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ABSTRACT 

 Are new media really detrimental to civic engagement? While many have argued 

that the Internet has led to a sense of detachment among local communities, this study 

contends that new media actually reinforce local community engagement. Specifically, this 

study analyzes hyperlocal media through a case study of the Columbia Heights 

neighborhood in Washington, D.C. Through the application of literature on the public 

sphere, civic engagement, uses and gratifications theory, communicative ecologies, and the 

knowledge city, this study embraces an interdisciplinary approach to understanding the 

effects of multiple new media technologies on community life. A content analysis of 

hyperlocal blogs, list-servs, Twitter, and Facebook groups found that hyperlocal media 

were more likely than mainstream media to provide information on neighborhood-specific 

politics, crime, events, and real estate, and also spurred more conversation. Survey results 

found a positive correlation between hyperlocal media use and community engagement. 

Those who contributed to or interacted with hyperlocal media were more likely to 

display offline community engagement than those who merely followed such media. 

However, a social network analysis of Twitter users found online engagement within that 

medium was less vibrant: The ties among Twitter users were predominantly “following” 

relationships and exhibited few instances of direct communication or interaction. Taken as 
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individual sources, then, hyperlocal media do not provide all a community’s 

communication and information needs. Rather, each medium fulfills a specific role, and in 

the aggregate, these technologies do meet the needs of a niche audience. This project was 

originally presented as a website and is best viewed at 

https://commons.georgetown.edu/blogs/networkedneighborhood. HTML files of this 

website are included as supplementary material to this document. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 In the midst of a world that prizes the global—the worldwide blockbuster, the 

multinational corporation, the transcontinental social networking site, the international 

superstar—there is a growing movement in favor of smallness. Among foodies, the 

“locavore” movement seeks sustenance from local farms. In the midst of the Great 

Recession, all consumers were urged to “buy local.” In 2010 E.F. Schumacher’s classic 

economics work Small Is Beautiful was republished.  And in the second decade of the 

twenty-first century, blogs focused on individual neighborhoods or even city blocks 

began to hit their stride. As globalization makes the world seem increasingly smaller and 

more interconnected, the next frontier in online media is not the global, but the 

hyperlocal. Many have focused on the ability of the Internet to blur geographic 

boundaries, often to the benefit of increased cross-cultural understanding but the 

detriment of once-thriving local societies or strong personal relationships. However, as 

new media come of age, applications of online technologies to problems facing local 

communities have proliferated.  Both mainstream media and citizen journalists have 

embraced hyperlocal media to meet the needs of local communities, and consequently, 

the Internet is becoming as prominent in facilitating interaction and information transfer 

at the local level as at the national or global levels. 

 In some ways, these developments may herald a new emphasis on the Internet’s 

still unfulfilled potential for fostering civic engagement. From its earliest days as a 

widespread technology, excitement has swirled around the Internet as a tool for fostering 

democratic discourse and political participation. While it has not become the utopian 

space envisioned by its earliest supporters, the Internet nonetheless offers many 
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opportunities for political activity and communication that enhance civic life.  As digital 

media become more accessible to greater swathes of the U.S. population, more 

participatory, and more dynamic, the roles for new media in civic life have also become 

more flexible. 

 This thesis will observe the use of hyperlocal media in one neighborhood to see if 

the potential for increased community engagement has been realized at such a micro-

level. By focusing on the Washington, D.C., neighborhood of Columbia Heights, the 

study will explore the relationship between community engagement and the varied forms 

of hyperlocal media that take the neighborhood as their subject, including blogs, list-

servs, Twitter feeds, and Facebook pages. Focusing the study on one neighborhood will 

allow for a more specific and nuanced understanding of the ways in which multiple 

media operate in conjunction with one another within a media ecosystem, a holistic 

approach not undertaken. At the same time, expanding the definition of community 

engagement to include many ways of being involved in the neighborhood from traditional 

studies of civic engagement that focus on voting or a narrower set of political activities 

will allow for a broader understanding of how U.S. residents experience their 

communities in twenty-first century society. This simultaneous broadening of scope and 

concentration of focus will add a deeper understanding of issues that are often treated 

separately in studies of media and politics, while also offering insights that could be 

useful to urban studies and policy spheres.  

 In seeking to understand these issues, this study will address a number of research 

questions that incorporate an interdisciplinary approach across media studies, political 
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science, and network theory. While the study is likely to raise a number of questions, I 

will focus on answering the following three:  

RQ1: How are hyperlocal media used in Columbia Heights? 
RQ2: Is there a correlation between community engagement and hyperlocal media use 
in Columbia Heights? 
RQ3: To what extent do social media demonstrate online interaction among Columbia 
Heights’ users? 

 
The study will thus include both qualitative and quantitative components and employ 

three primary methodologies. Because few have looked at hyperlocal media 

holistically—considering how multiple media complement one another within a bounded 

audience or community—the descriptive aspects of this study are a key first step. A 

content analysis of selected media will reveal the subjects and the kinds of conversations 

that hyperlocal media include. Once we understand what hyperlocal media are, we can 

begin to examine how they impact community engagement. The second methodology 

employed was a survey distributed to participants in the Columbia Heights community 

and its hyperlocal media, which asked about their use of hyperlocal media and their 

involvement in the neighborhood. These first two methodologies revealed differences in 

how each hyperlocal medium is used, so the third methodology applies social network 

analysis to Columbia Heights’ social media, specifically looking at the ties that bind a 

sample of the neighborhood’s Twitter users together. 

 In answering these research questions, this study will endeavor to show whether 

digital media—instead of driving users into isolated echo chambers, a fragmented public 

sphere, or an impersonal global environment—actually enhance public life within a given 

community. Throughout the study, I will define hyperlocal media as interactive online 

platforms that serve a niche audience with their narrow geographic scope and allow for 
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the participation of the public, and community engagement as involvement in local 

government; community or civic associations; or social, business, cultural, religious, or 

artistic organizations. The genesis of these definitions will be explained in detail in 

Chapter 4. To gain a deep understanding of the relationship between these two key 

concepts, this study will test the following hypotheses 

H1: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
politics more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H2: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
crime more often than WashingtonPost.com 
H3: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
events more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H4: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood real 
estate more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H5: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media include more online conversation than 
WashingtonPost.com. 
H6: Contributors to hyperlocal media are more likely to exhibit a high degree of 
community engagement in Columbia Heights than those who do not contribute. 
H7: People who live in Columbia Heights follow that neighborhood’s hyperlocal 
media more closely than people who live in other parts of the city. 
H8: People who are long-term residents of Columbia Heights are more likely to 
exhibit a high degree of community engagement than are people who have not yet 
lived in Columbia Heights on a long-term basis. 
H9: Increased use of hyperlocal media is positively correlated with increased 
community engagement. 
H10: The Columbia Heights’ Twitter network is connected by relationships of 
attention more often than relationships of communication. 
H11: Twitter feeds associated with other forms of community engagement (offline 
or through online counterparts in other media) are more likely to occupy an 
influential position in the network than those associated with businesses.  

 
The first four hypotheses will provide insight into the subject matter of hyperlocal media, 

while H5, H10, and H11 will address the interactivity of these media. Hypotheses 6 and 9, 

meanwhile, will test the study’s larger questions about the relationship between 

hyperlocal media and community engagement. Hypotheses 7 and 8 test the neighborhood 

specificity of hyperlocal media and community engagement.  
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 In defining the terms employed in testing these hypotheses, this thesis will build 

upon the developing body of scholarship on uses of new media in civic life. While 

literature on hyperlocal media itself is still limited, related fields offer a theoretical basis 

in which to ground this research. Literature on civic engagement and social capital, the 

information needs of communities, citizen journalism and the public sphere, and 

communicative ecologies provide a framework from which to begin. From another 

perspective, scholarship on knowledge cities adds insights from knowledge management, 

a field more often applied to business than civic life, but very relevant in this case, as 

well. By integrating these fields, this thesis will take an interdisciplinary approach to 

interpreting the data gathered within the broader context in which it operates. 

More specifically, this study will build upon previous work on the relationship 

between new media and social capital. Robert Putnam (2000) argued in Bowling Alone 

that the Internet, along with television, provided enough entertainment choices so as to be 

deleterious to civic engagement. Putnam blamed these new media in part for drawing 

Americans away from public activities that previously fostered the kind of participation 

in one’s community that led to increased social capital. In a follow-up article, Putnam and 

Sander (2010) suggest that online social media facilitate civic participation among the 

“9/11 Generation”—those who were at an impressionable age at the time of the 2001 

terrorist attacks. This study will seek to refute Putnam’s arguments about negative or 

limited media effects, instead looking to expand upon Pippa Norris’ (2000) view that 

attention to the news reinforces civic engagement, and vice versa. 

 Within the context of communication in the neighborhood, this study will build 

upon the recommendations of the Knight Commission on the Information Needs of 
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Communities in a Democracy (Mayer et al. 2009). The Commission’s report sets forth 

basic expectations for the types of information necessary at the local level to further 

democracy and allow residents to participate in the life of the community. While the 

Commission found that residents need pertinent and reliable sources of information and 

the ability and opportunity to engage with and employ that information, it did not specify 

how these needs are or are not already being met. The report’s generous definition of 

information to include government and public information will predispose this study to 

also take a broad view in defining hyperlocal media and evaluating the content it 

transmits. 

 In addition to evaluating the content of the information shared through local 

media, existing literature has also attempted to understand the structures through which 

this information is disseminated. Lou Rutigliano (2007) argues that emergent 

communication networks have the greatest potential for advancing civic journalism and 

broadening participation in the public sphere. His study classified community blogs 

according to the level of community participation they invite. Angela Button and Helen 

Partridge (2007) added another layer in their content analysis of 12 neighborhood 

websites that spanned news, community networking, business and other functions. Button 

and Partridge employed a multilayered theoretical framework: a social layer that focuses 

on the groups of people who participate; a discursive layer that pertains to the content 

discussed; and a technological layer consisting of the devices and media through which 

communication takes place. My study will take all of these layers into account with a 

particular focus, often missing in other literature, on the social layer. Similarly, Marcus 

Foth and Greg Hearn (2007) studied the “communicative ecology” of three inner-city 
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apartment buildings in Australia. Using the same three theoretical layers as Button and 

Partridge (2007), they found that residents move comfortably between online and offline 

communication, and local communication and interaction take precedence over global 

communication. By expanding, Foth and Hearn’s approach, this thesis will take a 

neighborhood for a case study to look at communication patterns in a more complex 

system.   

 The Northwest Washington, D.C., neighborhood of Columbia Heights is a prime 

site for a case study of hyperlocal media for several reasons. First, as a residential 

neighborhood in Washington, its local news is often overshadowed by coverage of 

national politics that attracts the attention of so many journalists in the city at the expense 

of local reporting (Gloria and Hadge 2010). Second, it is a neighborhood with distinct but 

permeable boundaries and a diverse population. Columbia Heights spans two Advisory 

Neighborhood  Commissions (ANC 1A and ANC 1B), which also include other 

neighborhoods. Within Columbia Heights, the population of 32,006 is 26.5% white (non-

Hispanic), 27.7% white (Hispanic/Latino), 4.3% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 40.6% 

Black/African-American.1 Third, as will be discussed below, the neighborhood has a 

history of engaged residents. Finally, Columbia Heights is served by multiple forms of 

hyperlocal media and is home to a number of civic, social, and artistic community 

organizations. 

                                                
1 All of these demographic figures were calculated using 2010 data from the 8 census 
tracts that made up Columbia Heights in 2000. Data were used from tract 28.1, tract 28.2, 
tract 29, tract 30, tract 31, tract 35, tract 36, and tract 37 as indicated on the website 
NeighborhoodInfoDC (http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/censustract/census.html, 
accessed 2 April 2011). 
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 Bounded by Spring Road NW to the north, Florida Avenue NW to the south, 16th 

Street NW to the west, and Georgia Avenue NW to the east, Columbia Heights has 

always had an engaged, diverse community and has often been an early adopter of new 

technologies. Its high elevation at the outskirts of the parts of D.C. that were developed 

earliest and service by multiple modes of transportation (beginning with streetcars in the 

nineteenth century) made Columbia Heights an attractive area to Washington’s upper 

class (Kraft 2010, 245). The Columbia Heights Citizens’ Association was first founded in 

1904 to attract residents by publicizing the neighborhood’s best features, but many other 

community organizations have evolved since then. Among those included in this study 

will be forms of city government (spanning ANC 1A and 1B) and several neighborhood 

community and civic associations. In addition to established non-profit organizations and 

those affiliated with government, the neighborhood is often home to other institutions and 

individuals that take an interest in social activism, which will be described in greater 

detail in Chapters 2 and 3. 

 While Columbia Heights has always been at the vanguard technologically, its 

adoption of digital media is a more complicated situation. As mentioned earlier, the 

neighborhood is currently served by multiple hyperlocal media. However, these media 

are not universally accessible to residents of the neighborhood because of discrepancies 

in broadband adoption across socioeconomic strata (Leach 2011). Nevertheless, some 

residents have become savvy users of these new technologies. Columbia Heights first 

began to garner attention at the citywide level for its use of hyperlocal media when the 

Washington City Paper alternative weekly newspaper published a story about discussions 

of the neighborhood’s gentrification and growing pains on its list-serv (Cherkis 2005). 
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Today, those who are plugged in to Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media follow news 

and engage in conversation through three hyperlocal blogs and multiple list-servs and 

Facebook groups. The city of Washington, in general, has a thriving hyperlocal 

blogosphere at present, but the blog that started the trend towards these neighborhood 

dispatches, Prince of Petworth, was first inspired by its author’s wanderings through the 

developing neighborhoods of Columbia Heights and adjacent Petworth (Hadge 2010b).  

 The development of Columbia Heights’ history and media environment will be 

chronicled in the following chapters, in addition to empirical analyses of the current 

media ecosystem. The outline of this work is structured roughly by Lasswell’s (1948) 

model of the communication process: “Who says what to whom in what channel with 

what effect?” Chapter 2 will provide a history of the neighborhood chosen for this case 

study, highlighting the development of community organizations and the ongoing 

gentrification that continues to be a topic of debate among residents. Chapter 3 offers a 

broad overview of hyperlocal media in Washington, D.C., in general, and Columbia 

Heights, specifically. Chapter 4 will set this study in the context of previous literature and 

provide a theoretical framework for understanding the relationship between hyperlocal 

media and community engagement in Columbia Heights, with a discussion spanning 

studies in political communication, new media, information ecosystems, and the 

knowledge city. Chapters 5 through 7 outline the three methodologies employed in this 

study and their findings. Chapter 5 begins with the content analysis of Columbia Heights’ 

hyperlocal media, and Chapter 6 uses survey data to test hypotheses about the 

relationship between hyperlocal media use and community engagement. Chapter 7 

applies social network analysis to a sample of Twitter accounts tied to Columbia Heights 
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individuals or organizations. Finally, Chapter 8 concludes by considering the context of 

this study’s findings within the broader media environment, as well as the study’s 

implications for democracy, the knowledge city, and future research. Throughout the 

work, the review of related literature and the methods used in this study will illuminate 

paths forward for understanding the economic, social, and civic benefits of hyperlocal 

media, but let us begin by shining a spotlight on the neighborhood that serves as our case 

study: Columbia Heights. 
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Chapter 2: Columbia Heights: A History of Development through Community 

Engagement2 

Jane Jacobs famously observed of the city neighborhood that it does not need to 

recreate “an artificial town or village life”; in fact, it need provide nothing more than 

“some means for civilized self-government” (Jacobs 1961, 117). But in the Northwest 

Washington, D.C., neighborhood of Columbia Heights, it is that very rich community life 

that Jacobs saw as nonessential that has propelled the neighborhood through two 

centuries of transformative growth. Bounded by Spring Road NW to the north, Florida 

Avenue NW to the south, 16th Street NW to the west, and Georgia Avenue NW to the 

east,3 Columbia Heights has always taken an interest in its own betterment, aided by the 

early adoption of new technologies but challenged by at times complicated race relations. 

Throughout the neighborhood’s history, its residents’ predisposition towards community 

engagement has tied together the disparate strands of a narrative woven from racial, 

socioeconomic, age, and cultural diversity. At the same time, the social and cultural 

history of Columbia Heights has also manifested itself in the neighborhood’s built 

environment. Both of these have influenced the conditions that make Columbia Heights 

an interesting case study for hyperlocal media. One of the greatest strengths of hyperlocal 

media is their ability to cater to the specific needs of a targeted audience; to understand 

                                                
2 This chapter adapted from Hadge 2010c. 
3 All streets referred to in the following pages will be located in the NW quadrant of the 
District Columbia, unless otherwise noted. While not acknowledged explicitly by the 
Government of the District of Columbia, the neighborhood boundaries delineated in this 
study are commonly accepted today. 
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the potential impact for such media in Columbia Heights, one must first become 

acquainted with the neighborhood’s history of community engagement, early adoption of 

technology, diversity, and the way in which all these facets of life define its residents. 
 
Demographics 

Bordered by Mount Pleasant and Adams Morgan on the west, Parkview on the 

east, Shaw to the south, and Petworth to the north, Columbia Heights is one of several 

neighborhoods within the District’s Ward 1. In 2011, Jim Graham (D) was the 

councilmember for Ward 1. The local government in the District of Columbia is 

comprised of eight wards, within which are a total of 37 advisory neighborhood 

commissions (ANCs). Advisory neighborhood commissions are governed by a board of 

representatives elected within each neighborhood to represent even smaller single 

member districts (SMDs). Columbia Heights (according to the boundaries defined in this 

study) is served by ANC 1A and ANC 1B, each of which is subdivided into 11 SMDs. 

Columbia Heights is also under the jurisdiction of the third district of the Metropolitan 

Police Department. 

The demographics of Columbia Heights today are the product of multiple 

population shifts over the course of the last century, as the following paragraphs will 

detail. The population of Columbia Heights was 32,006 in 2010. Among these residents, 

26.5% were white non-Hispanic; 40.6% were black non-Hispanic; 27.7% were Hispanic; 

and 4.3%  were Asian/Pacific-Islander. Foreign-born residents comprised 27.8% of the 

Columbia Heights population. Between 2005 and 2009, the average poverty rate was 
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approximately 21%, and the average household income was approximately $62,500. 

During that same period, the average home ownership rate in Columbia Heights was 

31.9% with a median sales price in 2010 of approximately $384,000 for a single-family 

home.4  Average voter turnout in Columbia Heights in 2008 was 58.1% of registered 

voters (District of Columbia Board of Elections and Ethics 2008).5  
 
Early History: 1727 through 1900 

When nineteenth-century Washington’s city center was still a separate entity from 

the less developed areas of Washington County, Columbia Heights existed only as two 

large estates owned by individual landowners. Thus, the neighborhood was conceived 

through independent ownership, not communal development, but over time it shared 

many of the same concerns about housing, transportation, and race relations as the 

adjacent areas of Mount Pleasant and Adams Morgan.6 The southern half of the present-

day neighborhood initially housed the Mount Pleasant Estate, while the land north of 

Columbia Road was granted to James Holmead by Charles Calvert, Lord Baltimore, in 

1727, and became the Pleasant Plains estate. Pleasant Plains was subdivided among 

Holmead’s heirs and sold off in parcels throughout the nineteenth century (Kraft 2010, 

                                                
4 All of these demographic figures were calculated using 2010 data from the 8 census 
tracts that made up Columbia Heights in 2000. Data were used from tract 28.1, tract 28.2, 
tract 29, tract 30, tract 31, tract 35, tract 36, and tract 37 as indicated on the website 
NeighborhoodInfoDC (http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/censustract/census.html, 
accessed 2 April 2011). Data on median sales prices in 2010 were only available for three 
census tracts. The price stated is the mean of those three median prices. 
5 This calculation was determined by finding the mean voter turnout for voting precincts 
23, 36, 39, 41, and 42, which together cover all of Columbia Heights. Precinct 39, 
however, also extends into Mount Pleasant. 
6 See Appendix A for map. 
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242). In 1800, the Mount Pleasant Estate was consolidated, and in 1821, Columbian 

College was established on part of this land. The college served as military quarters for 

Union troops in the city during the Civil War, and in 1912 it was relocated to Foggy 

Bottom as George Washington University (Kraft 2010, 240).  

The early subdivisions built on the land of these estates formed the basis for the 

neighborhood’s residential settlement. In 1865, Samuel P. Brown subdivided the land 

north of Park Road and west of 14th Street and named it Mount Pleasant after the earlier 

estate; this area subsequently expanded to the west into the neighborhood known as 

Mount Pleasant today (Kraft 2010, 240). In 1881 John Sherman, a senator from Ohio and 

a Secretary of the Treasury, bought 121 acres of land between 11th and 14th Streets and 

Boundary Street and Park Road; these lots formed the basis for the subdivision named 

Columbia Heights, after Columbian College. The name gradually came to refer to the 

surrounding area, as well (243). 

Because of its high elevation and location on the city’s outskirts, Columbia 

Heights initially offered a residential retreat from central Washington for primarily 

upper-class residents. In 1883 developer Amzi L. Barber purchased and renovated a 

Queen Anne-style stone mansion on Clifton Street and called it The Belmont (Kraft 2010, 

244). It was rented by Chief Justice Melville Weston Fuller (“In the Hotel Lobbies” 1888, 

6). Other high-profile residents to live or rent in the area included General John Logan, 

Secretary of State and presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan (Kraft 2010, 242-

243), and Senator John A. Logan (The Columbia Heights Citizens’ Association 1904). 
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This early neighborhood benefited from water and sewer lines, as well as the 

horse-drawn and later cable cars of the Washington and Georgetown Railroad Company, 

as early as the 1890s, making it technologically advanced for its time (Kraft 2010, 244). 

After the power station for the cable cars burned down, these were replaced by four 

streetcar lines that served Columbia Heights: on 11th Street, Georgia Avenue, 14th Street, 

and through Mount Pleasant up to 16th Street and Columbia Road (Kraft 2010, 245). 

These transportation conveniences lured developers to the neighborhood, including the 

Englishman Harry Wardman. Wardman built 650 row houses, most of them Colonial 

Revivals designed by the architect Albert Beers, in Columbia Heights between 1902 and 

1913 (“Wardman Washington” 2005). In 1914 Wardman bought The Belmont and 

replaced the building with the Wardman Court apartments, the largest luxury apartment 

complex in the city at the time (Kraft 2010, 246). 
 
Era of the Engaged Elite: 1904 to 1920 

The Columbia Heights Citizens’ Association formed in 1904 to attract even more 

upper-class residents to the neighborhood. The Association championed Columbia 

Heights’ higher elevation, “good streets (many of them well side-walked and shaded), 

excellent sewerage and water service, and attractive residences with all modern 

improvements” (The Columbia Heights Citizens’ Association 1904, 15). The Association 

saw itself as “public-spirited citizens…ever alive to the mental, moral and material 

advancement of their home surroundings” (3). It was open to white residents only, and 

thus the association’s definition of the neighborhood’s boundaries excluded the 
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predominantly African-American neighborhood west of 15th Street near Meridian Hill 

(Kraft 2010, 244). The mixed-race settlement near 11th Street (in the present-day sub-

neighborhood of Pleasant Plains) in the early twentieth century led to the subsequent 

formation of the Pleasant Plains Civic Association, for the black residents 

disenfranchised by the Columbia Heights Citizens’ Association (245).  

In the midst of these civic associations, Mary Foote Henderson, wife of Senator 

John Henderson, stood out as a vocal individual on the subject of further developing the 

16th Street area, in addition to other parts of Washington. The Hendersons’ own home, 

known alternately as Henderson Castle and Boundary Castle, stood at the corner of 16th 

Street and Boundary Street (now Florida Avenue). It was built by E. C. Gardner of 

Boston in 1888 for $50,000 and sustained multiple additions over the following 30 to 40 

years (Electronic building permit database, Permit 1743, Square 2567). After the 

Hendersons’ deaths, their home was leased as the Castle H Tennis and Swimming Club 

before its demolition in 1949 (Kohler and Carson 1978, 340).  

Mrs. Henderson’s causes included the development of 16th Street as a grander 

“Avenue of the Presidents,” lined with busts of the presidents and closed to commercial 

vehicles. At public meetings she shared the designs of her architect partner George 

Oakley Totten to enhance 16th Street in a way that would elevate Columbia Heights’ 

reputation by giving it a direct visual link to the White House and all it stands for. In fact, 

her grand plans included designs for a new Presidential Mansion by Paul Pelz and plans 

by Frederick V. Murphy and W. B. Olmstead for the Lincoln Memorial, both located on 
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Meridian Hill (Kohler and Carson 1978, 326-327). Her proposals were largely 

unsuccessful, except for one, which continues to shape the physical character of 

Columbia Heights today: Meridian Hill Park. 

Mrs. Henderson proposed the construction of Meridian Hill Park, near her home, 

in 1906, and after reviewing plans from George Burnap of the Office of Public Buildings 

and Grounds in 1913, the Commission of Fine Arts approved the plan in 1914. The 

twelve-acre park took decades to complete, due to turnover among designers, court 

injunctions, neglect, and vandalism. Eventually, it featured “a French Renaissance 

esplanade overlooking a grotto, cascade and terrace in the Italianate manner” (Kohler and 

Carson 1978, 329-330). Over the years, several sculptures were installed as gifts from 

foreign delegations and others (331-332). Today, the Park is used by diverse groups of 

people from all around the city for relaxing, playing sports, and casual flanerie. It is 

simultaneously grand in its Italianate and French-influenced garden design and modest in 

its suitability for serving the needs and uses of its local community.  
 
The Growth of Local Commerce and Culture: 1920s to 1950s 

As Columbia Heights and the nation at large prospered in the boom years of the 

1920s, the neighborhood added more attractions to its developing center at 14th Street and 

Park Road. The Tivoli Theater was constructed on the northeast corner of this 

intersection, at 3301 14th Street, in 1924 by architect Thomas Lamb for $300,000 

(Electronic building permit database, Permit 1264, Square 2837). At a time when going 

to the movies was itself still a luxury, “the theater offered moviegoers the splendor of 
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plush carpeting, plum damask wall coverings, an enormous ceiling dome with an 

elaborate chandelier and a $35,000 Wurlitzer organ to accompany silent films” 

(Bredemeier 1985). In its early years, though, the Tivoli Theater discriminated against 

African-Americans (Smith 1993). The theater was abandoned in 1976, but placed on the 

National Register of Historic Places in 1985. It was later restored and reopened as the 

GALA Hispanic Theater in 2005. 

Across the street from the Tivoli Theater, the Arcade Market opened in 1907. 

Investors transformed a former car barn of the Washington and Georgetown Railroad 

Company into an indoor market that later added a movie theater, skating rink, basketball 

court, dancehall, and carnival-style amusements. The Arcade became a center for 

entertainment, including Washington’s professional basketball team, the Palace Five 

(Kraft et al. 2009, 8). As the Arcade grew, its owners secured building permits to expand 

the property several times over the years, including in 1910, 1926, and 1927 (Electronic 

building permit database, Permits 175-177, 525-528, 827, and 844, Square 2674).  

The 1920s stands out as a period of growth along 14th Street as a commercial 

corridor. Riggs Bank opened a branch at 14th Street and Park Road, which still stands 

today as a PNC bank branch (Kraft 2010, 246). Also around this time J. W. and Alice 

Sheets Marriott opened the first of their Hot Shoppe restaurant chains on 14th Street 

(247). Commercial development was enabled by the routes of the streetcar lines, and the 

roads where the streetcars ran remain centers for commercial activity even today (e.g., 

14th Street and 11th Street). This commercial and cultural center created a public space for 
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the community to gather. Long-time resident Marietta Smith recalled of 14th Street, “If 

you didn’t do anything but window shop, it was a pleasure to go out” (Kelch 1987). With 

the rise of stores owned by African Americans, 14th Street in the 1950s and 1960s “was 

not only cultural black Washington, but commercial black Washington,” observed 

resident Ernest Drew Jarvis (“Memories of Mayhem and Mercy” 2008). 

At the same time, the 1920s also saw shifting race relations in Columbia Heights. 

Following the U.S. Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision, developers began 

including race restrictions in covenants for deeds to property west of 13th Street. As a 

result, mixed races, including blacks who emigrated from the South, settled east of 13th 

Street, until the white population began to decamp for the suburbs (Kraft 2010, 247-248). 

As the racial demographics shifted, Central High School, once the finest white high 

school in the city, was dissolved in 1940, and the all-black Cardozo High School moved 

into Central’s Clifton Street building in 1950. By 1950, Columbia Heights became 

predominantly black (250). Around this time, the neighborhood’s boundaries were 

considered to be 16th Street to west, 11th Street to the east, Shepherd Street to the north, 

and Euclid Street to the south, and it was referred to as “Cardozo” until the 1970s 

(“Columbia Heights Citizen Unit Has History of Achievements” 1955). 
 
Social Turmoil: Girard Street in the 1960s 

Changing demographics were accompanied by changing housing conditions, and 

it would take a community-oriented approach to begin to find ways of alleviating some of 

the difficulties residents faced by the 1960s. Fortunately, All Souls Church Unitarian, 
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which moved to its third location in the city on 16th Street and Harvard Street bordering 

Adams Morgan in 1924, had a history of pushing for social change, beginning with its 

own backyard. The church’s immediate neighborhood had long been home to white older 

couples, single adults, and families with grown children, but this began to change in the 

1950s, as black residents moved into the area in different living arrangements. By 1960 

the 1400 block of Girard Street, behind the church, was 90 percent black, with mostly 

young adults, children, and domestic, service, and unskilled workers. More broadly, 25 

percent of welfare recipients in the District could be found within the Cardozo school 

district (Perman 1964). 

Residents of the 1400 block of Girard Street faced poor housing conditions and a 

need for social services. Anita Bellamy, a social worker, was chosen by the Social 

Welfare Committee of All Souls Church to head the Girard Street Project to help these 

residents learn to meet their own housing needs. Her first goal was to create social ties 

among the neighbors, who shared public space but no sense of place or community. As 

the project report later described, “While all these people shared the sidewalks and alleys 

which surrounded their homes, they did not know each other, trust each other or have any 

feeling of common purpose” (Perman 1964). Consequently, the 1962 project began with 

the establishment of the Girard Street Association, a community group at first consisting 

mostly of mothers that met in residents’ homes (Perman 1964).  

The association was dynamic, changing to meet the needs of its members through 

Bellamy’s initial supply of information about social services, followed by the residents’ 
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efforts to band together to turn part of the church parking lot into a playground. The 

association also hosted a block party to gather residents together and formed a club for 

the local girls to enhance their cultural education through visits to the monuments and the 

city’s museums. Eventually, the association formed the country’s first neighborhood 

credit union under the auspices of the University Neighborhoods Council, which was 

chartered by the Bureau of Federal Credit Unions in March 1964. In these ways, the 

association helped engage populations (in this case, mothers and young girls) otherwise 

neglected in their immediate neighborhood and the wider city by empowering them to 

take organizing into their own hands (Perman 1964). The church played an important role 

in galvanizing neighbors’ involvement in their immediate neighborhood to improve both 

social conditions and the physical environment. The Girard Street Playground still stands 

today, and next to it is the Columbia Heights Community Center, built in 2007. The 

Girard Street Association exemplifies the possibilities of combining Columbia Heights’ 

sense of community activism with a targeted geographic approach to meet the specific 

needs of the community. This dynamic foreshadows the specific, diversified roles played 

by hyperlocal media and community organizations in the twenty-first century.  
 
A Slow Recovery: The 1968 Riots to the 1980s  

The challenges faced on Girard Street in the early 1960s were small compared to 

the conditions in Columbia Heights after 1968. The Columbia Heights neighborhood was 

the hardest hit in the city during the riots following the assassination of Martin Luther 

King, Jr., on April 4, 1968. Structural damage was valued at $6.6 million, accounting for 
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half of all the destruction in the city (Kraft 2010, 253). Challenging everything Columbia 

Heights residents believed about their community and their neighbors’ investment in it, 

rioters caused chaos for days. Washingtonian Clyde Nance Jr., recalled, “I was mad 

because they had killed King, but these people were burning up their own neighborhood” 

(“Memories of Mayhem and Mercy” 2008).  Smith Pharmacy owner Larry Rosen 

described the efforts of black business owners, and some white ones, to deter looters by 

scrawling “Soul Brother” or “Black Power” in their windows, and while Rosen’s store 

had welcomed the black community as customers and staff, he was still shocked to find it 

looted and burned (ibid.). Along 14th Street from Logan Circle north to Park Road in 

Columbia Heights, 4,000 homes and 270 of the street’s 320 businesses were gutted 

following the riots (Loose 1998).  The 14th Street corridor became “a sort of urban desert 

of vacant lots and boarded storefronts” (Kraft 2010, 254). The city’s 14th Street Urban 

Renewal Plan began to take form in 1969, to enable both retail and housing development 

(“Columbia Heights mall yields taxes, jobs” 2008). Hardship hit not only Columbia 

Heights but all of Ward 1, “an area in which the divisions of income, education and 

housing quality [were] sharply drawn,” with the dividing line separating Columbia 

Heights from more privileged Mount Pleasant falling at 16th Street (Gov’t. of the District 

of Columbia 1982, 6). 

 Recovery from the riots would take the combined efforts of government, 

nonprofits, commercial developers, and residents themselves decades to achieve. 

Government officials bulldozed 70 acres of land in Columbia Heights, hoping that 
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developers would come to rebuild them, but this did not come to fruition (Loose 1998).  

Reflecting on the period following the riots, The Washington Post observed, “Nearly all 

the post-riot trailblazers were nonprofit organizations -- arts groups, churches, 

foundations and social service agencies” (ibid.).  Among these were Jubilee Housing, 

Washington Inner City Self Help (WISH), the Development Corporation of Columbia 

Heights (DCCH), and a partnership between the CHANGE anti-poverty group and All 

Souls Church (Loose 1998, Camp 1978). Together they tried to rehabilitate local housing 

and commerce. 

 Columbia Heights remained pockmarked by abandoned lots, buildings in 

disrepair, and high levels of drug use and crime through the 1990s. Crime, in particular, 

emphasized the permeability of the neighborhood’s boundaries. From the 1970s through 

the 1990s, certain serial criminals struck in both Columbia Heights and Mount Pleasant, 

such as a gunman who terrified residents of both neighborhoods from going outside at 

night (Singletary 1993). Moreover, much of the drug trade was attributed to “outsiders 

with no stake in the neighborhood,” such as white-collar workers from suburban 

Maryland who stopped along 14th Street for drugs on their way downtown (Thompson 

2007, 11-12).  

 That community organizations began to proliferate in tandem with the rise of 

crime demonstrates both the need for a refuge from the difficult conditions on the streets, 

and the investment of Columbia Heights’ residents in reclaiming the community of which 

they had always been so proud. The Latin American Youth Center was incorporated in 
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1974 with the support of the DCCH to provide family and youth services to Latinos in 

Washington and has since expanded to offer housing, run charter schools, and provide 

instruction in arts and media (“History” 2010). The Calvary Bilingual Multicultural 

Learning Center, now CentroNia, was founded in 1986 in the Calvary United Methodist 

Church to provide early childhood education services (“Mission and History” 2010). The 

Loughran Boys and Girls Clubhouse on 13th Street also played an important role for 

youth in the 1970s and 1980s by providing a place “where the problems of the outside 

world could be put on hold and you could just be a kid” (Thompson 2007, 14). 
The founding of these organizations coincided with the arrival of the Latino 

population in Columbia Heights. Immigration began with the recruitment of Central 

American women by diplomatic families, followed by their spouses and families 

(Thompson 2007, 136). Although 16th Street was the unspoken housing line that non-

blacks did not cross, Beatriz Ortiz, director of CentroNia, said Latinos were unaware of 

this demarcation and simply migrated where they could find housing, some coming from 

nearby Adams Morgan and Mount Pleasant (Thompson 2007, 131). In the early 

development of CentroNia, Ortiz continued to bridge this perceived divide by bringing 

African-Americans into the community there (Thompson 2007, 136). Further enhancing 

multicultural cooperation was the founding of the Southern Columbia Heights Tenants 

Union in the 1980s with the support of the Sojourners, an all-white religious group who 

alleviated their minority status with their open-mindedness. “You can’t go and tell people 

what to do, you have to go and listen and then work with them,” Sojourners’ leader Jim 

Tamialis told The Washington Post (Harris 1983).  
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Revitalization Comes to Columbia Heights: 1990s to 2010 

The arrival of a Metro station in Columbia Heights was not as fluid a process as 

the formation of the tenants’ union. Instead, the planning and construction process 

spanned nearly two decades. As early as 1978, the 14th Street Project Committee called 

upon Metro Board not to delay in building the Columbia Heights Metro station, as it was 

expected to help the neighborhood recover from post-riot blight. At this time, Metro 

Board expected to finish its planned expansion between 1985 and 1987 (Feaver 1978). 

However, Metro Board did not even approve the Green line extension that would include 

the Columbia Heights station until 1985. The station finally began service on September 

18, 1999, broadening access to Columbia Heights to the rest of the city (Thompson 

2001). The expansion of the Circulator bus route to Columbia Heights in 2008 further 

connected the area to neighboring Woodley Park, Adams Morgan, and Logan Circle. 

 Delays in revitalizing the 14th Street commercial corridor and many of its sites 

were not always for lack of trying. The 1990s Ward 1 D.C. Council representative Frank 

Smith, Jr., clashed with the D.C. Zoning Commission over efforts to include residential 

zoning in the Tivoli parcel. Further conflicts with preservationists necessitated 

compromises about the degree to which the original interior and exterior designs would 

be restored to their original designs (Smith 1993). Eventually, Tivoli Square was 

redeveloped with duplex condos, a Giant Food supermarket, shops, and offices (Wilgoren 

2003). Furthermore, the reopening of the Tivoli, once a symbol of discrimination against 

African-Americans, as the GALA Hispanic Theater and home to the National Center for 

Latino Performing Arts underscores the neighborhood’s multicultural growth.  
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The most recent large-scale development in Columbia Heights unfolded between 

2002 and 2008. In 2002 the National Capital Revitalization Corporation chose developers 

for six sites along 14th Street that had long stood vacant (“Columbia Heights 

Development” 2002). These included the Dance Institute of Washington, two housing 

sites developed by Donatelli & Klein, an apartment building developed jointly by 

Mission First Capital Advisors and the Non-Profit Community Development Corporation 

of Washington, D.C., and two condominium sites from Triangle II Partners. Two other 

projects were planned for sites formerly owned by the city: the Giant Food supermarket 

by the Tivoli Theater, developed by Horning Brothers, and what is now the the $140 

million, 546,000-square-foot DC USA retail complex (anchored by Target), developed by 

GRID Properties in conjunction with DCCH (ibid.).  Robert Moore, DCCH president, 

pegged the development’s success to the cooperation of local nonprofits in winning 

community support. “Churches really know how to have meetings. That helped a lot,” he 

told The Northwest Current (“Columbia Heights mall” 2008). 

 Apart from churches, nonprofit organizations also play an active role in the 

Columbia Heights community. The Latin American Youth Center, for example, has tried 

to tailor opportunities for community engagement to fit the needs of Columbia Heights’ 

youth. Their Art + Media House provides training in photography, creative writing, 

poetry, radio and television production, and the visual arts. Partnerships between the city 

and Art + Media House to paint public murals allow youth to engage in a medium of self-

expression intimately tied to the built environment and one that is meaningful to them. 
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“City officials don’t engage youth in the same way they engage adults,” said Selina 

Musuta, which is why Art + Media House supports alternative approaches (S. Musuta, 

pers. comm.). Musuta, a volunteer instructor at Art + Media House, is one of the 

inaugural class of Public Media Corps fellows, a project to address socioeconomic 

inequalities in broadband adoption that was launched in 2010 by the National Black 

Programming Consortium and has based its pilot program in Columbia Heights and the 

Southeast Washington neighborhood of Anacostia.  

Another space that combines community engagement and the arts is BloomBars, 

founded by John Chambers in 2008 as an artistic exhibition and performance space and a 

gathering place for its 11th Street neighbors. Supported entirely by volunteers and 

donations, BloomBars’ offerings expand as people in the community propose programs 

they would like to lead. Program Director Gowri Koneswaran, for example, began by co-

hosting the evening open mic performances and a weekly event called “Poetry in the 

Morning,” a poetry reading early Monday mornings that was begun by a high school 

student in 2009 (G. Koneswaran, pers. comm.). BloomBars (which serves no alcohol or 

food) attracts visitors by word of mouth or pedestrians’ curiosity upon passing the 

colorful, mural-covered building, and even local youth will drop in just to see what is 

going on. “I get such joy with walking over to 11th Street,” said Koneswaran. “It, to me, 

is the alternative vision to what development in this kind of neighborhood can look like,” 

she said, contrasting its local coffee shops, restaurants, and salons with the anonymity of 

the DC USA shopping center (G. Koneswaran, pers. comm.). 
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 Others who are deeply involved in the neighborhood share her concerns about the 

effects of its re-gentrification and commercial growth. Andrew Wiseman, the “New 

Columbia Heights” blogger, said, “A lot of it is big box [retail] or chains, which is a little 

worrisome to me” (A. Wiseman, pers. comm.). The challenges Columbia Heights faces 

from gentrification echo through other neighborhoods across Washington. Still, one 

advantage Columbia Heights has over the rest of the city—and even neighboring Adams 

Morgan and Mount Pleasant, to a certain extent—is a characteristic that has remained 

constant throughout the neighborhood’s fluid history: residents’ sense of pride in and 

attachment to their community. The following chapters will explore what happens when 

Columbia Heights’ history of neighborhood pride and civic activism discovers the 

opportunities of hyperlocal media. 
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Chapter 3: Reporting Local News in the Nation’s Capital 
 
A Survey of Washington’s Local News Landscape 

 In the shadow of the federal government, local politics in Washington often escape 

the light shone upon issues of national concern. Walk one mile up 16th Street NW from 

the White House, and you will find yourself at the edge of Columbia Heights. Head west 

just two more blocks, and you may see the president’s house reproduced in a mural on an 

Adams Morgan building with the words, “If you lived here, you’d be home now…but 

you still could not vote.” As the nation’s capital, Washington, D.C., suffers no shortage 

of ambitious, talented journalists running around looking for scoops. What is problematic 

is when those journalists have their sights trained on the Capitol to the exclusion of the 

city’s surrounding four quadrants, where local stories can go uncovered in many 

neighborhoods and local politicians are left unaccountable. Complicating the media needs 

of Washington further, the Washington media market also reaches nearby counties in 

Maryland and Virginia, in addition to serving a patchwork of diverse urban communities 

within the District. Furthermore, because federal employees live in or near the District, 

the line between local and national news can blur, at times seeming nonexistent. 

Consequently, providing comprehensive, quality local news coverage for Washington, 

D.C., and the surrounding area—no simple task—requires unique solutions.  

Mainstream Media and Its Niche Counterparts 

 The District as a whole has no dearth of journalists. Gloria and Hadge (2010) 

counted 2,642 journalists employed by local news organizations in Washington, with 

over 700 at The Washington Post alone (20). Nevertheless, even the paper’s online editor 

for local coverage, Justin Jouvenal of PostLocal.com, admitted, “The Post just doesn’t 
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have the resources to put someone on every corner in the Washington area” (“Digital 

District” 2010). Instead, PostLocal.com features a network of local bloggers, as a way of 

trying to tap into the work being produced among hyperlocal outlets (“Digital District” 

2010).  Mainstream local media in Washington include daily newspapers The Washington 

Post and The Washington Times, the latter of which suffered numerous cuts to its 

reporting staff in the first decade of the twenty-first century. Free sheets The Washington 

Examiner and Express (owned by the Washington Post Co.) are distributed on weekdays 

at metro stations, apartment buildings, and other locations across the metro area, and The 

Washington City Paper is the city’s free alternative weekly newspaper. Several 

neighborhoods still have free weekly newspapers—for example, The Northwest Current  

or The Georgetown Current—but those that have survived the economic challenges to the 

media industry in the growth of online news tend to be in wealthier parts of the city. In 

broadcast media, Washington has two public television stations and two Public, 

Education, and Government (PEG) access channels, as well as 11 commercial television 

stations and 25 public and commercial radio stations. Few of the commercial radio 

stations include news programming (Gloria and Hadge 2010), but the non-commercial 

stations incorporate public affairs programming.7  

 However, in a multi-ethnic city with a population that is 13 percent foreign-born, 

55 percent black, and only 32 percent white (non-Hispanic) (as of 2005-2009; “DC City 

Profile”), niche media provide much of the reporting on subjects of interest to immigrant 

and non-white ethnic groups. As Gloria and Hadge (2010) found, these niche newspapers 

                                                
7 A comprehensive analysis of Washington’s mainstream media can be found in Gloria 
and Hadge (2010). This study will instead highlight less-traditional media outlets and 
sources of information in the Washington area. 
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and online outlets—ranging from the veteran Washington Afro paper, which covered the 

1968 riots in D.C., to the much younger Muslim Link—serve African, African-American, 

Ethiopian, Vietnamese, and Hispanic communities, among others (20). Together, these 

publications fill gaps too specific to receive thorough coverage from the mainstream 

media. In fact, Alexandra Moe of non-profit New America Media observed, “Sometimes 

what the ethnic media excels at is the hyperlocal story”  (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 20). 

Latino newspapers often end up covering Columbia Heights, for example, because of the 

high levels of Latino residents there,  as Ariel Valdez, one of the inaugural class of 

fellows in the Public Media Corps (described below), observed (“Digital District” 2010). 

Some survey respondents in this study indicated the non-profit Pacifica Radio (WPFW-

FM), located in Adams Morgan, as a primary source of news. WPFW describes itself as 

“an accessible media outlet for Blacks, Hispanics, cultural groups, women, seniors, youth 

and other ethnic and non-traditional groups” (WPFW.org) and fits in with a community 

media approach that has many supporters in some of the District’s undercovered 

neighborhoods. Community media—generally public-interest oriented reporting or 

citizen journalism—is also championed by several of the Columbia Heights non-profit 

organizations mentioned in Chapter 2, which reach out to some of the city’s underserved 

populations. 

Local Government and Public Information 

 The District of Columbia Government itself is a crucial purveyor of public 

information in the city. The District’s Freedom of Information Act allows the public to 

access government meeting minutes, in addition to other documents, online, and the 

DC.gov website serves as an online portal for information and select government 
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services. The D.C. Office of the Chief Technology Officer has made copious amounts of 

data available to the public through the District of Columbia Data Catalog,8 including 

reports, raw XML feeds, and links to examples of how members of the public have used 

these data to visualize information about crime, construction permits, and others issues of 

interest. DC.gov also shares mobile applications, created by the government and private 

individuals, for transportation, public safety, and government transparency information.9 

Furthermore, the D.C. Public Library (DCPL) system offers approximately 625 

computers with Internet access, as well as computer instruction, in its 25 branches across 

the city (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 18). As DCPL CIO Chris Tonjes observed to Gloria and 

Hadge (2010), “We think the future of interaction with the library is probably going to be 

electronic, in many cases” (18). These efforts at government transparency and 

information access are part of a broader trend seen across the city’s media to increase the 

active participation of the public in generating and consuming news and information. 

Online Experiments in Hyperlocal Media  

 Mainstream media companies have also tried experimenting with new models, 

especially hyperlocal coverage. Patch, AOL’s network of hyperlocal news sites, launched 

its first D.C. site in September 2010, covering the Georgetown neighborhood (“About 

Us”). While Patch has several sites in towns bordering Washington in Virginia and 

Maryland, the network had not expanded further in the District at the time of this study.  

In August 2009, Allbritton Communications—owners of the newspaper/website Politico, 

WTOP radio, and two television stations in Washington—launched TBD.com and 

rebranded its News Channel 8 as TBD-TV (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 6). TBD.com 

                                                
8 See http://data.dc.gov/, accessed 27 Feb. 2011. 
9 See http://apps.dc.gov/, accessed 27 Feb. 2011. 
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launched a local blog network that promoted content from local bloggers around the D.C. 

area, and, in a unique move, hired a “community engagement” team, which spearheaded 

the site’s outreach to its audience. Many of these were hyperlocal blogs already covering 

certain neighborhoods in the city, while others were geared towards niche interests. The 

site also included a curated news aggregation feature to highlight stories by ZIP code on a 

portion of the homepage. The site’s founding general manager, Jim Brady, said,  “I think 

its goals were to be a regional site that had hyperlocal elements to it…It was never 

considered a hyperlocal site at its core” (Kirchner 2011). In February 2011, Allbritton 

Communications announced it would convert TBD-TV back to News Channel 8 and 

reorganize TBD.com and another online property, WJLA.com, with an expectation of 

slashing the TBD.com staff in half and rebranding TBD as an arts and entertainment site 

(Farhi 2011). 

 Although TBD’s experiment did not meet with the success many predicted, the site 

was both predated and survived by dozens of hyperlocal and metro blogs that cover 

neighborhoods in every quadrant of the city. The oldest continuous neighborhood blog in 

D.C., JD Land, was founded in 2003 to cover the ongoing development of Near 

Southeast, D.C. Just three years later, Dan Silverman’s blog Prince of Petworth, 

described further below, grew out of a similar interest in the ongoing changes in that 

author’s neighborhood (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 12-13). DCist, one of a suite of metro 

blogs owned by Gothamist LLC, has the largest following among Washington’s blogs, 

with 1.7 million page views per month (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 12). Editor Aaron 

Morrissey described DCist as filling its own niche: “We’re a conduit between smaller 

hyperlocal blogs...that focus on one neighborhood or a street or a corridor, even,” and 

outlets with broader scope (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 12). While many of these are news-
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based—and some, such as DCist and Prince of Petworth, even break news—other blogs 

publish less time-sensitive narratives that nonetheless reveal undercovered stories. The 

People’s District, for example, was started by former government employee Danny 

Harris in July 2009 to share the stories of the people he encounters in his daily life—from 

crossing guards to the homeless—and in doing so, share parts of the city’s history 

through that of each of his interviewees (Harris 2009). 

 While Danny Harris eventually left his government job to pursue blogging full-

time, most of Washington’s local bloggers do so part-time and work in white-collar 

professions to earn their living. DCist, though the most widely read blog, employs only 

one full-time staffer, the editor-in-chief; the rest are volunteer contributors with a few 

part-time paid editors (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 12). Prince of Petworth, on the other 

hand, is author Dan Silverman’s full-time job (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). D.C. is home 

to a number of blogs that show an interest in urban planning, and one, Life in the 

Village,10 is the side-project of urban planner Veronica O. Davis, who combines her 

professional interests with her concerns for monitoring the accountability of the city in 

her own condominium development of Fairfax Village in the Southeast neighborhood 

Hillcrest (Davis, “About Miss V”). Greater Greater Washington,11 on the other hand, is 

the full-time project of an amateur to both blogging and urban planning. David Alpert 

began the blog, which now has seven additional editors and nearly 50 contributors, in 

2008 to give readers information on urban planning and transportation issues that they 

would be less likely to find in the mainstream media and to encourage them to attend 

community meetings (Gloria and Hadge 2010, 13). Though Alpert has no professional 

                                                
10 See http://fairfaxvillage.blogspot.com, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
11 See http://greatergreaterwashington.org/, 28 Feb. 2011. 
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experience in journalism or urban planning, he has grown the blog into a full-time 

endeavor, and it is now part of the Washington Post’s online “All Opinions Are Local” 

blog network (D. Alpert, pers. comm.).  

There is limited racial and socioeconomic diversity in the make-up of Washington’s 

hyperlocal bloggers, and this may reflect a broader divide in the District’s Internet users. 

The non-profit group Public Media Corps, discussed later in this chapter, conducted a 

study that revealed the demographics of Internet users in Wards 1, 7, and 8, as well as 

characteristics about how these D.C. residents use Internet (Leach 2011). The study 

focused on differences by race (rather than by ward) and found that African-Americans 

and Hispanic/Latinos were less likely to have Internet access at home than whites and 

were more likely to connect to the Internet through their mobile phones than white 

respondents. In line with these findings, African-American and Hispanic/Latino 

respondents reported using the Internet less frequently than white respondents, and 

African-Americans were less likely to consume news on the Internet than the other two 

population groups. The primary reason for not having Internet access at home was cost 

(for 37.8% of respondents), followed by not owning a computer (31.7%) (ibid.). In Ward 

1, of which Columbia Heights is part, those who have a home broadband connection 

include 25.6% of African Americans, 21.2% of Latinos, and 62.1% of whites (ibid.). 

Those without any home Internet access in Ward 1 include 44.5% of African Americans, 

53.8% of Latinos, and 5.6% of whites (ibid.). These findings provide a lens for some of 

the findings on Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media users discussed later in this study. 
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Holding Government Accountable 

 DC Watch is an online magazine run by two Columbia Heights residents that tracks 

corruption and inefficiency in the city government. Led by husband and wife team Gary 

Imhoff and Dorothy Brizill, DC Watch began in 1995 with “dcstory,” a “moderated e-

mail discussion forum” (Brizill and Imhoff, “themail@dcwatch”). DCWatch describes its 

mission as follows: 

Before DCWatch, no other citizen organization functioned primarily as a watchdog 
on corruption and as an independent voice seeking to reform the District 
government. The lack of such an organization has allowed governmental waste and 
mismanagement to remain largely unchecked. This situation has proven to be 
destructive of the fiscal order of the District, of the public's confidence in 
government, and of the District's relationship with the federal government. 
 
DCWatch has been modeled after the Citizens Union in New York City, the 
Committee of Seventy in Philadelphia, and the Better Government Association of 
Chicago. The BGA of Chicago, for example, was established in 1923 to promote 
voter registration and to make candidate endorsements. Its principal focus for the 
past several decades, however, has been to eradicate government waste and 
corruption through thorough, independent investigations. (Brizill and Imhoff, 
“ What Is DCWatch?”) 
 

Now the e-newsletter is called “themail” and is delivered to subscribers twice weekly. 

The DC Watch website12 includes archives of all “themail” newsletters, as well as 

columns that are updated less frequently. The website contains links to community 

organizations, lists of government organizations and officials, and a bibliography of 

relevant books and news articles, most of which date back to the turn of the twenty-first 

century. Brizill, the executive director, describes herself as a “community activist and 

civic reformer,” trained as a political scientist (Brizill and Imhoff, “What Is DCWatch?”). 

Washington’s mainstream media have dubbed her “D.C.’s most outspoken watchdog” 

(Mathis 2007) and, with her husband, “the First Couple of municipal kvetching” 

(DeBonis 2010). 

                                                
12 See http://www.dcwatch.com, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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 Augmenting government accountability is a common motivation behind the 

District’s blogs. For example, both Silverman and Davis see a role for their sites in 

bringing concerns to the attention of government officials by providing residents an 

unintimidating, easy way to voice their concerns. “What I use my blog for, it’s one, to 

give information to the community…but then also two, to serve that accountability 

function,” said Davis (“Digital District” 2010). Her weekly list of open issues tracks 

concerns that government has not yet addressed, such as needed street repairs and 

development on vacant lots, and she documents her conversations with government 

officials on her blog (ibid.). Even WashingtonPost.com introduced a feature called “The 

Daily Gripe”13 when it launched the PostLocal.com local news hub; this allows readers to 

submit complaints for city repairs via SeeClickFix that are reported directly to 

government agencies. In many ways, hyperlocal bloggers are uniquely positioned to call 

for government accountability, as Davis observed: 

Because we come from the community, I think there’s a certain trust factor that 
we have…If I write a blog post that is offensive, I still have to face my 
neighbors!…I know there’s some talk that bloggers aren’t bound to journalistic 
efforts, but in a sense we are, because my credibility is on the line as someone 
who lives in the community every time I write something. And I think that—from 
the standpoint of the local elected leaders—I think that where we actually put a 
little bit more pressure on them is that we are the voice of the community. We are 
the people attending the community meetings. We are the people that our 
neighbors trust. (“Digital District” 2010) 
 

In the same conversation, Silverman disagreed: “I can deal with the low-hanging 

fruit…For the complicated issues that need investigative reporting, resources, brilliant 

minds, etc., etc.—that is still [the province of] The Washington Post. If that ever falls 

away from The Washington Post and mainstream media, then we’re in a lot of trouble” 

                                                
13 See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/metro/daily-gripe/index.html, 
accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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(“Digital District” 2010). While Silverman was addressing his concerns about bloggers’ 

lack of a certain professional skill set, it is also worth noting that despite the economic 

flux impacting the media industry, part-time and self-funded bloggers are in an even less 

financially sustainable position. 

An Overview of Hyperlocal Media in Columbia Heights 

Early Experiments 

 As described in Chapter 2, Columbia Heights benefited from the early introduction 

of technology even in its young history. While broadband adoption in the neighborhood 

has not taken hold with such swiftness (as evidenced in the findings presented in Chapter 

6), at least some Columbia Heights residents have been experimenting with new media 

technologies as early adopters. In 1999 residents began using a list-serv (which later 

evolved into an e-Group, then the columbia_heights Yahoo! Group) to discuss the 

neighborhood’s transformation (Cherkis 2005, 18; E. McIntire, pers. comm.). Their 

discussions in the first few years of the twenty-first century exposed the tensions of the 

neighborhood’s re-gentrification (20). Users were not necessarily diverse, due to the 

economic limitations of Internet access, and one poster wrote of the intersection at 11th 

Street and Lamont, “The corner is basically an illegal-immigrant-outdoor-corona-pub” 

(ibid.). Tensions surrounding gentrification also extended to a sense of competition 

between Columbia Heights and Mount Pleasant, with the former claiming to have “more 

diversity and an authentic urban feel” and the latter, “nicer architecture and a better 

commercial strip” (Cherkis 2005, 25).14 The gentrification that propelled this discussion 

                                                
14 This paragraph adapted from Hadge 2010c. 
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group is still ongoing, and similar issues have surfaced on today’s hyperlocal media in 

Columbia Heights. 

 Elizabeth McIntire, whose husband David founded the list-serv along with 

InnerCity.org, said the motivation for beginning the list-serv came after she and her 

husband took a course on Washington, D.C., offered by the United States Department of 

Agriculture in conjunction with the Audubon Naturalist Society and taught by Dr. James 

V. O’Connor, who had been the official geologist for the District. The final project for 

the class involved researching the history of  a neighborhood, and as the McIntires 

learned more about Columbia Heights’ past, they became “vested” in the community and 

in “counteract[ing] the negative image of the neighborhood” (E. McIntire, pers. comm.). 

McIntire described the media context out of which the list-serv emerged as follows: 

[M]edia reports would always designate the location on positive stories to Mt. 
Pleasant or Adams Morgan and anything negative would be identified as happening 
in the amorphous “Columbia Heights,” regardless of whether the actual address 
was east or west of 16th St. [The goal of the list-serv was to] publish information 
that would give the context of a thriving 14th St. in the first half of the 20th century, 
and the many solid community organizations, churches, schools, social service 
groups working in the current neighborhood. David was early to be fascinated by 
the new technology and the list-serv would help publicize what was happening and 
facilitate neighborhood discussion. (E. McIntire, pers. comm.) 

Elizabeth McIntire also argued that this discussion group played a key role in the 

restoration of Columbia Heights’ Tivoli Theater and accompanying development on 14th 

Street by Horning Brothers and GRID Properties discussed in Chapter 2: Politicians, 

developers, and the media followed the list-serv’s heated debates (E. McIntire, pers. 

comm.). McIntire described another “heated discussion” about “unruly kids” in 2000 that 

led to the development of a community marketplace in a previously empty lot that gave 

residents a place in which to gather on the weekends, mitigating complaints and regaining 

control over the neighborhood’s public space (ibid.). Thus, new media in their earliest 
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uses in Columbia Heights were used to enact real change that impacted the physical 

development of the neighborhood—an outcome reminiscent of Mary Foote Henderson’s 

letter-writing campaigns that brought about the construction of Meridian Hill Park nearly 

a century earlier.  

 The McIntires’ interest in publicizing a more positive image of Columbia Heights 

also led to the development of the web portal InnerCity.org, also created by David 

McIntire (E. McIntire, pers. comm.). The site is still live, but no longer updated, and 

while the design and functionality are clearly dated, it remains a comprehensive source of 

certain kinds of information. InnerCity.org includes directories of businesses, nonprofit 

organizations, and churches, including information on social services available to 

residents, ranging from child care and health care to information on job training and 

acquiring citizenship.15 Discussion tools include a link to what is now the 

“columbia_heights” Yahoo! Group list-serv, as well as user-generated calendars and 

message boards that are no longer active. The site also contains a wealth of information 

about the history of Columbia Heights. Resources include news articles on Columbia 

Heights from 1995 to 2001; a brief history written by David McIntire; and audio 

recordings of interviews with residents sharing their personal histories in the 

neighborhood. For a project that grew out of a personal project, InnerCity.org is 

surprisingly thorough, but despite the aids of technology that would make such a project 

much easier today, no one has attempted a site of the same scope in the Web 2.0 era. 

Interestingly, information and conversation about Columbia Heights have instead 

                                                
15 See http://innercity.org/columbiaheights/agencys.html, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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diversified across multiple channels in the intervening years, some of which will be 

detailed below. 

List-servs 

 What became increasingly clear as I surveyed the list-servs in use among Columbia 

Heights residents is that they often serve a highly specific community. In fact, some list-

servs that require administrator approval to join are unavailable (and thus also difficult to 

trace) for people living outside the boundaries of the area to which it caters, sometimes as 

small as a few blocks, such as the “700blkHobart-Columbia-Harvard” list,16 which covers 

three blocks between Hobart Street, NW, Columbia Road NW, and Harvard Street NW. 

It was founded in 2006 and numbers over 120 members five years later. This list-serv and 

most others brought to my attention are managed through Yahoo! Groups, which allows 

members to post messages through a website and also receive e-mail digests of posts at a 

frequency of their choosing. Other, more inclusive, list-servs include the following: 

 columbia_heights: This Yahoo! Group covers the entire neighborhood and dates 

to June 3, 1999. It had 1,720 members as of 2011.17 As mentioned above, it was 

begun by David McIntire (E. McIntire, pers. comm.) and was hosted by 

eGroups.com before Yahoo! bought that particular e-mail list management site. 

 southcolumbiaheights: This Yahoo! Group was founded December 19, 2007, 

and had 454 members in 2011. The list-serv owner is ANC 1B Commissioner 

Sedrick Muhammad, who is also president of the South Columbia Heights 

                                                
16 See http://groups.yahoo.com/group/700blkHobart-Columbia-

Harvard/?yguid=256248246, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 

17 See http://groups.yahoo.com/group/columbia_heights/, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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Neighborhood Association (Muhammad, “Updates”). It covers news of 

particular interest to those living south of Columbia Road NW. 

 NCHCA: This Yahoo! Group is associated with the North Columbia Heights 

Civic Association, which also has a blog and a Facebook page.18 It was founded 

May 25, 2000, and had 384 members as of 2011. It pertains especially to areas 

north of Columbia Road NW. 

 NWCHCA: This Yahoo! Group, founded October 21, 2008, only has eight 

members listed, but it is affiliated with the Northwest Columbia Heights 

Community Association, which also manages an e-mail list through its website. 

It has a particular focus on public safety and crime prevention.19 

 WardOneDC: This Yahoo! Group, founded October 13, 2003, had 1,135 

members in 2011. It serves all of Ward 1, which includes the neighborhoods of 

Columbia Heights, Adams Morgan, Shaw, LeDroit Park, and Mount Pleasant.20  

 MPD-3d: The Metropolitan Police Department maintains multiple list-servs for 

its third district; additional lists include “3DSubstation” and “PublicSafety305.” 

The “MPD-3d” list, founded November 12, 2004, covers Police Service Areas 

(PSA) 301, 303, 305, 307, and 308, while “3DSubstation” covers PSA 302 and 

                                                
18 See http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NCHCA/ for the Yahoo! Group; 
http://www.northcolumbiaheights.org for the blog; and 
http://www.facebook.com/#!/northcolumbiaheights for the Facebook page; all accessed 
28 Feb. 2011. 
19 See http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NWCHCA/ for the Yahoo! Group and 
http://www.nwchca.org/index.html for the NWCHCA website; both accessed 28 Feb. 
2011. 
20 See http://groups.yahoo.com/group/WardOneDC/, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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304.21 “MPD-3d” had 1,407 members in 2011. Unlike the other list-servs, this 

one is managed by the District of Columbia Government and has posted 

guidelines for its use.22 

Twitter and Facebook 

 Unlike list-servs, which have played an active role in Columbia Heights’ media 

from an early stage, Twitter and Facebook have been slower to catch on as hyperlocal 

technologies. As indicated in the media list in Appendix C, many Twitter feeds and 

Facebook pages related to Columbia Heights are associated with blogs. For example, 

New Columbia Heights, Prince of Petworth, and The Heights Life blogs all have Twitter 

feeds, and New Columbia Heights also has a Facebook page. Community organizations 

also make use of Facebook profiles as a supplement to other media. In particular, the 

North Columbia Heights Civic Association uses its Facebook page primarily to promote 

content published to its blog (Jeff Zeeman, pers. comm.). These Twitter feeds and 

Facebook pages that are used to publicize content from other media tend to be the most 

active. 

 The Twitter accounts and Facebook groups and pages that are unique to those 

media are often not updated regularly. A number of Facebook pages or groups dedicated 

to Columbia Heights in general have few regular “wall” posts; the same is true of the 

Twitter account “@ourcoheigh,” which has not been updated since November 2010.23 

                                                
21 See http://groups.yahoo.com/group/MPD-3d/; 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/3Dsubstation/; and 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/publicsafety305/; all accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
22 See 
http://mpdc.dc.gov/mpdc/cwp/view,a,1242,q,567080,mpdcNav_GID,1523,mpdcNav,|.asp
, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
23 See http://twitter.com/#!/ourcoheigh, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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Members of the D.C. Government have given some attention to Twitter: ANC 1A created 

a Twitter account (“@anc1a”) in 2010, but it has not been active since the November 

2010 elections.24 Councilmember Jim Graham (D-Ward 1), however, does actively use 

his Twitter feed.25 On Facebook, one group that has remained active is devoted to the 

“Columbia Heights Dog Park (11th & Park).”26 Interestingly, these active accounts both 

correspond to individuals or social groups that are already active in the community 

offline. Given the current sparse use of many of the other accounts mentioned above, 

whether Facebook and Twitter will be used more widely at the hyperlocal level or passed 

over for the next technology remains to be seen.  

Blogs 

Prince of Petworth 

Dan Silverman’s blog Prince of Petworth27 first garnered attention during coverage of 

a special election to replace his ward’s city council member (“Digital District” 2010). His 

blog now covers approximately 75 percent of the city’s neighborhoods, but he estimates 

the largest contingent of his readership (approximately 30 percent) comes from Columbia 

Heights. Silverman views his role as that of a facilitator, “connecting people that would 

normally never be connected, that would normally never have a conversation, and the 

conversations that they have” would be too controversial too take place (Silverman, 

“Digital District” 2010). Prince of Petworth averages in excess of 800,000 page views 

per month (D. Silverman, pers. comm.), and Silverman publishes approximately 20 posts 

                                                
24 See http://twitter.com/#!/anc1a, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
25 See http://twitter.com/#!/JimGraham_Ward1, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
26 See http://www.facebook.com/#!/group.php?gid=104241402957770, accessed 28 Feb. 
2011. 
27 See http://www.princeofpetworth.com, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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daily. While Prince of Petworth covers most of the city, the blog’s approach still stems 

from a hyperlocal perspective that differentiates it from other metro-focused publications. 

Silverman explained, “I seek to enhance the overall quality of life in neighborhood living. 

That’s in every neighborhood, but obviously, I personally spend a lot of time in Columbia 

Heights; Petworth, a little bit; Adams Morgan, a little bit; Mt. Pleasant, a little bit. But 

some of the issues that are discussed are completely applied to every neighborhood” (D. 

Silverman, pers. comm.). 

Although the majority of the site’s advertisers approach Silverman, he is able to 

maintain the blog as his full-time occupation. Having time to report is central to his 

approach, as many of his posts reflect news or scenes he comes across in his journeys 

around the city. In fact, the blog grew out of Silverman’s flaneur-like tendencies during 

his early years as a Petworth resident in 2006. While he initially started the blog to 

provide a forum for discussing development in Petworth, Silverman said, “I walk 

everywhere, and I saw changes in Columbia Heights affected me almost as much as 

changes in Petworth,” which prompted him to expand the scope of his blog (D. 

Silverman, pers. comm.). While these changes encompass both the positive and the 

negative, “A lot of times I try to highlight positive things,” Silverman said (D. Silverman, 

pers. comm.). Silverman says that although he votes in every local election, he never 

attends ANC meetings and maintains no affiliations or memberships in any organization 

(except the Democratic Party) (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). 

 While much of Silverman’s content is generated from news he comes across in 

person, he began using Twitter as a means of both publicizing his own work and 

following local news in 2010. Silverman’s “@popville” account has over 3,000 
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followers, but he follows fewer than 70—primarily a mix of government officials, 

mainstream media outlets, and select bloggers28 (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). Twitter is 

especially useful for keeping abreast of news in areas he does not travel to as often on 

foot, such as H Street NE, a hotbed of transportation and business development. 

However, Silverman observed that many—both within and outside of mainstream 

media—violate the “unwritten rule” of crediting news stories broken via Twitter to the 

original authors (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). 

 As a facilitator, Silverman encourages his readers to form a community online 

and offline. He will sometimes post e-mails from readers looking for advice and invite 

others to offer their input in the comment section, and he tries to reply to every e-mail he 

receives from readers, which can total up to 100 messages per day. The advantage of his 

blog over mainstream media, Silverman acknowledged, is that readers know whom to 

turn to with questions: He is the sole blogger behind the site and makes himself 

accessible to those who want to get in touch. “You have to build a trust with your 

readership,” Silverman said (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). Offline, he also hosts 

occasional happy hours to bring his readers together in person. (D. Silverman, pers. 

comm.).  

New Columbia Heights 

 Andrew Wiseman started the blog New Columbia Heights29 in March 2008 when 

he had trouble finding local news solely focused on Columbia Heights (A. Wiseman, 

                                                
28 Counts accurate as of 28 Feb. 2011; see http://twitter.com/#!/popville, accessed 28 Feb. 
2011. 
29 See http://newcolumbiaheights.blogspot.com/, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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pers. comm.).  The blog receives approximately 5,000 unique visitors per week.30 While 

Wiseman makes some revenue from ads, the blog is not his full-time job, and he is the sole 

contributor (A. Wiseman, pers. comm.). He covers news on local businesses, restaurants, 

politics, and other subjects. New Columbia Heights includes a blogroll to other D.C. 

Neighborhood blogs and several local websites, a map of select dining and cultural 

establishments in Columbia Heights, links to several neighborhood list-servs and local 

government websites, and links to the blog’s Facebook page and Twitter and Flickr 

accounts. Wiseman has also included a link for readers to send tips, and he does at times 

receive e-mails from residents about the local issues on which he blogs. He has even 

heard from tourists planning to visit the neighborhood, looking for advice on things to see 

(A. Wiseman, pers. comm.).  
 
The Heights Life 

 The Heights Life31 blog also dates back to March 2008, when two young 

Columbia Heights residents decided to chronicle their experiences in the neighborhood. 

Though writing in the same casual tone as other hyperlocal bloggers, the authors behind 

The Heights Life—known on the site under the pseudonyms “Art Bart” and “Spud 

Lite”—take a slightly more irreverant and more personalized approach with their self-

described “one-stop snark shop”: Their inaugural post explains their choice to start 

blogging “[b]ecause we sit around over beers with our friends discussing and analyzing our 

lives as young people living in Columbia Heights, Washington, DC” (Spud Lite 2008). 

                                                
30 Estimate based on StatCounter.com analytics, 
http://statcounter.com/project/standard/stats.php?granularity=weekly&project_id=360449
0, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
31 See http://www.theheightslifedc.com, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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Nevertheless, The Heights Life covers similar content to that on New Columbia Heights, but 

publishes slightly less frequently. (While only eight posts were published in the first two 

months of 2011, some months see more activity.). This blog also has a Twitter account and 

blogroll of neighborhood bloggers. Although the blog’s readership is unclear, its 

corresponding Twitter account, @theheightslife,32 has over 1,000 followers and is updated 

almost daily  

Public Media Corps 

Though not a hyperlocal media outlet itself, one experiment in community media 

worth noting is the Public Media Corps (PMC), a national non-profit organization that 

launched its first class of fellows in 2010 in the Washington neighborhoods of Columbia 

Heights and Anacostia. The program describes its mission as follows: 

Based on other service corps models, such as Teach for America, the PMC is a new 
national service that proposes to promote and extend broadband adoption in 
underserved communities by placing Fellows skilled in technology, media 
production, and outreach in residencies at underperforming high schools, public 
broadcast stations, and non-profit community anchor institutions. (“About,” 
PublicMediaCorps.org) 
  

In Columbia Heights, fellows worked with the non-profit CentroNia, which provides 

educational programming and family support services; the Latin American Youth Center, 

a non-profit serving low-income youth and families in D.C.; and Pacifica Radio (WPFW-

FM) (“About,” PublicMediaCorps.org). The fellows directed the production of mobile 

applications, a television show geared for teens, and other projects (ibid.). 

 While explicitly geared towards encouraging broadband adoption, the Public Media 

Corps also embraced an ethos that supported media produced by the community and in its 

interest. When Dan Silverman of Prince of Petworth aired his opinion at the “Digital 

District” panel discussion held in July 2010 that mainstream media are uniquely equipped 

                                                
32 See http://twitter.com/#!/theheightslife, accessed 28 Feb. 2011. 
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to do investigative journalism, co-panelist Ariel Valdez, the PMC fellow at CentroNia, 

disagreed. Instead, Valdez saw community media producers playing a more integral role 

in the broader media ecosystem, albeit one aided by the resources of mainstream news 

outlets: 

“I feel like it’s incumbent upon outlets like the Washington Post and like local 
public media outlets which are stewards of public access information to create an 
environment in which these people can go out…and do this deep investigation 
and then they become the next WikiLeaks, the next—whoever’s going to make 
the next big difference. I feel like it’s incumbent upon these large established 
organizations to create an environment where that can happen.” (“Digital District” 
2010) 
 

While this chapter has detailed many examples of citizen journalism and community 

media among Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal offerings, it is only efforts such as the Public 

Media Corps that have sought to make sure production of these media is widespread 

among diverse populations. 

 This chapter began by observing that local stories often risk being overlooked by 

the mainstream media, but the range of other media sources that have proliferated in the 

District and in Columbia Heights in particular show that traditional media need not 

necessarily fill all of Washington’s local news needs. Local government, engaged 

residents, curious amateur bloggers, and public communication on list-servs and other 

media offer alternative ways of filling gaps in traditional news coverage. Furthermore, 

the efforts of non-profit organizations such as Public Media Corps strive to train a 

community in journalistic skills that could help expand existing local and hyperlocal 

media. In today’s knowledge city, residents’ interest in engaging in knowledge 

production and the existence of public, accessible media through which to do so will be 

vital to ensuring sustainable forms of knowledge-based development. In Chapter 4, I will 
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elaborate on the concept of the knowledge city and many other areas that contribute to 

the theoretical framework for this study.
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Chapter 4: Literature Review 

 At the time of this writing, “hyperlocal” is a buzzword in the media world. 

Although the term was unheard of twenty years prior and may be forgotten twenty years 

hence, the mission of hyperlocal media is no mere flash in the pan. Instead, their role fits 

into a context that has both historical depth and disciplinary breadth. Understanding how 

hyperlocal media work, therefore, requires a macro, not micro, perspective, so this study 

benefits from an interdisciplinary approach. Rather than focus solely on the relationship 

between media effects and voting, this study will look at uses and gratifications theory 

that incorporates non-political uses, as well. Hyperlocal media stand out for their ability 

to zero in on the very specific to reflect the concerns of a narrow population in a way that 

other media cannot, but part of comprehending this unique asset requires knowledge of 

all the gratifications hyperlocal media satisfy, not just those confined to the political 

realm. Instead of trying to meet the Habermasian ideals of a public sphere, this study will 

consider the many modern phenomena at work on public spheres both virtual and face-to-

face. It will expand the definition of civic engagement to one that embraces multiple 

ways of participating in the public life of a community. In addition, scholarship on 

informed communities and knowledge cities will give a context for hyperlocal media that 

expands their role as conveyors of news to one that plays a part in the longer-term 

development of a knowledge-based society. Finally, the interactive potential of 

hyperlocal media will be situated within the lens of social network analysis, in 

recognition of the fact that local news is just one part of a broader communicative context 

in a community.   
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Why Study Hyperlocal Media? 

 Research at the local level is not a new trend in political communication 

scholarship. In 1940, Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944) tracked a group of subjects 

in Erie County, Ohio, in the months leading up to the presidential election to determine 

how they made their electoral decisions. Their findings led to the development of the 

two-step flow model of public opinion, in which local opinion leaders serve as 

intermediaries between the press and the general public in determining how opinion will 

form in response to news. Even though their study looked at a matter of national 

significance, the patterns they saw demonstrated the effects of the press on the public at 

the local level.  

 A similar study fifty years later by Mondak (1995) demonstrated the relevance of 

local newspapers to electoral participation in his comparative study of the 1992 

Presidential, Senate, and U.S. House elections in Pittsburgh and Cleveland. During 

Mondak’s study, Pittsburgh was in the midst of an eight-month newspaper strike, leaving 

the city without a daily paper. While radio, television, and suburban newspapers in the 

Pittsburgh area tried to increase their news coverage, the study concluded that they did 

not fill the gaps left by the newspapers after comparing Pittsburgh with Cleveland, which 

had its full complement of news media in the run-up to the election. While the subjects of 

Mondak’s study in Cleveland used local television and newspapers as complementary 

sources of election information, Pittsburgh residents turned to a variety of national news 

sources for information about the national election. For their state Senate election, 

Pittsburgh voters turned to their social networks. It is the latter point that is especially of 

interest to this study. Given the gaps in coverage of local politics in Washington in the 
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city’s mainstream media (eg, Gloria and Hadge 2010), Mondak’s study of newsgathering 

in the absence of newspapers is useful. Furthermore, since this study looks at new media 

platforms that inherently allow more active participation and discussion among 

audiences, a finding on the strength of social networks in sharing local news is especially 

applicable. Hyperlocal media have the potential to expand one individual’s local social 

network to tap into those of the entire community. 

 While it is easy to track an interest in local news, pinpointing the definition of 

“hyperlocal” media is somewhat more ambiguous. As a news medium, it is difficult to 

define hyperlocal coverage. This is in part because hyperlocal media are created and 

disseminated through multiple digital platforms and can include a range of news, 

narratives with less immediate news value, communication forums, and other information 

resources. However, defining “hyperlocal” compared with local is also complicated 

because it tends to be relative to a particular news market.  

Defining “Hyperlocal” 

 In reaching a definition for hyperlocal media, there are a few attributes to 

consider. First, hyperlocal is narrower than local news to the extent that it fills a niche 

need in the community. Hyperlocal sources cover news of interest to a select audience, 

such as “the stories and minutiae of a particular neighborhood, ZIP code or interest group 

within a certain geographic area” (Shaw 2007, 55). In this study, and within the context 

of the District of Columbia as a city-state divided into dozens of neighborhoods, 

hyperlocal will refer to one neighborhood within one of eight city wards. Often, though, 

hyperlocal news sources could be those that cover a town with limited media coverage 

from other outlets. 
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 Second, most successful hyperlocal outlets employ a multimedia platform that 

encourages interactivity. This interactivity can span from discussion to actual content 

production, and it is an inherent aspect of media that are oriented towards a niche 

community. Rutigliano (2007) demonstrates the salience of interactive, participatory 

media in his definition of community blogs as “websites that invite participation from 

residents of a particular geographic area and allow the public to assume responsibility for 

media production” (229). Public responsibility for production, though, can come in the 

form of readers contributing to a site’s production or sole production of a site (or other 

digital medium) by someone who does not consider him- or herself a professional 

journalist. Rutigliano (2007) sees three categories of production: controlled, in which one 

writer is responsible for all content; hybrid, in which a small staff contributes content and 

moderates that contributed by the public; and open, in which there is very little 

intervention by a blog’s administrator or advisers with the content published (230). The 

tone and mission of the specific medium in question largely determine the extent of 

public control over its content. 

 There are mixed views towards the use of citizen journalism. Professional 

journalists and established news organizations tend to be more skeptical about making 

citizen-produced journalism a significant portion of their news production. Writing in the 

American Journalism Review, Shaw (2007) observes that incorporating user-generated 

content “can help journalists build stronger relationships with readers…[b]ut it also has 

the potential to trivialize a media organization’s brand” (55). Shaw cites the vice 

president of strategic planning at Gannett, which she praised for its expansion into 

hyperlocal coverage, as one who supports growth into hyperlocal coverage but still relies 
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upon professional journalists for reporting because they possess necessary training the 

public lacks (56). Dan Silverman of the D.C. blog Prince of Petworth himself argued that 

reporting is a “skill set” and professionally trained journalists are still vital for 

investigative projects because they have the time and unique expertise to do so (“Digital 

District” 2010). 

 In summary, then, this study will define hyperlocal media as interactive online 

platforms that serve a niche audience with their narrow geographic scope and allow for 

the participation of the public. This broad definition allows us to consider media other 

than blogs and online news sites, which have garnered the majority of attention in the 

buzz surrounding “hyperlocal.” Other online media (such as list-servs, Twitter, and 

Facebook) also meet these criteria and may, therefore, also meet the media needs of the 

community.  

 While hyperlocal media appear to hold great potential, studies measuring their 

nascent impact show that online media have not yet filled the gaps left by mainstream 

media, which have cut back on local coverage in recent years. A study of Chicago’s 

media landscape by the Community Media Workshop (Mayer and Clark 2009) found that 

the gaps left by declining local news coverage have not yet been filled by online 

hyperlocal news publications. Gloria and Hadge (2010) determined that hyperlocal online 

media covered more topics specific to particular neighborhoods in Washington, D.C., but 

lacked the journalistic clout and financial sustainability of mainstream media. Similarly, 

in Seattle, Washington, where hyperlocal online start-ups have proliferated in recent 

years, scarce financial resources present a challenge to providing long-term alternatives 

to local coverage cuts in traditional media. Consequently, some of the more successful 
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experiments in local news have been collaborations between legacy media and hyperlocal 

online start-ups (Durkin, Glaisyer, and Hadge 2010). In addition to financial constraints, 

Hendrickson (2007) also acknowledges the limited protections bloggers receive 

compared with the established press, but argues that it is time for bloggers to be 

integrated into the broader institution of the press. Traditional news outlets, she explains, 

still hold “much of the natural advantage in newsgathering” due to their “large budgets, 

highly skilled staffs and built-in checking mechanisms” (200). As collaborations between 

hyperlocal start-ups and established legacy media become more common, some of these 

distinctions may begin to change, and hyperlocal media may have a better chance at 

financial sustainability. 

The Public and the Media: Uses and Gratifications Theory 

 In a media environment in which mainstream local broadcast and print news 

reporting have been crippled by financial woes, local online news start-ups and other 

hyperlocal new media provide an opportunity to re-examine what it is the public seeks 

from local news sources. Often, hyperlocal media efforts emerge out of the passion of an 

individual and a desire to serve the public interest, not profit motives. These motives are 

complemented by platforms that allow for immediate user feedback through online 

commenting or social media. For this reason, embracing a uses and gratifications 

approach to studying hyperlocal media seems very relevant. The theoretical framework 

laid out by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973) is still applicable in assessing the value-

added provided by today’s media. Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973) build upon 

Lasswell’s (1948) understanding of media gratifications of “surveillance, correlation, 

entertainment, and cultural transmission (or socialization)” (Katz, Blumler, and 
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Gurevitch, 1973, 512) by acknowledging that the structural characteristics of different 

media can meet varied needs. Kaye and Johnson (2002) update the uses and gratifications 

model by observing that online media “require audience members to be active users” 

(56), not merely passive consumers seeking the fulfillment of specific needs. However, 

Kaye and Johnson associate the “guidance” and “information seeking/surveillance” 

gratifications exclusively with political information (Kaye and Johnson 2002, 61). 

Because media can and do impact non-political aspects of public life, as well, a broad 

variety of media gratifications should be taken into account when trying to understand the 

relationship between media and civic engagement. Thus, this study incorporates a broad 

selection of hyperlocal media that use different platforms to determine how each medium 

meets the needs of its users, while also asking what gratifications the public seeks from 

hyperlocal media in general. 

 In addition to acknowledging the breadth of the public’s media needs, it is also 

important to characterize media effects in the context of a broad spectrum. Lawrence and 

Bennett (2000) observe that there have traditionally been three ways of understanding the 

public in political communication scholarship:  

as active deliberators engaging in serious, rational discourse about substantial 
matters of public policy; as passive spectators responding acquiescently to 
contrived “media spectacles”; or as cognitive misers responding heuristically to 
elite and media “cues.” (378) 
 

Instead of existing in such stark contrast to one another, Lawrence and Bennett (2000) 

argue, publics now display civic engagement through their response to “big stories” in the 

“gray areas” of these categories (378). I would go one step further to say that publics vary 

their responses to media depending on the importance to them of the subject being 

covered, as well as the medium through which the message is transmitted. Different 
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media can inspire different degrees of attention and participation, and in today’s 

saturated, interactive media environment, it seems likely that the public will respond only 

to certain characteristics of content and medium, based on their personal preferences and 

media needs.  

Fractures in the Public Sphere 

 While uses and gratifications theory implies that the public personalizes their level 

of interaction with the media according to their own preferences, segmentation and 

globalization alternately aid and hinder their ability to do so. Meyrowitz (2005) observes 

that “we now increasingly share information with and about people who live in localities 

different from our own” and “more frequently intercept experiences and messages 

originally shaped for, and limited to, people in other places” (23). With media serving as 

“mental ‘global positions systems’ ” (Meyrowitz 2005, 24), we have a better sense of our 

place within the public sphere. However, access to global media allows the public to neglect 

or ignore local media and media outlets to prioritize news stories that will be of interest to a 

broader audience. Bringing the global to local audiences—Meyrowitz’s idea of “glocality” 

as the blurring of geographical boundaries—changes our sense of place. Although this 

expands public access to information about far-flung locales, it also can create a sense of 

detachment, and as Meyrowitz observes, “we can come to live in places without ever fully 

integrating into the place-defined community” (27). With so many media options to choose 

from, the public has an expanded sense of space both in terms of geography and the public 

sphere. At the same time, the proliferation of increasingly specialized news outlets leads to 

media segmentation, in which the public can seek out preferred media sources exclusively 

and shared media experiences become rare. This bodes ill for Katz (1996), whose ideal 

setting for participatory democracy includes a “central space” in which to set the agenda 

for public discourse and “dispersed spaces” in which to debate these points before 
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returning to the central space for decision-making purposes (23).33 Of course, segmentation 

is not the worst outcome if it allows people to better meet their media needs, but without a 

way of centralizing conversation at some point, the public sphere becomes ineffective.  

 Putnam (2000) sees the negative effects of these phenomena on local communities in 

his lament that civic engagement is decreasing and the Internet is at least partly to blame. 

Putnam’s (2000) two main critiques of the Internet stem from its effects on news 

consumption. First, he notes that those for whom the Internet is the primary source of news 

tend to be “generalists” in the news they consume (221); presumably, this means they do 

not focus on specific, local issues in their news consumption. Second, he observes that 

those who rely primarily on the Internet for news also tend to have lower levels of civic 

participation (221). Similarly, he criticizes mass media and technology for turning 

entertainment into a private activity, rather than a shared one (216). While he had personal 

electronics and television in mind, had he been writing ten years later it seems likely he 

would find the Internet guilty of the same fault. One of the main thrusts of this study is to 

see if, with the rise of hyperlocal media, the Internet might actually foster or coincide with 

community engagement in the absence of membership in community associations, rather 

than stifle it. 

 This pessimism towards the Internet’s impact on civic life verges on technological 

determinism, the idea that technology drives the development of culture and society. Why 

should adoption of new technologies necessarily disengage people from face-to-face 

interaction in their communities? The effects of the Internet on community engagement are 

more nuanced than Putnam’s (2000) initial argument. At the same time Putnam was 

discounting the Internet as something to beware of, Norris (2000) praised its potential for 

improving civic life. In a representative democracy, she argued, news media can serve “as a 

civic forum encouraging pluralistic debate about public affairs, as a watchdog against the 

abuse of power, and as a mobilizing agent encouraging public learning and participation in 

                                                
33 This paragraph modified from Hadge 2009. 
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the political process” (Norris 2000, 12; italics sic). Particularly through the third role, 

contemporary news media actually stimulate political participation among those who are 

already engaged, a phenomenon Norris (2000) termed “the virtuous circle.” While 

Norris’s argument did not center specifically upon the Internet, it was interested in the 

effects of the mass media. Since the Internet and digital technologies have greatly magnified 

the omnipresence of mass media since 2000, it only makes sense to imagine that the media 

effects of the turn of the century have intensified in the ensuing years through the rise of 

communication technology. 

Defining Community Engagement 

 Although Putnam’s views on technology are at odds with my own, his understanding 

of civic engagement does inform this study’s choice to use the term “community 

engagement” as a more inclusive measure of individuals’ involvement in the public life of 

their communities. Putnam understood civic engagement to mean “people’s connections 

with the life of their communities, not merely with politics” (Putnam 1995, 665). This was 

the source of his displeasure that membership in community groups and other voluntary 

organizations has declined, but membership in groups based on nationality and hobbies 

increased during the last three decades of the twentieth century (Putnam 1995, 666). For 

Putnam, these local connections were tied to political participation and legacy media, as he 

found that “[o]lder people belong to more organizations than young people,…vote more 

often and read newspapers more frequently” (673). But just because younger generations 

do not exhibit these tried and true patterns does not necessarily mean they are disengaged 

from their communities. In fact, Americans are, in a way, more rooted to their locations, as 

we move house less often than our forebears did a generation ago (669). This raises several 

questions: What makes people feel connected to a local community? What makes them 

participate in the public life of that community? And to what extent will hyperlocal media 

assume the one-time role of newspapers in stimulating community engagement? By 
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adapting Putnam’s definition of participation to a more contemporary context, this study 

will identify community engagement by the following characteristics: 

 Involvement in local government, including attendance at government meetings 
and voting 

 Attendance at community or civic association meetings 
 Participation in social, business, cultural, religious, or artistic organizations 

 
The first of these comes from a long tradition of studies of civic behavior based on voter 

participation, and the second criterion is influenced by Putnam (1995, 2000). The third 

criterion, however, is in response to Putnam’s finding that younger generations today 

simply do not belong to the kinds of associations, organizations, or group-oriented social 

activities as they once did. Dalton (2006) also recognized that there are at least two ways 

of categorizing civic participation: as “citizen duty,” such as reporting a crime or voting; 

and through “engaged citizenship,” such as “being active in civil society groups and 

general political activity” (3). Together, these offer many opportunities for communities 

be considered “engaged.” Yes, Americans are bowling alone, but that does not 

necessarily mean they are disengaged from their communities. The use of hyperlocal 

media for the purposes of surveillance, information-seeking, or anticipatory socialization 

will be studied in tandem with these behaviors as a way of looking at engagement within 

mediated spaces as an alternate means of engaging with an individual’s community.  

The Virtual Public Sphere 

 Analyzing online media as forums for local community engagement requires an 

understanding of the “virtual” public sphere and how it differs from and enhances 

attributes of the public sphere as it has been traditionally conceived. Much has been made 

of the potential of the Internet for increased civic engagement, but what value does it 

actually add to the existing public sphere? Polletta, Chen, and Anderson (2009) looked to 

link-posting in online forums to assess the potential benefit of enhancing deliberation 
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with additional information in a way unique to online media. They found that most 

people who posted links in online forums did so not to prove their opinions or provide an 

argument that shared their own biases, but rather to augment the amount of information 

available to the discussion and “contribute to an accurate picture of the choice situation” 

(9). To put it slightly differently, “they used information to clarify the choice situation 

and to expand it more than to adjudicate among options already on the table” (14). This 

view of the unique value of online deliberation, of course, relies upon the availability of 

quality information on the topic of discussion. When discussions are occurring at the 

hyperlocal level, individuals in the community who may very well have firsthand 

information have a means of sharing it without going through traditional news 

organizations that might not have the capacity or interest to cover a story of interest to a 

highly specific audience. 

 The relevance of digital media to community engagement is only as strong as the 

virtual communities that form in relation to their geographic counterparts. For example, a 

virtual community that arises from a list-serv devoted to an area of several city blocks 

may differ in character from the community exhibited on the street among these same 

residents. What, then, makes a virtual community? Song (2009) defines virtual 

communities as “all groups or networks that enable individuals to communicate with each 

other on the internet” (1). Song (2009) also notes that the emergence of virtual 

communities was concurrent with increasing political disillusionment among the 

American public (5), while Fraser (1992) earlier prescribed the flourishing of alternative 

public spheres to invite participation from those shut out of what she saw as an elite, 

white, male primary public sphere in U.S. democratic society. Thus, it appears that virtual 
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communities fill a void in the traditional public sphere. Song (2009) agrees that “many 

virtual communities have become havens for individuals who share identities that 

historically have been socially or politically marginalized” and help build the civic goods 

of “trust, intimacy, and efficacy” (123). Taken together, these two scholars’ views 

suggest that the virtual public spheres enabled through digital media provide an outlet for 

people who are somehow disenfranchised. One could say that the virtual public sphere 

fulfills a complementary role to the traditional public sphere, or compensates for its 

weaknesses. However, the idea of a completely democratic, inclusive virtual public 

sphere is as unrealistic as the idealized Habermasian conception of the traditional public 

sphere. Even to the extent that it could be a more democratic space, the virtual public 

sphere is not necessarily the most productive space for exercising one’s role in a 

democracy.  

 First, reliance on virtual public spheres as alternatives to participating the broader 

public sphere makes no guarantee that public discourse will lead to change at the policy-

making level. Tarde’s (1901) early conception of the public sphere in European 

democratic society emphasized a progression of discourse from revelation of issues 

through the press to conversation among the public to the formation of public opinion and 

finally, to action. While virtual public spheres may help with the functions of the press, 

expand conversation, and influence the formation of opinion, if the groups conversing 

online are there because they lack power in the political process, there is no guarantee 

that they will be able to bring about action within the political process. In addition to the 

disenfranchised, we also have to consider the political cynics who seek to participate on 

the fringes of the public sphere because they lack confidence in the democratic process; 



 

64 

political action might not even factor into their motives for discussion. Song (2009) 

acknowledges that the facilitation of civic participation through online communities may 

be best suited to those who are “already politically active and committed,” not those who 

harbor doubts about the political process (126). Of course, there are ways to harness the 

potential of alternate virtual public spheres. Polletta, Chen, and Anderson (2009) argue 

that facilitators can play a role in enhancing the quality of online deliberation through 

“technical help and social encouragement [that] may mitigate inequalities in participants’ 

ability to use the Internet effectively” (15). Hyperlocal digital media can fill the gaps left 

by the traditional press and stir conversation and the formation of opinions, and with 

facilitation and interest, they could also move the public to action in the community.  

 Second, one cannot guarantee diverse participation in online communities. Song 

(2009) admits that virtual communities are often implicitly organized to surround 

participants by others similar to themselves (124-125); such communities “are not linked 

together like neighborhoods or street blocks that require you to drive through, or even be 

cognizant of the existence of, an impoverished or wealthy part of town,” she writes (125). 

Columbia Heights, of course, is an interesting exception to this rule, as the neighborhood 

already harbors great diversity—socioeconomic, racial, cultural, educational, and 

otherwise—within individual blocks. In this case, virtual communities could serve to 

facilitate discourse with neighbors whose concerns might otherwise be overlooked. But is 

Columbia Heights’ diversity reflected in the demographics of its online population?  

The digital divide—that is, the distinction between individuals who have the 

education, infrastructural, and financial resources to use the Internet and those who do 

not (eg, OECD 2006)—remains a persistent challenge to the ideal of the Internet as a 
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leveling public sphere. Access to the Internet and other information and communication 

technologies varies across populations, whether by country or geographic context, 

socioeconomic status, education, or other factors. Even among those who have Internet 

access, there are gaps in the norms of how different populations use it. For example, 

Polletta, Chen, and Anderson (2009) found that men were twice as likely as women to 

post links to provide additional information during deliberation in an online forum, and 

those with Internet experience were more likely to do the same than those without (11). 

Thus, even when diverse groups can access the Internet, they have different inclinations 

and capacities for engaging with the information and discussion available online. 

 Even within the virtual public sphere, virtual communities serve different 

purposes. Song (2009) characterizes virtual communities within four different categories 

grounded in their function, culture, and interface. First, “lifestyle service” communities 

offer spaces for discussion specific to one’s “life status” or situation in categories such as 

health, politics, entertainment, religion, travel, finance, and relationships (Song 2009, 

103). “Visionary communal” communities are “alternative online social entities bound by 

a thick culture,” spaces with well-developed cultural norms (105). Aspects of these two 

types of communities are present in the hyperlocal blogs included in this study and play a 

role in creating a space that brings in readers who are not only interested in local news or 

politics. For example, the Prince of Petworth blog combines elements of each with the 

lifestyle information provided in posts by the site’s author and facilitated by the blogger 

to lead to further discussion among commenters.  

 Song’s third category is the “information clearinghouse,” a virtual community 

that acts as an “information resource or communication hub for activities or causes” and 
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“function[s] much like organizational newsletters” (107). The other blogs included in this 

study, New Columbia Heights and The Heights Life, may fall more readily into this 

category, as they provide news specific to Columbia Heights and tend to prompt 

(possibly just by virtue of lower readership) fewer comments on their posts, as do the 

varied list-servs that circulate information from residents, organizations, and government 

officials in the Columbia Heights neighborhood. Like the “visionary communal” 

category, “information clearinghouses” can spill over from online to offline engagement.  

 Song’s fourth category is the “technical interface” virtual community, comprised 

of “digital platforms that enable individuals to participate in discussion forums, chat 

rooms, online journaling, and other social networking capacities” (108). She points to 

Yahoo! Groups as an example, a platform utilized almost ubiquitously by all the list-servs 

included in this study. However, rather than view “technical interface” as its own 

community, I would argue that the technical interfaces utilized by each medium included 

in this study all contribute to the formation of the other three kinds of communities. 

Important to Song’s distinctions among categories is the idea that online communities can 

have highly permeable boundaries separating them from offline communities, so 

categorizations of hyperlocal virtual communities can also differentiate between their 

offline counterparts, if such exist.  

 For all of Putnam’s (2000) concerns about the disconnectedness of American 

society, most research shows digital media as a supplement to, not replacement for, more 

traditional means of communication. Song (2009) observes that Americans have not 

given up phone and face-to-face communication, but rather “the majority of Americans 

are engaged in media multiplicity—using several different methods to stay in touch, 
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connect, and live their lives” (2). Of course, not everyone distributes their communication 

across all digital media evenly: As of 2000, 49 percent of Americans used e-mail, while 

only 3 and 4 percent used online support groups and discussion groups, respectively 

(Song 2009, 4). Even as this study examines the role hyperlocal media can play, it is 

always with an eye to the impact of the virtual community on the physical one. 

Informed Communities 

 To have an informed community in today’s new media age requires more than 

information alone. The Knight Commission on the Information Needs of Communities in 

a Democracy (2009) evaluated the impact of the digital age on citizens’ ability to be 

engaged in public life and developed three objectives for strengthening democratic life: 

 Maximizing the availability of relevant and credible information to communities… 
 Strengthening the capacity of individuals to engage with information… 
 Promoting individual engagement with information and the public life of the 

community. (xiii; italics and bullets sic) 
 

The first of these requirements has traditionally been met through news media, but the 

Knight Commission’s understanding of what is needed to have “relevant and credible 

information” is more comprehensive than what is often covered in local news (see, eg, 

Hadge 2010a). The Knight Commission (2010) lists among necessary information the 

following subjects: health, education resources, employment, social services, public 

transit, emergency services, and arts and entertainment (74). These are listed as one item 

in an appendix checklist for “healthy information communities” in the Knight 

Commission’s report. Separate from these subjects are the criteria of quality journalism 

and government transparency measures, which presumably work in concert to provide 

political information. That the other information needs are listed separately suggests that 

they need not come from traditional journalistic sources, and in fact, this study will show 
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that hyperlocal media are better situated to meet certain information needs than the 

mainstream media. Equally crucial are the second and third objectives, which reflect the 

need for media and digital literacy training. In the course of this study, several 

interviewees who are involved in the neighborhood’s civic associations observed that 

older residents in Columbia Heights who continued to rely on non-digital sources for 

information would eventually be left out as government and organizations moved their 

communications to the online realm, a point that Chapter 8 will discuss further. As Norris 

(2000) observes, “[a] citizenry that is better informed and more highly educated, with 

higher cognitive skills and more sources of information” has the most potential for 

becoming civically engaged and constructively critical of government. The goals of the 

Knight Commission correspond with this idea of an active, news-consuming public. 

 However, Polletta, Chen, and Anderson’s (2009) findings suggest that the quality 

of deliberation is as important as the ability to reach conclusions. Given the use of link-

sharing in their study to entertain alternative options, rather than force a viewpoint, 

virtual public spheres may offer an opportunity to reclaim the role of conversation for 

conversation’s sake in democratic society. Habermas viewed as vital the coffee-house 

debate in bourgeois 18th-century European society because of its opportunities for 

inclusive discussion that favored rational argument over social status and took into 

consideration topics ignored by the church and state (Calhoun 1993). However, the 

United States does not have (and, I would argue, never did) the cafe, pub, or salon culture 

of European society that provides a local spot to unwind and engage neighbors in 

conversation. Oldenburg (1991) lamented the decline of what he called the “third place” 

— understood to refer to the “public places that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and 
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happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of home and work” (16). 

One of the failings of contemporary urban life, he argued, is its inability “to 

provide…convenient and open-ended socializing—places where individuals can go 

without aim or arrangement” (61). While third places serve as a respite or escape from 

the life’s quotidian obligations, they also serve an important role in democratic society by 

providing a level, neutral sphere for conversation in which class and other signifiers of 

status have no place, only the quality of one’s argument (Oldenburg 1991). Prior to the 

advent of mass media, Oldenburg notes, “What the tavern offered…was a source of news 

along with the opportunity to question, protest, sound out, supplement, and form opinion 

locally and collectively” (70). Do hyperlocal virtual public spheres replace the physical 

third place as a level playing field for conversation about the issues of the day? They may 

at least approximate this role: While the potential for discussion varies based on the 

medium, many digital media offer anonymity to create a level playing field, the ability to 

share and consume news, and forums for discussing that news. 

The Roles of the Urban Neighborhood and the Knowledge City in a Hyperlocal 

Context 

 Jacobs (1961) scoffed at ascribing any sentimental value to the city neighborhood, 

but I would argue that emotional sentiment plays a key role in creating a sense of place 

and, consequently, attachment between residents and their communities. “Neighborhood 

is a word that has come to sound like a Valentine,” wrote Jacobs, before continuing to 

argue that “[s]entimentality plays with sweet intentions in place of good sense” (112). 

Instead, she characterized city neighborhoods as “mundane organs of self-government” 

(114), which brought order to city streets through public surveillance and the 
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development of trust among small networks (119). Her point that nostalgia distracts city 

planners from more concrete issues is a valid one, but it does not mean that public life 

can subsist without some degree of sentimental attachment. In fact, the Knight Soul of the 

Community 2010 report found positive correlations between attachment to one’s 

community and both civic involvement and economic growth (John S. and James L. 

Knight Foundation and Gallup 2010).  

 Perhaps at some level cognizant of this, hyperlocal bloggers do sometimes tap 

into a well of nostalgia to aid urban development by improving public perception of a 

neighborhood. Had hyperlocal blogs existed when Jacobs was writing in the 1960s, 

perhaps she would have reconsidered her comments about sentimentality. Her own 

examination of Boston’s North End revealed the deleterious potential of a divergence 

between the public opinion of a neighborhood and reality. The North End was perceived 

by many Bostonians in the 1950s as an immigrant slum, making it difficult for businesses 

and residents to secure loans in the neighborhood. However, it was in actuality a healthy, 

safe place, due in great part to its residents’ investment in it (Jacobs 1961, 8-11). In 

Washington, D.C., hyperlocal bloggers are able to bridge the gap between public 

perception and reality by highlighting the positive aspects of neighborhoods that people 

tend to avoid, such as those east of the Anacostia River in Southeast Washington. 

There is also a sociological argument to be made in favor of the individual urban 

dweller narrowing his or her attention to hyperlocal media. In the urban environment, 

constant environmental stimuli abound, and today’s media environment is just as 

saturated. As Simmel (1964) observed, modern metropolitan life engenders the 

“intensification of nervous stimulation [italics sic]” and “heightened awareness” in its 
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residents (410). In the face of this overstimulation, he argued, the preservation of the 

individual’s identity becomes a paramount concern, and he or she adopts a blase attitude 

towards most other aspects of the city (409, 413). Even as the individual closes himself 

off to the city, the metropolis’ “inner life overflows by waves” (419) beyond its physical 

boundaries, pervading the regional, national, and international psyche. This 

disengagement from the urban milieu creates a tension with civic participation. If the 

urban individual turns his focus ever-inward, where will he find the incentive to become 

involved in the public life of the community? Is such an expectation too overwhelming? 

Clearly, it must not be, because urban residents do participate in the politics and public 

sphere of their cities. However, as more people migrate into cities and the ubiquity of 

technology heightens urban stimulation even further, it is necessary to reconcile the 

tension between the preservation of individuality and civic participation in the 21st-

century city. Hyperlocal media aid this reconciliation through their ability to give 

boundaries to the vast, “overflowing” urban environment while also providing structures 

for processing that local knowledge that is relevant to one’s own experience in the 

community. 

Hyperlocal media are proliferating in all kinds of communities, whether urban, 

suburban, or even rural. However, studying their role in urban communities is especially 

interesting at this particular moment in history. As contemporary society experiments 

with the constantly growing assortment of technological tools at our fingertips, we also 

face the intersection of the “century of knowledge” (Taichi Sakaiya in Carrillo 2006, xi) 

and the “century of cities” (Charles Landry in Carrillo 2006, xii). It is here where the 

“knowledge city” emerges. Following the rise of knowledge management (KM) in the 
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business world, through which approach organizations view knowledge as a strategic 

asset to be leveraged in their favor, international organizations such as the World Bank 

and the European Commission began applying KM perspectives to their development 

work; from this arose the field of knowledge-based development (Ergazakis, Metaxiotis, 

and Psarras 2006, 3). Ergazakis, Metaxiotis, and Psarras (2006) note several advantages 

to knowledge-based developments, including economic and social innovation, enhanced 

educational opportunities, citizen involvement in urban development, a sustainable 

economy, and a catholic attitude towards diversity among residents, all of which promote 

“digital inclusion” (as opposed to a digital divide) when residents have access to 

technology (5). While this argument suggests that knowledge-based development in turn 

leads to democratic participation through technology, there is no reason that it cannot 

work in the opposite direction, as well: that is, the availability of information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) to residents can promote knowledge-based 

development. Through its survey of subjects’ information sources and participation in 

online conversation, this study takes a broad look at the ways in which communication 

and knowledge-sharing among local networks can impact a neighborhood. 

Because the interdisciplinary field of the knowledge city is still emerging, the exact 

criteria that comprise a knowledge city are still undecided. However, attempts to describe 

the emergence of the knowledge city have observed several characteristics that are 

present across case studies of cities across the world. Ergazakis, Metaxiotis, and Psarras’ 

(2004) definition of a knowledge city alludes to the comprehensiveness of this 

interdisciplinary approach: 

“A knowledge city is a city that aims at a knowledge-based development, by 
encouraging the continuous creation, sharing, evaluation, renewal and update of 
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knowledge. This can be achieved through the continuous interaction between its 
citizens themselves and at the same time between them and other cities’ citizens. 
The citizens’ knowledge-sharing culture as well as the city’s appropriate design, 
IT networks and infrastructures support these interactions.” (quoted in Ergazakis, 
Metaxiotis, and Psarras 2006, 4). 
 

Key to this definition are the ability to share knowledge with both neighbors and those 

outside one’s community, development that encourages knowledge-processing, and 

physical and infrastructural design that supports this flow. Alternative terms have also 

been used to refer to the knowledge city, including “technopolis” (focused on 

implementation of technology policy), the “intelligent city” (geared toward economic 

growth), the “knowledge society” (interested in continual social and individual growth), 

and the “learning city” (oriented around education) (S. D. Martinez 2006, 19). All of 

these concepts require a comprehensive understanding of knowledge dissemination 

throughout a community’s social networks, but the variety of terms used to describe what 

is essentially one phenomenon underscores the relevance of a knowledge-centered 

approach in understanding contemporary society. While knowledge city scholarship uses 

the city as its unit of analysis, these same principles can be applied to a neighborhood 

setting in evaluating the extent to which the neighborhood can provide its residents with 

the ability to engage with one another. As Chapter 2 reveals, there are a number of 

characteristics in Columbia Heights that lend the neighborhood to knowledge-based 

development, ranging from the use of contemporary technology to public spaces that 

were developed a century ago.  

 Literature on the knowledge city is most relevant to a study of media and 

community engagement when it revolves around the knowledge citizen. First, knowledge 

citizens require “access to new communication technologies…as instruments to acquire 

knowledge and facilitate interaction and innovation” and the capability to seek out and 
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evaluate different sources of information (A. Martinez 2006, 235). America Martinez 

(2006, 235) also stresses the importance of opportunities for citizens to collaborate with 

government, business, and educational institutions in order to participate in the 

community. While these two competencies are named separately in the literature, in 

reality they must develop in a way that is closely intertwined if they are to be effective. 

Communities that provide opportunities to participate in government digitally, for 

example, must first ensure that all its citizens have the access and ability to use those 

digital technologies if they want to ensure broad participation.  

 Knowledge-based development advocates also look to ICTs to meet the needs of 

communities. Ergazakis, Metaxiotis, and Psarras (2006) specifically call for metropolitan 

websites that bring multiple municipal agencies together in a single portal to offer e-

government services, as well as online spaces for dialogue among citizens (12). 

Furthermore, they name “urban innovation engines” that combine “people, relationships, 

values, processes, tools, and technological, physical, and financial infrastructure” (12) as 

key to development. From this perspective, systems and societies that encourage 

knowledge-sharing are seen as key to the economic advancement of a community. In 

combination with the view of the Knight Commission report (2009) referenced above 

regarding political participation through knowledge-sharing, the availability of and access 

to local information become foundational requirements for civic life. 

Social Networks and Communicative Ecologies 

 Building upon the previous discussions of informed communities and the virtual 

public sphere, this study will also consider the unique way that social networks impact 

the spread of news and information through hyperlocal media and the conversation that 
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occurs in these channels. The most relevant advancement network theory makes to the 

field of political communication involves the sourcing of information. While traditional 

models of political communication through the press have been elite-driven, with 

information originating with government officials and reaching the public through the 

legacy media, the networked public sphere as Benkler (2006) first envisioned it adds a 

level to this communication through elites: Anyone can express a view in the networked 

public sphere, regardless of status, and if it catches the public’s interest, its reach will be 

distributed more widely. Kelly (2008) succinctly describes the networked public sphere 

as a place where: 

[o]nline clusters form around issues of shared concern, information is collected 
and collated, dots are connected, attitudes are discussed and revised, local 
expertise is recognized, and in general a network of ‘social knowing’ is knit 
together, comprised of both people and the hyperlinked texts they co-create. (4) 
 

This “network of ‘social knowing’” challenges the two-step flow model of public opinion 

formation. From such an approach, emergent social networks could come to replace the 

traditional conception of the individual as opinion leader in the two-step flow model of 

public opinion formation. Additionally, Rutigliano (2007) looks to network theory as a 

key to unlocking the potential of civic media to revitalize democracy. Specifically, he 

argues that a blogosphere that arises from emergent or “bottom-up” systems has the 

potential to “accommodate mass participation and remain open and competitive, thereby 

providing the more democratic public sphere that civic journalists and blog enthusiasts 

desire” (228). For all of these reasons, it is useful to find a way to conceptualize the 

hyperlocal media environment within the context of a social network. 

 The study of communicative ecologies has analyzed the impact of social networks 

on communication patterns within a defined community. Foth and Hearn (2007) define a 



 

76 

“communicative ecology” as a framework for looking at three dimensions 

communication within social networks: online and offline, global and local, and 

collective and networked. Hampton and Wellman (2003) pioneered this approach, though 

not under that label, with their study of “Netville,” a real estate development in a suburb 

of Toronto in which residents were offered two years of Internet access to participate in a 

study of their communication patterns. The researchers found that residents of Netville 

used the Internet to facilitate and complement their offline relationships and activities; 

online and offline social networks thus intertwined. While Hampton and Wellman were 

focusing explicitly on social relationships, Button and Partridge (2007) employed a 

multilayered theoretical framework in their study of 12 local news sites: a social layer to 

analyze the groups of people who participate; a discursive layer to parse the content 

discussed; and a technological layer to consider the devices and media through which 

communication takes place. Similarly, Foth and Hearn (2007) looked at the three 

theoretical layers employed in Button and Partridge’s (2007) study to find that residents 

of three inner-city apartment buildings in Australia move comfortably between online 

and offline communication, with local communication and interaction taking precedence 

over global communication. These three studies all present an argument for looking at 

social networks and their role in communication from multiple angles, as this study sets 

out to do. 

 There are several concepts within social network analysis that I will bring to bear 

on this study’s findings. Common terminology refers to people, organizations, or other 

social entities in a network as “nodes” or “vertices,” and the connections that bind them 

to one another as “ties” or “edges.” Sociologist Mark Granovetter first introduced the 
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concept of tie strength in 1973, when he argued that weak ties (or less close relationships) 

gave an individual greater access to populations to which they lacked direct connections 

than strong ties (or more intimate relationships). As Kelly (2008) points out, blogs and 

other online media can be an example of weak-tie networks that exist offline, such as 

those formed around shared interests or concerns (4). When “bloggers…share common 

interests and preferred sources of information” (Kelly 2008, 5), they form attentive 

clusters. Clusters are defined as “pockets of densely connected vertices that are only 

sparsely connected to other pockets” (Hansen, Shneiderman, and Smith 2011, 93). In 

looking for a correlation between online and offline community engagement in Columbia 

Heights, this study seeks to determine whether clusters exist within the neighborhood’s 

information community. 

 Weak-tie networks play a certain role in informed communities because users’ 

personal relationships, Internet consumption and production patterns determine what 

information they are exposed to and what information they share. In addition to being 

consumers of network benefits, though, the public also actively contributes to them. As 

Kelly (2008) argues, the hypertext network of the blogosphere creates a “flow map” of 

attention while also creating “a text authored by emergent collectives: public, persistent, 

universally interlinked yet locally clustered, and representative of myriad social actors at 

all levels of scale” (4). This model of a collectively-authored text introduces ways of 

understanding knowledge-sharing through online social networks as a means of 

community engagement, participation in a crucial part of the public life of the community 

that ensures the dissemination of information. 
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 However, not all relationships within these social networks exist on an equal 

plane. The measure of Eigenvector centrality assigns prominence in a network to nodes 

that are well-connected; that is, those nodes that have the most social ties will have the 

highest eigenvector centrality. This concept helps distinguish between hyperlocal media 

based on audience; those with a higher Eigenvector centrality have a farther reach within 

the community. Related to this is the theory of preferential attachment, which argues that 

“newly arriving nodes [in a network] will tend to connect to already well-connected 

nodes rather than poorly connected nodes” (Barabasi and Albert 1999, cited in Watts 

2004, 251). Kelly (2008) applies the idea of preferential attachment to the blogosphere 

through an analysis of the outlinking habits of blogs to other (usually larger, legacy 

media) websites. These measures will be applied to an analysis of some of Columbia 

Heights’ Twitter feeds to uncover the extent to which the neighborhood’s media, 

community organizations, and businesses are interconnected with one another through 

social media. 

 As illustrated above, there are a number of theoretical frameworks that play a role 

in revealing a comprehensive picture of the relationship between hyperlocal media and 

community engagement. Too often, frameworks for civic participation focus exclusively 

on technologically-facilitated participation or more traditional face-to-face 

communication. By integrating social network analysis, the knowledge city, and the 

communicative ecology with some of the other political science and communications 

frameworks outlined above in this chapter, we can begin to approach a more realistic 

understanding of how urban residents engage with their communities. In the next chapter, 
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I begin the discussion of this study’s specific methodologies and findings with a content 

analysis of hyperlocal media serving Columbia Heights.
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Chapter 5: The Role of Hyperlocal Media: Content Analysis Methodology and 

Findings 

 In order to examine the relationship between hyperlocal media and community 

engagement, we need first to understand the unique role that hyperlocal media serve 

compared with other media. To do so, this study employs a content analysis that 

compares a selection of hyperlocal media that cover Columbia Heights (exclusively or in 

combination with hyperlocal coverage of other neighborhoods) with 

WashingtonPost.com, Washington’s most-read online news source (Gloria and Hadge 

2010). WashingtonPost.com provides a useful contrast for two reasons. First, from a 

theoretical standpoint, online hyperlocal media can be seen as filling the gaps left by 

shrinking coverage from local print newspapers; since Washington has few neighborhood 

newspapers remaining, the metropolitan daily Washington Post is left with much to cover 

if it is to be the city’s primary news source, a daunting task that would require hefty 

resources. Second, in 2010 WashingtonPost.com redesigned its homepage for local news 

as PostLocal.com and introduced efforts to encourage active participation from readers, 

such as “The Daily Gripe,” powered by the government transparency tool SeeClickFix 

(discussed in Chapter 3). Both of these points suggest The Washington Post website 

could play a significant role in providing news about the city neighborhood’s. However, 

this does not mean the Post has the manpower to cover the entire city at the same 

granular level of hyperlocal news outlets, nor does it have demand from its diverse, 

metro-area readership for news about all the city’s neighborhoods. This chapter proceeds 

with the methodology, findings, and discussion of the hypotheses tested by the content 
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analysis and concludes with a discussion of observations specific to list-servs, Facebook, 

and blogs. 

Methodology 

 If hyperlocal coverage is not a good fit for the Post, this opens the door to 

hyperlocal media to fill the information gaps that are not met by the demand of Post 

readers or the resources of its reporting staff. As the findings will show, many the online 

news website medium is not the only one that is equipped to provide this kind of 

coverage. This chapter combines the results of a three-day content analysis with data 

gathered through the survey discussed in Chapter 6 to answer the following research 

question: 

RQ1: How are hyperlocal digital media used in Columbia Heights? 

The ensuing subsections will describe the selection of the sample for the content analysis 

and survey data, the coding scheme employed in the content analysis, and the results of 

an intercoder reliability analysis. 

Sample 

 Part of the data used to answer this question were gathered through the survey 

administered online and offline to those who participate in Columbia Heights’ public life 

offline and use its hyperlocal media online.34 Survey questions about respondents’ media 

use measured consumption and participation, as well as a range of possible uses and 

gratifications. In recognition of the frequent intersection between citizen journalism and 

hyperlocal media, questions asked whether respondents had ever e-mailed a list-serv, 

posted to a Facebook page, or commented on a blog or website that focused on Columbia 

                                                
34 The survey methodology is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
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Heights. Two questions (#21 and #22) asked respondents to choose all gratifications they 

sought from hyperlocal media, as well as their primary reason for using hyperlocal 

media. The first three options covered general uses and gratifications: surveillance, 

entertainment, and socialization. The fourth—“to connect with or meet others, online or 

offline”—was informed by conversations with my colleagues at Georgetown about how 

they used hyperlocal media upon first moving to Washington. The remaining items name 

specific subject areas about which respondents might seek additional information. Some 

of these — such as “local restaurants” — were also informed by my colleagues’ 

comments. Others were adapted from a previous study (Hadge 2010b) in which a content 

analysis revealed subjects such as weather, transportation, and events appeared regularly 

on hyperlocal media outlets in Seattle. The remaining subjects were based on those 

indicated as “information needs” in a community by the Knight Commission on the 

Information Needs of Communities in a Democracy (Mayer, Olson, et al. 2009). 

 The hyperlocal media sources included in the content analysis were chosen with 

several criteria in mind. First, the blogs included were chosen because they either cover 

news in Columbia Heights or provide information on getting involved in the community. 

Prince of Petworth, although technically not a hyperlocal blog focused on Columbia 

Heights, was included because about 30% of its readers are from Columbia Heights (D. 

Silverman, pers. comm.) and because the way that the blog covers news is consistent with 

other hyperlocal media: providing information of a level more granular than that provided 

by media with a metro-wide audience, and facilitating interaction with readers. Two news 

aggregator features from Outside.In and TBD.com were included in order to capture 

news from other outlets than those in this study, in case there were additional sources of 
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coverage for the neighborhood. The list-servs included were those of which I had 

previous knowledge and was permitted to subscribe to (some list-servs require 

subscribers to be residents of the neighborhoods they cover). For the Metropolitan Police 

Department list-servs, only the most encompassing of three Third District list-servs was 

included, to avoid redundancy. Because many of the Twitter feeds and Facebook pages or 

groups associated with Columbia Heights are inactive or dormant, those included here 

were chosen for having some activity on the days included in the content analysis. The 

following figure lists the hyperlocal media that are included in this content analysis.35 

Figure 5.1: Media outlets included in content analysis 
Source Medium Description 
WashingtonPost.com Website Associated with The 

Washington Post 

The Heights Life Hyperlocal blog Solely covering Columbia 
Heights 

New Columbia Heights Hyperlocal blog Solely covering Columbia 
Heights 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association blog Hyperlocal blog Provides updates from the 

civic association 

Prince of Petworth Metro-wide blog 
Provides hyperlocal news 
on Columbia Heights and 
other neighborhoods 

TBD.com News aggregator 

Regional news website that 
includes an aggregation 
feature by ZIP code; 
filtered here to cover 
20009 

Outside.In News aggregator 
National news aggregator; 
filtered here to cover 
20009 ZIP code 

columbia_heights Yahoo! Group/list-serv Covers all of Columbia 
Heights 

southcolumbiaheights Yahoo! Group/list-serv Covers South Columbia 
Heights 

WardOneDC Yahoo! Group/list-serv 
Covers all of Ward 1, of 
which Columbia Heights is 
a part 

                                                
35 URLs for each site can be found in Appendix A. 
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MPD-3d Yahoo! Group/list-serv 

Covers the third district of 
the Metropolitan Police 
Department, of which 
Columbia Heights is a part 

NCHCA Yahoo! Group/list-serv 
Associated with the North 
Columbia Heights Civic 
Association 

NWCHCA Yahoo! Group/list-serv 

Associated with the 
Northwest Columbia 
Heights Community 
Association 

@newcolumbiahts Twitter  Associated with New 
Columbia Heights 

@ColHeightsDay Twitter  

Associated with an annual 
late-summer neighborhood 
event, Columbia Heights 
Day 

@PoPville Twitter Associated with Prince of 
Petworth 

@theheightslife Twitter Associated with The 
Heights Life 

@JimGraham_Ward1 Twitter City council member for 
Ward 1 

Columbia Heights Dog Park 
(11th&Park) Facebook group 

Niche group for those who 
utilize a neighborhood dog 
park 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association page Facebook page Associated with the civic 

association 
 
Coding Scheme 

 The content analysis was conducted using data gathered from three days in 

February 2011: Wednesday, February 16; Monday, February 21; and Friday, February 

25. These dates were chosen to capture activity at different times of the week, when the 

news cycle might progress at different rates. Several days’ space was also provided 

between collection dates to allow some time for the included sites to publish new content, 

as content is not necessarily updated on a daily basis. All posts or articles published on a 

given day were captured using the Mozilla Firefox browser add-on “Scrapbook,” which 

preserves a snapshot of the website for later reference, and Yahoo! Group/list-serv posts 
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were collected via a daily automated e-mail digest received the morning after the 

collection date. For WashingtonPost.com, a search was conducted each day for the terms 

“Columbia Heights” and “Ward 1,” and only stories containing those search terms were 

coded, rather than coding the entire website. This was done to reflect the way in which 

users are anticipated to approach these sites: It was assumed that people looking for news 

on Columbia Heights on WashingtonPost.com would search for it, rather than comb 

through the whole site, while people looking for news on Columbia Heights on one of the 

hyperlocal media outlets would look at whatever content appeared there, since there 

would be less content through which to sort. 

 The content analysis tracked a number of characteristics, which were adapted to the 

structural differences of each medium. There were a total of 60 cases: 20 sources, each 

coded over three days. For each of these 60 cases, 20 variables were tracked. First, the 

number of posts was recorded, according to the standards for each medium—blog posts 

for blogs, headlines for aggregators, wall posts for Facebook, tweets for Twitter, and 

individual e-mail messages/posts to the Yahoo! Group for list-servs. Second, the number 

of comments (or replies) was calculated for each medium to compare the amount of two-

way interaction between the medium and the reader. The designation of what constituted 

a “comment” was straightforward for blog posts and online news articles, with the 

exception that if a post or article republished from another site, the comments were not 

counted. For example, if TBD.com included a TBD-authored article in its list of 

aggregated stories, the comments would be counted. If the aggregator list on TBD 

included a story from WashingtonPost.com, the comments would not be counted. This 

was done to ensure that comments were counting readers’ engagement with the site on 
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which they encountered the story (or content). On Facebook, direct replies to wall posts 

were designated as comments. On list-servs, replies to an e-mail message/post were 

designated as comments. On Twitter, a retweeted post counted as a reply if the retweeting 

poster included his or her own comments before the “RT” in the tweet, or if the original 

poster of a tweet mentioned another Twitter user (designated by an “@” symbol and the 

other user’s Twitter username).  

 Next, all of the stories in each case were tallied within the following three 

categories: original or non-original content, stories about Columbia Heights or not about 

Columbia Heights, and stories about one of 14 subject areas. For blogs, online news 

articles, Facebook posts, and e-mails, original content was counted as anything that was 

written specifically for the medium in question (including a press release sent by the 

organization from which it originated, because this is by nature meant to be distributed or 

copied to multiple sources), or any link or reproduced content that was accompanied by 

two sentences or more from the author who was reproducing it. The designation of two 

original sentences was meant to weed out cases in which an author or poster simply 

directs attention to the republished content with one sentence or sentence fragment. For 

Twitter, original content included any unique tweet, as well as retweets that were 

preceded by a comment from the person retweeting it. Content was counted as being 

about Columbia Heights if it discussed information specifically about any area, person, or 

organization that fell within the boundaries of the neighborhood used for this study.36 The 

only exception made was for political news: If content was about Ward 1, in general, it 

                                                
36 These boundaries are 16th Street NW to the west, Spring Road NW to the north, 
Georgia Avenue NW to the east, and Florida Avenue NW/Barry Place NW to the south. 
If content referred to something outside these boundaries as occurring within Columbia 
Heights, I did not count it as a story about Columbia Heights for the sake of uniformity. 
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was counted as being about Columbia Heights, because the information that affected 

Columbia Heights residents could not be separated from that which was relevant to 

residents of other neighborhoods in Ward 1.  

 Finally, all stories or posts were coded as falling into one of the following 14 

subject areas: politics, crime, events, transportation/traffic, weather, business, sports, arts 

and entertainment, restaurants, jobs/employment, real estate, education, health and social 

services, and other. These subjects were chosen to align with those given in the study’s 

survey questions (Q21 and Q22). When a post covered multiple subjects, it was 

categorized according only to the predominant one. For example, a post about an ANC 

meeting might be construed as both an event and a political story; for this study, it was 

coded as a political story, because within the realm of political news, hyperlocal media 

are best suited to covering something within the narrow scope of an ANC. 

Intercoder Reliability 

 The content analysis was also tested for intercoder reliability. In doing so, I 

explained the methodology given above to the second coder. The second coder was given 

access to all the data collected and instructed to choose at least 10 cases to code. I was 

present during the entire time the second coder worked on the sample and answered 

questions that arose as to how cases should be evaluated according to each variable by 

providing more detailed information, without indicating how I would code the case in 

question. The second coder coded a total of 14 cases. In two of the cases, there were 

significant discrepancies in the number of stories counted. These two cases included 

stories from days outside the scope of the content analysis, but the coder counted these as 

part of the total, instead of just counting the stories from the day in question. I removed 
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these two cases from the sample before performing the reliability, so as to allow for a 

result that more accurately reflects the overall reliability of the coding scheme. Among 

many of the variables, there were too few cases to carry out a test of reliability. The 

results of the reliability tests appear in Methodological Appendix C (Table C.6). 

Hypotheses  

 The hypotheses tested in the content analysis are predominantly descriptive. Four of 

the five hypotheses examined in this chapter concern coverage of several topics out of the 

list of subjects examined in the content analysis and questions 21 and 22 of the survey: 

politics, crime, events, and real estate. All of these were chosen because of the 14 

subjects coded for, these four are the ones that, when particular to one neighborhood, will 

not likely be as relevant to residents of another neighborhood as other subjects might. 

H1: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
politics more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H0: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
politics less often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H2: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
crime more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H0: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
crime less often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H3: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
events more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H0: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
events less often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H4: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood real 
estate more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H0: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood real 
estate less often than WashingtonPost.com. 
H5: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media include more online conversation than 
WashingtonPost.com. 
H0: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media includes no more online conversation than 
WashingtonPost.com 
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Data Analysis and Findings 

Does Coverage Meet the Demands of the Public? 

 To set the stage for the findings related to the above hypotheses, let us first 

compare the coverage of all subjects tracked in the study to the public’s demand for them. 

In order to know if hyperlocal media are meeting the needs of the public, we must first 

know what those needs are. By turning to the survey data, we can compare the most 

popular gratifications sought by survey respondents in hyperlocal media37 with the 

frequency of their appearance in the content analysis. In Figure 5.2 I used these equations 

to calculate “demand” and “coverage”: 

Demand = Number of “yes” replies to Q. 21 / Number of respondents  
Coverage = Number of stories on a given topic in entire study / Total number of 
stories in study38 
 

Figure 5.2: Comparing Coverage and Demand for Hyperlocal Media 
Gratifications39 
Highest Coverage of Media Gratification 
(% allotted) 

Highest Demand for Media 
Gratification (% who indicated interest 
in this) 

Comments (Mean: 2.69 per story; 50% of 
sources had comments/replies) 

Respondents who use hyperlocal media to 
connect with or meet others, online or 
offline (19.4%) 

  
1. Restaurants (20.3%) 1. Local events (90.9%) 
2. Local politics (19.3%) 2. Restaurants (87.5%) 
3. Crime (10.9%) 3. Business (84.7%)  
4. Local events (6.7%) 4. Crime (81%) 
5. Real estate (5.7%) 5. Arts and entertainment (76.5%) 
                                                
37 See Methodological Appendix A for survey questions. 
38 For all sources tracked in the content analysis, total n=192. 
39 WashingtonPost.com data are included in the calculations for “coverage” because 
survey respondents were given that site as a source to name among their news sources 
before they indicated their hyperlocal media gratifications. Percentages do not sum to 100 
for either column because coverage included an “other” category, and survey respondents 
were allowed to name multiple uses and gratifications indicating the demand calculation. 
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6. Business (5.2%) 6. Local politics (66.9%) 
7. Arts and entertainment (4.2%) 7. Traffic/transportation (56.8%) 
8. Education/schools (3.6%) 8. Real estate (53.7%) 
8. Health and social services (3.6%) 9. Weather (30%) 
8. Traffic/transportation (3.6%) 10. Education/schools (27.1%) 
8. Weather (3.6%) 11. Health and social services (23.4%) 
9. Jobs (2.1%) 12. Sports (12.4%) 
10. Sports (0%) 13. Jobs (11%) 
 

While coverage and demand do not match exactly, the priorities are roughly the same. In 

looking at the top six results in each column, the only discrepancies come in the areas of 

real estate and arts and entertainment. Coverage of real estate news exceeds the demand 

for it by three places, and coverage of arts and entertainment ranks two spots lower than 

the public’s demand for that information.  

 However, it became clear that not all hyperlocal media sources prioritize the same 

topics in their coverage or discussion. Instead, particular sources specialize in certain 

areas, and this was especially apparent because the data for this methodology are drawn 

from a sparse sample as a result of infrequent updating by some of the included sources. 

The following sections will therefore compare total coverage across hyperlocal media 

sources in the aggregate with that of WashingtonPost.com, with a few illustrative 

examples from each medium. Further discussion of the specialization of hyperlocal media 

can be found at the end of the chapter, and findings for each outlet included in the content 

analysis can be found in Methodological Appendix C (Tables C.1-C.4). 

Neighborhood Politics 

 As seen in Table 5.2, coverage of local politics accounted for 19.3% of all stories 

coded in the study, the second highest topic covered, while survey respondents ranked it 



 

91 

their sixth most frequent reason for using hyperlocal media. An analysis of the data 

gathered tested the following hypothesis: 

 
 H1: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood  
 politics more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
 
As Table 5.1 shows, we can support H1 because, taken together, the sample of hyperlocal 

media outlets included greater than 12-times more political coverage on Columbia 

Heights and Ward 1 than did WashingtonPost.com. 

Table 5.1: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Local Politics Throughout 
Study 
Source # Political Stories % of Total Coverage 
Mean # stories 1.8 — 
Total # stories 37 20% 
WashingtonPost.com 3 n/a40 
 
 Looking at individual hyperlocal media sources, the average number of political 

stories covered in the three-day study is less than that on WashingtonPost.com. However, 

three list-servs (columbia_heights, southcolumbiaheights, and WardOneDC) had more 

than three items on neighborhood politics, exceeding the political content than 

WashingtonPost.com. To be more specific, then, we can say that hyperlocal list-servs 

provide more information on neighborhood politics than the Post website. Included 

among this coverage was a notice about an upcoming special election (Boese 2011) sent 

to both the “columbia_heights” and “WardOneDC” list-servs and an agenda for an 

upcoming ANC 1B committee meeting sent to the “southcolumbiaheights” list-serv 

                                                
40 Only stories about Columbia Heights were coded for WashingtonPost.com, whereas 
other sites’ tallies of the total number of stories also included those not on Columbia 
Heights. Therefore, a percentage of total coverage for the WashingtonPost.com sample 
would not be comparable with that listed for the other cases. To provide some context for 
comparison, though, in a content analysis conducted during the research for Gloria and 
Hadge (2010), The Washington Post print edition included an average of 141 stories per 
day. 



 

92 

(Irwin 2011). In contrast to these announcements, the political information on 

WashingtonPost.com included a short news item on a former politician’s guilty plea to 

corruption charges; the item featured a comment on the outcome from Ward 1 

Councilmember Jim Graham (DeBonis 2011). These examples illustrate the difference 

between political information as direct communication between the offices of elected 

officials and citizens (as in the list-servs’ announcements) and as information processed 

by a journalist intermediary. 

Neighborhood Crime 

 The next hypothesis turns to news and information about crime. The media 

sources surveyed in this study include some specific crime coverage: The MPD list-serv 

publishes Daily Crime Reports and Daily Arrest Reports, and PostLocal.com has a page 

devoted to crime.41 While Columbia Heights is included in the third district of the 

Metropolitan Police Department, MPD-3d covers a broader area than Columbia Heights 

alone, so not all information on the list-serv was necessarily categorized as being about 

Columbia Heights. The following hypothesis was tested: 

H2: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
crime more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
 

As with H1, a summary of coverage is presented in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Crime Throughout Study 
Source # Crime Stories % of Total Coverage 
Mean # stories 1.1 — 
Total # stories 21 11% 
WashingtonPost.com 0 — 
 

                                                
41 See http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/crime, accessed 21 March 2011. 
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The data above allow us to reject the null hypothesis in support of the hypothesis that 

hyperlocal media sources provide information on crime more often than does 

WashingtonPost.com’s coverage of Columbia Heights. While WashingtonPost.com may 

have provided coverage of crime outside Columbia Heights during this study, hyperlocal 

sources provided more crime coverage specific to the neighborhood. This shows an 

interesting progression from Elizabeth McIntire’s observation (discussed in Chapter 3) 

that at the turn of the twenty-first century, Columbia Heights was often characterized 

negatively in the media, (E. McIntire, pers. comm.). In the 1990s in particular, several 

high-profile crime stories were set in Columbia Heights, as described in Chapter 2.  

 Instead, hyperlocal crime coverage in the content analysis incorporated ways of 

preventing crime. For example, a blog post on Prince of Petworth included an e-mail 

from a reader looking to get the word out about a man loitering in the neighborhood who 

was making her feel threatened. Prince of Petworth publicized the message by posting it 

and also recommended that the reader contact the police, despite her uncertainty that the 

man was actually doing something criminal (Silverman 2011b). An e-mail to the “MPD-

3d” list-serv, on the other hand, was looking for the assistance of the public in identifying 

suspects in an armed robbery (Kishter 2011). In this case, the MPD took advantage of 

their opportunity to target a specific audience of those who are already interested in 

receiving crime-related information and presumably spend time in the area in which the 

crime was committed.42 Bypassing mainstream media, both MPD and the concerned 

Columbia Heights resident in these examples are able to use hyperlocal sources to 

communicate directly with their target audiences. 

                                                
42 A positive correlation between living in Columbia Heights and following its hyperlocal 
media is supported in Chapter 6. 
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Neighborhood Events 

 With the decline of the newspaper classified ad, many hyperlocal media have 

become a free way to publicize community events. While these are sometimes of interest 

to a broader audience than those who live in the neighborhood, there are many events for 

which the opposite is true that would not capture the interest of an audience outside a 

specifically local community. These can range from the annual Columbia Heights Day, 

an event that bypassed intermediaries in setting up its own Twitter feed, to reminders of 

ANC or civic association meetings or events posted on blogs and sent out to list-servs. 

With this in mind, I hypothesized the following: 

H3: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
events more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
 

Table 5.3 summarizes the study’s findings. 

Table 5.3: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Local Events Throughout Study 
Source # Local Events 

Stories 
% of Total Coverage 

Mean # stories 0.7 — 
Total # stories 13 7% 
WashingtonPost.com 0 — 
 
Again, the data show support for the hypothesis that hyperlocal media provide more 

coverage of local events than does WashingtonPost.com. One illustrative example of the 

way in which hyperlocal media are expanding upon the role previously served only by 

local (physical) bulletin boards is a message sent about upcoming events at the 

Emergence Community Arts Collective to the “WardOneDC” list-serv (Robinson 2011). 

On the other hand, not all hyperlocal media are the best sources for event information. 

Outside.In linked to a round-up of events in The Washington Examiner that included one 

in Columbia Heights, but the story included in a February 16 screen-capture of Outside.In 
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had originally been published February 1, making the information potentially outdated 

(“Around Town” 2011).  

 With a maximum of 2 items about events, hyperlocal media did not cover this 

subject extensively as one might expect, given that it was the number one use for which 

survey respondents seek out hyperlocal media. This can perhaps be attributed in part to 

the uneventful time of year during which the study was conducted (February). 

Nonetheless, the three days did show enough content that local events ranked fourth out 

of all subjects in terms of its coverage over the course of the study. 

Neighborhood Real Estate 

 Real estate is another subject about which information could once be procured 

through the advertising circulars of print newspapers. How are hyperlocal media 

complementing this traditional approach? The fourth topic-oriented hypothesis tested the 

following: 

H4: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media provide information on neighborhood 
real estate more often than WashingtonPost.com. 
 

The table below shows the extent to which the media surveyed actually did cover real 

estate, which area included information on rentals, home ownership, and commercial real 

estate: 

Table 5.4: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Real Estate Throughout Study 
Source # Real Estate Stories % of Total Coverage 
Mean # stories 0.58 — 
Total # stories 11 6% 
WashingtonPost.com 0 — 
 

Because WashingtonPost.com did not cover real estate information in an editorial section 

(classified ads were not included in the study), there is support for the hypothesis that 



 

96 

hyperlocal media provide more real estate news and information than The Post. By 

examining the cases in which information about real estate appeared, it became clear that 

hyperlocal media do not only include listings advertising available real estate; they also 

provide advice and information about the real estate market. For example, Prince of 

Petworth includes a regular feature titled “Good Deal or Not?” that features a real estate 

listing and looks for reader input on the price. To supplement these, the blog publishes 

occasional guest posts from a local realtor called “GDoN Revisited” that follows up on 

the fate of the property first listed on Prince of Petworth and offers analysis of why the 

sale turned out as it did.43 This provides a unique opportunity to readers for not only 

acquiring real estate information but also gaining insight into both public opinion and a 

professional’s opinion on the real estate market. 

Conversation 

 As the above real estate example demonstrates, publishing information or news on 

particular subjects is not the sole concern of this study. What sets hyperlocal digital 

media apart from other platforms is their ability to facilitate conversation. Especially in 

an urban environment, where people might not know their neighbors, this is a useful 

feature for supporting engagement with an online community that overlaps with the 

offline geographic community to which one also belongs. It also coincides with 

Rutigliano’s (2007) definition of community blogs as participatory media that involve 

some form of public input or assistance in media production, discussed in Chapter 4. 

With this in mind, I hypothesized the following: 

                                                
43 See all entries tagged in these categories at 
http://www.princeofpetworth.com/category/good-deal-or-not/ and 
http://www.princeofpetworth.com/category/gdon-revisited/, accessed 2 April 2011. 
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H5: Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media include more online conversation than 
WashingtonPost.com. 
 

In this case, conversation was measured by the number of comments or replies recorded 

for each case over the study. While one could consider all e-mails to list-servs or 

Facebook wall posts, for example, to be conversation because of the social nature of their 

media, this study looked for evidence of two-way conversation—messages or content that 

attracted responses. The results are tabulated below. 

Table 5.5: Conversation Through Comments and Replies  
Source # 

Comments/Replies 
Total # Stories/Posts During 
Study44 

Total 509 189 
WashingtonPost.com 7 3 
  

Overall, the data support the hypothesis: In total, there were more replies or comments on 

hyperlocal media than on WashingtonPost.com. However, this finding does come with a 

caveat, because Prince of Petworth generated far more conversation than any of the other 

sources, which all had tallies numbering in the single digits. This can be explained in part 

by two points. First, comments were counted at the end of the business day on which the 

original content was published, so these data do not account for replies added on 

subsequent days, and conversation on hyperlocal media can sometimes take an extended 

period of time to unfold. Second, there is a vast difference in the web traffic of these 

media outlets, with WashingtonPost.com and Prince of Petworth generating the highest 

amount of traffic. Nevertheless, Prince of Petworth still generated significantly more 

conversation than WashingtonPost.com, and this is without a doubt due to the unique 

mission of that blog to facilitate conversation among its readers. Such interactivity is part 

                                                
44 For Twitter and list-serv sources, the comments/replies are also counted in the total 
number of posts because of the coding scheme designated above in this chapter. 
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of the nature of hyperlocal media in a way that it is not in the case of mainstream online 

media, and that observation should not go underappreciated. 

Race, Class, and Gentrification 

In conducting the content analysis and background research for this study, it became 

clear that there are certain subjects not tested in the above hypotheses that have often 

incited debate and discussion via hyperlocal media. Gentrification is a shared concern of 

many of the long-term residents of Columbia Heights, as well as more recent arrivals to 

the neighborhood. Andrew Wiseman of New Columbia Heights cited the influence of 

gentrification and its attendant difficulties of rising real estate costs as his most serious 

concern about the neighborhood’s future (A. Wiseman, pers. comm.). As mentioned 

earlier, the Pleasant Plains Civic Association emphasized that issue at its February 2011 

meeting. PPCA President Darren Jones agreed that one shared concern of the Columbia 

Heights community is that “home ownership is becoming unaffordable” (D. Jones, pers. 

comm.). Often implicit in such discussions but left unsaid are issues related to class and 

race. Because these dynamics have been at play at various points in the history of 

Columbia Heights, a closer look at their presence in hyperlocal media content is 

warranted. 

 The history of the “columbia_heights” list-serv laid out in Chapter 2 noted that 

debates about gentrification with racial undertones were a topic of heated discussion as 

early as 1999, but that the membership of the list-serv had its share of white gentrifiers, 

as well. Similar patterns are emerging in other neighborhoods today that have more 

recently begun to experience gentrification. In an article in the Washington City Paper, a 

resident of LeDroit Park—a neighborhood just east of Columbia Heights that has become 
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home to more white residents at the start of the 2010s—observed about the community’s 

list-serv, “The list became a reliable source of information about crime in the 

neighborhood, yet it seemed to be actively used mainly by white residents—though 

perhaps there were some black lurkers like me” (Hilton 2011). This comes at a time when 

2010 census data showed the black population in D.C. falling dramatically to a very 

slight majority at 50.7%, attributed to 15 years of gentrification preceding the census 

(Morello and Keating 2011).  

 Unsurprisingly, race has remained a topic of discussion in Columbia Heights’ 

hyperlocal media during these years, too, though not always overtly so. A post 

(Silverman 2011d) on Prince of Petworth in March 2011 featured a message from readers 

about the status of a restaurant on Georgia Avenue NW in Pleasant Plains, a 

predominantly black neighborhood.45 In the reader’s inquiry, she mentioned an occasion 

when she went to the restaurant with her boyfriend and saw the annotation “White 

Couple” on their tab (Silverman 2011d). The reader did not seem to express an offended 

tone when relating this reference to her race, but the commenters launched a 20-message-

long thread debating the racism behind this action. The sender of the original e-mail to 

Prince of Petworth also commented on the post, saying: 

I did not want to instigate a race debate. I merely wanted to know what happened to 
(what looked like) a viable business that my boyfriend and I liked to patronize. 
Waitstaff was always welcoming to us and we want to support business on GA Ave 
(black/white/whatever). (Silverman 2011d) 
 

While gentrification has brought new commercial development to 14th Street NW in 

Columbia Heights as of 2011, parts of Georgia Avenue NW show less revitalization. In 

wanting to support business on Georgia Avenue, the reader is in fact showing an effort to 

                                                
45 See data for tract 35 in Appendix B, Table B.1. 
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support local businesses even as the chain stores associated with Columbia Heights’ 

gentrification continue to open on other streets. In this case, then, what began as a 

discussion on gentrification became one about race. There are no signs that these debates 

will disappear, and it is useful to keep in mind the demographic shifts that they belie 

when thinking about the questions of community engagement and hyperlocal media use 

explored in this study, as they are often relevant even when they are not explicit. 

Analysis of the Medium 

 In addition to the characteristics presented above about coverage of individual 

topics, the content analysis also yielded a number of observations about medium-specific 

attributes. Each medium will be discussed further below with the exception of Twitter, 

which is the focus of in-depth analysis in Chapter 7. Song (2009) observed that online 

communities can have highly permeable boundaries separating them from offline 

communities, and although divided according to medium, the following discussion 

observes that the boundaries between media are not always discrete. 

List-servs 

 The Columbia Heights list-servs studied here show evidence of three primary uses: 

routine communication, time- and place-sensitive communication, and discussion or 

debate of a timely issue. The findings presented in Chapter 5 showed sparse content for 

the Columbia Heights list-servs included in this study, but these three uses each set their 

own pace. The first, routine communication, maintains some consistency in the list-serv’s 

activity. Every month, ANCs or civic or community associations send announcements 

about their upcoming meetings or circulate meeting minutes on some of the 

neighborhood list-servs. Similarly, ANC 1B Commissioner Sedrick Muhammad sends 
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daily digests of local “News Headlines” to the “southcolumbiaheights” list-serv. In these 

messages, he compiles a selection of headlines about metro news and sometimes 

neighborhood news, drawn heavily from the websites of daily newspapers such as The 

Washington Post and The Washington Examiner.  

 The second broad category is time- and place-sensitive communication. For 

example, a few weeks after the time period covered by this study’s content analysis, on 

March 21, 2011, a seventeen-message thread unfolded over the space of two days about a 

recurring problem of certain individuals leaving trash on the street in front of a retailer in 

South Columbia Heights (Sarper 2011). The message was addressed to Commissioner 

Muhammad, and the Commissioner responded immediately to say he was going to look 

into the situation in person. After doing so, he reported his findings back to the list-serv, 

less than two hours after the original message was sent. Although the original poster 

could have e-mailed Muhammad directly, by sending his message to the list he opened up 

the opportunity for others to weigh in on the matter, and in the course of this thread, 

several other individuals did send more general complaints and comments about the 

frequency with which this occurs at that particular location. What could have been a 

routine communication to a public official instead was opened up to a broader discourse 

among concerned residents. However, it should be noted that after the initial action 

required by the Commissioner, the conversations unfolded over two days. This gives 

some indication as to why, in the content analysis, counts of replies and comments for 

each one-day period included were low. By taking advantage of a highly specific 

communication medium, members of the Yahoo! Group can bring certain public 

concerns to light among a targeted audience. 
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 The third use of the hyperlocal list-serv is the one that really stirs the medium to 

attention: as a space for debate around a specific, timely neighborhood issue. In Chapter 

4, I argued in favor of expanding Lawrence and Bennett’s (2000) theory of media effects, 

which recognizes engagement among publics that respond to “big” stories; instead, I 

suggested the public responds to stories that align with their particular interests and 

things that affect them personally. An example of this was a 28-message thread on the 

columbia_heights list-serv March 14 and 15, 2011, concerning the opening of a new, 24-

hour restaurant on 11th Street NW in Columbia Heights. While 11th Street NW has some 

commercial buildings, it is still a more residential part of the neighborhood than 

Columbia Heights’ main commercial corridor along 14th Street NW, and many residents 

of that immediate vicinity voiced their opinions in this discussion. While the initial poster 

only raised concerns about a potential parking overflow and sought more information 

about the forthcoming restaurant, some respondents had stronger feelings for and against 

the restaurant opening. Respondent “whjmela” raises concerns about the process through 

which a new restaurant should be approved: 

The project should be taken seriously, and not just as a popularity contest.  This 
will have positive and negative impacts especially if it goes 24/7 as others/bars on 
11th St. may follow.  This area is still primarily residential.  There should at least 
be a focused neighborhood/ANC meeting not just on this project but the overall 
impact of how 11th St is developing.  If residents who are most affected should be 
consulted.  In terms of  parking, some folk drive to the dog park, so yes parking 
will be impacted.  Outside of the potential 24 hours, I don't see why the project 
should not happen, but it should not be rubber stamped. (“Wendy A.” et al. 2011) 
 

Although a previous poster had mentioned the business owner’s presentation at an ANC 

meeting the previous week, poster “whjmela” (a frequent participant on the list-serv) 

either was not aware of that meeting or was asking for further action. This raises the 

question of how well formal announcements sent to list-servs (such as those for ANC 
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meeting agendas) convey information to that particular audience. However, it is clear that 

some were aware of the restaurant’s presentation at the ANC meeting mentioned, as 

poster John David Molesky commented, “I've never seen so many first-timers at an ANC 

meeting patiently sitting through two hours of administrative boredom just to show their 

support for a 5 minute presentation” ( “Wendy A.”  et al. 2011). Of course, the content 

analysis and survey results showed restaurants are a popular topic in terms of both the 

number of people who seek out this information on hyperlocal media and the amount of 

coverage restaurants receive there. This large turn-out to which Molesky referred illustrates 

community engagement on an issue of interest spanned multiple online and offline spaces.  

Facebook 

 While all content was sparse in this study, Facebook groups and pages on 

Columbia Heights were noticeably stagnant. I counted at least 14 Facebook pages and 

groups associated with Columbia Heights, D.C. Many of these had no posts on their 

“walls,” and while some had many members, others had only a handful. Several 

replicated the same purpose—that of a general interest page for fans of the neighborhood. 

Others were as specific as a group for mothers in the neighborhood or broad enough to 

include the neighboring regions of Adams Morgan and Mount Pleasant.46  

 There were a few exceptions. As mentioned earlier, the North Columbia Heights 

Civic Association uses its Facebook page to publicize new blog posts on its website, a 

use similar to that of the Twitter users discussed above. In addition, the Columbia 

Heights Community Marketplace also updated its Facebook page with several posts over 

the course of the months in which this study took place. Another exception was the 

Facebook group “Columbia Heights Dog Park (11th&Park).” This was the second 

                                                
46 See methodological appendix for complete list. 
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Facebook group created around a neighborhood dog park; the first was used to establish 

the dog park. Between February 15 and March 25, 2011, the group sent five (private) 

Facebook messages to group members about subjects such as lost gloves, lost dogs, the 

group’s shared interest in dogs, and a bocce league that one member was starting. There 

were also 9 wall posts or comments during that period, although only one fell on a day 

included in the content analysis. One of these posts was from Jeff Zeeman, president of 

the North Columbia Heights Civic Association, publicizing the community service day 

the Association was planning and inviting dog park users to take part, in an example of 

Zeeman’s efforts to reach across online media sources (“Columbia Heights Dog Park 

[11th&Park]” 2011). In addition to discussing a shared interest of dogs that already unites 

them in an offline space, members of this Facebook group also use the medium as a 

means of finding people to participate in other community events.  

 The reason for the overwhelming Facebook silence might be that the majority of 

the pages have no specific purpose. As the examples above show, these neighborhood 

Facebook groups and pages appear to be most useful when employed in support of offline 

activities or shared interests. Like Twitter, Facebook is utilized in Columbia Heights 

mostly as a space that overlaps with other media or forms of community engagement. 

Blogs 

 The hyperlocal blogs in this study combine multiple functions of the other media 

discussed above. Prince of Petworth, New Columbia Heights, and The Heights Life all 

incorporate aspects of discussion, publicity, a space for socializing, and supplementation 

of other media. What sets them apart is that unlike the news aggregators on TBD and 

Outside.In and the unstructured lists of subscribers to the list-servs, these blogs all benefit 
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from the editorial hand of one or two bloggers who source information, set the agenda, 

guide public opinion, and, to a certain extent, moderate conversation. These 

characteristics allow blogs to stir up conversation, facilitate information-sharing, and 

cover certain news differently from other media. 

 The findings in this chapter showed a tighter relationship in the “Follower” index 

between respondents who follow varied media than in the “Contributors” index, which 

combined different means of participating in hyperlocal media. However, it was the act 

of contributing to—not merely following—media that was correlated with offline 

community engagement, so it is important to understand the weaker relationship among 

variables in the “Contributors” index. By looking at the elements that make up the 

“Contributors” index, we can see that this is because the behavior that most survey 

respondents practice is commenting on blogs: 46% of respondents had posted a comment 

on one of the hyperlocal blogs or news sites named in the survey. By contrast, only 4% 

had posted a comment to the “wall” of the one of the Facebook pages named and 17% 

had e-mailed one of the list-servs. In the survey’s question on uses and gratifications of 

hyperlocal media (Q. 21), only 14% of respondents use hyperlocal media to connect with 

others, but 44% use hyperlocal media as a source of information to give them something 

to talk about with others. This suggests that even those who do not socialize online 

through regular conversation still use hyperlocal blogs as a means of anticipatory 

socialization to prepare them for offline social encounters. 

 Bloggers recognize this role in furthering discussion. The site in this study with the 

most commenting by far was Prince of Petworth, as the content analysis in Chapter 6 

revealed. Prince of Petworth blogger Dan Silverman (often referred to by the 
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abbreviation for his blog, PoP) explained that he views enabling conversation as his 

primary role on the blog:  

I connect people. I help people feel proud of where they live. I help people deal 
with situations that are unique to their neighborhods. But it’s not necessarily me 
who’s giving advice, who’s helping these people. It’s in my role as a facilitator 
that I’m able to help people. ... I sort of establish this trust between people. (D. 
Silverman, pers. comm.) 
 

Silverman is the only one to focus on building social capital through online engagement 

so explicitly, but it is the one attribute that most sets his blog apart from others in the city. 

His blog includes two weekly “Random Reader Rant and/or Revel” posts, open threads 

Silverman starts each Monday and Friday in which commenters can discuss anything 

they like.  On one open thread during the content analysis, commenters shared a link to a 

humorous article; thanked PoP for some of the pictures recently posted; discussed playing 

live musical gigs in the neighborhood; and gave feedback on a local restaurant, among 

other topics both related and unrelated to Washington (Silverman 2011c).  

 Coverage of certain events is also handled differently on hyperlocal blogs. Rather 

than become merely an online virtual bulletin board, for example, hyperlocal blogs are 

often in a position to highlight certain events in advance. On Prince of Petworth, events 

are sometimes posted exactly as they were sent to Silverman by a reader, such as an e-

mail sent during the content analysis time frame by a reader whose organization was 

sponsoring a charitable happy hour that evening (Silverman 2011a). New Columbia 

Heights sometimes spotlights events already published elsewhere. For example, a post 

during the period of the content analysis linked to a DCist blog post about National 

Pancake Day at IHOP. Because there is an IHOP restaurant in Columbia Heights, New 

Columbia Heights published a brief post pointing readers to the previous announcement 
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of the event. Later, New Columbia Heights published another post that included more 

information about the event from a press release that tied the free pancake promotion on 

National Pancake Day to a partnership between the restaurant and a charity (Wiseman 

2011a, 2011b). Certainly, these are not significant events at the city-level, but for 

residents who happen to live near that restaurant, it is something that might be of interest. 

On other occasions, these blogs will include event recommendations that are not time-

sensitive: for example, a post on New Columbia Heights that offered a suggested route 

for hiking in nearby Rock Creek Park (Wiseman 2011c).  

 Additionally, issues of crime and public safety can turn hyperlocal blogs into a 

virtual neighborhood watch. This is one way in which contributors to hyperlocal media 

can take advantage of both the blog medium’s ability to highlight and emphasize 

important information and the influence of an individual blogger in the community in 

spreading their message. Although crime news is circulated via the MPD-3d list-serv, not 

everyone will seek out crime information from such a specific source, but 81% of survey 

respondents indicated they did turn to hyperlocal media for information on crime, as 

Chapter 6 found. Therefore, posts from bloggers on crime information have the ability to 

spotlight news that is out of the ordinary—news that could risk being overlooked when 

bundled with the daily crime reports in a digest of messages sent to the MPD-3d list-serv. 

An example from the Prince of Petworth shows that readers recognize this role of blogs, 

and that for some, hyperlocal blogs may be a primary source of hyperlocal news. A 

reader e-mailed Prince of Petworth a message about a “peeping Tom” in Columbia 

Heights that began and concluded as follows: 

Dear PoP, 
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I’m not sure who else to report this to (other than the cops) so I thought I should tell you so that 
the wider neighborhood would know. … 
 
I wanted to report it so that if it has happened to anyone else we can know it’s a trend and also to 
keep people aware/solicit advice about security for basement apartments. (Silverman 2011e). 
 

The second half of the same blog post included another e-mail from a reader about a man 

in Columbia Heights who has tried to follow her home on multiple occasions. This reader 

concluded her message, “Just thought that this may be worth posting to the blog as a kind 

of head’s up, etc.” (ibid.). Whether Prince of Petworth receives these sorts of messages 

from readers who do not use other hyperlocal media or those who feel the blog is the best 

way to share the information with the neighborhood, they constitute an online alternative to 

the neighborhood block watches and public forums espoused by some of the community 

associations discussed above. This kind of communication has the added potential of 

reaching people who do not live in the neighborhood but do pass through it. 

 Despite the advantages of the blog medium, there is also a role for overlap among 

media. Discussions that migrate from list-servs to blogs, and vice versa, are a useful 

demonstration of this. As mentioned earlier, it is easy to overlook information sent out 

over the list-servs. Even Dan Silverman from Prince of Petworth admitted that he often 

skips reading some of the list-servs to which he subscribes (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). 

Furthermore, for those new to the list-serv or the offline community, it can be difficult to 

discern potential biases presented by those who contribute. For example, a new follower 

may not know that one particular individual has a reputation for incendiary posts or that 

another was involved in a past controversy related to the subject about which he wrote. 

Neighborhood politics are nuanced, and in online communication, a person’s tone can 

often be ambiguous. All of these factors can create a need for an editorial voice to 

provide an overview of the nature of the conversation unfolding. 
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 When hyperlocal bloggers cross the fluid boundaries of their medium to highlight 

information from the list-serv, it can signify the importance of a topic, or it can exemplify 

a kind of political coverage not captured through the content analysis in this study: the 

power struggles that determine neighborhood politics. One example of this can be seen in 

a post from New Columbia Heights that republished a graphic sent to the 

“columbia_heights” list-serv by William Jordan, a former ANC 1A commissioner and 

frequent list-serv contributor (a.k.a. “whjmela,” mentioned in an above example; 

Wiseman 2011d). The graphic was Jordan’s explanation of connections between 

Councilman Jim Graham and a local developer building in Columbia Heights. The point 

of the New Columbia Heights post was partly to call attention to the controversy 

surrounding the developer’s recent actions, as well as to clarify Jordan’s claims. Blogger 

Andrew Wiseman e-mailed Jordan for clarification and posted his reply (which promised 

to clarify the points of confusion at a later date), and the commenters on the post 

responded largely by expressing skepticism towards Jordan’s claim. One post signed “W 

Jordan” was presumably from Jordan himself and defends the purpose behind his 

diagram. This example demonstrates the inevitable crossover between different 

hyperlocal media in Columbia Heights as well as the ability of the blogger to frame 

communications from other media within a particular context.  

 As the findings above show, there are great differences in scale among the 

hyperlocal media sources counted in this study, but each one contributes in its own way 

to the broader media environment. Specialization allows certain media to excel in certain 

roles: list-servs and blogs as sites of information-sharing and discussion, for example, and 

Facebook and Twitter as supplementary channels to other media or spaces for 
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communicating with very specific audiences. Each of the hypotheses found support for 

the claims that hyperlocal media cover more information on neighborhood politics, 

crime, events, and real estate than WashingtonPost.com, in addition to featuring more 

frequent conversation among users of hyperlocal media. The low number of total stories 

(n=192) published over the course of the three-day content analysis emphasizes that 

hyperlocal media are not yet a replacement for other sources, but they do possess unique 

strengths, nonetheless. In the next chapter, we will see whether the impact of hyperlocal 

media use on community engagement shows evidence that quality, not quantity, is what 

really matters in this context. 
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Chapter 6: Community Engagement and Hyperlocal Media Use: Survey Methodology and 

Findings 

 As earlier chapters have shown, hyperlocal media are still evolving. Regardless of the 

specific medium used, online hyperlocal communication, though not an entirely nascent concept, 

continues to be marked by experimentation. Communities are finding ways to adapt hyperlocal 

media to meet their needs, and hyperlocal media are presenting new possibilities for 

communicating information to different groups of people. Just as this study takes a broad view in 

defining community engagement, so too does it employ a comprehensive understanding of what 

it means to engage with media, as well as the potential for intersection between online and 

offline modes of participation. However, not everyone uses online media, nor can those media 

fill all of a community’s information and communication needs. Thus, there is still a role for 

offline communication spaces and events. This chapter will begin with a discussion of the roles 

civic and community associations and Advisory Neighborhood Commissions (ANCs) play in 

Columbia Heights, before turning to the survey methodology employed in this study and an 

analysis of its findings. 

The Role of Community Meetings 

 Civic and community association and ANC meetings represent only a fraction of the 

ways Columbia Heights residents get involved in their community. However, they share many 

things in common with the goals of hyperlocal media. Different types of community meetings 

determine their own unique role in terms of the scope of the subject matter they cover and the 

audience they attract. This diversity of roles helps to explain why community engagement in the 

survey data was not strictly correlated with many of the usual demographic characteristics, as the 
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findings in this chapter will show. Instead, Columbia Heights residents can find ways to get 

involved that are tailored to their own interests.  

 This finding should be understood in the context of the history of community and civic 

associations in Washington, D.C. As Chapter 2 mentioned, the first citizens’ association in 

Columbia Heights, founded in 1904, was for white residents only; nearly two decades later, the 

Pleasant Plains Civic Association was founded for the African-American population that settled 

in that part of Columbia Heights. Even at the meeting I attended, the Pleasant Plains Civic 

Association maintained a majority of African-American members. There are still parts of 

Columbia Heights that have racial majorities, so it is difficult to untangle the influence of race 

from that of the sub-neighborhood itself. It is likely that both of these factors play a part in the 

concerns that garner attention from the various civic and community associations. While this 

study has so far emphasized the unique roles of hyperlocal media, community and civic 

associations also embody their own roles within the context of Columbia Heights and its engaged 

public, each varying somewhat based on the characteristics of its leader and the concerns of the 

blocks to which it caters. 

Pleasant Plains Civic Association 

 Observations of meetings of several community and civic associations show distinct 

differences in the role played by each one in its immediate neighborhood. At a meeting of the 

Pleasant Plains Civic Association (PPCA) in February 2011, there was a clear emphasis on 

preserving a way of life that was long-held in that area, which stretches between 11th Street NW 

and Georgia Avenue NW in the eastern part of Columbia Heights. Three of the 11 presentations 

on the meeting agenda addressed plans for the development of affordable housing in the 

neighborhood, the economic benefits of home ownership over renting, and the effects of 
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neighborhood gentrification. While this information catered to those who were long-time 

residents of the neighborhood, a presentation from a local lawyer on estate-planning services also 

addressed the advanced age of many of the attendees. Additionally, in recognition of Black 

History Month, a staff member from Ward 1 Councilmember Jim Graham’s office gave a 

rendition of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech while the audience sang “We 

Shall Overcome” in the background, also a tradition for the Civic Association. 

 This approach, blending shared culture with more tangible needs of community, informs 

the PPCA President’s perspective on the Association’s role. While President Darren Jones 

describes participants in the Civic Association as an “active minority” in the community, he also 

said that the Civic Association exists for “getting information to the neighborhood that doesn’t 

get through through normal channels, and then I also see us as advocating for the people who 

live here” (D. Jones, pers. comm.). The current president has been involved in the Civic 

Association since 1983 or 1984 and has held leadership positions since the early 1990s. Thus, it 

is not surprising that this would be a neighborhood where the concerns of long-term citizens are 

a priority among the engaged public. Although Jones uses list-servs to get out information about 

upcoming meetings and disseminate meeting minutes in the hopes of attracting new attendees, he 

acknowledges  that they “get some of the information out, but there are so many who aren’t 

online” (D. Jones, pers. comm.). He perceives this digital divide as a consequence of advanced 

age or lack of interest in going online, not the financial cost of Internet access.47 Consequently, 

                                                
47 Despite his perception, this may not be the case. Of the eight census tracts in Columbia 
Heights, Pleasant Plains falls in the area with the second-highest poverty level and third-lowest 
average family income (“Tract 35”). Additionally, research on broadband adoptions in Wards 1 
and 8 in Washington showed cost to be the highest deterrent to having Internet access at home 
(Leach 2011). 
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he still distributes fliers door-to-door to 60 to 70 recent attendees or asks meeting attendees to 

bring fliers back to their neighbors. 

Northwest Columbia Heights Community Association 

 While the potentially negative effects of gentrification are a specific concern for the PPCA, 

the Northwest Columbia Heights Community Association (NWCHCA) primarily focuses its 

attention on crime prevention and other public safety efforts. The president of the NWCHCA, 

Cecilia Jones, is also chair of the ANC 1A Public Safety Committee (ANC 1A 2011). On 

February 15, 2011, I attended the NWCHCA’s Criminal Justice Community Public Forum, 

which consisted of a panel discussion among neighbors involved in neighborhood block watches 

as well as public officials and professionals working in the criminal justice system, followed by 

small group discussions. In contrast to the PPCA meetings, which emphasized informing the 

community, the public forum encouraged discussion with an eye towards getting involved in 

crime prevention outside the forum, as well (e.g., through a neighborhood block watch program).  

 The dialogue during the meeting illustrated the role of face-to-face communication in 

fostering community engagement. Tom Cochran, a panelist and member of the Newton Street 

Block Watch, noted, “The best way to connect with your neighbors is in person.” Fellow panelist 

and Newton Street Block Watch member Josue Salmeron had a similar view: “For me 

personally, e-mail or text messages work great, but not all our neighbors [use those 

technologies]…We need to get back to one-on-one” conversation. Ward 5 Court Watch Leader 

and panelist Kathy Henderson tied crime prevention to a sense of community, observing, “[In] 

neighborhoods where crime is at a minimum, their neighbors are cohesive.”48  

                                                
48 All quotes from personal observation at the 15 Feb. 2011 meeting described. 
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 The NWCHCA uses a variety of hyperlocal media to get its message out. Its Yahoo! 

Group-powered list-serv was included in the content analysis, although Cecilia Jones also e-

mails a list-serv of users who have signed up to receive messages via the NWCHCA website,49 

which serves as a resource for crime prevention information. Additionally, there is YouTube 

channel for the NWCHCA that features of a video with highlights from an April 2010 public 

forum titled “Youth and Our Community.”50  

ANCs 1A and 1B 

 In contrast to the community and civic associations, ANCs exist less to deal with specific 

issues of concern to the community than to handle all of a neighborhood’s public business. That 

is not to say that single member districts (SMDs), a subcategory within ANCs represented by 

each ANC commissioner, cannot handle more specific concerns. In the South Columbia Heights 

SMD of ANC 1B03, Commissioner Sedrick Muhammad holds a monthly meeting with members 

of the Metropolitan Police Department from the third district to address residents’ concerns. 

Because this part of Columbia Heights has crime rates that are higher than the city’s average (as 

well as higher than those in some other parts of the neighborhood), these meetings address a 

concern specific to Muhammad’s SMD that would not necessarily be as prevalent at the monthly 

ANC 1B meeting.51 Muhammad also started the “southcolumbiaheights” Yahoo! Group, which 

has, as mentioned earlier, over 400 subscribers (S. Muhammad, pers. comm.), but while the 

Yahoo! Group is active, the February 2011 ANC 1B03 meeting attracted only 8 attendees 

(excluding myself), only three of whom were attending as members of the public, rather than in a 

professional capacity. Of those three, only two were Columbia Heights residents (both lived in 

                                                
49 See http://www.nwchca.org, accessed 27 March 2011. 
50 See http://www.youtube.com/user/NWCHCAinDC, accessed 27 March 2011. 
51 This is based on data from census tract 35, as indicated on the website NeighborhoodInfoDC 
(http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/censustract/census.html, accessed 2 April 2011). 
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the apartment building where the meeting was held). In this case, it appears offline and online 

participation in South Columbia Heights have different uses, and issue-specific meetings in 

person may find less demand than in other parts of Columbia Heights.52 

 At the monthly ANC 1A and 1B meetings, though, it was not uncommon for people to 

come for a specific purpose and leave when their area of interest had been covered. This kind of 

selective participation corresponds to the structure of these meetings, in which official business 

must be conducted related to local businesses, real estate development, and other issues that are 

brought before the ANC requiring some kind of public response or approval. Perhaps because 

attendance at ANC meetings can be compulsory for many who come with official business 

before the city, the nature of community engagement through an ANC is somewhat different. 

However, special-interest committees allow members of the public to participate in greater 

depth, and ANCs do publicize their meeting agendas and minutes on their websites and via a 

number of list-servs. At their most basic, though, ANC meetings are a way of communicating the 

business of the neighborhood directly, without editorializing.  

 ANC 1B Commissioner Tony Norman said he relies primarily on word of mouth to stay 

informed about news in Columbia Heights, and while he follows several list-servs, he rarely uses 

them to get information out. He does read some hyperlocal media, such as Prince of Petworth, 

but says, “I take those with a grain of salt, just like when I watch The [Washington] Post. They 

only communicate a certain perspective and a certain group’s perspective…In fact I don’t even 

use [media] as a major source of information about what’s going on. But I know enough people 

in the neighborhood, in this area, to contact various different people that I know that live in the 

neighborhood [for local information]” (T. Norman, pers. comm.). For those who have the interest 

                                                
52 All the other meetings I attended during the study had more than 20 attendees. 
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to attend, ANC meetings can fill the role of seeing the city’s governance processes at work 

before them; for everyone else, published meeting minutes can fill some of the information gaps 

left by media that do not cover such granular issues. 

North Columbia Heights Civic Association 

 In contrast to concerns addressed by leaders in the associations previously discussed, the 

North Columbia Heights Civic Association (NCHCA) embraces new media unreservedly. The 

NCHCA’s website includes a blog with community announcements and the occasional video. As 

evidenced in the content analysis, it does not regularly update its content, but when it does, 

updates are linked to the NCHCA Facebook page.  Jeff Zeeman, president of the NCHCA for the 

past three and a half years, said he relies upon online communication—through the blog, 

Facebook page, and the NCHCA list-serv—because of its ease of use. Zeeman is aware solely 

online communication will leave some out and acknowledged, “I think there’s going to be a 

disproportionate number of people who know of things happening that happen to be online than 

those who are not” (J. Zeeman, pers. comm.). While NCHCA’s varied use of online media has 

the potential to reach users with different new media use habits, the comments presented by other 

interviewees above suggest it may be premature to ignore members of community who are not 

online. 

 NCHCA meetings typically attract newcomers to the neighborhood, in addition to a few 

veterans, and the Association’s president suggested that online outreach may increase NCHCA’s 

visibility to such populations. Compared with the leaders of some of the other civic associations 

discussed here, Zeeman himself is still a relative newcomer, and this may give him a different 

perspective on which media are most effective for reaching the public. Zeeman also noted that 

the issues of interest to the NCHCA are those that tend to catch the attention of new residents, 
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such as the Columbia Heights Community Marketplace in Tivoli Plaza and a day-long 

community service event planned for the spring of 2011 (J. Zeeman, pers. comm.). The concerns 

of long-term residents, including crime and education, are beyond the scope of the issues the 

NCHCA sees as within its reach (ibid.). However, the distinct variations among civic and 

community associations reconcile the interests of veteran residents looking to maintain their way 

of life in the neighborhood and new arrivals trying to find theirs. As the following sections will 

show, this leads to a model for community engagement that is based not on demographic 

characteristics, but on other factors. 

Methodology 

 This chapter will undertake the following research question: 

 RQ2: Is there a correlation between community engagement and hyperlocal digital media use  
 in Columbia Heights? 
 
The methodology used to explore this question involved surveying members of the Columbia 

Heights community, in online and offline public spaces. I developed a 28-item questionnaire, 

which asked respondents about their media consumption and online participation habits, their 

attendance at and involvement in events and organizations in the community, and their political 

attitudes and participation.53  

 The survey questions were developed with several things in mind. First, as established in 

Chapter 4, this study takes a broad view of what it means to participate in the public life of the 

community. Thus, the survey asked participants how often they vote in local elections, but it also 

elicited responses about their involvement in other aspects of community life, such as attendance 

at Advisory Neighborhood Commission (ANC) meetings and membership in civic associations 

and other religious, social, professional, and cultural groups in the neighborhood. Questions 
                                                
53 The full questionnaire as distributed in paper form can be found in Methodological Appendix 
A; the same questions were included in the online version. 
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about the frequency of participation in such groups and whether or not respondents held 

leadership roles in the community measured both the quantity and quality of their participation. 

Second, the survey counted those who follow or contribute to online hyperlocal sources across 

media. The survey named specific hyperlocal media sources in Columbia Heights and also asked 

respondents to name others they use to seek out information on their neighborhood or 

communicate with their neighbors. These media spanned list-servs, Facebook groups and pages, 

Twitter feeds, blogs, and news or information-oriented websites. Two questions also asked about 

the uses and gratifications survey respondents sought from hyperlocal media; these findings are 

discussed in detail in Chapter 5.  

 In order to measure community engagement in offline contexts, a crucial part of my data 

collection process involved distributing surveys in person, in order to reach those who are 

engaged in the community but do not use hyperlocal media. To do so, I focused on two events 

that combine political and non-political sides of public life in Columbia Heights: ANC meetings 

and civic association meetings. In February 2011, I attended meetings of ANC 1A and ANC 1B, 

which between them cover all of Columbia Heights; ANC 1B03, a single member district (a 

smaller subset of the ANC) in South Columbia Heights within ANC 1B; the Pleasant Plains 

Civic Association; and the Northwest Columbia Heights Civic Association.54 These meetings 

discussed real estate development and housing concerns, local businesses, local schools, 

community service initiatives, and new projects to enhance the community, such as the opening 

of a North Columbia Heights Community Garden and the return of the Columbia Heights 

Community Marketplace. Prior to the start of the meetings, I introduced myself to individuals as 

they were taking their seats, described my research as an examination of local media and 

                                                
54 See full list of meetings dates, times, and locations in Methodological Appendix A.II. 
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community life in Columbia Heights, and asked them if they would be interested in taking my 

survey. At four of the meetings, I also had the opportunity to make an announcement about my 

survey and distribute copies to others who had entered later.  

 In addition to distributing paper copies of the survey, I also posted it through various online 

media. The survey was developed using SurveyMonkey, for privacy concerns and ease of 

analyzing data, which can be downloaded directly to SPSS software. To publicize the survey, I 

sent it with a note about my research to all of the Columbia Heights list-servs of which I was 

aware (i.e., those included in the content analysis in Chapter 6); posted it to the wall of the 

Facebook pages and groups listed in Methodological Appendix A.III, as well as to my own 

Facebook account; posted it to my own Twitter account; sent it to the list-serv of my graduate 

program at Georgetown University, which includes residents of Columbia Heights; e-mailed a 

small group of personal acquaintances in the neighborhood; and e-mailed it to the three blogs 

included in this study. My hope was that by using my own online social networks as well as 

those specific to Columbia Heights and this study, I would be able to take advantage of a 

snowball effect in which others passed the survey along to residents not reached through other 

means. However, I was not able to track this outcome except through anecdotal evidence from 

my own acquaintances. Four unique collector links were created in SurveyMonkey: one sent to 

the Columbia Heights list-servs; one sent to bloggers; one posted on Facebook; and one posted 

via Twitter and sent to my personal networks. The blogger behind New Columbia Heights agreed 

to post a link to the survey, after which point the number of online replies I had collected 

increased from 76 responses to an eventual n=351. However, the link he posted was the one I 

had sent to the list-servs, so it was not possible to determine discretely the number of 

respondents who came upon the survey through New Columbia Heights. 
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Characteristics of Survey Respondents 

 Before we turn to the analysis of the data, it is useful to keep in mind some of the 

demographic characteristics of the survey respondents, as many of these attributes will be tested 

as independent variables in the hypotheses presented in this chapter. Figure 6.1 provides the most 

relevant information, and frequencies showing more detailed information can be found in 

Methodological Appendix A. 

Figure 6.1: Demographics of Survey Respondents (n=407) 
Live in Columbia Heights 78.9% 
Average years lived in Columbia Heights 4.2 years 
Average age 41 years old 
Highest level of education completed 
(mode) Bachelor’s degree (48.3%) 

Type of Internet access (mode) High-speed broadband (45%) 
Respondents without Internet access at 
home 2.7% 

 

Demographic information on race is presented separately in Table 6.1, in a comparison of the 

sample and the Columbia Heights population. 

 
Table 6.1: Racial Demographics: Survey Sample vs. Columbia Heights Population 
 Sample Columbia Heights55 
Other/Did not respond 25.8% N/A 
White - non-Hispanic 58.2% 26.5% 
White - Hispanic/Latino 3.9% 27.7% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 3.2% 4.3% 
Black/African-American 8.8% 40.6% 
 

Interviews 

                                                
55 All of these demographic figures were calculated using 2010 data from the 8 census tracts that 
made up Columbia Heights in 2000. Data were used from tract 28.1, tract 28.2, tract 29, tract 30, 
tract 31, tract 35, tract 36, and tract 37 as indicated on the website NeighborhoodInfoDC 
(http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/censustract/census.html, accessed 2 April 2011). 



 

122 

 To complement the data gathered at public meetings, I also conducted a limited number of 

targeted, semi-structured interviews in the hopes of gathering information that would shed light 

on the findings from my empirical data. The interviewees included an ANC commissioner, two 

civic association presidents, and a blogger.56 The interviews were designed to elicit information 

on the way these individuals use new media to do their work and the role of hyperlocal media in 

the community. Insights acquired through these interviews will be discussed in Chapter 8.57 

Preparing the Data 

 Data collected through the online survey were downloaded to SPSS, and data collected 

through the paper surveys were added by hand to create one data set for both data collection 

methods. Because questions were exactly the same in each survey, the two methods of data 

collection will not be differentiated. The two methods of data collection were only employed to 

ensure a sample that reached more of the population; responses to the survey questions 

themselves show differences in community engagement online and offline. The data were 

prepared to reflect missing data and other inconsistencies.58 

Hypotheses 

 In Chapter 4, I laid out a theoretical framework for examining the dynamics between the 

concepts that are tested in this study, including their applications to this specific situation. Within 

the context of the literature, we can understand hyperlocal media to refer to online media with a 

narrow geographic focus that provide the public an opportunity to participate or interact. In this 

case study, hyperlocal media cover one neighborhood. Because one of the attributes that sets 

                                                
56 See a full list of interviewees in the Methodological Appendix B.I. 
57 Unedited audio files of interviews available upon request. 
58 Among the paper surveys, many respondents chose multiple answers for Q. 22, which asks 
respondents to choose their one, primary use for hyperlocal media. Only the first checked answer 
was recorded in the data set. 
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hyperlocal media apart from other traditional media is its high level of interactivity, this study 

also differentiates between users who follow or passively consume hyperlocal media and those 

who contribute to or actively interact with these media. Community engagement in this study is 

considered from a broad perspective as behavior that encompasses many ways of participating in 

the public life of the community, whether political, social, cultural, religious, or professional in 

orientation. In analyzing the data, I brought these concepts together to test the following 

hypotheses: 

 
H6: Contributors to hyperlocal media are more likely to exhibit a high degree of 
community engagement in Columbia Heights than those who do not contribute. 
H0: Contributors to hyperlocal media are no more likely to exhibit a high degree of 
community engagement in Columbia Heights than those who do not contribute. 
 
H7: People who live in Columbia Heights follow that neighborhood’s hyperlocal media 
more closely than people who live in other parts of the city. 
H0: People who live in Columbia Heights are no more likely to follow that neighborhood’s 
hyperlocal media closely than people who live in other parts of the city. 
 
H8: People who are long-term residents of Columbia Heights are more likely to exhibit a 
high degree of community engagement than are people who have not yet lived in Columbia 
Heights on a long-term basis. 
H0: People who are long-term residents of Columbia Heights are no more likely to exhibit 
a high degree of community engagement than are people who have not yet lived in 
Columbia Heights on a long-term basis. 
 
H9: Increased use of hyperlocal media is positively correlated with increased community 
engagement. 
H0: Increased use of hyperlocal media is no more likely to be correlated with increased 
community engagement than is low use of hyperlocal media. 
 

H7 and H8 test the idea that hyperlocal media target a geographically-defined audience and set of 

users, and that people become most involved in the public life of their immediate neighborhoods. 

H6 suggests that those who are active users of hyperlocal media exhibit a higher degree of 

community engagement than those who follow such media passively or not at all, while H9 
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proposes a positive relationship overall between community engagement and hyperlocal digital 

media use. 

 These hypotheses presuppose certain definitions for the terms used to explain the 

relationships, described as follows:59 

 Contributors: Contributors to hyperlocal media are those who indicate they have e-mailed 
a list-serv, posted a comment on a blog or website, or posted to the wall of a Facebook 
page or group related to Columbia Heights. 

 Followers: People who follow Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media are those who read, 
subscribe to, or, in the case of Twitter and Facebook, “follow” and “like” the media 
sources included in this study. 

 Hyperlocal media users: This refers to the combined group of contributors and followers of 
Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media, as indicated by respondents. 

 Community engagement: For the purposes of this study, community engagement includes 
attendance at ANC and civic association meetings, including frequency of attendance; 
participation in social, religious, political, cultural, volunteer, and professional 
organizations in Columbia Heights; and level of involvement in Columbia Heights as 
indicated by the respondent. Less engaged respondents tallied up to 10 points for each 
behavior or level of involvement they indicated; more engaged respondents had scores of 
11 to 18 on the same scale. 

 Long-term residents and short-term residents: Based on the frequencies of survey 
responses, long-term residents are defined here as those who have lived in Columbia 
Columbia Heights for more than 10 years.60 

 
Operations 

 These variables were constructed as scales using the responses to multiple survey 

questions. The contributors, followers, and hyperlocal media users variables were constructed by 

adding similar behaviors across different media. The “community engagement” variable 

combined different behaviors that are related on a theoretical basis; the index was statistically 

reliable. Initial attempts at constructing this index included a variable that measured how 

frequently respondents voted in local elections, but this lowered the reliability of the index to an 

                                                
59 Operational definitions for these variables can be found in the Methodological Appendix A. 
60 From the time of this study, ten years ago dates back to 2001. Since Metro only came to 
Columbia Heights in 1999, those who lived in the neighborhood prior to 2001 arrived prior to or 
in the very early stages of the gentrification that has slowly changed the neighborhood since the 
start of the twenty-first century. 
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insignificant level; thus, voting was discarded. However, as Chapter 4 pointed out, community 

engagement need not be restricted only to the acts of political participation that have previously 

been the focus of political communication scholarship, and the poor fit of voting in this index 

suggests that the behaviors that were included are in fact distinct from other forms of political 

participation. Figure 6.2 shows in more detail the survey questions from which data were drawn 

to create each of the indices used in this chapter’s hypotheses.  

Figure 6.2: Index construction61 
Contributors Q15 + Q17 + Q19 

(Cronbach’s α = .449) 

Followers Q12 + Q14 + Q16 + Q18 + Q20 
(Cronbach’s α = .83) 

Hyperlocal media users 
Q12 + Q14 + Q15 + Q16 + Q17 + Q18 + Q19 + 
Q20 
(Cronbach’s α = .653)  

Community engagement Q4 + Q5 + Q8 + Q10 
(Cronbach’s α = .623) 

 

Findings 

 The first hypothesis tested considers the character of hyperlocal media use with respect to 

community engagement: 

H6: Contributors to hyperlocal media are more likely to exhibit characteristics of 
community engagement in Columbia Heights than those who do not contribute.  
 

The findings show that we can reject the null hypothesis and support H6. Respondents who are 

more engaged in the community actively contribute to more hyperlocal media sources than those 

who are less engaged. Specifically, among those who are more engaged, significantly more 

people contribute to two or three hyperlocal media than do those among the less engaged 

(n=145; Chi square, p=.003). The less engaged are more likely to contribute to no media sources, 

but they are also slightly more likely to contribute to just one hyperlocal source than the more 

                                                
61 A complete list of survey questions appears in the Methodological Appendix B.II. 
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engaged respondents. In summary, those who are less engaged in the community contribute to 

fewer hyperlocal media sources than do those who are more engaged in the community.  

 
Table 6.2: Community engagement and contribution to hyperlocal media 
 Contribute to 

0 media 
Contribute to 
1 medium 

Contribute to 
2 media 

Contribute to 
3 media 

Less engaged 43.6% 41.0% 14.1% 1.3% 
More engaged 22.4% 38.8% 28.4% 10.4% 
 

While we can understand contributing to any kind of medium to be related at a theoretical 

level—here, the distinction is being made between active participation and passive consumption 

of media—a reliability analysis of the “Contributors” index does not confirm this empirically. 

The value of Cronbach’s alpha for the “Contributors” index is 0.449 (n=323), a weak 

relationship at best. There is a connection to be made here to knowledge-based development, 

discussed in Chapter 4. We can think of those who contribute to hyperlocal media as 

participating in knowledge production in the community. If these people are also engaged 

offline, there exists an opportunity for that knowledge production to inform knowledge-based 

development, particularly when the offline activities in which hyperlocal media contributors 

engage are ones oriented towards urban development, politics, or other areas with implications 

for local policies. 

 While more active participation in Columbia Heights corresponds with active participation 

in its hyperlocal media, the more passive activity of simply following the neighborhood’s 

hyperlocal media also corresponds with simply living in the neighborhood, whether an active 

member of the community or not. This correlation was tested in the following hypothesis:  

H7: People who live in Columbia Heights follow that neighborhood’s hyperlocal media 
more closely than people who live in other parts of the city. 
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The data show support for H7 by disproving the null hypothesis that there is no difference in 

following Columbia Heights’ media between those who live in the neighborhood and those who 

do not (n=383; Chi-square, p=.023). Instead, the findings show that, regardless of the number of 

sources one follows, following hyperlocal media about Columbia Heights is more common 

among those who live in the neighborhood. Within the “Followers” index, there is also a stronger 

relationship among following various kinds of media than existed within the “Contributors” 

index. The reliability of this index was the highest of the four created in this chapter, with a 

Cronbach’s alpha value measuring 0.83 (n=407). This strong relationship suggests that 

respondents are less discriminating in the media they follow than in the media to which they 

contribute. Table 6.3 shows the percentages of hyperlocal media followers who live in Columbia 

Heights and in other areas. Some of the media included, such as Prince of Petworth and Ward 1 

Councilmember Jim Graham’s Twitter feed (@JimGraham_Ward1), cover neighborhoods 

outside Columbia Heights, so this may explain these findings somewhat. 

Table 6.3: Following Columbia Heights’ (C.H.) hyperlocal media and residence in the 
neighborhood 
 Live in Columbia Heights Live elsewhere 
Follow less than 5 
hyperlocal media on C.H. 

78.5% 21.5% 

Follow 5 to 10 hyperlocal 
media on C.H. 82.4% 17.6% 

Follow more than 10 
hyperlocal media on C.H. 86.1% 13.9% 

 

 Length of residence in Columbia Heights also proved to be a significant factor in this 

study, as the following hypothesis tested: 

H8: People who are long-term residents of Columbia Heights are more likely to exhibit a 
high degree of community engagement than are people who have not yet lived in Columbia 
Heights on a long-term basis. 
 



 

128 

The findings support H8, which proposed that long-term residents of Columbia Heights (i.e., 

those living there for 10 years or more) are more likely to show community engagement than 

more recent transplants (n=125; Chi square=.011). As shown in the table below, 75% of those 

who have lived in the neighborhood for 10 years or more fall into the “more engaged” category: 

Table 6.4 Level of community engagement according to length of residence in Columbia 
Heights  
 Less engaged More engaged 
Residents for 1 year or less 67.9% 32.1% 
Residents for 1 to 3 years 61.3% 38.7% 
Residents for 3 to 10 years 65.2% 35.8% 
Residents for 10 years or 
more 25% 75% 

 

Given the influx of newcomers to Columbia Heights in the past decade, this is an important 

consideration. Other tests performed did not show age to be an important factor; in fact, in an 

ordinary least squares regression on community engagement, the independent variable of age 

was negatively correlated. Years from now, as Columbia Heights’ present residents age, it may 

be the case that these patterns are different. For now, though, the negative correlation of age with 

community engagement is an interesting contrast to Putnam’s (2000) claim that the older 

generations are the only ones who still participate in community associations.  

 Finally, all of the previous hypotheses lead us to the ultimate question: After taking into 

account the effects of length of residence in Columbia Heights and level of active participation in 

hyperlocal media, is there a positive relationship between hyperlocal media use and community 

engagement in Columbia Heights? The study’s findings allow us to reject the null hypothesis in 

support of H9, which predicted the following: 

H9: Increased use of hyperlocal media is positively correlated with increased community 
engagement. 
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 A contingency analysis of all hyperlocal media use (both following and contributing) and 

community engagement shows that at higher levels of hyperlocal media use, higher levels of 

community engagement also exist. This relationship is statistically significant (n=145; Chi-

square p=.036) and can be observed in the table below. 

Table 6.5: Community engagement and hyperlocal media use in Columbia Heights 
 Less engaged More engaged 
Do not use hyperlocal media 42.9% 57.1% 
Follow or contribute to 1 
hyperlocal media source 65.4% 34.6% 

Follow or contribute to 2 
hyperlocal media sources 70.4% 29.6% 

Follow or contribute to 3 
hyperlocal media sources 60% 40% 

Follow or contribute to 4 
hyperlocal media sources 36.7% 63.3% 

Follow or contribute to 5 
hyperlocal media sources 30% 70% 

Follow or contribute to 6 
hyperlocal media sources 20% 80% 

 

Thus, while those who do not use hyperlocal media tend to include a slightly more engaged 

population, as hyperlocal media use increases, so does the likelihood that users show higher 

community engagement, with the turning point occurring in the middle of the scale of hyperlocal 

media use. Nonetheless, this is not necessarily a predictive, directional relationship. 

 To look for a more specific relationship between hyperlocal media use and community 

engagement, I performed several ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses. The first 

analyzed community engagement and hyperlocal media use to generate the following model: 

Community Engagement = 0.223 Hyperlocal Media Users   
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While the model shows no heteroskedasticity,62 it is not necessarily the best fit (R Square=.050, 

Adjusted R Square=.043). However, it is statistically significant (p=.007). Models that 

incorporated race, age, Internet access, and education did not produce statistically significant 

relationships, either. From a methodological perspective, the absence of significant relationships 

among these variables can be explained in part by the small number of cases for some of the 

categories. Still, it is telling to look at the variables that were statistically significant in the OLS 

regression model. The best-fitting model (R Square = .103, Adjusted R Square = .088; ANOVA, 

p = .002) resulted in the following: 

Community Engagement = .220 Hyperlocal Media Users + .209 Years in Columbia 
Heights  
 

This second model shows hyperlocal media use is the strongest predictor of community 

engagement among study respondents, but it is closely followed by length of residence in 

Columbia Heights. A cross-tabulation of length of residence in Columbia Heights and hyperlocal 

media use also found that the longer respondents had lived in Columbia Heights, the more likely 

they were to have a higher level of hyperlocal media use (as seen in Methodological Appendix 

A.V). This reinforces several points discussed earlier in Chapter 4. First, because hyperlocal 

media use here includes both consuming and contributing to media, offline engagement is 

predicated on being informed about the community and being willing and able to participate in 

public discourse. Second, if we take longer residence in Columbia Heights as a sign of 

attachment to the community—a seemingly logical assumption—then attachment is also integral 

to encouraging community engagement. 

 Finally, although race and Internet access were not significant predictors of community 

engagement, the results reported about the two are nonetheless interesting to examine. Cross-

                                                
62 The Durbin-Watson value for this model is 1.662. 
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tabulations did show significant relationships between race and community engagement, as 

illustrated in Table 6.6. 

Table 6.6: Community Engagement by Race (n=153) 
 Less Engaged More Engaged 
Other/Did not respond 50% 50% 
White - non-Hispanic 60% 40% 
White - Hispanic/Latino 50% 50% 
Asian/Pacific Islander63 66.7% 33.3% 
Black/African-American 29.6% 70.4% 
 

As the table shows, those who identified as Hispanic/Latino or Other were equally likely to be 

less or more engaged. Non-Hispanic Whites were somewhat less likely to fall into the “more 

engaged” category, and Asians and Pacific Islanders were twice as likely to be less engaged as to 

be more engaged. However, it was the Black/African-American respondents who were 

overwhelmingly more likely to be more engaged. Chapter 8 will discuss further how this fits in 

the context of the neighborhood’s racial demographics, but as a preliminary observation, it 

should be noted that the racial make-up of survey respondents had far more representation of 

whites than the actual neighborhood does, fewer Latinos, and fewer African-Americans, as 

shown in Table 6.1. For this reason, the sample may not be exactly representative of the broader 

population. However, given the ways in which the survey was distributed online, there is no 

reason to believe the sample is not representative of hyperlocal media users in the neighborhood. 

As Table 6.7 shows, Internet access varies by race. However, the findings were only statistically 

significant for two races: White (non-Hispanic) (Chi square, p = .000) and Black/African-

American (Chi square, p = .000). It is interesting to observe the stark difference in broadband 

access as well as lack of Internet access between the two races, particularly given that 

                                                
63 This was the only finding that was not statistically significant (Chi square, p = .5). However, 
this is because two cells in the cross-tabulation had fewer than 5 cases. 
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Black/African-American respondents had a greater likelihood to be more engaged in the offline 

community than White respondents. 

Table 6.7: Internet Access by Race 
 No 

Internet at 
Home 

Dial-up 
DSL Mobile64 High-speed 

broadband 

White - non-
Hispanic 1% 0.5% 26% 1.4% 71.2% 

Black/African-
American 20.7% 3.4% 34.5% 6.9% 34.5% 

  

To conclude, in developing a model for predicting community engagement, this study 

found length of time living in Columbia Heights to be the strongest predictor, followed by 

hyperlocal media use, then Internet access and race. What was interesting about these findings 

was that the demographic predictors that we often use to characterize political participation were 

not significantly correlated with community engagement as defined in this study. Correlations 

between hyperlocal media use, community engagement, and education were not significant; nor 

were those for hyperlocal media use, community engagement, and age. At the three ANC and 

two civic association meetings I attended, the mean age was 41 years old, but the lower 45% of 

the distribution ranged in age from 20 to 35 years old; attendees certainly included their share of 

younger residents. Similarly, there was a range of ages represented among ANC commissioners. 

However, the effects of race on the model developed can likely be attributed to the 

overwhelming likelihood of African American survey respondents to be more engaged (70.4% 

were more engaged; 29.6% were less engaged).  

  

                                                
64 Note that survey response “mobile access” was intended to indicate mobile Internet as the sole 
means of access. When “mobile” was given as a response in addition to another form of wire line 
access, as on a few of the paper surveys, the response was not counted. 
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 Using the survey data, we are able to support all the hypotheses tested in this chapter. The 

finding that contributors to hyperlocal media have a higher degree of community engagement 

than those who do not corresponds with the suggestion that there are many ways for residents to 

participate in the public life of their communities today, and not all need take place offline. 

Additionally, the finding that followers of Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media are more likely 

to live in that neighborhood than others provides evidence that these hyperlocal media reach a 

geographically targeted audience. Long-term residence in Columbia Heights as a predictor of 

community engagement shows that attachment to place does come into play in participating in 

one’s community, although there may be a host of other factors associated with long-term 

residence that this study has not considered, which also influence community engagement. 

Finally, the positive correlation between community engagement and hyperlocal media use 

shows that online and offline engagement can go hand-in-hand, and despite Putnam’s (2000) best 

attempts to argue otherwise, the Internet need not always have a deleterious effect on community 

ties. Now that we have looked at the intersection of online and offline engagement, the next 

chapter will focus specifically on the online engagement that exists within these hyperlocal 

media by analyzing the social networks formed by Columbia Heights’ Twitter users.
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Chapter 7: Hyperlocal Media and Social Networks: Methodology and Findings 

 While the primary motive of this study has been to make sense of the relationship between 

offline community engagement and online hyperlocal media, considering the nature of online 

engagement can also be very instructive in understanding all the qualities of communication at 

play in Columbia Heights. What differentiates the hyperlocal media studied here from the local 

newspapers of past ages is the ability for interaction built into the media platforms themselves 

and the social relationships captured by Web 2.0 tools. Chapter 4 discussed the merits of the 

networked public sphere as an inclusive communicative space and the role of weak ties in 

expanding participation in public discourse. An examination of these phenomena in Columbia 

Heights can illuminate the extent to which one real-life example diverges from or aligns with the 

theoretical ideals of the networked public sphere. As the content analysis in Chapter 5 detailed, 

some hyperlocal media have developed faster than others in Columbia Heights. This chapter will 

focus on Columbia Heights’ presence on Twitter, which is not yet the most frequently used 

medium for hyperlocal communication, but has enough activity to merit a closer look. Although 

previous chapters showed a strong correlation between community engagement and hyperlocal 

media in general, this chapter will show that relationships within the neighborhood’s network of 

Twitter users are somewhat weaker.  

Methodology 

 Different hyperlocal media channels have the ability to unite individuals around offline 

causes or issues, but if these hyperlocal media are not connected to one another, they become just 

another example of the fragmentation of the public sphere. On the other hand, the creation of ties 

among hyperlocal media can also be viewed as something that evolves over time, and there are 

still compelling arguments to be made for maintaining independence among media so that each 
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serves a unique role. By understanding the online relationships among hyperlocal media, we can 

gain a better sense of the context within which to make these kinds of judgments. With that in 

mind, this chapter will use social network analysis techniques to address the following research 

question: 

RQ3: To what extent do social media demonstrate online interaction among Columbia 
Heights’ users? 
 

 There are a number of measures and terms from the social network analysis field that will 

be applied in this chapter. As a methodology, social network analysis relies upon understanding 

the social ties that bind individuals or organizations to one another. These connections are 

depicted in a social network graph, which consists of vertices (also known as nodes) and edges 

(also known as ties). A vertex or node—which can be depicted as a circle, label, or other shape 

in a graph—represents an individual or organization. In this study, a vertex represents a Twitter 

account. An edge—depicted as a line connecting two nodes—represents a relationship between 

two individuals or organizations. Edges can represent any kind of relationship the researcher 

seeks to understand. In this study edges are used to represent actions or relationships on Twitter, 

including “mentions,” the act of following another, the act of being followed, or one Twitter 

user’s “retweet” of another’s tweet. Because these behaviors are not always reciprocated 

between a pair of Twitter users, they are represented by an arrow. A graph such as this in which 

ties are not always mutual is a “directed graph.” The density of the graph refers to the percentage 

of possible ties between every node that are actually present. The number of edges radiating 

outward from or pointing inward towards a vertex is known as the degree and measures the 

number of connections a vertex has in a graph. By following the edges from one vertex to 

another, one can create a “path,” which measures the steps from one node to the next through a 

chain of linked vertices. One measure employed in this study that involves path length is 
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betweenness centrality, which indicates how often a given vertex lies on a path between two 

other vertices. Another measure used in this study is Eigenvector centrality, which reflects how 

well-connected a node’s connections are. In other words, if the nodes to which node A is 

connected each have a high degree and the nodes to which node B is connected each have a low 

degree, node A would have higher Eigenvector centrality. 

 These techniques will be employed to test the following hypotheses: 

H10: The Columbia Heights’ Twitter network is connected by relationships of attention 
more often than relationships of communication. 
H0: The Columbia Heights’ Twitter network is connected by more relationships of 
communication than relationships of attention. 
H11: Twitter feeds associated with other forms of community engagement (offline or 
through online counterparts in other media) are more likely to occupy an influential 
position in the network than those associated with businesses.  
H0: Twitter feeds associated with businesses are more likely to occupy an influential 
position in the network than those associated with other forms of community engagement 
(offline or through online counterparts in other media). 
 

These hypotheses utilize several different concepts endemic to this study. First, the term 

“relationships of attention” is used to refer to ties between Twitter users who follow one another; 

these can be directed (i.e., a one-way tie between users in which one follows the other) or 

undirected (i.e., a two-way tie in which both Twitter users follow one another). “Relationships of 

communication” refers to directed or undirected ties between Twitter users who mention 

(indicated by an “@” symbol preceding the other’s username) or reply to one another (indicated 

by a “RT” prefix before the other user’s tweet). Attention relationships imply a weaker tie, as 

they indicate a passive connection, while communicative relationships indicate stronger and 

more active ties between users who engage directly with one another.  In H11 “Twitter feeds 

associated with other forms of community engagement” refers to users that represent offline 

actors, such as ANCs or individual public figures, or those that supplement another online 

medium, such as a hyperlocal blog or website. Influence will be measured by Eigenvector 
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centrality,65 so vertices occupying influential positions are those with high Eigenvector 

centrality. This method of measuring influence is suitable because Eigenvector centrality is 

based on the connectedness of the other vertices to which a vertex is connected. 

 A variety of Twitter accounts were selected for inclusion in the social network graph. 

Twitter accounts were identified for inclusion by the list of usernames returned after performing 

a search for “Columbia Heights” on Twitter. Only two included were not specific to the 

Columbia Heights neighborhood: @bryanweaverdc, the Twitter account of Bryan Weaver, a 

candidate for D.C. Council in 2011, who was included because of his former history as a 

Columbia Heights resident and ongoing involvement in organizations based in the adjacent 

neighborhood of Adams Morgan; and @PoPville, the Twitter account associated with the Prince 

of Petworth blog, which has a large Columbia Heights readership and was included in this 

study’s content analysis. By choosing a range of Twitter accounts tied to hyperlocal media, 

community organizations or political bodies, and neighborhood restaurants, we can look for 

relationships among users who are tied not by function but by shared geographic interest, a 

means of testing to what extent the offline community translates to the unbounded online world. 

The table below shows the users included: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
65 Eigenvector centrality reflects the connectivity of a node’s connections. Therefore, a node with 
high Eigenvector centrality is connected to nodes that have many ties to other nodes (i.e., a high 
degree). 
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Table 7.1: Twitter Users Included in Social Network Analysis66 
Twitter Username Category Description 
@826DC Offline 

community 
organization 

Associated with non-profit writing center 826DC, located in 
Columbia Heights 

@ANC1A 
Offline 
political 
organization 

Associated with ANC 1A, which includes North Columbia 
Heights 

@BloomBars 
Offline 
community 
organization 

Associated with nonprofit arts and cultural center 
BloomBars, located in Columbia Heights 

@BryanWeaverDC Individual Twitter account of local community figure/political 
candidate Bryan Weaver 

@ColHeightsDay 
Offline 
community 
organization 

Associated with an annual neighborhood event, Columbia 
Heights Day 

@ColumbiaHts 
Hyperlocal 
Twitter 
account 

Unique account created to share news on Columbia Heights; 
inactive since Aug. 2010 

@CommonWealthPub Local business Associated with Columbia Heights restaurant that closed in 
Feb. 2010 

@HeightsDC Local business Associated with Columbia Heights restaurant The Heights 

@JimGraham_Ward1 Individual Account of the City Council member for Ward 1, Jim 
Graham 

@LousCityBar Local business Associated with Columbia Heights restaurant Lou’s City Bar 

@newcolumbiahts 
Hyperlocal 
media 
counterpart 

Associated with hyperlocal blog New Columbia Heights 

@ourcoheigh 
Hyperlocal 
media 
counterpart 

Associated with Our Columbia Heights blog/video project; 
only one tweet since Nov. 2010 

@petes_newhaven Local business Associated with Pete’s New Haven pizzeria, which has 
locations in Columbia Heights and two other neighborhoods 

@PoPville 
Hyperlocal 
media 
counterpart 

Associated with Prince of Petworth blog 

@RedRocksDC Local business Associated with Red Rocks restaurant in Columbia Heights 
@room11dc Local business Associated with Room 11 restaurant in Columbia Heights 

@TheWonderlandDC Local business Associated with The Wonderland Ballroom neighborhood 
and beer garden in Columbia Heights 

 

 

 
                                                
66 Please refer to Methodological Appendix D for URLs for each Twitter user. 



 

139 

Preparing the Data 

 Data about the networks of each Twitter account were simultaneously captured on March 

24, 2011, using the NodeXL template for Microsoft Office Excel.67 First, I created a list of the 

users in Table 7.1 titled “Columbia Heights” on my own personal Twitter account. Next, I 

imported data to NodeXL from that list.68  The search scoured the latest tweet for each account 

for a reply or mention, in addition to cataloguing the accounts’ “following” relationships and 

gathering statistics about number of followers, number followed, number of tweets, and other 

statistics not used in this analysis. To prepare the data, I merged duplicate edges, which created 

thicker ties between nodes that were connected by more than one of the behaviors mentioned 

above. The thickness of the tie is referred to as its “edgeweight.”  

 To create the graph, I specified several statistical qualities to define the graph’s aesthetics. 

First, the edges are directed, so that they indicate whether the relationship between vertices is 

reciprocated or not. An arrow pointing away from a node indicates a “following” relationship, 

while an arrow pointing towards a node indicates a follower. Second, the edgeweights are reflected 

in the thickness of the edges: An edgeweight of 1 (thinner edges) indicates one kind of relationship 

between the two vertices (eg, retweet), and an edgeweight of 2 (thicker edges) indicates two kinds of 

relationships (eg, follower and mention). Third, edge colors were categorized by relationship: 

Communicative relationships are shown with blue edges and attentive relationships with orange. All 

of the ties with edgeweights of two represent both an attentive and a communicative relationship and 

are shown in blue. Thinner orange edges represent following relationships only. Vertex size, which 

appears here as the size of the box around the node’s name, was calculated in proportion to the 

                                                
67 The NodeXL template is available free of charge at http://nodexl.codeplex.com. Accessed 24 
March 2011. 
68 I checked options in the NodeXL import dialog box to include the following data: “Follows 
relationship,” “‘Replies-to’” relationship in latest tweet, “‘Mentions’ relationship in latest tweet,” 
“Add a Latest Tweet column to the Vertices worksheet,” and “Add statistics columns to the 
Vertices worksheet.” 
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number of followers each node (i.e., Twitter user) has.69 Vertex label color (i.e., the color of the box 

around the node’s name) represents the Eigenvector centrality on a spectrum from pink (low) to red 

(high). 

Findings 

 The graph created using the data imported from Twitter (Fig. 7.1) showed a striking level 

of support for H10. With only three edges designated as communicative relationships out of 124 

total edges, we can reject the null hypothesis that the Columbia Heights Twitter network is 

connected by more relationships of communication than of attention in support of the following 

hypothesis: 

H10: The Columbia Heights’ Twitter network is connected by relationships of attention 
more often than relationships of communication.  
 

The three mention relationships were all one-way: @ColumbiaHts to @ColHeightsDay, 

@theheightslife to @ColHeightsDay, and @ANC1A to @newcolumbiahts.70 However, the latest 

tweets (i.e., the ones imported for this data set) from @ANC1A and @ColumbiaHts were 

published in November 2010 and August 2010, respectively, so it is difficult to characterize even 

these as active communicative relationships. The most recent tweet from @theheightslife is 

actually a retweet, which is a less active form of engagement than if the poster had written new 

content directed towards the account being mentioned. Additionally, all of the communicative 

relationships are also attentive ones, so when communication does take place between Columbia 

Heights’ Twitter users, it is among those who already share a tie. 

 

 

                                                
69 These were specified in the “Autofill columns” tool to range in size from 2.0 to 7.0, so that the 
node with least followers has a size of 2.0 and the one with the most, 7.0. 
70 The tweets themselves can be found in the Methodological Appendix D, Figure D.1. 
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Figure 7.1: Columbia Heights Users on Twitter 

 

 Because the attentive relationships were directed, we can also look at the density of the 

graph to determine how well-connected these Twitter users are with one another. With 124 edges 

and 18 nodes, the graph has a density of 40.5%, which means that the majority of possible ties 

between vertices are not present (or not reciprocal, since the graph is directed). The highest in-

degree—which reflects the number of users in the graph that mention or follow the node in 

question and is represented by inward-facing arrows—belonged to @newcolumbiahts and 

measured 14. The lowest, at 0, belonged to @BryanWeaverDC. Since @BryanWeaverDC was a 

former member of the Columbia Heights community, it makes sense that his role in this network 

would be that of one who is attentive to media regarding his former and now nearby 

neighborhood. (@BryanWeaverDC had an out-degree of 3, meaning he follows three sources in 

this network.) The out-degree measurements indicate how many nodes the user in question 

follows or has mentioned and are indicated by an outward-pointing arrow. The highest measure 
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was 15, shared by @ColHeightsDay and @BloomBars, and the lowest belonged to 

@JimGraham_Ward1 and @room11dc, both of whom do not follow or mention any of the users 

in this network. These findings suggest that attentive relationships among Columbia Heights-

based users on Twitter, though more common than communicative relationships, are still not a 

priority for the medium.  

 Another implication of the graph’s connectedness—or lack thereof—comes via an analysis 

of the influence of certain nodes in the graph. The second hypothesis in this chapter proposed the 

following:  

H11: Twitter feeds associated with other forms of community engagement (offline or 
through online counterparts in other media) are more likely to occupy an influential 
position in the network than those associated with businesses.  
 

Twitter accounts with high Eigenvector centrality are more influential in this network, because in 

this sparsely connected network, within two steps, they can reach the most other Twitter users. 

Although the analysis of communicative versus attentive relationships showed little action in 

retweeting or mentioning other users, that analysis did only study the most recent tweet for each 

source. When nodes in this graph do retweet or mention other users, their followers will 

potentially be privy to information from a wider variety of sources if the node in question has a 

high Eigenvector centrality, thereby facilitating the flow of communication throughout the 

network. The mean Eigenvector centrality was 0.055, so to test the hypothesis, I looked at the 

categorization of Twitter users’ with an Eigenvector centrality that was above average. The 

findings, as summarized in Table 7.2, show that of the 11 nodes with above-average Eigenvector 

centrality, 5 belonged to local businesses and 6 were associated with other individuals, 

community organizations, or media. Therefore, by a slight majority, the findings allow us to 
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reject the null hypothesis and in support of the hypothesis that Twitter feeds associated with 

other forms of community engagement are more influential in the social network. 

Table 7.2: Graph Metrics for Twitter Social Network71 
Twitter Username Eigenvector 

centrality 
Betweenness 
centrality 

@BloomBars 0.081 23.780 
@ColHeightsDay 0.079 13.447 
@theheightslife 0.079 13.447 
@newcolumbiahts 0.077 36.263 
@HeightsDC 0.065 10.187 
@petes_newhaven 0.065 2.741 
@RedRocksDC 0.065 1.975 
@PoPville 0.059 10.560 
@ColumbiaHts 0.058 2.587 
@JimGraham_Ward1 0.057 9.915 
@CommonWealthPub 0.056 0.722 
@TheWonderlandDC 0.054 1.253 
@room11dc 0.051 0.472 
@ANC1A 0.039 0 
@ourcoheigh 0.039 0.286 
@LousCityBar 0.039 0.182 
@826DC 0.020 0 
@BryanWeaverDC 0.017 0.182 
Mean 0.055 7.11 
  

 There are a few additional explanations in support of the hypothesis. While the difference 

between Eigenvector centrality in business Twitter users and the rest in the sample was not 

striking, differences in betweenness centrality are more pronounced. As a measure of the 

frequency with which a node appears on the shortest path between two other nodes, betweenness 

centrality offers us a way of understanding which Twitter users are in a position to be frequent 

brokers of information between groups, which could be another way of understanding influence. 

The mean for betweenness centrality was 7.11, and of the 7 cases above the mean, only one 

                                                
71 In the table, Twitter accounts associated with business are italicized; those falling into 
categories that align with other forms of community engagement, as discussed above in the 
methodology section, appear in regular typeface. 
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represented a local business Twitter user. Therefore, this alternative definition of influence offers 

additional support for the hypothesis. Nonetheless, it is strategic for business Twitter users to 

have a high Eigenvector centrality, as this implies that they are following popular users. 

Analysis 

 The predominance of attentive relationships in the Twitter network may have something 

to do with the technology itself. Unlike the more communicative Yahoo! Groups, which create a 

bounded space for discussion among a discrete list of members, Twitter users publish content in 

an online space that is much more amorphous and among social networks that are defined more 

by personal relationships or shared interests than by geography. As a newer technology, Twitter 

might still be awaiting its full maturation and the attendant cultural norms of use that now 

accompany e-mail and list-servs and give them a daily role in the lives of most individuals and 

organizations. At the social level, ties between Twitter users in the neighborhood would be weak 

at best, unless bolstered by extrinsic connections, which could be why the nodes in Figure 7.1 

that were situated in the densest parts of the network were those that also operated in other 

communication-based situations, both online and offline. 

 At the discursive level, it is also evident that Twitter users in Columbia Heights are not 

primarily employing the tools to engage with others in the Twitter-sphere. As the content 

analysis showed, tweets were sparse across the study days, and unlike with some of the other 

media, this was not anomalous within the broader timeline of those media. One Twitter user that 

was active during the study days was @theheightslife. Although The Heights Life blog had no 

posts on the content analysis days, its authors did tweet brief comments about some of the news 

of day, such as the closing of the CommonWealth pub discussed on February 16, 2011 

(@theheightslife 2011). Many other tweets directed readers to other media. For example, D.C. 
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Councilman Jim Graham (D-Ward 1) tweeted the following on February 16: “Holding Public 

Oversight Hearing on the Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services. Watch live on Ch13” 

(@JimGraham_Ward1 2011).  

 Dan Silverman of The Prince of Petworth and its affiliated @PoPville account has this 

specific purpose in mind in his use of Twitter.  Silverman frequently tweets to publicize his posts. 

His communication is most often one-way because he recognizes that readers follow him for more 

information. “If I replied to every person who asks me something, it’s going to overwhelm the 

other tweets [from my account],” he explained. Instead, he only replies to things he deems 

significant (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). This mirrors his use of Twitter as a follower. He follows 

a limited number of users (approximately 75 at the time of this study) and does not appreciate it 

when other Twitter users publish content that strays from the main subject matter of their 

account (ibid.). For Silverman, Twitter is an efficient way to keep up with breaking news, as he 

explained that on Twitter, information is “all in one place. It’s very succinct....In Twitter, it’s 

direct, to the point. Things that I’m interested in that I’ll hear about on Twitter are crime, 

development, local businesses....It’s very easy to get overwhelmed if you follow too many 

people, so I’ve been very intentional [in choosing whom to follow]” (ibid.). This sort of attitude 

helps to explain the motives for attention-based relationships among Columbia Heights’ Twitter 

users; if everyone has different expectations for how the medium should be used, interaction 

within the virtual community becomes more complicated. 

 In conclusion, social network analysis shows that Twitter users in Columbia Heights are 

primarily connected by attentive relationships, rather than communicative ones. Even before the 

advent of social media, people turned to their social networks for local political information, as 

Mondak’s (1995) study of local news coverage in the 1992 election cycle showed. Therefore, 

this information-seeking behavior through Twitter is in line with an understanding of how people 
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find local information. By looking at a sample that included Twitter users from local businesses 

as well as those associated with hyperlocal media, neighborhood politics, or community 

associations, we saw that it is the latter group that occupy the most influential positions within 

this network. Nonetheless, the network is not very dense, which suggests that hyperlocal media 

in Columbia Heights do not necessarily represent a well-connected online community. This 

finding is significant in that it suggests that hyperlocal media serve unique roles within their 

neighborhood context. But how sustainable is a technology such as Twitter when applied to a 

hyperlocal context? The next and final chapter will discuss the future of hyperlocal media—in 

Columbia Heights and beyond—and their broader implications in society. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion 
  
“Vital cities have marvelous innate abilities for understanding, communicating, contriving and 
inventing what is required to combat their difficulties.” - Jane Jacobs (1961) 
 
 As Jacobs knew well, the urban environment faces unique problems compared with other 

kinds of communities, but it is also well equipped to sort those problems out. The hyperlocal 

media examined in this study need not be restricted to urban neighborhoods, but the urban 

neighborhood, with its dense and diverse population, is a suitable microcosm in which to study 

the effects of these media, especially as the global population becomes increasingly urban. The 

added effects of the state of flux in which the media industry has found itself in the twenty-first 

century creates additional incentives for understanding the roles of both the news media and new 

media in creating informed communities. Furthermore, in an economy that increasingly prizes 

innovative methods of knowledge production and the crucial role of social capital, it is vital to 

understand how communities can support knowledge-based development through the 

communication tools that their residents, organizations, and businesses employ. 

 This study has shown that in the context of today’s media environment, hyperlocal 

communication performs roles beyond the newsgathering of the mainstream press, and in the 

twenty-first century city, community engagement can be reflected in a variety of ways. If there is 

one overarching conclusion that can be drawn from these findings on the content of hyperlocal 

media, the connections among them, and their use by the public, it is that individual hyperlocal 

media sources are not a replacement for mainstream media or offline communication and 

activity. However, taken in the aggregate, hyperlocal media can be used to meet many of a 

community’s information and communication needs. In the process, they add layers of 

complexity to Lasswell’s (1848) model of communication: “Who says what to whom in what 

channel with what effect?” 
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The Future of Community Engagement and Hyperlocal Media in Columbia Heights 

 Despite the narrow focus of this project on a single neighborhood case study, the findings 

have shown a high degree of nuance and complexity. By employing three methodologies, I have 

discussed a number of findings that examine hyperlocal media from social, discursive, and 

technological perspectives—layers used previously in the scholarship of Button and Partridge 

(2007) and others. First, residents who are active contributors to hyperlocal media are more 

likely to be highly engaged in the community offline. Similarly, as both following and 

contributing to hyperlocal media increase, the likelihood that residents will be more engaged in 

the offline community rather than less engaged also increases. Not surprisingly, the study found 

that Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal media are most often followed by its target audience of that 

neighborhood’s residents. Additionally, these residents are not more likely to be highly engaged 

in the community until they have lived in Columbia Heights for 10 years or more.  

 A look at the content of these media found a few things that set hyperlocal media sources 

apart from their mainstream counterparts. First, some hyperlocal media provide more coverage 

of neighborhood politics than the website of The Washington Post. Overall, hyperlocal media 

provide more coverage of crime, real estate, and local events than the website of The Washington 

Post. Hyperlocal media in the aggregate also spur more conversation than coverage of Columbia 

Heights on WashingtonPost.com, although that conversation may come in brief spurts or unwind 

gradually over time. Finally, a spotlight on a selection of Columbia Heights-based Twitter users 

showed that that medium is characterized by passively “following” others more often than 

actively interacting with them, and more influential roles are held by those Twitter accounts that 

are associated with hyperlocal media and community organizations than those associated with 

local restaurants. 
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 However, these findings leave a few questions that require further explanation. First, a 

distinction emerged between active contributors to and passive followers of these media; what is 

it about contributors’ online engagement that distinguishes them from their fellow readers? 

Second, how do the differences in content among media impact their individual roles in the 

whole of the neighborhood’s media environment? And where and when do these roles overlap? 

Finally, how do the demographics of the neighborhood’s population and those of this study’s 

sample compare, and how does this shed light on the findings? To answer these questions would 

require an even more in-depth—and likely more ethnographic—study than this one. 

 Although this study has shown positive relationships between offline community 

engagement and online hyperlocal media use, it cannot predict whether these patterns will hold. 

One major potential obstacle that looms over the future of community engagement is the digital 

divide. As discussed above, many of those involved in community and civic associations offline 

predict that communications outside of their in-person meetings will move online. Depending on 

the timing of this shift, residents who do not or cannot access the Internet could be less informed 

about community life as a result. ANC Commissioner Tony Norman observed that those who are 

online are usually more educated, and such populations exclude many people who have lived in 

Columbia Heights for a long time. Norman worried that the District government already relies 

too much on list-servs and online communication at the expense of sending physical mail (T. 

Norman, pers. comm.). Darren Jones of the Pleasant Plains Civic Association predicted the 

Internet would be the “predominant” way the Civic Association would reach people in the future, 

but the unique strength of the Civic Association, he countered, is that "it advocates for people 

who don't have a voice through the new media."  Jeff Zeeman of the North Columbia Heights 

Civic Association took a different approach: “If people want to get their voices heard, they need 
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to get online at some point,” he contended (J. Zeeman, pers. comm.). Dan Silverman, on the 

other hand, downplayed concerns about the future, saying, “Today, I think the digital divide is a 

problem…In the future, I don’t think it’s going to be as big a concern” (D. Silverman, pers. 

comm.). 

 Even if Silverman is right and access is not a problem in the future, how will residents 

who are new to the neighborhood (or even the Internet) find these hyperlocal media? Silverman 

pointed out that he does not market his blog to audiences that do not already read it and 

questioned, “How do you…give a list of resources that are available [online]?” (D. Silverman, 

pers. comm.). Even those who are aware of the hyperlocal media landscape may not be in future 

years: Specific media used for these purposes often undergo periods of change. Several of those 

interviewed for this study noted that they used to go to hyperlocal websites such as “Columbia 

Heights News” and “Inner City” for news about the neighborhood before those sites became 

inactive. For hyperlocal websites and blogs, in particular, maintenance is a time-intensive effort 

that is rarely financially supported and is usually the side project of its creator.  “If you’re not 

getting paid and you’re just doing it for love of the neighborhood and a little bit of ego, what 

happens in two years, three years…It will be interesting to see who stays, who goes,” Silverman 

commented (D. Silverman, pers. comm.). The Heights Life, for example, showed very few 

updates over the course of this study. A post in March 2011 noted, “General busyness is 

preventing a regular posting schedule, but our Twitter account stays up-to-date” (Artbart 2011). 

When the hyperlocal media are powered by the hands of a few, there is no guarantee that their 

efforts will be sustainable.  

 Nevertheless, even if new media arise to take the place of the tools that currently power 

hyperlocal communication, their motivations for hyperlocal communication need not necessarily 

change. In Park View, a neighborhood adjacent to Columbia Heights’ eastern borders, ANC 1A 
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commissioner Kent Boese published the history Park View as part of the Images of America 

Series of local histories in 2011. Boese also produces the monthly print newsletter Park View 

News, as well, which publishes reports on ANC 1A meetings, real estate sales, news about local 

businesses, crime reports, and other hyperlocal material. Rounding out his involvement as a 

public official and media chameleon, Boese runs the Park View DC blog.72 Across town in 

Northeast Washington, the block where former Mayor Marion Barry used to live, once symbolic 

of  “African-American ascendance” (du Lac and Schwartzman 2011) in Washington, fell from a 

population that was 84% black in the 2000 census to one that was 44% and 47% white by 2010. 

In light of this change, some of the Capitol East neighborhood’s veteran residents published a 

pamphlet in 2010, titled the “Emerald Street Good ’Ol Days” to preserve that history (ibid.). 

How different are these motivations from the ones that encouraged the Columbia Heights 

Citizens’ Association to produce a pamphlet touting the neighborhood’s gifts and explaining its 

evolution—back in 1904?   

 As these examples demonstrate, in neighborhoods across Washington there are unique 

roles for community organizations and hyperlocal media to play. Even within Columbia Heights, 

different geographic areas cater to the traditions and concerns of varied sub-communities. 

Though some are very active in these associations, these people remain a minority in the 

neighborhood, and many of their less active neighbors come to local meetings of ANCs only 

when business requires them to do so. List-servs have become routine for certain kinds of use but 

still attract an audience for the occasional vibrant debate. Twitter permits a superficial level of 

attention to any number of topics, while Facebook groups facilitate communication among 

groups with specific shared interests. Blogs filter and prioritize news and set agendas for 

                                                
72 See http://parkviewdc.wordpress.com/, accessed 27 March 2011. 
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discussion. In the end, however, it takes an agglomeration of all these hyperlocal media as well 

as offline activities in order to meet the needs of everyone in Columbia Heights. The delicate 

balance at which online and offline engagement find their equilibrium point is difficult to 

determine, but in the remaining sections, I will explore why even trying to seek out such a 

dynamic matters by considering the implications of hyperlocal media for society at large.  

The Benefits of Hyperlocal Media to Democracy  

 Walter Lippmann (1927) famously observed that even the most ardently engaged citizen 

cannot be omniscient. Rather than try to be informed on every subject, then, it is more effective 

for citizens to specialize in being informed on the subjects that matter most to them. Hyperlocal 

media do just this by allowing users to be informed about the issues to which they are most 

proximate, literally. Not only can citizens find and share specific information through hyperlocal 

media, but elected officials also can monitor the concerns of narrow communities that may 

account for only a part of their constituency with a high degree of specificity. Further, social 

media and list-servs increase the number of communication channels open between elected 

officials and their constituents. When ANC commissioners engage in dialogue with their 

constituents to sort out local concerns over a list-serv, or Councilmembers engage with voters on 

Twitter, local officials are able to reach those who might not have the time or interest in 

attending offline events that might have previously provided the only points of direct contact 

with their representatives.  

 That is not to say that hyperlocal media are most useful for their ability to move 

democratic participation into an online sphere. On the contrary, as this study showed, 

participation in online media is a good predictor for offline community engagement. What is 

especially interesting about this finding, though, is that hyperlocal media use only became a 
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predictor of a high degree of community engagement when respondents fell into the highest 

levels of media use. On a six-point scale of hyperlocal media use, it was only those who fell in 

the four- to six-point range who were more likely to have a high degree of offline engagement. 

Does this bring us back to Norris’s (2000) idea of the “virtuous circle,” after all? Are people who 

follow and contribute to hyperlocal media already predisposed towards offline engagement? 

Does their online media use just bolster their offline behavior? Perhaps. However, the group of 

respondents who did not use hyperlocal media at all were also more likely to have a higher 

degree of community engagement than a lower one.73 It is difficult to disentangle the two 

behaviors, but it is nevertheless clear that contributing to and following hyperlocal media had a 

salutary effect on participation in the civic life of Columbia Heights in this study.  

 Even if hyperlocal media users do have a higher degree of community engagement, does 

their offline behavior actually have an impact on the democratic process? This study found that 

voting did not fit in with the other behaviors categorized as community engagement, which were 

characterized by participating in local organizations and attending public meetings. Measuring 

impact according to the traditional metric of voting, then, is not really feasible. Instead, it may be 

more accurate to see hyperlocal media use within the context of Tarde’s (1901) cyclical view of 

the participation in the public sphere, which begins with the press before progressing to public 

conversation and then the formation of public opinion, before finally leading to action. In this 

case, hyperlocal media focus on the first three steps without specifying the nature of the final 

step. But who is to say that hyperlocal media users desire political action as the outcome of their 

participation in conversation in the public sphere? As online media make it easier for the public 

to feel as though they are involved in support of a cause, these media also lower the required 

                                                
73 See Table 6.5 for the reported findings. 
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effort for participation. Therefore, while hyperlocal media can play a role in encouraging offline 

behavior in the community, it is important to remember that they can also fulfill other roles just 

by expanding the inclusivity of public discourse. 

Creating Knowledge Neighborhoods 

 A broader context within which to understand the role of hyperlocal media is that of the 

knowledge city. As Chapter 4 emphasized, the last few decades have seen the increasing 

importance of the knowledge economy. Within this setting, smart and sustainable urban growth 

also needs to be powered by knowledge sharing and knowledge production. The knowledge city 

is the innovative city: the city that knows how to make the most of its intellectual and social 

capital to encourage constant learning in both the public and private sectors.  

 Why not apply the concept of the knowledge city to the neighborhood level? When cities 

undergo periods of revitalization, the entire landscape is not changed overnight. Rather, periods 

of revitalization occur one neighborhood at a time. To facilitate such development, the 

knowledge neighborhood would function as a densely-connected cluster of nodes with weaker 

social ties reaching out to the city at large. Hyperlocal media provide the tools to enable this kind 

of knowledge network by putting residents in contact with one another, publicizing positive 

growth to residents of neighboring areas, and providing a forum for the input of city residents in 

the urban development process. Finally, they encourage people to participate offline, as well, 

which would allow knowledge-based development to progress from knowledge sharing and 

knowledge production to the creation of new construction, new local organizations, and new 

businesses. 
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Are Hyperlocal Media Sustainable? 

 It is one thing to talk about the benefits of hyperlocal media in one specific case study, 

conducted over the course of a few months. It is another entirely to look at the role of a medium 

over a long-term period. Will we still be talking about hyperlocal media in 2025? What about 

2050?  

 It seems unlikely to suppose that the hyperlocal media in use in Columbia Heights today 

will exist in unchanged form fifteen years from now. First, technological platforms change 

rapidly: While the “columbia_heights” list-serv begun in 1999 still exists today, since its 

creation, it evolved into an e-Group and now a Yahoo! Group. Second, the majority of 

hyperlocal media lack business plans, and few produce a profit. Their continuation is subject to 

their creators’ ongoing interest, resources, and residence in the neighborhoods they cover. Such 

circumstances leave a great deal open to uncertainty. One hyperlocal blog covering Columbia 

Heights could easily be replaced by a new one, for example, but given that length of residence in 

the neighborhood is a strong predictor for community engagement, such turnover could be 

detrimental to long-time readers who want the institutional knowledge and personal investment 

of a blogger who has been in the area as long as they have. Finally, a community’s needs change. 

Given that incipient gentrification spurred early participation in Columbia Heights’ hyperlocal 

media, when that process has run its course, the need for those media may also be altered. 

 And yet, while specific hyperlocal media outlets may disappear, it seems likely that the 

need for communication media with a narrow scope will persist. In the twenty-first century, the 

media environment has continually become more fragmented. We can even see this in the 

evolution of hyperlocal media in Columbia Heights, from the comprehensive early web portal of 
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InnerCity.org to a proliferation of communications channels and outlets across the Web. Unless 

mainstream media find a new way to monetize local news and restore the local coverage that has 

been cut in recent years, there will still be a need to fill the gaps between the mainstream media 

and the neighborhood audience. In the meantime, the interactivity of hyperlocal media platforms 

have introduced new uses for hyperlocal media as more social communication spaces, rather than  

one-way news sources, so such a dynamic would also have to be reincorporated into any 

attempts to revitalize the mainstream media’s local reporting efforts. 

 Despite the swift evolution of technological platforms and the absence of strong business 

models for hyperlocal media, there is evidence to suggest that narrowly focused geographic 

audiences will find financial sustainability and persistent demand in the future. Social media 

mobile applications such as FourSquare and Gowalla have shrunken the focus of hyperlocal 

media even further by allowing users to constantly broadcast their current location not just in a 

neighborhood or on a city block but in the very building in which they find themselves. A music 

production company in the D.C. area has even begun producing “location-aware” music: Users 

who download an iPhone app can listen to a composition based on the National Mall that plays 

music specific to their particular location on the Mall (Bluebrain 2011). Consumers also embrace 

location-oriented websites and applications such as Yelp, which allow users to find reviews of 

restaurants and other businesses based on location. Companies such as LivingSocial and 

Groupon fill a void left by print newspaper advertising circulars by offering subscribers daily 

deals at local businesses. If hyperlocal blogs and similar media find a way to incorporate 

business models that utilize the strengths of their targeted audience in the same way that 

LivingSocial and Groupon do, they might have a chance at financial survival. 
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Policy Protections for Hyperlocal Media 

 While financial sustainability is an oft-cited concern for the survival of hyperlocal media, 

there are also a number of developing policy areas that could either aid or impair the future of 

hyperlocal media. As this study and others have shown, there still exists a digital divide among 

those who can afford Internet access and have the education to make use of it and those who do 

not. We have seen the opportunity for government and elected officials to use various kinds of 

online media to communicate with their constituents, but such advantages cannot aid democracy 

unless they are inclusive of citizens of all ages, races, and socioeconomic statuses. Similarly, 

while hyperlocal media use can bolster community engagement, the advantages of these media 

are lost to residents who cannot (or choose not to) go online. To revisit the three layers of a 

“communicative ecology” discussed earlier in Chapter 4, the digital divide impacts the social and 

discursive layers of use. 

 A second concern impacts the technological layer of the communicative ecology: Net 

neutrality, a principle that argues against the imposition of restrictions by government or Internet 

service providers on content, platforms, or modes of access to the Internet. Because hyperlocal 

media are by nature narrow in scope and in practice lack significant financial resources, they 

could be hurt by policies that favor access to certain kinds of content or particular technological 

platforms. In a defense for Net neutrality, independently-run media are the likely underdog 

against corporate interests. Therefore, policies that support Net neutrality can help to ensure the 

sustained use of hyperlocal media by all who want to do so. 

The Scholarly Future of Hyperlocal Media 

 As mentioned in Chapter 4, scholarship on hyperlocal media is still scarce, and most new 

media scholarship continues to be viewed within a single disciplinary lens. To gain a 
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comprehensive understanding of the uses, effects, and potential of hyperlocal media, academic 

research must take a broader, interdisciplinary perspective. As this study focused on one urban 

neighborhood, there is a need for future research on other locales to determine the universal 

qualities of hyperlocal media and the alternative roles they might have in other geographic areas. 

In doing so, other disciplines not considered in this study might also be brought to bear on the 

questions I sought to answer. Economic and public policy theoretical frameworks and their 

attendant methodologies would likely provide interesting expansions upon the sustainability of 

hyperlocal media, as well as their impact on governance processes. 

 There are plenty of questions raised by this study that invite future researchers to probe 

this topic further. First, what is the relationship between hyperlocal blogging and gentrification? 

The findings of this case study were influenced in subtle ways by the process of gentrification 

that coincided with the rise of hyperlocal media in Columbia Heights, but how do hyperlocal 

media differ in areas in which economic development or population size remains stagnant? 

Alternatively, in areas that are undergoing gentrification, how can knowledge-based 

development become a more inclusive, participatory process that engages all residents of a 

community? 

 Additionally, where scholars have in the past focused on the relationship between uses of 

certain media and political participation, it may now be time to look beyond the medium to 

revisit the broader uses and gratifications the public seeks from media in general and how these 

relate to engagement in their communities. What political outcomes or actions, if any, do 

hyperlocal media users expect from their participation in online public spheres? Research on 

uses and gratifications could also become more specific: for example, an experimental study of 

the kinds of messages that catch list-serv members’ attention—based on a message’s subject 
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matter, number of replies, or form. A design that presented subjects with message subject lines 

from a daily digest of a list-serv and tracked which messages they read in full would be an 

interesting way to determine hyperlocal media effects. From a public opinion perspective, there 

is also room to expand on the definition of community enagement. I determined the behaviors 

that constituted community engagement by piecing together recent literature on the subject, but 

what does the term “community engagement” actually mean to the public today?  

 One of the greatest challenges of studying a developing medium is that it often evolves at 

a rate that outpaces academic scholarship. Nonetheless, there are some phenomena that will 

always become most apparent only in retrospect. For that reason, it is difficult to predict the 

future of hyperlocal media and community engagement. In the meantime, this study’s findings 

provide a glimpse of the unique roles played by various hyperlocal media in service of their 

community; the positive correlation between community engagement and hyperlocal media use; 

and the still evolving role for online social networks such as Twitter and Facebook in expanding 

from objects of attention to sites of conversation. Only by studying these dynamics further can 

we begin to envision what a networked neighborhood will look like when its residents are 

connected both online and offline.
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Methodological Appendix A: Survey Methodology 

I. Survey Questions 
1. Do you live in Columbia Heights?  
 Yes     No. I live in ________________. 
 
2. If yes, how long have you lived in Columbia Heights? ___________________ 
 
3. How often do you vote in local elections? 
 I am not registered to vote in the District of Columbia. 
 Never 
 Sometimes – if they involve local issues that matter to me 
 Sometimes – if I am also voting in a national election 
 Often 
 Always 
 
4. How often do you attend Advisory Neighborhood Committee (ANC) or civic association 
meetings?  
 Never 
 Sometimes – if they are discussing affect local issues that matter to me 
 Often 
 Always 
 
5. Which ANC or civic association meetings do you attend? 
 North Columbia Heights Civic Association 
 South Columbia Heights Civic Association 
 Pleasant Plains Civic Association 
 ANC-1A 
 ANC-1B 
 Other(s) ____________________________________ 
 I do not attend any ANC or civic association meetings. 
 
6. Which community organizations (eg, religious communities, social or political organizations, 
business associations, etc.) do you belong to or contribute to in Columbia Heights? Please list 
below. 
 
7. What kind of activities do you participate in at these organizations? 
 Political   Cultural 
 Religious/spiritual  Service/volunteering 
 Professional     Mentoring 
 Artistic   Other_________________________ 
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8. How often would you say you attend a meeting or event for the groups you listed in #6?  
 Once a year 
 Between 2 and 10 times a year 
 Once a month 
 Every two weeks 
 Once a week 
 More than once a week 
 
9. Do you hold a leadership role or title in any of the groups you named above? 
 Yes     No 
 
10. How involved would you say you are in the Columbia Heights community?  
 Not involved at all 
 Somewhat involved 
 Very involved 
 
11. How much do you trust your local government? 
 I do not trust the local government. 
 I trust the local government somewhat. 
 I strongly trust the local government. 
 
12. Where do you find news and information about Columbia Heights? Check all that apply. 
 Print newspaper    Facebook or other social networking site 
 Online news website or blog   Twitter 
 Television     Radio 
 E-mail list-serv, Yahoo! Group, or Google Group 
 None of the above 
 
13. Please list your top 3 sources (specific media outlets, such as CNN.com) for news and 
information about Columbia Heights. 
 
_________________   ___________________  _____________________ 
 
14. Which of the following blogs or websites do you turn to for local news or information? 
Check all that apply. 
 “Prince of Petworth”              “The Heights Life” 
 “New Columbia Heights”  InnerCity.org 
 TBD.com    WashingtonPost.com 
 DCist.com    Other(s)_______________________ 
 
15. Have you ever posted a comment on any of these blogs or websites? 
 Yes      No 
 
 
 
 



 

162 

16. Do you belong to/“like” any of the following Columbia Heights groups/pages on Facebook? 
Check all that apply. 
 “Columbia Heights, DC”   “North Columbia Heights Civic Association” 
 “Columbia Heights”     Don’t know 
 “Columbia Heights Day”   Don’t use Facebook 
 “Columbia Heights D.C. Moms”  Other(s)___________________________ 
 No, I belong to none of these. 
 
17. If yes, have you ever posted a comment to the “wall” of any of these Facebook pages? 
 Yes      No 
 
18. Do you subscribe to any of the following Yahoo! Group e-mail list-servs? 
 columbia_heights    Don’t know 
 WardOneDC    Don’t use e-mail 
 southcolumbiaheights   No, I subscribe to none of these. 
 Other(s):____________________ 
 
19. Have you ever sent an e-mail to one or more of the list-servs in #18? 
 Yes      No 
 
20. Do you follow any of these Twitter feeds on Columbia Heights? 
 @newcolumbiahts    @ColumbiaHts 
 @ColHeightsDay    @PoPville 
 @TheHeightsLife    @JimGraham_Ward1 
 @ourcoheigh     @ANC1A 
 Don’t know     Don’t use Twitter 
 Other(s)_________________  No, I follow none of these. 
 
21. Do you use online media coverage of Columbia Heights to do any of the following? 
 Yes No 
To stay informed about the community   
As entertainment or a leisure activity   
To give me something to talk about with others   
To connect with or meet others, online or offline   
To seek out specific information on local politics   
To seek out specific information on crime   
To seek out specific information on local events   
To seek out specific information on traffic/transportation   
To seek out specific information on the weather   
To seek out specific information on local businesses   
To seek out specific information on sports   
To seek out specific information on arts and entertainment   
To seek out specific information on local restaurants   
To seek out specific information on jobs   
To seek out specific information on real estate   
To seek out specific information on education/schools   
To seek out specific information on health or social services   
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22. What is your primary reason for following online media coverage of Columbia Heights. 
Check only one. 
To stay informed about the community  
As entertainment or a leisure activity  
To give me something to talk about with others  
To connect with or meet others, online or offline  
To seek out specific information on local politics  
To seek out specific information on crime  
To seek out specific information on local events  
To seek out specific information on traffic/transportation  
To seek out specific information on the weather  
To seek out specific information on local businesses  
To seek out specific information on sports  
To seek out specific information on arts and entertainment  
To seek out specific information on local restaurants  
To seek out specific information on jobs  
To seek out specific information on real estate  
To seek out specific information on education/schools  
To seek out specific information on health or social services  
 
23. Do you feel you have access to adequate news about Columbia Heights through online 
media? 
 Yes      No 
 
24. What kind of Internet access do you have at home? 
 Dial-up     Mobile (i.e., through phone or other mobile device) 
 DSL       I don’t have Internet access at home. 
 High-speed broadband   Don’t know 
 
25. Please indicate your gender. 
 Male      Female 
 
26. Please indicate your race. 
 White - non-Hispanic     White - Hispanic/Latino  
 Asian/Pacific Islander    American Indian 
 Black/African-American   Other _________ 
 
27. Please indicate your age__________________________ 
 
28. Please indicate the highest level of education you have completed. 
 Some high school    Bachelor’s degree 
 High school diploma     Master’s degree 
 Some college      Doctorate 
 Associate’s degree 
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II. Meetings Attended 
Surveys were distributed at the following meetings: 
 
ANC 1A Monthly Meeting 
Harriet Tubman Elementary School 
3101 13th Street NW 
Washington, DC 20010 
February 9, 2011 (7 p.m.) 
 
ANC 1B Monthly Meeting 
Frank D. Reeves Municipal Center 
2000 14th Street NW 
Washington, DC 20009 
February 3, 2011 (7 p.m.) 
 
ANC 1B03 and MPD PSA 304 Monthly Meeting 
Christopher Price House 
1301 Belmont St NW 
Washington, DC 20009 
February 2, 2011 (7 p.m.) 
 
Northwest Columbia Heights Community Association Community Public Forum 
St. Stephen and the Incarnation Episcopal Church 
1525 Newton Street NW 
Washington, DC 20010 
February 15, 2011 (6:30 p.m.) 
 
Pleasant Plains Civic Association Meeting 
Banneker Community Center 
2500 Georgia Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20001 
February 12, 2011 (12 p.m.) 
 
 
III. Online Survey Distribution 
Online surveys hosted on SurveyMonkey.com were distributed to direct responds to four unique 
collector hyperlinks. Each hyperlink was sent to the following sites: 
 
1. https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/columbiaheightsblogs 
 Dan Silverman, Prince of Petworth (not posted to the blog) 
 Andrew Wiseman, New Columbia Heights (Collector URL #3 was posted to blog on Feb. 16, 

2011, along with my message sent to a list-serv) 
 Editors, The Heights Life (not posted to the blog) 
 
2. https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/columbiaheightsFB 

 Columbia Heights: http://www.facebook.com/home.php#!/pages/Columbia-
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Heights/245442197372 
 Columbia Heights Day: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Columbia-Heights-

Day/68767099882 
 North Columbia Heights Civic Association: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Columbia-

Heights-Day/68767099882#!/northcolumbiaheights 
 Columbia Heights, DC: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Columbia-Heights-

Day/68767099882#!/group.php?gid=18737552683 
 Columbia Heights: http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=2393366011 
 Columbia Heights Community Marketplace: 

http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=76899473485#!/pages/Columbia-Heights-
Community-Marketplace/112318238787899  

 Columbia Heights, D.C.: 
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=76899473485#!/group.php?gid=5300061093 

 Columbia Heights Day: http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=14449133331 
 Columbia Heights and Petworth: http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=2414699421 
 Columbia Heights, DC: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Columbia-Heights-

DC/183933914970056 
 My personal Facebook profile 

 
3. https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/columbiaheightslistservs 

 columbia_heights: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/columbia_heights/ 
 southcolumbiaheights: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/southcolumbiaheights/ 
 WardOneDC: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/WardOneDC/ 
 NCHCA: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NCHCA/ 
 NWCHCA: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NWCHCA/ 

. 
4. https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/columbiaheightsmedia 

 Via the Twitter account for @karahadge 
 To list-serv for Communication, Culture, and Technology graduate program at 

Georgetown University 
 To a selection of personal acquaintances who live in or near Columbia Heights 

 
 
IV. Selected Variables: Construction and Frequencies 
 
Table A.1: Contributors variable 
Contributors = Comment + CommentFB + EmailLS 
 Frequency Percent 
.00 126 39.0% 
1.00 131 40.6% 
2.00 58 18.0% 
3.00 8 2.5% 
Total 323  
System Missing 84  
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Table A.2: Followers variable 

Followers =  

Online + FBNews + TwitterNews + ListServNews + PoP 
+ NewCH + TBD + DCist + HeightsLife + InnerCity + 
OtherNews + LikeCHDC + LikeCH+ LikeCHD + 
LikeCHMom + LikeNCHCA + OtherFB + col_hts + 
WardOneDC + southcolhts+ OtherListServ + 
Twit_newch + Twit_CHDay + Twit_heightslife + 
Twit_ourch + Twit_CH+ Twit_PoP + Twit_Graham + 
Twit_ANC1A + OtherTwit 

 Frequency Percent 
Follow no hyperlocal media 89 21.9% 
Follow less than 5 
hyperlocal media sources 94 23.1% 

Follow 5 to 10 hyperlocal 
media sources 188 46.2% 

Follow more than 10 
hyperlocal media sources 36 8.8% 

Total 407  
 
Table A.3: Hyperlocal media users variable 
Hyperlocal media users = Followers + Contributors 
 Frequency Percent 
.00 9 2.8% 
1.00 65 20.1% 
2.00 76 23.5% 
3.00 93 28.8% 
4.00 60 18.6% 
5.00 15 4.6% 
6.00 5 1.5% 
Total 323  
System Missing 84  
 
 
Table A.4: Community Engagement variable 

Community Engagement = AttendANC + AttendCHANC + AttendOrgs + 
HowInvolved 

 Frequency Percent 
Less engaged 82 53.6% 
More engaged 71 46.4% 
Total 153  
System Missing 254  
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Table A.5: Attend Columbia Heights ANC/Civic Associations  
AttendCHANC = NCHCA+SCHCA+PPCA+ANC1A+ANC1B+OtherANC 
 Frequency Percent 
Do not attend ANC or civic 
association meetings in 
Columbia Heights 

295 72.5% 

Attend 1 Columbia Heights 
civic association or ANC 70 17.2% 

Attend 2 Columbia Heights 
civic associations or ANCs 25 6.1% 

Attend 3 Columbia Heights 
civic associations or ANCs 14 3.4% 

Attend 4 Columbia Heights 
civic associations or ANCs 2 0.5% 

Attend 6 Columbia Heights 
civic associations or ANCs 1 0.2% 

Total 407  
 
Table A.6: Residence in Columbia Heights (“Do you live in Columbia Heights?”) 
 Frequency Percent 
Yes 302 78.9% 
No 81 21.1% 
Total 383  
System Missing 24  
 
Table A.7: Length of residence in Columbia Heights variable 
 Frequency Percent 
One year or less 104 33.4% 
1 to 3 years 79 25.4% 
3 to 10 years 101 32.5% 
10 years or more 27 8.7% 
Total 311  
System Missing 96  
 
Table A.8: Internet access variable 
 Frequency Percent 
Do not have Internet at 
home 11 4.0% 

Dial-up 2 0.7% 
DSL 73 26.6% 
Mobile 5 1.8% 
High-speed broadband 183 66.8% 
Total 274  
System Missing 133  
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Table A.9: Highest level of education variable 
 Frequency Percent 
Some high school 1 0.3% 
High school diploma 4 1.3% 
Some college 10 3.2% 
Associate’s degree 2 0.6% 
Bachelor’s degree 153 48.3% 
Master’s degree 116 36.6% 
Doctorate 31 9.8% 
Total 317  
System Missing 90  
 
 
V. Cross-tabulation Results: Hyperlocal Media Use and Length of Residence 
Table A.10: % Hyperlocal media users by length of residence in Columbia Heights 
 Number of hyperlocal media sources used 
Years lived in Columbia 
Heights 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

<1 1.1% 27.0% 28.1% 30.3% 11.2% 2.2% 0% 
1 - 3 0% 15.5% 29.6% 33.8% 19.7% 1.4% 0% 
3 - 10 2.4% 14.5% 18.1% 32.5% 20.5% 7.2% 4.8% 
10+ 12.5% 12.5% 4.2% 4.2% 50% 12.5% 4.2% 
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Methodological Appendix B: Interview Methodology 
 
Audio files of recorded interviews are available from the author upon request. 
I. Interview Subjects and Dates of Interviews 
 
 Darren Jones, President, Pleasant Plains Civic Association (February 12, 2011) 
 Gowri Koneswaran, BloomBars (November 15, 2010) 
 Selina Musuta, Fellow, Public Media Corps (December 3, 2010) 
 Tony Norman, Commissioner, ANC 1B10 (February 12, 2011) 
 Dan Silverman, Blogger, Prince of Petworth (February 15, 2011) 
 Andrew Wiseman, Blogger, New Columbia Heights (November 14, 2010) 
 Jeff Zeeman, President, North Columbia Heights Civic Association (February 12, 2011) 
 
II. Semi-structured Interview Questions 
For Bloggers: 
 How long have you lived in Columbia Heights?  
 What do you do outside of your role as blogger? 
 What community organizations (eg, social, educational, cultural or political groups) do you 

belong to in Columbia Heights? 
 Do you vote in local elections? 
 Have you ever attend an Advisory Neighborhood Committee (ANC) or civic association 

meeting? If so, for which ANC or civic association? 
 How involved would you say you are in the Columbia Heights community? What is your 

role as a neighborhood blogger?  
 What impact does your blog have on the neighborhood? 
 Where do you find news and information about Columbia Heights? 
 Do you read any of the other following blogs or websites: Prince of Petworth, The Heights 

Life, New Columbia Heights, InnerCity.org? 
 What have you observed about the Columbia Heights residents who comment/respond to 

your posts? 
 Do you use other online media to find or communicate news about Columbia Heights/to 

Columbia Heights residents? (Facebook, Twitter, list-servs) 
 How active are Columbia Heights residents in their community? 
 What challenges does Columbia Heights face? How do you hope to meet them? 
 What have been the most positive developments in Columbia Heights within the last five 

years? 
 What impact do you think digital media have on the circulation of information in the 

neighborhood and on community engagement more generally? 
 In your opinion, does Columbia Heights suffer from a digital divide? Is this problematic for 

the long-term health of the neighborhood’s civic life, or is it ultimately inconsequential? 
 
For ANC commissioners: 
 How long have you lived in Columbia Heights?  
 What do you do outside of your role as ANC commissioner? 
 What community organizations (eg, social, educational, cultural or political groups) do you 

belong to in Columbia Heights? 
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 Why did you decide to serve on your ANC, and how long have you held this position? 
 What have you observed about the Columbia Heights residents who come to ANC meetings, 

participate in committees, or are otherwise involved in the community? 
 How active are Columbia Heights residents in their community? 
 What challenges does Columbia Heights face? How do you hope to meet them? 
 What have been the most positive developments in Columbia Heights within the last five 

years? 
 What impact does the ANC have on the neighborhood? 
 Where do you find news and information about Columbia Heights? 
 Do you read any of the following blogs or websites: Prince of Petworth, The Heights Life, 

New Columbia Heights, InnerCity.org? Do you read any other blogs or news websites about 
Columbia Heights? If yes, have you ever posted a comment on any of these blogs or 
websites? 

 Do you belong to/“like” any Columbia Heights-related groups/pages on Facebook? If yes, 
have you ever posted a comment to the “wall” of any of these Facebook pages? 

 Do you follow any news about Columbia Heights on Twitter? 
 Which neighborhood list-servs do you subscribe to? 
 How do you communicate with your constitutents?  
 What impact do you think digital media have on the circulation of information in the 

neighborhood and on community engagement more generally? 
 In your opinion, does Columbia Heights suffer from a digital divide? Is this problematic for 

the long-term health of the neighborhood’s civic life, or is it ultimately inconsequential? 
 

For Presidents of Community/Civic Associations  
    Do you live in Columbia Heights? How long has your organization been in the 

neighborhood? 
 What other community organizations (eg, social, educational, cultural or political groups) do 

you belong to in Columbia Heights? To which organizations does yours have ties? 
 What role does your organization play in Columbia Heights? 
 What have you observed about the Columbia Heights residents who come to your events, 

participate in your work, or are otherwise involved in the community? 
 How active are Columbia Heights residents in their community? 
 What challenges does Columbia Heights face? How do you hope to meet them? 
 What have been the most positive developments in Columbia Heights within the last five 

years? 
 Where do you find news and information about Columbia Heights? 
 Do you read any of the following blogs or websites: Prince of Petworth, The Heights Life, 

New Columbia Heights, InnerCity.org? Do you read any other blogs or news websites about 
Columbia Heights? If yes, have you ever posted a comment on any of these blogs or 
websites? 

 Do you belong to/“like” any Columbia Heights-related groups/pages on Facebook? If yes, 
have you ever posted a comment to the “wall” of any of these Facebook pages? 

 Do you follow any news about Columbia Heights on Twitter? 
 Which neighborhood list-servs do you subscribe to? 
 How do you use digital media or other non-digital communication tools to reach residents of 

the community?  
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 What impact do you think digital media have on the circulation of information in the 
neighborhood and on community engagement more generally? 

 In your opinion, does Columbia Heights suffer from a digital divide? Is this problematic for 
the long-term health of the neighborhood’s civic life, or is it ultimately inconsequential? 
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Methodological Appendix C: Content Analysis Methodology 
 
 
Table C.1: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Local Politics Throughout Study 
Source # Political Stories % of Total Coverage 
@ColHeightsDay 0 0% 
@JimGraham_Ward1 1 33% 
@newcolumbiahts 0 0% 
@PoPville 0 0% 
@theheightslife 0 0% 
Columbia Heights Dog Park 
(11th&Park) Facebook 
group 

0 0% 

columbia_heights list-serv 10 59% 
MPD-3d list-serv 3 15% 
NCHCA list-serv 0 0% 
New Columbia Heights 0 0% 
North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association blog 1 100% 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association Facebook 
page 

1 100% 

NWCHCA list-serv 1 20% 
Outside.In 3 10% 
Prince of Petworth 0 0% 
southcolumbiaheights list-
serv 5 38% 

TBD.com 1 8% 
The Heights Life 0 0% 
WardOneDC list-serv 8 53% 
Mean # stories: 1.8 — 
Total # stories: 37 20% 
WashingtonPost.com 3 n/a74 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
74 Only stories about Columbia Heights were coded for WashingtonPost.com, whereas other 
sites’ tallies of the total number of stories also included those not on Columbia Heights. 
Therefore, a percentage of total coverage for the WashingtonPost.com sample would not be 
comparable with that listed for the other cases. 
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Table C.2: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Crime Throughout Study 
Source # Crime Stories % of Total Coverage 
@ColHeightsDay 0 0% 
@JimGraham_Ward1 0 0% 
@newcolumbiahts 0 0% 
@PoPville 3 16% 
@theheightslife 0 0% 
Columbia Heights Dog Park 
(11th&Park) Facebook 
group 

0 0% 

columbia_heights list-serv 3 18% 
MPD-3d list-serv 10 50% 
NCHCA list-serv 0 0% 
New Columbia Heights 0 0% 
North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association blog 0 0% 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association Facebook 
page 

0 0% 

NWCHCA list-serv 075 0% 
Outside.In 1 3% 
Prince of Petworth 1 3% 
southcolumbiaheights list-
serv 2 15% 

TBD.com 1 8% 
The Heights Life 0 0% 
WardOneDC list-serv 0 0% 
Mean # stories: 1.1 — 
Total # stories: 21 11% 
WashingtonPost.com 0 — 
 
Table C.3: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Local Events Throughout Study 
Source # Local Events Stories % of Total Coverage 
@ColHeightsDay 0 0% 
@JimGraham_Ward1 0 0% 
@newcolumbiahts 0 0% 
@PoPville 2 11% 
@theheightslife 0 0% 
Columbia Heights Dog Park 
(11th&Park) Facebook 0 0% 

                                                
75 This finding in particular may have occurred by chance due to the short period during which 
the content analysis was conducted, as NWCHCA takes a particular interest in crime/public 
safety issues as an association. 
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group 
columbia_heights list-serv 0 0% 
MPD-3d list-serv 0 0% 
NCHCA list-serv 2 33% 
New Columbia Heights 0 0% 
North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association blog 0 0% 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association Facebook 
page 

0 0% 

NWCHCA list-serv 0 0% 
Outside.In 2 7% 
Prince of Petworth 2 7% 
southcolumbiaheights list-
serv 2 15% 

TBD.com 1 8% 
The Heights Life 0 0% 
WardOneDC list-serv 2 13% 
Mean # stories: 0.7 — 
Total # stories: 13 7% 
WashingtonPost.com 0 — 
 
Table C.4: Percentage of News Coverage Devoted to Real Estate Throughout Study 
Source # Real Estate Stories % of Total Coverage 
@ColHeightsDay 0 0% 
@JimGraham_Ward1 0 0% 
@newcolumbiahts 1 33% 
@PoPville 0 0% 
@theheightslife 0 0% 
Columbia Heights Dog Park 
(11th&Park) group 0 0% 

columbia_heights list-serv 0 0% 
MPD-3d list-serv 0 0% 
NCHCA list-serv 0 0% 
New Columbia Heights 0 0% 
North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association blog 0 0% 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association page 0 0% 

NWCHCA list-serv 0 0% 
Outside.In 2 11% 
Prince of Petworth 7 23% 
southcolumbiaheights 0 0% 
TBD.com 1 8% 
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The Heights Life 0 0% 
WardOneDC list-serv 0 0% 
Mean # stories: 0.58 — 
Total # stories: 11 6% 
WashingtonPost.com 0 — 
 
Table C.5: Conversation Through Comments and Replies 
Source # 

Comments/Replie
s 

Total # Stories/Posts During 
Study76 

@ColHeightsDay 0 0 
@JimGraham_Ward1 0 3 
@newcolumbiahts 1 3 
@PoPville 1 19 
@theheightslife 1 12 
Columbia Heights Dog 
Park (11th&Park) group 0 1 

columbia_heights list-serv 2 17 
MPD-3d list-serv 4 20 
NCHCA list-serv 0 6 
New Columbia Heights 5 2 
North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association blog 0 1 

North Columbia Heights 
Civic Association 
Facebook page 

0 1 

NWCHCA list-serv 0 5 
Outside.In 0 19 
Prince of Petworth 486 30 
southcolumbiaheights list-
serv 0 13 

TBD.com 3 12 
The Heights Life 0 0 
WardOneDC list-serv 3 15 
Total: 509 189 
WashingtonPost.com 7 3 
 
 
Table C.6: Intercoder Reliability 
Variable Cronbach’s α 
Political stories 1.0 

                                                
76 For Twitter and list-serv sources, the comments/replies are also counted in the total number of posts 
because of the coding scheme designated above in this chapter. 
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Crime stories .889 
Event stories 1.0 
Traffic/transportation stories 1.0 
Weather stories 1.00 
Business stories .889 
Sports stories 1.00 
Arts and entertainment stories 1.00 
Restaurant stories .286 
Education/schools stories 1.00 
Real estate stories 1.00 
Health/social services stories 1.00 
Stories on other subjects 1.0 
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Methodological Appendix D: Social Network Analysis Methodology 
 
Table D.1: Characteristics of Twitter Users Included in Analysis 
Vertex Followed Followers Tweets 
826dc 445 859 707 
anc1a 19 58 33 
bloombars 1290 968 4528 
bryanweaverdc 319 830 1571 
colheightsday 114 246 92 
columbiahts 54 395 252 
commonwealthpub 190 548 357 
heightsdc 570 222 25 
jimgraham_ward1 28 1624 242 
louscitybar 206 155 84 
newcolumbiahts 187 1606 1674 
ourcoheigh 76 92 56 
petes_newhaven 1979 1714 1335 
popville 73 3581 4178 
redrocksdc 342 992 266 
room11dc 2 794 204 
theheightslife 171 1094 1177 
thewonderlanddc 113 222 31 
 
Table D.2: Vertex Metrics 

Vertex In-Degree Out-Degree Eigenvector 
Centrality 

826dc 3 1 0.020 
anc1a 5 2 0.039 
bloombars 5 15 0.081 
bryanweaverdc 0 3 0.017 
colheightsday 9 15 0.079 
columbiahts 8 7 0.058 
commonwealthpub 8 5 0.056 
heightsdc 2 12 0.065 
jimgraham_ward1 11 0 0.057 
louscitybar 4 4 0.039 
newcolumbiahts 14 14 0.077 
ourcoheigh 4 3 0.039 
petes_newhaven 8 11 0.065 
popville 10 2 0.059 
redrocksdc 9 9 0.065 
room11dc 8 0 0.051 
theheightslife 11 13 0.079 
thewonderlanddc 5 8 0.054 



 

178 

Table D.3: Edge List, Generated by NodeXL 
Vertex 1 Vertex 2 Relationship Edge Weight 
anc1a newcolumbiahts Mentions 2 
theheightslife colheightsday Mentions 2 
columbiahts colheightsday Mentions 2 
bryanweaverdc popville Followed 1 
bryanweaverdc newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
bryanweaverdc jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
theheightslife ourcoheigh Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts ourcoheigh Followed 1 
ourcoheigh jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
ourcoheigh newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
ourcoheigh columbiahts Followed 1 
colheightsday ourcoheigh Followed 1 
bloombars ourcoheigh Followed 1 
theheightslife petes_newhaven Followed 1 
columbiahts petes_newhaven Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts petes_newhaven Followed 1 
colheightsday petes_newhaven Followed 1 
bloombars petes_newhaven Followed 1 
petes_newhaven theheightslife Followed 1 
petes_newhaven popville Followed 1 
petes_newhaven redrocksdc Followed 1 
petes_newhaven newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
petes_newhaven room11dc Followed 1 
petes_newhaven columbiahts Followed 1 
petes_newhaven commonwealthpub Followed 1 
petes_newhaven colheightsday Followed 1 
petes_newhaven jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
petes_newhaven bloombars Followed 1 
petes_newhaven heightsdc Followed 1 
commonwealthpub petes_newhaven Followed 1 
redrocksdc petes_newhaven Followed 1 
heightsdc petes_newhaven Followed 1 
theheightslife bloombars Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts bloombars Followed 1 
colheightsday bloombars Followed 1 
bloombars popville Followed 1 
bloombars room11dc Followed 1 
bloombars redrocksdc Followed 1 
bloombars theheightslife Followed 1 
bloombars newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
bloombars anc1a Followed 1 
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bloombars columbiahts Followed 1 
bloombars colheightsday Followed 1 
bloombars 826dc Followed 1 
bloombars commonwealthpub Followed 1 
bloombars jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
bloombars louscitybar Followed 1 
bloombars thewonderlanddc Followed 1 
heightsdc bloombars Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts 826dc Followed 1 
826dc newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
heightsdc 826dc Followed 1 
theheightslife anc1a Followed 1 
anc1a jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts anc1a Followed 1 
colheightsday anc1a Followed 1 
heightsdc anc1a Followed 1 
colheightsday heightsdc Followed 1 
heightsdc theheightslife Followed 1 
heightsdc newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
heightsdc commonwealthpub Followed 1 
heightsdc redrocksdc Followed 1 
heightsdc colheightsday Followed 1 
heightsdc popville Followed 1 
heightsdc room11dc Followed 1 
heightsdc jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
theheightslife jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
popville jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
colheightsday jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
louscitybar jimgraham_ward1 Followed 1 
theheightslife louscitybar Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts louscitybar Followed 1 
colheightsday louscitybar Followed 1 
louscitybar popville Followed 1 
louscitybar newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
louscitybar theheightslife Followed 1 
theheightslife popville Followed 1 
columbiahts popville Followed 1 
popville theheightslife Followed 1 
colheightsday popville Followed 1 
redrocksdc popville Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc popville Followed 1 
theheightslife redrocksdc Followed 1 
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theheightslife room11dc Followed 1 
theheightslife columbiahts Followed 1 
theheightslife newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
theheightslife thewonderlanddc Followed 1 
columbiahts theheightslife Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts theheightslife Followed 1 
colheightsday theheightslife Followed 1 
commonwealthpub theheightslife Followed 1 
redrocksdc theheightslife Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc theheightslife Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts room11dc Followed 1 
colheightsday room11dc Followed 1 
redrocksdc room11dc Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc room11dc Followed 1 
columbiahts newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
columbiahts redrocksdc Followed 1 
columbiahts commonwealthpub Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts columbiahts Followed 1 
colheightsday columbiahts Followed 1 
redrocksdc columbiahts Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc columbiahts Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts commonwealthpub Followed 1 
colheightsday commonwealthpub Followed 1 
commonwealthpub redrocksdc Followed 1 
commonwealthpub colheightsday Followed 1 
commonwealthpub newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
redrocksdc commonwealthpub Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc commonwealthpub Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts colheightsday Followed 1 
colheightsday redrocksdc Followed 1 
colheightsday newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
colheightsday thewonderlanddc Followed 1 
redrocksdc colheightsday Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc colheightsday Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts redrocksdc Followed 1 
redrocksdc newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
redrocksdc thewonderlanddc Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc redrocksdc Followed 1 
newcolumbiahts thewonderlanddc Followed 1 
thewonderlanddc newcolumbiahts Followed 1 
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Figure D.1: Tweets Analyzed by NodeXL 
Vertex Latest Tweet 

826dc 

It's #FrancoRaiser vs #FrancoFever. Vote 
for the winner on Facebook and we'll 
announce tomorrow! 
http://on.fb.me/g0bsbC 

anc1a 
RT @newcolumbiahts: Election results 
are in! What happened in Columbia 
Heights? http://goo.gl/fb/H2cYf 

bloombars 
You're invited: This weekend, check out 
Hip Hop Theatre by Jabari "AuraGin" 
Exum! http://fb.me/Ki8s6gG9 

bryanweaverdc 
@johnnowicki @randomduck 
@NateforDC @davestroup @Dizzyluv25 
Really!!! 

colheightsday 
27 yard sales and counting for April 2. 
What can you buy? Check out the latest 
Wordle. http://yfrog.com/gzufusp 

columbiahts 
Just past Harriett Tubman Elem - site of 
tmrw's @ColHeightsDay. Tents are going 
up - looks like it will be a great time! 

commonwealthpub 
This page will soon be removed.  Please 
friend Hank's Osyter Bar for information 
about Jamie Leeds 

heightsdc 

Happy hour beverages all day.  
Traditional Irish Whiskey flight, Murphy's 
Stout and beer cocktails!  
http://t.co/3obEDb3 via @byt 

jimgraham_ward1 

Update in reference to the Flood Warning 
for the Metropolitan Area (including DC). 
The Flooding Warning will be from 3:00 
PM to 9:00 PM. 

louscitybar 
Tuesday's Hat Trick happy Hour specials 
$3 Margaritas, $3 16oz Lou's Brews $3 
glass of Pennsfold Chardonnay 

newcolumbiahts Missing woman: Emily Hershenson 
http://goo.gl/fb/4T4Wi 

ourcoheigh tweet #HootStats http://ht.ly/4c4uD 

petes_newhaven after long drive, dinner at aniello's in east 
haven. large mozz of course. 

popville 

Nice RT @LeDroitParkDC: Shaw's 
Tavern at 520 FL Ave NW scheduled to 
open in June. Wood oven pizza, pastas & 
tavern classics on the menu 

redrocksdc Brunch again this Monday for President's 
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Day!  $9 bottomless mimosas starting at 
11am!  Half priced wine starts at 5PM. 

room11dc Tonight only - $9 green cocktails and $4 
Jameson. 

theheightslife 

RT @ColHeightsDay: 27 yard sales and 
counting for April 2. What can you buy? 
Check out the latest Wordle. 
http://yfrog.com/gzufusp 

thewonderlanddc 
Come join Matty  and dine on his  corned 
beef and cabbage and top it off with some  
green beer. Happy Saint Patircks Day !! 
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Appendix A: Columbia Heights Map 
 

 
 
Boundaries: Spring Road NW to the North, Georgia Avenue NW to the East, Barry Place NW 
and Florida Avenue NW to the South, 16th Street NW to the West (Created using Google Maps). 
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Appendix B: Columbia Heights Demographics 

 
Table B.1: Racial Demographics in Columbia Heights by Census Tract 

Censu
s 
Tract 

Total 
Pop. 

% 
Change 
in 
Pop., 
2000 - 
2010 

% 
Forei
gn-
born 
pop., 
2005 - 
2009 

% 
Black 
pop., 
Non-
Hispani
c 

% White 
pop., 
Non-
Hispani
c 

% 
Hispani
c pop. 

% 
Asian/Pacif
ic Island 
pop.,  Non-
Hispanic 

28.01 3773 4 37 36 22 37 4.8 
28.02 4277 -9 46 25 27 43 4.9 

29 3962 -5.4 33 31 29 35 4.1 
30 3398 23 16 43 36 16 4.7 
31 2885 2.5 31 37 23 36 3.8 
35 3740 6.9 15 72 14 9.9 3.4 
36 4208 7.5 19 39 36 19 4.7 
37 5763 15 25 43 26 26 4.4 

Data Source: NeighborhoodInfoDC77 
 
Table B.2: Selected Demographic Information About Columbia Heights by Census Tract 

Census 
tract 

Poverty 
rate, 2005 
- 2009 

Unemployme
nt rate, 2005-
2009 

Avg. 
family 
income, 
2005-2009 

Home 
ownership 
rate, 2005-
2009 

Median 
sales price, 
2010 
(single 
family 
homes) 

28.01 21% 7.4% $69,534 27% n/a 
28.02 28% 15% $56,053 18% n/a 

29 19% 12% $67,453 45% $473,000 
30 22% 13% $66,531 31% n/a 
31 7.1% 9.3% $83,471 60% $340,000 
35 25% 13% $61,974 30% $339,000 
36 19% 5.6% $50,787 29% n/a 
37 24% 6.5% $44,422 15% n/a 

Data Source: NeighborhoodInfoDC

                                                
77 All of these demographic figures were calculated using 2010 data from the 8 census tracts that 
made up Columbia Heights in 2000. Data were used from tract 28.1, tract 28.2, tract 29, tract 30, 
tract 31, tract 35, tract 36, and tract 37 as indicated on the website NeighborhoodInfoDC 
(http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org/censustract/census.html, accessed 2 April 2011). 
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Appendix C: List of Hyperlocal Media in Columbia Heights 
 
Below is a selected list of hyperlocal media in Columbia Heights. Those not included in the 
content analysis were inactive during the study.  

Source Medium URL 

Total No. of 
Stories in Content 
Analysis, If 
Applicable 

InnerCity.org Website http://innercity.org/  
New Columbia 
Heights Hyperlocal blog http://newcolumbiaheights.b

logspot.com/ 2 

North Columbia 
Heights Civic 
Association blog 

Hyperlocal blog http://www.northcolumbiahe
ights.org/ 1 

Prince of Petworth Metro-wide blog http://www.princeofpetwort
h.com/ 30 

The Heights Life Hyperlocal blog http://www.theheightslifedc.
com/ 0 

Outside.In News aggregator http://outside.in/20009 29 
TBD.com News aggregator http://www.tbd.com 12 

columbia_heights Yahoo! 
Group/list-serv 

http://groups.yahoo.com/gro
up/columbia_heights/ 17 

MPD-3d Yahoo! 
Group/list-serv 

http://groups.yahoo.com/gro
up/MPD-3d/ 20 

NCHCA Yahoo! 
Group/list-serv 

http://groups.yahoo.com/gro
up/NCHCA/ 6 

NWCHCA Yahoo! 
Group/list-serv 

http://groups.yahoo.com/gro
up/NWCHCA/ 5 

southcolumbiaheights Yahoo! 
Group/list-serv 

http://groups.yahoo.com/gro
up/southcolumbiaheights/ 13 

WardOneDC Yahoo! 
Group/list-serv 

http://groups.yahoo.com/gro
up/WardOneDC/ 15 

@826DC Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/826dc  
@ANC1A Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/anc1a  

@BloomBars Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/bloomb
ars  

@BryanWeaverDC Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/bryanw
eaverdc  

@ColHeightsDay Twitter  http://twitter.com/#!/colheig
htsday 0 

@ColumbiaHts Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/Columb
iaHts  

@CommonWealthPub Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/commo
nwealthpub  

@HeightsDC Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/heights  
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dc 

@JimGraham_Ward1 Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/jimgrah
am_ward1 3 

@LousCityBar Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/louscity
bar  

@NCHCA Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/nchca  
@newcolumbiahts 
 
 
 

Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/newcol
umbiahts 3 

@ourcoheigh Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/ourcohe
igh  

@petes_newhaven Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/petes_n
ewhaven  

@PoPville Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/PoPvill
e 19 

@RedRocksDC Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/RedRoc
ksDC  

@room11dc Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/room11
dc  

@theheightslife Twitter http://twitter.com/#!/theheig
htslife 12 

@TheWonderlandDC Twitter http://www.twitter.com/#!/th
ewonderlanddc  

Columbia Heights  Facebook group http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=2393366011  

Columbia Heights 
ANC - SMD 1A11 Facebook group http://www.facebook.com/gr

oup.php?gid=76899473485  

Columbia Heights and 
Petworth Facebook group http://www.facebook.com/gr

oup.php?gid=2414699421  

Columbia Heights 
Community 
Marketplace 

Facebook group 

http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=76899473485#
!/pages/Columbia-Heights-
Community-
Marketplace/112318238787
899 

 

Columbia Heights Day Facebook page 
http://www.facebook.com/p
ages/Columbia-Heights-
Day/68767099882 

 

Columbia Heights, DC Facebook group 

http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=54865002894#
!/pages/Columbia-Heights-
DC/183933914970056 

 

Columbia Heights, 
D.C. Facebook group http://www.facebook.com/gr

oup.php?gid=5300061093  
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Columbia Heights, 
D.C. Facebook page 

http://www.facebook.com/p
ages/Columbia-Heights-
DC/183933914970056 

 

Columbia Heights, DC 
Moms Facebook group 

http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=29953068070#
!/group.php?gid=299530680
70&v=wall 

 

Columbia Heights Dog 
Park Facebook group http://www.facebook.com/gr

oup.php?gid=54865002894  

Columbia Heights Dog 
Park (11th&Park) Facebook group 

http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=104241402957
770 

1 

Mt. Pleasant/Columbia 
Heights/Adams 
Morgan Rules! 

Facebook group 
http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=60019936502
&v=wall 

 

North Columbia 
Heights Civic 
Association page 

Facebook page 

http://www.facebook.com/gr
oup.php?gid=29953068070
&v=wall#!/northcolumbiahe
ights 

1 

NWCHCAinDC YouTube 
channel 

http://www.youtube.com/us
er/NWCHCAinDC  

Our Columbia Heights Documentary 
project/blog 

http://ourcolumbiaheights.w
ordpress.com/  

    
WashingtonPost.com 
(not hyperlocal, but 
included in content 
analysis) 

Website  http://www.washingtonpost.
com 3 
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Appendix D: Website Screenshots 
 

 This project is intended to be viewed on a website, which can be accessed at 

https://commons.georgetown.edu/blogs/networkedneighborhood/. The website incorporates a 

number of interactive features that require Internet access to utilize. Selected screenshots of the 

website appear below. 
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Homepage: The homepage includes a Flickr photo slideshow, blogroll, links to related articles, 

Twitter feed, and overview of the website’s features. The Flickr slideshow can also be accessed 

independently at http://www.flickr.com/photos/kara007/sets/72157626320420415/. 

 

 

Chapter 1: Each chapter is presented on its own page, with the same sidebar features that appear 

on the homepage. 
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Chapter 2: At the start of the chapter, this page features an interactive timeline created using 

Timeglider. The timeline can also be accessed independently at 

http://timeglider.com/app/viewer.php?uid=line_3b16b6769c64486f71b56080acd45cdd. 
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Visualizations: This page features a timeline of online news and conversation from selected 

hyperlocal media included in the study, created using Dipity. The Dipity timeline can also be 

accessed independently at http://www.dipity.com/kara004/Networked-Neighborhood. 
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