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The Connection between People and Place: A Case Study on Social Interactions in University of Arizona Outdoor 

Public Spaces 
Lauran Morrissey |Sustainable Built Environments| | College of Architecture + Planning + Landscape Architecture | University of Arizona 20’ Methodology: The three sites contain all five aspects, but they differ in the utilization and circumstance of the 

aspects. 
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Figure 1. Framework for the design of public spaces that enhance 
social interaction

• Observations were taken for two weeks 
on Monday and Tuesday from 1:00PM-
2:00 PM. 

• The variables were observed and then 
ranked based criteria from Figure 1. 

• Success is defined by ability of the space 
to foster social interaction 

Social Interaction: An interchangeable sequence of 
exchanges where individuals can attach meaning, 
interpret, and respond; which includes looking, 
listening, and talking (Salih & Ismail 2017). 

Problem Statement: 
Does the design of 
outdoor public spaces 
influence social 
interaction that affects 
overall wellbeing? 

“What makes [a city] 
beautiful and successful is 
that of a network… 
everything and everyone 
is connected” –Jane 
Jacobs

Purpose: Examine and 
compare design elements 
in three outdoor spaces at 
the University of Arizona 
that contribute to social 
interaction.

B

Results: 
1. Site C was the most successful with highest average interaction time of the three sites (10.7 min).
2. However, B had the highest number of interactions overall (15), the largest group interactions, and the 

highest diversity of placement when where people interacted. Therefore it is also deemed as successful.
3. Site A was less successful (5.5 min). There is less variety of areas to interact in at the site, and less variety of 

seating. It also lacked in comfort, interest and the art was not easily visible.

 

A B C

Conclusion:
• The highest count of social interactions directly relate to the diversity of areas and seating for people to interact 

in.
• The quality, interest, and comfort of the seating and elements (like grass, art, etc.) seemed to have an effect on 

the success of people using these spaces.
• The results found through observations of the University of Arizona public spaces support a concept discussed 

earlier in the study: diversity and connectives within university communities. 
Broader Impact:
• University public spaces can promote more efficient and sustainable social systems on campus by planning 

with a variety of users in mind. Spaces could then represent a greater whole of interests and overall well-being 
in the UA community.

Strengths: higher variety of users from the 
surrounding buildings, high ratio of open space, 

highest shade coverage

Limitations: seclusion in access, benches, art 
and aesthetics seem dated, green space is 

unkempt

Strengths: playful, intentional, changing elements, 
most central to the heart of campus, colorful and 

lush landscaping.

Limitations: narrow due to the two adjacent 
buildings-gets congested, entrance is hot from lack 

of shade 

Strengths: largest amount of recreational 
green space, most multi-purpose seating space 

of the three sites 

Limitations: middle space is less utilized when 
hot, noise from surrounding area
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Figure 1. Framework for the design of public spaces that enhance 
social interaction

• Observations were taken for two weeks 
on Monday and Tuesday from 1:00PM-
2:00 PM. 

• The variables were observed and then 
ranked based criteria from Figure 1. 

• Success is defined by ability of the space 
to foster social interaction 

Social Interaction: An interchangeable sequence of 
exchanges where individuals can attach meaning, 
interpret, and respond; which includes looking, 
listening, and talking (Salih & Ismail 2017). 

Problem Statement: 
Does the design of 
outdoor public spaces 
influence social 
interaction that affects 
overall wellbeing? 

“What makes [a city] 
beautiful and successful is 
that of a network… 
everything and everyone 
is connected” –Jane 
Jacobs

Purpose: Examine and 
compare design elements 
in three outdoor spaces at 
the University of Arizona 
that are related to social 
interaction.

Strengths: higher variety of users from 
the surrounding buildings, high ratio of 
open space, highest shade coverage
Limitations: seclusion in access, 
benches, art and aesthetics seem 
dated, green space is unkempt

Strengths: playful, intentional, 
changing elements, most central to 
the heart of campus, colorful and lush 
landscaping.
 Limitations: narrow due to the two 
adjacent buildings-gets congested, 
entrance is hot from lack of shade 

Strengths: largest amount of 
recreational green space, most multi-
purpose seating space of the three 
sites 
Limitations: middle space is less 
utilized when hot, noise from 
surrounding area

B

Results: 
• Based on the observations, C was the most successful. It had the highest average interaction time of the three 

sites (10.7 minuets).
• However, B had the highest number of interactions overall (15), the largest group interactions, and the highest 

diversity of placement when where people interacted. Therefore it is also deemed as successful.
• A was less successful (5.5 minuets). There is less variety of areas to interact in at the site, and less variety of 

seating. It also lacked in comfort, interest and the art was not easily visible.

 

A B C

Conclusion:
• The highest count of social interactions directly relate to the diversity of areas and seating for people to interact in. 

Additionally, the quality, interest, and comfort of the seating and elements (like grass, art, etc.) seemed to have an 
effect on the success of people using these spaces.

• The results found through observations of the University of Arizona public spaces support a concept discussed 
earlier in the study: diversity and connectives within university communities. 

Broader Impact:
• University public spaces can promote more efficient and sustainable social systems on campus by planning with a 

variety of users in mind. Spaces could then represent a greater whole of interests and overall well being in the 
campus community.



Strengths: higher variety of users from the surrounding buildings, high ratio of 
open space, highest shade coverage

Limitations: seclusion in access, benches, art and aesthetics seem dated, 
green space is unkempt

Strengths: playful, intentional, changing elements, most central to the heart of 
campus, colorful and lush landscaping.

Limitations: narrow due to the two adjacent buildings-gets congested, entrance is 
hot from lack of shade 

Strengths: largest amount of recreational green space, most multi-purpose 
seating space of the three sites 

Limitations: middle space is less utilized when hot, noise from surrounding area
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