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Abstract

Tertiary to home and work, “third places” serve as opportunity structures that transmit information
and facilitate social capital and upward mobility. However, third places may be inequitably
distributed, thereby exacerbating disparities in social capital and mobility. The authors use tract-
level data from the National Neighborhood Data Archive to examine the distribution of third
places across the United States. There were significant disparities in the availability of third
places. Higher poverty rates were associated with fewer third places. Tracts with the smallest
shares of Black and Hispanic populations had comparatively more third places. However, this
racial disadvantage was not linear, suggesting potential buffering effects in places with the largest
shares of Black and Hispanic populations. There was also a rural disadvantage, except in the most
isolated rural tracts. This study demonstrates the value of conceptualizing and measuring third
places to understand sociospatial disparities in the availability of these understudied opportunity
structures.
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The United States has remarkably high levels of racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, and
geographic inequality in access to social capital and upward mobility (Murray et al. 2006;
Smeeding 2005). Sociologists have long implicated placelevel factors in contributing to
these inequalities (Entwisle 2007; Galster and Sharkey 2017; Lobao, Hooks, and Tickamyer
2007). This has included understanding how third places—the physical locations outside
the home or workplace that provide opportunities for social interaction and social support
(Finlay et al. 2019; Oldenburg 1999)—shape opportunity (Hickman 2013). Although
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third places have the capacity to support individual and community-level wellbeing and
social opportunity (Cabras and Mount 2017; Stenstrom, Cole, and Hanson 2019), little
research has examined the distribution of third places in the United States. Moreover,

the existing research on third places focuses almost exclusively on urban contexts, with
very little attention to the distribution of third places in rural communities (Klinenberg
2018; Small and McDermott 2006). Because third places may offer resources and social
supports that facilitate social mobility, disparities in their availability risk perpetuating or
exacerbating existing social cleavages. Therefore, it is important to determine if third place
availability varies by rurality and by neighborhood racial/ethnic or socioeconomic status
(SES) composition.

In this article, we build on work by Galster and Sharkey (2017) arguing that spatial
opportunity structures create and perpetuate inequality because they provide the tools or
attributes for social mobility but are not available equitably across disparate sociospatial
contexts. We also build on previous work showing that third places act as spatial opportunity
structures (e.g., Stenstrom et al. 2019; Small 2006; Walton 2014). We use tract-level data
from the National Neighborhood Data Archive (NaNDA) to examine the distribution of third
places in the United States. Our analyses identify census tract—level rural-urban continuum
status and racial/ethnic and SES composition differences in the distribution of five specific
types of third places: (1) free and publicly available third places; (2) organizations that
provide social assistance, including child and youth services, services for older adults and
persons with disabilities, community food services, child care centers, emergency and other
relief services, and vocational rehabilitation services; (3) low-cost commercial, including
coffee shops, bars, and fast food restaurants; (4) creative, athletic and entertainment,
including spectator sports, fitness and recreation, bowling alleys, museums, and performance
art; and (5) personal services, including salons and barbershops.

This research makes two substantial contributions to the literature. First, we propose a

conceptual organization of third place types. Second, we use census tract—level data on these
third place types to identify racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, and rural-urban disparities in third
place availability across the United States. This is a substantial advancement on prior studies
that relied on a limited scope of third places, urbancentric case studies, or county-level data.

Third Places

Tertiary to home (first place) and work (second place), “third places” such as coffee shops,
bookstores, salons, bars, libraries, civic associations, and religious organizations provide
physical spaces where friends, neighbors, and strangers can gather regularly, happily, and on
common ground (Oldenburg 1999). The broad definition of third places (also known as a
type of social infrastructure) encompasses a diverse range of organizations and institutions
that serve the characteristic purpose of affording sociality in local environments (Latham
and Layton 2019). Although there is no formal typology of third places in the literature,

two key distinctions in third place purpose and function are worth noting: the requirement
of payment for access to places and the type of activities and services supported by a

place. These two distinctions may have implications for who uses third places and how third
places affect individual and community outcomes (Finlay et al. 2019). The diversity of third
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place form and function, and the potential for racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, and rural-urban
variation in availability, access, and use of specific types of third places, suggests that they
should not be conceptualized as homogenous but instead as a set of types. On the basis of
the literature, we propose five types of third places.

The first type is free and publicly available third places, including libraries, religious
organizations, and civic associations. These third places are free to access and provide
public good. Libraries have been found to support socialization and facilitate social capital
through educational programming, public talks, social gatherings, and community group
meetings (Klinenberg 2018; Stenstrom et al. 2019). Religious organizations also provide
space and programming to support social connection and support (Small and Gose 2020).
Community centers, other civic organizations, and senior centers also shape community
cohesion and social opportunities (Colistra, Bixler, and Schmalz 2019). Social service
organizations are a second type of third place that typically have no cost associated with
them but are focused primarily on promoting resources, opportunities, and social networks
by connecting individuals with service providers, organizational networks, opportunities,
and other participants/service recipients (Small, Jacobs, and Peeples Massengill 2008).

The three remaining third place types all fall under the umbrella of commercial spaces
where goods and services are typically purchased. Low-cost commercial establishments
where people share a drink or a meal are a ubiquitous type of third place, with distinct
social benefits for different age groups, geographies, and income levels (Cabras and Mount
2017; Rosenbaum et al. 2007). Creative, athletic, or entertainment third places provide
opportunities for social connection over creative activities and performances (Slater and
Koo 2010) or through observing and participating in sporting events (Melnick 2016).
Finally, personal services, including barbershops and salons, enable relationship building
and the dissemination of information (Anderson, Cimbal, and Maile 2010; Mills 2013). Our
analyses consider all five types.

Third Places as Spatial Opportunity Structures for Social Mobility

Galster and Sharkey (2017) argued that spatial opportunity structures provide the tools or
attributes for social mobility but are not equitably available across sociospatial contexts.
They defined spatial opportunity structure as the compilation of “natural and human-

made systems that have a geographic connection and play important roles in people’s
socioeconomic status achievements” (p. 7). The spatial opportunity structures of local
environments enable sharing attributes that accumulate over time into a “bundle” that

can provide pathways for social mobility and ultimately facilitate wellbeing (Galster and
Sharkey 2017). Third places can help people acquire attributes that can subsequently shape
SES. However, it is not known if third places are equitably available across different
sociospatial contexts. In this section, we briefly review the evidence on how third places
yield attributes that individuals can accumulate over time to improve SES. We then discuss
the rationale for examining the sociospatial distribution of third places.

Third places connect people to networks of social capital, support, resources, and
information that may lead to economic opportunities, professional connections, or
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support accessing services and benefits, particularly among historically marginalized and
disadvantaged groups (Small 2006; Walton 2014). For example, libraries connect individuals
to a range of resources and information, including job search support, learning materials,
and literacy development (Stenstrom et al. 2019). Libraries, recreational facilities, and
social services can also facilitate social capital, particularly for lowincome populations as
individuals connect with resources and wider networks of support and relationships (Aabg
2009; Curley 2010). Similarly, routine organizations such as churches and childcare centers
facilitate social connections for low-income populations that lead to information, services,
and material goods (Small and Gose 2020). Social capital stemming from third places can
also yield community-level benefits, such as facilitating community-scale entrepreneurial
activity or producing social connections that spur local economic development (Cabras and
Mount 2017; Sharp et al. 2002). The perceived quality of third places, along with other
local services, can play a role in whether people want to remain in their communities.
Accordingly, a lack of third places can reduce community well-being and sustainability
(Erickson, Call, and Brown 2012).

Sociospatial Disparities in Third Place Access

Historical and contemporary processes of racial and economic segregation and urbanization
have fundamentally altered the distribution of schools, employment opportunities,
environmental hazards, and exposure to violence (Galster and Sharkey 2017). It is possible
that these same processes have also shaped the distribution of third places. We briefly review
the literature and knowledge gaps on the distribution of third places by rural-urban status
and racial/ ethnic and socioeconomic composition.

Rural-Urban Status Variation in Third Places.—EXxisting research has provided
important insights about the role third places play in maintaining community cohesion and
promoting overall well-being in urban areas of the United States (Latham and Layton 2019;
Mouratidis 2018) as well as in rural communities outside the United States (Cabras and
Mount 2017; Mair 2009). We build on this literature by considering rural-urban disparities
in third place availability in the United States. Access to third places may be especially
important for social and economic life in rural communities (Cabras and Mount 2017;
Flaherty and Miller 2016; Mair 2009). Shaped by broader global and national processes
(e.g., deindustrialization, automation, and urbanization), rural areas have higher rates of
poverty and precarious employment, larger shares of older adults, and smaller shares of
people with at least some college compared with urban areas (Jensen et al. 2020; Schafft
and Biddle 2014; Slack 2014). In addition, research shows that rural counties with aging
populations have comparatively low availability of essential services (Thiede et al. 2017).
Meanwhile, disinvestment in the public service sector across many parts of the United
States as a result of the devolution of social welfare programs may have reinforced the
importance of third places as local resources for social development in rural areas (Sharp
and Parisi 2003). Some types of third places, such as religious organizations, may have been
somewhat protected from these trends, given higher rates of church attendance, for example,
in the rural South (Dillon and Savage 2006). For these reasons, we hypothesize that rural
communities may have comparatively less third place infrastructure.
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Socioeconomic Composition.—Third places can fulfill important functions for low-
income communities and residents (Hickman 2013; Small and Gose 2020). However,

the density and types of third places may vary depending on place-level socioeconomic
composition. For example, some types of third places (e.g., civic and social organizations,
bowling alleys) are more likely to be located in counties with higher income levels
(Rupasingha, Goetz, and Freshwater 2000). Prior research has shown that place-level
financial hardship is associated with disinvestment in the arts and recreation (Scott
2013). Conversely, previous research on 331 U.S. metropolitan areas showed that there
were slightly more commercial establishments? in higher poverty metro areas (Small and
McDermott 2006). Research encompassing the entire United States found no association
between poverty and availability of fast food restaurants (James et al. 2014). Although
findings vary by geography and type of establishments, we hypothesize that the types

of third places that are predominantly profit driven or require substantial initial private
investment, such as low-cost commercial establishments, personal services, and creative,
athletic, and entertainment third places are less prevalent in high-poverty neighborhoods.

Racial/Ethnic Composition.—Third places play important roles in social mobility for
historically marginalized racial/ethnic groups. For example, Black barber shops can serve as
spaces for social connection and entrepreneurial opportunity (Mills 2013). Higher densities
of churches and civic organizations are associated with lower homicide rates among Blacks
(Lee and Ousey 2005). Businesses and civic organizations in predominantly Black and
predominantly Hispanic neighborhoods can also help mediate the effects of natural and
public health disasters (e.g., Finucane et al. 2020; Klinenberg 2002). Yet given the history

of racist policies and institutions in the United States, including redlining, blockbusting,

and disinvestment (Adelman and Gocker 2007; Lichter et al. 2007a; Lichter et al. 2007b),
neighborhoods with larger shares of racial/ethnic minorities have less availability of health
care, quality schooling, and other spatial opportunity structures (Caldwell et al. 2017; Garcia
2020). Therefore, there is reason to expect less availability of third places in communities
with larger shares of Blacks and Hispanics. However, there is almost no research on the role
of placelevel racial/ethnic composition on third place availability. Small and McDermott
(2006) found that metropolitan areas with larger shares of Black residents had fewer
establishments (see note 1). Rupasingha, Goetz, and Freshwater (2006) found that ethnic
fragmentation (the probability that two randomly chosen residents from the same county
would be of two different races) is associated with lower levels of county-level social capital,
but they did not examine racial composition differences in the availability of different types
of third places.

In sum, third places play important roles in facilitating upward social mobility at both the
individual and community levels. Third places have the potential to serve as equalizers in
disadvantaged and marginalized communities, but if they are not available, their absence
could exacerbate existing disadvantages in these communities. However, it is unclear how
the distribution of third places varies by rural-urban status and by community-level racial/
ethnic and socioeconomic composition. We fill this gap.

LEstablishments included banks and credit unions, daycare centers, convenience stores, hardware stores, laundromats, grocery stores
and pharmacies, barbershops, nail salons and beauty salons, and restaurants (Small and McDermott 2006)
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Data and Measures

Our analyses include all census tracts in the United States (V= 72,760). Census

tracts are standard geographic units that can approximate neighborhoods and have a
relatively narrow range in population sizes compared with larger units of analyses (e.g.,
counties). Census tracts also approximate neighborhoods better than county or ZIP code
delineations (Forrest 2019). We used publicly available data from the NaNDA, housed

by the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research, to examine the

spatial distribution of third places (Esposito et al. 2020a, 2020b; Finlay et al. 20203,

2020b, 2020c). NaNDA data include annual counts of various establishment types taken
from the National Establishment Time Series database, which provides records for private
forprofit and nonprofit establishments and government agencies (Walls and Associates
2017). Establishments are classified according to the North American Industry Classification
System codes (see Appendix A for a full list). We used census tract—level establishment
counts from 2017, the most recent year of available data, from the following NaNDA data
sets: eating and drinking places; religious, civic, and social organizations; parks; personal
services; arts, entertainment, and recreation; and social service organizations. We aggregated
types of third places into the five theoretically informed types discussed earlier:

1 Free and publicly available third places: religious organizations, civic
organizations, and libraries

2. Social services: organizations that provide social assistance such as child and
youth services, services for the elderly and persons with disabilities, other
individual and family services, community food services, childcare centers,
emergency and other relief services, and vocational rehabilitation services.

3. Low-cost commercial third places: coffee shops, bars, and fast food restaurants

4, Creative, athletic, and entertainment third places: spectator sports, fitness and
recreation, bowling alleys, museums, and performance art

5. Personal services: salons, barbershops, and weight loss counseling

We used 2012-2016 American Community Survey fiveyear estimates for census tract—

level demographic and socioeconomic measures (U.S. Census Bureau 2019). We used the
percentage of the population who fall at or below the federal poverty line as the measure

of tract-level SES. We used percentage non-Hispanic Black and percentage Hispanic as
measures of racial composition. Because the racial composition variables are highly skewed,
we created quartiles for both percentage non-Hispanic Black and percentage Hispanic.

We used the census tract rural-urban commuting area (RUCA) codes from the U.S.
Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service (ERS 2020) to operationalize rural-
urban continuum status. We aggregated RUCA codes into four groups on the basis of
previous classifications used by Rural Health Research Center (n.d.): urban, large rural,
small rural, and isolated. Urban RUCAs are those in metropolitan areas (RUCAs 1-3) or
outside of metropolitan areas, but with secondary commuter flows of 30 percent to 50
percent to an urbanized area (RUCAs 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1, and 10.1). Large rural includes
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tracts in micropolitan areas with secondary commuter flows of less than 30 percent to an
urbanized area (RUCAs 4.0, 5.0, and 6.0). Small rural includes tracts in small town areas
and with secondary commuter flows of less than 30 percent to an urbanized area (RUCAs
7.0,7.2,8.0, 8.2, and 9.0). Isolated rural includes tracts in rural areas with no primary flows
to urbanized areas or clusters (RUCAs 10.0, 10.2, and 10.3).

Although census tracts provide a better representation of neighborhood-level measures of the
built environment than counties, many people travel outside of their home census tract on

a daily basis for work, school, shopping, and recreation. Therefore, measuring availability

of third places requires attention to neighboring tracts, especially for aerially small census
tracts. We account for potential spatial spillover of third place availability, by using a
distance-based third place count. We use the spatial window sum approach to calculate the
total number of third places available, for each third place type, within 5 miles for urban
host census tracts or 10 miles for rural host census tracts. Median, minimum, and maximum
counts for each third place type are reported in Table 1.

We then used negative binomial regression models to predict third place counts using
rural-urban status, neighborhood racial/ethnic composition, and poverty composition (Table
2). We offset each model with the natural log of the tract-level population to account for
tract-level differences in population size. All models control for U.S. census region. We
conducted sensitivity analyses by replicating the models using 2015 NaNDA data and 2010-
2014 ACS data (Appendix B). Results from the sensitivity analyses were consistent with
results presented in Table 2. We conducted all regression analyses in Stata 17.0.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the median counts of available third places for each third place type

by racial/ethnic composition, poverty composition, and RUCA code for all U.S. census
tracts. Across all third place types, tracts with larger relative shares of non-Hispanic Blacks
had higher median counts of third places. Similarly, tracts with larger relative shares of
Hispanics had higher median counts of third places for all types. Across all third place
types, tracts with the highest (quartile 4) and lowest (quartile 1) poverty rates had the highest
median counts of third places. The median count of third places declined with increasing
rurality across all third place types.

Neighborhood Disparities in Third Places

Table 2 presents the incidence rate ratios and confidence intervals from negative binomial
models predicting third place counts. The findings show that there are fewer third places in
tracts with larger shares of Blacks and larger shares of Hispanics. Compared with tracts with
the smallest shares of non-Hispanic Blacks and the smallest shares of Hispanics (in effect
“White” census tracts), all other tracts have fewer average available third places across all
third place types, net of other model variables. For example, compared with tracts with the
smallest shares of Blacks, those with the highest shares (quartile 4), have between 76 percent
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and 80 percent fewer third places, depending on type. Compared to tracts with the smallest
shares of Hispanics, those with the highest shares (quartile 4), have between 82 percent and
86 percent fewer third places, depending on type. However, the relationship is not linear
across quartiles. For all third place types, the disadvantage was largest for tracts ranked

in the second and third quartiles for shares of non-Hispanic Blacks and Hispanics. Higher
poverty rates were associated with significantly fewer third places across all types. For most
types of third places, a 1 percentage point increase in the poverty rate is associated with a

1 percentage point decline in the third place count. In terms of the rural-urban continuum,
large and small rural tracts had significantly and substantially fewer third places per capita
compared to urban tracts (between 88 percent and 98 percent fewer, on average, depending
on type). However, isolated rural tracts had over three times the per capita count of third
places across all types.

Discussion

Following home and work, third places such as coffee shops, barber shops, bars, libraries,
civic associations, and religious organizations are physical spaces where people can meet
and gather (Oldenburg 1999). Third places serve as opportunity structures that facilitate
social capital formation and transmit knowledge, information, and aspirations that enable
upward social mobility at both the individual and community levels. As such, third places
have the potential to serve as equalizers in disadvantaged and marginalized communities,
such as rural areas and communities with large shares of racial/ethnic minorities and/or
high poverty rates. In this study, we proposed a typology for third places and examined

the distribution of third places across this typology: free and publicly available third places;
social services; low-cost commercial third places; creative, athletic, and entertainment third
places; and personal services. We found that third places are unequally distributed across
all third place types. Our results point to several important takeaways with implications for
research and policy.

First, we found that poverty is negative associated with third place availability. This finding
is not surprising. These high-poverty neighborhoods (census tracts) are home to residents
with fewer resources and less political capital to advocate for these types of community
resources. Less availability of third places in these neighborhoods is concerning because
these are the very same places with the least robust safety nets in place to support and lift up
low-income populations. Reduced availability of third places risks exacerbating the already
subpar spatial opportunity structures in high-poverty communities in the United States.
Local and state governments should support targeted policies and programs that facilitate a
robust third place landscape through small business and nonprofit development as a means
of promoting social capital and upward mobility.

We also found that tracts with the smallest shares of non-Hispanic Blacks had the most
third places. These findings align with prior research showing that neighborhoods with
larger concentrations of racial/ethnic minorities have less availability of health care, quality
schooling, and other spatial opportunity structures (Caldwell et al. 2016; Garcia 2020).
Research on the broader historical and spatial context of racial residential segregation

and apartheid shows a legacy of racist policies and practices that drove disinvestment in
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communities of color (Lichter et al. 2007a; Lichter et al. 2007b; Logan and Parman 2015;
Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011) and resulted in blacks’ being clustered in persistently poor
neighborhoods with limited opportunities for upward mobility (Slack and Jensen 2002).
However, the relationship we found between third place count and percentage non-Hispanic
Black was not linear. In particular, tracts with the largest relative shares of non-Hispanic
Blacks were the least disadvantaged in comparison with tracts with moderate shares of
non-Hispanic Blacks (quartiles 2 and 3). This may reflect the long history of grassroots
organizing and community-based cooperatives created by and present in Black communities
(Boston 2006; Green, Green, and Kleiner 2011; Lewis and Trulear 2008), which could be
buffering this relationship.

We found a similar pattern for percentage Hispanic. Like Black residential patterns,
Hispanic residential patterns are also shaped by past and present racial residential
segregation as well as settlement patterns of Hispanic immigrants (Lichter and Johnson
2018). On the other hand, high rates of residential segregation among Hispanics (Lichter,
Parisi, and Taquino 2016) may drive entrepreneurship among Hispanics themselves, leading
to the creation of establishments (e.g., salons, fast food restaurants, entertainment venues)
to serve their own communities (Bates, Jackson, and James Johnson 2007), potentially
explaining the smaller disadvantage in tracts with the largest relative shares of Hispanics.
Purposeful migration patterns to locations that have the resources and opportunity structures
desired for upward mobility among Hispanic populations may also be explaining the smaller
disadvantage in tracts with the largest relative shares of Hispanic populations. Qualitative
research is needed to understand whether and how third places facilitate opportunity

in historically marginalized communities, such as those with large Black and Hispanic
populations, including in new Hispanic destinations.

It is important to point out that availability does not necessarily mean access. Residents of
these neighborhoods may face cost and transportation barriers to accessing the third places
that are available. For low-income Blacks and Hispanics in these neighborhoods, additional
social and linguistic barriers could still play a role in limiting access to third places.

Third, we found a rural disadvantage in third place availability across all third place

types, except in the case of the most isolated rural tracts. Small and large rural tracts had
substantially fewer third places than their urban counterparts. This means that residents of
many rural communities must travel further to access these spatial opportunity structures
that can provide social support and the exchange of knowledge. Rural residents are also

less likely to have access to public transportation if they do not have a personal vehicle
(Litman 2017) and face reduced access to legal and health care services (Douthit et al. 2015;
Pruitt et al. 2018; Statz and Termuhlen 2020), potentially compounding barriers to wellbeing
and upward social mobility. However, rural places are not homogenous. The most isolated
tracts had significantly more third places than urban tracts (and their small and large rural
peers). This may reflect a basic minimum or bottom floor of third places required to support
a community, resulting in higher relative counts when all other factors are held constant.
These findings have implications for community-based efforts to promote individual- and
community-level social mobility in rural areas (Green 2019).
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Finally, this study also makes an important conceptual contribution. Specifically, we found
that the proposed typology is useful for conceptually organizing third place types but that
certain types of places (e.g., high-poverty tracts) are disadvantaged regardless of the type
of third place being considered. Third place disadvantage seems to cluster. This suggests
that third places, an important spatial opportunity structure, are unlikely to be substitutable,
resulting in compounding challenges in creating spaces that promote social mobility and
overall well-being. We encourage researchers to use the third place typologies we have
identified in this paper to identify how the spatial distribution of different types of third
places are related to various social and health outcomes. Future research should work to
understand if and how each of these types of third places shape social mobility and well-
being. For example, do third places help explain differential economic or health outcomes
among populations from low-income neighborhoods?

The present findings should be considered in light of some limitations. First, NaNDA uses
the National Establishment Time Series database as its data source for establishments and
organizations. These data have some inaccuracies (Finlay et al. 2019) and do not capture
organizations or groups that do not have a fixed location (e.g., a local philanthropy group
that meets in the local school or library). Moreover, approximately 5 percent of the data do
not include a specific address that can be geocoded and assigned to a census tract but rather
denotes a ZIP code. For those instances, NaNDA compilers assigned the establishment to the
census tract that has the largest overlap with the ZIP code.

Second, we used Euclidean distance for our distance buffer calculations. Therefore, we were
unable to account for physical barriers that may limit access (e.g., placement of roads,
mountain ranges, rivers, etc.).

Third, for third places to yield attributes that facilitate upward mobility and well-being, not
only do they need to be present (supply), but there must also be an active decision among
individuals to use the third places (demand), and third places must be equitably accessible.
This latter point has received some attention in the literature, suggesting that discrimination
and language barriers can prevent disadvantaged minority groups from accessing some
types of community spaces (Knollenberg et al. 2021; Sharaievska et al. 2010). In addition
to availability, cost, and differences in preferences or service needs across groups and
communities, transportation and time barriers may also produce disparities in the social and
economic benefits third places offer (Small 2006; Williams and Hipp 2018).

Conclusion

As the United States continues to struggle with high levels of racial, ethnic, economic, and
geographic inequality (Murray et al. 2006; Smeeding 2005), social scientists must broaden
our understanding of how the built environment propels or stymies movement up the social
ladder. Third places can play a role in creating opportunities for social interaction, economic
development, and community-scale entrepreneurial activities that stem from strong social
capital ties (Cabras and Mount 2017; Sharp et al. 2002). In this paper, we argue that an
understudied type of spatial opportunity structure—third places—may have the potential
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to offset or compensate for the negative effects of low access to other spatial opportunity
structures in historically disadvantage communities in the United States. As expected, tracts
with the lowest rates of poverty and smallest shares of Blacks and Hispanics have the

most third places. However, the relationship for Blacks and Hispanics is not linear. This
means that third places may play a role in buffering historical legacies of marginalization

by facilitating social capital, support, and the exchange of resources and information in
tracts with the largest relative shares of Blacks and Hispanics that could lead to economic
opportunities, professional connections, or access to services (Small 2006; Stenstrom et

al. 2019; Walton 2014). In addition, given escalating trends of rural population aging and
decline (Jensen et al. 2020), it is essential to shore up access to third places to prevent further
erosion of the rural spatial opportunity structure. Rather than disinvesting in third places and
risking continued loss of important opportunity structures (Finlay et al. 2019), communities
should invest in and leverage the existing network of organizations and small businesses that
facilitate social capital formation and social mobility opportunities and fill the gaps left by
other types of spatial opportunity structures especially in low-income and rural communities.
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Median Counts (Minimum, Maximum) of Third Places by Racial/Ethnic and Poverty Composition and RUCA

Code for All U.S. Census Tracts, 2017.

Free and Publicly

Creative, Athletic, and

Available Low-Cost Commercial Entertainment Personal Services  Social Services

Percentage non-Hispanic Black

Ql 62 (0, 7,331) 30 (0, 4,278) 14 (0, 3,001) 31 (0, 4,625) 35 (0, 4,459)

Q2 163 (0, 6,303) 100 (0, 4,282) 60 (0, 2,973) 105 (0, 4,037) 115 (0, 3,754)

Q3 242 (0, 6,168) 144 (0, 4,270) 86 (0, 2,992) 152 (0, 4,060) 165 (0, 3,736)

Q4 369 (0, 6,291) 167 (0, 4,247) 94 (0, 2,971) 190 (0, 4,046) 218 (0, 3,755)
Percentage Hispanic

Q1 79 (0, 7,331) 35 (0, 4,142) 15 (0, 2,945) 36 (0, 4,625) 39 (0, 4,459)

Q2 145 (0, 6,102) 75 (0, 4,259) 42 (0, 2,973) 78 (0, 3,926) 88 (0, 3,708)

Q3 246 (0, 6,303) 138 (0, 4,282) 87 (0, 3,001) 156 (0, 4,037) 169 (0, 3,754)

Q4 376 (0, 6,280) 217 (0, 4,278) 127 (0, 2,992) 246 (0, 4,060) 245 (0, 3,755)
Percentage poverty

Q1 188 (0, 7,331) 113 (0, 4,270) 79 (0, 2,973) 125 (0, 4,625) 134 (0, 4,459)

Q2 148 (0, 6,183) 85 (0, 4,282) 47 (0, 3,000) 87.5 (0,4,037) 95 (0, 3,754)

Q3 148 (0, 6,291) 75 (0, 4,241) 36 (0, 2,992) 77 (0, 4,060) 85 (0, 3,736)

Q4 313 (0, 6,303) 153 (0, 4,247) 74 (0, 3,001) 160 (0, 4,046) 187 (0, 3,755)
RUCA code

Urban 259 (0, 6,303) 147 (0, 4,282) 88 (0, 3,001) 161 (0, 4,060) 175 (0, 3,755)

Large rural 76 (0, 437) 31 (0, 209) 12 (0, 138) 31 (0, 293) 37 (0, 270)

Small rural 37 (0, 766) 12 (0, 364) 4(0, 287) 13 (0, 354) 15 (0, 574)

Isolated rural 18 (0, 7,331) 5 (0, 3,730) 2(0, 2,028) 6 (0, 4,625) 6 (0, 4,459)

Note: N=172,760. Q = quartile; RUCA = rural-urban commuting area.

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2023 November 09.



Page 18

Rhubart et al.

"100° >d
KKK

“eaJse Bunnwiwod uequn-jeint = Ny ‘a1enb = ¢ ‘011eJ 8)eJ 83UBPIdUI = Y| {[BAIBIUI BIUBPIIUOI = |D

‘UOLIAYLID UoITeWIOUI URISBARY = D|g ‘UOLIS1LIO UOIBWLIOUI 3)1eXY = DV "uoiBal snsuad *S'N 1o} |03U09 sjapow pue ‘uoirejndod 19e4) SNsuad ayl Jo Boj [enyeu ayl Aq 18SH0 a1e SJUN0D "09/°2L =N -9IoN

866766 968'086 9T¥'288 GLT'696 186'€/0'T olg

098'T66 85.'086 6.2'288 8£0'696 6Y8'€L0'T o]\

TOTE-6V0'C .y 3L0€  BOT'EBS0E .y E80€ 8ve'€-T62'€ s 0CE'E EITE-0CT'E e WTE  668CTG8C s GL87C ©

LOT'BT-TL89T ., L0541 696'8T-CT9LT ., 8LC8T 997°0T-189'6 #rx 99007 €80°LT-0G8'ST s SSV'OT  8G8'8T-TLEIT ., LV8LC 1ueIsuo)
9BY'E0G0E  ,px99CE  LIVETEDE ., LVCE G89'E-T6T'E wxx OCV'E GOEE-0E6T  ,uxOVI'E  ¥ZVE-E€00E . L0CE [N pajejos|
7€0—0€0° e CEO° 7£0-0€0° yrene CEO° 6T0—9T0° ey ST0° 2€0-820° ey OE0° G50-810° xne VS0 [eani |lews
960280 e €007 €60-780° ey 380° 290950 e 0590° 160-880° e £60° 0ET—6TT wrx 7CT feins abe

(uegJn :93uaiayel) 8pod YONY

G66—€66° o 766 €66 166" xx 66 266066 soxx 166 966 66" - 966'-66" «xx 566" Auianod aBejusosag
€ST-GET’ e TV 98T 9T’ wrn VLT V6T —TLT wxx C8T 2LT-TST wrn VT orT 62T wrn LEV 70O
9LT-TIT xSV ET-LIT wrr VCV T —62T’ wrx LEV 62T —VTT rrr TV yIT-T0T e 80T €0
90T 760" o 00T LOT-¥60° 3 00T 8TT 0T’ s VOV 90T-€60’ oxx 060 160'-980° xne 160 20

(10 :99ua18)81) d1URdSIH abrIuBdIad

1652022 xx 3T 122-66T A TT-¥8T ey LOT €T2-98T ey 06T 152-12¢ ey IEC O
YST—GET s VT T -Ser ey TEV 9T -82T oy LET erT-92T wrn VET 6T -TET e OV €0
82T —2¢IT e 0CT €21 60T e ITT 8ZT—2¢IT e 0CT Y21 -60T’ e LTT 22T 80T e VT 0

(10 :99ua18)81) Moe|g dluRdSIH-UOU abejuadlad

10 U2 Jed S6 dd| 1D 1UBd Jod S6 | 1D 1UBd Bd S6 i<l 1D 1UBd Jed S6 gdl 1D Jusd Jod S6 gl

S20INRS [e100S S20INIBS [RUOS Bd 1WBWU eI BIUT PUe DIBIYIY BAITSID  [RDBWWOD B0D-MOT  d|de|ieAy Apljand pue seid

*JTOZ ‘SIUN0D 898|d PAIYL [9A8T]-19B1L SnsuaD Bunoipald S|apoIAl [elwoulg aAleBaN WOy S|eAIslu] 80USPIILOD pue soley a1y luspiou|

‘¢ slqeL

Author Manuscript Author Manuscript Author Manuscript Author Manuscript

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2023 November 09.



	Abstract
	Third Places
	Third Places as Spatial Opportunity Structures for Social Mobility
	Sociospatial Disparities in Third Place Access
	Rural-Urban Status Variation in Third Places.
	Socioeconomic Composition.
	Racial/Ethnic Composition.


	Methods
	Data and Measures
	Analyses

	Results
	Descriptive Statistics
	Neighborhood Disparities in Third Places

	Discussion
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	References
	Table 1.
	Table 2.

