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ABSTRACT
This study explores the role of campus cafés as third places at the 
University of the Western Cape (UWC), focusing on their impact on 
student social interaction, inclusivity, and well-being. While third 
places have been widely studied in the global North, there is limited 
research within university settings in the global South. Through 
a mixed-methods approach, this research investigates student 
experiences and perceptions of campus cafés at UWC, aiming to 
highlight their significance in fostering community engagement 
and a sense of belonging. Data collection includes surveys distrib
uted to students frequenting selected cafés, semi-structured inter
views with a diverse student sample, and observation of the cafés’ 
physical environments. Findings suggest that campus cafés at UWC 
enhance socialization, inclusivity, and a sense of belonging. 
However, challenges like overcrowding and limited seating capa
city were also highlighted, indicating the need for targeted 
improvements to optimize their impact. This study provides 
insights into the role of third places within higher education envir
onments in the global South, extending the concept beyond its 
traditional context. The findings offer valuable implications for 
urban planners, university administrators, and policymakers aiming 
to design inclusive social spaces that enhance student experiences, 
well-being, and community cohesion in diverse academic settings.
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1. Introduction

Urbanization often precipitates rapid transformations and increased densification, which 
can lead to heightened levels of social fragmentation and isolation within communities 
(Chen & Gong, 2022; Hickman, 2013). Such shifts underscore the importance of creating 
spaces that foster social interaction and community cohesion (Qi et al., 2024; Sugiyama 
et al., 2023). In response to these changes, the concept of ‘third places’ has often been used 
across various disciplines, such as leisure studies, urban planning, and sociology, to 
understand the nexus between space, interaction and cohesion in urban areas. Third 
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places, as described by Oldenburg (1989, 2007), are informal social hubs where indivi
duals congregate outside of their homes (first places) and workplaces (second places). 
These spaces, such as cafes, restaurants, shops, and post offices, are vital to community 
life, fostering social interaction, enhancing a shared sense of belonging, and improving 
overall quality of life (Jeffres et al., 2009; Lee, 2024; Taştan & Polatoğlu, 2023; Williams & 
Hipp, 2019; Yuen & Hebblethwaite, 2023).

Third places are crucial for fostering social connections and support networks, offer
ing regular meeting points where individuals from diverse backgrounds can engage in 
various interactions and relations (Oldenberg, 2007). Various spaces such as outdoor 
markets, taverns, bookstores, community gardens, and gyms contribute to the diverse 
typology of third places, which has garnered increasing attention across disciplines over 
time (see Cannon et al., 2023; Glover & Parry, 2009; Hutchinson & Gallant, 2016; 
Kanosvamihra, 2024; Mehta & Bosson, 2010). While existing studies have explored 
third places within various urban settings, limited research has been conducted within 
the context of universities, particularly within Global South cities (Lee, 2022; Taştan & 
Polatoğlu, 2023; Waxman et al., 2007; Zimbatu & Whyte, 2024).

Notably, in university environments, third places are vital in alleviating feelings of 
isolation, a common challenge for students from varied socio-economic and cultural 
backgrounds (Lee, 2024). Universities often mirror urban environments and can inad
vertently contribute to social isolation due to the demanding academic milieu, large 
campus sizes, and the transient nature of student populations (Prowse et al., 2021; 
Zimbatu & Whyte, 2024). Existing evidence highlights the urgency of addressing this 
issue, as students in higher education institutions are reporting elevated levels of psy
chological distress and an increasing demand for university mental health services (Lee,  
2022; Taştan & Polatoğlu, 2023; Wilbraham et al., 2024). Thoughtfully designed leisure 
spaces, such as campus cafés and student lounges functioning as third places, can foster 
greater socialization, inclusivity, and a stronger sense of belonging among students (Lee 
& Houston, 2024). By creating and maintaining such environments, universities can 
significantly reduce student isolation and enhance both their academic and social 
experiences.

Aligning with Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3), which aims to ensure health 
and well-being for all, third places can play a critical role in enhancing mental and 
emotional well-being within universities. Within universities, third places offer valuable 
opportunities for social connection and support networks, acting as regular gathering 
spots where students and faculty can engage with peers, neighbours, and strangers (Lee & 
Houston, 2024). Campus cafés, student lounges, community gardens, and nearby estab
lishments can serve as third places, enriching the university experience and enhancing 
individual and community well-being. While third places are recognized for fostering 
sustainability within academic institutions (Montgomery & Miller, 2011), existing 
research largely centres on contexts in the global North, where the concept originated.

However, rapid urbanization is now a defining feature of many global South regions, 
where issues surrounding public space development and social isolation are increasingly 
prominent. For instance, a pivotal shift occurred around the turn of the century when the 
Global South surpassed the Global North in student enrolments in higher education 
institutions. While enrolment figures in the North have plateaued due to demographic 
factors in Eastern Europe and Russia and a decrease in short-cycle enrolments in the 

2 S. M. MAKHATHINI AND T. P. KANOSVAMHIRA



United States, the Global South has experienced consistent growth, rising from 80 million 
students in 2006 to approximately 150 million in 2018 (Macgregor, 2022). The rapid 
growth of the higher education sector in the global South highlights the need to address 
social isolation and inclusivity to support student well-being. Examining third places in 
these regions is crucial, as their unique social and cultural dynamics may affect how these 
spaces function compared to the global North. Understanding these differences is key to 
developing effective strategies that enhance student integration and academic success in 
diverse university settings.

The research problem addressed in this study stems from the limited understanding of 
how third places, such as campus cafés, function within the context of Global South 
universities, particularly in fostering inclusivity, socialization, and a sense of belonging 
among students. While significant scholarship exists on third places in urban and 
Western contexts, there is a notable gap in exploring their roles in educational institu
tions within the Global South, where socio-economic challenges and diverse student 
demographics shape unique dynamics. This study explores how campus cafés at the 
University of the Western Cape (UWC) contribute to student inclusivity, socialization, 
and well-being. The central research question is: ‘How do campus cafés at UWC facilitate 
inclusivity, socialization, and a sense of belonging among students?’ The study also 
examines how these cafés promote inclusivity and interaction, and their role in fostering 
students’ sense of belonging and well-being. It aims to contribute to theoretical and 
practical discussions on designing and managing third places to enhance student life, 
particularly in under-researched Global South contexts.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: the next section provides a review 
of relevant literature, situating the study within the broader discourse on third places and 
their socio-cultural significance. The third section describes the methodology employed, 
highlighting the study area and the research approach used to gather data at the UWC. 
The fourth section presents the findings, and the fifth section discusses the characteristics 
and roles of campus cafés as third places. Finally, the conclusion syntheses the findings 
and offer recommendations for stakeholders in higher education.

2. Third place

Oldenburg is credited with popularizing the term ‘third places’ through his seminal work 
titled ‘The Great Good Place’ in 1989. Oldenburg’s conceptualization of third places 
emphasizes several key characteristics that define these social hubs. Firstly, third places 
are neutral spaces where individuals are welcomed without the expectation of fulfilling 
hosting roles. They serve as equalizing environments, where social status is irrelevant, 
and everyone can participate on an equal footing. Conversation is central, creating an 
atmosphere of playfulness and shared enjoyment. Accessibility is key, with third places 
designed to be easily approachable for all visitors. The presence of regulars adds to the 
social fabric, shaping the space’s atmosphere. Their unpretentious and comfortable 
design fosters relaxation and social interaction, making them ideal for informal gather
ings and community building.

Furthermore, the atmosphere in third places is typically playful, characterized by light- 
hearted banter and verbal wordplay. Ultimately, these spaces aim to emulate the warmth 
and comfort of home, providing individuals with a sense of rootedness, possession, 
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spiritual regeneration, ease, and warmth akin to being in a familiar domestic setting 
(Peters, 2016). Over time, conceptualizations of third places have been crucial in under
standing contexts like cafés and community spaces. However, studies suggest the need to 
evolve beyond the original eight characteristics. For instance, several researchers argue 
that new types of third places exist, exhibiting traditional characteristics but with unique 
attributes (Besson, 2022; Memarovic et al., 2013). These studies highlight how contem
porary social environments still promote community and social interaction, albeit in 
evolving forms, such as through digital platforms that enable virtual gatherings and 
networking.

Conversely, other studies challenge the idea of fixed third place characteristics, 
suggesting that the concept has evolved over time (John, 2019). These scholars propose 
new criteria for identifying third places, particularly in cafés and restaurants, reflecting 
shifts in societal dynamics and urban environments. Additionally, research has examined 
diverse spaces, such as farmers’ markets (Tieman, 2008), curling clubs (Mair, 2009), and 
urban community gardens (Kanosvamihra, 2024), as third places. These studies broaden 
the scope of third place theory, demonstrating how various settings can serve as vital 
hubs for social interaction and community engagement.

The concept of third places, initially defined by Oldenburg (1989) as physical venues 
fostering social interaction, has evolved significantly. Oldenburg’s framework emphasized the 
role of user engagement in shaping these spaces. Contemporary studies have adapted this idea 
to reflect modern needs and technological advancements. Crick (2011) introduces ‘commer
cial third places’, which merge traditional social functions with commercial interests, provid
ing both personal solitude and social opportunities. Additionally, the advent of 
communication technologies has led to the development of ‘virtual third places’ (Minahan 
& Cox, 2007), where global interactions occur via social media and online platforms, 
transcending the physical limitations of traditional third places.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the rise of remote work have emphasized the impor
tance of third places for social and professional interactions (Taştan & Polatoğlu, 2023). 
Their study explores hybrid third places, like book cafés, that combine café, library, and 
exhibition functions to meet modern social needs. This framework categorizes third 
places into commercial, spectacular, virtual, cultural, and thematic types, offering 
a nuanced understanding of their evolving role in fostering social interaction and 
community engagement.

While several studies have explored third places, particularly cafés, few have focused on 
cafés within university environments (Deng et al., 2019; Lee, 2022). Even fewer have examined 
the nuances of café culture and its impact on social dynamics in university settings in the 
Global South, particularly Africa. Understanding the intricacies of café spaces in these 
contexts is crucial, considering factors such as cultural norms, economic disparities, and 
historical legacies that shape students’ experiences and interactions.

This understanding can inform targeted interventions to enhance the inclusivity, accessi
bility, and quality of campus cafés, thus improving university social environments and 
supporting broader goals of equity and community development. In the context of South 
Africa’s rapid urbanization and cultural diversity, examining how campus spaces like cafés 
align with third place principles offers valuable insights into societal trends and challenges. 
The research aims to assess the impact of these spaces on student well-being, community 
cohesion, and social integration within the distinctive context of South African universities.
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3. Materials and methods

3.1. Study context

The City of Cape Town, renowned for its expansive coastline of 294 kms along the Atlantic 
Ocean, holds a pivotal position as one of South Africa’s coastal metropolitan municipalities 
(CoCT, 2022). Alongside eThekwini, Nelson Mandela Bay, and Buffalo City, it stands as one 
of four major coastal metropolitan areas in the country. Serving as South Africa’s legislative 
capital and hosting the national parliament, Cape Town is the second-largest economic centre 
in South Africa, following Johannesburg.

With a population of approximately 4.4 million residents, the City of Cape Town ranks as 
the second most populous metropolitan area in South Africa (CoCT, 2021). Notably, Cape 
Town is a key tourism hub, attracting visitors from around the globe to its scenic landscapes 
and cultural attractions. Over the past decade, the city’s population growth rate has gradually 
decreased from 2.7% in 2011 to 2% in 2019, aligning with trends observed across metropolitan 
municipalities nationwide (CoCT, 2022). Despite this decline, Cape Town continues to draw 
inward migration, particularly among individuals of working age, with 90% falling within the 
active workforce demographic (ages 20–64).

The university landscape within Cape Town includes several prominent institutions, 
notably the University of Cape Town, Cape Peninsula University of Technology, and the 
UWC (Figure 1). South African universities face significant challenges regarding student 
loneliness, mental health issues, and the provision of adequate leisure spaces (Doman & Le 
Roux, 2012; Mutinta, 2022; Weilbach, 2018). These issues have been exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which intensified feelings of isolation among students and highlighted 
the inadequacies in mental health support services and leisure facilities available on campuses.

Figure 1. Location of UWC and its Cafes.
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This study was conducted at the UWC in Bellville, Western Cape, South Africa. 
Founded in 1959 during apartheid as a ‘Coloureds Only’ institution, UWC played 
a key role in the anti-apartheid struggle and now advocates for social justice and equality. 
Serving over 23,000 students, UWC offers a diverse cultural environment, making it an 
ideal location for this study. The campus has approximately ten cafés providing food and 
beverages to students, staff, and faculty. The abundance of cafes and diverse student 
population within the university setting provides a rich context for examining social 
interactions, community dynamics, and cultural exchanges within academic environ
ments. The availability of such spaces contributes to the vibrancy and inclusivity of the 
institution, offering valuable insights for this study on campus culture and student 
experiences.

3.2. Research design

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to investigate the social role of cafés 
within the UWC. The research was conducted between April to July of 2024. The study 
was executed in two phases: a questionnaire survey followed by semi-structured inter
views. The study was conducted by two lead researchers, supported by four research 
assistants. This team approach facilitated comprehensive data collection and ensured 
a balanced interpretation of the findings.

In the first phase, a face-to-face questionnaire survey was administered to users 
of five randomly selected cafés on the UWC campus. Given the absence of 
a precise population size for daily café visitors, a non-probability convenience 
sampling approach was employed. Every tenth person entering a café was 
approached and invited to participate in the survey, provided they were willing 
and able to participate at that time. The selection process was based on the 
accessibility and availability of individuals within the study period. For those 
who were not able to participate immediately, a link to the Google Form version 
of the questionnaire was sent to their university email address, allowing them to 
complete it at a more convenient time. This method enabled the research team to 
collect responses in a timely and efficient manner.

However, this approach introduced limitations, such as potential biases in the sample, 
as it relied on the convenience and availability of participants, which may lead to the 
overrepresentation of certain groups and the underrepresentation of others. 
Additionally, the non-random nature of the sampling method limits the generalizability 
of the findings to the broader student population.

The survey gathered demographic data and students’ café usage patterns, such 
as visit frequency, purpose, spatial preferences, and companions, through Google 
Forms. Responses were automatically entered into an online database and ana
lysed using SPSS for descriptive statistics, cross-tabulations, and visual outputs. In 
parallel, visual documentation of the cafés, including exterior and interior photo
graphs, architectural features, lighting, and outdoor seating, provided contextual 
insights to complement the survey data and offer a comprehensive view of the 
café environments.

Building on the survey results, the second phase involved semi-structured 
interviews with ten students who had volunteered for further discussion. The 
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selection aimed to ensure diversity in gender, academic discipline, and year of 
study. Interviews were conducted in-person or via Zoom, lasting 30–40 minutes, 
to explore themes from the survey in more depth. Questions focused on students’ 
experiences, perceptions of the social environment, and the role of cafés in 
fostering belonging and community. All interviews were audio-recorded with 
participant consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis. The qualitative data 
from the interviews were analysed using thematic coding, a method that identifies 
and categorizes patterns within the data). This process involved an iterative review 
of the transcripts to generate initial codes, which were then grouped into broader 
themes. Key themes identified included ‘Social Interaction’, ‘Sense of Belonging’, 
‘Café Ambience’, and ‘Inclusivity’. Each theme was supported by direct quotes 
from the participants to ensure the findings were grounded in the respondents’ 
own words.

Ethical protocols were followed, with approval from the university’s ethics com
mittee (ethical clearance number HS24/2/4). Participants were informed about the 
study’s purpose, their rights, and confidentiality measures. Consent forms and plain 
language statements were provided before interviews, either in person or via email. 
Confidentiality was ensured by assigning unique identifiers to participants, preventing 
the disclosure of personal identities in the report. To ensure validity and reliability, 
the questionnaire and interview guide were pre-tested with a small group of students 
outside the main study, enabling refinement of questions for clarity and relevance. 
Triangulation was employed by using multiple data sources (survey, observations, and 
interviews) to cross-validate findings. Additionally, involving multiple researchers in 
data collection and analysis reduced individual biases, enhancing the study’s 
credibility.

4. Findings

The presentation of research findings will start with an overview of the sociodemographic 
characteristics of the respondents, offering context for the analysis. The findings will then 
be organized around key themes, including overall satisfaction with cafés, factors influ
encing café selection, customer satisfaction, social dynamics, and recommendations for 
improvement. Each theme will be examined in detail, drawing on insights from the 
survey data and highlighting key trends and patterns observed among respondents.

4.1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents

The total sample size consists of 112 respondents (Table 1). The predominant age group 
is the 18–24 years bracket, comprising 94 respondents. The 25–34 years age group is 
the second largest, with 17 respondents, constituting 15.2% of the sample. The 35–44  
years age group is the least represented, with only 1 respondent, making up 0.9% of the 
sample. Out of a total of 112 respondents, the majority identify as female, constituting 
64.3% (72 respondents). Male respondents make up 32.1% (36 respondents), while non- 
binary individuals and transgender women each represent 0.9%. Additionally, 1.8% 
preferred not to disclose their gender.
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Regarding education levels, many respondents were currently pursuing their under
graduate degrees, comprising 59.8%. Those pursuing Honours degrees account for 
22.3%, followed by those pursuing a Master’s degree 13.4% and those pursuing a PhD 
or a Postgraduate Certificate in Education at 0.9% and 2.7%, respectively.

Regarding faculty affiliation, the largest proportion of respondents belong to the Arts 
and Humanities faculty, comprising 38.4% (43 respondents). This is followed by the 
Economics and Management Sciences faculty, with 26.8% (30 respondents). Other 
faculties represented include Education (9.8%, 11 respondents), Natural Sciences 
(8.9%, 10 respondents), Community and Health Sciences (8.0%, 9 respondents), and 
Law (8.0%, 9 respondents). In terms of ethnicity/race, many respondents identify as 
Black African, accounting for 75.0% (84 respondents). This is followed by Coloured 
respondents, who make up 22.3% (25 respondents), and White respondents, constituting 
2.7% (3 respondents). The largest group resides in off-campus housing outside the 
university vicinity, comprising 34.8% (39 respondents). This is closely followed by 
those living in on-campus housing, accounting for 33.0% (37 respondents), and those 
in off-campus housing within a 5-kilometre radius of the university, making up 28.6% 
(32 respondents). Additionally, 3.6% (4 respondents) specified other types of residence.

4.2. Satisfaction with campus cafes as third places: selection and visit frequency

The survey, with 110 valid responses, revealed a range of satisfaction levels regarding 
campus cafés as third places. Nearly half of the respondents (48.7%) expressed high 
satisfaction, rating the cafés between 8 and 10, indicating that these spaces are valued for 

Table 1. Socio-demographic attributes of respondents.
Socio-demographic Attributes of Respondents Frequency (n) Percent

Gender
Female 72 64.3
Male 36 32.1
Non-binary 1 0.9
Prefer not to say 2 1.8
Transgender women 1 0.9
Age
18–24 years 91 81.3
25–34 years 17 15.2
35–44 years 1 0.9
Faculty
Arts and Humanities 43 38.4
Community & Health Sci. 9 8.0
Economics & Mgmt. Sci. 29 25.9
Education 11 9.8
Law 9 8.0
Natural Sciences 10 8.9
Ethnicity/Race
African 84 75.0
Coloured 24 21.4
White 3 2.7
Residence
Off-campus (outside uni.) 39 34.8
Off-campus (within 5 km) 32 28.6
On-campus housing 36 32.1
Other (please specify) 4 3.6

Source: Authors.
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social interaction and relaxation. A significant portion (41.8%) showed moderate satis
faction with scores ranging from 5 to 7, suggesting recognition of the cafes’ value but also 
highlighting areas for improvement. A smaller group (8.2%) reported low satisfaction, 
citing issues like accessibility, inclusiveness, and long wait times as reasons for their 
dissatisfaction. However, a recurring issue was the overcrowding during peak hours. As 
one interview indicated, ‘During lunch hours, there is overcrowding and less seating so 
I have to take my order to go which is not preferred’ (INT4M). This was corroborated with 
observations that show that during peak hours such as lunchtime, there was indeed 
limited seating available in Café B.

Survey results on the accessibility of campus cafés reveal a largely positive view among 
respondents. A majority, 64.3%, rated the cafés as ‘Very accessible’, indicating high 
satisfaction with their ease of access. An additional 33.0% found the cafés to be 
‘Somewhat accessible’, suggesting that while generally convenient, there is room for 
minor improvements. Accessibility extends beyond physical proximity and convenience. 
While the survey shows a many rating campus cafés as ‘Very accessible’, the subjective 
interpretation of accessibility is crucial. Factors such as perceptions of a ‘crowded’ café, 
along with cultural inclusivity and financial affordability, influence one’s willingness to 
access these spaces. Therefore, reflexivity in the concept of ‘accessibility’ is essential to 
capture its broader, multifaceted dimensions. Only 2.7% of respondents found the cafés 
‘not very accessible’, with interviews revealing that, while physically convenient, the cafés 
were not affordably priced or culturally inclusive enough to accommodate diverse social, 
cultural, and economic backgrounds. These findings underscore the role of campus cafés 
as predominantly accessible and valuable social spaces for the university community.

The survey results highlight key factors influencing respondents’ choices when select
ing a cafe (Table 2). The findings suggest that food quality, pricing, and proximity to 
classes are key considerations for the respondents. Proximity to classes was selected by 
41.1% (46 out of 112) of respondents, indicating that many consider the cafe’s location 
relative to their classes. This was further highlighted by one interviewee who indicated 
that ‘it is important that the place is close otherwise I do not consider it when I think of 
winding and relaxing’ (INT1M). Quality of food and beverages emerged as a top priority, 
with 61.6% (69 out of 112) of respondents emphasizing this aspect. Ambiance and 

Table 2. Factors influencing respondents choice of café.1

Factor N Percentage

Proximity to my classes 46 41.1
Quality of food and beverages 69 61.6
Ambiance/atmosphere 44 39.3
Availability of seating 23 20.5
Pricing 46 41.1
None 3 2.7
Other (please specify) 3 2.7

112 100

Source; Field survey. 
This was a multiple response question. Count: Shows the number 

of respondents who selected each factor. Percentage: Indicates 
the percentage of respondents (out of 112 who selected each 
factor
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atmosphere were also significant, with 39.3% (44 out of 112) valuing the overall feel of the 
cafe. An in-depth interviewee indicated that Café B (Figure 2) ‘has a good atmosphere and 
I like the vibe as you can see the designs in place, it’s so African and warm especially in the 
winter’ (INT7F).

Availability of seating was considered important by 20.5% (23 out of 112) of respon
dents. Pricing played a role for 41.1% (46 out of 112) of respondents, underscoring the 
importance of cost considerations. A minority (2.7%, 3 out of 112) indicated that none of 
the listed factors influenced their choice, while another 2.7% (3 out of 112) provided 
specific factors not covered by the survey.

In addition, the survey investigated how frequently students visited campus cafés 
compared to other social spaces such as the student centre, library, recreation centres, 
outdoor areas, student lounges, and residence halls. Out of 112 respondents, 38.4% (43 
students) reported that they frequent cafés more often than other social spaces. This 
indicates that for a significant portion of the student body, cafés are a primary location 
for socializing and leisure. Open-ended responses highlighted that the proximity of these 
cafés to lecture halls contributes to their popularity, as they are more accessible than 
other, more distant facilities.

A total of 32.1% (36 respondents) reported visiting cafés as frequently as other social 
spaces, suggesting a balanced approach to socializing on campus. In contrast, 25.0% (28 
respondents) visited cafés less often, possibly due to preferences for other venues or 
conflicting schedules. A small minority, 1.8% (2 respondents), rarely visited cafés, 
indicating that while popular, cafés are not universally frequented by all students. Semi- 
structured interviews revealed that some students felt cafés were more business-oriented, 
limiting their role as social spaces. The data highlights cafés as important social hubs, but 
also reflects diverse student preferences for different social settings.

Figure 2. Café a interior.
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4.3. Social dynamics of cafes as third places

The survey data reveals varied experiences with campus cafés regarding social connec
tions and well-being. While 51.8% of respondents occasionally build meaningful rela
tionships in these spaces, 15.2% do so frequently, underscoring the cafés’ potential as 
social hubs. Conversely, 29.5% view cafés primarily as places for food consumption 
rather than social interaction, indicating a gap in the social potential of these spaces.

Regarding sense of belonging, 66.0% of respondents feel a strong sense of community 
in campus cafés, with 45.5% agreeing and 20.5% strongly agreeing. However, 5.4% 
disagree and 0.9% strongly disagree, while 23.2% remain neutral. This indicates that, 
despite the positive experiences of many, some students may not perceive the café as fully 
inclusive or welcoming, pointing to areas for improvement in fostering a more univer
sally inviting environment. These findings highlight that, while many students find cafés 
integral to their social and communal life, there is room for improvement in making 
these spaces more inclusive and engaging for all students.

The data presented indicates that most respondents (89.3%) view the inclusivity of 
campus cafes as important or very important. Specifically, 65.2% of respondents consider 
it ‘very important’ and 24.1% consider it ‘important’, reflecting a strong consensus on the 
significance of creating welcoming and inclusive environments within these spaces. This 
underscores the broader societal recognition of the value of inclusivity and the role of 
campus cafes as key settings for fostering a sense of belonging and community among 
diverse individuals within academic environments.

Despite agreeing that cafes must be inclusive, there were somewhat varying responses 
in terms of feeling home in such places. When asked if they would describe campus cafés 
as a ‘home away from home’, the responses were more mixed. A significant number of 
respondents, 46.4%, indicated that they feel comfortable and relaxed to some extent in 
these spaces, while 15.2% expressed strong agreement, describing the cafés as definitely 
comfortable and homelike. Conversely, 28.6% felt that the cafés do not really offer 
a homely atmosphere, and 5.4% completely disagreed with this notion, indicating 
a lack of comfort in these spaces. This mixed feedback highlights that while many 
students find campus cafés to be relaxing and homelike, there is a notable minority 
who do not share this sentiment, suggesting room for improvements in making these 
spaces more universally welcoming.

The survey revealed that most respondents perceive campus cafes as neutral grounds 
where individuals from diverse backgrounds can gather. Specifically, 77.7% of respon
dents affirmed this view, indicating a strong consensus that cafes at UWC serve as 
inclusive social spaces. A smaller proportion, 10.7%, disagreed with this statement, 
while 11.6% were unsure.

The survey data reveals that campus cafés are widely perceived as spaces that promote 
social interaction within the university. A significant majority of respondents (88.4%) 
either strongly (36.6%) or somewhat (51.8%) agree that cafés encourage social engage
ment and connections among students and faculty. Only a small minority (3.6%) believe 
cafés discourage social interaction, while 6.3% were uncertain. These findings highlight 
the crucial role of campus cafés in fostering a sense of community and facilitating 
informal interactions in academic settings.
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Many respondents (66%) generally felt a sense of belonging or community when 
visiting campus cafes. Specifically, 45.5% strongly agree and 20.5% agree that these spaces 
contribute positively to their sense of belonging within the university environment. On 
the other hand, a smaller proportion (5.4%) disagree with this notion, while a substantial 
number (23.2%) remain neutral. Only a minimal percentage (1.8%) strongly disagrees 
with feeling a sense of belonging or community in campus cafes. These results highlight 
that for a significant number of respondents, campus cafes serve as important venues that 
foster a sense of connection and community within the academic setting, although 
a notable portion remains undecided or holds differing views on this matter.

According to the survey data, a substantial majority of respondents (81.3%) believe 
that socioeconomic status plays a role in their interactions within university cafés. 
Specifically, 40.2% of respondents feel that socioeconomic status significantly influences 
their interactions, while an additional 41.1% believe it plays a somewhat significant role. 
This indicates that a significant proportion of individuals perceive a correlation between 
socioeconomic status and their experiences or interactions within these spaces. For 
instance, one interviewee indicated that ‘The cafés are really nice, but it seems like they 
accommodate people who are privileged. I heard someone in the library say that “Cafés are 
for people who are monied”. I used to think that was false, until I visited them’. (INT6F)

On the other hand, a smaller percentage (16.1%) of respondents indicated that socio
economic status does not play a role in their interactions within university cafés. This 
suggests a varying perspective among respondents regarding the impact of socioeco
nomic factors on social dynamics within campus café environments.

4.4. Recommendations for improving cafes as third places

The survey data indicates that most respondents are inclined to recommend campus 
cafés as suitable places for socializing and fostering a sense of community on campus. 
Specifically, 26.8% of respondents strongly recommend, and 56.3% recommend these 
cafés for such purposes, leading to a total of 83.1% in favour. Conversely, a smaller 
segment of respondents (9.8%) does not recommend, and 0.9% strongly do not recom
mend campus cafés as appropriate socializing spots. Additionally, 4.5% of respondents 
remain unsure about recommending these venues.

Based on student feedback enhancing well-being and inclusivity in campus cafés, 
several recommendations can be made. Cafés should be strategically located with 
extended hours to accommodate students’ schedules. A welcoming atmosphere with 
comfortable seating, diverse quiet and lively areas, and an inviting ambiance would 
promote socialization and relaxation. Addressing affordability through revised pricing 
structures is crucial for catering to students from all socio-economic backgrounds. 
Regular feedback mechanisms, such as surveys, can help adapt the cafés to evolving 
student needs. Additionally, hosting events that celebrate cultural diversity would foster 
inclusivity and a stronger sense of belonging. Lastly, investing in improvements like 
additional seating, better lighting, and enhanced décor would create a more conducive 
environment for relaxation and community building. By implementing these recom
mendations, campus cafés can become vibrant, inclusive third places that support 
student well-being and contribute to a stronger sense of belonging.
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Despite the generally positive perspective, some feedback suggests the need for further 
enhancements. One interviewee mentioned that the current atmosphere in most campus 
cafés feels too business-oriented, which detracts from their potential as social hubs. They 
recalled how cafés such as Feedem at Chris Hani and the one at the Reslife building 
previously fostered vibrant social interactions and a strong sense of community before 
their closure. This feedback highlights that while there is significant support for using 
campus cafés for socializing, there is also a need to revitalize these spaces to meet the 
social and emotional needs of the campus community fully.

5. Discussion

This study highlights the social dynamics of campus cafés as third places, revealing 
a predominantly youthful respondent population, mostly aged 18–24, reflecting 
UWC’s typical student demographic. Given that these students are often new to the 
university environment, they likely require social support (Arnett, 2000), which cafés, as 
third places, can provide (Lee, 2022).

The study highlights key factors influencing students’ café choices, such as food 
quality, pricing, and proximity to classes. These findings align with Oldenburg’s (1989) 
concept of third places informal, accessible spaces that promote social interaction and 
a sense of community. The importance of accessibility, affordability, and comfort in 
students’ café preferences reflects Oldenburg’s idea of third places as spaces for sponta
neous interaction and belonging. Cafés offering quality, affordable food near academic 
buildings serve as practical yet socially inviting spaces, reinforcing the connection 
between the social and material dimensions of third places. This aligns with research in 
university contexts (Lee, 2022) and broader studies (Glover & Parry, 2009; Hickman,  
2013; Torres, 2020), which emphasize the role of accessible, comfortable, and affordable 
spaces in fostering social cohesion.

The emphasis on food quality and pricing draws attention to the utilitarian dimen
sions of third places, which are often overlooked in discussions that focus solely on their 
social functions. As Oldenburg (1989) notes, third places are not just venues for casual 
socialization but also places where individuals can engage with others while satisfying 
practical needs. In the case of campus cafes, food serves as a central attraction, and 
pricing becomes a critical factor that mediates access to these spaces. The affordability of 
food, therefore, is not merely a consumer concern but a matter of social justice, 
particularly in university settings where students come from diverse socio-economic 
backgrounds. In this regard, the findings of the study resonate with broader research on 
socio-economic inequalities within higher education (Gore, 2021). The disparities in 
student demographics at South African universities, with varying levels of economic 
privilege, suggest that cafes on campuses may inadvertently exclude students who are 
unable to afford their offerings. This creates a form of social stratification that contradicts 
Oldenburg’s ideal of third places as inclusive, democratic spaces. As such, universities 
may need to consider subsidizing these spaces to ensure food is accessible to all students, 
regardless of their financial background. This would allow third places to serve their 
intended function as spaces of social equality, where all students can interact on an equal 
footing.

SOUTH AFRICAN GEOGRAPHICAL JOURNAL 13



Despite the positive perceptions of cafes as third places, the study also reveals contra
dictions when compared with Oldenburg’s idealized concept. Oldenburg (1989) stresses 
that third places foster a sense of social equality and inclusivity, but the findings suggest 
that socio-economic status influences interactions within university cafes. This tension 
between theory and practice highlights the complexity of applying idealized frameworks 
to real-world settings. While third places are conceived as spaces that transcend social 
divisions, our findings suggest that, in practice, socio-economic disparities shape the 
nature of interactions. For instance, students from higher socio-economic backgrounds 
may dominate certain spaces within the cafes, either in terms of social capital or the 
consumption of more expensive food options, while students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds may have limited access or be relegated to less central areas. This underlines 
a key critique of the third place concept: the idealized notion of egalitarianism often 
overlooks the socio-economic structures that underpin social interactions (Hickman,  
2013). The interplay between idealized theories of social equality and the realities of 
socio-economic inequality necessitates a more critical approach to the study of third 
places, one that accounts for the power dynamics that shape interactions within these 
spaces.

The frequency of café visits, as reported by survey respondents, provides further 
insight into the role of cafés as third places within the university context. A significant 
number of students use cafés as primary venues for social interaction, supporting 
Oldenburg’s (1989) concept of third places as central hubs for community life. These 
spaces foster opportunities for students to meet, engage in informal conversations, and 
participate in social interactions that contribute to a sense of community and well-being. 
However, the diversity in responses also highlights the variability in students’ social 
preferences, with some preferring quieter spaces and others enjoying a livelier café 
atmosphere. This variability reflects the dynamic nature of third places, which can 
cater to a wide range of social preferences, aligning with Oldenburg’s (1991) view of 
third places as flexible environments for both individual and collective experiences.

The sense of belonging reported by many students within the campus cafes further 
supports the idea that these spaces function as important communal hubs. Oldenburg 
(1991) argues that third places help foster a shared sense of belonging, providing 
individuals with a sense of identity and connection to the wider community. In the 
context of campus cafes, students’ feelings of comfort and inclusion suggest that these 
spaces are fulfilling an important social function. Mixed feedback on the ‘homeliness’ of 
campus cafés reveals a need for improvement, as some students feel comfortable while 
others find the atmosphere and inclusivity lacking. To better meet diverse student needs, 
universities may need to reassess café design and management, such as improving 
seating, creating more inclusive spaces, and offering diverse menu options.

The study underscores the importance of accessibility in third places, with most 
students viewing campus cafés as accessible social spaces, aligning with Oldenburg’s 
(1991) view on the need for physical accessibility. Accessibility involves not just proxi
mity, but also affordability, design factors like seating, space availability, and movement 
flow, which contribute to the café’s functionality, echoing global studies that stress the 
need for third places to serve diverse groups and ensure easy access (Torres, 2020).

The frequency with which students visit cafés relative to other social spaces on campus 
reveals a complex array of behavioural patterns, with a notable proportion of respondents 
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indicating a preference for cafés as their primary venue for social interaction. This aligns 
with Oldenburg’s (1989) view of third places as vital communal spaces for social 
engagement. He argues that third places act as ‘anchors’ where people can meet, 
exchange ideas, and build connections. For students, cafés serve not only as places to 
relax but also as key spaces for maintaining social ties and participating in informal 
networks. The preference for cafés over other social spaces highlights their critical role in 
students’ routines, meeting both social and practical needs.

The diversity in respondents’ social preferences reflects the variety of spaces within the 
university, each serving different needs and personalities. While many students favour 
cafés, others prefer quieter spaces like libraries or study areas, highlighting the dynamic 
nature of student behaviour. This variability emphasizes that third places are not mono
lithic but must cater to a range of social preferences and experiences; rather, they are 
spaces that must accommodate a range of social preferences and experiences. As 
Oldenburg (1989) asserts, third places should foster diverse interactions and experiences 
rather than impose a uniform one. The variety of social spaces within the university 
highlights that, while students share common experiences, they have distinct social needs 
shaped by individual preferences, backgrounds, and motivations.

The strong sense of belonging reported by respondents in campus cafés supports 
Oldenburg’s (1991) claim that third places are essential for fostering community and 
identity. These spaces provide students, often away from home, with opportunities to 
form social networks, exchange ideas, and build relationships, contributing to both 
personal and academic growth. Campus cafés offer more than physical comfort; they 
provide emotional support and continuity, helping students navigate a transient envir
onment and enhancing their sense of community, well-being, and social integration.

While many respondents feel a sense of community in campus cafés, mixed feedback 
on the ‘homeliness’ points to areas for improvement. Some students expressed concerns 
about the atmosphere, suggesting these spaces may not be universally welcoming. This 
discrepancy highlights that the ideal of a ‘third place’ may not always align with the 
design and social realities of such spaces, potentially hindering inclusivity and leaving 
some students feeling excluded or uncomfortable.

A key issue identified is the café’s seating arrangements and ambiance, where inade
quate seating or poorly designed spaces can hinder social interaction and reduce the 
sense of belonging. The layout may also create barriers for students who feel marginalized 
or prefer quieter spaces. These findings suggest that universities should rethink café 
design to better meet diverse student needs, such as improving seating comfort, accom
modating both groups and individuals, and fostering inclusive social interaction through 
varied seating options.

Inclusivity in the café environment extends beyond physical design to include cultural 
and social factors, such as food offerings, music, and overall ambiance (Deng et al., 2019). 
If a café caters mainly to specific cultural or socio-economic groups, it may alienate 
others, hindering the communal atmosphere that Oldenburg envisions. This underscores 
the need for universities to ensure that campus cafés offer diverse food options and 
maintain a welcoming, neutral atmosphere that accommodates the varied backgrounds 
and preferences of all students.

While campus cafés largely serve as third places for social interaction, there is potential 
to improve their inclusivity and overall welcoming atmosphere. Universities must 
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consider the socio-economic, cultural, and individual differences within their student 
populations to ensure that cafés are not only physically accessible but also socially 
inclusive, fostering a sense of belonging. Engaging with students through surveys, focus 
groups, and participatory design can help universities better understand their needs, 
enhancing these spaces to support students’ social well-being and strengthen community 
ties.

The study highlights campus cafés as accessible social spaces, aligning with 
Oldenburg’s (1991) view that third places should accommodate diverse user groups 
(Torres, 2020). While the cafés are generally seen as accessible, challenges remain in 
terms of affordability and cultural inclusivity. Ensuring pricing is reasonable and the 
space caters to varied cultural backgrounds is crucial for enhancing the sense of belong
ing and ensuring true accessibility.

The study reveals high satisfaction with campus cafés as third places but also high
lights contradictions and areas for improvement, underscoring the need to contextualize 
third place concepts within specific socio-cultural settings. The findings contribute to 
a nuanced understanding of how third place concepts manifest in universities, emphasiz
ing the need to consider both theoretical frameworks and empirical realities in enhancing 
these spaces.

6. Conclusion

This study aimed to address the gap in understanding how campus cafés, as third places, 
foster inclusivity, socialization, and a sense of belonging among students in Global South 
universities. Through a focused analysis of the UWC, the research revealed that third 
places operate as vital social spaces, yet their functionality is shaped by unique socio- 
economic and cultural dynamics that diverge from traditional theoretical ideals. By 
situating this investigation within the framework of third places, particularly as theorized 
by Oldenburg (1989), this study provides a nuanced understanding of how these spaces 
operate in contexts marked by inequality and diversity.

Key findings reveal a gap between Oldenburg’s idealized third place characteristics, 
such as egalitarian interaction and communal belonging, and the realities faced by 
students in campus cafés. Socio-economic barriers, cultural preferences, and affordability 
issues impact the accessibility and inclusivity of these spaces, highlighting the need for 
context-specific urban design approaches. The study also found that campus cafés foster 
informal learning, peer support, and stress relief, demonstrating their potential to 
enhance mental health and community well-being.

The implications of this research extend to several domains, including urban design, 
education policy, and social equity. First, it advocates for integrating third place princi
ples into university planning processes to create inclusive and accessible social spaces that 
cater to diverse student needs. Specifically, addressing affordability through subsidies or 
tiered pricing structures can mitigate economic barriers that limit access for marginalized 
students. Second, the study highlights the importance of fostering atmospheres that 
reflect cultural pluralism and facilitate interaction across social divides, which can be 
achieved through participatory design processes and community engagement initiatives. 
The research underscores the alignment of third place interventions with Sustainable 
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Development Goal 3 (SDG 3), particularly in promoting mental health and well-being by 
creating inclusive and supportive environments.

For stakeholders, including university administrators, urban planners, and policy
makers, this study provides actionable recommendations: (1) prioritize the development 
of socially equitable third places within academic institutions by addressing disparities in 
access and inclusivity; (2) implement policies that integrate affordable and culturally 
sensitive design elements to enhance the utility of these spaces; and (3) establish regular 
feedback mechanisms to ensure that campus cafés and similar spaces continue to meet 
the evolving needs of diverse student populations. These strategies not only strengthen 
students’ sense of belonging and social cohesion but also contribute to broader urban 
sustainability goals.

While this study has provided valuable insights into the role of campus cafés as third 
places in a Global South university, it also acknowledges certain limitations. The exclu
sion of students who deliberately avoid these cafés, and the lack of a ‘control group’ for 
comparison, may have introduced biases in understanding the full impact of these spaces. 
Future research could explore the perspectives of non-users to provide a more nuanced 
view of how third places contribute to social connectedness. Including these voices could 
enrich the analysis, revealing why some students avoid these spaces and how such choices 
affect the role of third places in fostering a sense of belonging and community. This could 
deepen our understanding of campus social dynamics and inform the creation of more 
inclusive, supportive spaces for diverse student populations.

This research enriches the discourse on third places by offering an empirically 
grounded analysis of their role in Global South universities. It calls for an intentional 
shift in urban design and policy to embrace the socio-cultural realities of these contexts, 
promoting vibrant, inclusive, and resilient communities. By bridging theoretical frame
works with practical interventions, this study provides a roadmap for creating spaces that 
foster well-being, enhance social connectivity, and contribute to the sustainability of 
urban ecosystems.

Note

1. This was a multiple response question. Count: Shows the number of respondents who 
selected each factor. Percentage: Indicates the percentage of respondents (out of 112) who 
selected each factor.
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