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Social infrastructure is a term used to describe places where social relationships 
are formed, providing opportunity for local face-to-face interactions. 

Shared spaces are places outside the home or the work place where you might have 
social interaction. 

In other literature, these types of spaces may be known as third spaces. 

Social infrastructure can include: 

• community spaces such as village halls and community hubs, 
• public services such as libraries and GP surgeries, 
• public spaces such as parks and squares, 
• as well as commercial spaces such as shops, shopping centres, cafes, banks and 

post offices. 
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Shared spaces facilitate the everyday and often mundane informal encounters we 
have with others in our local neighbourhoods. 

These spaces are important as they can have a valuable impact on the development 
of social capital - the relationships we have with others. 

Building relationships with others locally is an important factor in the wellbeing of 
older people, providing a source of social support that can reduce social isolation. 
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The ability to build social ties - even weak ones - with a diversity of people helps 
older people feel more connected to the places in which they live, reduces social 
isolation, and improves resilience. 

Weak ties of association are important for reducing social isolation as they provide 
bridges to social worlds we are previously unfamiliar with which in turn allows us to 
disseminate and get access to information that we might not otherwise have. 

Social infrastructure that is open to a diversity of people, where the majority of the 
community would have the opportunity to visit at some point are best placed to 
facilitate this. Often, these are places where the space is designed to provide 
something other than a social space. 
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Although neither a solution nor a quick fix, intergenerational and intercultural 
encounters can be the starting point to overcoming prejudice, mistrust and 
apprehension towards those who we see as ‘different’ from ourselves. Over time 
this can lead to greater community cohesion. 

Shared spaces provide a space to have social encounters with a diverse range of 
people, providing opportunities for people to spend time with those outside of their 
usual social circles. Indirect benefits can be gained through the building of mutual 
empathy between different groups and the challenging of prejudiced attitudes, born 
from a lack of contact with ages or cultures different from their own. 

In addition, intergenerational contact has proven mental and physical wellbeing 
advantages for older people. 
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The use of shared spaces for political discussion, activism and social change is well 
documented; shopping centres can provide a space for social organising and cafes 
and pubs can become spaces for meeting and discussion which can lead to social 
movements. This type of social interaction helps individuals build confidence and 
energy leading to more active involvement their local community. 

Shared spaces outside of the community and voluntary sector are becoming 
increasingly important for creating places for further social participation. Good social 
infrastructure provides the opportunity for social interaction that can build trust and 
familiarity between neighbours and can often represent the first step for older 
people to become more socially engaged. 
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