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WHAT IS SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE?

In short, it is the physical places and organizations that 
shape the way people interact. Social infrastructure is 

not ‘social capital,’ but the physical conditions that 
determine whether social capital develops. . . . It is 

important because local, face-to-face interactions are the 
building blocks of all public life. 

Eric Klinenberg
Palaces for the People (2018)



SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE VS THIRD SPACES
▪ Oldenburg emphasizes the “eternal sameness” of third spaces

▪ Klinenberg introduces a hierarchy 

Retail store: 
Low Value Social Infrastructure
• Provides space in which meeting or interacting with 

people is likely
• However, free to use space only so long as you are 

contemplating a purchase
• Expected to leave after completing your transaction 



SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE VS THIRD SPACES
▪ Oldenburg emphasizes the “eternal sameness” of third spaces

▪ Klinenberg introduces a hierarchy 

Coffeeshop: 
Mid-Value Social Infrastructure

• Provides a more comfortable place to meet people
• Still requires a purchase to use the space
• However, encourages lingering after transaction



SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE VS THIRD SPACES
▪ Oldenburg emphasizes the “eternal sameness” of third spaces

▪ Klinenberg introduces a hierarchy 

Public library: 
High Value Social Infrastructure
• No admission cost or expectation of purchase
• Free to linger freely throughout business hours
• Free to choose how space is used
• Often multiple activities are available 



Public Libraries & their Managers



PUBLIC LIBRARY PROGRAMMING INTENDED TO . . . 

Increase social connections: 91% of all libraries in BC 

Increase cultural understanding: 77% 

Help with employment issues: 66%

Offer help specifically to immigrants: 66%

Help peoples’ mental health: 66%

Help people engage with the political process: 58%

Increase physical activity and promote healthy lifestyles: 53%



The fundamental role of the public library should 
remain on the distribution of written material and 
increasing reading literacy
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The fundamental role of the public library has 
become community-oriented in a much broader 
way than it ever was before.
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Public libraries have a responsibility to the 
communities they serve to adapt and evolve in order 
to meet modern social, cultural, or economic needs.
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Public libraries are struggling to remain relevant in 
the digital age. 
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DIALOG’S 
COMMUNITY
WELLBEING
FRAMEWORK
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WHAT CAN PLANNERS DO?

1. Draft a Social Infrastructure Plan

This will help your municipality evaluate 
the quality and quantity of social 

infrastructure currently present, and what 
it can do to help increase these places in 

neighbourhoods and communities. 

2. Collaborate with your public library

Public libraries are often keen to partner 
and collaborate with different 

organizations, including the municipalities 
they serve. The City of Toronto did this to 

help activate centrally-located but 
underutilized parks and parkettes to great 

success.  

3. Plan for quality of life (always)

Through all of your planning work, keep 
quality of life at the fore of your mind, for 
what is planning worth if not to increase 

individual and community levels of quality 
of life and wellbeing?



Thank you!

Get Healthy San Mateo County


