






T e r r a r i u m 
A platform for people who 

want thoughtful, structured 
conversation online,  

without the distorting  
and addictive qualities  

of social media. 








 

“Our world is so connected, 
but people feel lonely. But I 
also get lonely when I take 
a break from social media.  
It's hard to find a balance.” 

“I love chatting with 
people on Facebook. I 
know there's a lot of 
fake news out there, 
but I learn so much 
from other people.” 

“I keep thinking 
about leaving social 
media but then how 

would I get my 
photography out 

there to the world?”

 “I really am 
planning to quit 

Twitter. I just need 
to have the guts to 
go through with it.”

“I would quit 
Instagram 

tomorrow, but that's 
how I spread the 

word about issues I 
care about.”

“I worry about my kids 
more than myself.  

How will they make 
friends? How will we 

keep in touch after my 
son graduates next 

year?”

“I wish there were better ways 
to talk and share online.” 

Comments seen on Wordpress blogs.  
(paraphrased for anonymity)



 

How it works



 

Terrarium is a  
social network of  

small six-person online 
conversation groups.



 

Choose a group  
with a topic that  
interests you, or  

lead your own group  
and propose a topic.

Boundaries 
between fake 

and real.

  Creating for 
others is a 

core human 
need?

Living in 
balance.

Can we have 
true impact 

by being 
kind?

How can my 
company reframe 

our business 
model?

What is  
art for?



 

Connect with the 
people you want to 

learn with.

An old friend 
in another 

city.

Family you 
don’t talk to 
as much as 
you’d like. 

People you 
disagree 

with about 
important 

issues. 

A professional 
network you 
want to be 
closer to.

New interesting 
people you won’t 

encounter in 
person. 

A colleague  
you admire.



 

Each six-person group 
begins with a prompt:  

Two or three short pieces 
of writing, related to the 

group’s topic but 
contrasting with each 

other, chosen to  
ignite a spark.



 

For example,  

in one Terrarium group the topic was: 
boundaries between fake and real. One 

prompt was a short article about 
professional mourners in Congo who cry 
at funerals as a paid service. The other 

was about art forgery in the Renaissance. 

The conversation that emerged was slow, 
deep, wide-ranging, and non-polemic, 
despite touching on easily polemicized 

issues like climate change, labor 
exploitation, forgery, and deepfakes. 



 

Each six-week conversation cycle begins 
on the first Monday of a month. Each 
person writes a short response to the 
topic prompts. You can write at any 

convenient moments in the week, day or 
night, from any handy device.  

Writing time is a half hour or so 
total, anytime during the week. 

All responses are hidden…until  the 
following Monday. Then all responses 

appear to the whole group  
at the same moment. 



 

Each week, the process repeats:  
The six responses written the previous 

week appear the next Monday.  

During the next week, each person 
responds to those six responses.  

Again, each new comment is hidden…  
…until  the following Monday,  

when all the new comments appear  
to the whole group at once. 



 

This process continues during the six-
week cycle. Hiding the comments until the 

designated moment each Monday gives 
each person time and mental space to 

consider the prompts and the comments. 
No bias, no influence from what was said 

just before, no one intrudes on each 
other’s thoughts unexpectedly.  

During the six-week cycle, groups don’t 
interact with each other. Each cycle 

includes two weeks off. Then a new cycle 
begins, every two months, with new or 

continuing group members. 

Week 1:  
Respond to 

Prompts

Week 2: 
First 

Responses

Week 3:  
Collecting 

Ideas

Week 5: 
Honing, Focusing 

Group Insights  

Week 4: Focus 
on Group 

Interpersonal 
Process

Week 6:  
New 

Questions



 

When each interaction is 
pre-scheduled and timed, 
wonderful things happen. 

Plenty of TIME to 
THINK between 

interactions.

No alerts, NO 
NOTIFICATIONS 

needed.

No interruptions 
or influence from 
people trying to 

persuade us. 



 

When everyone can bring 
their genuine social being 

to the virtual realm, 
wonderful things happen. 

Trust grows, 
among  

old friends  
and new.

Friendships  
can form 

spontaneously.

No advantage 
to charisma  
or ‘normal’ 
personality. 



 

Terrarium is a 

Spherical 
Conversation…



 

Week 1: 
Topic  

Prompts

Week 2: 
First Response

Week 3: 
Second Response

Weeks 1 to 3: IDEAS EXPANDING OUTWARD. 
Every idea is included.

ideas…

ideas…

more  
ideas…

ideas…

more  
ideas…

ideas…

insights  
mix…

insights 
mix…

…no ideas are lost,  
insights mix in new 

combinations…



  Week 6: 
Questions

Week 5: 
Honing Insights

Week 4: 
Discuss interpersonal  
process of first three 

weeks.

Weeks 4 to 6: REINING IN THE IDEAS. 
Honing, finding new insights and new questions.



 

Robinson McClellan 

is a composer, teacher, 
and strong believer that 
technology, when used 
wisely, can help us.


Erin Jeanette is a 
clinical psychologist, 
musician, and strong 
believer in nuance and 
confronting hard truths. 

Who Are We?

Want to join the conversation?  
Please get in touch. 

robin@robinsonmcclellan.com


