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Third spaces have began to fade
away one social media app at a
time. This digital state of human
connection undermines the
foundation of a healthy life.
Why are young people longing
for communities that don’t exist?
An epidemic of surveillance and
monetization has broken the
bridge we once used to create
relationships through.
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Why Third Spaces are
Essential for Cities

Thriving social networks aren't

just nice to have, but they directly
impact both mental and physical
health. One of the main ways these
connections form is through public
areas. As you might have noticed,

in today’s age many of these
spaces are disappearing. When
third places decling, the effects
aren’t subtle; they ripple outward.
Social networks are weakened, and
with them, the systems that support
individual well-being and collective
opportunity. The absence of shared
space doesn't just remove conve-
nience; it removes the conditions
that allow authentic and genuine
interactions to happen.

Across many cities and towns these
spaces are quietly being stripped
away fromus. Some are left to
decay through lack of maintenance,
while others are bought out and
refurbished into private areas. As
these public spaces disappear, so
do the informalinteractions that
ground communities together. The
resultis a slowly inclining sense of
isolation, where fewer people feel
embedded in the places they spend
their life. There are fewer oppor-

tunities to broaden the social and
economic systems by participating
actively with others. This lossis

not evenly distributed. In the United
States, nearly half of adult’s report
feeling lonely, with 1in 5 experienc-
ing serious loneliness. At the same
time, close friendships are declin-
ing, and a growing share of people
report having none at all. This is not
happeninginisolation. Researchers
point directly to the disappearance
of shared social environments as a
contributing factor. Third places act
as a critical buffering agent against
this loneliness epidemic.

Access to these spacesreflects
broader patterns of inequality. In
many U.S. cities, entire neighbor-
hoods lack adequate public space.
Studies show that nearly 1in 3
Americans don’t have accesstoa
park nearby. Areas with fewer third
places tend to experience higher
levels of isolation, while increased
areas have shown to reduce
loneliness and improve overall
wellbeing over time. This
relationship is not something to be
overlooked. The disappearance

of third spaces is reshaping how

people livingin cities function.

As Jane Jacobs argued, healthy
neighborhoods depend onthe
constant presence of peopleina
shared space. She coined the term
“eyes of the street”, which insisted
on care and respect for your
neighborhood community. If you
build arelationship with the
community in which you live, not
only will you be looked out for, but
your kids when walking to the bus

or your dog whenit runs out of the
house. With the lack of physical
opportunities to build these
relationships up, the streets lose
their passive surveillance.
Neighborhoods don't just grow
quieter; they become disconnect-
ed. The casual encounters that
once reinforced belonging are
occupied by people who share
the same space yetremain
disconnected from one another.
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Early Online Communities
and How They Formed

Michelle Goodalll

“A community is a social unit or group of people May 2020
who share something in common, whether that is an
identity, values, location, religion, a shared goal,
roles or interests.

Communities share a sense of place. Whether that's
a geographical area or a virtual or digital platform.”

Online communities gave us the
opportunity to create personal
avatars to explore the virual worlds
with. Social networks allowed us
to engage in these large commu-
nities under that persona. This has
allowed us to branch further than
we ever had before with creating
spaces for us to learn and have
conversations.

Inthe 1990s to 2000s there was a
rapid growthin the deveopment of
these communites. In 1997, Six
Degrees became one of the first
social media networks introduced.

This has grown to be the company
you might know all too well,
LinkedIn. They have evolved with
the public and have started to
make specific grouping by topic
or profession.

However, this company served
another purpose than online sites
such as discord, Slack, Instagram,
TikTok and so on. These apps have
completely revolutionized the social
media scene. The content creators
are now getting paid, their work is
monetized, and some are evenran
through closed networks.

SLACK
PINTEREST
INSTAGRAM
DISCORD
SKYPE
TINDER
REDDIT
WHATSAPP
SIGNAL
SNAPCHAT
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How Digital Gathering
Shapes Our Interactions

One of the mostimportant qualities
of traditional third spaces was that
conversations disappeared. They
existedinthe moment. A joke told
at atable did not become part of a
permanent record. Digital spaces

rarely allow this kind of fleetingness.

Platforms archive user activity
indefinitely. The permanence of
digital conversation changes how
people interact. What once felt
temporary now feels recorded.
The space begins toresemble an
archive rather than a casual

Content remains stored on servers.  gathering place.
Search systems canretrieve it later.
“An economic system in which human behavioral S

data extracted without adequate
disclosure, is processed and sold as
predictions about what people will do next.”

Nothingis ever fully gone. Even
silence can be stored, measured,
and interpreted. The awareness of
this shifts behavior. People begin to
filter themselves before speaking,
editing thoughts inreal time.
Disagreement becomes risk.
Eachinteractionis shaped by the
possibility of being seen again, out
of context, at any time. This creates
asubtle pressure thatis always
present but rarely acknowledged.
Over time, the weight of this

pressure restructures how
connection forms. Instead of messy,
unfiltered exchanges, communica-
tion becomes optimized, flattened,
and safe. What is lost is not just
privacy, but the freedom to exist
without consequence. The archive
does not just store conversation, it
reshapes it before it even happens.
In this way, the space is no longer
neutral. It is active, guiding behavior
through its very structure.
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interaction. The architecture of
human connection has moved from
physical materials to digital sys-
tems. Digital third spaces resemble
environments built for gathering, but
their architecture reveals a different
priority. Interfaces, feeds, and notifi-
cations are structured to maximize
engagement, encouraging usersto
return, interact, and remain active
within the platform. Community may
emerge within these spaces, but
itis not the primary objective. The
systemis designed first to capture
attention, and connection happens
within that structure.
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The Invisible Architecture
of Digital Third Places

In traditional third places,
connection develops slowly.

You see the same people over
time and share small exchanges,
building familiarity without defining
aninstant relationship. These
interactions are often uplanned.

In digital third places, connection
tends to move more quickly and
more visibly. Conversations are
structured through posts, replies,
andreactions. Ratherthan a
gradual build-up of trust, relation-
ships can be formed at a faster
pace through shared content. This
can definelty make it easier to find
and connect with others, butin
contrast can make the interactions
feel more exposed.

The way these online places are
designed is now in charge of how
you communicate with others.
Often times, the platforms for these
digital interations are directed

by corporations and businesses,
rather than a non-monetized public
area. These platforms organize how
people encounter one another.
They chose what you see first,
what is highlighted, and what

fades away. This can bring people
together in powerful ways, but it
also means that connectionis now
partially guided rather than entirelly
self-driven. The sense of your
community isinflunced not only by
the people within it, but the system
that controls it. As aresult of this,
connections in digital third spaces
often carry adifferent feeling than

what you might experince in person.

They are more frequent and often-
times more temporary. These
environments still support the
community, but through aninvisble
strucutre thatis notimmediately
apparent to the eye.

How Third Spaces Have
Evolved Backwards

These areas give people a place
to exist together without needing
aclear purpose. It is not driven by
productivity of the situation or

an obligation to go, but by the
presence of people. They allow
relationships to form gradually
through seeing the same faces,
sharing smallmoments, and
participating in the same shared
environment over time.

This kind of environment allows
for adifferent type of connection,
then say one you would find
online. Conversations are casual
and unplanned. Interactions have
no set time orimportance. What
mattersisthat these places are
self-directed. The people that
attend them choose how they
participate, and this freedom
creates asense of ease. It opens
up new ways for communities to
grow together and build trust.

The design of traditional third

spaces supports these interactions
without controlling it. The physical
elements involved such as seating,
proximity to others, and openness
create oportunities, without shaping

behavior. The spaceis flexible and
shaped by the people that occupy it.

Ever since covid, | have noticed a
harsh social shift into digital envi-
ronments. Third spaces have not
disappeared because of this, but
the structure has now changed.
Online platofrms now fuction as
gathering spaces, but they are
built on underlying systems that
guide interactions. Algorithms,
data collections, and interface
designinfluences what people are
directed to see, how they engage
with it,and how long they stay.

The experience of simply ‘being’
is now a heavily monitored and
structured system. Third spaces
once felt openand unsctructured,
but are now shaped by invisible
layers to maintain engagement.




e scrolling into a data point

States Builder: Trade Empire

GET

v Interested X Not interested

App Store
States Builder: Trade Empire C:],B

Discover Unique Resources

S U M M E R Summer Fridays All Year Long
Summer Fridays Jet Lag Overnight Eye Serum - Nourishing Undereye Treatment for Dark Circles -...

FRIDAYS  ovseer

Allow “Digital Third Spaces” to also use
your location even when you are not
using the app?

Why “Always"? Wewill use your
location only to find nearby stores,
show revelant offers, enhance mobile
ordering, and improve security.

It you select “Only While Using the
APP” or “Don't Allow”, your mobile

ordering experince may be limited.

Keep Only While Using

Change to Always Allow

SIP 9IYM 82UBIUSAUOD IO} Aessaoau

‘uoljejw| buibeinoo

| SNONUUOD BulWe.) ‘BuO..) JUBISUOD SOZI[BWIOU S

uoI1ed0

elion




Well-Being in Relation
to Third Spaces

In2023, the U.S. Surgeon
General’s Office declared
loneliness as a public health crisis.
In comparison, it's health risks can
become comparable to smoking

15 cigarettes a day. At the center of
this crisis was a simple shift, fewer
shared environments where people
can existamongst each other
without pressure. Psychologists
consistently point to informal,
repeated socialinteraction as akey
factor for upkeeping positive mental
health. Sociologist Ray Oldenburg
emphasized these interactions as
creatinga sense of “anchoring”in
everyday life. They reinforce that
you are part of something bigger
than yourself, even if you are not
actively participating. Without
these areas, people tend to feel
socially unmoored.

For younger generations, this
absenceis being rapidly replaced
by digital environments taking over
as the primary space for interaction.
But these environments are struc-
tured differently; they are optimized
for engagement and performance,
not for your presence. This distinc-
tionisimportant. Research from

the American Psychological
Association has found that heavy
social media use is associated
withincreased rates of anxiety,
depression, and poor sleep among
the youth. The problem does not
rely solely on the screen time, but
what platforms are being interacted
with on the screen. Online social
behavior is quantifiable: likes, views,
responses. Connection becomes
something to measure, leaving this
generation being forced to
constantly compare and perform.

Digital spaces offer constant
contact but lack the spontaneity
and presence that sustains

metal well-being. Without physical
co-presence, many of the subtle
tones that build empathy are close
to being reduced entirely. Laughter,
questioning, crying, and other re-
actions are distilled into smallicons
with no voice. We are no longer
communicating with our presence
but rather based off the limited
responses predetermined by the
digital architecture of our platform.

Sherry Turkle
Researcher at MIT

“We are more connected than ever,
but also more alone.”
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Monetized Interaction
Shaping Relationships

Monetization doesn'tjust support
digital platforms; it organizes how
communication happens within
them. What you are allowed to see
or not see and who you interact with
are shaped by systems to maximize
attention and revenue. Algorithms
prioritize content to keep users
engaged, often amplifying the
wrong message over meaningful
exchange. Internet research from
Meta Platforms revealed that its
systems tended to promote divi-
sive content because it generated
increased engagement. The longer
users stay, the more ads they see.
Interaction becomes shaped by
what performs, no longer what
connects. This structure also
determines who we communicate
with. Recommendation systems
cluster usersinto behavioral
groups, reinforcing existing beliefs,
and limiting exposure to different
and healthy conversations. Eli
Pariser,in The Filter Bubble,
describes this as a personalization
loop that quietly narrows perspec-
tive. Users are shown what they are
most likely to engage with, not what
they most need to encounter. This
systemis driven to keep feeding

you exactly what you want to see,
rather than exposing you to the
entire picture.

Hashtags sit at the intersection

of visibility and monetization.
What began as a simple way to
categorize content has turned into
amechanism for distribution and
profit. Instead of only organizing
posts, they signal the algorithm
where content belongs, how far

it travels, and who gets to view it.
Rather than providing a label, they
act as entry points into attention
markets. Expressionis filtered
through systems that reward
performance and engagement,
turning everyday dialogue into
something that must be seenin
order to exist.

Overtime, communication shifts
from something authenticinto a
strategic relationship.

LIKE
SHARE
RETWEET
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DISLIKE
COMMENT
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REPORT
ARCHIVE
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DON’T ALLOW AD’S TO

PICK YOUR SEAT

When spaces are shaped by
monetization, choice becomes
illusion. This work exposes how
invisible systems sort, direct, and
limit us; turning connection into
currency. Reclaim your agency.
Choose presence over profit, and
question the structures quietly
deciding how we gather.







