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Abstract  

 

Are we living in isolation? Ray Oldenburg postulates that busy schedules impede people from 
socializing as much as they should; consequently traditional third places have almost 
disappeared. However there may be a second chance for a new “Third Place”. Our aim is to 
explore two questions conceptually. Has Facebook become the new “Third Place”, 
furthermore is Facebook really a “Third Place”? The theory of the third place is briefly 
described and this is followed by a description of Facebook. Oldenburg’s nine characteristics 
that qualify a third place are then applied to this social networking site to show that Facebook 
can possibly be regarded as a third place. Managerial implications and suggestions for future 
research conclude this paper. 
 
 
. 
 

Keywords: community; brand and brand management 
 

 

 

Page 1 of 8 ANZMAC 2009



Addiction….or a second chance for a ‘third place’? 

Introduction 

According to the Official press room on the Facebook website “More than 30 million users 
update their status at least once a day” (http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics).  Are we 
addicted or are we trying to socialise, build relationships or to get noticed? These are issues 
marketers need to understand in order to determine what effect social networking sites might 
have on their brands.  
 
Greenfield (2009) comments in The Daily Mail about social networking sites, by stating that, 
they satisfy basic human needs such a sense of belonging and recognition, almost 
instantaneously. These sites also influence the issue of identity where individuals define 
themselves based on the responses they get from others. These sites provide an opportunity 
for friends to agree, disagree, shock, inform and merely share a lot of what they happen to be 
experiencing during that particular moment. The mediated environments assist those who are 
more comfortable with expressing themselves through a medium rather than face-to-face, 
moreover it also provides an outlet for people to share their thoughts and emotions. This 
refers to the issue raised by Oldenburg and Brisette (1982) that modern contemporary 
societies struggle with their sense of ‘wholeness and distinctiveness’. Greenfield (2009) also 
stresses an overwhelming need to be recognized by someone, somewhere at any time of the 
day but his emphasis is on social networking tools.  
 
Are we becoming too isolated due to our busy lifestyles so that we do not have time to 
socialize anymore? The Telegraph (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/science-
news/3306173/Facebook-study-reveals-users-trophy-friends.html) conducted a study to try to 
understand the concept of modern lifestyles. They found that people’s lifestyles have changed 
significantly during recent years. They lack both time and attention and are striving for instant 
gratification. This study found that Facebook in particular has become the third most 
important item on these respondents’ list of addictions. They also found that social 
networking sites have now become as addictive as coffee and chocolate 
(http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/4578542/Facebook-coffee-and-chocolate-
most-common-British-addictions.html). These social networking sites provide a platform for 
pleasurable experiences which create communities, which in turn can be referred to what 
Rheingold (1993) referred to as virtual communities, allowing “users to connect to one 
another based on shared interests, activities or characteristics” (Junco and Cole-Avent, 2008).  
 
The aim of this paper is to explore social networking, specifically Facebook as a third place.  
This is done by conceptually asking two questions, namely has Facebook become the ultimate 
‘third place’ for its members and Is Facebook really a ‘third place’? We start the paper by 
briefly describing Facebook, and then go on to provide a brief explanation of the ‘theory of 
the third place’.  The next section discusses Facebook as a possible ‘third place’ and ends 
with managerial implications and possible directions for future research.  
 

The theory of the ‘third place’ 

 
In his book “The Great Good Place” sociologist Ray Oldenburg refers to home as the ‘first 
place’ and work as the ‘second place’. The first and second places are becoming less 
distinguishable due to the great demands that the workplace and the hectic patterns of work-
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home-work and working from home have placed on individuals.  An important human 
experience is the social support given by others and this was found in places where the 
primary focus was to enjoy each other’s company,  these places Oldenburg referred to as 
‘third places’.  In an article in the New York Times, Bergart (2009) writes   that Oldenburg 
believes that “social well-being and psychological health depend upon community”.   These 
‘third places’ provide stability to the tripod of family and work.  What is a third place?  It is a 
place that provides an opportunity for ‘experiences and relationships’ a place where the focus 
is to enjoy company. It is a place ‘outside’ of home and work where to some extent it 
‘sustains a sense of well-being amongst its members’ (Oldenburg and Brissett, 1982).  This 

place provides the ability to participate in social activities and it provides a sense of ‘inclusiveness and 
belonging’ which strengthens community and interaction (Soukup, 2006). 
 
The key ingredients of a ‘third place’ are ‘elusive and emergent’ and it is noted that these vary 
in tandem with the changes in life styles (Oldenburg and Brisset, 1982).  People are 
experiencing a loss of community and this is leading them to question their own self worth. 
The conditions that communities provide, such as social relationships and experiences, are 
lost because people have no time for these activities. An individual’s home and workplace can 
be strenuous on relationships and these kinds of interactions are usually brief and sometimes 
even demanding. This emphasises the importance that these ‘third places’ have, in terms of 
social life outside that of the family and work context (Oldenburg and Brissett, 1982).  
 
Rosenbaum (2006) developed a framework that suggested that some consumers patronize 
‘third places’ to satisfy their consumption needs, as well as for companionship and emotional 
support. The outcome of this is cognitive, community and ultimate loyalty. Consumers 
associate a place as a gathering or as a home; they begin to form an intense loyalty or an 
attachment to the place (Belk, 1992). Rosenbaum’s framework (2006) suggests that there is a 
positive relationship between the social supportive resources that a consumer receives from 
other people in a third place and his or her loyalty to that place. He notes that places are not 
only composed of physical features but also consist of observable activities, functions, and 
meanings, which often arise from social relationships between people. He therefore provided 
a theoretical understanding of how and why consumers transform “third places” into 
significant centres of their lives (Rosenbaum, Ward, Walker, and Ostrom, 2007).  
 

Lalfrey (2009) said that when Oldenburg’s work first appeared in the early 1990’s the rapid 
developments in technology could not have been anticipated by him. As these developments 
progressed, they eventually provided tools for people to communicate and interact online. 
Soukup (2006) mentions that individual’s take some time during their working hours to interact in, for 
example, chat rooms which provide individuals with a ‘social refuge’.  Oldenburg’s idea of a place 
outside of work and family with the purpose of social interaction could be reflected in these computer-

mediated environments. Over the years the gradual disappearance of ‘real’ “third places” 
created a vacuum which may have led people to find an alternative sense of community 
online in these social networking sites.  When this concept is applied to Facebook the 
question becomes: has Facebook become that ‘third place” for its members? In the attempt to 
answer that question it becomes important to discuss Face book, which will be the focus of 
the next section.  

 

Social Networking - Facebook  
 
Originally founded by Mark Zuckerberg, in February 2004, Facebook was specifically 
developed for college communities and students that needed an ".edu" e-mail address to join 
the site. By December 2004, Facebook already had one million active users and today their 
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number exceeds 200 million. This illustrates that people are joining the community at a very 
fast pace (http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics). 
 
Facebook has been compared to "The Truman Show," the 1998 Jim Carrey movie about a 
fabricated world where nothing ever goes wrong, by Lipari (2009).  He says that:  "Facebook 

is a fun, pleasant, happy, beautiful world. People only present the crème de la crème of their 

lives on Facebook. And these people want to be your friends! It's very seductive".  He 
continues by stating that it is s especially seductive when real life isn't going so well, and can 
become addictive as one only tends to see the more enjoyable moments in life on it 
(http://edition.cnn.com/2009/HEALTH/04/23/ep.facebook.addict/index.html).   
 
Students tend to spend a lot of time on these sites as Michael Tracey, a professor of 
journalism at the University of Colorado discovered. He recounted a class discussion during 
which he asked how many people had seen the previous night's NewsHour on PBS or read 
that day's New York Times. "A couple of hands went up out of about 140 students who were 
present," he recalls. One of his students said: 'Ask them how many use Facebook' I did. Every 
hand in the room went up. She then said: 'Ask them how many used it today.' I did. Every 
hand in the room went up. I was amazed" 
(http://www.vpss.ku.edu/pdf/PSDC%20Facing%20the%20Facebook.pdf). It has become a 
habit and for others an addiction to visit your Facebook page day or night. In fact the 2009 
Horizon Report found that whilst some employees did use social networking sites for work 
purposes, the majority of them, particularly those within the 18 – 24 age group, used them for 
personal reasons, many of whom even going so far as to claim that this was acceptable. 
Facebook is growing and it is happening fast and it is for this reason that marketers, brands 
and businesses in general are finding ways to capitalise on these sites.  
 
Facebook’s focus is on the individual’s real identity.  Relationships are the start instead of the 
content and this helps members to stay in touch with each other (Atal, 2007) but this also 
fuels the interaction amongst members. Every community ideally negotiates the importance 
of individual freedom and collective social order.  Unlike the Internet, Facebook is structured 
around an opt-in philosophy, resulting in freedom of association. People have to consent to 
have contact with or even see others on the network. It is well known to the members of the 
community that if you are annoying others, you will be removed from the list of friends 
(Grossman, 2007).  
 
Its appearance is constantly changing and its development is based on what members suggest, 
resulting in the restructuring of its applications, features and all the other developments on 
the site. The ‘News Feeds’ sharing the updates of friend’s status provide a great connection 
between users. Creative ways of communicating are used with customers by creating groups, 
aimed at having fun by providing news, games and links to surveys. Brands have been given 
a platform to engage in a discourse with customers in order to listen to their views. 
Companies such as Adidas and Coca Cola have been successful in this regard 
(http://mashable.com/2009/06/16/killer-facebook-fan-pages/). 
 
Marketers need to become ‘invited guests’ and if they cannot fit into these communities they 
are simply not welcome.  This is a challenge for brands and for those responsible for it. Social 
networking platforms have to some extent removed an element of control as marketers and 
brand managers are no longer solely responsible for the brand, consumers have become co-
creators in building and maintaining the brand (Deighton, 2009). Instead of telling people 
what to do and what the brand is, engagement and observation of what consumers’ think of 
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the brand, comment about the brand, want the brand to be, to do or to say becomes important. 
Lafley (2006) says that brands need to learn how to effectively give up control to their 
customers.    

 

Is Facebook really a ‘third place’? 

 
Oldenburg (1991) provided characteristics that in his opinion are essentials in defining  third places 
because they provide experiences and benefits associated with that of ‘great good places’.  In order to 
initially explore whether Facebook could be regarded as a third place it would be important to 

determine if these characteristics could be applied to Facebook.  As members of the the Facebook 
community and based on their experience using this social networking site, the authors 
applied the nine characteristics identified by Oldenburg to  Facebook. This   merely 
conceptually explores the possibility of this network site being regarded as a ‘third place’. 
Sharing their own experiences the author’s applied each of the nine characteristics to 
Facebook as a starting point in answering the question: Is Facebook really a third place? 
 
In the following section the above mentioned nine attributes which characterize Oldenburg’s 
third place will be briefly discussed in the context of Facebook.  

• First, it has to be neutral ground, which means that no one on the site should be 
burdened with the task of managing or hosting the place. When applied to the 
Facebook context, each member manages their own profile on Facebook and friends 
can be added or suggested as one chooses;  

• Secondly, there is no-class structure; therefore focus is not on division but rather 
inclusiveness. In the context of Facebook you determine who you want to befriend, 
you may or may not know these individuals but the intention is to interact not to 
divide;  

• Thirdly, conversation is the main activity, referring back to the explanation of third 
places aimed at social interaction. Initially Facebook was more asynchronous in nature 
where friends would post a comment on a friend’s wall and wait for a response. Now 
however, with an instant chat function it is possible to engage in real time 
conversations.  The official website also states that Facebook has more than 50 
translations available illustrating the importance of being able to converse with others 
in your own language (http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics);  

• Fourthly, the place should be accessible and accommodating.  In Facebook once a 
member has registered and created a profile, navigating your way through the 
Facebook site becomes easy and almost an adventure, consisting of meeting and 
adding friends;  

• The previous point leads into the fifth characteristic, a place consisting of regulars.  
Facebook allows every member to add, search and recommend friends. .This creates a 
place where old friends meet up again or new friendships are formed. The official 
website of Facebook states that the average user has 120 friends illustrating that 
friends log into Facebook to meet, share and experience 
(http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics) ; 

• The sixth point refers to the place being a low profile place, which in the case of 
Facebook creates an environment that is unthreatening and welcoming as it is a group 
of familiar faces. Although Facebook is updated regularly it is still relatively easy for 
the users to adapt to these changes and continue to connect with each other the seventh 
characteristic refers to the playful mood of the place.  When applying this to Facebook  
many applications such as Farmville and Mafia Wars recently appeared and new ones 
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are  being  created by its members which illustrates the  playful mood present in 
Facebook;  

• The eighth characteristic indicates that the place should be a home away from home. 
In Facebook one often see individuals travelling and updating their status whilst 
travelling, sharing photos and chatting with friends and family focusing on the notion 
creating a home away from home and  

• Lastly a place should provide a habit of association. Earlier on it was mentioned that 
Facebook has become one of the top 3 addictions in the UK. The Facebook website 
states that 100 million users log onto Facebook at least once a day 
(http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics).  

 
Although these are merely the experiences of the authors, it is experiences as members of 
Facebook and it seems as though these nine characteristics provide a good framework to 
explore whether Facebook can be regarded as a ‘third place’. From our experiences and the 
applicationof these nine characteristics to Facebook, it does seem as though Facebook has 
created a ‘third place’ or a sense thereof for its members. There also seem to be some support 
that indicates that Facebook could be regarded as a ‘third place’. However empirical 
verification to the answer both these questions with a greater degree of certainty are proposed.   
 

Managerial implications 

 
Facebook offers managers firsthand experience on how to manage a brand in a social 
networking site. Contrary to past trends brands are now driving their content to the users. 
Facebook does this through its applications. Brands allow community members to suggest, 
develop and use these applications.  Applications such as News Feeds create a deeper 
connection and the members of this brand community assume the role of ambassadors by 
“spreading the word”.  The big challenge is, to allow the customer to change, maintain, 
comment, create and add content to the brand. Community is free and accessible to most 
people with an infrastructure and an open mind, who are willing to experiment and adapt to 
the constant changes on the site.   
 

Future research 

 
Future research should focus on studying how social networking, could be linked with 
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tools in an effort to enable business 
organizations to interact more effectively with their customers. Software giant Microsoft, 
have already jumped onto the bandwagon by having dedicated employees within the company 
monitoring and interacting with various groups on these networks—there is a wealth of 
information is available and if used correctly will prove to be an indispensable aid in such 
things as product design. The evolution and management of brands in the social networking 
environment should be done through case studies learning about the ‘uncontrollable’ 
environment.  

In an article in “Engineering & Technology,” Chris Edwards labels Social Networking Sites, 
such as Facebook or Twitter as” . . . a gateway drug to the others. People may start on 
Facebook only to find themselves starting up obscure blogs and telling everyone about their 
latest sandwich on Twitter as they get sucked into the social-media revolution” (Edwards, 
2008 http://www.theiet.org/engtechmag). The fact remains, social networking sites are 
growing at a very fast pace. Brands and businesses should find ways that will enable them to 
capitalise on what one can learn from the interactions in these social networking sites. 

Page 6 of 8ANZMAC 2009

http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics
http://www.theiet.org/engtechmag


6. List of references 

 
Atal, M. 2007.  MySpace, Facebook: A Tale of Two Cultures. Business Week Online 
7/3/2009 p 15 
 
Belk, R.W. 1992. Attachment to Possessions in Place Attachment Irwin Altman and Setha M. 
Low, eds. New York: Plenum, 37-55. 
 
Bergart, C. 2009.  Losing the Income, and the Camaraderie.  The New York Times, May 17 
2009: htp://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/jobs/17pre.html 
 
Deighton, J. A. 2009.  Brand Building in the Age of the Internet MKT Guest Speaker, 6 
February 2009, Shidler College of Business: http://www.ics.hawaii.edu/news/seminar-john-
deighton-brand-building-in-the-age-of 
 

Edwards, 2008 http://www.theiet.org/engtechmag 

Greenfield, S. 2009. How Facebook addictionis damaging your child’s brain: A leading 
neuroscientist’s chilling warning. Daily Mail:   http://www.dailymail.co.uk./femail/article-
1172690/How-Facebook-addiction-damaging-childs-brain-A-leading-neuroscientists-chilling-
warning.html 
 
Grossman, L. 2007.  Why Facebook Is the Future? Time September 2007pp 54-54 
Horizon Report 2009 http://wp.nmc.org/horizon2009/ 
 
Junco, R. and Cole-Avent, G. 2008. An introduction to technologies commonly used by 
college students : New Directions for Student Services  124, pp.3-17 Wiley Periodicals Inc., 
 
Lalfrey, 2009 Quest for Community:  The Digital Transformation of Third Places and Why 
they matter for Public Discourse.  http://gnovisjournal.org/print/350 
 
Lofland, L.H. 1998. The Public Realm: Exploring the City’s Quint essential Social Territory. 
New York: Aldine 
 
Oldenburg, R . & Brissett, D. 1982. The Third Place. Qualitative Sociology pp. 265-284  
 
Oldenburg, Ray 1991. The Great Good Place. New York: Marlowe & Company. 
 
Rosenbaum, M.S. 2006. Exploring the Social Supportive Role of Third Places in Consumers' 
Lives. Journal of Service Research,  9 ( 1)  pp. 59-72 
 
Rosenbaum, M.S., Ward, J., Walker, B.A. & Ostrom, A.L. 2007. A Cup of Coffee With a 
Dash of Love: An Investigation of Commercial Social Support and Third-Place Attachment. 
Journal of Service Research,  10 (1) Aug  pp. 43-59 
 
Rheingold, H. 1993. The virtual community: Homesteading on the electronic frontier. 
Redding, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
 

Page 7 of 8 ANZMAC 2009

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/jobs/17pre.html
http://www.ics.hawaii.edu/news/seminar-john-deighton-brand-building-in-the-age-of
http://www.ics.hawaii.edu/news/seminar-john-deighton-brand-building-in-the-age-of
http://www.dailymail.co.uk./femail/article-1172690/How-Facebook-addiction-damaging-childs-brain-A-leading-neuroscientists-chilling-warning.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk./femail/article-1172690/How-Facebook-addiction-damaging-childs-brain-A-leading-neuroscientists-chilling-warning.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk./femail/article-1172690/How-Facebook-addiction-damaging-childs-brain-A-leading-neuroscientists-chilling-warning.html
http://gnovisjournal.org/print/350


Soukup, C. 2006.  Computer-mediated communication as a virtual place: building 
Oldenburg’s great good places on the world wide web. Ne Media Society, Vol 8(3) pp.421-
440 
 
http://www.searchCRM.com 
 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/4578542/Facebook-coffee-and-chocolate-
most-common-British-addictions.html 
 
http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics 
 
http://blog.compete.com/2009/02/09/facebook-myspace-twitter-social-network/ 
 
http://wp.nmc.org/horizon2009/chapters/trends/#0 
http://edition.cnn.com/2009/HEALTH/04/23/ep.facebook.addict/index.html 
 
http://www.vpss.ku.edu/pdf/PSDC%20Facing%20the%20Facebook.pdf 
 
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics 
 

Page 8 of 8ANZMAC 2009

http://www.searchcrm.com/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/4578542/Facebook-coffee-and-chocolate-most-common-British-addictions.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/4578542/Facebook-coffee-and-chocolate-most-common-British-addictions.html
http://www.com/press/info.php?statistics
http://blog.compete.com/2009/02/09/facebook-myspace-twitter-social-network/
http://wp.nmc.org/horizon2009/chapters/trends/#0
http://edition.cnn.com/2009/HEALTH/04/23/ep.facebook.addict/index.html
http://www.vpss.ku.edu/pdf/PSDC Facing the Facebook.pdf
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics

