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Abstract 
 

This study aims to investigate how the design of three outdoor public spaces on the University of 

Arizona campus effects the level of social interaction at each site. Social interaction is defined by 

interchangeable sequences of exchanges where individuals can attach meaning, interpret, and 

respond; which includes looking, listening, and talking (Salih & Ismail 2017). With similar sizes 

and locations, The Women’s plaza of Honor, The Highland Bowl, and The University Services 

Building Courtyard were chosen to compare their ability to promote social interaction through 

five different criteria: placement, usage, image/design, elements, and access (Salih & Ismail 

2017). This study found that the highest count of social interactions directly relate to the 

diversity of areas and seating for people to interact in. Addtionally, the quality, interest, and 

comfort of the seating and elements (like grass, art, etc.) had an effect on the success of people 

using these spaces. 
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Introduction 

The link between people and the built environment reaches beyond the platonic, surface-

level relationship with how and where people live; and directly impacts the emotional, physical, 

and physiological connection humans have between each other and public spaces. For example, 

New York City in the 1960s underwent a substantial urban renewal project to replace old 

neighborhoods, communities, and homes with new mass highways, project housing, and large 

skyrises (Carchman, Hammond, & Reeser, 2017). Urban activist Jane Jacobs contested and 

rejected this urban renewal project and stated, “What makes [a city] beautiful and successful is 

that of a network, everything and everyone is connected” (Carchman, Hammond, & Reeser, 

2017).  She explained that the project was not aiding in the city’s problems with overcrowding 

and crime like it claimed, but it was isolating and stripping cities even more of what makes them 

thrive: social interaction between its patrons. (Carchman, Hammond, & Reeser, 2017).  

To expand on Jacobs’ claim, this capstone will investigate the quality and effectiveness 

of outdoor social spaces on the University of Arizona campus. Like a city, what is so compelling 

about university life is the idiosyncratic clash of human life: places, perspectives, and above all, 

people. Social interactions between students, faculty and community members create an 

organized conjunction of different cultures, ages, sizes, and ethnicities that come together for a 

greater purpose of academic and socio-emotional learning. This intention serves as a guide for 

the capstone to reveal possible connections between the University of Arizona’s built 

environment and the UA community (students, faculty and Tucson residents) who interact in its 

spaces. Specifically, to investigate this relationship, three outdoor spaces on the UA campus will 

be analyzed to determine an “ideal” outdoor public space for the university.  

To facilitate human connection correctly in these three public spaces, this study identified 

five aspects of the three outdoor public spaces on the University of Arizona Campus that 

contribute most to their success in social interaction (and thus overall success in being a public 

space). A prominent characteristic of all five aspects is promoting wellbeing through the built 

environment. By investigating how heath as a “state of complete physical, mental and social 

well-being” can be affected by the aspects of outdoor spaces, this capstone will discuss how 

environmental security and promoting positive social wellbeing through public social spaces can 

contribute to a more sustainable life for UA patrons (Sartorius, 2006).  
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Literature Review 

Social Interactions and the University Built Environment  

Through evaluating and comparing three outdoor public plazas at the University of 

Arizona, the capstone seeks to determine an “ideal” social space on campus. A successful social 

space is defined as “interchangeable sequence of dynamic exchanges through which individuals 

can attach meaning, interpret, and respond,” which includes looking, listening, and talking (Salih 

& Ismail 2017). These three outdoor public spaces of similar size and location on the University 

of Arizona campus were specifically chosen to compare their ability to promote social 

interaction through five different criteria of each area: placement, usage, image/design, elements, 

and access (Salih & Ismail 2017).  These aspects were based on the review paper, Criteria for 

Public Open Space Enhancement to Achieve Social Interaction, that states, “Understanding 

criteria and components of green open space in urban areas are also an important mean to 

achieve sound social interaction including, design, activities, elements, access, users’ 

characteristics…. place attachment of open spaces and parks” (Salih & Ismail 2017).  

It is necessary to note the similarities between an academic institution and city in this 

context “each college or university is an urban unit in itself, a small or large city. But a green 

city… The American university is a world in itself” (Turner, 1984, p.4). The effectiveness in 

public spaces are analyzed similarly in universities and cities because the same factors and 

characteristics discussed by Salih and Ismail are encouraged in both (such as quality of space, 

form, circulation, cohesion) in order to facilitate interaction in both communities (Turner, 1984, 

p.4).  Alternatively, the institution allows a different glimpse into unitization and stakeholders for 

its green spaces because of its unique nature of the community being a majority people of 18-22 

years of age.  

 

Creating Environmental and Social Wellbeing 

The factors deemed necessary for a successful outdoor public space for students is 

directly related to the social and environmental pillars of sustainability. The pillars create the 

basis of the sustainable approach: “a systems-based approach that seeks to understand the 

interactions which exist among environmental, social, and economic pillars in an effort to better 

understand the consequences of our actions” (EPA, 2015). In order to create and maintain 
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conditions, under which humans and nature can exist in productive harmony, the three pillars 

must be scrutinized to fulfill the success of present and future generations. (EPA, 2015). Under 

the social pillar, the capstone plans to promote sustainable communities through ethical 

development, planning, building, or modification of communities to encourage sustainable living 

and and wellbeing in these outdoor public spaces (EPA, 2015). Within the environmental pillar, 

the capstone intends to advance better air quality, water quality, ecosystems and overall health 

for students through analyzing the success of the three outdoor public spaces on campus. (EPA, 

2015). Furthermore, people who report having more satisfying and active social lives tend to 

report feeling better about themselves…life satisfaction, and psychological well-being (Salih and 

Ismail 2017).  

Additionally, to establish a social purpose for students by their environment, we can view 

the University of Arizona Mission Statement. The statement encompasses working together to 

expand human potential, explore new horizons, and enrich life for all through inclusive 

environments, student involvement/leadership, and fostering safe mental and emotional health 

(The University of Arizona, 2019). The factors that embody a successful student that are deemed 

most important overall by the UA are not only that of academic victory, but that of social 

involvement and a student's overall wellbeing (emotional and mental health) (The University of 

Arizona, 2019). Therefore, the question arises: through our built environment, how can we create 

conditions of environmental security, and promote positive social wellbeing in order for UA 

patrons to live a more sustainable life socially and academically?  

 

 Figure 1: Flow chart showing means to enhance social interaction 
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Usage and Behavioral Geography 

In order to establish a pattern of interactions in the public spaces at the UA, we 

investigate how usage directly correlates with the design, layout and location of the space, 

“Organizing human behavior and its application in time and space, is the most important factor 

in designing open spaces” (Salih & Ismail 2017). The way this usage can be expressed is through 

behavioral geography, which “seeks to understand human activity in geographical space by 

focusing upon how individuals think and act” (Mathews 1994). Although each site has all five 

aspects, the way each aspect is utilized when compared to the amount of social interactions will 

ultimately reveal its effectiveness.  

The utilization of public spaces can be influenced by many factors; including how the 

spaces connect as well as the design, maintenance and management of the natural and the built 

environment it is surrounded with (Salih & Ismail 2017). For example, the most-used public 

spaces have a higher proportion of women, and they favor places that are slightly secluded 

whereas men tend to take the front-row seats where it is less secluded. (Whyte, The Social Life 

of Small Urban Spaces, 1980). The designer must understand the demographics of a site, “they 

must understand the wants… or how people hope to modify their manner of life” (Lynch 1960).  

Sightlines are an important aspect of the design in a public space because different types of 

people will use different areas of the space, “if people do not see a space, they will not use it." 

(Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980, p. 129). There are also certain ways to 

design a space in order to make it the most efficient and sustainable layout for it is users (like 

size, distance, quality, etc.) (Ekkel & Sjerp de, 2017). For example, employees at the UA would 

not typically eat lunch at a plaza that is a mile away, opposed to a plaza that is next to their work: 

the suggested effective market radius for a plaza is about three blocks (Whyte, The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces, 1980). The size of groups is also associated with the plaza's success: the 

best-used plazas have about 45% of people in groups while the least-used plazas have about 32% 

in groups (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980).  
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Impulse Use 

Public spaces in dense areas often display “impulse use” and is an important mechanism for 

stimulating interaction in urban areas (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980). 

Impulse use can be explained as the subconscious reaction to a space, “people will do a double 

take as they pass by, pause, move a few steps, then, with a slight acceleration, go on up the steps 

(Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980). Thus, examining and observing impulse 

use correlates with how people initially move about and use the space.  

 

Place and Environmental Psychology 

Although social relationships vary according to aspects like age and gender, the place 

element is a key factor to determine the nature of social activity for all types of people (Salih & 

Ismail 2017). In urban areas, there must be a physical space developed that connects people with 

their environment and their peers “…it’s not only a place where people join with nature, but also 

communicate each other socially and culturally” (Salih & Ismail 2017). The place of outdoor 

public spaces (parks, plazas, courtyards etc.) is also very important because it allows people to 

meet on “ostensibly neutral ground in planned and unplanned ways with others within the 

context of the whole community, so public spaces can contribute to the cohesion of 

communities” (Salih & Ismail 2017).  

When looking at the relationship between people and their public spaces, environmental 

psychology can be used to explore, “how persons comprehend the everyday physical 

environment…how they shape it and how they are shaped by it” (Craik, 1970, p.87). The socio-

economic and cultural relationship to a space has great value to a designer or planner because 

human connection and emotion is one of the driving factors in a person’s choices (Whyte, The 

Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980).  A high quality of living is the common denominator 

for any human using an outdoor space, “[public spaces] are one of the most important areas in 

the city, it provides different recreation and sport activities …it also enhances physical, social, 

mental and environmental components for cities and citizens” (Salih & Ismail 2017). Therefore, 

a person’s perception of a space is reflective of their particular economic, social, and 

environmental ideologies; as well as their peers, “what attracts people most [in a public space], it 

would appear, is other people” (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980).  
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Design and Image 

Green Space 

As one of the aspects of making a successful outdoor social space, utilizing green space 

contributes to overall wellbeing; there is increasing research on how green space is linked with 

mental health in humans, “…for stress reduction and attention restoration it is known that visual 

contact (with green space) alone can already have a positive effect, even through a window” 

(Ekkel & Sjerp de, 2017). For students, stress is one of the largest factors regarding mental 

health issues, “out of the 18 billion students that were enrolled in college in the U.S, three out of 

four of these students have experienced a sense of ‘overwhelming anxiety’ at some time, and just 

under 30% report having felt overwhelming anxiety in the previous two weeks” (AIS 2017).  

Access to green space can be a significant reviler for this issue, “…specifically for the purpose of 

stress reduction, non-recreational contacts with nature may be beneficial too…from this more 

general perspective of facilitating contact with nature, not only public green areas are relevant, 

but also private green areas, such as domestic gardens or small elements such as street trees” 

(Ekkel & Sjerp de, 2017).  

In regards to recognizing and managing wellbeing in college, a study published in the 

B.E. Journal of Economic Analysis & Policy displays that poor wellness in college students 

correlates with less success in the classroom and a lower academic standing (Eisenberg, 

Golberstein, & Hunt, 2009). The authors state,  “…we find again that co-occurring depression 

and anxiety are associated with lower GPA” (Eisenberg, Golberstein, & Hunt, 2009). The study 

went on to explain that depression, anxiety, eating disorders and other health issues have a 

specific correlation with low GPA in college students (Eisenberg, Golberstien, and Hunt 2009). 

Also, looking past individual benefits, green space helps overall wellbeing on a larger 

community scale because it increases communication and connections between people through 

creating a higher quality of living: “…the amount of green space in a neighborhood is 

significantly correlated with the health of its residents” (Salih & Ismail 2017).   

 

Open Space 

Open space is necessary because it provides a specific area for activity and recreation for 

people using the space, simultaneously allowing people to meet on “ostensibly neutral ground in 

planned and unplanned ways, to interact with others within the context of the whole community, 
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so public spaces can contribute to the cohesion of communities” (Salih & Ismail 2017). 

Additionally, people tend to follow where other people are, so it is important in a public space to 

have open areas for users to interact within the space in different manners.  

 “…wherever people are present, other people are attracted to that location and get 

together, move among each other and looking for a place for themselves among others, 

then new activities begin. Looking, listening and talking are the activities which 

determine the quality of open space. Good space with good facilities plays an important 

role in the formation of such activities and elements. These spaces reinforce social 

contacts and meet their psychological needs of residents” (Salih & Ismail 2017). 

Open space contributes to providing space in cities or areas that are often dense with 

infrastructure, “Urban public open space is also a main component of urban fabric that caters to 

the urban public daily life” (Salih & Ismail 2017). One of the main problems with social spaces 

are not overcrowding, but under crowding; the purpose of a social space is to have people in it, 

so when there is no one there for long periods of time, it can be considered unsuccessful (Whyte, 

The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1988). 

 

Elements in an Outdoor Public Space 

Ambiguity in Sitting Space/Steps 

Urban organizational analyst William Whyte in his study and film, “The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces,” proposed that ambiguity in sitting space and steps an important factor to 

the success of a public architectural landscape. The seeming straightforward, but intriguing idea 

that, “people tend to sit where there are places to sit,” portrays the concept that people will 

generally sit regardless of if the space was not meant for sitting or not; thus it can correlate with 

amount of open or green space in the area (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 

1988). There are also specific ways to plan sitting space to engage people to sit, “people sit 

according to where the sun is, they follow the sun as it moves over the space” (Whyte, The 

Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1988). Steps as a multiuse element are also helpful for 

providing seating while allowing a difference of levels in the public space, “they add a nice 

ambiguity to your movement. You can stand and watch, move up a foot, another, and, then, 

without having made a conscious decision, find yourself in the park” (Whyte, The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces, 1980). Whyte also discusses how to make more options for users in sit-able 
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spaces, how to allow for more variability and less crowding, “dimension that is truly important is 

the human backside. It is a dimension many architects ignore. Not often will you find a ledge or 

bench that is deep enough to be sit-able on both sides. Some aren't sit-able on one” (Whyte, The 

Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980, p. 114). The study further investigated how sitting 

areas can be directly correlated with people’s behavior towards the overall success of public 

outdoor space: 

“The more multi-use sitting spaces that are there, such as large stairs that are low and 

hospitable, the more they allow people to come and relax in the social space because it 

makes it more usable. Combinations of sitting spaces are vitally important, such as using 

steps as travel and sitting space. Higher use social spaces have a high number of groups 

in twos and threes, than less successful ones. The study also found the busiest social 

places also have the highest number of people sitting by themselves. Most common 

pastime in the study, or people watching” (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban 

Spaces, 1988).  

Often, sitting space in parks is pictured as strictly as traditional stagnate benches. Whyte rejects 

the idea of limiting seating in outdoor public areas to benches because they  “are design artifacts 

the purpose of which is to punctuate architectural photographs” (Whyte, The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces, 1980, p. 116). By expanding seating to different areas of life such as 

movable seating, multi-use seating and steps, it allows the space to be more flexible and 

effectively functional to a wide range of users.  

 

Useful and Interactive Public Art 

The presence of art adds to an outdoor public space not only for aesthetic appeal, but can 

increase social interactions in a space because, “the existence of interesting objects, features or 

elements, such as artificial water scenery and properly arranged seats, children playgrounds and 

recreational facilities also encourages the use of public space and enhances social bonding 

among residents (Salih & Ismail 2017). This can include movable furniture, fountains and tactile 

elements of a green outdoor social space (Salih & Ismail 2017). Additionally, there is a 

correlation between time spent in a space, and level of engagement in these, “the more time 

people spend in outdoor space, the more likely are they to engage in activities” (Whyte, The 

Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1988). A key aspect in public art is usefulness and interactive 
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art in public social places: it can stimulate flow, attract people to it and around it, or even “make 

people talk to it”. (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1988). Less traditional 

aspects of a public outdoor green space can also be utilized to make a space more intriguing, 

such as digital clocks or windows as mirrors (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 

1988). Sculpture art can also have strong social effects because it adds to space/time relationship 

with people and their built environment, “Before and after studies of the Chase Manhattan Plaza 

showed that the installation of Dubuffet’s ‘Four Trees’ has had a beneficial impact on pedestrian 

activity…people are drawn to the sculpture, and drawn through it: they stand under it, beside it; 

they touch it; they talk about it” (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980, p. 101) 

 

Access 

An accessible space is considered somewhere ‘nearby’ and interpreted as ‘within a 

walkable distance ’(Ekkel & Sjerp de, 2017). In the review article, Nearby green space and 

human health: Evaluating accessibility metrics, the proposed distance away from a public space 

that was found to be walkable corresponds to around 500 m on foot for an adult. (Ekkel & Sjerp 

de, 2017). 

Foot traffic 

One of the most important aspects of an outdoor public space is the relationship to the 

street, “The area where the street and plaza or open space meet is key to success or 

failure…Ideally, the transition should be such that it’s hard to tell where one ends and the other 

begins” (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980). Along with having positive and 

efficient transitions in and out of outdoor public spaces, the way public traffic is organized 

around outdoor space correlates to the effectiveness of the space:  

1. Paths: such as streets, sidewalks, and transit lines, “are the channels along which the 

observer customarily, occasionally, or potentially moves. … People observe the city 

while moving through it, and along these paths the other environmental elements are 

arranged and related.” Paths should have directional quality for pedestrian connectivity, 

interest, and successful movement as well as being easily identifiable. 

2. Edges: Edges are linear references, which close one region off from another, or are seams 

that relate and join regions together. They are not paths, but rather are “important 
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organizing features, particularly in the role of holding together generalized areas, as in 

the outline of a city by water or wall. 

3. Landmarks: Landmarks are point-references that remain external (the observer does not 

enter them as they do a node). These physical objects, such as a building, sign, store, or 

mountain, are singled out as reference points. Distant ones, which can be seen over the 

tops of smaller elements, such as buildings, are used as radial references. Local 

landmarks are “visible only in restricted localities and from certain approaches” such as 

signs, storefronts, trees, and other urban detail. Landmarks are used as “clues of identity 

and even structure.” Campus landmarks can guide pedestrian wayfinding through a 

sprawling campus such as the UA, and inform pedestrians of the identity of a district, 

creating a sense of place. (Lynch, 1960, p.47-48) (Campbell, 2009)  

Additionally, there are patterns observed that correlate with people talking on the outskirts of 

pedestrian flow but sitting in the middle of pedestrian flow, “Rarely do people stop to talk in the 

middle of a large open space…people also tend to sit in the mainstream — sometimes making it 

difficult for others to get around them” (Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 1980). 

Wayfinding 

Effective pedestrian flow can also be described through the theory of way-finding, which is a 

“pedestrian’s ability to move through cities.”  “…a structured mental process, which integrates 

the perceived information about spatial layouts and settings into a total representational whole or 

a ‘mental image’” (Abu-Obeid, 1998, p.160). Way-finding illustrates how a person’s view of 

their space reflects their social situation, and how pedestrians conceptualize outdoor spaces  

(Lynch, 1960). Well known Urban Planner, Kevin Lynch, describes this mental image as, “ the 

quality of the pedestrian’s visual and physical experience, and the pedestrian response to the 

built environment” (Lynch, 1960). Metal Image consists of three inseparable elements; “direct 

perception—involving the sensual experience of space, cognition—involving the comprehension 

of the environment on the grounds of values and acquired knowledge, and evaluation—

assessment of the existing environment, conceptions of an ‘ideal environment,’ comparison and 

declaration of preference” (Zmudzinska-Nowak, 2003, p.24). Since universities are usually 

contained rather than spread out, the design of spaces at the UA need to portray a metal image 

that meets a high range of users, such as academic, commercial or residential. 
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Linkage 

To understand the importance of properly designed streets and routes in and around outdoor 

public spaces that encourage social interactions, we look again to Jane Jacobs’s planning 

methods in cities: “A city street equipped to handle strangers, and to make a safety asset…as the 

streets of successful city neighborhoods always do, must have three main qualities” (Carchman, 

Hammond, & Reeser, 2017). 

1.  There must be a clear demarcation between what is public space and what is private 

space. Public and private spaces cannot ooze into each other as they typically do in 

suburban settings or in projects. 

2. There must be eyes upon the street, eyes belonging to those we might call the natural 

proprietors of the street. The buildings on a street equipped to handle strangers and to 

insure the safety of both residents and strangers, must be oriented to the street. They 

cannot turn their backs or blank sides on it and leave it blind. 

3. Sidewalks must have users on it fairly continuously, both to add to the number of 

effective eyes on the street and to induce the people in buildings along the street to watch 

the sidewalks in sufficient numbers. Nobody enjoys sitting on a stoop or looking out a 

window at an empty street. Large numbers of people entertain themselves, off and on, by 

watching street activity.” (Carchman, Hammond, & Reeser, 2017) 

 

 

 

 



Social Interactions in UA Outdoor Public Spaces 16 

Methodologies 

To correctly identify the ideal outdoor social space for students, this capstone will first 

consider the three areas on the UA campus in relation to the review paper, Criteria for Public 

Open Space Enhancement to Achieve Social Interaction which outlines that a successful “social” 

space is defined by people interacting with each other and the space itself (Salih & Ismail 2017). 

The three public spaces were chosen to facilitate the research on three constant parameters: size, 

location, and accessibility. Additionally, the sites are specifically chosen to compare their ability 

to promote social interaction and utilization through five components: placement, usage, 

image/design, elements, and access. Each site will be observed for the amount of social 

interactions between patrons and then ranked based on the criteria of the five aspects.  

 

Parameters of the Three Sites 

 The efficiency of these five aspects for each site will be determined by counting the 

number of social interactions and relating them to the types of utilization of these interactions. 

Although the sites are similar and contain all five aspects, they differ in the utilization and 

circumstance of those aspects. All three sites are between 15,000-25,000 square feet in area of 

open space and are located on or near the University of Arizona campus. Each site has at least 

two main transportation/pedestrian routes 

(sidewalks, streets, bike paths) in order to enter the 

space. Also, all three sites have space for three 

different user groups to interact: an individual, small 

groups of two to four, and groups of five or more. 

The area of green space for each site is between 

10,000 square feet to 15,000 square feet and has 

more than 10 trees. There are more than 

five apparatuses that are specifically for 

seating, and there is at least one piece of art at each site. Finally, each site has some circler 

design use of space, whether that be of natural materials (grass, ground cover) or hard-scape 

(cement, tiles, brick). A circular shape facilitates movement around the space and helps develop 

a community feel (Salih & Ismail 2017). The three areas on campus that will be discussed are the 

Figure 2: University of Arizona map A) Women’s Plaza of 

Honor, B) Highland Bowl, C) University Services Courtyard 

Source: University of Arizona Maps (2019) 
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Bowl Park on Highland, the Women’s Plaza of Honor near the Chemistry Building, and the 

Plaza behind the Marriott Hotel.   

Using social interaction as the constant, each area will be observed at two different times 

of day, between 11:00am to 1:00pm and 3:00 pm to 5:00pm, for the number of social 

interactions which includes, “looking, listening and talking …activities which determine the 

quality of open space” (Salih and Ismail 2017). The data will then be used to compare and 

contrast the three areas for the quality of the five aspects of each space. 

 

Women’s Plaza of Honor:  

The Women’s Plaza of Honor is located in the heart of the University of Arizona campus, 

between Centennial Hall, the Haury Building, and the south wing of the Arizona State Museum. 

It forms a passageway between these 

buildings from South Campus Drive and 

East University Blvd. The plaza’s 

conception was based on the UA 

Department of Gender and Women’s 

Studies initiative to celebrate the lives and 

accomplishments of women in Arizona and 

throughout the world. The project for the 

plaza was started in 1998 and fully built in 

2004-2005 (University of Arizona 

Women's Studies Department, 2014). According to the Women’s Plaza of Honor website, it was 

“built in this particular area because his site offered substantial space and visibility; furthermore, 

the co-chairs were delighted by the idea of transforming an underutilized and untidy area of the 

University into a monument to women’s accomplishments.” (University of Arizona Women's 

Studies Department, 2014). People from all the surrounding colleges (Archeology), as well as the 

Cochise and ROTC dorms, use this walkway and shortcut to get to Old Main. The plaza’s 

purpose was to “offer alumni, employees and students of the University of Arizona, members of 

the community, and people everywhere the opportunity to commemorate outstanding women.” 

(University of Arizona Women's Studies Department, 2014).   

Figure 3: Women’s Plaza of Honor, Concept Design plan view  
Source: UA News, n.d. 
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Site Specific Aspects and Circumstances: 

The Women’s Plaza has an area of 21,000 square feet in area and about half, 10,000 

square feet, is green space. This area lands in the middle of the three measurements for open 

space and green space. The main people using this space are students who are coming/going to 

class and faculty who work in the nearby university buildings. The space is most active during 

the day on weekdays when class is in session between 8:00am to 6:00pm, and has little activity 

on the weekends. The entrance of the plaza is large and round with many places to sit under the 

large white statue pillars, which act as seating. The end of the plaza is much more narrow than 

the entrance, making it more appropriate for walking and shortcutting. There are two main 

entrance points, one on East University and one on East South Campus Drive. The landscaping 

of the site is intentionally manicured with two large flower beds at the entrance of the site, and 

around 25 medium-to-large trees lining the outside of the walkway. There is a variety of plants 

such as sago palms, birds of paradise, cactus and colorful flowers at the entrance. Both entrances 

and the walk-way have 

ample shade and there are 

also six benches surrounding 

the walkway that allow for 

students and faculty 

relaxation or studies. Both 

entrances lead to and from 

the street, which allows for 

people to enter and exit the 

space from the road. The 

entrance also has multiple 

pathways about 30 feet away 

from each other to offer 

more space for patrons to walk. In addition to the large white statue pillars, there are multiple 

aspects of art in the space, including small, colorful tile leafs that are built into the cement 

flooring of the plaza, whose purpose it to, “honor specific women whose pictures and stories can 

be electronically accessed on the Women’s Plaza of Honor web page and at a kiosk in the Plaza.” 

(University of Arizona Women's Studies Department, 2014).   

Figure 4: Women’s Plaza of Honor entrance view  
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Strengths and Limitations 

The Women’s Plaza of Honor is very close to University Blvd., Old Main, and student 

housing, which makes it a walkable space for students to get to other areas on/around campus. 

Also, new memorial leaves can be put in as time goes on, so the plaza is constantly changing as 

new names are added, this creates a developmental and playful element (University of Arizona 

Women's Studies Department, 2014). The fact that it is a celebration of local women adds a 

socio-emotional element that draws people to the space. The plaza is different than the other two 

spaces because it is more functional than recreational. It is used specifically as a walkway for 

those who need to get from one part of campus to an opposite section. It also has great strength 

in the amount of colorful and lush landscaping that contrasts with it is white pillars at the 

entrance. Some of the limitations are in its shape and design. Since it was built to be more of an 

elongated pathway type plaza, it often colorful and lush landscaping gets congested because it is 

quite narrow due to the two adjacent buildings on either side of the plaza walkway. Also, since 

the entrance is circular in shape, it cam can get hot in the middle of the day because it is not 

shaded. The plaza competes with other large common green areas in the center of the main 

campus, including the Main Mall and the Historic Fountain area.  

 

 Highland Quad “Bowl”: 

The Highland Quad or “Bowl” is a recreational grass space nestled between the Highland 

District between the Highland Commons, Laboratory of Tree Ring Research, and several dorms 

such as Ville Del Puente and Posada San Pedro. The master architectural design plan of the 

Highland District where the Bowl is located was inspired by vernacular of the Gould-Simpson 

Building (Moule and Polyzoides: Architects and Urbanists, 2019). Although the district has “a 

number of courtyards and gardens sited around passive cooling wind towers, fostering 

sustainability, security and outdoor living,” the Highland Bowl is noticeably one of the only open 

green spaces for students to congregate (Moule and Polyzoides: Architects and Urbanists, 2019). 

The Bowl contrasts greatly with the dense, closely placed, tall, residential and commercial 

buildings of brick surrounding it. Its name refers to the slight slant as one moves closer to the 

middle of the green space, creating a slanted spherical type shape.  
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Site Specific Aspects and Circumstances: 

 

The Bowl is at 23,000 square feet in area and most of it, 18,000 square feet, is green 

space, making it the largest out of the three spaces being examined. The majority of people using 

this space are students who live in the surrounding areas and faculty who work in the nearby 

university buildings. The space is most active during the day on weekdays when university life is 

most active; this space has a lot of interactions that correlate directly with student life since it is 

adjacent to university dormitories. Users can enter the green space from any direction, but there 

are four main routes for pedestrian flow. There are two routes coming diagonally from 4th Street 

to the North, and two routes coming diagonally from 6th Street through the South. In the Bowl 

space, one can observe students studying, playing games, and relaxing. The Bowl is the main 

contributor of the overall 

main walkway entering the 

Highland District at the UA, 

but one does not need to 

enter the space in order to 

get into the district. There 

are seven separate benches 

under several large trees. 

There is also ample sitting 

space around the perimeter 

of the bowl that are used 

simultaneously as steps. 

This area is heavily shaded 

with around 12 acacia trees 

surrounding the space, along with trees scattered on the outskirts of the quad. The center green 

space of the quad does not have a lot of shade for this reason. Bermuda grass covers the majority 

of the space, with a few shrubs and flowerpots under the trees. There is a public art piece located 

on the northwestern area of the entrance that is titled Table of the Sun by sculptor John Young.  

Figure 5: Highland Bowl and District Concept Design plan view  
Source: Moule and Polyzoides: Architects and Urbanists (2019) 
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Site Strengths and Limitations  

Some strengths of this site include a large amount of recreational green space, which is 

inviting and comforting for users. It is also one of the only green spaces in that part of campus, 

which draws people other than those who live in the area. It has the most sitting space of the 

three sites discussed and the seating is multi-purpose. One of the major limitations is the Central 

Heating and Refrigeration Plant to the north that constantly produces noise, which detracts from 

the serenity of the park (Moule and Polyzoides: Architects and Urbanists, 2019). Similar, to the 

Women’s Plaza, the center of the space is not shaded, so the middle space is less utilized when 

there are uncomfortably hot temperatures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University Services Building Courtyard: 

The green courtyard space nestled between four main streets that feed into campus: 

University Boulevard to the south, Euclid to the west, 2nd Street to the north and Tyndall Ave to 

the east. The space is on the east side of the University Services Building, behind the 

Marriott Hotel. The people who use this space are UA faculty who work at the University 

Services Building, students walking to main campus or university from the Off-Campus Student 

Apartments four blocks down, and people who work in the area (like at Pei-Wei or CVS whose 

alley-ways line the public space).  

Figure 6: People sun-bathing and talking at Highland Bowl  
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Site Specific Aspects and Circumstances: 

The courtyard is about 17,000 feet in area and has 10,000 square feet of green space, 

making it the smallest space out of the three spaces being examined.  It has four routes for people 

to enter the space on foot. The main route that crosses north to south from 2nd Street to 

University is the most used path, since people often walk to shortcut to University Boulevard. 

from the student apartments or university buildings on north Tyndall. The other route is opposite, 

from west Euclid and east Tyndall.  The latter is through the alleyways behind various 

commercial buildings on university Blvd, so it is more secluded, narrow, and less used. Users 

can enter the green space through any route once entering the plaza. The buildings around the 

space are most active weekdays from 10:00am to 5:00pm, which is when most of the buildings 

are open; thus, the space is 

noticeably busier when 

these buildings are open. 

Additionally, the space is 

greatly utilized around 

lunch (from 11:30am-

1:00pm) because that is 

when most people near the 

space have a break in the 

day. The border of the 

space is lined with twelve 

or so native Mesquite trees 

that average about 20 feet 

wide. The space is covered 

with short Bermuda grass, but it seems to die off in the winter. The space is also lined with three 

benches, near the east and west sections of the outdoor space. People can be observed sitting, 

eating lunch, or taking a smoke break. There is ample shade covering the space, and there is 

public art statue made of metal at the southern tip of the green area. The space is about 20,000 

square feet in area. The pallet of materials used are green space, marble for the women statues, 

and tiles for the memorial pieces.  

 

Figure 7: Courtyard from 2nd street entrance on Tyndall, two students walking a dog 
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Strengths and Limitations 

This space is slightly different from the other two spaces because of its location on the 

outskirts of campus. Therefore, there is a higher variety of users from the surrounding 

residential, commercial, and academic buildings. The courtyard is also shaded thoroughly 

through the middle of the space so temperatures do not effect the usage as much. It also has a 

high ratio of open space compared to the total area. Some of the limitations include its seclusion 

in access, and how much of the pedestrian flow is in alleyways or less-known routes. 

Additionally, it is less aesthetically pleasing than the alternative sites as it lacks bright 

landscaping and color. Overall the benches, art and aesthetics seem dated.  

Observation and Data  

Three public spaces at the University of Arizona, the Highland Bowl, the University 

Services Building, and the Women’s Plaza of Honor, were observed for social interactions from 

1:00 PM to 2:00 PM in the first two weeks of February 2020. It was between 60-70 degrees and 

sunny. The Highland Bowl’s observation on Monday, February 3rd, yielded an average 

interaction time (more than one minute) of 10.7 minutes and was the highest average stay time of 

the three sites. The Longest patron’s usage observed was 40 minutes, followed by 27 minutes 

and 24 minutes. The second site, observed on Tuesday, February 4rd, was the University Services 

Building Courtyard. The average interaction time spent at this site was 5.5 minutes and was the 

lowest averaging stay time out of the three sites observed. The longest using patron’s stay was 12 

minutes, followed by two patrons who stayed for 10 minutes. The last site, observed on Monday, 

February 10th, was the Women’s Plaza of Honor. The average interaction time spent at this site 

was 10.2 minutes, and the three longest using patrons were all at the site for 35 minutes. 

Additionally, the hour long observation period was recorded for each site in a time-lapse video to 

collect and recall further data. The time-lapse video’s purpose is to capture innate behavior, 

movement, and interactions of patrons at these three sites.  
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Spatial Usage  

Socializing, Activity and Age 

At site one, the Highland Bowl, 50% of the people observed were on their phones in the 

space, whereas 40% were observed doing homework/reading/on their laptop or eating lunch. 

10% were observed leisurely using the 

area or talking with each other. 95% of 

the users of the space seemed to be 

students 18-29 years of age (since the 

Highland Bowl is directly adjacent to 

student residential buildings, the student 

health center, and classroom buildings). 

The professors or other public users used 

the space for work or leisure. Additionally, 10% of the people in this space were interacting with 

each other (1 or more people) for 5 minutes.  

In the courtyard of the University Services Building, 40% of the people observed were on 

their phones in the space, whereas the other 60% were observed doing work or leisurely waiting 

in the area. This differed from a larger majority of people eating lunch or doing homework in the 

other spaces observed. There was a higher percentage of users in space between 18-29 years of 

age and adults ages 30-50 than 

that of the highland bowl. This 

difference could be attributed to 

the greater variety of buildings 

surrounding the bowl, like the 

university services building 

(which is mostly used for 

administration and office space) 

and the surrounding stores and 

restaurants that host a wider variety of ages, types, and activities. Since there was lower average 

interaction time spent, this study’s observations can conclude that the wider variety of 

surrounding buildings and spaces does not produce higher interactions in a university public 

space. Also, there seemed to be the same percentage of people interacting with each other as the 

Figure 8: highland bowl users, pedestrian routes & parameter  

Figure 9: University Service Building (USB) users, pedestrian routes & parameter 
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Highland Bowl, but for a lower amount of time. This could be attributed to people waiting for 

short-term periods before meetings or work around the space, rather than for long term work or 

leisure.  

The longest using patrons at site three, the Women’s Plaza of Honor, were either sitting 

under the orange trees near the middle of the plaza or on the right side of the entrance of 

University Boulevard, near the benches underneath the white statues. This site had the largest 

variety of patron’s usage, 26.8 percent of the people observed were doing homework or reading: 

another 26.8 percent were observed 

leisurely interacting with the space 

or listening to music. Then, another 

30.7 percent were on their phone, 

and 15.5 percent were meeting for 

work in the University Services 

Building. There was also a high 

variability of ages at this site, 50% 

of the users of the space seemed to 

be students 18-29 years of age, 25% were adults 30-50 either professors or other public users 

who used the space for work or leisure, and 25% were users that were 50+. This was different 

than the other sites observed. It is also worth noting that this group of ages 50+ were all using the 

space for reading or leisure, and four out of the five of this age group were women. There was 

also the largest group interacting in the space compared to the other sites, which was 3 people at 

1:24 PM (who seemed to be meeting for business purposes as they were taking notes). 

Place, Design and Image 

Green space, Open space, and Shade 

Two of the three of the longest usage patrons at the Highland Bowl were interacting on 

the southern section of the space leaning against concrete benches in the grass doing homework, 

on their laptop, etc. The third was fully on the benches on the east section of the space also on 

her laptop. None of the long term users (who spent five or more minutes in the space,) interacted 

in the center of the space, they all were on the outside of the bowl. People also seemed to 

congregate where there were other people in clumps, rather than sitting completely isolated in a 

Figure 9: Women’s Plaza users, pedestrian routes & parameter 
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section of this site. Additionally, people rarely sat in direct sunlight. Shade was a big factor in the 

areas people interacted for more than five minutes.  

At the University Services Building Courtyard, all three of the longest usage patrons were 

sitting on the benches on the outskirts, 

either smoking or using their phone. The 

majority of the people seemed to be 

waiting in this site for shorter periods (1-

5 minutes). No one interacted in the 

center of the space; all of the people 

observed interacting with this site were 

either sitting or standing on the outskirts 

of the walkway. There was little green 

space in the area; the grass in the center of the space was mostly dead. The highest concentration 

of people observed were standing or sitting in the shade cover from the overhead trees on 

perimeter walkway of the center open space.  

Almost everyone who was interacting at the Women’s Plaza of Honor was sitting in the 

shaded areas (it was a hot day). People could be seen moving to different areas to follow the 

shade as the sun moved throughout the day (screenshot). Also, contrary to the other sites, there 

were more (5+) people sitting just 

leisurely enjoying the space without 

doing homework or other activities. It 

appeared to be a more reflective, 

pensive space than the other sites 

observed. There was also more of a 

variety of areas in this space (orange 

grove, benches lining entrance and 

exit, statue section), whereas the other 

sites had less of a variety. The highest 

concentration of people observed were 

interacting at the University Boulevard entrance and under a patch of orange trees near the 

center-right side of the site.  

Figure 10: Person sitting behind trashcan at USB 

Figure 11: Person sitting and reading under trees at Women’s Plaza  
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Elements  

Seating and Art 

 What was particularly intriguing about the Highland Bowl was the different manners in 

which patrons interacted with the seating, steps, and benches. The concrete steps at the north and 

south ends were not only sat on, but leaned against, laid on, and used for resting personal items. 

85% of the patrons during observation used the benches 

or steps when interacting with the space. The two types 

of seating in this space are eight original metal benches 

surrounding the perimeter of the site, and two areas of 

cement steps at the northern and southern ends of the 

space. These areas have ample shade and connect 

with lush green grass in the middle of the bowl. The art pieces on the outskirts of the space also 

act as seating (although they directly say “no sitting”). Patrons of the site were seen sitting and 

leaning on the two art pieces. Additionally, people were observed talking on the phone and 

waiting near these art pieces, and they doubled as a landmark in the space.   

The majority of the people (60%) at the University Services Building Courtyard, were 

sitting in the space on the benches and seating 

area only, the rest were standing. The benches 

were standard metal, and there was also a concrete 

sitting area on the university entrance that doubled 

as planters for the trees.  There was an art piece 

near the entrance that I saw no interactions with. It 

seemed relatively unnoticeable, for it was not near the walkways of the space.  

There are four art installations on-site at The Women’s Plaza of Honor, the highest 

amount out of the three sites. The white marble 

women statues at the University Blvd entrance also 

act as sitting spaces that 19% of the users interacted 

in. There are also two other statues at the entrance of 

the walkway into the space, and a green metal 

structure that mimics a tree in the middle section of 

the plaza. The (10 or so) benches are also unique in 

Figure 12: Person sitting at Highland bowl steps 

Figure 11: USB bench  

bBenchench 

Figure 12: Leaf bench at front of women’s plaza 
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that they are ornate and have green leaf cut out that match the theme of memorial leaf tiles that 

scatter the ground of the plaza.  

Access and Linkage  

Foot traffic and Transportation 

 Over fifteen people were observed shortcutting through the 

Highland Bowl, and countless others were walking around the 

area since it is a busy crossroads of university students, faculty, 

and community members going to the rec center, the residential 

halls, or many other university buildings. People were also 

observed biking, riding scooters, and golf carts near the area.  

At the University Services Courtyard, 

20 or so people used the space to walk through 

in groups ranging from 1 person to 8 people. 

These people were primarily bringing food, or 

items (food, clothes, groceries, etc.) back from 

University Blvd, walking dogs, or walking back 

from class. There were two bikers observed, 

and five or so people Birding or skateboarding. 

There was a high variety of foot traffic and people passing through the space.  

There was very high foot traffic at the Women’s 

Plaza of honor. Around 20 or so people were walking 

through, primarily students going from one side of 

campus to another. Although the site said “walk bikes,” 

there were (2-3) people biking and scooting through the 

plaza. People would also often stop for less than a 

minute in the space to converse with friends.  

 

 

 

Figure 13: walking through highland 

bowl 

Figure 14: Person walking dog through USB 

Figure 15: People walking through plaza 



Social Interactions in UA Outdoor Public Spaces 29 

Results 

 
 

Based on the observations and average time of this study, it shows that the Highland 

Bowl was most successful because it had the longest average interaction time of the three sites. 

However, the Women’s Plaza of Honor had the highest number of interactions overall, the 

largest group interactions, and the highest diversity of placement when where people interacted; 

this could also be deemed as successful. The 

themes found between these two sites were how 

comfortable people were in the space, and the 

variety of areas for people to interact; this directly 

related to how long patrons spent their time. Both 

sites had a variety of different places for people to 

interact: The Women’s Plaza had diverse sections 

of benches at the entrance near art, in the middle of 

the space under fruit trees, and benches scattered 

along the walkways which were all under shade. 

Shade was an important factor, as one patron was 

Figure 17: Graph of results from observations of 3 chosen sites 

Figures 17&18 person doing homework at 1:15 

and moves to the next bench at 1:21 until 1:45 
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observed moving from one bench to another after 5 minutes, to follow the shade. The plaza also 

had the white marble art statues for additional seating to create cohesiveness at the University 

Boulevard entrance. The Highland Bowl had shaded metal benches all along the parameter of the 

space, and concrete steps at the north and south end. These concrete slab benches had multiple 

uses; people could rest against as they laid on the grass, or could use them as seating. The ample 

green space in both sites created a welcoming environment that seemed to be kept up well.  This 

contrasts with the lack of green space at the University Services Building Courtyard, which 

seemed dull and forgotten. The University Services Building Courtyard was less successful, as it 

was reflected in the lower average interaction time. There is less variety of spaces to interact in at 

the site, and there is less variety of seating. Although all the seating was in the shade around the 

parameter, it lacked comfort and interest as it was run down, and the art was not easily visible in 

the space.  

The key takeaways from the results of the study 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.) had an effect on the success of people using these spaces.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how a sustainable, more focused style of 

outdoor space can be designed; thus influencing positive emotional/social learning in university 

life. Then, perhaps the project could be expanded to a larger scope to all academic levels of 

learning and education. The results found through observations of the University of Arizona 

public spaces support a concept discussed earlier in this paper: diversity and connectives within 

university communities. The five aspects discussed in Salih & Ismail review paper of placement, 

usage, image/design, and elements, and access, all supported social interactions in public spaces 

within this study. However, having high quality and a variety of these aspects within public 

spaces at the University of Arizona, related on a more specific level to how successful or 

unsuccessful the sites observed were in terms of social interaction.  

 If public spaces are not planned to facilitate human interaction, they lose their purpose. 

Even more so, the quality and up-keep of this purpose is as important as the initial planning of a 

public space. By continuing to plan with a variety of users in mind, university public spaces can 

promote more efficient and sustainable social systems on campus. Planning spaces could then 
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represent a greater whole of interests and overall well being in the campus community, an echo 

of inclusion and connectives that Jane Jacobs sought in her 1940s vision of a thriving city. 

Limitations and Future Work: 

The limitations of this study was primarily time and manpower. Only one observation 

date was taken for each of the three sites. Additionally, the difference in weather and outlying 

circumstances (school events, work events etc.) when observing the spaces could have effected 

the interaction number. Not all of the outdoor public spaces on the University Campus were 

included in this study because only one person was taking the data. Future work could include 

addressing all the outdoor public spaces on the University of Arizona Campus and with multiple 

observation dates, if the study was adjusted for a longer period of time.  
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