
Everyday Online Political Talk: Design, deliberation and “Third Space” 
 
Scott Wright, University of Melbourne 
Todd Graham, University of Leeds 
 
Introduction 
Everyday political talk is the foundation stone of the public sphere (Habermas 1974: 
49) and a “fundamental underpinning of deliberative democracy” because “through 
everyday political talk, citizens construct their identities, achieve mutual 
understanding, produce public reason, form considered opinions, and produce rules 
and resources for deliberative democracy.” (Kim and Kim 2008: 51) Political talk is, 
quite simply, crucial to the healthy functioning of democracy and citizenship 
(Dahlgren 2006: 282) because it facilitates political knowledge, engagement and 
opinion change (Price and Cappella, 2002; Huckfeldt et al. 2004) and can lead people 
to take or call for political actions (Graham et al 2015a, b). Political talk can do this 
because it encourages shared perspective building or complementary agency: 
intersubjective processes whereby people link their personal ideas, issues, and actions 
with one another, cultivating political agency, solidarity and community (McAfee 
2000: 134). The potential for everyday political talk to positively influence public 
opinion formation, civic/community identity and political participation has led many 
people to posit it as an answer to the apparent democratic malaise afflicting many 
Western democracies.  
 
While everyday political talk and participation is normatively desirable for many, 
achieving it in practice is difficult (Putnam 2000; Eliasoph 1998; Turkle 2015). It is 
thought that the Internet might facilitate such talk and action because it has: 
“redefined the practices and character of political engagement” and made “it easier 
for the political to emerge...” by creating greater opportunities for talk from the 
bottom up Dahlgren 2015: 29). However, a number of important criticisms of online 
political debate have been identified: 
 

 Polarisation: political debate online polarises (Smith et al. 2014). This is 
problematic because “the benefits of deliberation depend on disagreement, 
which is defined in terms of interaction among citizens who hold divergent 
viewpoints and perspectives regarding politics” (Huckfeldt et al 2004: 11; 
Delli Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004) 

 Avoidance: people avoid talking about politics or talk in ‘safe’ places on 
‘safe’ subjects where others hold similar views, undermining deliberation 
(Eliasoph, 1998; Conover & Searing 2005; Mutz 2006) 

 Discursive Inequality: Studies of online deliberation typically identify a 
small minority of people that ‘dominate’ debates (e.g. Kies 2010). 
Deliberation requires an equal opportunity to participate (Dahlberg 2001). 
Active minorities might crowd out/silence other participants or sets the 
topic/terms of debate 

 Deliberative Breakdown and Incivility: studies of political debate in 
online political forums often find limited evidence of deliberation, with 
debate descending into aggressive “flame wars”, trolling, and people 
talking at each other rather than listening and debating (e.g. Davis 1999, 
Wilhelm 2000) 

 



This article argues that while these problems continue to afflict online debate, they are 
much more likely to afflict politically focused online spaces such as political 
discussion forums, Facebook groups or political hashtags such as the widely-used 
Australian political hashtag, #auspol. In response to these concerns, the article takes 
forward a new agenda for online deliberation: the study of everyday political talk in 
non-political online, “third spaces” (Wright 2012a, b). First, the article outlines the 
concept and key characteristics of “third space”. Second, the article outlines the 
argument as to why everyday online third spaces might mitigate some of the problems 
associated with political debate online. Finally, the article makes some design 
recommendations for how to structure third spaces in ways that might most 
effectively facilitate deliberative political talk.  
 
Third Space, Third Place and Everyday Political Talk 
At its most basic, a third space is an online public space that exists beyond home (first 
space) or work (second space) where people can come together for informal 
conversation and socialising. The concept of third space is built on a critique of Ray 
Oldenburg’s concept of third place.1 As the name suggests, third places are place 
based spaces; the common denominator is the location of the participants and that 
community can thrive: “The third place is a generic designation for a great variety of 
public spaces that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated 
gatherings of individuals’ and is a core setting of informal public life” (1999: 16) 
including pubs and cafes and community hangouts. Oldenburg argues that third places 
perform a crucial role in the development of societies and communities, helping to 
strengthen citizenship and thus are “central to the political processes of a democracy” 
(1999: 67). Flowing from his initially broad conceptualisation, Oldenburg (1999) goes 
on to cite several characteristics that a space must exhibit for it to constitute a third 
place: 
 

o Neutral ground: “There must be places where individuals may come and go as 
they please […] and which all feel at home and comfortable.” (p22).  

o Social leveler: third places are “inclusive […] open to all” and “the charm and 
flavor of one’s personality, irrespective of his or her station in life, is what 
counts [rather than w]orldly status” (p24) 

o Conversation is the main activity: Conversation is “lively, scintillating, 
colorful, and engaging.” This is important because Oldenburg argues that 
Americans “don’t value” conversation and they are “not good at it.” (p26-27) 

o Accessibility and Accommodation: the best third places “are those to which 
one may go alone at almost any time of the day or evening with assurance that 
acquaintances will be there” and “Access must be easy” (p32) 

o The Regulars: “What attracts the regular visitor to a third place is supplied not 
by management but by the fellow customers. The third place is just so much 
space unless the right people are there to make it come alive, and they are the 
regulars. It is the regulars who give the place its character...” (p33-34) “Third 
places are dominated by their regulars but not necessarily in a numerical 
sense” but also because they “set the tone and conviviality […] and whose 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The concept of a third place has had an enduring impact within and beyond the 
academy. Third place is often used as a reference point for businesses including 
breweries, pubs, cafes, pilates studios, bookstores and beyond.	  
	  



acceptance of new faces is crucial.” However, “third places do not attract a 
high volume of strangers or transcient customers.”  

o A Low Profile: third places are “typically plain… unimpressive looking for the 
most part.” (p36) 

o The mood is playful: “The character of a third place is determined most of all 
by its regular clientele and is marked by a playful mood, which contrasts with 
people’s more serious involvement in other spheres.” (p42) 

o A home away from home: third places provide a “congenial environment” over 
which people feel a sense of ownership (p39-41) 

 
Following on from these criteria, not all pubs and cafes are third spaces. In fact, 
Oldenburg argues that third places are declining (and often wholly absent) in 
America. Oldenburg (1999: 77) links this decline to several developments, including 
the rise of the strip mall and the growth in business franchising, as well as the impact 
of television and the Internet: “An efficient home-delivery media system […] tends to 
make shut-ins of otherwise healthy individuals.” Moreover, Oldenburg (1999: 204, 
264-5) is also scathing about the impact of the Internet: the notion that there can be a 
virtual community or a network society is considered a “myth” and “the new, 
corporately-controlled technological order has so atomised the citizenry that the term 
‘society’ may no longer be appropriate.” 
 
While Oldenburg was highly critical of the internet, scholars such as Rheingold 
(2003), Schuler (1996), Agren (1997), Bruckman and Resnick (1995), and Wellman 
(1998) have suggested that online communities might be akin to, or are, a kind of 
third place (New Media Consortium 2007: 3). As Rheingold (2003: 10) notes: “It 
might not be the same kind of place that Oldenburg had in mind, but so many of his 
descriptions of third places could also describe the WELL [online community]. 
Perhaps cyberspace is one of the informal public places where people can rebuild the 
aspects of community that were lost when the malt shop became a mall.”  
 
In one of the more detailed theoretical expositions, Soukup (2006) has analysed 
whether online communities might constitute third places in some detail, arguing that 
they are rather different. First, third places emphasise a localised form of community 
that is neighborhood focused: “A third place cannot exist separate from a locality 
because it exists only in comparison to its neighborhoods, to local work, play and 
family life, to the institutions and formal rituals that encompass daily life. (Doheny-
Farina 1996: 72). Second, Soukup argues that online communities are not social 
levelers: many include status markers to create hierarchy (which might, for example, 
discriminate against ‘newbies’). Here, there appears to be a contradiction in the 
original analysis with the special role given to ‘regulars’. Soukup’s final criticism is 
that access to online third spaces is iniquitous due to the digital access and skills 
divide. In the light of these concerns, Soukup (2006: 430-431) argues that describing 
computer-mediated communication as a third place would be “inaccurate (and 
potentially dangerous)” arguing instead for the term “virtual third place” to be used to 
acknowledge these differences. Soukup’s “virtual third place” works with 
Oldenburg’s model. In previous work, I have taken a different approach, arguing that 
it is necessary to critique and retheorise key aspects of Oldenburg’s third place for the 
online context. This concept is the “third space” (Wright 2012a, b; Wright et al., 
2016), and it is that which I now turn.  
 



The concept of third space considers each of Oldenburg’s core structural and social 
characteristics – as outlined above. First, and arguably the most important difference, 
is that third spaces do not privilege place-based forums over issue (or other) based 
communities. While there may be differences in the nature of interaction online (e.g. 
Poster 1997; Turkle 1996), as noted above many still see the potential for community 
to form. For a third space to exist, they must be neutral. In the online context, 
neutrality also means a non-politically defined space. In other words, a labor party 
forum is not likely to be perceived as neutral. Neutrality foregrounds a shift from 
political to everyday spaces. Neat distinctions may not be possible here: politics seeps 
into a wide range of spaces. Nevertheless, it is argued that explicitly political sections 
within a discussion space should be excluded (e.g. a politics discussion thread; 
political hashtags; or the tweets and Facebook posts of political elites on social 
media). Third spaces must also have a low barrier to entry, be readily accessible and 
have a familiar, comfortable form. Third places do have their own access barriers, 
including geographic, economic, or age restrictions. On a similar basis, it is argued 
that third spaces may also choose to require people to log in to make comments – 
though people should (normally) be able to see debates without requiring people to 
create an account and log in.  
 
In terms of the participatory characteristics, the regulars – or super-participants – play 
a particularly important role in third spaces. They help to set the tone and topic of 
debate, and can help to provide a kind of glue that holds virtual space together as a 
community. One specific kind of super-participant is the moderators. They are often 
also regulars. However, they also enforce rules and guide debate – performing a role 
similar to a pub landlady/lord. One particularly contentious issue online is the 
question of in/civility – which is discussed in more detail later. Oldenburg argues that 
cutting edge humour – the kind that would be offensive in other social contexts – 
actually enhances bonding in third places and is thus a positive environmental 
characteristic. The greater fluidity and (often) weaker social bonds in third spaces 
means that such talk is more likely to be problematic and thus civility is an important 
criteria.  
 
Having outlined some of the key differences between third place and third space, and 
discussed some of the most commonly identified issues facing political talk online, let 
us now consider how third spaces might facilitate – or rather might be designed to 
facilitate – political deliberation.  
 
Third Space and Political Polarisation  
The potential for political polarization to occur online is widely recognized. There 
was initial hope that the internet would decrease polarization by broadening people’s 
range of social connections  (McKenna & Bargh, 2000) and by lowering the sense of 
social presence which, in turn, might reduce the perceived risk of political 
disagreement (Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002; Stromer-Galley, 2003). 
However, the more widely held view is that online political debate becomes polarised. 
Often associated with Sunstein’s (2001) Daily Me, the fear is that the ability to 
determine what political media one consumes will allow ‘narrowcasting’ – people 
will choose to avoid content that they disagree with and associate with people who 
hold similar views to their own. As Davis and Owen (1998: 124) argue: “discussions 
via the Internet are more likely to be as narrow or perhaps even narrower than those 
across the backyard fence. Those with differing views gravitate to their own 



discussion groups”. For Van Alstyne and Brynjolfsson (1997: 3–4), this is because: 
“If IT provides a lubricant that allows for the satisfaction of preferences against the 
friction of geography”, such as communicating with like-minded people, the internet 
might lead to apparently “local heterogeneity” to “give way to virtual homogeneity as 
communities coalesce across geographic boundaries.” Research has found political 
polarization in a wide range of online spaces including political blogs (Gilbert et al. 
2009: 2; Adamic and Glance, 2005; Hargittai, Gallo, and Kane, 2007; Lawrence et al. 
2010), Twitter (Smith et al. 2014; Himelboim et al., 2013; Lorentzen, 2014; Conover 
et al., 2011) and discussion forums (Wilhelm 2000; Davis, 1999; Hill and Hughes, 
1998). Surveys, meanwhile, identify that there is a more general trend of talking 
politics with like-minded people (Mutz, 2006).  
 
Polarization is less likely to occur in third spaces. First, to polarize requires that 
people have relatively fixed political identities that they can coalesce around. The 
stronger a person’s political partisanship, the more likely it is that their discussion 
network will be homogenous (Brundidge 2011). It seems much more likely that 
people will be more political partisan in politically defined spaces. People must 
actively choose to visit political forums, and it follows that these people are likely to 
be politically minded and have stronger political views. In third spaces, the shared tie 
may be geographical or interest-based, but crucially the tie is not political and this 
makes cross-cutting political talk more likely – be it by choice or inadvertently. 
Recent empirical analyses of online polarization has found that while online political 
discussion is positively associated with a heterogenous political discussion network 
that contradicts Sunstein’s ‘Daily Me’, it remains relatively weak and “people are not 
exactly lining up to expose themselves to political difference online…” (Brundidge 
2011: 695). Wojcieszak and Mutz (2009: 50) also analyse whether online debate leads 
people to exposed to political disagreement, finding that this is most likely where talk 
emerges incidentally and is not the main focus of the forum and when people are less 
politically informed: “Internet users who are not sufficiently engaged in politics to 
selfselect into explicitly political online chat rooms or message boards inadvertently 
encounter political views online in hobby and interest groups in particular.”  
 
Third Space and the Avoidance of Politics 
Research shows that people avoid talking about politics; talk only in ‘safe’ places or 
on ‘safe’ subjects where they perceive others to hold similar views (Eliasoph, 1998; 
Conover and Searing 2005, 277; Mutz and Martin, 2001; Mutz 2006; Noelle-
Neumann 1984); and block or unfriend people with whom they disagree – particularly 
weak ties (John and Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). Avoidance undermines deliberation. Even 
if the discursive environment is heterogenous “a person’s political network” may not 
be: “hearing the other side takes place at the level of discussants within a network 
rather than within some larger, aggregate social context” (Mutz 2006: 12). Building 
on a classic study conducted nearly 50 years ago, it is hypothesised that political talk 
in third spaces is harder to avoid. First, political talk often “comes up unexpectedly as 
a sideline or marginal topic in casual conversation” (Lazarsfeld et al., 1968: 153). 
While some third spaces have specific sub-forums devoted to politics, these should 
arguably analysed separately because they are politically-defined (Graham et al. 
2015). Second, it is argued that while third spaces are a form of virtual community 
with a group of ‘regulars’ (Oldenburg 1999) or ‘super-participants’ (Graham and 
Wright 2014) that may have relatively strong ties and sense of community identity, it 
is not that easy for them to just turn off political talk (Bello and Rolfe, 2014: 135). 



Furthermore, the discussion in third spaces has a fluidity that facilitates a wide range 
of weak ties too – and these are particularly important to overcoming polarization and 
the avoidance of politics (Mutz (2006: 54). Put simply, we believe “fragmentation 
theory makes little sense once we move beyond the politically oriented 
communicative landscape” (Graham and Harju 2011: 29).  
 
Third Space and Discursive Inequality 
Online political debates (and online political participation in general) are often found 
to have highly active minorities that dominate activity (Davis 2005; Wright 2006, 
2007). This is problematic in terms of theories of deliberation, which typically argue 
that deliberation either requires broadly equal participation, or at least the opportunity 
to deliberate equally (Dahlberg, 2001, 2004). However, recent empirical studies of 
online political debate – from across both formal party spaces and everyday spaces 
such as help communities – have found that these “super-participants” often perform 
a positive discursive role, facilitating debates, setting the tone, and encouraging new 
users (Albrecht 2006; Graham and Wright 2014; Kies 2010). Building on both 
Oldenburg’s positive analysis of the role of ‘regulars’ in third places, and the more 
positive analyses of the impact of frequent posters in online political debate, it is 
argued here that “regulars” or “super-participants” are likely to have a positive impact 
on debate.  
 
Third Space, Deliberative Breakdown and Incivility 
Online political talk is often found to lack deliberative qualities (Wilhelm 2000; Davis 
1999, 2005), though findings do vary – in part due to different definitions of what is 
considered civil (Papacharissi 2004) and deliberative (Wright 2012a). There is also 
significant unease about incivility – flaming, trolling, and attempting to shout down or 
silence opposing views – particularly in anonymous online spaces (e.g. Santana 2014; 
Goode et al 2011). This extends to online news media: uncivil content is only likely to 
get worse as the desire to attract audiences grows and because it is positively 
associated with network virality: “incivility has become an even greater bête noire 
online than on television” (Mutz 2015: 171, 174). While some criticize civility as a 
new form of censorship (Limbaugh 2011), others argue that ‘uncivil’ media, such as 
polarised and often confrontational US radio and television talk shows, can have 
significant negative democratic effects (Bennett 2011; Mutz 2015).  
 
We hypothesize that political talk in third spaces will be of a higher deliberative 
quality than in political forums or sub-forums. In part, this is because of the weaker 
potential for polarization and avoidance as discussed above. However, we also 
contend that community norms, the ‘regulars’, moderation, and other design choices 
can help to encourage more deliberative and civil talk. One important variable here is 
the topic of political talk. Some topics are more polarizing, making deliberation more 
difficult (Freelon 2015: 787). Polarising topics might include immigration, climate 
change, abortion and the European Union. If it is correct to assume that third spaces 
facilitate debates on less polarised topics, it seems likely that political debate will be 
less fraught. Based on our empirical analysis of online everyday political talk in the 
UK to date, we find this to be broadly true: topics are very diverse (e.g. Jackson 
2013). However, one issue in particular has been identified as often leading to 
incivility, polarisation and deliberative breakdown: ‘benefits rights’ and an apparent 
‘benefits culture’ (Graham et al., 2015, 2016). Deliberatively speaking, hard or 
controversial topics should not be placed in a “too difficult” box. If a forum has a 



broadly positive political debate culture – as we suggest might be produced in 
carefully crafted third spaces – this should facilitate deliberation on difficult topics 
when they emerge. This is partly because political talk has an educative function, but 
it also speaks to the norms of debate. Furthermore, following normative debates about 
what is, or should be, considered as deliberation in everyday spaces (Graham 2008; 
Wright, 2012a, b), a more inclusive definition of deliberation is required – one that 
sees value in political debate that includes humour and expressives. As Coleman and 
Blumler (2009: 38) put it: we are “are happy to settle for a more deliberative 
democracy” that “would take seriously a range of forms of public talk, from the 
informal and conversational to the consultative and evidential”. 
 
Conclusion: Designing Effective Third Spaces 
This article has argued that political talk in third spaces has the potential to overcome 
key criticisms identified in online deliberation to date. In particular, it is argued that 
because third spaces are not politically defined, they are less likely to create political 
polarisation and make it harder for people to avoid people with whom they disagree 
(or, indeed, politics in general). To build this analysis, the article has used Wright’s 
(2012b) critique of Oldenburg’s concept of third place as its starting point – and 
particularly the idea of third space. In so doing it is hoped that it can extend “the 
notion of third places to include digital properties and create bridges between the two” 
(Memarovic et al, 2014).  
 
The conclusion seeks to think through the implications of the analysis for how we 
might design third spaces in ways that facilitate political deliberation. This starts from 
the analysis that interface design affects deliberation (Wright and Street 2007). As 
Freelon (2015: 776) has recently argued: “Distinct discourse architectures can be 
thought of as packages of technological characteristics that work together to enable 
and constrain different norms of democracy. […] Once an online discussion 
platform’s discourse architecture is identified, its influence on discussion 
characteristics becomes predictable. Other things being equal, spaces designed to be 
deliberative should contain more deliberative characteristics compared to non-
deliberative spaces”. Changes to website interfaces can be understood as nudges to 
encourage different discursive behaviours (Goode et al 2011: 611-612). It is with this 
in mind, that the following design suggestions for third space are proposed: 
 

 To limit political polarization, and make it harder to avoid political talk, third 
spaces should avoid having distinct political sub-forums. These are easier to 
avoid and, being politically defined, may encourage polarization. Having a 
defined political sub-forum may also allow a group of politically interested 
regulars to crowd out other views. Furthermore, there is a danger that political 
issues that emerge through everyday talk in other sections of the forum are 
considered “off topic” and shut down by moderators, or moved to the politics 
thread.  

 The tone of political talk needs careful management. While adopting the other 
design features suggested here will certainly help with tone, careful 
moderation or community management remains important (Wright 2006). 
Feeling comfortable talking about politics can be achieved in politically 
diverse spaces, so long as people respect each other’s views. Of course, such 
regulation is not without its own problems. 

 A group of regulars that help to set the tone, and encourage new participants, 



should be actively encouraged. A regular is a specific kind of frequent poster; 
not all posters are regulars. Care must be taken to ensure that people do not 
push their own narrow agendas or discourage new participants. Regulars hold 
significant power to shape debate and thus they must be carefully monitored. 
Forum designers often include markers of seniority, though this can create a 
kind of hierarchy – including awards and titles based on the numbers of posts 
that have been made. Rather than focus just on the number of comments, the 
users that are considered to be most helpful could be awarded community 
badges to identify chosen users as ‘regulars’, ‘community helpers’ or 
‘community sages’.  

 Anonymity should not, normally, be banned in everyday online spaces. While 
anonymity has been linked to incivility in some politically defined online 
contexts (Santana 2014), in third spaces people often reveal much about 
themselves during conversation that limits anonymity (even if a pseudonym is 
used, people are often not anonymous to other participants). Furthermore, 
some users may need anonymity to talk openly on controversial political 
topics. Where anonymous posting is allowed, moderation costs will likely be 
higher as more time may need to be spent monitoring debates.  

 Attempts should be made to bridge place and space, including arranging 
offline community meet ups and other events. Specific sub-forums can be 
devoted to geographic areas so allow geographic coalescing that would be 
more akin to a third place.  

 
Overall, third spaces hold out significant hope as arenas for everyday political talk. 
They do, however, pose more questions than answers at this stage. Much greater 
empirical analysis of third space is required. Furthermore, experimental analysis is 
necessary to test many of the hypotheses and arguments presented here.   
 
The ideas in this paper are the subject of a research bid (Design Matters: Talking 
Politics on Social Media) that would support empirical research. The bid will analyse 
how the design and structure of social media impact how people talk about politics 
online, and the effect of this on political outcomes in ‘real life’? It will address four 
sub-questions: 
 

1) How does the discursive nature of political talk compare between 
Australian political Facebook groups and discussion forums and those devoted 
to everyday topics (parenting, hobbies and sport)? 
 
2) To what extent do people experience ‘negative’ discursive behaviours 
(incivility, abuse, astroturfing), avoid political talk, and politically polarise on 
political Facebook groups and discussion forums and those devoted to 
everyday topics? 
 
3) How are discussion forums and Facebook groups designed, structured and 
moderated? What values are embedded in these design choices? How do 
design, topic and moderation impact debate and participation, and how can 
this be improved? 

 



The questions will be addressed using a mixture of comparative content analysis of 
practice; analysis of moderation and interface design (interviews), and experimental 
interface design.  
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