 
years, 8.4% for 1 to 2 years, and 5.1% for 
less than a year.

 • 22.0% had lived in Vermont for their whole 
life, 46.6% for more than 20 years, 10.4% 
for 11 to 19 years, 7.2% for 6 to 10 years, 
6.7% for 3 to 5 years, 4.3% for 1 to 2 years, 
and 2.9% for less than a year. 

Member’s Forum Use

All survey data and data provided by  
FPF was anonymous to protect members’ 
privacy. No identifiable information,  
such as account names, was available  
to the researchers.

Length of membership. We asked 
respondents how long they had been an 
FPF member. We specified that this could 
include membership in different local fo-
rums over the years, if applicable. Of those 
responding to the question, 7.4% had been 
members for less than a year, 16.2% for 1 to 
2 years, 35.5% for 3 to 5 years, 29.1% for 6 to 
10 years, and 11.9% for more than 10 years. 

Donors. FPF provided data indicating that 
34.1% of respondents had donated to FPF 
between February 2020 and February 2023. 

Member activity. Member activity was 
based on how many postings each person 
had between February 2020 and February 
2023. The average number of postings  
per member during that time period was 
11.7 (SD = 22.4, Range = 0 to 679).

Member events count. FPF provided data 
indicating the number of events added to 
their Forum’s online calendar of events a 
member had created during their entire 
membership. On average, members create 
3.3 events (SD = 15.8, Range = 0 to 1,017). 

Member’s average positivity. FPF provid-
ed data for an average positivity score for 
each member based on the content of their 
postings between February 1, 2022 and 
March 9, 2023. To compute the positivity 
score, FPF used Lexicoder, a previously val-
idated dictionary for detecting sentiment.7 

FRONT PORCH FORUM : FOSTERING CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND BUILDING COMMUNITY IN VERMONT
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We computed the log((number of positive 
words + 0.5)/(number of negative words)). 
We evaluated Lexicoder by comparing 
its output with manual coding for 393 
postings, classifying posts as positive/
neutral or as negative. We agreed 71.5% of 
the time. In other instances, we detected 
negativity where Lexicoder did not (12.5%) 
or Lexicoder detected negativity where we 
did not (16.0%). Members had an average 
positivity score of 1.05 (SD = 0.73, Range = 

-2.4 to 4.2). 

Member roles. We measured respondents’ 
role on FPF by asking them in the survey 
how they participate on FPF. They could 
choose as many options as they wanted, 
including: primary homeowner (70.3%), 
vacation homeowner (4.8%), renter (12.3%), 
rental property owner (3.3%), business 
owner (8.9%), business employee (2.3%), 
nonprofit employee (8.4%), elected/ap-
pointed official (4.0%), and/or a government 
employee (1.4%).  

— 
Support for this report was provided in 
part by The John S. and James L. Knight 
Foundation and Omidyar Network. 
Support for earlier research informing 
this report was provided by Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation. The views expressed 
do not necessarily represent the views of 
the project’s supporters.

Forum Characteristics

Forum’s average length of membership. 
FPF provided data for the average  
membership length per forum as of March 
2023 (M = 2,210 days, SD = 466, Range = 814 
to 3,426). 

Forum activity. Based on FPF provided 
data, the average number of postings per 
forum from February 2022 to February 2023 
was 4,145 (SD = 3,979, Range = 31 to 17,657). 

Forum’s average positivity. FPF provided 
data to compute an average positivity 
score, calculated using the same term-
based classifier used for member positivity, 
for each forum with at least one member 
who took the survey (M = 1.2, SD = 0.1, 
Range = 0.9 to 1.7) between February 1, 
2022 and March 9, 2023. 

% of forum members with TOU violation. 
FPF provided data for the percentage 
of forum postings that received a Terms 
of Use (TOU) violation. There are several 
prohibited activities that would constitute 
a violation, such as registering using an 
incomplete or false street address or sub-
mitting content that is harmful, threatening, 
or abusive (M = 0.09, SD = 0.08, Range =  
0 to 0.83).  
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