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Introduction

For over a century, healthy local media ecosystems have 
been recognized as vital to democracy (de Tocqueville, 
1835/1945). Yet today, we face a broad decline in healthy 
local media ecosystems (Abernathy, 2020; Pew Research 
Center, 2021). The loss of local newspapers leaves commu-
nities less informed about local politics and encourages pat-
terns of voter behavior that reflect a national identity rather 
than localized concerns (Hayes & Lawless, 2017; Hopkins, 
2018). Globally, even historically robust local media institu-
tions struggle to adapt to the changing landscape, threatening 
to weaken connections between citizens and local communi-
ties (European University Institute, 2024; P. A. Gulyas, 2020; 
Negreira-Rey et al., 2023; Nygren et al., 2018).

Amid these struggles, the rise of user-driven online local 
spaces presents a potential avenue to sustain and cultivate 
civic interest and attachment to local communities. Already 
in 2019, 59% of Americans stated they access local news via 
online forums or discussion groups (Pew Research Center, 
2019). Recent work explored the potential for locally-ori-
ented social media—platforms like place-based subreddits or 
neighborhood Facebook groups—to facilitate critical local 

discussions and foster community connections, especially in 
times of need (Aubin Le Quéré et al., 2022; C. A. López & 
Butler, 2013). The socially engaged aspect of contributing to 
local content has also been explored, and recent research 
suggests engaging audiences can positively impact people’s 
perception of local news (Stroud & Van Duyn, 2023).

Given this digital shift, it becomes increasingly critical 
to understand the function of localized social media (LSM) 
within local information ecosystems to assess the suitabil-
ity of these systems to attract audiences in ways that nur-
ture community capital and spark local engagement. We 
adopt Kwon et al.’s (2021) definition of online geographi-
cally bound content broadly as LSM, which are “social 
media services that facilitate local news sharing, local 
social connections, and community participation.” Beyond 
simply filling the gap left by declining local media 

1333490 SMSXXX10.1177/20563051251333490Social Media <span class="symbol" cstyle="Mathematical">+</span> SocietyAubin Le Quéré and Kairam
research-article20252025

1Cornell University, USA
2Reddit, Inc., USA

Corresponding Author:
Marianne Aubin Le Quéré, Department of Information Science, Cornell 
University, 107 Hoy Road, Ithaca, NY 14850, USA. 
Email: msa258@cornell.edu

Welcome to the Neighborhood:  
Assessing Localized Social Media  
Use and Pro-Community Attitudes  
in a Multi-National Survey

Marianne Aubin Le Quéré1  and Sanjay R. Kairam2

Abstract
In the void left by struggling local media, localized social media systems have proliferated on the web as key avenues for the 
exchange of location-specific information. Yet, as local ecosystems shift, there is a need to understand the types of audiences 
localized social media spaces attract, and whether these spaces can foster healthy communities. This article presents the 
results of a multi-national, longitudinal user survey of participants (N = 2789) on the social media platform Reddit. We show, 
for the first time, that people who join localized social media spaces also report higher community attachment and political 
participation intent than users who join other social media spaces. We find evidence that these pro-community attitudes are 
stronger for longer-term members of localized social media and those who actively contribute through posts and comments. 
Surprisingly, we also identify that new residents to an area are more likely to belong to a localized social media forum than 
long-time residents. This article provides context for how the affordances of technology platforms influence the audiences, 
behaviors, and community impacts of localized social networks.

Keywords
online communities, community attachment, political participation, localized social media

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/sms
mailto:msa258@cornell.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F20563051251333490&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-06-05


2	 Social Media + Society

systems, LSMs have the potential to engage different or 
new audiences traditionally excluded by local journalistic 
institutions, such as younger people and people of color 
(Delli Carpini et al., 2018; Duchovnay & Masullo, 2021). 
In addition, there is the open need to understand whether 
LSMs can support local political engagement and partici-
pation in ways traditionally driven by local news exposure 
(Fioroni & Knight Foundation, 2022). Our study addresses 
this gap by examining who engages in LSM forums, how 
they participate, and the relationship between participation 
in these locally-focused online spaces and offline pro-
community attitudes. Understanding these dynamics has 
the potential to inform the marketing and communication 
strategies of local politicians, journalists, and activists who 
seek to better engage their communities.

In this article, we present findings from a large (N = 2789) 
international study of Reddit users. We analyze longitudinal 
survey and trace data to compare members of city-based 
(LSM) and non-place-based (non-LSM) subreddits with 
respect to local community attachment and political partici-
pation intention (PPI). Our results indicate that membership 
in city-based subreddits is associated with these pro-commu-
nity attitudes, an effect that is more pronounced for longer-
term members. Notably, we find that city-based subreddits 
may hold particular appeal for new residents to a city, poten-
tially helping them to get “up to speed” faster by providing  
an accessible space for encountering community resources. 
We find mixed evidence regarding the relationship between 
active (vs. passive) participation and the formation of pro-
community attitudes, hinting at a complex relationship 
between engagement type and civic attitudes. These findings 
highlight the role LSMs play in modern local media ecologies 
in sustaining pro-community attachment and engagement.

Literature review

To motivate this work, we review existing theories around 
how media fosters community attachment and political 
behavioral intent and present evidence that LSM use may 
bolster similar individual-level attitudes. We also introduce 
our theoretical model for how LSMs tie into active/passive 
theories of social media use.

Local media use and pro-community attitudes

A strong local media presence is linked to positive individual-
level pro-community attitudes, driving not only cultural and 
community benefits, but also outcomes related to political 
participation and the health of local democracies. At its core, 
the goal of local media is to meet a set of community “infor-
mation needs,” which revolve around informing populations 
about locally pertinent developments, to foster culture, and to 
equip citizens with the facts needed to make informed civic 
choices (Delli Carpini et  al., 2018; Waldman, 2011). Local 
media can also be crucial in scenarios involving heightened 
information needs, such as providing warnings about weather 

or health emergencies (Shearer, 2020). Local journalists also 
serve as watchdogs, operating as a local presence that keeps 
powers to account and reduces corruption within communi-
ties (Campante & Do, 2014; Huang et al., 2024).

Media scholars have identified a consistent relationship 
between individual local news use and feelings of attachment 
and interest toward a community. The concept of community 
attachment has been defined as “identification with a commu-
nity combined with an affective tie” (Rothenbuhler et  al., 
1996). Beyond fostering a sense of personal connection to the 
community, high community attachment among individuals 
can lead to pro-community attitudes; people who report high 
attachment within their local communities, for example, are 
more likely to take participatory actions, such as attending pub-
lic meetings or organizing efforts (Theodori, 2004). Janowitz 
(1967) proposed a positive relationship between local news use 
and feelings of community attachment, and later operational-
ized the construct with sentiment-based and interest-based sur-
vey items (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). A 2024 Pew survey 
explicitly found that Americans who feel very attached to their 
communities also show interest in local laws and policies 
(Wang et  al., 2024). More recently, scholars have suggested 
that the loss of local community newspapers could decrease 
feelings of local attachment (Mathews, 2022; Park et al., 2021). 
Attempts to establish a causal relationship between local news 
use and attachment, however, have not yielded definitive 
results (Hoffman & Eveland, 2010). Thus, an open question 
remains as to whether individuals with high local attachment 
seek out local media, or whether engagement with local media 
fosters community attachment and interest over time.

Local news also has the potential to benefit communities 
by inspiring local political action, as demonstrated by studies 
at both community and individual levels. Several prior cor-
relational studies have demonstrated that areas with a weaker 
local press tend to have lower rates of election participation 
and to vote in a more polarized fashion (Angelucci et  al., 
2021; Moskowitz, 2021; Shaker, 2014). Darr et  al. (2018) 
matched pairs of counties that were similar, except for the 
closure of a local newspaper, to provide causal evidence that 
shutting a local newspaper decreases split-ticket voting. 
Hayes and Lawless (2017) used a longitudinal study to show 
that the closure of local news outlets can be directly linked to 
decreased political engagement. At the individual level, a 
survey exploring the political correlates of local media use in 
Seattle found that reading local newspapers, but not watch-
ing local television news, was associated with higher levels 
of political participation (Moy et al., 2004).

Drawing on prior work, we explore the relationships 
between individual use of LSMs and key pro-community 
attitudes: local community attachment and PPI.

LSM use and pro-community attitudes

To an increasing degree, audiences turn to online sources to 
stay up-to-date with key local developments. A 2018 Pew 
study reported that 37% of Americans cite the internet as 



Aubin Le Quéré and Kairam	 3

their preferred way to get access to local news, nearly as 
many as prefer local television news, and 81% say they get at 
least some local news online (Pew Research, 2019). A more 
recent 2022 Gallup/Knight poll described more traditional 
local news use as being “eclipsed by social media” as a tool 
for learning about and getting involved with political action 
(Fioroni & Knight Foundation, 2022).

LSM spaces, in particular, emerged as appealing places 
for sharing and receiving local information. Speaking of 
local media ecologies, Nygren (2019) stated that “social 
media [is] taking the lead” over other forms of local media 
consumption. Already in 2018, 12% of Americans reported 
they “often” got local news from discussion forums (Pew 
Research, 2019). Examples of these types of online place-
based discussion forums include Facebook neighborhood 
groups and Nextdoor, the geography-based social network-
ing platform (Kristian, 2019; Nextdoor, 2021). Characteristics 
of the participants in LSMs often reflect aspects of their 
offline counterparts; for example, richer neighborhoods also 
stand a greater chance at producing sustainable online com-
munities, more trusting localities place fewer restrictions on 
memberships, and socioeconomic differences between 
neighborhoods impact online content types (Choksi et  al., 
2024; Herdağdelen et al., 2023; C. López et al., 2017).

There is no simple definition or operationalization of 
“local” (Ali, 2017). Previous works on local media have 
defined the term “local” in a variety of ways spanning a news 
organizations’ strategic audience (A. Gulyas & Baines, 2020), 
audience perceptions of local (Weber & Mathews, 2024), 
audience geographic spread (Hagar et al., 2020), differenti-
ated news topics (McCombs & Winter, 1981), and more. In 
an increasingly digital landscape, Hess (2013) argues that the 
term “local” should be thought of as “geo-social,” a term that 
combines the concept of place-based content and brings in the 
broad social milieu within which online information provid-
ers operate today. These studies highlight the vast diversity of 
what localness can mean, and many emphasize that the term 
is highly contextual, and may have different meanings for dif-
ferent audiences and geographies (Usher, 2019). Despite 
divergent definitions, scholars seeking to analyze localness at 
scale, as we do in this study, must adhere to one operational-
ization. We align ourselves with Kwon et al. (2021), who spe-
cifically define LSMs as “uses of social media embedded in 
community contexts,” which includes “both place-based con-
tents and place-based spaces.”

Despite their increasing importance, the demographic 
makeup of LSMs has received relatively little attention. Our 
first research question (RQ) concerns the demographics of 
those who frequent online communities:

RQ. What demographic factors are associated with mem-
bership in LSM forums?

From a theoretical perspective, communication theorists 
have begun to wrestle with the roles that LSMs might play 
within local communities and the extent to which these might 

overlap with traditional news media. LSMs can be consid-
ered a type of public sphere, a domain in society where pub-
lic opinion is formed through rational discussion and debate 
(Habermas, 1991; Rauchfleisch & Kovic, 2016). Scholarship 
in this area has established the local public sphere as a criti-
cal arena for neighborhood information exchange (Friedland 
et al., 2007). These public spheres are supported by a com-
munication infrastructures that operate at multiple levels, 
including macro (e.g., media), meso (e.g., local organiza-
tions), and micro (e.g., interpersonal network) levels; this 
infrastructure can serve to construct and foster a sense of 
shared community and belonging (Ball-Rokeach et  al., 
2001). The design of LSMs can serve to collapse these vari-
ous parts of the communication infrastructure, enabling a 
variety of actors to participate in the construction of news, 
narrative, and community within a single medium (Kligler-
Vilenchik & Tenenboim, 2024). De Cindio and Peraboni 
(2011) argue that networked local public spheres have a bet-
ter chance to enact change within local communities than 
other types of public spheres.

There are reasons to believe that LSM use may be tied to 
local community attachment and PPI. Multiple studies high-
light these groups can be crucial in conveying timely infor-
mation about local emergencies (Aubin Le Quéré et  al., 
2022; Starbird & Palen, 2011; Van Koevering et al., 2022).  
If LSMs are conceptualized as a form of public space for 
communities, healthy discussions in these groups could rea-
sonably be expected to lead to increased bonds; think, for 
example, of studies that showed increasing greenery in local 
squares also fosters strong intra-neighborhood ties (Kuo 
et  al., 1998). Dating back to the early web, scholars fre-
quently posited that extending local discussions to the online 
sphere could strengthen place-based community (Foth, 2003; 
Hampton, 2002). Indeed, in an early natural experiment 
termed “NetVille,” residents of a Toronto suburb were given 
access to high-speed internet and a local discussion forum, 
which was found to increase local engagement and contact 
with weaker ties (Hampton & Wellman, 2003). Since the sur-
vey study compared homes with and without internet how-
ever, the effect of a local discussion group on individuals was 
not isolated. A few studies have focused on specific localities 
and described how efforts to foster local political engage-
ments have been bolstered by engaging communities online 
(Firmstone & Coleman, 2015; Lev-On & Steinfeld, 2015).

Recent studies specifically explored the relationship 
between LSM use and pro-community attitudes. In a national 
survey of US adults, Nah et al. (2021) found that commu-
nity-oriented social media use is positively associated with 
civic participation, particularly in rural communities. Kwon 
et al. (2021) identified that LSM use impacts civic participa-
tion by increasing community organizational trust, which in 
turn promotes offline participation. Gil de Zúñiga et  al. 
(2012) found that the use of social networking services spe-
cifically for engaging with news predicted online and offline 
political participation, including with local issues. These 
findings provide the first empirical evidence that LSM use is 
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associated with important pro-community attitudes toward 
members’ offline communities. We take up their call for fur-
ther research into communities of space in this study, through 
exploring related civic concepts, and incorporating trace data 
into our analysis.

On Reddit, users can move freely among online commu-
nities, enabling participation in both locally-focused and 
non-local communities. In this context, we expect that users 
who choose to frequent local communities will have stronger 
pro-community attitudes toward their geographic communi-
ties. We thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1A (H1A). Members of LSM forums will report 
stronger local community attachment than members of 
non-LSM forums.

Hypothesis 1B (H1B). Members of LSM forums will report 
stronger political participation intention than members 
of non-LSM forums.

Impacts of membership on pro-community 
attitudes over time

Prior studies exploring the relationship between self-reported 
incidental exposure to online news and pro-community atti-
tudes over time have yielded mixed results. A survey study 
by Tewksbury et al. (2001) found partial support for a rela-
tionship between self-reported “accidental” online news 
exposure and current affairs knowledge. Research by Kim 
et al. (2013) finds that self-reported incidental online news 
exposure is positively correlated with online and offline 
political participation. A more recent study by Shahin et al. 
(2021) found that self-reported incidental news exposure 
predicts online, but not offline participation. Even these sur-
vey studies indicating a positive relationship do not identify 
a causal direction. A longitudinal panel survey study by 
Cronin et al. (2023) found no impact of local news exposure 
on political knowledge and participation. Experimental 
studies which experimentally varied exposure to online news 
found no causal relationship between news exposure and 
pro-community attitudes, such as political knowledge, par-
ticipation, or community attachment (Aubin Le Quéré et al., 
2024; Wojcieszak et al., 2022).

Nonetheless, research on online communities generally 
has demonstrated that intentional and sustained participation 
within these spaces can foster attachment and commitment. 
Prior studies of online communities have found that mem-
bership duration is strongly associated with the formation of 
attachments to both other community members (Kraut et al., 
2008) and the community as a whole (Kairam et al., 2022). 
Other work has illustrated how membership plays an impor-
tant moderating role in the relationship between community 
activity and outcomes. The “content capital” of an online 
community, or the value of the content exchanged by mem-
bers, is meaningfully related to community attachment, but 
only for members with longer tenure in the community (Lee 

& Park, 2019). In the context of online health communities, 
observed relationships between receiving communications 
and measures of community attachment are stronger for 
members with longer tenure (Yang et al., 2017).

LSMs have the potential to engage members in a pattern 
of intentional and sustained participation around local news 
and issues; we suspect that users who engage with LSMs for 
longer will demonstrate stronger pro-community attitudes. 
Specifically, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2A (H2A). Differences in local community 
attachment associated with membership in LSM forums 
(vs. non-LSM forums) will be greater for tenured mem-
bers than for newcomers.

Hypothesis 2B (H2B). Differences in political participa-
tion intention associated with membership in LSM forums 
(vs. non-LSM forums) will be greater for tenured mem-
bers than for newcomers.

Like the other articles we cite, the present work is an 
observational study where we do not causally link trace data 
to attitudes. However, since we surveyed people over time, 
we do measure the longitudinal effects of following a local 
online group.

Hypothesis 3A (H3A). Members of LSM forums will report 
greater increases in local community attachment over 
time than members of non-LSM forums.

Hypothesis 3B (H3B). Members of LSM forums will report 
greater increases in political participation intention over 
time than members of non-LSM forums.

Impacts of active participation on pro-community 
attitudes

Social media systems are defined by their ability to involve 
users in discussion rather than simply consuming content, and 
impacts on civic engagement may differ substantially depend-
ing on whether users participate actively. A randomized field 
study which encouraged journalists at some news outlets to 
engage more intentionally with their audience (e.g., soliciting 
and answering questions) found that these practices led to 
over-time growth in newspaper subscriptions (Stroud & Van 
Duyn, 2023). Similarly, prior studies focused on news found 
that engagement with online articles can be a sign of greater 
processing of news materials and a predictor for civic partici-
pation (Holt et al., 2013; Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2018).

Prior research on social media systems demonstrated that 
social and pro-community outcomes can vary with the level 
of active vs. passive participation. Studies of Facebook use 
by Verduyn et al. (2015) indicate that measured declines in 
affective well-being over time are specific to users who par-
ticipate in the system only passively (e.g., consuming vs. 
contributing content). Research on various social media sys-
tems illustrated that the level of participation in networked 
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contexts can influence overall attachment and belonging 
within communities (Cummings et al., 2002; Du et al., 2009; 
Kairam et al., 2022; W. Wu et al., 2017). Active participation 
in locally-oriented platforms can further social connections 
and general attachment within participants’ offline commu-
nities (Hampton & Wellman, 2003).

Drawing on these insights from prior work, we expect that 
LSMs may be particularly effective in driving individual-level 
pro-community attitudes when they foster active participation 
vs. passive consumption. Specifically, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2C (H2C). Differences in local community 
attachment associated with membership in LSM forums 
(vs. non-LSM forums) will be greater for active vs. pas-
sive participants.

Hypothesis 2D (H2D). Differences in political participa-
tion intention associated with membership in LSM forums 
(vs. non-LSM forums) will be greater for active vs. pas-
sive participants.

Hypothesis 3C (H3C). Increases over time in local com-
munity attachment associated with membership in LSM 
forums will be greater for active vs. passive participants.

Hypothesis 3D (H3D). Increases over time in political par-
ticipation intention associated with membership in LSM 
forums will be greater for active vs. passive participants.

Study design

In this section, we summarize our research site, the main sur-
vey design, participant information, and the relevant individ-
ual-level variables measured.

Research site: city subreddits

With over 100,000 active communities and over 91 million 
daily active users around the world as of 2024 (Reddit Inc., 
2024), Reddit is an ideal research context for exploring 
behaviors around discussion, information-sharing, and enter-
tainment across a broad range of topics and interests. Each 
community, termed subreddit, is independently created and 
user-led, with community-specific rules and governance 
(Kairam & Foote, 2024). Most Reddit users are anonymous, 
and the experience is topic-centric and not profile-centric; 
these affordances combine to lead to ready discussions 
around more sensitive topics and high rates of user self-dis-
closures (Choudhury & De, 2014; Triggs et al., 2021). Reddit 
is consistently ranked as one of the most frequently accessed 
websites in the world.

In this study, we focus specifically on local, place-based 
subreddits. These are subreddits oriented around a specific 
geography, which may span cities or larger areas—for exam-
ple, r/Heidelberg or r/bayarea. Scholars have previously 
explored how place-based subreddits are used by community 
members to discuss topics such as politics, crime, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Lê et al., 2020; Van Koevering et al., 
2022; Q. Wu & Hemsley, 2023). Reddit’s largely anonymous 
nature differentiates place-based subreddits from other LSM 
forums, such as NextDoor, a hyperlocal social platform 
where users are identified by full names and must validate 
their mailing addresses to post.

We collaborated with Reddit to identify a number of 
active, city-based subreddits for this study. Reddit classifies 
place-based subreddits using a “Place” label, for example, a 
subreddit may be labeled as “Places in North America.” 
While these place-based subreddits are most frequently 
about a geographic area, they can also be interest-based sub-
reddits tied to a geographic area. For example, the r/nyc sub-
reddit is a generalist forum that serves to discuss any news or 
events going on in the New York City metropolitan area, 
whereas r/FoodNYC is specifically to discuss restaurants and 
food within the same geography. Similar pairs might include 
r/london and r/AskLondon. Although both are considered 
place-based subreddits, we narrow the list of subreddits to 
exclusively the largest and highest-quality subreddits based 
in cities that are considered active. This process was con-
ducted with help from a specialized team at Reddit, who 
maintain a curated list of all active city-based subreddits. The 
final list of subreddits comprised 391 cities.

Whenever communities are analyzed at scale, tradeoffs 
must be made between local context and generalizability. We 
select city subreddits in our context since they best represent 
comparable local uses of Reddit. City subreddits are affili-
ated with the same administrative denomination, they are 
highly used within the Reddit ecosystem, and there is a good 
variety of subreddits. Nonetheless, we acknowledge that the 
types of audiences and information distributed on city sub-
reddits are likely to vary significantly from other types of 
LSM that cover other administrative denominations.

We sought to conduct a multi-national survey since most 
prior work on LSMs focuses on a US context. We therefore 
included city subreddits across six countries (the US, UK, 
Australia, France, Canada, and Germany) and in three lan-
guages (English, French, and German). We included all cur-
rently active city-based subreddits across these six countries, 
and the survey language was based on a users’ language pref-
erence in the Reddit app. These countries reflect the research 
team’s known languages and cultures, and surveys were 
double-checked by local representatives for accuracy. While 
our selection of countries remains Western-centric, the inclu-
sion of non-US countries stands to benefit the research on 
LSMs. Future work should seek to extend these findings to 
other, non-Western countries.

Survey design

For our main analysis, we conducted a 2 × 2 longitudinal sur-
vey design, varying the focal subreddit type and subreddit 
tenure variables.

For the first dimension, focal subreddit type, we identify a 
“focal subreddit” for each user, which is the subreddit that we 
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survey the user about in this study. For a surveyed user, the 
focal subreddit type was either city-based, if they followed at 
least one city subreddit, or non-city-based, if they followed 
no place-based subreddits. For each user in our sample, we 
then select their focal subreddit. For users in the city subred-
dit group, we selected a focal subreddit from  
our curated list of 391 city-based subreddits (e.g., r/NYC, r/
Houston) which the user followed. For users in the non-city-
based subreddit group, we randomly selected a subreddit 
which the user followed provided that the subreddit was 
labeled as safe-for-work, was categorized by the Reddit team 
as non-place-based, and had at least 1000+ subscribers. This 
selection structure is visually outlined in Figure 1. In addition, 
we validated that all users had logged in to Reddit at least 
once in the last 7 days, and that they had at least one login 
from a city that had a corresponding city subreddit in the last 
28 days. Users matching these criteria were selected at ran-
dom from Reddit’s databases.

For the second dimension, subreddit tenure, we distin-
guished between Reddit users who recently subscribed to a 
subreddit (less than 7 days ago, short tenure) vs. those who 

subscribed to a subreddit for longer (over 7 days ago, long ten-
ure). We selected 7 days as the split between the participant 
groups to delineate between recent users of a local subreddit, 
for whom introducing a new information stream may change 
their attitudes, vs. longer-term users, for whom continued 
exposure to an existing subreddit may not be as impactful.

We surveyed users in two waves, which we call T1 and T2. 
If participants responded to the survey at T1, they were asked 
if they were open to being contacted again for a follow-up. 
We sent a follow-up survey to all participants who agreed to 
this question 4 weeks after T1. Table 1 displays a summary of 
the response rates received for each group and survey wave.

The demographics of our survey participants skew young, 
male, White, and urban. The median participant was 25–
34 years old, male, White, had completed an Associate’s, 
Bachelor’s degree, or equivalent, and had lived in their cur-
rent place of residence for 6–10 years. In addition, 32.5% of 
people in our sample lived in a large city, 31.9% lived in the 
suburbs of a large city, 26.5% lived in a small city or town, 
and 9.1% lived in a rural area. The urban skew is unsurpris-
ing, since we selected participants who had logins from a city 

Figure 1.  Figure exemplifies how the two different study groups are constructed. The city subreddit group must be subscribed to at 
least one of our curated city subreddits, whereas the random subreddit group can be subscribed to any active subreddit, but must not 
be subscribed to any other place-based subreddit.

Table 1.  Distribution of Survey Responses by Condition in Our 2 × 2 Study Design (Focal Subreddit Type × Subreddit Tenure).

Focal subreddit tenure

Total  ⩽7 days >7 days

Focal subreddit Place-based subreddit T1: N = 669
T2: N = 166 (24.8%)

T1: N = 944
T2: N = 242 (25.6%)

T1: N = 1613
T2: N = 408 (25.3%)

Random subreddit T1: N = 721
T2: N = 204 (28.3%)

T1: N = 455
T2: N = 104 (22.9%)

T1: N = 1176
T2: N = 308 (26.2%)

Total T1: N = 1390
T2: N = 370 (26.6%)

T1: N = 1399
T2: N = 346 (24.7%)

T1: N = 2789
T2: N = 716 (25.7%)

In total, the Time 1 (T1) survey has 2789 complete responses, and the Time 2 (T2) survey has 716 complete responses. Of the total, 25.7% of 
participants who completed the survey at T1 also completed the follow-up survey at T2.
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in the last 28 days. We compare the demographics of our par-
ticipant pool with those of respondents to the 2018 Local 
News Survey in the Appendix 1. Compared with prior local 
news surveys, it is hard to disentangle whether the audience 
skew in this survey is due to an international audience, a 
Reddit audience, or an audience that cares about local issues. 
While we do not expect these participants to be nationally 
representative of each surveyed country, the responses allow 
us to develop insights about LSM use.

Survey measures

In this section, we define the measures used as independent 
and dependent variables, adapted from validated scales.

Independent variables.  We collected a set of independent 
variables about each participant. The main binary variables 
subreddit tenure and focal subreddit are detailed above.

We include a set of demographic variables provided by 
participants and user trace data. The main demographic vari-
ables are age, gender, and level of education. We also col-
lected information about how long participants had lived in 
the place or city where they currently live, and the size of the 
community that they live in. We include whether the partici-
pant has been a member on Reddit for 2 years or longer. 
Finally, we additionally include two measures of engage-
ment with the focal subreddit: the amount of days the user 
has viewed the focal subreddit in the last 28 days and whether 
the user has contributed a post or comment to the focal sub-
reddit in the last 28 days. These trace data variables are col-
lected at T1 and T2 for each participant.

Reddit has shared these data with the research team, and 
the users have consented to make it available for study. The 
use of secondary data for this study has been approved by 
Cornell University’s institutional review board.

Dependent variables.  The dependent variables are adapted 
from prior work, and we kept a minimal number of items to 
avoid survey fatigue common in internet research and social 
media surveys. We measure PPI through a five-item scale 
adapted from Moy et al. (2004). We capture local community 
attachment through the sense of local belonging (SoLB) and 
local community interest (LCI) from Kasarda and Janowitz 
(1974).1 These constructs can be thought of as sentiment-
based community attachment and interest-based community 
attachment (Ryan et al., 2005).

Sense of Local Belonging: To measure SoLB, participants 
were asked to indicate how much they agreed with the state-
ment “I feel ‘at home’ in my place of residence” on a Likert-
type Scale from 1 to 5, ranging from “Disagree” to “Agree” 
(Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974).

Local Community Interest: To measure LCI, participants 
were asked to indicate how much they agreed with the state-
ment “I am interested to know what goes on in my place of 
residence.” on a Likert-type Scale from 1 to 5, ranging from 
“Disagree” to “Agree” (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974).

Political participation intention: For the PPI measure, par-
ticipants were asked to indicate on a Likert-type Scale from 1 
to 5 (1 = Not likely, 5 = Very likely) how likely they felt it was 
that they would participate in six local political activities. 
This variable focuses on the concept of intended political 
participation, since we do not ask participants to report on 
actions taken. We made this deliberate choice since our study 
covered only a 1-month period, and we believed that changes 
in attitudes and intended behavior were likely to precede 
actual behavior. The final Cronbach’s α for PPI was 0.84 at 
T1, and 0.85 at T2, suggesting good internal consistency.

Statistical analyses.  To understand the demographics that 
influence the choice to follow a city subreddit (RQ1), we 
constructed a multi-level generalized linear model with a 
logit link function that predicts the likelihood to be following 
a city subreddit given self-reported demographics. We use a 
multi-level model with country-level random intercepts to 
reflect the hierarchical structure of our six-country dataset. 
The main demographics are gender (male or non-male), age, 
education, length of residence, and local community size. We 
construct a logit model to reflect the binary likelihood that a 
participant is following a city subreddit (focal subreddit = 1) 
or a random subreddit (focal subreddit = 0).

To determine whether SoLB, LCI, and political participa-
tion are associated with the likelihood to be following a city 
subreddit (H1A–B), we conducted independent t-tests. These 
t-tests assess the difference of means in the reported pro-
community attitude variable between users who follow city 
subreddits vs. random subreddits.

To additionally understand the correlation between sub-
reddit tenure and associated community attitude (H2A–B), 
we construct multilevel linear models with random intercepts 
at the country level that predict a user’s SoLB, LCI, or politi-
cal participation. For each prosocial community attitude, we 
construct two models. The first simple model predicts pro-
community attitudes based only on the sample selection crite-
ria: the focal subreddit (place-based or random) and when the 
user followed the subreddit (in the past week or longer ago). 
The model also includes an interaction term between the focal 
subreddit type and the subreddit tenure, since we expect sub-
reddit tenure to have a stronger effect on pro-community atti-
tudes for place-based subreddits.

The second multilevel model includes additional con-
trols and trace data about passive vs. active subreddit use 
(H2C–D). Building on the baseline model, we additionally 
include demographic information and trace data. The 
demographic information is included as a control, since we 
know demographic information is related to pro-commu-
nity attitudes. The trace data consists of how long the user 
has been active on Reddit, whether they viewed the focal 
subreddit in the last 28 days (exposure), and whether they 
have ever contributed any content to the focal subreddit in 
the last 28 days (contribution).

Finally, we construct similar models to test the over-time 
change in community attitudes after 4 weeks of use (H3). To do 
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so, we once again construct one simple and one complex model, 
with the same variables as before. The over-time  
models predict the delta of change in civic attitudes between T1 
and T2 for each participant. We control for participant responses 
at T1, since they likely correlate with the delta at T2.

Findings

In this section, we present our findings regarding how demo-
graphics relate to local subreddit adoption (RQ, Table 2), the 
relationship between prosocial community attitudes and 
local subreddit adoption (H1), the relationship between ten-
ure and trace data and local subreddit adoption (H2, Table 3), 
and the potential for local communities to drive increased 
prosocial community attitudes over time (H3, Table 4). 
Finally, Table 5 summarizes all hypotheses and correspond-
ing findings.

Likelihood to be following a city subreddit (RQ)

To assess which demographic variables are associated with 
following a city subreddit vs. a non-place-based subreddit, we 
run a GLM to predict likelihood to be following a city subred-
dit given self-reported demographics. The results are shown in 
Table 2. Overall, people who are older, more educated, and 
live in more populated areas are significantly more likely to be 
following a city subreddit. We do not observe an effect of par-
ticipant gender on their likelihood to be following a city sub-
reddit. Interestingly, living in an area for less time is highly 
predictive of following a city subreddit.

Pro-community attitudes for followers of  
city-based subreddits (H1)

Confirming H1, participants who follow city subreddits 
report higher pro-community outcomes for SoLB, LCI, and 
PPI. An independent t-test shows that participants who fol-
low city subreddits (M = 4.05, SD = 1.12) report a signifi-
cantly higher SoLB than those who follow non-place-based 
subreddits (M = 3.95, SD = 1.21), t(2422) = −2.3, p < .03, 
although the difference is small. Independent t-tests show a 
larger difference between the levels of LCI reported by par-
ticipants who follow city subreddits (M = 4.17, SD = 0.96) 
compared with those who follow non-place-based sub
reddits (M = 3.66, SD = 1.2), t(2302) = −12.09, p < .0001. 
Similarly, participants who follow city subreddits (M = 2.87, 
SD = 1.07) report significantly higher levels of PPI than 
those who follow non-place-based subreddits (M = 2.55, 
SD = 1.02), t(2470) = −8.03, p < .0001). These findings are 
visually demonstrated in Figure 2.

Pro-community attitudes for long-term followers 
of city-based subreddits (H2)

To answer H2, we construct two models to predict each of 
the pro-community attitudes as a function of (1) subreddit 
type (city-based vs. non-city-based) and tenure only and (2) 
these measures along with participant demographics and 
trace data. Table 3 shows these model results.

Our models largely reinforce a strong relationship 
between membership in city subreddits and pro-community 
attitudes. Five of the six models identify a significant direct 
effect of following a city subreddit (vs. a non-place-based 
subreddit) on pro-community attitudes. Regarding hypothe-
ses H2A/B, which propose that differences in pro-commu-
nity attitudes are amplified with longer tenure, we observe 

Table 2.  Generalized Linear Model That Predicts the Likelihood 
of Following City Subreddits.

Dependent variable:

  P(Following city subreddit)

Gender (non-male) 0.048
  (−0.113, 0.209)
Age 0.239***
  (0.178, 0.299)
Education 0.190***
  (0.120, 0.260)
Length of Residence −0.092***
  (−0.137, −0.046)
Community Size 0.454***
  (0.371, 0.537)
Constant 0.080
  (−0.335, 0.495)
Observations 2776
Log Likelihood −1763.520
Akaike Inf. Crit. 3541.040
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 3582.540

Age, education, and community size are positively and significantly 
associated with following city subreddits. Notably, length of residence is 
negatively and significantly associated with following city subreddits.
Significance values are provided in Bold *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Figure 2.  Users who follow city subreddits have a significantly 
higher sense of local belonging (SoLB), local community interest 
(LCI), and political participation intention (PPI).
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significant interactions between subreddit type (city-based 
vs. non-place-based) and tenure (⩾7 days since joining) in 
two of the six models. These interactions provide partial sup-
port for our hypotheses that the difference in pro-community 
attitudes between LSM forums and non-LSM forums is 
greater for tenured members than for newcomers.

Figure 3 visualizes significant interaction effects for  
tenure with SoLB and PPI in the models (1) and (6). For 
members who have followed a subreddit for more than 
7 days, predicted levels of SoLB and PPI are higher for those 
in city subreddits than for those in non-place-based subred-
dits. Based on estimated marginal means, tenured members 
of city-based subreddits report significantly higher SoLB 
(M = 4.11, [CI: 3.96, 4.25]) than tenured members of non-
place-based subreddits (M = 3.92, [CI: 3.78, 4.06]). In con-
trast, among recent followers (⩽7 days), the difference 
between subreddit types is minimal, with members of city 
subreddits reporting only slightly higher LCA (M = 3.97 [CI: 
3.82, 4.11]) than members of non-place-based subreddits 
(M = 3.96, [CI: 3.84, 4.10]). A similar interaction is present 
for PPI. Newcomers to city subreddits report slightly higher 
PPI scores (M = 2.80, [CI: 2.67, 2.93]) than newcomers to 
non-place-based subreddits (M = 2.61, [CI: 2.48, 2.74]). 
Among longer-term members, however, the predicted differ-
ence in PPI grows, with city-based subreddits reporting sig-
nificantly higher PPI (M = 2.87, [CI: 2.74, 3.00]) than 
non-place-based counterparts (M = 2.50, [CI: 2.35, 2.64]).

Regarding H2C and H2D, we find partial support for the 
proposed relationship between membership in LSM forums 
and active vs. passive participation, specifically with 
respect to PPI. Our main models find no significant asso-
ciations between any of the trace data variables and pro-
community attitudes. However, post hoc tests suggest that 
active participation in city-based subreddits may play a role 
in driving PPI. A Welch’s two-sample t-test shows active 
contributors in city subreddits had higher PPI than passive 
participants, t(494.9) = −2.87, p < .005. In contrast, no sig-
nificant difference in PPI was found between active and 
passive participants in non-place-based subreddits, 
t(316.4) = −0.96, p = .39.

The main and interaction effects in these models are 
highly correlated (r > 0.7), which may overinflate stan-
dard errors and p-values. Rerunning Model (6) without 
the main effect of “posted/commented on subreddit 
(28 days)” reinforces the pattern, in that the interaction 
between “focal subreddit type (city)” and “posted/com-
mented on subreddit (28 days)” predicts a significant 
increase in PPI. This same effect is not present for non-
place-based subreddits, suggesting that active engage-
ment influences PPI within LSMs. This interaction is 
visualized in Figure 4, which shows that, while active 
participation in city subreddits varies with higher PPI, 
active participation in non-place-based subreddits does 
not have this effect.

Table 3.  Table Shows the Results of Multilevel Linear Models That Predict Sense of Local Belonging (1) and (2), Local Community 
Interest (3) and (4), and Political Participation (5) and (6).

Sense of local belonging T1 Local community interest T1
Political participation 
intention T1

T1 models (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Gender (non-male) −0.190*** −0.003 0.169***
  (0.045) (0.042) (0.040)
Age 0.080*** 0.107*** 0.097***
  (0.017) (0.016) (0.015)
Education −0.019 −0.009 0.092***
  (0.019) (0.018) (0.017)
Length of residence 0.060*** −0.015 −0.010
  (0.013) (0.012) (0.011)
Community size 0.048* −0.056** 0.035
  (0.023) (0.021) (0.021)
Focal subreddit type (city) 0.186** 0.148 0.569*** 0.505*** 0.385*** 0.305***
  (0.066) (0.078) (0.061) (0.071) (0.059) (0.069)
Subreddit tenure 0.043 0.108 0.108 0.128* −0.096 −0.117
  (0.070) (0.071) (0.064) (0.065) (0.062) (0.063)
Reddit account age >2 years 0.066 −0.001 0.076
  (0.048) (0.044) (0.043)
Posted/commented on 
subreddit (28 days)

−0.008 −0.005 0.042

  (0.006) (0.005) (0.086)
Visited subreddit (28 days) 0.001 0.085 −0.002

 (Continued)
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Figure 3.  Figure shows all interaction effects that significantly varied with political participation intention and sense of local belonging 
at T1. Subfigures (a) and (b) suggest that the predicted difference in sense of local belonging and political participation intention between 
those who have been following city vs. random subreddits is higher for participants who have been subscribed to the subreddit in 
question for longer.

Sense of local belonging T1 Local community interest T1
Political participation 
intention T1

T1 models (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

  (0.096) (0.089) (0.005)
Focal subreddit type (city) 
× Subreddit tenure

−0.183* −0.181 −0.130 −0.160 −0.129 −0.188*

  (0.091) (0.094) (0.083) (0.087) (0.081) (0.084)
Focal subreddit type (city) 
× Posted/commented on 
subreddit (28 days)

−0.031 −0.124 0.159

  (0.125) (0.115) (0.111)
Focal subreddit type 
(random) × Exposed to 
subreddit (28 days)

−0.001 0.007 −0.002

  (0.007) (0.006) (0.006)
Constant 3.964*** 3.293*** 3.648*** 3.282*** 2.483*** 1.892***
  (0.043) (0.126) (0.077) (0.139) (0.063) (0.117)
Observations 2789 2776 2789 2776 2789 2776
Log Likelihood −4383 −4349 −4135 −4119 4068 4028
Akaike Inf. Crit. 8778 8730 8283 8270 8149 8087
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 8814 8824 8320 8365 8185 8182

Note. Models (1), (3), and (5) are baseline models, and Models (2), (4), and (6) are complex models that in addition include trace and demographic data. 
Following a city subreddit positively and significantly predicts all pro-community attitudes. The interaction term between when a user followed the 
subreddit and subreddit type is significant in two models.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Table 3.  (Continued)
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Over-time changes in pro-community attitudes 
when following a city-based subreddit (H3)

To address H3A and H3B, we examined changes in community 
attitudes over a 4-week period for users following city subred-
dits compared to users following non-place-based subreddits. 
Specifically, we modeled the difference in self-reported pro-
community attitudes between the initial (T1) and the follow-up 

survey (T2) to assess if city-based subreddit members reported 
greater increases in pro-community attitudes over time than 
non-place-based subreddits. We again build a simple and 
extended model to predict changes in each of the pro-commu-
nity attitudes, sense of local belonging (ΔSoLB), local commu-
nity interest (ΔLCI), and political participation intention (ΔPPI). 
The results of these models are summarized in Table 4.

We find evidence that belonging to and engaging with a city 
subreddit over time is associated with changes in LCI over time 
(H3A), but not with changes in the SoLB or political participa-
tion intent (H3A, H3B). In the baseline model (3), we observe a 
significant main effect of following a city subreddit on ΔLCI at 
T2, β = 0.29, SE = 0.01, p < .01. Model (4) shows a significant 
interaction effect between subreddit type (city-based vs. non-
place-based) and participation level for ΔLCI. Specifically, 
active participation in city-based subreddits predicts an increase 
in LCI over time, while active participation in non-place-based 
subreddits predicts a decrease. As illustrated in Figure 5, among 
participants who contributed content to a city-based subreddit 
within the prior 28 days, the predicted increase in LCI 
(ΔLCI = 0.20 [CI: −0.01, 0.41]) is higher than that of contribu-
tors to a non-place-based subreddit (ΔLCI = −0.30, [CI: −0.52, 
−0.08]). For passive participants of either subreddit type, the 
predicted changes in LCI are similar, regardless of subreddit 
type: those in city-based subreddits show a modest predicted 
increase (ΔLCI = 0.08, [CI: −0.09, 0.25]), similar to those in 
non-place-based subreddits (ΔLCI = 0.02, [CI: −0.16, 0.20]). 
We observe no corresponding pattern for changes in SoLB or 
political participation intent over time.

Figure 4.  Figure shows the interaction effect between subreddit 
type and community political participation. Both lines trend slightly 
positive: the model predicts that participants who have contributed 
to either subreddit type report higher levels of political participation. 
This trend is more heavily pronounced for city subreddits.

Table 4.  Table Shows the Results of Multilevel Linear Models That Predict Change in Sense of Local Belonging (1), (2), Local 
Community Interest (3), (4), and Change in Political Participation Intention (3), (4).

T2-T1 ΔSoLB T2-T1 ΔLCI T2-T1 ΔPPI

T2 Models (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

SoLB (T1) −0.337*** −0.361***  
  (0.027) (0.027)  
LCI (T1) −0.442*** −0.463***  
  (0.032) (0.031)  
PPI (T1) −0.179*** −0.191***
  (0.021) (0.022)
Gender (non-male) 0.013 0.021 0.014
  (0.066) (0.063) (0.045)
Age 0.078** 0.054* 0.024
  (0.025) (0.024) (0.017)
Education 0.025 0.090** 0.022
  (0.030) (0.029) (0.021)
Length of residence 0.020 0.024 0.003
  (0.019) (0.018) (0.013)
Community size 0.039 0.070* −0.020
  (0.035) (0.034) (0.024)
Focal subreddit type (city) 0.057 −0.058 0.290** 0.159 0.054 0.007
  (0.101) (0.115) (0.099) (0.111) (0.069) (0.079)
Subreddit tenure −0.067 0.038 0.003 0.044 0.017 0.023
  (0.103) (0.107) (0.101) (0.102) (0.070) (0.073)

 (Continued)
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T2-T1 ΔSoLB T2-T1 ΔLCI T2-T1 ΔPPI

T2 Models (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Reddit account age > 2 years 0.106 0.046 0.048
  (0.071) (0.068) (0.049)
Posted/commented on 
subreddit (28 days)

−0.156 −0.321*** 0.012

  (0.126) (0.121) (0.087)
Exposed to subreddit 
(28 days)

0.001 0.005 −0.002

  (0.006) (0.006) (0.004)
Focal subreddit type (city) × 
Subreddit tenure

−0.014 −0.044 −0.029 −0.107 −0.005 0.026

  (0.135) (0.139) (0.131) (0.133) (0.007) (0.095)
Focal subreddit type (city) 
× Posted/commented on 
subreddit (28 days)

0.174 0.443** 0.128

  (0.166) (0.159) (0.115)
Focal subreddit type 
(random) × Exposed to 
subreddit (28 days)

−0.003 −0.005 0.002

  (0.008) (0.007) (0.005)
Constant 1.349*** 0.770*** 1.681*** 0.980*** 0.507*** 0.385*
  (0.132) (0.222) (0.143) (0.221) (0.078) (0.147)
Observations 716 713 716 713 716 713
Log Likelihood −912 −926 −893 −896 −640 −664
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1840 1886 1801 1826 1295 1361
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 1872 1964 1833 1903 1327 1439

Models (1), (3), and (5) are baseline models, and Models (2), (4), and (6) are complex models that in addition include trace and demographic data. The 
model predicts significant differences in over-time local community interest for members that follow and participate in a city-based subreddit vs a non-
place-based subreddit.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Figure 5.  Figure shows the main significant findings for how engaging with local subreddits over time correlates with local community 
interest. In the simple model (a), those who follow a city subreddit self-report significantly higher local community interest after 4 weeks. 
In the complex model (b), contributing content to a random subreddit between T1 and T2 negatively predicts local community interest 
at T2, and contributing content to a city subreddit between T1 and T2 positively predicts local community interest at T2.

Table 4.  (Continued)
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Discussion

In this article, we present one of the first large-scale studies 
focused on LSMs. We discuss our findings pertaining to 
LSM user demographics, pro-community attitudes, and par-
ticipation. We close with a discussion of how findings relate 
to the wider local media ecology.

The demographics of LSM users

Our study found that LSMs may attract subsets of local pop-
ulations that historically engage more with local news (RQ). 
Prior work established that local newspapers are more likely 
to be read by people who are richer, educated, older, and 
long-time residents (Freymeyer, 2006; Lorenz et al., 2023). 
Our study similarly shows that people who are older and 
more educated are more likely to be members of local sub-
reddits. Such relationships between community socio
economic status and LSM use have been found in other 
settings. For example, neighborhoods with higher incomes 
have been associated with increased likelihoods of Facebook 
crime watch groups, and more sustainable community-
based groups (C. López et al., 2017; Zahnow et al., 2024). 
Our study corroborates these findings at the individual level, 
and stands in contrast to views that uphold LSMs as poten-
tial avenues to engage younger and more diverse audiences 

with local issues (Delli Carpini et al., 2018; Duchovnay & 
Masullo, 2021). Together, these perspectives suggest that 
while social platform audiences themselves may be younger 
or more diverse, individual-level engagement with local 
issues within these platforms is likely to continue to be pre-
ferred by older and more educated audiences.

Our findings additionally suggest that LSMs may repre-
sent more suitable venues for engaging residents who recently 
moved to an area. Our models predicted that recent residents 
in an area were more likely than longer-term residents to be 
members of a local subreddit. In contrast, prior scholarship on 
local news audiences found that longer-term residents of an 
area are more likely to have higher local news use (Freymeyer, 
2006; Lorenz et al., 2023). The appeal of local subreddits to 
more recent residents suggests that these spaces may offer 
new residents access to local information without the need for 
pre-existing local contacts or relationships. In addition, this 
finding may also reflect Reddit’s unique information environ-
ment as a mostly anonymous platform that hosts a thriving 
local information ecosystem. The anonymity afforded to new 
residents on a local subreddit may allow them to ask sensitive 
questions more freely. For example, prior work on anonymity 
and Reddit showed that anonymous users self-disclose sensi-
tive information and solicit community support (Choudhury 
& De, 2014; Henninger, 2020). Pseudonymous spaces that 
support such self-disclosure can support the formation of 

Table 5.  Summary of Hypotheses/Research Questions and Outcomes.

Hypothesis/RQ Finding

SoLB: Sense of Local Belonging, LCI: Local Community Interest, PPI: Political Participation Intention

RQ. What demographic factors are 
associated with membership in Localized 
Social Media (LSM) forums?

Individuals who are older, more educated, live in larger cities, and recently moved to their 
current place of residence are predicted to be more likely to follow city subreddits.

H1A/B. Members of LSM forums will 
report stronger pro-community attitudes

Supported. Members of city subreddits report higher SoLB (M = 4.05, SD = 1.12) than 
members of non-city subreddits (M = 3.95, SD = 1.21), higher CLI (M = 4.17, SD = 0.96 vs 
M = 3.66, SD = 1.2), and higher PPI (M = 2.87, SD = 1.07 vs M = 2.55, SD = 1.02).

H2A/B. Differences in pro-community 
attitudes associated with membership in 
LSM forums will be greater for tenured 
members than for newcomers.

Partially supported for SoLB and PPI. An interaction between subreddit tenure 
(⩾7 days) and subreddit type (local vs. non-local) shows that the difference in SoLB and 
PPI between members of local and non-city subreddits is more pronounced for tenured 
members (SoLB: β = −0.183, p < .05, PPI: β = −0.188, p < .05). However, this interaction was 
not significant for all models with SoLB and PPI.
Not supported for LCI. No such relationship is supported for LCI.

H2C/D. Differences in pro-community 
attitudes associated with membership 
in LSM forums will be greater for active 
participants than for passive participants.

Mostly not supported. The primary models find no interaction effects between active 
contribution and subreddit type. Post-hoc tests show that active contributors to city 
subreddits report higher PPI than passive participants, with no equivalent difference for 
non-city subreddits.

H3A/B. Members of LSM forums will 
report greater increases in pro-community 
attitudes over time than members of non-
LSM forums.

Supported for LCI. After 28 days, participants who followed city subreddits reported a 
higher increase in LCI (β = 0.290, p < .01), when controlling for LCI at T1.
Not Supported for SoLB and PPI. No significant difference in changes in SoLB or PPI 
was observed between members of local and non-city subreddits.

H3C/D. Increases over time in pro-
community attitudes associated with 
membership in LSM forums will be greater 
for active participants than for passive 
participants.

Supported for LCI. An interaction between active contribution and subreddit type 
shows that the 28-day change in LCI between members of local and non-city subreddits 
is greater for contributors (LCA: β = 0.443, p < .01). Among non-contributors, there is 
little predicted difference in changes to LCI over 28 days for members of either local vs. 
non-city subreddits.
Not Supported for SoLB and PPI.
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relationships that eventually transition offline (Sheng & 
Kairam, 2020). The specific combination of anonymity and 
hyper-locality can ground disinhibition in shared, local con-
text and facilitate commitment and connection (Schlesinger 
et al., 2017).

The relationship between time-of-residency in an area 
and the likelihood of membership in local subreddits could 
also be explained by a pattern in which longer-term resi-
dents eventually migrate away from LSMs. These online 
spaces could represent an introduction to or rite-of-passage 
for moving to a new area. The tendency for recent residents 
to follow city subreddits may mean that visitors to a city, or 
even outsiders with familial ties or interests, find LSMs 
more accessible than traditional local media. In all, local 
subreddits may lower the barrier to local information expo-
sure for new residents; and perhaps become unnecessary as 
people become entrenched in their communities. However, 
the tendency for newer residents to frequent local subreddits 
may also have important implications for the quality of 
community ties and discussion richness within these spaces. 
For example, a bias toward newer residents within local 
subreddits may privilege transient, repetitive, or immediate 
concerns over the longer-term concerns of established com-
munities. This perspective could help to explain why LSM 
spaces are perceived to be of lower quality than legacy local 
news (Aubin Le Quéré et al., 2024).

Our study finds that users living in larger cities are more 
likely to be engaging in their local subreddits. This finding 
aligns with large-scale analyses of LSMs which consistently 
find that more heavily populated areas are more likely to have 
a corresponding and active LSM space (Brown et al., 2024; 
Herdağdelen et  al., 2023; C. López et  al., 2017). However, 
Nah et al. (2021) found that LSMs more closely correlate with 
civic participation in rural communities. Taken together, these 
perspectives suggest a paradox at the center of LSM use: while 
LSMs are more available and engaging in urban communities, 
their presence may have a greater impact in more rural com-
munities. To maximize the benefits of LSM for community-
building, governments and local organizations may need to 
more actively invest resources to foster LSM spaces in rural 
communities, where they are less likely to form naturally.

LSM and pro-community attitudes

We find that individuals who join local subreddits report 
higher pro-community attitudes—specifically SoLB, LCI, 
and PPI (H1). In the context of local media, prior work 
established that local news use is linked with these commu-
nity attitudes (Hoffman & Eveland, 2010; Kasarda & 
Janowitz, 1974), and emerging work found that LSM use is 
associated with civic participation specifically (Gil de Zúñiga 
et al., 2012; Kwon et al., 2021; Nah et al., 2021). Our find-
ings confirm the relationship between LSM use and civic 
participation, and provide the first evidence that LSM use is 
correlated with types of community attachment. In addition, 
this study is the first to demonstrate these relationships using 

trace data that reflects real user behavior. These findings sug-
gest that local subreddits could be viable forums for engag-
ing local audiences in political action and reaching people 
who care about their communities.

In our responses, sense of belonging and LCI had poor 
internal reliability, although they are canonically considered 
part of one community attachment construct (Austin & Baba, 
1990; Goudy, 1990; Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). Offering a 
critique of prior approaches, Ryan et al. (2005) argued that 
community attachment could best be thought of as sentiment-
based attachment (e.g., sense of belonging) and interest-
based attachment (e.g., LCI). Similarly, in studies of virtual 
communities, information-seeking and social objectives are 
often considered distinct motivations for participation 
(Prinster et al., 2024; Ridings & Gefen, 2004). Our findings 
corroborate this insight, since the two items behaved differ-
ently: while tenured users of local subreddits had a higher 
sense of belonging, following a local subreddit over time was 
associated with higher LCI. Generally speaking, while fol-
lowing a local subreddit was correlated with both subtypes of 
community attachment, there were larger differences for 
interest-based attachment. Together, these differences sug-
gest that LSMs may have an easier time influencing LCI in 
the short term than SoLB, which could be slower to change. 
These findings may also reflect the pattern we observe that 
more recent residents—those who may have high interest in 
a community, but low sense of belonging—are more likely to 
join LSMs. Future studies seeking to link LSM use with 
changes in pro-community attitudes may wish to consider 
LCI as a key, and separate, variable of interest.

Our analysis of over-time effects of following a local sub-
reddit found mixed results (H2A/B, H3A/B). There are sig-
nificant relationships between subreddit type and tenure and 
pro-community attitudes for all three variables, which signal 
a potential trend that following local subreddits for longer 
correlates with pro-community attitudes. However, these are 
not consistently observable in post hoc tests or across all 
models, and we find little causal evidence of this phenome-
non over time. Similarly, prior work has not been able to 
establish a causal relationship between local news use and 
community attachment (Hoffman & Eveland, 2010). The 
present study corroborates past findings that people with 
higher levels of community attitudes are more likely to join 
and remain members of local subreddits. Prior work has indi-
cated that social media may simply make it easier for indi-
viduals already engaged in news and politics to participate 
more, without engaging those with lower motivation 
(Kalogeropoulos et  al., 2017). Effects on pro-community 
attitudes may differ substantially for individuals with differ-
ent initial attitudes and different profiles of engagement with 
these information sources.

Participation in LSM

Our results also provide some evidence that the effects of 
engaging with city-based subreddits may differ for those 
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who actively contribute vs. passively consume LSM content. 
We find evidence that actively contributing to local social 
media forums through comments or posts may be associated 
with higher PPI, and higher LCI compared with those who 
contribute to non-place-based subreddits. We extend past 
work that found null effects of passive local news exposure 
on individual-level political outcomes (Cronin et al., 2023; 
Wojcieszak et al., 2022). However, our findings suggest that, 
for local social media platforms, being actively engaged or 
contributing to local forums may be both associated with 
higher political participation, and potentially lead to higher 
interest-based attachment over time. Similarly, past experi-
ments to engage local audiences in local newspaper coverage 
through Q&As have led to higher engagement with local 
news overall (Mellor & Nguyen, 2023).

Encouraging people to actively participate in local con-
versations online may thus lead to higher pro-community 
attitudes, and foster community in the long term. Prior 
research on social media demonstrated that social and pro-
community outcomes can vary with the level of active vs. 
passive participation. Studies of Facebook use indicate that 
measured declines in affective well-being over time are spe-
cific to users who participate in the system only passively 
(Verduyn et al., 2015). Research on a variety of social media 
systems illustrated that the level of participation in net-
worked contexts can influence overall attachment and 
belonging within communities (Cummings et al., 2002; Du 
et al., 2009; Kairam et al., 2022; W. Wu et al., 2017). Active 
participation in locally-oriented platforms can also further 
social connections and general attachment within partici-
pants’ offline communities (Hampton & Wellman, 2003).

LSM, platform affordances, and the local 
information ecology

In our survey, we find evidence that the specific affordances 
of Reddit influences who participates in LSMs on the plat-
form. Reddit’s simple naming structure (e.g., r/SanFrancisco) 
makes local subreddits relatively easy to find compared with 
other types of LSMs, and Reddit results are frequently shown 
on Google search (Schwartz, 2024). Other LSMs institute 
barriers to participation, such as keeping the groups private 
or asking “insider” questions of new members, as is common 
in local Facebook groups (Herdağdelen et al., 2023), or ask-
ing for address validation to participate in Nextdoor neigh-
borhoods. Therefore, our finding that newer residents are 
more likely to join city subreddits may reflect the challenge 
of finding easily accessible local information elsewhere, 
rather than being generalizable to all LSM platforms. Due to 
these constraints on participation in other LSMs, we may 
expect that some of the relationships we found between 
belonging to a city subreddit and pro-community attitudes 
could be even stronger on other platforms, where only more 
motivated members of a community can gain access.

In addition, the skewed demographic makeup of our sur-
vey respondents indicates that the key demographics of the 
underlying platforms likely fundamentally skews who par-
ticipates in localized online spaces. These effects extend 
beyond Reddit: people using Facebook groups for local 
interaction may differ significantly from those on local sub-
reddits. Prior work has already demonstrated that LSMs 
reflect the biases of offline demographic contexts (Brown 
et al., 2024; Choksi et al., 2024; Lee et al., 2024). Our find-
ings suggest that the choice of platform for local engage-
ment filters audiences in ways that reflect national trends 
and user demographics, imposing a systematic, non-local 
influence on local audiences. Future research should there-
fore consider how platform-specific affordances shape par-
ticipation and content in LSMs.

These findings provide important implications for key 
stakeholders in the LSM ecosystem, such as community 
moderators and administrators. These implications include 
careful consideration of how widely accessible these spaces 
should be—making the subreddits easy to find and join can 
encourage wider participation and diversity of voices; yet 
moderators may wish to limit these spaces to help foster a 
sense of deep local community. Prior work explored the 
experiences of moderated members of LSMs (Masden et al., 
2014), and the motivations of community moderators on 
Reddit (Kairam & Foote, 2024) but not the experiences of 
moderators of LSMs. Our findings indicate that an important 
area for future work may be to understand the motivations, 
challenges, and uses of moderators of LSM platforms spe-
cifically, since these spaces harbor the interest of community 
members who are particularly engaged.

Our findings suggest that local governments can leverage 
LSM to enhance outreach, foster civic participation, and sup-
port community integration. As LSMs attract newer residents 
more than traditional venues, governments might use LSMs 
to share critical updates with newer residents, who might not 
receive these via legacy news channels. The participatory 
aspects of LSMs could support governments in gathering 
community input on local issues, transforming these into the 
kinds of active, networked local public spheres that can enact 
change (De Cindio & Peraboni, 2011).

Our findings reveal key relationships and areas of tension 
between local news media and emerging LSMs, and under-
score the changing dynamics of local information ecosys-
tems. We find that similar—privileged—audiences are more 
likely to engage with both, pointing to a potential competi-
tion between these media entities, as those who have tradi-
tionally most engaged with local news may be most likely to 
turn to LSM spaces in their stead. Already, surveys suggest 
that people may rely on LSMs more than local newspapers 
for local news consumption (Nygren, 2019). Our findings do 
not allow us to make definitive conclusions about the poten-
tial directionality of this effect: are community members 
turning to LSMs because local newspapers have reduced 
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production and quality (Turkel et  al., 2021), or are local 
newspapers losing funding because their audience is getting 
local information from other online sources? Alternate local 
newspapers and hyperlocal news have largely been seen as 
“filling the gap” left behind by legacy outlets (Nygren et al., 
2018), but they may contribute to a feedback effect that can-
nibalizes the local newspaper audience.

Nonetheless, the participatory nature of LSMs creates 
opportunities for citizen journalism and mutual benefits to 
community members and news organizations through a sym-
biotic relationship. Prior work identified that individuals who 
use social media for news also engage more actively with 
news sites themselves (Kalogeropoulos et  al., 2017). The 
micro-level aspects of LSMs (Ball-Rokeach et al., 2001) cre-
ate an opportunity to surface and amplify hyperlocal content 
that news outlets might otherwise miss. News organizations 
could similarly benefit from monitoring and participating in 
LSMs to better understand the issues that resonate with com-
munity members—particularly newcomers. This could help 
them target content more effectively, build trust, and counter-
act misinformation. A more collaborative relationship between 
LSMs and local news media could provide benefits not avail-
able from each as a separate venue, in ways that benefit resi-
dents and increase connectivity within the community.

Ultimately, our findings highlight the diverging but 
potentially complementary roles of LSM and traditional 
local news within local information ecologies. While LSMs 
have the potential to substitute for certain functions of local 
newspapers, with overlapping civic-minded local audi-
ences, the sociotechnical environment of LSMs differs fun-
damentally. Local newspapers serve a critical role in terms 
of original reporting of news, serving as watchdogs, and 
retaining a comparatively high level of regard within the 
local media landscape (Aubin Le Quéré et  al., 2024; 
Nygren, 2019). Our findings support the idea, raised by 
Nah and Yamamoto (2018), that engaging the public in 
diverse local media—including both traditional news out-
lets and LSMs—can support civic attitudes and strengthen 
local information ecosystems.

Limitations and future work

In this article, we make comparisons between users who fol-
low city-based subreddits and those who follow non-local 
subreddits; these may represent populations that differ in 
motivations, interest, and engagement in ways that could 
influence the outcomes we observe. We account for these dif-
ferences by including demographic controls in our models, 
but there may be unobserved factors that influence subreddit 
participation or pro-community attitudes. Future work could 
include experimental studies using interventions, such as sub-
reddit recommendation systems, to evaluate the relationships 
identified in this work. Future work may also wish to include 
additional variables of the online and physical environment, 
including controlling for subreddit content or subreddit-level 

socioeconomic factors. We did not analyze the content or 
tenor of conversations in these subreddits; future research 
could explore more deeply what types of local subreddits fos-
ter civic dialogue that is more, or less, constructive or civil.

This study includes a longitudinal survey, which carries 
risks of both self-selection and attrition biases. Over-
representing individuals with greater interest in local com-
munity topics or those with stronger pro-community attitudes 
could skew our results. Regarding attrition bias, if partici-
pants whose pro-community attitudes increased were less 
likely to complete the follow-up survey, for example, we 
would underestimate the positive over-time delta. Our study 
measures over-time associations, but does not make causal 
claims, since there may be unmeasured confounding factors. 
Future studies could mitigate attrition using incentives and 
integrate additional survey or qualitative methods to under-
stand changes in local communities which could represent 
unobserved confounders.

These studies were conducted in summer 2023, after a 
period when several communities on Reddit made changes, 
such as temporarily restricting access, in response to changes 
in Reddit’s API policies. While the study was not conducted 
during the height of these events, the broader discussion 
about platform policies may have influenced participant 
behavior and responses, particularly in relation to questions 
about community belonging or political intention. However, 
we expect that any such biases would have influenced both 
the city subreddits and non-local subreddits similarly, thus 
reducing the likelihood of influencing our results.

Finally, we focused exclusively on city subreddits for this 
study, which may limit the generalizability of our findings to 
other types of localities. Subreddits representing larger or 
smaller geographic constituencies—such as country-level, 
regional, or neighborhood-specific subreddits—may exhibit 
different patterns of engagement and community attachment. 
Future work capturing participation in local subreddits of 
varying scope could provide a more nuanced understanding 
of how community size and focus impact LSM dynamics.

Conclusion

This study highlights the evolving role that LSMs can play in 
shaping community engagement, fostering civic attachment, 
and supporting a healthy local information environment. By 
serving as accessible hubs for newcomers, LSM forums, 
such as city-focused communities on Reddit, can offer 
unique opportunities to enhance local information exchange 
and support civic participation. Our findings underscore both 
the potential and limitations of these platforms in fostering 
community cohesion, particularly emphasizing that a key to 
realizing the value of these forums may be engaging com-
munity members as active participants and understanding the 
affordances of the platforms within which they operate.

Looking to the future, platforms, civic institutions, news 
organizations, and community stakeholders must collaborate 
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to leverage LSMs as a vital component of a healthy local 
information ecosystem. These platforms have the potential to 
help local news organizations engage new audiences in dif-
ferent ways, by tapping into the shared motivations for con-
suming local news and participating in LSMs. Together, these 
efforts can enhance civic dialogue, strengthen community 
ties, and ensure that LSM continue to serve as a vital resource 
for building connected, informed, and resilient communities.
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Note

1.	 We decomposed Local Community Attachment into Sense of 
Local belonging and Local Community Interest, since the two 
items had only moderate internal reliability (Spearman Brown 
Coefficient = 0.5). We discuss the implications of this result in 
the discussion and limitations.
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Appendix 1

Focal subreddit representation

From our analysis, it does not seem that any one subreddit 
was overrepresented. Overall, there are 1230 focal subred-
dits that participants were queried about represented in this 
study. With the two groups (members of an LSM forum and 
members of a non-LSM forum), 269 focal subreddits were 
represented in the LSM group, and 961 focal subreddits were 
represented in the non-LSM group. The most frequent focal 
subreddit was selected for 37 participants, while 864 (70.2%) 
focal subreddits were selected for only one participant. We 
conclude that one focal subreddit is unlikely to have an out-
sized influence on our findings.

Comparisons with Pew Local News Survey

We take steps to compare our survey participants with those 
of the Pew Local News Survey. For comparisons, we use a 
2-sample test for equality of proportions to determine statis-
tical differences between the two datasets. Participants in our 
dataset are more likely to be men (41.6% vs. 58.7% men to 
non-men, p < .0001), less likely to be educated (39.9% vs. 
35.9% completed post-graduate degree vs. not, p < .0001), 
and more likely to be White (75.3% vs. 81.7%, p < .0001). 
While the age range is not directly comparable, the median 
participant in our survey is 25–34 years old, while the median 
participant for the Pew survey is 50-64.

In comparison, our sample skews young, male, White, 
less educated, and overrepresents urban communities. Since 
these participants were in part selected for having logged in 
from a city location in the past 28 days, the skew toward 
larger cities is not surprising. In addition, since age and edu-
cation are highly correlated, the lower average education of 
participants is likely to be a result of the lower average age. 
Beyond these skews, it is hard to disentangle whether the 
difference between the demographics of this survey and the 
Pew survey are due to surveying an international audience, a 
Reddit audience, an audience that cares about local issues, or 
some other possible selection bias. While we do not expect 
these participants to be nationally representative of each sur-
veyed country, these responses allow us to develop insights 
about LSM use.

Attrition analysis

We conducted an analysis of attrition rates between Reddit 
users who filled out the survey at T1 and T2, to explore 
whether these varied systematically. We constructed this 
analysis as a logistic regression that predicts the likelihood of 
a user filling out the survey at T2, where 1 means they filled 
out the survey at T2, and 0 means they did not. We predict 
the chance that the user will fill out the survey at T2 based on 
their self-reported demographics, the type of subreddit they 
were following, and their self-reported civic attitudes.

In the analysis, the only variable to significantly influence 
the likelihood to take the survey at T2 was age (β = 0.024, 
p < .01). Specifically, older participants were predicted to be 
more likely to take the survey at T2, compared to participants 
who only took the survey at T1. While these results indicate 
some imbalance in terms of attrition, most variables do not 
indicate an attrition bias, and our sample already leans young.

Note on political participation intent

The original scale was adapted from Moy et al. (2004). We 
adapted the original scale to include one item that referred to 
social media political participation, and combined items 
which were overlapping, for example “called others to raise 
funds for local organizations” and “contributed money to 
local organizations” were joined to become “donate or col-
lect money for a political cause.”

Survey questions—T1

•	 What is your age?
•	 How do you identify?

○ � Selected Choice
○  Other (please specify)

•	 Which of the following best describes your race and/
or ethnicity? (US only)

•	 How long have you lived in the place you currently 
live in?

•	 Which of the following best describes the place 
where you now live?

•	 What is the highest level of education you have 
achieved?

•	 Generally speaking, how closely would you say you 
follow national news?

•	 Generally speaking, how closely would you say you 
follow local news?

•	 How trustworthy would you rate the community of  
r/[Field-sr]?

•	 Please rate how much you agree with each of the fol-
lowing statements about the r/[Field-sr] subreddit:
○  The subreddit helps me fulfill my needs.
○  I belong in the subreddit.
○  I have a say about what goes on in the subreddit.
○ � People in the subreddit are good at influencing 

each other.
○  I have a good bond with others in the subreddit.

•	 Is there anything else you wish to share about your 
feelings toward the r/[Field-sr] community?

•	 Please rate how much you agree with each of the fol-
lowing statements:
○  I feel “at home” in my place of residence.
○ � I am interested to know what goes on in my place 

of residence.
○ � I feel very informed about news and current 

events about my place of residence.
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○ � Among my circle of friends, I’m one of the 
experts about my place of residence.

○ � If I wanted to, I could easily get all the informa-
tion I need about news and current events about 
my place of residence.

○ � I would know where to go to get more informa-
tion about news and current events about my 
place of residence.

•	 Please indicate how likely it is that you will partici-
pate in each of the following political activities over 
the next 12 months:
○ � Sign a petition or share your thoughts about poli-

tics on social media
○  Donate or collect money for a political cause
○ � Attend a political meeting, public hearing, town 

hall meeting, or city council meeting
○  Contact a politician
○  Vote in a local election
○ � Participate in a demonstration, protest, march, or 

a political rally
•	 Thank you for completing our survey! Would you be 

open to us contacting you again in the future for a 
follow-up survey?

•	 Is there anything else you wish to share about this 
survey?

Survey questions—T2

•	 What is your age?
•	 Please rate how much you agree with each of the fol-

lowing statements:
○  I feel “at home” in my place of residence.

○ � I am interested to know what goes on in my place 
of residence.

○ � I feel very informed about news and current 
events about my place of residence.

○ � Among my circle of friends, I’m one of the 
experts about my place of residence.

○ � If I wanted to, I could easily get all the informa-
tion I need about news and current events about 
my place of residence.

○ � I would know where to go to get more informa-
tion about news and current events about my 
place of residence.

•	 Please indicate how likely it is that you will partici-
pate in each of the following political activities over 
the next 12 months:
○ � Sign a petition or share your thoughts about poli-

tics on social media
○ � Donate or collect money for a political cause
○ � Attend a political meeting, public hearing, town 

hall meeting, or city council meeting
○  Contact a politician
○  Vote in a local election
○ � Participate in a demonstration, protest, march, or 

a political rally
•	 Since the last survey, can you remember a specific 

piece of information shared in the r/[Field-sr] subred-
dit that was useful for you? What was the information 
and how did you use it? (optional)

•	 How trustworthy would you rate the community of r/
[Field-sr]?

•	 Thank you for completing our survey! Is there any-
thing else you wish to share about this survey?


