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Introduction

Civic engagement does not always look like protest, voting, or public deliberation; some-
times, it looks like a message about a broken elevator. Though this type of communi-
cation may appear banal, local engagement decisively depends on information
circulation through communication infrastructures (Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006;
Nemer, 2022; Thorson et al., 2020). Instant messaging apps (IMs), in particular, are
becoming integral to local civic infrastructure - the social, informational, and techno-
material resources that link citizens to shared concerns beyond their private matters
(Couldry et al., 2010; Pasitselska et al., forthcoming). As such, IMs extend how civic
life operates at the local level by enabling coordination, information sharing, and collec-
tive decision-making in everyday contexts (Chadwick et al., 2024; Pasitselska et al., forth-
coming). This marks a shift in civic engagement from public broadcast platforms to
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intimate, closed-group communication - a change largely unnoticed by traditional pol-
itical communication research (Tenenboim & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2020; Rossini, 2023).

Residential building chat groups in urban contexts offer a potent case for understand-
ing how IMs function as civic infrastructure. First, coordination among residents is man-
datory rather than optional: neighbors must negotiate shared spaces, resources, and rules
regardless of personal affinity (Rosenblum, 2016; Treffers & Lippert, 2019). Second, resi-
dential buildings are characterized by a double unstructuring of governance: formal
building governance is often unclear, fragmented, or lacking (Lehavi, 2015; Treffers &
Lippert, 2019), while platform-mediated communication generally lacks explicit govern-
ance frameworks (Gillespie, 2010). This lack of formal governance creates spaces where
neighbors must improvise collective coordination through informal (non-)mediated
practices (Bengtsson, 1998). Third, these groups have universal relevance, affecting
most urban residents who live in multi-unit housing and must navigate collective living
arrangements. Thus, understanding these dynamics is critical for theorizing inclusive
civic infrastructure in an increasingly platformized society, particularly as digital tools
become essential to the self-governance in urban housing.

Drawing on literature from political communication, housing, and platform studies,
we examine interview data with chat group participants (n = 41) from urban neighbor-
hoods in Israel and Germany.

Platformization of local civic infrastructure

Digital platforms function not merely as communication tools but as infrastructural
elements embedded in everyday urban life, enabling and constraining distinct forms of
social interaction and engagement (Thorson et al., 2020; Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006).
Building on earlier work in Communication Infrastructure Theory (Kim & Ball-Rokeach,
2006) and local information infrastructure (Thorson et al., 2020) we adopt the concept of
civic infrastructure to capture the full range of resources (informational, social, and
techno-material) that enable citizens to maintain a connection to public life and shared
concerns (Pasitselska et al., forthcoming). From this perspective, locally embedded plat-
forms can serve as connective tissue by enabling trust-building, coordination, and civic
interpretation of community issues’ (Burai et al., 2024; De Meulenaere et al., 2021; Kim &
Ball-Rokeach, 2006).

The platformization of local communication infrastructure is not limited to public-
facing social media platforms (e.g., Thorson et al., 2020). As ‘bounded social media
places’ (Malhotra, 2025) like closed group chats become more central to everyday com-
munication (Matassi et al., 2019), it is essential to understand how their affordances
structure participation and shape the broader civic culture (Couldry et al., 2010; Dahlg-
ren, 2009). Semi-private IM groups combine sociability and intimacy with public-
oriented engagement (Pasitselska, 2024; Tenenboim & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2020; cf. Papa-
charissi, 2010). As such, IM groups serve a dual function, enabling both the circulation of
external information (e.g., news; Masip et al., 2021) and sustained, dialogical interactions
among users (Pasitselska, 2024). In turn, they become spaces for norm negotiation and
informal rule-setting, reflecting the ‘spontaneous and self-organizing culture of personal
messaging’ (Chadwick et al., 2024, p. 16). However, IM groups’ suitability for political
discourse is still debatable, due to low trust and limited deliberative norms in the
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weak-tie groups (Masip et al., 2021), and unwillingness to discuss politics with close ties
(Zhu et al., 2024; cf. Valenzuela et al., 2021). At the same time, IM groups have become a
ubiquitous tool for social coordination (Ling & Lai, 2016), especially in the moment of
crisis (Pasitselska et al., forthcoming). By bridging micro-level talk and coordination,
these groups may act as emergent civic infrastructures, offering low-threshold settings
for organizing everyday life and responding to shared concerns.

To understand how closed messaging platforms function as civic infrastructure, we
examine the contexts of residential buildings where coordination is unavoidable (Bengts-
son, 1998; Treffers & Lippert, 2019).

Digitally mediated neighboring

While networked individuals do not depend on their neighbors for social support and can
freely choose their social connections (Blokland, 2003), everyday interdependencies persist.
Physical proximity still shapes local interaction by fostering voluntary ties or creating
impersonal interdependence (Blokland, 2017). The tension between choice and structural
entanglement becomes particularly acute in residential buildings, where neighbors must
navigate shared living regardless of personal preferences. From coordinating trash disposal
to resolving noise disputes, residential IM groups become sites of mundane civics (Bakard-
jieva, 2012), even if they are not explicitly political (cf. Van Deth, 2014). They are charac-
terized by a strong personal dimension intertwined with offline interactions (Burai et al,,
2024), and the norms of ‘good neighborliness’ (Cheshire, 2022; Rosenblum, 2016).

The double unstructuring of governance in residential buildings

Multi-unit buildings present a unique form of civic space characterized by what we term
‘double unstructuring’ of governance. While they are premised on the idea of self-gov-
ernance of shared spaces (Treffers & Lippert, 2019), in practice, governance is often frag-
mented. Formal boards may be inactive or dominated by a few, while informal
arrangements (such as building committees or volunteer coordinators) may be inconsist-
ent or lack legal authority (Lippert & Treffers, 2016; Loboda Lichtenbaum & Rosen,
2018). Multi-unit buildings’ governance is thus as much about managing interpersonal
relationships and obligations as it is about infrastructure (Bengtsson, 1998). Fragmented
governance represents the first layer of unstructuring and it emerges where governance
arrangements are unclear or inadequate for day-to-day coordination (Treffers & Lippert,
2019).

The second layer of unstructuring pertains to digital platforms of coordination. Plat-
form-mediated communication generally lacks explicit governance frameworks (Gille-
spie, 2010), creating spaces where norms and rules must be negotiated organically
through platform interfaces (Ronzhyn et al.,, 2023). When unclear building governance
meets ungoverned platformized interaction, this creates both necessity and opportunity
for alternative coordination mechanisms. However, previous research has mostly exam-
ined neighborhood-level groups (De Meulenaere et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2019) and public
social media places rather than the dense micro-contexts of multi-unit housing, where
people are ‘obligated and forced ... into togetherness’ (Beck, 1997, p. 97).
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IMs as civic infrastructure in residential settings

As emergent governance instruments, IM chat groups might fill gaps left by formal mech-
anisms, facilitate real-time coordination, and potentially redistribute who gets to speak,
complain, or mobilize others. To capture these dynamics, we draw on Ronzhyn et al.’s
(2023) definition of platform affordances as the relational properties of digital platforms
that emerge through the interaction of technical features, user practices, and context. In
our analysis, we conceptualize the affordances of residential chat groups as emergent pos-
sibilities at the intersection of platform design (e.g., message persistence, group accessibil-
ity, moderation), housing infrastructure (e.g., shared patios, management systems), and
sociocultural norms (e.g., expectations of ‘good neighborliness,” property hierarchies).
Accordingly, we understand affordances as situationally activated, and dependent on
local conditions, interpersonal dynamics, and infrastructural arrangements. This approach
reveals how house chat groups are embedded in the infrastructure of everyday civic life,
and what kinds of participation they enable, invite, or limit. Therefore, we ask: What are
the unique affordances of house chat groups in the local civic infrastructure? (RQ1)

Next, while building statutes often imagine residents as rational and mutually accoun-
table co-governors (Treffers & Lippert, 2019), empirical work suggests the opposite: par-
ticipation is low, interests clash, and many prefer to disengage (Bengtsson, 1998; Low et
al., 2012). Thus, governance in multi-unit housing is more than a matter of legal frame-
works. It is a continuous negotiation of conduct, responsibility, and belonging (Trefters
& Lippert, 2019). House chat groups provide arenas for such negotiation, where expec-
tations of neighborliness, responsibility, and shared concerns are made visible and con-
tested. Thus, we ask: How do house chat groups shape perceptions of shared concerns
and obligations? (RQ2)

Finally, IM platforms are embedded within pre-existing social hierarchies. Research in
housing governance has long shown that participatory structures like homeowners’
associations or house committees disproportionately empower owners over renters,
long-timers over newcomers, and those with resources over those without (Treffers &
Lippert, 2019). In this context, chat groups may serve as compensatory tools, but their
affordances are likely unevenly activated and shaped by broader residential dynamics
on-site (Helsper, 2021; Nemer, 2022). For example, they can exacerbate racial segregation
through surveillance and community policing (Kurwa, 2019) or create ‘digitally gated
communities’ that deepen existing social divisions (Dixon, 2017). Thus, while access to
digital infrastructures seems to benefit local communities, it is also shaped by inequalities
in digital skills, language fluency, and housing stability (Baborska-Narozny et al., 2017;
Ognyanova et al., 2013). Our final research question builds on the idea that residential
chat groups both connect and exclude residents, framing their civic potential. Therefore,
we aim to understand the stratifying function of residential chat groups and ask: How do
house chat groups foster in- and exclusion in the local civic infrastructure? (RQ3)

Method
IMs in context: Germany and Israel

We adopt a comparative approach to study the civic functions of residential chat groups
in Israel and Germany. These cases offer ‘maximum variation’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006): both
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countries are urbanized democracies (Israel: 93% urbanization; Germany: 78%, United
Nations, 2019) with widespread IM use, but different housing governance and sociopo-
litical context. This contrast allows us to examine how similar digital technologies oper-
ate under divergent institutional and social conditions.

In Germany, urban housing is predominantly rental-based. Less than half the popu-
lation owns their homes, and ownership rates are even lower in cities like Berlin (16%)
and Hamburg (20%) (bpb, 2024, p. 237). Ownership correlates with building type: in
2022, 50% of all property owners lived in single-family houses, while 85% of renters
lived in multi-unit buildings (p. 239). Multi-unit buildings with private ownership
are governed by the Wohnungseigentumsgesetz (WEG), which mandates the formation
of homeowners associations responsible for managing shared property (WEG §18-19,
2021). These associations either self-manage or contract professional companies, par-
ticularly in larger buildings (Ritschel, 2023). In contrast, tenants fall under separate
tenancy law (BGB §535ft, 2025) and are structurally excluded from collective govern-
ance, relying instead on landlords to mediate any building-related issues, despite con-
tributing indirectly to shared costs.

In Israel, homeownership is more common: 70.8% own their homes, and only 28.6%
rent (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2023). Most Israelis live in low- to mid-rise condomi-
niums, especially in the major urban hubs of Tel Aviv and Jerusalem (Ministry of Con-
struction and Housing, 2016). In contrast to the German highly regulated model,
building governance is often informal, based on ‘building committees’ with limited
legal status (Loboda Lichtenbaum & Rosen, 2018). In newer developments, formal prop-
erty management firms are becoming more prevalent (ibid.). Altogether, governance
tends to be decentralized and norm-driven (Lehavi, 2015), making interpersonal
dynamics central to coordination. This informal residential governance model operates
in the context of a highly stratified housing landscape, where ethno-national and class-
based disparities persist (Haman, 2023).

Digital communication practices differ in intensity rather than kind. In Israel, What-
sApp use is nearly universal, with 95% daily usage and an average of 15 group chats per
user (Wiener & Stegman, 2024). In Germany, instant messaging apps like WhatsApp and
Signal are used by over 80% of the population, with about 70% engaging daily (Strippel et
al., 2024). Political discourse on messenger apps is present, with approximately one in
five German users engaging in political discussions through these platforms (Valeriani
& Vaccari, 2018).

Data collection

Participants were eligible if they were over 18, lived in a multi-unit residential entity (or,
in some cases, private houses or villas), and either participated in or had opted out of a
residential chat group (with the exception of one non-participant, see below). We focused
on urban and suburban areas (rather than rural communities) since our case selection
suggested that multi-unit buildings are more likely found in urban areas and present a
case in point for individuals ‘forced into togetherness’ (Beck, 1997). Participants had
to speak a language accessible to the research team (see below).

Recruitment relied primarily on snowball sampling (Heckathorn, 2011). We recruited
through personal networks, with participants helping expand the pool. To reach beyond
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our immediate networks, we distributed flyers across several Berlin neighborhoods. To
our disappointment, this offline recruitment effort yielded no responses®, so we did
not pursue this strategy for other cities.

All interviews followed a semi-structured protocol to ensure consistency (Appendix
A). During interviews, participants were encouraged to scroll through their chat histories
and read aloud messages or interactions they considered interesting or illustrative. We
did not have direct access to the chat logs; instead, participants themselves selected
what to verbally share during these ‘walkthrough’ segments. We ensured consistency
in data quality by closely following the interview protocol and conducting regular deb-
riefings during the fieldwork period. Interviews were conducted by the authors in Ger-
man or English (Germany) and in Hebrew, English, Russian, or Ukrainian (Israel),
depending on participant preference. Due to language limitations, Arabic-speaking
groups in Israel were not included in this study. Interviews lasted 40 minutes on average.
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and translated into English by the authors. The
described procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board at the first
author’s institution.

The final sample consists of 18 men and 25 women aged from early 20s to late 70s,
with a majority falling between 30-40 years old, residing in different types of urban
and suburban settings, from major cities like Berlin and Tel Aviv to smaller towns and
rural settlements (Appendix B). The housing situations of the participants varied widely,
encompassing low-rise, mid-rise, and high-rise residential buildings, as well as student
dormitories, housing complexes, and settlements (e.g., yishuvim in Israel). Most partici-
pants were regular members of their building chat group, while some held administrative
roles. A slightly higher number of interviews in Israel is explained by a greater frequency
and diversity of house groups found in the Israeli context.

Data analysis

We conducted a three-stage qualitative coding guided by grounded theory principles
(Corbin & Strauss, 2015), supplemented by comparative analysis. First, each author inde-
pendently coded two random interviews from their national sample to identify recurring
concepts. Next, we jointly developed thematic categories informed by literature (e.g.,
affordances, norms, inclusion/exclusion) and compiled a shared codebook (Appendix
C). In the second round, we swapped samples and coded using the refined categories,
holding regular discussions to ensure interpretive consistency. Finally, we synthesized
findings and compared patterns across the two contexts. All participant names are
pseudonyms.

Findings

An important preface to the discussion of house chat groups is that participants across both
countries situated house chat groups within a broader ecology of local digital groups, such
as neighborhood, resale, or parent groups, or localized news discussions. Digital infrastruc-
ture lens reveals house chats’ position in the broader ecosystem. Sharona, a Kfar Saba
(Israel) resident in her forties, illustrates the range and diversity of such groups: Tm in
the group of the community garden ..., a group for donations, a group for sale. We
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also made a group for the book fair that we organize ... So there are all kinds of groups.’
Yet, house chats emerged as a distinct type, embedded directly into the social, material
and administrative fabric of the building. Participants emphasized their boundedness,
both in membership (defined by residence rather than interest) and in function.

Affordances of residential chat groups (RQ1): visibility, fragmentation and
ambient awareness

In line with our theoretical framing of affordances as emergent from the intersection of
platform features, housing infrastructures, and social norms (Ronzhyn et al., 2023), we
begin by examining how participants described the everyday use of house chat groups.
A consistent narrative across interviews was that house chat groups are primarily instru-
mental rather than social places. Tilmo, an IT consultant from Padeborn, described that
in his building’s chat:

Around 95% of the group’s contributions are related to our house and immediate surround-
ings, like underground parking, trash cans, mailbox issues, or heating. It never extends
beyond that.

Participants consistently described minimal, transactional exchanges unlike com-
munication between ‘friends’. Smedar, a researcher from Kfar Saba emphasized that
‘no one comes to make friends there.” Tom, an IT specialist from Givatayim similarly
noted that ‘It is not a community, it is a functional group’. The emphasis on instrumen-
tality reflects a trend within residential communities where efficiency often takes pre-
cedence over sociability.

Many groups emerged from maintenance projects, but unlike one-off ‘event groups,’
continued beyond their original purpose. The groups could also emerge as a tool for
community management (e.g., organization of annual house parties), but without an
aim for fostering deeper social connections within the group space. This communication
style is enabled by specific platform affordances (e.g., Van Raemdonck et al., 2025) and
the limited scope of interaction between residents. Message persistence enables asynchro-
nous communication, while the absence of message threading discourages sustained con-
versation, producing a flattened, bulletin-board-like interaction mode. As Erwin, a
consultant from Hamburg, explained:

It’s mostly brief. They are not long conversations. It’s like, ‘Yes, I have it’ or ‘No, sorry’ or
‘Alright, thanks.’” And then a new question or request comes up.

Many participants reported joining these groups not out of a desire for neighborly
interaction, but rather due to peer pressure or a need to be informed (see also Ger-
shon-Coneal et al., 2024). The IM group was running alongside in-person meetings of
owners (which almost never included renters). The ‘offline’ time was usually reserved
for ‘important matters”:

Nah, we have our fights at the official owners’ meeting ... If it’s so serious, then it’s more
face-to-face in the owners’ meeting. (Anja, IT specialist, Hamburg)

However, owners’ meetings were infrequent, so problems and solutions had to be dis-
cussed in the group. Both our German and Israeli interviewees mentioned that the
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majority of issues actually were either too urgent to wait until another meeting, or too
small-scale to be discussed there:

The decision about the electric gate in the end was made in the group, I didn’t need to hold a
meeting again. ... If there are things that are not very significant, they get discussed in the
group. That’s the majority of things, for example, there was an explosion in the pipeline.
(Golda, retired teacher, Netanya)

Here, the platform affords a kind of ambient awareness (see also Hampton, 2015), where
residents monitor group activity to stay informed, even without actively contributing.
Accordingly, and unlike other local chat groups, participation in house chat groups is
often not a matter of choice but a necessity. Moran, a PhD student from Jerusalem,
explained that his house committee required every apartment to have a representative
in the group, and ‘for the young people there’s a feeling of some kind of obligation
and from that, lack of choice.” Here, the seen-by affordance (the visibility of who has
read messages) and the lack of anonymity can reinforce social pressure to participate.

House chats also played a significant role in social control. Before chat groups, coexis-
tence and coordination within urban buildings often relied on analog or interpersonal cues,
such as notes on stairwell bulletin boards or face-to-face confrontation. Messaging apps
changed that equation by introducing real-time, group-wide visibility. In this sense, the
affordance of visibility (i.e., the possibility to see who reads, who writes, and who remains
silent) becomes part of the governance structure of the building itself. The chat group sup-
plements or substitutes for more formalized building oversight mechanisms, especially in
settings like Israel where informal committees dominate (Loboda Lichtenbaum & Rosen,
2018). Across buildings, participants told us that they used the chat to signal disapproval
or enforce communal expectations, often through posting photos or complaints:

Someone uploads a picture of dog pee in the elevator and adds a caption As usual, dogs defe-
cate in the elevator, it’s disgusting. (Ron, IT specialist, Tel Aviv)

The affordances like immediacy, visibility, and multimodality (e.g., photos, videos,
screenshots) transform private annoyances into public issues, enabling accountability;
sharing a photo or short text does not just inform, it invites judgment and, potentially,
action (see also Gershon-Coneal et al., 2024). Oded from Kfar Saba and Moran from Jer-
usalem mentioned that the groups were used to shame the residents who tried to get away
with not paying house committee fees. In this case, house chat groups functioned less like
bulletin boards and more like surveillance systems, where the threshold for surfacing a
problem is extremely low.

Finally, platform governance features (such as admin deletion rights or member block-
ing) shaped participation to a limited degree, since the prevalent way of managing inap-
propriate content was simply to ignore it, or redirect conversation to private, one-on-one
communication. Tom from Givatayim explained that he used his administrator rights
only ones, when

One tenant had a psychotic attack or something, and sent messages that were unrelated to
anything, the details of his bank account and things like that, so I cleaned his messages.

In some cases, sub-groups (e.g., for dog owners) would branch from the main chat,
suggesting that affordances for group fragmentation were being leveraged to cater for
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more specific shared interests or manage tension between the group participants (see
below for the case of Ron’s group in Tel Aviv).

While house groups typically facilitate routine information exchange, they can trans-
form into spaces for civic deliberation during moments of crisis or conflict, as explored in
the next section.

Perceptions of shared concerns and obligations (RQ2)

Collectivization of concerns and ambient responsibility

House chat groups do more than facilitate information exchange; they shape how resi-
dents define what counts as a shared concern, and who feels responsible for it. Many par-
ticipants described moments where the group transformed from a passive information
channel into an active problem-solving space, especially during crises, infrastructural
breakdowns, or collective grievances. As Milena, an international student from Bamberg
put it: ‘We’'re literally in the same boat.” This was most evident when responsibility was
tied to immediate, tangible concerns, such as malfunctioning utilities or safety issues. As
Felix, a social worker from Berlin recalled:

We had this elderly woman with dementia who kept burning things on the stove. The group
became very active, since everyone was worried about fire safety, checking on her, and coor-
dinating with caregivers.

In these moments, the group became a collective caretaking apparatus, lowering barriers
for participation while expanding the scope of accountability. Here, civic responsibility
becomes distributed, visible, and emotionally resonant, especially when the group serves
as the only consistent channel of communication across tenants. Anastasiia, a newly
repatriated business analyst from Haifa, described such moment of civic mobilization:

When someone starts complaining, and another sees these complaints, and they are also fed
up with this issue, then they will go, knock on the door of the management company and write
back [to the groupl]. ... maybe for you personally it’s not a big deal, but when some kind of pile
rises around it and everyone around starts to rustle too, it gives you strength and energy.

In such cases, IMs do more than relay concerns; they amplify and collectivize them. Simi-
larly, Linda, a woman in her mid-thirties living in a self-described left-wing leaning
environment in Berlin, mentioned a similar use for the chat group for ‘tips and tricks,
like legal measures to make the [unresponsive] landlord react’ Sharing successful
approaches of dealing with a landlord or just ‘venting together’ gave residents a soothing
feeling that they have each other’s backs within these unequal power relations.

The IM affordances combined with spatial proximity make it easy to surface and frame
problems as shared. At the same time, these bursts of coordination and cooperation are
also volatile and short-lived (Bengtsson, 1998; Treffers & Lippert, 2019). For example,
Felix remarked: ‘People complain about the broken lock again and again, but no one
calls the management. It’s like, we all wait for someone else to do it.” Anastasiia, similarly,
notes that while residents complained in the group and discussed the issues in person,
their discussions in the end did not lead to anything. In this sense, responsibility is sig-
naled rather than enacted: a way to demonstrate concern without actual commitment to
solving the issue (somewhat akin to slacktivism). Thus, easy posting creates ambient
responsibility - feeling productive through voicing concern without taking action. This
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dynamic mirrors what housing scholars have observed in co-governed settings: they
suffer from free-rider problems, particularly as group size increases and the lack of indi-
vidual effort becomes less visible (Bengtsson, 1998; Lippert & Treffers, 2016). Especially
in larger buildings, chat groups reproduce this asymmetry digitally, creating over-active
and under-responsible environments.

Israeli case, however, demonstrates some notable exceptions. We found that chat
groups in affluent neighborhoods, where residents have considerable social and econ-
omic capital, can - under right circumstances - even facilitate local political influence
(see also Gershon-Coneal et al., 2024):

There was a plan for a new light rail line to pass near our neighborhood. When the project
got delayed, people in our chat group started discussing why it happened and how we could
influence the situation. Someone suggested meeting with the mayor to pressure the Ministry
of Transportation. Then, one of our group members chimed in - turns out he is well-con-
nected with the Head of Transportation in Rishon LeZion. He talked to the guy from Trans-
portation and pushed for opening up another lane while the roadwork was going on. And
you know what? It worked. They actually widened the road back to five lanes. (Haim, econ-
omist, Rishon LeZion)

Across our interviews however, house chat groups seemed to be the most effective as civic
infrastructure when the problem and the power to act are co-located, i.e., when those
experiencing the issue are also those able and willing to respond. When issues lie beyond
the building (e.g., municipal decisions, rent increases, gentrification), the group can still
foster awareness and solidarity, but outcomes are more contingent and volatile.

Competing governance and contested responsibilities

House chat groups operate within existing governance structures, creating tensions over
what constitutes shared concerns and who has authority to address them. The groups
function alongside traditional decision-making spaces such as house committees, land-
lord communications, and tenant meetings. We find striking differences between the
German and Israeli case.

Germany’s hierarchical property management limited problem solving in chat groups,
channeling issues to one-on-one communication with landlords or management compa-
nies. Julian, an educator from Berlin explained that complaints in the group could be
interpreted as challenging property management or a landlord:

I've had bad experiences with property managers, and I don’t know where their eyes and
ears are. It’s too big a group for me to say anything against my landlord. I would perhaps
rather write to individual neighbors, with whom I have already had contact, and talk
about how the property management works. ... but not in the group itself.

In Israel, especially in less affluent areas or small buildings that could not afford man-
agement companies, many such matters were solved through house committees (consist-
ing of one or two residents), with management largely conducted through the chat group.
Tal from Hadera recounted that after one tenant submitted a complaint to Housing Cul-
ture Association, their house committee decided to step down from their position and
posted a resignation note in the group:

Good morning, following many complaints from tenants about the building and the con-
duct, we have decided to withdraw from the management of the house ... Attached herewith
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is a letter with unfounded claims from the Housing Culture Association following a
complaint from one of the tenants who is not ready for us to let her into the group.

After this note, other tenants replied with heartfelt messages about how they appreciate
the house committee’s work, which eventually precluded the resignation. This demon-
strates not just how the house committees in Israel protect their autonomy from other
institutional bodies, but also how the chat group becomes a place for rituals of legitima-
tion. However, not in all cases in Israel the group was considered an open forum for
decision making, as Smedar’s experience in a mid-rise building in Kfar Saba illustrates:

I informed everyone that there was no grounding at the building ... It turned into such a
buzz, with people accusing me of ‘bypassing authority,” because why didn’t I inform the
house committee [first]. Everyone got so angry.

This incident reveals how shared concerns become contested not just in terms of content
(is electrical safety a collective responsibility?) but also in terms of process (who has auth-
ority to raise these concerns?). The very act of using the chat group to address safety
issues was interpreted as undermining the house committee’s authority.

When governance conflicts become irreconcilable, residents may create competing
chat groups that represent different visions of shared responsibility. Ron, an IT specialist
in a large Tel Aviv apartment complex, described how conflicting views of building man-
agement led to the formation of two separate groups — one supporting the existing man-
agement company and another representing dissatisfied residents. He told us that ‘the
separate groups became spaces for sharing updates on legal proceedings and attempting
to sway ‘public’ opinion,’. As such, they effectively mediated residents’ internal politics
around competing definitions of proper building governance.

In- and exclusion (RQ3)

Property ownership
Property ownership emerged as a key axis shaping participation in house chat groups,
with digital platforms sometimes challenging, and other times reproducing existing hier-
archies. In both national contexts ownership corresponds to decision-making power.
Naturally, property owners are not only more entitled to participate and have a say in
the group, but also have more motivation and interest to be involved in the house manage-
ment. Yet, in both cases, chat groups subtly destabilize these institutional arrangements.
On the one hand, messaging apps allow tenants to bypass formal hierarchies and
become directly involved in ongoing coordination and everyday management, especially
in small or self-managed buildings. Several renters described using the chat group to stay
informed, ask questions, or express concerns directly, which would otherwise be unavail-
able through official channels. This informal inclusion, however, coexists with more
implicit boundaries. Landlords, rather than tenants, often hold admin privileges or are
treated as the primary point of contact. Evgenyi from Modiin noted: ‘Only apartment
owners are admins. If you rent, you can post, but you can’t decide anything.” Some ren-
ters were only added after explicitly asking, or were left out altogether when owners saw
the group as a management tool rather than a community space. Non-inclusion was
rarely framed as exclusion; rather, it seemed ‘natural,’ reflecting broader legal and
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institutional frameworks that exclude tenants from governance (similarly, Treffers &
Lippert, 2019).

The presence of landlords in the group creates additional dynamics of self-censorship
(see the quote of Julian above). In this way, the group amplifies the ambiguity of double
unstructuring and digital inclusion: presence in the chat does not equate to equal voice,
and a tacit fear of being perceived as a ‘bad tenant’ (Power & Gillon, 2020) can lead to
restraint.

Platform affordances can also reinforce these exclusions through seemingly neutral
technical features. The invitation-only nature of many groups creates barriers for tenant
participation. For example, when Anastasiia moved into her building, she could not find
the chat group on Telegram and only learned about it weeks later during a fire alarm
when a neighbor shared the link: “The chat is closed, so you can’t find it from the street
by some keywords, you can only join here by the invitation link.’

Communication and moderation styles

Since Israeli participants were often left to their own devices to solve residential issues,
their groups entailed a higher presence of conflict and arguments compared to what Ger-
man participants reported. Many Israeli interviewees described the communication style
as ‘passive-aggressive,” and the nature of conversations as ‘tense.” This was particularly
evident when the semi-public nature of the group was used for social pressure through
public shaming to force people into fulfilling their neighborly obligations. The nego-
tiation of financial responsibilities proves particularly contentious, as illustrated by
Oded, a group administrator from Kfar Saba: ‘Everything is loaded unless you phrase
it most neutrally - it always comes down to accusations about who’s not paying.’

Such communication dynamics might result in general reluctance to participate due to
perceived climate of negativity, or even directly silence less outspoken members. Alon, a
lawyer from Jerusalem, shared a story about one aggressive neighbor who verbally
attacked others in the group, concluding that “The consequence of the way he behaves
is that people are afraid to speak their mind’.

As recalled by some of the group admins we interviewed - Golda, Anat, Oded, Tom -
this is the kind of situation where they would chime in to call for more civil discourse or
encourage people to solve the issues in private, including instances where members were
removed from the group for uncivil behavior. This communication style was drastically
different from the average chat group interactions in Germany, which were generally
described as polite and pleasant, with considerable effort to get along with neighbors.

Cultural and language barriers

One of the frequently mentioned barriers to participation in house groups is the difficulty
in communicating in a common language. Immigrants or residents from minority back-
grounds sometimes remained silent observers or avoided joining altogether. Tal, a
researcher in her late thirties, explained:

In Hadera, there is a very large population of Jews coming from the former Soviet Union
who do not speak Hebrew, and there are also some in our building who don’t. And
many times, it takes longer for them to react, because they are probably waiting for the chil-
dren, or for someone, to come, to read and tell them what’s going on.
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Even when residents understood the language, cultural unfamiliarity or lack of social
embeddedness could result in hesitation or self-censorship. Nina, a Brazilian living in a
mid-rise building in Berlin with her Danish partner, told us that she tends to avoid confl-
icts in the group for fear of misunderstanding the issue or context. Nina’s and Tal’s
accounts reflect broader findings that language fluency often conditions digital partici-
pation and can reinforce informal gatekeeping in community communication, thereby
also shaping the perceived legitimacy and confidence to engage (Helsper, 2021;
Nemer, 2022).

At the same time, the fact that communication is written and asynchronous - in con-
trast to in-person tenant meetings - offered more time to process messages and formulate
responses, allowing non-native speakers to stay informed even if they participated less.
Milena, an international student living in a residential building in Bamberg, said she
rarely contributed to her building’s group before she became more fluent in German
but nonetheless appreciated the inclusion it enabled:

Everyone was writing in German, which made it hard to actually actively participate. But
still, being able to read the chat, made me feel more included in everything that was
going on in the building.

This underscores prior work which suggests that asynchronous written communication
can help reduce interactional pressure (Kim et al., 2019). For Victoria, a newly repatriated
accountant in her fifties, the house chat became one of the few places she could comfor-
tably practice the language:

I'm still learning Hebrew, so that’s why I also read and try to communicate with them. That
is, it also has the function of reading in Hebrew.

In some cases, then, house chat groups can assist with socialization into a new cultural
context.

Platform affordances can also mitigate language barriers in meaningful ways. Anasta-
siia, whose first language is Russian, described how Telegram’s built-in translator enabled
multilingual communication:

We have people who write in Hebrew, in Russian, in English, in Arabic, but I can click on
the message, click on the translate button, and it translates to me.

Voice messages also offered accessible communication for those with limited writing
skills. However, while these tools lower some participation barriers, their use and useful-
ness is unevenly distributed, which we address next.

Digital literacy

Finally, limited digital literacy continues to act as a barrier to participation in house chat
groups. While older adults are often assumed to be the most affected, our interviews paint
a more nuanced picture. Several participants in their 70s were active users and even
administrators (e.g., Golda, a retired teacher living in a high-rise building in Netanya
who started and administered her house chat group). In some cases, like Moran’s
group in Jerusalem, they were more engaged than their younger counterparts. Still, digi-
tal exclusion among older residents remains a concern, especially when alternative chan-
nels for information sharing are absent. In these cases, family members or neighbors
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often step in to act as ‘proxy users’ (Reisdorf et al, 2021), relaying updates or
communicating on their behalf. Yet this workaround is not guaranteed. As Rivka, in
her late seventies, explained:

Back in the day, everything was on ... this huge board in the lobby, right at the entrance.
They’d put everything there, and they’d also put notices in our mailboxes. That’s how I
kept up with everything - I didn’t need my children to help me then. Now it’s all WhatsApp.

The consequences of digital exclusion extend beyond individual inconvenience to mak-
ing some people invisible in informal building self-governance. Oded, who acts as a
proxy in his mother’s house chat group, described a telling incident:

There is this couple who have been living in the apartment below my mom’s for close to 22
years ... The husband died last year. When someone announced it in the group, people
didn’t know who it was. Because he was not a member of the WhatsApp group!

In a building of nine tenants, Nissim and his wife Tikvah were the only non-members,
requiring constant reminders to ‘tell this or that to Nissim and Tikvah.” His death
revealed how absence from the WhatsApp group had rendered him invisible to neighbors
despite decades of shared residence. Here, absence from the chat group does not just sig-
nal a lack of participation; it erases people from collective awareness.

However, there were workarounds. Anja (IT specialist from Hamburg whom we cited
previously) told us how they manage it: ‘We don’t have such a terribly IT-savvy crowd in
the house ... they weren’t born with a cell phone in their arm,” which created communi-
cation gaps even among willing participants. As she explained: ‘If we really want to reach
everyone, we have to do it by e-mail, because then we can assume that everyone is really
reading.” For activities requiring sustained coordination - like gardening days, energy
monitoring, or community events — residents in her building relied on traditional infor-
mation boards rather than chat groups. While maintaining multiple communication
channels accommodates different residents’ needs and capabilities, it places additional
coordination burdens on those managing building communications, who must navigate
between digital and analog methods to ensure inclusive participation.

Discussion

This study positions residential chat groups as mundane but consequential infrastruc-
tures of civic life. Focusing on a relatively new communication phenomenon, we expand
knowledge of semi-private spaces (Kim et al., 2019; Tenenboim & Kligler-Vilenchik,
2020; Zhu et al., 2024) and their role in civic infrastructure (Pasitselska et al., forthcom-
ing; Thorson et al., 2020). While previous research on housing governance has documen-
ted persistent challenges in self-management among residents (Bengtsson, 1998; Trefters
& Lippert, 2019), our focus on the communicative practices enabled by IMs complements
this body of work by showing how governance is enacted through mediated everyday
interaction.

A Kkey contribution of our study shows how IMs reshape responsibility under the
conditions of double umstructuring in residential settings. IMs break a proverbial
fourth wall in the buildings, creating a common room where shared concerns can
be identified and negotiated. As shown throughout the findings, this visibility fosters
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ambient awareness among residents — a passive yet continuous attunement to shared
concerns — which in turn shapes a sense of ambient responsibility: the feeling of hav-
ing ‘done one’s part’ by reporting a nuisance rather than resolving it. This resonates
with Hampton’s (2015, p. 113) observation that this kind of awareness is especially
useful where strong social ties and face-to-face presence are limited, which are exactly
the conditions typical of many multi-unit housing settings. Here, we extend the hous-
ing studies literature (Bengtsson, 1998; Treffers & Lippert, 2019) by showing how
digital platforms can simultaneously increase awareness and expression at the expense
of action. This may be related to broader structural aspects of shared urban living;
while co-habiting a building generates interdependencies, these do not resolve the
underlying tension between private property and collective responsibility (Bengtsson,
1998).

Further, we find differences in the scope of civic issues that chat groups effectively
address. They seem most impactful when issues are situated within the building and
among the residents (cf. Cheshire, 2022). Under such conditions, chat groups function
as agile communities for house self-governance. However, when problems extend
beyond the house (such as public infrastructure, city planning, or broader political grie-
vances), the civic potential of residential groups becomes more contingent. Thus, while
digital neighborliness does not stop at the front door, its efficacy diminishes as issues
scale outward.

It goes without saying that residential groups do not function in a vacuum, hence
their affordances are always interpreted through existing social arrangements and
material conditions (Costa, 2018; Ronzhyn et al., 2023). In our cases, the legal frame-
works and how they are enacted in practice fundamentally shaped how residential chat
groups function. In Germany, hierarchically organized housing and formal manage-
ment structures channeled chat group activity toward coordination and sociability
rather than activism. In Israel, informal and horizontal governance culture enabled
chat groups to play broader roles, resulting in a more contentious communication,
but also relevant moments of collective decision-making. Despite these contextual
differences, we observe similar underlying dynamics: the group as bulletin board, sup-
port system, and informal social control. Overall then, residential chat groups do not
constitute an innovation in housing governance per se, but represent a shift in how
governance is enacted.

Finally, our findings also reveal how residential chat groups systematically repro-
duce rather than remedy social stratification (noting, however, that textual and asyn-
chronous communication might bring benefits for migrants). We extend the insights
from housing literature (Bengtsson, 1998; Lehavi, 2015) by showing that in addition
to legal frameworks and ownership structures, language fluency and digital literacy
also shape participation in self-governance in subtle but consequential ways. Rather
than creating new democratic opportunities, messaging platforms make existing net-
works, social connections, and accumulated resources more interactive and dynamic
(e.g., Helsper, 2021; Nemer, 2022). Digital participation becomes a condition for
social visibility and those who cannot ‘keep up’ with technology are left behind,
regardless of their history in the building. So, while IMs lower the threshold for
coordination, they embed new assumptions of access and digital literacy into every-
day communication.
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Limitations and outlook

While our exploratory design allows us to capture a wide range of experiences and draw
out patterns across diverse contexts, we recognize its limits to make broader claims about
national or structural differences. Future research could build on these initial insights by
employing a more systematic comparative framework. For example, studies could pair
similar building types (e.g., mid-rise buildings with self-management in both countries)
to isolate cultural or institutional factors, or use matched neighborhood samples in cities
with comparable levels of urban density, housing policy, or civic infrastructure. Further
comparative work across more diverse sociocultural and legal environments would help
clarify which dynamics are generalizable and which are context-specific. Furthermore,
though we tried to introduce some variation, participants who agree to talk about
their building chat groups may be more active, more opinionated, or more civically
engaged than the average resident. Similarly, since we did not have access to the actual
chat log data, it is possible that participants downplayed conflicts, exclusions, or their
own disengagement or indifference. In fact, this is highly likely, since in contexts like
neighborly relations people may want to appear cooperative or tolerant (e.g., Rosenblum,
2016). Future research would benefit from triangulating interview data with ethno-
graphic observation or analysis of chat group logs to better capture how group affor-
dances are enacted in practice. Finally, our findings indicate that the role of chat
groups can shift from purely functional everyday communication to group brainstorm-
ing and collective action in times of need (see also Chevée, 2022). The shifts in group’s
role underscore the need for longitudinal and ethnographic approaches that examine
both the visible outcomes of chat group activity, as well as its quieter undercurrents.
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