Article for the May 21, 2009 Living Well Section of the Fall River Herald News

MyFallRiver.org web site can improve the health of our community!
At the recent Civic Engagement Summit held at the University of Massachusetts-Dartmouth, Dr. Clyde Barrow reported on how involved people living in Southcoast Massachusetts were in their communities compared with people in the rest of the United States. Unfortunately, we didn’t do so well.
Dr. Barrow found that only 53% of people reported that they volunteer at least once in the past twelve months compared with 64% of the U.S, up slightly from 48.4% in 2007. Only 29% of us worked on a community project compared with 34% nationally. Even worse, only 23% of us have attended a public meeting in the past year, compared with 44% of people living in other parts of the country.

Even more disturbing is the general trend of civic engagement in this country over the past twenty-five years. Robert Putnam, in his groundbreaking study entitled Bowling Alone, demonstrated how people have become increasingly disconnected from friends, neighbors and the larger community. In over half a million interviews conducted over the past quarter century, Putnam found that people belong to fewer organizations, know our neighbors less, and meet with friends less frequently. Putnam found that we’re even bowling alone as more Americans are no longer bowling in leagues. Putnam has pointed to changes in work, family structure, age, suburban life, television, computers, women's roles and other factors have contributed to this decline.

It’s become so easy to spend time alone these days. Television and computers consume enormous numbers of hours, and while we may be watching others or even communicating to them through e-mail or chat rooms, research is quite clear that these activities do not have quite the same benefit as direct contact with others. And these changes are affecting younger people more than older generations who grew up in a more “connected” time when electronics were not such a big part of life.

So what relevance does it have to our health? It turns out that the more connected we are socially, the healthier we are. Social isolation is one of the most predictive factors in spotting people who are likely to become ill or die earlier than they would if they were better connected. It’s easy to understand why being alone may make taking care of oneself more difficult if one is sick, but the more profound finding is that social disconnection may actually cause or exacerbate the development of chronic conditions like heart disease.

So being connected with others is good for our health. That includes spending time with family and friends, but it also includes spending time with others in community settings. People who volunteer their time coaching sports teams or helping in a soup kitchen often say how much they get from the time they give. What they’re telling us is that time spent with others is really good for us. Giving to others is good for our hearts – literally!

So if we’re becoming increasingly disconnected, what can we do about it? There was a time when our close personal contacts drew us into social activities. We didn’t have to go looking to join a club or to find a volunteer activity; someone we knew personally invited us to come along. Now, just finding out what’s going on in the community is difficult. True, newspapers and the radio provide some of the information we need to know to get involved with others, but these are quickly becoming replaced by the internet and other electronic media as fewer people take the time to read newspapers or listen to the radio.
One new source, however, just appeared on the internet itself that can help people who live or work in Fall River find each other. On Monday of this week, Healthy City Fall River and United Neighbors announced the introduction of a new web site: www.MyFallRiver.org to the community. A similar site, www.FallRiverYOUthZone.com was also introduced with content specific to young people. Unlike traditional web sites that simply display information that someone put on the page, these two sites allow users to post their own information, directly and in “real time.”

This means that if you’re involved with a group that wants others to know what you’re doing, you don’t have to ask the newspaper to publicize it. You can do it yourself by posting a “blog” or news item on the site. In a similar way, if you have an event that you want others to know about, post it on the Community Calendar. If 
fact, if you already have a calendar on your web site, you may be able to automatically link to the one at MyFallRiver.org so your postings appear in both places at once. Space is also available for Resource Directory listings and Bulletin Board items like volunteer job ads.

[NOTE: Lynne – remove this paragraph if space is tight] The site is generally available to everyone, but there is a provision to allow anyone to form a group where information is only visible to a small number of people, such as a church group or a club that wants to communicate with members but not necessarily with everyone else. The user gets to decide who sees what. Anything posted that is found to be inappropriate can be “flagged” by any user and immediately taken down by a local systems administrator.
MyFallRiver.org is part of a growing number of local web sites developed by Social Capital, Inc. (www.SocialCapitalInc.org ), a non-profit organization based in Woburn, MA, that is working to increase social connections in Massachusetts communities. Similar sites have successfully operated in Brookline,  Dorchester, Lynn and Woburn for several years. “We’re finding that people are making connections with one another much more easily now,” reported David Crowley, president of Social Capital, Inc., who tells the story of a woman who needed someone to shovel her walk posted a notice on the web site and got a neighbor who lived two doors away to help!
The Fall River site is being developed with Healthy City Fall River and United Neighbors by non-profit organizations including BMC HealthNet Plan, Children In Balance, Community Development Recreation, the May Institute, St. Vincent’s Home, and YouthBuild. “All of these organizations understand that a well-connected community is one where everyone benefits,” noted Jenny Diblasi, executive director of United Neighbors of Fall River, who supervises an AmeriCorps employee from UMass-Dartmouth to work on the web site one day a week.
So, if you haven’t tried it yet, log onto www.MyFallRiver.org, and see what’s happening right here in Fall River that you can get involved with. Or, better yet, create a new account with your own password, and post something that you’d like others to get involved with! Remember, getting connected with others is good for your health!
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