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ABSTRACT 
 

College and university student unions are multi-million dollar investments that 

began to emerge on the campuses of institutions in the early 20th century.  These 

investments are not only facilities that provide utility, but they represent an 

institution’s commitment to community.  The concept of the “third place” developed 

by Ray Oldenburg is used to describe locations that serve as an alternative to a home 

or work environment where individuals spend most of their social time.  Utilizing this 

concept, this study analyzed participants’ use and behaviors within six public spaces 

within the Texas Tech University Student Union.  These six public spaces were the 

Gathering Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food 

Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces.   

 The research questions that guided the study sought to address to what degree 

participants utilized the Student Union facility as a third place, whether or not there 

were relationships between the physical characteristics of a public space and the types 

of behaviors participants demonstrated there, and whether or not the way the facility 

was currently utilized aligned with the intentions of the facility renovations of the six 

public spaces in 2006.  

 A researcher-developed survey was used for data collection.  Descriptive 

statistics were used to address the research questions.  The results of the analysis 

indicated that student participants believed that the Texas Tech University Student 

Union contains the qualities that make it an environment suitable to serve as a third 
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place.  The results also revealed that it serves as a third place for many of the 

participants of the study.  Participants indicated they utilized three of the public 

spaces, the West Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, and the Student Organization 

Cubicle spaces, in ways that mirrored their intended purposes.  Three spaces, the 

Student Union Courtyard, Gathering Pavilion, and East Basement, were not utilized in 

a manner congruent with the intentions of the renovations. 

There is limited comparative research on student union facility design and 

actual student use.  College administrators and those that operate student unions can 

benefit from the results of this research study.  The results contribute to the literature 

on the design and intentions of college and university student union facilities. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Student union facilities are multi-million dollar investments for a vast majority 

of colleges and universities.  Butts (1971) and the Association on College Unions 

International (ACUI; 2008 &2009) both recognized the importance of the role that 

these buildings have on college and university campuses as not only facilities, but also 

as symbols for community building and commitment to the students.  According to 

ACUI (2009), the role of the college union is described as the proverbial living room 

through which interaction between members of the campus community occurs. ACUI 

(2009) also asserted, “the union provides services and conveniences that members of 

the college community need in their daily lives and creates an environment for getting 

to know and understand others through formal and informal associations” (Role of the 

College Union, 2009, para. 4).  ACUI attributed facilities as a component of 

institutions that cultivate a sense of “enduring loyalty to the college” (Role of the 

College Union, 2009, para. 5).  These claims support the importance of student unions 

on college campuses being designed with the students’ thoughts, feelings, opinions, 

and wellbeing in mind. 

Research on institutional infrastructure revealed the importance of the physical 

environment and the impact it has on student behavior and institutional culture.  The 

research of Kuh and Whitt (1988), Manning (1993), and Kuh (1993) all relate 

architecture and facility design to the culture of an institution’s campus.  Kuh (1993) 
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specifically referenced the importance of evaluating whether an institution provided 

the support, whether physically, fiscally, or both, to supplement the stated values and 

goals that it shares with the campus community.  If an institution created a student 

union with the purpose of creating community and improving the quality of life of the 

students as purported by ACUI (2009), then it would be advantageous to determine if 

the facilities that exist to serve these functions are doing so. 

Oldenburg (1989) developed the concept of the third place.  The third place is 

an alternative to a home or work location, which serves as a place for individuals to 

socialize and interact in a neutral environment in which they feel a sense of comfort.  

The third place he described was one where a regular crowd was able to form and 

come together on common ground.  The roles that ACUI (2009) described for the 

development of community on a campus and the characteristic of a third place 

outlined by Oldenburg (1989), are remarkably similar because both of these focus on 

an inclusive and welcoming environment that is pleasant for the individuals that 

frequent it. 

Statement of the Problem 

Texas Tech University’s Student Union is a unique entity facing a major 

problem.  Since the completion of its renovation and expansion in 2006, the facility 

has experienced a tremendous amount of growth in its volume of usage.  

Administrators of the Student Union have received many requests for meeting rooms 

and events to be held within the facility, but have had to deny these due to the lack of 

space available.  There has also been interference with pedestrian traffic in the main 
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corridor of the facility due to the waiting queues at the retail venues.  It is an 

assumption of the facility administrators and current employees that the Student Union 

has already outgrown itself.  It is speculated that the renovated facility provides an 

environment that better serves student needs, but more analysis of the reasons for the 

increase in student usage needs to be conducted.   

Texas Tech University (TTU) has strategic initiatives in place to grow their 

student enrollments by 10,000 by the year 2020. According to the strategic plan of the 

university, “[Texas Tech] will grow and diversify [its] student population in order to 

improve higher education participation and supply a well-equipped, educated 

workforce for the State of Texas” (Texas Tech University, 2010, p. 58). As Texas 

Tech pushes to grow enrollments to 40,000 students by the year 2020, the conditions 

at the Student Union will continue to worsen.  The university will have to evaluate its 

students’ needs of the facility to ensure that students are well served.  The options 

available to the institution for the renovation and expansion of the facility need to be 

carefully evaluated to determine how they can best meet the needs of an evolving 

student population. 

TTU has also taken measures to research their own campus to better 

understand how to make improvements and foster appealing environments.  During 

the summer of 2008, the institution commissioned a master planner to conduct focus 

groups with members of the TTU community to determine ways in which the physical 

environments of the campus could be more engaging.  After three days of focus 

groups, the architectural company compiled a list of suggestions for consideration for 
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future campus renovations.  A report that incorporated the results of the focus groups 

suggested that any future modifications to the campus would benefit students if similar 

services were grouped together.  The recommendations advocated for allowing excess 

spaces in the creation of new hallways to encourage formal and informal seating and 

study areas, and incorporating more shared spaces in close proximity to classrooms 

and computer labs.  By incorporating these elements, it was determined that the level 

of student engagement within the public spaces could be improved. 

Texas Tech University not only provides an interesting case study about 

outgrown facilities, but it is also a unique opportunity for college administrators to 

evaluate what worked well and what did not work with the previous facility renovation 

and expansion of the Student Union.  As the university looks at options for future 

facility expansion, coupling the knowledge of the role of the college student union and 

the research regarding the design and layout of physical environments would be a 

logical way to begin the process. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of the usage 

patterns of students that utilize the Texas Tech University Student Union, and to 

analyze the relationships between spaces and the activities and behaviors of students 

within these areas.  The researcher intended to examine the specific physical qualities 

of the environments of the public spaces available for student use, as well as to 

identify if relationships existed between the public spaces and patterns of behaviors.  

The study provided information about student usage and behaviors within the TTU 
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Student Union that will be useful to facility administration and staff for consideration 

when investigating future expansion opportunities and needs. 

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1.      As an alternative to being primarily at home and work, to what degree do 

students utilize the Student Union facility at Texas Tech University as their 

third place? 

2.      Is there a relationship between the physical characteristics of a public space 

in the Texas Tech University Student Union facility and the type of behavior 

students demonstrated in the space? 

3.    Based on the design of the renovation and expansion of the Texas Tech 

Student Union in 2006, do students utilize the Student Union Gathering 

Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food 

Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces for their 

intended purposes? 

Definition of Terms 

The key terminology utilized in research surrounding student union facilities 

that could provide for a more holistic understanding of the concepts covered in this 

research study are listed below: 
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Student Union: a facility and organization that is located on a college or university 

campus that formally serves as a community center for the students, faculty, staff, and 

alumni of an institution. 

The Third Place:  describes a location in which individuals can meet in a location for 

informal interaction and on neutral ground.  Common locations that serve this function 

in American society are pubs and coffee shops in which a regular crowd can develop. 

Campus Culture: the product of the interplay between prominent features of the 

college or university and the physical environment (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). 

Student Union Gathering Pavilion:  a location in the Student Union facility at Texas 

Tech University that was added during the construction project that was completed in 

2006.  The Gathering Pavilion was intended to serve as a noisy gathering space for 

students and is located on the northwest corner of the facility.  The intended use is 

how the Gathering Pavilion received its name. 

Student Union Courtyard:  a location in the Student Union facility at Texas Tech 

University that was renovated in the most recent construction phase that was 

completed in 2006.  This space was designed to fulfill the need for a formal lounge 

space and also can be adapted to serve as a pre-function space for events hosted in the 

Allen Theatre.  This location is located between the two largest meeting rooms of the 

facility and is adjacent to a hallway with significant foot traffic. 
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West Basement: a location in the Student Union facility at Texas Tech University that 

was renovated in the most recent construction phase that was completed in 2006.  This 

space is equipped with pool tables and other recreational equipment.   

Union Plaza Food Court:  a location in the Student Union facility at Texas Tech 

University that was renovated in the most recent construction phase that was 

completed in 2006.  The Union Plaza Food Court is located in the northeast corner of 

the facility and is located in close proximity to five of the facility’s food retail options 

for students.  The food court is densely lined with chairs, tables, and booths for 

seating.  Its purpose was to expand eating and food retail areas in the facility. 

East Basement:  a location in the Student Union facility at Texas Tech University that 

was renovated in the most recent construction phase that was completed in 2006.  The 

Student Union East Basement is located on the east side of the facility.  It is located in 

an isolated side of the facility that does not receive heavy foot traffic unless events are 

being hosted in the nearby Allen Theatre.  This location currently serves as office 

spaces for TTU departments.   

Student Organization Cubicle Spaces:  a location in the Student Union facility at 

Texas Tech University that was renovated in the most recent construction phase that 

was completed in 2006.  It is located on the second floor of the facility and was added 

in the expansion to provide a new workspace for student organizations.  The location 

has approximately 65 cubicles that are assigned to a small portion of registered student 

organizations. 
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Significance of the Problem 

 Student unions have served as epicenters for student involvement and activity 

since their creation in the early 20th century.  It is important to understand how 

students utilize these venues because of the significant fiscal investments that colleges 

and universities make to have them constructed and maintained.  The research of the 

Texas Tech University Student Union and the way students utilize the public areas 

within the facility are significant because of these reasons.  TTU renovated their 

Student Union facility in 2005 and reopened it in 2006.  University administrators 

have the unique opportunity to examine the ways that students utilize the newly 

renovated public spaces to make more informed decisions in future renovations.  If a 

feasibility study revealed that there was a deficiency in space that students needed, 

whether it was retail, expanded food options, or social space, understanding the 

current student usage of the existing public areas could provide needed insights for 

future facility designs.   

 In addition to the benefits that this research can provide to TTU, it also 

contributes to the limited literature surrounding college student union facilities.  TTU 

has the ability to gain insight of how their spaces are utilized and can use this 

knowledge in future construction projects.  The results can be useful to other colleges 

and universities considering expansion and renovation of their unions as it provides 

concrete examples of student usage patterns and preferences. According to Webster 

and Sedlacek (1982), empirical research conducted on student union facilities and 

their impact on student life has been a relatively neglected area of study.  While 
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opinion-based publications exist about these facilities, they are often not scholarly in 

nature (Webster & Sedlacek, 1982).  This study will add to the empirical research 

surrounding college student unions. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 Delimitations of the study were: 

1. The study only selected prominent physical spaces of the Texas Tech 

University Student Union facility to investigate.  The researcher selected 

these spaces because each is distinctly different from one another and were 

either renovated or added to the facility in the project that ended in 2006. 

2. The participants were only those students enrolled in the spring 2010 

semester at Texas Tech University. 

The identified limitations in the design of the research study were: 

1. The data collection method for the study was a web-based survey.  This limits 

access to the instrument to individuals that have reliable internet access and a 

computer to participate  

2. The survey was advertised on TechAnnounce, a communication mechanism 

utilized by TTU to post announcements regarding events, activities, policy 

changes, requests, and other school-related communications to the university 

campus.  Individuals that neglected this digest were not aware of the 

invitation to participate. 

3. The survey was available for only a two-week period. 
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Summary 
 

Student union facilities are multi-million dollar investments for a vast majority 

of colleges and universities.  These facilities play an important role on college 

campuses, serving as a common facility for campus interactions to occur.  Chapter I 

detailed an explanation for the rationale for the study by outlining the importance of 

evaluating student usage of public spaces to determine if they are used in the manner 

intended.  Chapter II provides an overview of existing research that pertains to college 

and university student unions and common campus facilities, the role of the student 

union, campus culture, and discussion on the design and aesthetics of public spaces. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Introduction 

 College and university student unions are structures that have existed on 

campuses of educational institutions for many years.  According to Lewis (2003), 

these facilities date back to the early 20th century, and while they are common 

amenities on college and university campuses today, they were not originally part of 

the traditional college campus.  The first student union, Houston Hall at the University 

of Pennsylvania, emerged in 1894 during a surge of the construction of specialized 

buildings, like gymnasiums, on college campuses (Lewis, 2003).  Lewis (2003) 

suggested that the role of this facility offered a new focus that shifted towards a more 

diversified concentration on identity because its function was to serve as a venue with 

a different purpose than existing buildings on campus.  These facilities purposefully 

provided a venue for students to have a social bond and participate in activities instead 

of relying solely on classroom interactions or the faith of a university that often bound 

students together.   

 The role of the college student union has evolved into a tool for recruitment 

and is a staple of campus tours.  It serves as an advertisement for the campus that 

relays information to visitors of the types of students at the college (Lewis, 2003).  

Student unions emerged as college and university student bodies were starting to 
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diversify, but today, the modern student union has introduced drastic changes to 

student life by introducing new technology like wireless internet that allows for a more 

mobile student population (Lewis, 2003).  It is important to understand that the 

historical perspective surrounding their creation has found a way to shape the role that 

these facilities serve. 

The Role of the College Union 

There are many ideas of what a college union is and what it should be.  The 

role and purpose of the college student union was explained by Butts (1971), in The 

College Union Idea: 

The term ‘college union’ implies an organization and a building.  The 

organization, ordinarily composed of students, faculty and alumni, is an 

informal educational medium for individual and group self-discovery and 

expression through a broad program of social and cultural recreation adapted to 

the leisure-time interests and needs of the college community.  The union 

building is the community center-the physical instrument for implementing the 

objectives of the organization and for facilitating a community life. (p. 54) 

This definition of a college union is a good framework to draw from because the idea 

of the space goes beyond the fact that it is a building.  Some students may value the 

convenience of the retail or services housed in the facility, while others may value the 

opportunity to have a common place to meet with their peers.  A true college union is 

much more than that.  It is also comprised of the people and the interactions that take 

place there.  The Association of College Unions International (ACUI) reinforces this.  
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This organization suggested that the union supports the mission of a college or 

university because the programs housed there compliment the academic focus of the 

institution; it is student centered and engages students through participation, and it 

fosters an environment for self-realization through the encouragement of self-directed 

activities (2009). 

 Another key function that a college union serves is that it can aid in the 

creation of a campus community.  ACUI (2008) defined community as, “a broad 

vision for campus life that allows all groups and individuals to learn, grow, and 

develop to their best potential in a challenging yet safe environment” (para. 1).  

According to the association, the elements for building community are (1) 

inclusiveness, (2) an opportunity for a student to transform freely, (3) allowing time 

for individuals to mature to a level where they can accept and respect differences, (4) 

individuals in place who are capable and possess the qualities ideal for community 

building, and (5) an understanding that the process is ever-changing as it seeks 

inclusivity ACUI (2008).  By serving as a venue for the creation of campus 

community, college union employees can instill the critical elements within the 

facilities as outlined by ACUI.  These concepts can be a useful tool for student affairs 

professionals that work within student union facilities on college campuses because 

keeping these elements in mind while working with students can help foster a 

welcoming environment through which students and members of the campus 

community can interact and function healthily.  It is important to recognize that the 

facility itself can be built in a way in which interpersonal communication can happen 
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naturally so that a community can be formed.  By building the facilities with these 

values in mind, institutions can emphasize the institutional commitment to community 

building with a structure that provides a social utility. 

 A deficiency in the literature surrounding student unions is an issue when 

evaluating these facilities.  Webster and Sedlacek (1982) addressed this deficiency 

when they stated: 

 While student unions have been in existence since the early nineteenth 

century, their role in student life has been studied relatively little, and an 

evaluation of that role even less.  While there have been numerous publications 

about student unions, few have been based on research. (p. 48) 

This statement indicates that researchers may have to look into other areas of 

campuses to examine the impact facility construction has on the utilization of public 

spaces.   

Other campus facilities have begun to adopt new services and spaces that 

provide opportunities for students to linger and socialize.  The dynamics of college 

and university libraries have changed over time.  The changes in the roles that libraries 

serve today make them a logical comparison to student unions.  Evidence of this is the 

growing number of coffee shops that are being erected in college and university 

libraries (Waxman, Clemons, & Banning, 2007).  This indication is significant 

because one of the environments that commonly serve as a third place for college-aged 

students is a campus coffee shop (Banning et al., 2006).  According to Waxman et al. 

(2007), “The library has become a social environment, a place to be, and a destination, 
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where students can experience the company of fellow students” (p. 429).  While these 

still differ from college unions, they have begun to serve as a more similar role as the 

college union on college campuses.  A union may also be a good alternative location 

to provide seating and space for group and intimate study rooms because college 

unions and university libraries are more closely beginning to mirror each other as an 

environment appropriate for socialization and learning.  According to Lawson (2003): 

[Libraries] each welcome members of their particular communities regardless 

of age and economic status and provide them with access to information, 

services, and a responsive, usually safe, environment. Traditional libraries 

provide human contact and social experience and strive to foster service, social 

equality, and the appreciation of human individuality. (p. 126-127) 

Lawson’s description of libraries is similar to many of the roles and values of college 

unions that were suggested by ACUI (2008; 2009) and Butts (1971).  This evidence 

indicated that both libraries and student unions are converging on a goal of providing 

community and opportunities for student socialization, interaction and comfort. 

Research about these facilities can help supplement much of the deficiency in 

literature surrounding the utilization of student union facilities. 

A study conducted by Shill and Tonner (2003) researched seating in univeristy 

academic libraries.  The results of their study revealed that many libraries on college 

and university campuses lacked sufficient group and individual seating in their 

facilities.  This study also revealed that 80.7%  of the libraries that participated had 

five or fewer rooms designed for group studying and project work (Shill & Tonner, 
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2003).  The results of the study of spatial needs of libraries provide significant 

information because a student union facility can be utilized as an environment to 

supplement this room deficiency.   

The Third Place 

 “The third place” is a term that was established by Oldenburg (1989) that 

describes a location through which individuals interact socially.  The name “third 

place” references a specific location that individuals prefer to serve as a supplement to 

the home and work environments, the first and second places, in which typical 

Americans occupy a majority of their time.  Oldenburg defined it fluently when he 

stated, “the third place is a generic designation for a great variety of public places that 

host regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals 

beyond the realms of home and work” (1989, p. 16).  Oldenburg (1989) asserted that 

these places vary in importance across cultures, but are prolific and have remained 

prominent in the United States as smaller establishments as urbanization continues. 

 The concept of the third place is a useful tool when considering how to design 

an auxiliary facility on a college campus.  Student Union facilities are designed to 

serve as an environment through which community is fostered.  There are ways to 

incorporate the concepts of these third places into the development of the building 

because the social interactions occurring within third places are aligned with the 

purposes that college unions exist to serve.  According to Banning, Clemons, 

McKelfresh, and Waxman (2006): 
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Within the campus environment, the residential home of the student (residence 

hall, Greek housing, and off-campus) is their first place.  Their second place 

can be viewed as the academic settings of the classrooms and laboratories.  

This leaves much of the campus as a potential third place and a large segment 

of this space falls within the purview of campus auxiliaries. (p. 47) 

Campuses are often viewed as small communities and this creates an environment in 

which the first, second, and third places can all exist in close proximity to one another.  

One of the environments that commonly serve as a third place for college-aged 

students on a campus is a campus coffee shop (Banning et al., 2006).  Student union 

facilities and other auxiliaries can utilize certain design characteristics to mimic coffee 

shop environments for their student patrons. 

 The third places described by Oldenburg (1989) all have similar 

characteristics.  All third places exhibit certain characteristics that are indicative of 

why they work as an environment that allows community and social interaction to 

exist fluidly.  They are areas of neutral ground through which individuals are without 

host obligations and are able to come and go at their leisure.  Oldenburg attributes this 

characteristic to why these informal and communal gatherings within these locations 

are capable of happening more gracefully.  A second characteristic Oldenburg reveals 

is that the third place is a leveler.  This indicated that, within the context of the third 

place, a more clear sense of equality emerges among individuals.  He also specifies 

that in these places, conversation is the primary activity, there is a loyal patronage of 

repeat customers that become familiar, there is a playful mood, and it can serve as a 
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comforting home-like atmosphere (Oldenburg, 1989).  Within the context of a student 

union facility, there are design elements that are believed to be conducive to creating 

an engaging space for students.  In an ideal situation, the student union can be seen as 

a third place for college students where they can interact with one another and build a 

community (ACUI, 2009).  Engaging the students can be a key way to promote and 

instill the values of community while also fulfilling the role that the college union 

serves on a campus. 

Physical Environment and Campus Culture 

 George Kuh and Elizabeth Whitt (1988) described that the interplay between 

an external environment and salient institutional features is how institutional cultures 

are developed on college campus.  These researchers referenced an institution’s 

historical roots, the academic program, a core faculty group, the social environment, 

distinctive themes, and the contribution of individual actors all as salient institutional 

features that are influential.  The architecture that exists on a college or university 

campus, as well as other aspects of physical environment, is an artifact that symbolizes 

and enriches its culture.  Manning (1993) stated, “the creation and maintenance of 

beautiful green spaces, quadrangles, and gathering places [on college campuses] is 

testimony to an institution’s commitment to promoting contemplation and thoughtful 

reflection” (p. 22).  Intentional designing and master planning by university officials 

can allow for universities to influence mood and behavior of students in ways that 

build upon institutional values.  Creating inviting spaces that provide opportunities to 
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linger can be both a quality that shapes institutional culture while promoting 

institutional values that are framed around interpersonal communication and civility. 

 When contemplating renovations of campus facilities, thoughtful reflections of 

the institution and the ways that college and university administrators can identify and 

critically analyze the culture of the institution should occur.  Kuh (1993) stated: 

In thinking about culture, student affairs staff should determine whether they 

have an obligation to address contradictions between what their institution 

espouses (says about itself in publications and public statements but may or 

may not actually do) and what seems to be enacted with regard to the 

philosophy, values, policies, and practices (what people or the institution put 

into practice).  (p. 122) 

The statement reveals a meaningful exercise because it enables campus administrators 

to see where improvements can be made so that they can correct the contradiction in 

what they enact and what they espouse if ever given the opportunity.  An example that 

could have implications for facility design could be a university that provides no areas 

for student organizations to meet, but insists on the importance of student 

involvement. A university must provide reasonable accommodations for these 

meetings to occur if they truly expect for students to see that the university supports 

and encourages the behavior.   

 One consideration for the development of facilities on college campuses is the 

initial impression that the physical appearance of a facility can have on students’ 

perceptions of the institution.  Bennett and Benton (2001) conducted a study that 
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evaluated the associations that first year undergraduate students had with different 

architectural designs on other college campuses.  After participating in the study, the 

results indicated that the first year students more closely associated success and 

stimulation to facilities that incorporated a modern architecture instead of a traditional 

architecture.  These students also linked a superior education with the modern 

architecture.  Architecture contributes to the associations that individuals have with 

their environments.  Understanding the information provided by Bennett and Benton 

(2001) and Kuh and Whitt (1988), concerning culture, can help support the importance 

of the environment and how it can shape student attitudes and perceptions of their 

college campus.  Incorporating the existing institutional culture and values into the 

student union can potentially reinforce these themes. 

Furniture 

Furniture and seating arrangements are very important aspects of how 

individuals interact in a given environment.  Student unions oftentimes serve as 

instructional spaces.  This typically occurs within meeting room spaces of a student 

where a classroom environment can be created to assist with deficiencies in classroom 

facilities of an institution or as a venue where students and professors can host study 

sessions outside of scheduled class times.  According to O’Hare (1998), the flexibility 

that movable furniture provides has been given limited consideration in a classroom 

setting and is often viewed as an excuse to not have well designed furniture in the first 

place.  He goes on to discuss the benefits of well designed seating plans for classroom 

instruction.  The ideal layout for discussion-based teaching is a horseshoe shape, or 
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fan, in which students cannot only interact with the instructor, but with one another 

(O’Hare, 1998).  This information is relevant to student union facility design because 

the meeting rooms and public spaces that appear within the facility are multi-

functional and sometimes serve as classrooms and also as impromptu student 

organization meeting spaces. 

Furniture flexibility is another concept that was addressed in Sabbatini’s 

(2008) engagement study commissioned by Texas Tech University.  The study 

determined planning strategies that could provide information on how to improve the 

level of campus engagement in future construction projects.  According to the study, 

“a variety of seating arrangements, flexible furniture, and a sense of enclosure will 

foster group discussion” (Sabbatini, 2008, p. 2).  The ability to move furniture into a 

desired layout can allow for spaces to be multi-functional.  Whether chairs can be 

grouped together for impromptu meetings between students, or scattered so 

individuals can reflect and study, allowing this flexibility with furniture could be good 

way to let spaces receive increased usage by more individuals. 

When considering the furniture for a space that can serve as a third place for 

students, there are many considerations that must be taken.  According to Waxman, 

Clemons and Banning (2007), there should be a variety of seating types available.  

The researchers also bring attention to the fact that in the context of a coffee shop, a 

variety of different types of seating would be beneficial because some students may 

prefer table space for their laptops and homework while others may prefer comfortable 

chairs and sofas in which they can conduct their business.  Depending on how the 
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managers of the space would like for the patrons to feel, less comfortable chairs and 

smaller tables discourage lingering because they limit the abilities of the persons' 

occupying the space to spread out their books and other belongings while working on 

tasks (Waxman et al., 2007).  These are all important considerations for auxiliary 

facilities on college campuses because there are many areas in which lingering may be 

encouraged and other areas where is may not be as desired.  Filling the spaces with 

types of furniture that encourage or discourage students from lingering is a possible 

result of furniture selection (Waxman et al., 2007).  This is something that should be 

considered when evaluating how administrators, managers, and a planners would like 

for a space to be utilized. 

Waxman et al. (2007) also discussed tables and how they can relate to student 

utilization of a space.  They mentioned: 

Square or rectangular tables are easy to pull together and work better in 

accommodating groups. If the management philosophy includes welcoming 

patrons who linger, tables large enough to spread out a newspaper or books 

would work well. Students in the library often bring laptops with them and 

need enough space for their laptop and books or papers. (p. 431) 

This concept can be taken from libraries and instilled in student unions because their 

function is to serve as an engaging space that fosters communication (ACUI, 2009).  

Furnishing spaces with square tables enables students to rearrange them to meet the 

needs of their groups and would encourage this type of interactions. 
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Another research study conducted by Jamieson, Taylor, Fisher, Trevitt and  

Gilding (2000), evaluated the design in spaces that were learning environments.  

According to the study, “the present approach to facility design emphasizes single 

functions within a facility. New learning environments need to allow for multi-

functionality” (Jamieson et al., 2000, p. 228). Understanding the benefits of room 

layouts is helpful, but having flexibility with seating would be the optimum choice 

because of the versatility and ability to foster customization.  In an environment like a 

student union, the diversity of needs that the facility fulfills warrants flexibility in the 

seating designs.  The concept of arranging the furniture in ways that individuals can 

see each other and communicate in a classroom can be a very important consideration 

that may transfer smoothly to an environment in which students may wish to study in 

groups. Many organizations utilize meetings as opportunities to solicit ideas and 

exchange conversations among members of the group. Discussion-based classroom 

seating is a possible way to position furniture in a layout for some student 

organizations because it encourages communication.  Strategies for arranging furniture 

are not only beneficial to student academics, but they are also in line with Lewis’s 

(2003) suggestion that the roles of student union facilities have evolved provide an 

opportunity for social bond.  There are opportunities to provide and environment 

conducive to help students create a social bond, however, and seating versatility can 

also give institutions alternative options to create learning environments outside of a 

classroom if space is scarce.  
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Safety/Security 

When considering the layout of a space, there are elements discussed by 

Waxman et al. (2007) that are beneficial to consider when evaluating how a space 

could be utilized.  Waxman et al. (2007) stated that architectural design elements can 

be placed in a way that allows students to stake their claim.  They claimed: 

Patrons enjoy being able to select seats that allow them to anchor themselves to 

walls and other architectural features and establish temporary territories.  The 

concept of anchoring in a space reflects the positive feelings that come when a 

space provides an architectural feature that created a feeling of shelter or 

security. (p. 431) 

The researchers also discussed that windows provide an opportunity to both feel a 

sense of anchoring and  the luxury of people-watching.  Strange and Banning (2001)  

discussed territoriality and perceived ownership of physical spaces in public areas 

while also talking about how a space can be seen as “defensible.”  The three basic 

processes through which territoriality contributed to the safety of a campus were  (1) if 

a space looks defended, potential intruders will assume that the inhabitants will 

respond, (2) defensible campus spaces also encourage inhabitants to develop 

relationships with each other which makes it easier to spot intruders, and (3) 

defensible spaces may inhibit crime and vandalism because the inhabitants feel the 

desire to protect their space (Strange & Banning, p. 121). The consideration of  layout 

is important because there is a profound amount of security that is sensed when 

individuals can utilize spaces in ways they can fulfill all of their subconcious cravings. 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

25 

According to Strange and Banning (2001), safety and inclusiveness are viewed as 

prerequisites to forming an environment in which learning can occur. 

A phenomenon discussed by Strange and Banning (2001) related to facility 

design and the relationship between the physical elements and the amount of 

vandalism that occurred.  According to the researchers, “Microgeographic design 

varaibles such as placement of buildings on campus also influences campus crime” 

(Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 117).  They continued to explain that buildings in poorly 

lit areas and the outlying buildings on school grounds that are not easily seen become 

frequent targets of vandalism.  These principles can also be applied to rooms located 

within facilities, as well (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Vandalism and other forms of 

campus crime are needless areas in which money is frequently directed. These 

researchers support that vandalism is preventable, or at least subdued, by well 

designed areas. 

According to Strange & Banning (2001), learning can only occur when 

students feel safe within their environment.  Looking at existing facilities that are well 

secured can also provide insight to design qualities that can make an environment 

more safe.  Griebel and Phillips (2001) investigated courthouse design and security 

precautions that needed to be taken to ensure that a courtroom was a safe environment.  

One thing that the researchers brought attention to was that the furniture, whether 

movable or stationary, should be heavy and difficult to lift and throw.  The use of 

furniture as a weapon is something that should be considered as a safety precaution 

when selecting items to furnish the area (Griebel & Phillips 2001).  While it seems 
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logical that safety precautions should be made in a courtroom environment, it may be 

beneficial to take this advice and apply it to student union facilities to ensure that 

students are provided with a safe environment.  The added safety through purposeful 

planning could allow a student to feel a greater comfort in an environment where they 

can both learn and interact safely with their peers. 

Openness 

The height of ceilings is an area has been shown to correlate with human 

feelings.  The results of a study conducted by Myers-Levy and Zhu (2007) indicated 

that relatively high ceilings are associated with the feeling of freedom.  Feelings of 

confinement and less desirable associations were paired with a room with lower 

ceilings.  These associations, however, typically only occurred when individuals had a 

relatively high awareness of the ceiling height of the room (Myers-Levy & Zhu, 

2007).  Ceiling height is something that could be a key element to the design of a 

facility that is intended for students to feel welcomed and comfortable. 

Crowding is another consideration for design when creating an environment 

that is pleasing and pleasant to interact in.  When Evans, Lepore, and Schroeder 

(1996) discussed their findings in a study about residential crowding, they stated, 

“[the] findings are consistent with previous research showing that a primary 

mechanism for explaining the relationship between residential crowding and 

psychological distress is social withdrawal” (p. 44).  While Student Union facilities 

are not environments in which individuals live, it is still possible that the effects of 

crowding are similar.  An area that is crowded and uncomfortable is not likely to 
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fulfill the role of a third place as described by Oldenburg (1989) because social 

withdrawal is not conducive to community building.  If the space is crowded, it may 

impact the ability of the individuals to socialize because it may encourage or 

exacerbate the withdrawal behaviors suggested by the researchers. 

Privacy 

Privacy is an important area to emphasize in the designing of public spaces.  A 

study conducted about the college library environment revealed information that may 

be beneficial to consider when designing Student Unions. Veatch (1987) uncovered 

information regarding privacy and how it can be employed in a library setting.  

Privacy was not defined as isolating an individual, but allowing the individual to have 

control of the access that others have to him or herself.  He also went on to mention 

that it is important to have the opportunity for individuals to position themselves in a 

way to not have to endure unwanted eye contact (Veatch, 1987).  While this was 

written to describe the workspace of library staff, there are areas in student union 

facilities in which this information could be applied.  Many student unions provide 

workspaces or cubicles for student organization where their members can conduct 

business and take care of various tasks that are necessary for the organization.   

Like staff members in a library, student organizations may need similar 

isolation to conduct the business of their organization.  When setting up student 

organization cubicles and workspaces, it may be beneficial to consider the privacy in 

the planning stages.  It is possible that the open environment would still allow for 

socialization, but allowing the students to have the capability of focusing on work and 
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limiting distractions could also be an advantageous decision.  Harrell (1964) 

conducted a study about the implementation of study cubicles in a medical school and 

evaluated student usage.  The results of this study indicated that the cubicle study 

spaces were well received and utilized by students to study and do schoolwork and 

should be implemented in other disciplines.  The results also legitimize the notion that 

student cubicles and study spaces may be advantageous for individual use instead of 

simply for student organization use. 

Aesthetics 

Ziff (2004) investigated the uses of glass in architecture and the reasons doing 

so may be beneficial considerations in architectural design.   The researcher discussed 

that there is psychological feeling of excitement and exhilaration in a glass 

environment because of the fragile and breakable environment.  Ziff suggested that 

glass could be used to create the appearance of playful ambiguity between privacy and 

what is public.  The use of glass goes far beyond windows, but it still has the 

capability of creating connections within the environment.  According to Ziff (2004):  

Glass was used in Modern architecture as a means to create a visual connection 

between the indoors and outdoors, and as a means to create levels of natural 

light indoors that further enhanced the feeling that there was no material 

boundary between indoors and outdoors.  (p. 14) 

Glass can be used in student facilities to add interest in the interior architecture.  

Waxman et al. (2007) also addressed the benefits of windows.  The researchers claim 

the seats located nearest windows are popular because they enable individuals to see 
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what is going on around them, as well as provides opportunities to people watch.  

Having seating near windows allows this opportunity and provides a position in which 

students can anchor themselves at the same time. 

Glass, however, does have negative properties in construction as well.  

According to Ziff (2004), there is tension when individuals work with glass because it 

is fragile.  He suggests that the fragility can increase desirability, but it also requires 

delicate attention.  Part of the intrigue with glass is the improbability that it will last a 

long time.  There are definitely positive thrills that are associated with mass amounts 

of glass, but it comes at the expense of durability of the material and its overall costs.  

Flooring 

Flooring was an element that was discussed by Waxman et al. (2007) as they 

described the coffee shop environments and the implications for design within those 

contexts. These researchers stated:  

Flooring should be easy to clean, non-slip, and have colours or patterns that 

camouflage soiling that may arise whenever food or drink is served. Flooring 

should be selected that will hold up to high traffic. This study found that wood 

flooring was found most often in third places preferred by students. (2007, p. 

431) 

Thoughtful consideration of flooring materials is an important procedure that has 

implications of how to consider flooring in various kinds of space.  The high-traffic 

nature of a student union facility would make the durability of the floor materials a 

serious consideration.  Having flooring that is forgiving of spills and stains is 
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something that would be a worthwhile consideration.  Waxman et al. (2007) also 

addressed an issue in hardwood flooring as its utilization can create acoustical issues 

in a library environment because the sound carries beyond the coffee shop.  Acoustical 

issues caused by flooring may not be as important to consider in a student union 

unless a coffee shop is constructed to create a place study instead of an environment to 

socialize and converse.  Waxman also stated that other warm or cozy types of flooring 

finishes could be utilized as an alternative.  This is also an important consideration 

when evaluating how a space should be used.  Environments in which studying would 

be a preferred behavior may also need to be isolated from environments with flooring 

that will cause sound to carry. 

Colors 

Research by Russ (2008) and Elliot, Maier, Moller, Friedman, and Meinhardt 

(2007) provided evidence that color has a phenomenal effect on the human mind.  The 

use of color in the environment not only provides a visual stimulus, but a physical and 

emotional one.  Russ’s (2008) study measured the color preferences of interior design 

students in reference to a computer classroom setting and revealed that bluish colors 

were preferred more than greenish tones, and, in general, ‘cool’ colors were more 

preferred in lieu of warm colors.  One of the conclusions mentioned was that while 

students often rated a bright yellowish-green color as being a stimulating and bright 

color, it was not deemed as an appropriate color for a classroom where teaching would 

occur (Russ, 2008).  This information may be relevant to the study of student union 

facility design because computer labs and multi-use rooms that could potentially hold 
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classes need to be both appealing and conducive to student learning within the 

environment.  Stimulating colors may also be viewed as an acceptable choice in 

environments in which student conversation is encouraged.  There is a diversity of 

student wants and needs that a student union can fulfill and thoughtful consideration of 

the visual differences that lend themselves to be a suitable environment for different 

student behaviors. 

Elliot et al. (2007) conducted another study that investigated the impact of 

color on psychological functioning.  The researchers talked about the color red and the 

psychological connection that people often associate with the color.  Sex, passion, and 

arousal were three connotations.  The researchers speculated that this may be a 

societal influence on the human mind because of the use of red hearts near Valentine’s 

Day, the use of red rouge lipstick, and many other common uses of red in society that 

relate to those emotions.  The researchers also talked about the contextual implications 

that color exhibits.  While black is a color that often carries a negative connotation in 

the United States, in other regions of the world, this connotation does not exist (Elliot 

et al., 2007).  This evidence provides reason to consider regional differences in culture 

and campuses when color use and design is considered in different geographic areas of 

the United States.  College unions are a place where students can leisurely socialize 

and the cultural contexts of the institution, region, and student population should be 

considered at all levels. 
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Lighting 

Lighting within an environment should also be considered when designing 

facilities, especially places in which reading is a common activity (Waxman et al., 

2007).  This is relevant in a college union context because studying and completing 

homework are activities that are often carried out within the building.  According to 

Waxman et al. (2007), options for manipulating the light in a space can range from 

overhead lighting, task lighting near seating, and strategically located dimmer 

switches that allow students the flexibility to adjust the lighting to their desired 

settings.  The researchers also discussed that natural lighting is good for these 

environment, but when artificial lights are used, it should come from a warm color 

range (Waxman et al., 2007).  These suggestions are helpful when thinking about 

designing spaces to be utilized by students when they are studying and likely to have 

reading materials. 

Visual Appeal 

The overall visual appeal of spaces within Student Unions should be warm.  

According to Waxman et al. (2007), lighting, flooring, color, and texture can all play a 

role in creating a pleasant and cozy environment.  The researchers stated that many of 

their patrons favorably utilized the terms “warm” and “cozy” as descriptors of their 

third place.  Combining these elements helps establish the overall emotional 

associations with the space and if administrators would like for their student 

population to utilize the student union as their third place, they can be intentional 

about selecting materials that will create a warm and welcoming environment. 
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The incorporation of art into the environment where students like to spend 

their time is another point covered by the literature.  According to Waxman et al. 

(2007): 

Art supplied by local artists is an easy way to enliven the space, connect with 

artists in the community, and provide artists with a place to display their 

works. Students who participated in this study mentioned the artwork in their 

third places as an important element, although it varied greatly in genre.  (p. 

433) 

If art were considered to be an important element in environments in which 

students spend their time, it would be important to have art present in student union 

facilities.  An added benefit stated by the researchers is that having local artwork 

displayed can provide opportunities to engage members of the community by 

providing receptions that feature the artists that have work showcased in the facility 

(Waxman et al., 2007).  Getting community members engaged could potentially 

benefit students who seek out opportunities to feel connected with the community that 

the college or university is located in. 

Summary 

The literature on college and university student unions focuses on their history 

and purpose.  It is deficient in its discussions of how student usage and behaviors align 

with the public spaces within them.  As student enrollments grow, facilities will need 

to be expanded.  There are many considerations when justifying an expansion of a 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

34 

facility, including its intended purpose.  This chapter has outlined the history of the 

roles of the college student union and related this with current literature about the third 

place.  The lack in significant empirical research conducted on college unions justifies 

the need to compare these facilities with similar ones, but also points out the 

significant need for more student union research. 

The chapter highlighted how the use of materials and the visual appeal of a 

space related to mood and psychological functioning.  Taking the elements discussed 

in the research, such as materials, campus culture, and psychological impacts of 

design, and using it as a tool in the development of the environment is proven to have 

an impact on the quality of student life and perceptions of institutional values.  

Chapter III discusses the methodology utilized in this study by describing the research 

design, data collection, and data analysis procedures. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 The third chapter of this study provided the methodology and the 

implementation plan.  It outlined the research design, the characteristics of the 

population sample, information about the instrumentation, and the data collection and 

analysis strategies. 

Restatement of Problem 

 Texas Tech University (TTU) has a strategic goal to increase their student 

enrollments to 40,000 by the year 2020 (Texas Tech University, 2010).  In 2005-2006, 

the Student Union at the university was renovated and expanded to redesign existing 

public spaces for optimal usage, as well as to add additional features, such as meeting 

spaces, student organization workspaces, more food and retail venues, and open areas 

to allow students to linger and socialize.  The Student Union administration and staff 

had seen evidence that the existing facility space and usage had reached its optimal 

limits in serving students and other constituents.  This evidence included interference 

with pedestrian traffic in the main corridors due to the waiting queues at the retail and 

food venues, and the necessity to deny services to many of the requests for meeting 

rooms and events to be held within the facility due to lack of sufficient meeting 

spaces.  As the university explored options for solutions to the strained facility, 

coupling the knowledge of the role of the university student union and the research 
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regarding the design and layout of physical environments would be a practical way to 

evaluate future expansion needs and opportunities. 

Restatement of Significance of Study 

 Student unions are a significant fiscal investment for an institution and its 

students.  These facilities are complex organizations that house programs and services 

that contribute to the campus community.  The literature is deficient in empirical 

research to aid these facilities in their advancement. 

 The purpose of the study was to investigate the ways that Texas Tech University 

(TTU) students utilized the existing Student Union facility.  University administrators 

and staff can use the results of the study to examine the ways that students utilized the 

newly renovated and expanded public spaces, to make more informed decisions in 

future renovations.  In addition to the benefits that this research provided to TTU, it 

also contributed to the limited literature surrounding college student union facilities 

and student usage and behaviors.  College and university administrators and campus 

officials that have a role in facility oversight and improvements can benefit from the 

information provided.   

Research Design 

The study utilized a quantitative methodology due to the nature of the topic 

being researched.  The researcher selected this methodology because the research 

questions posed would be most appropriately answered with data extracted from 

quantitative sources and evaluated based upon the numeric evidence.  According to 
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Gay, Mills and Airasian (2009), quantitative research provides insight into a 

population through the analysis of numeric data.  

Restatement of Research Questions 

 The research questions that guided this study were: 

1.      As an alternative to being primarily at home and work, to what degree do 

students utilize the Student Union facility at Texas Tech University as their 

third place? 

2.      Is there a relationship between the physical characteristics of a public space 

in the Texas Tech University Student Union facility and the type of behavior 

students demonstrated in the space? 

3.     Based on the design of the renovation and expansion of the Texas Tech 

Student Union in 2006, do students utilize the Student Union Gathering 

Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food 

Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces for their 

intended purposes? 

Population Sample 

 The target population for the study was all students enrolled at Texas Tech 

University in the spring 2010 semester, who utilized the Student Union facility.  Texas 

Tech University is a large public research institution located in the southwestern 

region of the United States.  As of fall 2009, Texas Tech served 30,049 students in 150 

undergraduate, 100 masters and 50 doctoral degree programs (Texas Tech University, 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

38 

2009).  According to the Texas Tech Factbook, 24, 236 of this total student population 

was comprised of undergraduate students (Texas Tech University, 2009). 

Instrumentation 

 Survey research was used to collect the data for the study.  The researcher 

developed a questionnaire, consisting of five sections.  The first section contained 

demographic and facility usage information.  Demographic data collected included 

enrollment status, classification, gender, and involvement in student organizations.  

Facility usage information included reasons for utilizing the Texas Tech Student 

Union, as well as the number of times per week that participants visited the facility.  

To protect the anonymity of the participants, no identifying personal information was 

collected. 

The second section of the questionnaire consisted of five multi-part multiple-

choice questions surrounding preferred spaces that participants used for specific 

activities.  Within this section were four free response opportunities for them to 

expand on the multiple-choice questions.  The information collected in this section 

was used to determine the importance of a physical characteristic in a space (i.e., 

electrical outlets or comfortable furniture) to a behavior (i.e., studying or eating). 

The third section of the questionnaire provided participants the opportunity to 

give their opinions of the Student Union.  These questions predominantly targeted the 

behaviors that the study measured and whether or not the participants perceived that 

the Student Union provided an environment suitable for it.  These questions targeted 
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the behaviors of studying, eating, relaxing, and socializing with friends.  This area also 

asked students about their impression of their personal safety within the facility. 

The fourth section of the questionnaire consisted of 18 multiple-choice 

questions that solicited information about the frequency participants utilized six public 

spaces in six different locations of the Student Union and the typical activities they 

performed there.  The six spaces evaluated were the Student Union Gathering 

Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, East 

Basement, and Student Organization Cubicle spaces.  Each of these locations was 

investigated in the survey questions to provide insights into how frequently it was 

utilized by the participants and the activities they performed while they were there.  

An image of each of the spaces was provided within the questionnaire to help the 

participants identify the locations the questions were prompting.  The fifth and final 

section of the questionnaire consisted of four open-ended questions that prompted 

participants to reflect again on their opinions of the facility and their motivations to 

utilize it (please see Appendix A). 

The survey instrument was hosted and administered through SurveyMonkey™, 

a web-based tool for creating and implementing surveys.  SurveyMonkey™ utilizes 

Secure Sockets Layer (SSL) technology to " protect user information using both server 

authentication and data encryption, ensuring that user data is safe, secure, and 

available only to authorized persons” (SurveyMonkey™, 2010, para. 2).  These 

security features provided additional measures to ensure the safety and privacy of the 

participants of the study.  A web-based survey was chosen as the appropriate way to 
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collect the study data due to the ability to gain a broad range of information at one 

time without inconveniencing the participants. 

Prior to implementing the survey to the public, the researcher pilot-tested it 

with three graduate students and a professor at the university to ensure that the 

questions were clear and easily understood, as well as error free.  The participants 

were asked to identify any areas they found unclear or confusing and also whether or 

not there were any functional errors, such as not being able to select an answer within 

the survey.  After a few minor adjustments to improve the functionality and format of 

the survey, it was piloted a final time by two of the graduate students that piloted the 

instrument initially. 

Data Collection Procedures 

After receiving permission from the Institutional Review Board of Human 

Subjects at Texas Tech University (see Appendix B), the researcher promoted the 

survey through TechAnnounce.  The TechAnnounce system is a communication 

mechanism utilized by the college to post announcements regarding events, activities, 

policy changes, requests, and other school-related announcements to the university 

campus.  All members of the Texas Tech community received these announcements in 

their TechMail e-mail addresses through the university’s Microsoft Exchange server.  

Two announcements were sent during the survey period to promote the study and to 

solicit participants.  The announcements consisted of a brief explanation of the 

rationale behind the study, contact information for the researcher and supervisor to 
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direct questions and concerns, instructions for how to participate, and a link to the 

survey (please see Appendices C and D). 

The link to the survey directed the participant to the SurveyMonkey™ site that 

hosted the instrument.  The first page displayed the instructions that guided the 

participant by explaining the purpose of the study and how the data would be utilized.  

The survey was open for a two-week period.  At the end of the two-week window, the 

survey was closed and individuals could no longer submit responses. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

PASW 18.0, statistical analysis software, was used to analyze the quantitative 

data collected.  Descriptive statistics were used to answer the research questions.  Gay, 

Mills, and Airasian (2006) identified descriptive statistics as the appropriate data 

analysis tool when the researcher needs to "describe many pieces of data meaningfully 

with a small number of indices" (p. 306).  This study was one that was conducted 

through a survey, which lends itself to the use of descriptive statistics to analyze the 

data that was collected. 

There are many types of descriptive statistics, but this study relied 

predominantly on frequencies.  According to Gay et al. (2006), “Frequency refers to 

the number of times something occurs; with descriptive statistics, frequency usually 

refers to the number of times each of a variable occurs” (p. 306).  This study solicited 

a moderate volume of nominal and ordinal data, which lent itself seamlessly to this 
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method of analysis.  Gay et al. (2006) affirmed this when they stated that frequency 

counts are very descriptive of samples with these forms of data. 

Primary documents from the 2005-2006 TTU Student Union renovation and 

expansion were utilized to determine the intended designed purposes of six public 

spaces within the TTU Student Union facility.  The six public spaces were the Student 

Union Gathering Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza 

Food Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces. The period 

documents consisted of meeting notes, building maps, proposals, and correspondences 

between the architects, administrators, and committee members that were involved in 

the expansion and renovation project.   

Summary 

This chapter provided information about the strategies that were utilized in the 

research design and implementation of the study.  The details discussed included the 

development of the instrument, the marketing employed to recruit participants, and the 

data collection and analysis tools used to examine the information collected to address 

the research questions.  Chapter IV will provide the results of the data collected for the 

study.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 
 

The purpose of this research study was to evaluate the relationships between 

the physical environment of the public spaces in the Texas Tech University Student 

Union and student usage of these spaces in terms of their behaviors.  The following 

research questions guided the study: 

1.      As an alternative to being primarily at home and work, to what degree do 

students utilize the Student Union facility at Texas Tech University as their 

third place? 

2.      Is there a relationship between the physical characteristics of a public space 

in the Texas Tech University Student Union facility and the type of behavior 

students demonstrated in the space? 

3.     Based on the design of the renovation and expansion of the Texas Tech 

Student Union in 2006, do students utilize the Student Union Gathering 

Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food 

Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces for their 

intended purposes? 

To address the research questions, a researcher-developed survey was used.  

The survey consisted of five sections that pertained to demographic information, 

student preferences of the environments where they performed certain tasks (study, 
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socialize with friends, eat, and relax), participant opinions of whether or not the 

Student Union of Texas Tech University offered these environments, and the last 

section addressed frequencies and purposes of participant uses of six public spaces 

within the facility.  These six areas were the Student Union Gathering Pavilion, 

Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, East Basement, 

and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces. 

Sample Population 

 The target population for the study was all students currently enrolled at Texas 

Tech University (TTU) in the spring 2010 semester, who utilized the TTU Student 

Union.  Sixty-nine students responded to the survey.  Not all survey submissions were 

complete, but no data was removed from the data analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 Descriptive statistics were utilized for data analysis.  Gay, Mills, and Airasian 

(2006) identified descriptive statistics as beneficial for analyzing data meaningfully 

when working with a small number of indices.  In addition, the nominal and ordinal 

data lent themselves nicely to analysis through frequencies.  The data collected was 

primarily nominal and ordinal data and frequencies were calculated and analyzed to 

provide information that described the body of information.  The results of the 

analysis were used to address the research questions.  Primary document analysis was 

utilized to identify the intended purposes of the Student Union Gathering Pavilion, 
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Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, East Basement, 

and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces. 

Participant Demographics 

 Participants were asked to identify their gender, classification, participation in 

student organizations, enrollment status (full or part time), and frequency of weekly 

visits to the TTU Student Union.  The participants were comprised of 68% (n = 47) 

females and 32% (n = 22) males (see Table 1).  

Table 1: Gender of Participants 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Gender          n   Percentage  
 
Female 47                                68.1%  
 
Male 22                                31.9%  
 
Total 69                              100%  
__________________________________________________________________ 

 

The classification of participants were comprised of 36.8% graduate students 

(n = 25), 23.5% juniors (n = 16), 17.6% seniors (n = 12), 14.7% sophomores (n = 10), 

6% freshmen (n = 4), and 1.5%law student (n = 1) (see Table 2). 
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Table 2: Classification of Participants 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Classification          n  Percentage   
 
Graduate Student 25                     36.2%  
 
Junior 16 23.2%  
 
Senior 12                      17.4%  
 
Sophomore 10 14.5%  
 
Freshman 4                         5.8% 
 
Law Student 1                         1.4%  
 
Other 0                         0.0% 
 
No Response 1  1.4% 
 
Total 69 100% 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 

When asked about their involvement on campus through student organizations, 

75.4% (n = 52) of the participants were involved in at least one student organization.  

Ninety percent (n = 61) reported they were full time students, while 10% (n = 7) 

reported that they were part time.  Table 3 provides a breakdown of student 

organization participation and enrollment statuses.  
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Table 3: Breakdown of Participant Involvement in Student Organizations and 
Enrollment Status  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
In at least one student organization  n   Percentage 
 
 Yes  52  75.4%  
 No  17  24.6%  
 
 Total  69            100%  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Enrollment Status   n                                  Percentage 
 
 Full Time 61  88.4% 
 Part Time   7  10.1% 
 No Response   1    1.4%  
 
 Total 69                             100%  
_____________________________________________________________________ 

  

Use and Perceptions of Environments within the TTU Student Union Facility 

 Research question one addressed how participants utilized the Texas Tech 

Student Union as a third place.  Participants addressed how often they utilized the 

facility on a weekly basis. 

Frequency of Weekly Visits 

 Thirty percent (n = 21) of participants visited the facility more than five times a 

week, 22% (n = 15) two to three visits per week, 19% (n = 13) less than once a week, 

16% (n = 11) four to five times per week, and 13% (n = 9) once a week (see Table 4).  
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Table 4: Frequency of Weekly Visits to TTU Student Union 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency of visits to Student Union at TTU  n  Percentage 
 
Less than once a week 13  18.8%  
Once a week   9  13.0%  
2-3 times a week 15 21.7%  
4-5 times a week 11 15.9%  
More than 5 times a week 21  30.4%  
 
Total 69                             100%  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 The participants were asked to identify the frequency of their weekly usage 

(less than once a week; once a week; two to three times a week; four to five times a 

week; more than five times a week) of each of six public spaces within the Student 

Union.  These spaces were the Gathering Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West 

Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization 

Cubicle spaces.   

 The Student Organization Cubicle spaces and the Student Union Courtyard 

were the only locations that had visits more than five times a week.  Five percent (n = 

2) of the participants utilized the Student Union Courtyard more than five times a 

week, and 6% (n = 4) indicated that they used the Student Organization Cubicle 

spaces more the five times a week.  All of the participants that utilized the East 

Basement (n = 7) indicated that this was a location that was utilized less than once a 

week.  Table 5 displays the results of the student participants' usages of these six 

public spaces. 
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Table 5: Frequency of Use of Public Spaces in TTU Student Union 
 
Location n Less than 

once per 
week 

Once 
per 

week 

2-3 times 
per week 

4-5 times 
per week 

More than 5      
times per 

week 
Student 
Union 
Gathering 
Pavilion 
 

41      30 
(73.2%) 

       7 
(10.1%) 

         2 
   (  4.9%) 
 

         2 
    (4.9%) 

        0 
    (0.0%) 

Student 
Union 
Courtyard 
 

43      24 
(55.8%) 

       7 
(16.3%) 

         9 
   (20.9%) 

         1 
    (2.3%) 

        2 
    (4.7%) 

West 
Basement 
 

24      19 
(79.2%) 

       3 
(12.5%) 
 

         2 
   (  8.3%) 
 

         0 
    (0.0%) 

        0 
    (0.0%) 

Union Plaza 
Food Court 
 

51      21 
(41.2%) 

     17 
(33.3%) 

         9 
   (17.6%) 

         4 
    (7.8%) 

        0 
    (0.0%) 

East 
Basement 
 
 

  7       7 
(100%) 

      0 
(0.0%) 

         0 
   (  0.0%) 

         0 
    (0.0%) 

        0 
    (0.0%) 

Student 
Organization 
Cubicles 
 

28 
 
 
 

      9 
(32.1%) 

      6 
(21.4%) 

         8 
   (28.6%) 

         1 
    (3.6%) 

        4 
    (5.8%) 

 

Perceptions of Environment 

 Participants were asked about their perceptions of the environment of the 

Student Union.  Specifically, they were asked if the union was a safe environment and 

whether it was a good place to study, socialize with friends, eat, and relax.  All 

participants that responded to these questions (n = 55) indicated that they perceived 

the facility to be a safe environment.  Forty-two percent (n = 23) indicated that the 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

50 

Student Union was a good place to study.  Ninety-one percent (n = 49) perceived it to 

be a good place to socialize with friends.  Eighty-seven percent (n = 47) of the 

participants indicated that it had good places to eat, and 69% (n = 38) indicated that it 

was a good place to relax.  Further breakdown of this information is available in Table 

6. 

 
Table 6: Perceptions of Environment of the TTU Student Union 
 
Statement  n Yes    % No    % 
Safe environment 
 

55  55 
 

 100% 
 

  0 
 

  0.0% 
 

Good place to study 
 

55  23 
 

 41.8% 
 

32 
 

58.2% 
 

Good place to socialize with 
friends 
 

54  49 
 

 90.7% 
 

  5 
 

  9.3% 
 

Good places to eat 
 

54  47 
 

 87.0% 
 

  7 
 

13.0% 
 

Good place to relax 
 

55  38 
 

 69.1% 
 

17 
 

30.9% 
 

 
 

Environmental Preferences and Student Utilization of Public Spaces 

 Research question two addressed the relationship between the physical 

environments of the TTU Student Union and student behaviors exhibited there.  

Participants were asked to address what were considerations involved when selecting a 

place to occupy when socializing with friends, eating, studying, and relaxing.  

Participants were also asked to address how they utilized the six public spaces (the 

Student Union Gathering Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union 
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Plaza Food Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces) in the 

Student Union.  

 The participants were asked to reveal information about their preferences about 

physical environments where they performed certain behaviors.  The information 

gathered was not specific to their expectations of the purpose of a student union, but 

an overall sense of what they preferred within physical spaces.  Participants assessed 

their preferences through a four-part Likert scale in which they indicated whether they 

never, rarely, frequently, or very frequently sought out an environment that possessed 

specific physical properties.   

Study Environments 

 Fifty-five percent (n = 30) of the participants desired a study environment that 

was quiet and 45%  (n = 24) indicated that table space was necessary.  The next 

characteristics that were very frequently preferred were comfortable furniture (41%, n 

= 22), electrical outlets (30%, n = 16), and privacy (28%, n = 15).  A place that felt 

open was the lowest scoring of the environmental characteristics for studying.  Only 

17% (n = 9) of the participants selected it as a very frequent consideration (see Table 

7).
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Table 7: Desired Characteristics of Public Spaces for Studying 

Question  n Never 
  (%) 

  Rarely 
    (%) 

Frequently 
      (%) 

Very Frequently 
          (%) 

Electrical outlets 
 

54     4 
(7.4%) 

     16 
(29.6%) 

       18 
    (33.3%) 

            16 
        (29.6%) 

 
Quiet 
 
 

 
55 

 
    0 
(0.0%) 

 
      5 
(  9.1%) 

 
       20 
    (36.4%) 

 
            30 
        (54.5%) 

Plenty of table space 
 

53     0 
(0.0%) 

      6 
(11.3%) 

       23 
    (43.4%) 

            24 
        (45.3%) 

 
Feels open 
 

 
53 

 
    0 
(0.0%) 

 
    20 
(37.7%) 

 
       24 
    (45.3%) 

 
             9 
        (17.0%) 

 
Offers privacy 
 

 
53 

 
    2 
(3.8%) 

 
    12 
(22.6%) 

 
       24 
    (45.3%) 

 
           15 
        (28.3%) 

 
Lighting in the room 
 

 
55 

 
    4 
(7.3%) 

 
    14 
(25.5%) 

 
       24 
    (43.6%) 

 
           13 
        (23.6%) 

 
Comfortable 
furniture 
 
 

 
54 
 

 
    1 
(1.9%) 

 
    10 
(18.5%) 

 
       21 
    (38.9%) 

 
           22 
        (40.7%) 

 

Socializing with Friends 

 The second behavior analyzed was socialization with friends.  Thirty-four 

percent (n = 19) of the participants identified the two most important physical qualities 

of an environment for socializing were that the location was convenient and that the 

furniture was comfortable.  The next highest rated characteristics that were identified 

as important for socializing with friends at 23% (n = 16), were that the place had 

furniture that could be moved to accommodate the group and that the space felt open.  

Twenty-one percent (n = 12) of the participants indicated that they preferred informal 
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environments while socializing, but privacy and quiet spaces were reported as the least 

preferred characteristics.  Six percent (n = 3) of participants very frequently sought 

privacy and 2% (n = 1) very frequently sought quiet when looking for a public space 

to socialize with friends (see Table 8).  

 
Table 8: Desired Characteristics of Public Spaces for Socialization with Friends 
 
Characteristics of 
Space 

 n Never 
  (%) 

Rarely 
  (%) 

Frequently 
      (%) 

Very Frequently 
           (%) 

Quiet 
 
 

55    10 
(18.2%) 

   36 
(65.5%) 

         8 
   (14.5%) 

              1 
        (  1.8%) 

Convenient location 
 

55      1 
(  1.8%) 

     3 
(  5.5%) 

       32 
   (58.2%) 

            19 
        (34.5%) 

 
Movable furniture to 
accommodate the 
group 
 

 
56 

 
     4 
(  7.1%) 

 
   11 
(19.6%) 

 
       28 
   (50.0%) 

 
            13 
        (23.2%) 

Feels open 
 

55      2 
(  3.6%) 

   10 
(18.2%) 

       30 
   (54.5%) 

            13 
        (23.6%) 

 
Offers privacy 
 

 
54 

 
     6 
(11.1%) 

 
   30 
(55.6%) 

 
       15 
   (27.8%) 

 
             3 
        (  5.6%) 

 
Environment is 
informal 
 

 
55 

 
     1 
(  1.8%) 

 
   10 
(18.2%) 

 
       32 
   (58.2%) 

 
           12 
        (21.8%) 

 
Comfortable 
furniture 
 
 

 
55 
 

 
     1 
(  1.8%) 

 
     7 
(12.7%) 

 
       28 
   (50.9%) 

 
           19 
        (34.5%) 

 
Eating Environments  

 The third environmental preference that was measured was the environments in 

which the participants preferred to eat.  Approximately 26% (n=14) of the participants 
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indicated that they very frequently preferred to eat in an area where conversation was 

appropriate, 22% (n = 12) very frequently preferred to eat where there was plenty of 

table space, and 22% (n = 12) very frequently preferred to eat where the furniture was 

comfortable.  These three qualities were the highest scoring of each of the areas.  

Privacy, quiet, pleasant food smells, and square tables were the lowest scoring 

environmental characteristics.  Forty-eight percent (n = 26) of the participants selected 

that privacy was rarely considered when selecting a place to eat.  Table 9 provides 

further breakdown of preferences when choosing a public place to eat.    
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Table 9: Desired Characteristics of Public Spaces for Eating  
 
Characteristics of 
Space 

 n Never 
  (%) 

Rarely 
  (%) 

Frequently 
      (%) 

Very Frequently 
           (%) 

Conversation is 
appropriate 
 

55       3 
(  5.5%) 

    12 
(21.8%) 

        26 
    (47.3%) 

            14 
         (25.5%) 

 
Quiet 
 
 

 
54 

 
    10 
(18.5%) 

 
    24 
(44.4%) 

 
       16 
    (29.6%) 

 
              4 
         (  7.4%) 

Plenty of table space 
 

55       1 
(  1.8%) 

      9 
(16.4%) 

       33 
    (60.0%) 

            12 
         (21.8%) 

 
Feels open 
 

 
54 

 
      2 
(  3.7%) 

 
    12 
(22.2%) 

 
       30 
    (55.6%) 

 
            10 
         (18.5%) 

 
Offers privacy 
 

 
54 

 
      9 
(16.7%) 

 
    26 
(48.1%) 

 
       16 
    (29.6%) 

 
              3 
         (  5.6%) 

 
Pleasant food smells 
 

 
55 

 
      5 
(  9.3%) 

 
    25 
(46.3%) 

 
       18 
    (33.3%) 

 
              6 
         (11.1%) 

 
Comfortable 
furniture 
 
 

 
54 
 

  
      1 
(  1.8%) 

 
    18 
(32.7%) 

 
       24 
    (43.6%) 

 
            12 
         (21.8%) 

Square or rectangular 
tables 
 
 

54     12 
(22.2%) 

    22 
(40.7%) 

       14 
    (25.9%) 

             6 
         (11.1%) 

 
Relaxation Environments  

 The final environmental preference measured was relaxation environments.  The 

results indicated that 48% (n = 25) of the participants very frequently preferred 

comfortable furniture when they relaxed.  This was the highest scoring area.  The 

second highest rated characteristic for a relaxation environment was that the place 
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provided the opportunity to people watch.  Thirty-nine percent (n = 21) of the 

participants indicated that this was a quality that they very frequently sought.  The 

next highest preference was a seat near a window.  Approximately 33% (n = 18) of the 

participants indicated that this was a quality that they very frequently preferred.  

Thirty-one percent (n = 16) of the participants said that they very frequently looked for 

a place that felt open, 30% (n = 16) very frequently sought a welcoming environment, 

and 24% (n = 12) indicated that privacy was a very frequently considered 

characteristic. A breakdown of the relaxation environmental preferences of the 

participants can be seen below in Table 10. 

Table 10: Desired Characteristics of Public Spaces for Relaxation  

Characteristics of 
Space 

 n Never 
  (%) 

Rarely 
  (%) 

Frequently 
      (%) 

Very Frequently 
          (%) 

Seating near a 
window 
 
 

54      2 
(3.7%) 

     7 
(13.0%) 

        27 
    (50.0%) 

            18 
        (33.3%) 

Welcoming 
environment 
 

54      0 
(0.0%) 

     6 
(11.1%) 

        32 
    (59.3%) 

            16 
        (29.6%) 

 
Feels open 
 

 
52 

 
     0 
(0.0%) 

 
   14 
(26.9%) 

 
        22 
    (42.3%) 

 
            16 
        (30.8%) 

 
Offers privacy 
 

 
51 

 
     2 
(3.9%) 

 
   12 
(23.5%) 

 
        25 
    (49.0%) 

 
            12 
        (23.5%) 

 
Provides an 
opportunity to 
“people watch” 
 

 
54 

 
     4 
(7.4%) 

 
   13 
(24.1%) 

 
        16 
    (29.6%) 

 
            21 
        (38.9%) 

Comfortable furniture 
 
 

52 
 

     1 
(1.9%) 

     4 
(7.7%) 

        22 
    (42.3%) 

           25 
        (48.1%) 
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Student Utilization of Public Spaces in the TTU Student Union 

 Participants were asked how they utilized six specific public spaces within the 

TTU Student Union.  The spaces were the Gathering Pavilion, the Student Union 

Courtyard, the West Basement the Union Plaza Food Court, the East Basement, and 

the Student Organization Cubicle spaces.  The participants responded to whether they 

had been in and or utilized the specific space(s).  

 The most utilized space was the Union Plaza Food Court with 91% (n = 51) of 

participants indicating that they had spent time there.  The second most utilized space 

was the Student Union Courtyard at 76% (n = 42).  Seventy-five percent (n = 41) of 

participants spent time at the Student Union Gathering Pavilion and 48% (n = 27) had 

spent time in the Student Organization Cubicle spaces.  Forty-one percent (n = 23) had 

spent time in the West Basement. The lowest utilized area was the East Basement, 

with only 11% (n = 6) of the participants indicating they had spent time there. A 

breakdown of space utilization is provided in Table 11.  
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Table 11: Participant Use of Student Union Public Spaces 

Public Space  n Yes    % No    % I Don’t Know   % 
Student Union 
Gathering 
Pavilion 
 

55  41 
 

74.5% 
 

12 
 

21.8% 
 

2 3.6% 
 

Student Union 
Courtyard 
 

55  42 
 

76.4% 
 

13 
 

18.8% 
 

0 0.0% 
 

West 
Basement 
 

56  23 
 

41.1% 
 

33 
 

58.9% 
 

0 0.0% 
 

Union Plaza 
Food Court 
 

56  51 
 

91.1% 
 

4 
 

  7.1% 
 

1 1.4% 
 

East Basement 
 

56   6 10.7% 49 87.5% 1 1.8% 

Student 
Organization 
Cubicles 
 

56  27 
 

48.2% 
 

29 
 

51.8% 
 

0 0.0% 
 

 
Intended and Actual Roles Each Space Serves 

 Participants were asked to address the actions and behaviors they performed in 

each of the six designated public areas of the TTU Student Union. The behaviors that 

were evaluated included socializing with friends, eating, studying, and relaxing.   

 The Student Union Gathering Pavilion was identified as the most utilized space 

to study by 73% (n = 30) of the participants. Participants utilized the Student Union 

Courtyard for three separate purposes.  Fifty-four percent (n = 22) of the participants 

indicated that they utilized it to study, 51% (n = 22) indicated they ate there, and 51% 

(n = 22) revealed that they utilized the location for socializing with friends.   
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 The highest ranked behavior in the West Basement was socializing with 

friends at 46% (n = 11). As would be expected, the Union Plaza Food Court scored 

highest as a venue to eat by 98% (n = 50) of the participants.  Only seven participants 

had utilized the East Basement.  The most common behavior in this space was 

studying with 29% (n = 2) of the participants indicating this use.   

 The final area evaluated was the Student Organization Cubicle spaces.  The 

highest scoring behavior was socialization with friends.  Approximately 36% (n = 10) 

of the participants indicated this as their reason to utilize these spaces.  Please see 

Table 12 for further breakdown of participant behaviors within identified spaces. 

Table 12: Participant Utilization of Six Public Spaces in TTU Student Union 
 
Location  n Socializing 

     (%) 
Eating 
  (%) 

Studying 
    (%) 

Relaxing 
    (%) 

Student Union Gathering 
Pavilion 
 

41       22 
  (53.7%) 

    21 
(51.2%) 

     30 
  (73.2%) 

      21 
  (51.2%) 

Student Union Courtyard 
 
 

43       22 
  (51.2%) 

    22 
(51.2%) 

     23 
  (53.5%) 

      16 
  (37.2%) 

West Basement 
 
 

24      11 
  (45.8%) 

     1 
(4.2%) 

      3 
  (12.5%) 

       6 
  (25.0%) 

Student Union Plaza Food 
Court 
 

51      27 
  (52.9%) 

   50 
(98.0%) 

      4 
  ( 7.8%) 

       2 
  (  3.9%) 

East Basement 
 
 

7        1 
  (14.3%) 

    0 
(0.0%) 

      2 
  (28.6%) 

       1 
  (14.3%) 

Student Union Student 
Organization Cubicle Space 
 
 

28      10 
  (35.7%) 

    8 
(28.6%) 

      8 
  (28.6%) 

       3 
  (10.7%) 
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Student Utilization of Specific Public Spaces 

 Research question three investigated the differences between the ways the 

participants utilized the six public spaces in the TTU Student Union and the intent of 

their designed purposes.  The six spaces were the Student Union Gathering Pavilion, 

Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, East Basement, 

and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces.   

To evaluate the intended uses of the six public spaces, the primary design 

documents for the 2006 facility renovation and expansion were used to identify their 

intended purposes.  Table 13 provides the intended purpose of each of the spaces. 

 

Table 13: Intended Uses of Student Union Locations 

Location Intended Use of the Space 
Student Union Gathering 
Pavilion 
 

Noisy gathering space 

Student Union Courtyard 
 

Pre-function space and formal lounge 

West Basement 
 

Informal lounge space 

Union Plaza Food Court 
 

Expanded food court and dining operation 

East Basement 
 

New game room and leisure/recreation space 

Student Organization 
Cubicles 
 

Expanded student organization workspace 

 
 
 The Student Union Gathering Pavilion and the Student Union Courtyard were 

identified as spaces to study by 73% (n = 30) and 54% (n = 23) of the participants, 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

61 

respectively. Ninety-eight percent (n = 50) of the participants indicated that the Union 

Plaza Food Court and the Student Union Courtyard (51%, n = 22) were locations to 

eat.  The intended purpose of the Union Plaza Food Court was to expand the dining 

options and space for students to eat.  The Student Union Courtyard was intended to 

serve as a location for students to relax in as a formal lounge and also serve as a pre-

function space for campus events.  Fifty-one percent (n = 22) of the participants 

revealed that they also utilized the Student Union Courtyard for socializing with 

friends and 36% (n = 10) utilized the Student Organization Cubicle spaces for that 

purpose.  The Student Organization Cubicle spaces were added to the facility to 

provide a designated location where members of registered student organizations can 

conduct their business.  The West Basement was selected as a location for socializing 

with friends by 46% (n = 11) of the participants, as well.  The West Basement was 

intended to serve the role of an additional lounge space for students to gather and 

relax. Only seven participants had utilized the East Basement, and the most common 

behavior in this space was studying with 29% (n = 2) of the participants indicating this 

behavior (see Table 12).  The East Basement was intended to be utilized as a social 

space for student recreation until the game room proposal was dissolved to create 

additional office spaces. 

Summary 

 This chapter outlined the results of the study within the context of each of the 

research questions.  Information about the demographics of the participants and their 

frequencies of use and environmental preferences when seeking out public spaces for 
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studying, socializing with friends, eating, and relaxation were discussed.  Chapter V 

will provide the summary of findings, recommendations, implications for future 

research, and conclusions of the study. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH, 
AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 This chapter examined the findings of the study of how participants utilized six 

public spaces within the Texas Tech University (TTU) Student Union and how the 

physical characteristics impacted their behaviors within these spaces.  In addition, the 

frequency of visits and the participant demographic information was reported.  This 

research study addressed the following research questions: 

1.      As an alternative to being primarily at home and work, to what degree do 

students utilize the Student Union facility at Texas Tech University as their 

third place? 

2.      Is there a relationship between the physical characteristics of a public space 

in the Student Union facility and the type of behavior students demonstrated 

in the space? 

3.     Based on the design of the renovation and expansion of the Texas Tech 

Student Union in 2006, do students utilize the Student Union Gathering 

Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, West Basement, Union Plaza Food 

Court, East Basement, and the Student Organization Cubicle spaces for their 

intended purposes? 
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Summary of Findings 

 It was suggested in the literature that the student unions at colleges and 

universities play an integral role as a foundation for the formation of community on a 

college campus.  The importance of this role was validated by both Butts (1971) and 

the Association of College Unions International (ACUI, 2008; 2009) when each stated 

that the significance of the student union goes beyond the facility itself.  These 

facilities serve as symbols of institutional commitment to community.   

Texas Tech University has a strategic goal to grow their student enrollments to 

40,000 by the year 2020 (Texas Tech University, 2010).  In 2006, the Student Union at 

the university was renovated and expanded to incorporate more office spaces, social 

areas for student leisure, expanded food and retail options, meeting spaces for student 

organizations, and to create an environment that was more open and welcoming to 

members of the campus community.  Due to an increased amount of student usage of 

the facility, administrators and staff of the Student Union perceived that the facility 

had been outgrown.  This perception stemmed from evidence of long waiting queues 

for students at retail venues within the facility, as well as inadequate numbers of 

meeting rooms to accommodate requests for meeting spaces by student groups and 

campus departments.  As the university explored options for solutions to the strained 

facility, coupling the knowledge of the role of the university student union and the 

research regarding the design and layout of physical environments would be a 

practical way to evaluate future expansion needs and opportunities. 
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This study surveyed participants of their usage and behaviors of six public 

spaces within the Texas Tech University Student Union to determine if the facility did 

serve as a third place for the participants and if the six public spaces were being 

utilized in the manner in which they were designed. 

Texas Tech Student Union as a Third Place 

Research question one evaluated the use of the TTU Student Union as a third 

place for the participants surveyed.  The results indicated that the Student Union 

facility has the capability to serve as a third place based upon the findings. 

  Nearly one third of the participants utilized the union more than five times per 

week.  Based on this data, the TTU Student Union could be frequently utilized as a 

third place by these individuals as an alternative to their first and second places (home 

and work environments).  Before making this statement, information about the other 

characteristics, such as reasons for using the space, was needed to help definitively 

state whether or not the building was actually a third place.  The third place, as defined 

by Oldenburg (1989), is descriptive of the TTU Student Union because it was viewed 

by a vast majority of the participants as a location that was good for socializing and 

was also identified as a good place to relax.  The primary qualities of a third place are 

that the environment is one that is informal where individuals can partake in social 

time.  Over 90% of the participants indicated the Student Union was a good place to 

socialize and nearly 70% indicated that the facility was a good place to relax.  

Participants who identified a location as good for socializing and relaxing are likely to 

have used the space for that purpose.  This is why coupling this information with the 
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frequency of visits was insightful.  The evidence from the study indicated that the 

TTU Student Union functions as a third place for a portion of the student body. 

 This finding is significant to college and university administrators because of the 

role that college unions serve.  The Association of College Unions International 

(ACUI; 2008) stressed the importance of the role of a college union as an institution’s 

commitment to community building.  By having a location on campus that serves as a 

“third place,” the inherent social climate that inhabits these environments indicates 

that community building is healthily occurring within the campus infrastructure.  

Having these third places on a campus ensures that college administrators are being 

good stewards of their resources because the investment is fulfilling the community 

building purpose of the structure.   

 Additional benefits for having a third place on campus exist, as well.  Campuses 

strive to provide safe and healthy environments that may not be found at off campus 

venues.  The university also benefits financially by keeping students on campus as the 

students are more likely to utilize the food and retail services in the facility.  Not only 

does this increase the revenue stream during the day-to-day operating hours, but the 

university may also receive more competitive bids for businesses, like bookstores, that 

are eager to gain a presence in the facility to cater to the captive audience of students 

that are there.  The final advantage, and possibly the most beneficial to Texas Tech 

University, is that a third place on campus that engages the student body can help 

retain them by providing an environment that enables them to feel connected with the 

institution.  As Texas Tech pushes to grow their enrollments to 40,000 by 2020 (Texas 
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Tech University, 2010), retaining the students that arrive at the institution is an 

important factor to keep the enrollment total growing. 

 Another key finding in the research that merits attention is that nearly 70% of the 

participants utilized the Student Union more than twice a week.  This indicates that 

there is an opportunity for individuals to pass by familiar faces and acquaintances 

during their visits.  Oldenburg (1989) reinforced the idea that third places are often 

hosts to regular patrons, which lends to the opportunity for the visitors to see familiar 

faces, which could be comforting.  The results of this study indicated that the TTU 

Student Union has the capacity to serve as a third place for members of its community.  

It is also possible that it already serves in this capacity for many students, especially 

those that are represented in the 30.4% of students that indicated they are in the 

facility more than five times in a week. 

 Administrators and campus officials can take the repetition of visitors as 

evidence that that the facility is welcoming and students are taking advantage of the 

public spaces available.  Knowing that the TTU Student Union serves as a third place 

is beneficial to the institution because it is evidence that the facility is fulfilling 

students' needs, which adds support for future expansion.   

Public Spaces of the Student Union and Participant Behaviors 

The second research question addressed whether or not there was a relationship 

between the physical characteristics of the six public spaces in the TTU Student Union 

and the types of behaviors participants demonstrated in these locations.   
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Student Union Gathering Pavilion 

 When participants were asked about their ideal study environments, they 

indicated that a quiet place with plenty of table space and comfortable furniture were 

their highest considerations.  Participant responses identified the Student Union 

Gathering Pavilion as a good study environment.  This space is a large glass rotunda 

located on the northwest corner of the facility and is generally isolated.  This location 

is considered one of the more sacred and quiet spaces.  The area is filled with padded 

chairs with small swivel desks attached to most of them.  The Student Union 

Gathering Pavilion is not a carpeted area, which differs from the evidence in the 

literature where Waxman, Clemons and Banning (2007) stated that hard floorings 

could create acoustical issues in terms of volume and sound being carried, but this 

environment may still be quieter and conducive to studying because most of the other 

areas of the building have a heavy flow of pedestrian traffic.  Understanding the usage 

of this space is advantageous for campus officials as the characteristics of the space 

can be reproduced in other areas within the facility in future renovations to create 

environments that are more conducive to the study behaviors the participants indicated 

they performed there. 

Student Union Courtyard 

The participants indicated that their primary considerations for an environment 

to socialize were that the location had comfortable furniture and was conveniently 

located.  In addition, they also looked for spaces that were informal environments, had 

movable furniture, and an open feeling.  These descriptors seem to accurately describe 
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the environment of the Student Union Courtyard.  It has a number of couches and 

padded chairs that provide comfortable seating.  It is located with easy access to a 

heavily trafficked corridor, which could be seen as a convenience because it is easily 

accessible.  The environment is also informal and the couches and chairs can be 

moved with minimal effort.  Even though the environment has many areas in which 

individuals could isolate themselves, the central part of the location is an open and 

sprawling area that spans a considerably large region.  All of these characteristics are 

exhibited in the environment, which makes it capable of meeting many needs of the 

students.  This area has a good physical layout according to the principles of Waxman 

et al. (2007), because architectural features that allow individuals to anchor themselves 

for a feeling of safety create the isolated areas.  The inherent benefit of feeling safe is 

that it is a prerequisite for learning (Strange & Banning, 2001). 

The courtyard area also had a high number of participants indicate that they 

utilized it to eat.  The Student Union Courtyard is located around the corner from the 

Union Plaza Food Court, which is where a vast majority of the food retail options are 

located.  When participants rated their environmental preferences for eating, the 

highest scoring areas were locations where conversation was appropriate, the furniture 

was comfortable, and there was plenty of table space.  The courtyard ranked highly as 

a place to socialize so it seems that it would make sense that conversation can 

appropriately occur there.  The area also mirrors the indicated environmental 

preferences for eating spaces of the participants because most of the seating is padded 

and there are several tables and chairs with swivel desks that could allow them to eat 
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comfortably.  The environment was also targeted as a good place to socialize so that 

indicated that the environment was appropriate and suitable for conversation.  The 

literature suggested that furniture could either encourage or deter individuals from 

lingering in their design (Waxman et al., 2007).  The fact the Student Union Courtyard 

provides not only variety, but also comfort and mobility in their furniture selection 

provides multipurpose capabilities in organized and unorganized group interactions. 

The participants indicated that a quiet place, a place with plenty of table space, 

and comfortable furniture were their highest considerations when selecting a place to 

study.  While the Student Union Courtyard is bustling during the lunch hour, there are 

many secluded areas where individuals can retreat if they are seeking a quiet 

environment.  There are also many generously sized tables and booths where students 

have the opportunity to spread out their belongings if they need to.  The padded chairs 

and swivel desks may also make this location conducive to studying, as well as eating. 

College and university administrators can learn significant concepts from the 

TTU Student Union Courtyard.  Sabbatini (2008), Waxman et al. (2007), and O’Hare 

(1998), all suggested that flexibility in the furniture and variety in seating options are 

important to having a space conducive for multiple functions.  The Courtyard was 

rated highly for three different behaviors within the research data and this is congruent 

with the claims in the literature that discussed the importance of spatial flexibility.  

University administrators and staff can use the TTU Student Union Courtyard as a 

clear illustration of the value of this flexibility.  It serves multiple purposes, including 

a role as a social hub of student activities, a programmable space for activities and 
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events, and as a pre-function space because of its location near the Allen Theatre in 

the Student Union.  Administrators can benefit from understanding the multiple 

functions a space like this provides because if it is utilized efficiently, it can foster 

opportunities to improve the experiences of the students at an institution.  Providing 

programs and activities in visible areas is a helpful way to inform students of these 

events and also encourages them to participate.  This, in the long term, can help 

engage the students, which leads to a more holistic and well-rounded education 

helping to retain them until graduation. 

West Basement 

 The West Basement is located on the west side of the facility.  The area can be 

viewed from the main walkways on the western part of the building, but it is not a 

location that receives traffic other than the individuals that are deliberately headed 

there.  The space has minimal seating, but is equipped with three pool tables, a 

foosball table, and an electronic dartboard.  The fact that the space provides limited 

seating options means it lacks comfortable seating.  Comfortable seating, however, is a 

feature that the participants stated as being a strong consideration in their 

environmental preferences for public spaces where they can socialize.  This space can 

be considered an open space because there is no ceiling.  The basement is open all the 

way to the second and third floors of the facility.  It is informal because it is a 

recreational space and is convenient because of its location in the heavily trafficked 

west side of the facility. 
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According to Myers-Levy and Zhu (2007), ceiling height correlated with 

human feelings and spaces with high ceilings are often associated with feelings of 

freedom.  This is supported by this study because the open air West Basement of the 

TTU Student Union has become a destination for students to socialize.  Campus 

administrators can use this as an illustration of how openness and creative designs 

with ceilings can have positive impacts on the sociability of certain environments.  

The inclusion of the pool tables and other recreational activities also is suggestive of 

institutional values.  According to Kuh and Whitt (1988), the social environment is a 

salient institutional feature that is influential when creating a campus culture.  

Administrators on all college campuses should recognize and consider this as the 

opportunity to create inviting spaces that provide opportunities to linger because it can 

promote institutional values that are framed around interpersonal communication and 

civility. 

Union Plaza Food Court 

 The Union Plaza Food Court is a vast area of tables and chairs.  A majority of 

the chairs are not padded, but there are some areas that have padded booths for the 

patrons.  This variety is a physical manifestation of a suggestion by Waxman et al. 

(2007) that stressed the benefits of seating variety to cater to student preferences.  The 

highest rated eating environments were places where conversation was appropriate, 

the furniture was comfortable, and plenty of table space was available.  The Union 

Plaza Food Court is busy during peak lunch hours and conversation is always present 

among the patrons.  There is also plenty of table space for every seat in the food court 
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area. The results indicated that 98% of the participants utilized this space to eat, but 

over half still identified it as a place that they socialized with their friends.  This 

suggests that these students are viewing their mealtimes as a social opportunity.  

College and university administrators can provide more opportunities to engage 

students by considering the social mealtime concept during the planning stages of 

facility design and construction.  According to Waxman et al. (2007), square tables 

such as the ones located in the Union Plaza Food Court, allow individuals to push the 

tables together to accommodate larger groups.  Selecting elements like furniture while 

thinking through a lens of how to engage students would help to shape a social and 

pleasant environment that students could benefit from. 

East Basement 

 The East Basement was by far the least utilized location in the facility.  In fact, 

nearly 90% of the participants indicated that they had never spent time there.  This 

public space is located on the east side of the facility in an area that receives very little 

foot traffic.  This basement is where the Parent and Family Relations office and the 

Office of the Ombuds are located.  Neither of these offices are ones where students 

would frequently visit.  Many participants indicated that they were not aware that that 

space was for public use because they were under the impression that it was a waiting 

area for the two offices.  This may be attributed to the fact that both of these offices 

have large glass storefronts that look out into the East Basement space.  According to 

Veatch (1987), it is important to have the opportunity for individuals to position 

themselves in a way to not have to endure unwanted eye contact.  It is possible that 
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this location is underutilized because of the fishbowl effect that occurs when students 

sit in front of windows that are stationed near the workspaces of TTU employees. 

Facility administrators and staff could use this as an indication that some design 

elements may be neglected even though they are conducive to more subtle activities, 

such as studying, if individuals do not feel that privacy is something that they can 

control.  When planning for spaces, considering the proximity to offices and services 

and the interplay between the setups of the two locations could have severe impacts on 

its use.  

Student Organization Cubicle Spaces 

 The final public area of discussion was the Student Organization Cubicle spaces.  

These are located on the second and third floors of the Student Union on the west side 

of the facility.  Nearly half of the participants stated that they had spent time in this 

area.  Over two thirds of them that utilized the spaces were there once a week or 

greater.  These cubicles are a space designated for student organizations to conduct 

their business.  The highest scoring behavior in this space was socializing with friends, 

with one-third of the participations indicating this.  This is logical because students are 

often friends with other members of their organizations and could have time to 

socialize while there.  It is likely that their organizations require office hours or these 

individuals could be in these spaces to conduct needed business. 

 Harrell (1964) conducted a study on the use of cubicles in a medical school 

environment and found that they were popular and should be implemented in other 

disciplines.  While there is not any known research on cubicle usage for college and 
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university student organizations, administrators and staff can utilize comparative 

studies on their popularity and uses for student functions outside of academics.  

Veatch (1987) provided insights that cubicles were functional in university libraries, 

and Harrell (1964) found that cubicles were beneficial in an academic setting, as they 

provided some privacy.  It is possible that because there is a waiting list for these 

cubicle spaces in the TTU Student Union, administrators may find merit in 

incorporating them into renovations of other facilities at the institution. 

Intentions of Facility Design Versus Actual Use 

 The third research question addressed whether or not the public spaces in the 

Texas Tech University Student Union were being utilized in the manner congruent 

with their intended use identified in the design phase of the facility renovations and 

expansion. The analysis of primary documents from the planning of the 2006 TTU 

Student Union renovation and expansion unveiled that during the planning process, 

areas identified as must haves included student organization spaces, an expanded food 

court, technology area, wireless internet accessibility, noisy gathering spaces, quiet 

study areas, a formal area for pre-function activities, campus bookstore, convenience 

store, other retail spaces, an information center, and service and loading areas.  Other 

areas were listed as wants, such as gaming or recreation space for students to engage 

in recreation.  All of these elements were gained through the renovation of the facility.   

The spaces in the Student Union were designed to fulfill the requests of the 

Texas Tech community so that the facility could better suit the needs of the institution 
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and its students.  These intended and designed uses, however, have some variances in 

the ways the study participants actually utilize the facility public spaces. 

Student Union Gathering Pavilion 

The Student Union Gathering Pavilion was created to serve as a noisy 

gathering space.  This is actually how the space received its name.  There are many 

reasons the Student Union Gathering Pavilion may not fulfill the role of a noisy 

gathering space for students, but it may be partially attributed to where it is located 

within the building (please see Appendix E).  The area includes many physical 

characteristics that Waxman et al. (2007) suggested in the literature.  The location has 

hardwood flooring that many may justify as a warm and cozy feature.  The Student 

Union Gathering Pavilion is also equipped with padded furniture for comfort and it 

can be moved to customize the space.  This mobility is along the lines of what 

Sabbatini (2008), Waxman et al. (2007), and O’Hare (1998) indicated as desirable in a 

location used for socializing.  Conversely, the only reason individuals would pass 

through this public space would be because they were intentionally visiting it.  This 

diminishes the opportunity that students may have when they seek a location to have 

informal interactions with friends who they see within the Student Union facility.  

While the space matched the perceptions of the participants when they selected a place 

to socialize, the location of the space may have made it an inconvenient place to do so.  

Administrators can evaluate proximity to features like walkways with heavy 

pedestrian traffic when designing social spaces because students may casually meet 

and decide to linger if they can do so easily. 
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Student Union Courtyard 

The Student Union Courtyard is a space that was intended to fulfill the role of 

a pre-function space and a formal lounge for students.  While the space is heavily 

utilized, participants indicated it was a good location to socialize, study, and eat, but 

did not rate it highly as an environment where individuals could relax.  Lounge spaces 

are generally designed for relaxation, but this was the lowest reported behavior of the 

space. Waxman et al. (2007) stated that architectural design elements can be placed in 

a way that allows students to stake their claim and select locations to anchor 

themselves for security.  The Student Union Courtyard is a good example of this 

because there are many features like pillars and wall cutouts that provide opportunities 

for students to create their own private space.  The seating is also equipped with high 

backs.  According to Sabbatini (2008), this sense of enclosure created by the seats will 

foster group discussion.  This was indicative of the impact that both architectural 

features and furniture selection can have on a space.  University administrators can 

consider these concepts in conjunction with other elements to break up larger spaces 

into ones with opportunities for private discussion amongstudents.  This feature can be 

a valuable asset to a public facility because students may no longer feel the need to 

leave to find an isolated location to have a serious discussion.  This would mean that 

students can remain in a safe environment monitored by the university instead of 

relying on local establishments in the community to do this. 
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East Basement 

The third location that was utilized incongruously with the intended design was 

the East Basement.  This area was designed to serve as a new game room for the 

student population to have a social and recreational space.  The university dissolved 

the concept of the game room for departmental office space.  The environment was 

intended to be a social and welcoming environment, but it became a location that 

roughly one tenth of the participants had ever visited (please see Appendix E).  While 

this was ultimately a decision by the university to make the changes, the space was 

designed to serve social purposes.  It is possible that the design elements are actually 

cumbersome to the space being well utilized for a work environment, but data was not 

collected in a way that could provide a foundation for the claim.  One of the elements 

discussed in the literature surrounding the third place was that it is a location where a 

more clear sense of equality emerges among individuals and serves as a level 

(Oldenburg, 1989).  This environment was probably difficult to create in the East 

Basement because the large picture windows that face the space created a fishbowl 

effect where individuals feel watched and this may remove the neutral feeling of the 

environment.  Avoiding design elements like these may create more neutral 

environments conducive for socialization.  It is important to be cognizant of features 

such as these because the financial input to create the space may not be justified by the 

use.  This essentially created a missed opportunity to provide a well-designed and 

functional public space in the TTU Student Union. 
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West Basement, Union Plaza Food Court, and Student Organization Cubicle Spaces 

The remaining spaces in the TTU Student Union were all utilized similarly to 

their intended functions.  The West Basement is equipped with pool tables and 

recreational games and serves as a social environment.  While the plans did not 

initially intend for the space to be a game room, it was supposed to be a location 

available for student to relax or socialize.  This is still aligned with the intended 

purpose of the space.  The open ceilings have helped create a free feeling, which helps 

students unwind as suggested by Myers-Levy & Zhu (2007).  

The Union Plaza Food Court was created to address the needs of an expanded 

hospitality option on campus and serves this purpose.  The large room with rows of 

seats and tables allows students to sit with friends and push tables together to 

accommodate their groups.  This was a concept suggested by Sabbatini (2008), 

Waxman et al. (2007), and O’Hare (1998).   

The Student Organization Cubicles spaces are also utilized in the manner that 

the designers intended.  The cubicles provide an environment where the members of 

registered student organizations can conduct their business and are productive while 

also maintaining the important privacy concerns addressed by Veatch (1987).  

Participants utilized the spaces to socialize, study, and eat.  Socialization may indicate 

that the students are interacting with their fellow members of the organizations to 

build a stronger community, and the fact that they have studied there indicates that 

they can be productive in this space, as well.  Providing these spaces for student 
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organizations is also a way of reinforcing the value the institution places on student 

involvement as a means to keep student engaged and enrolled at the university. 

University and facility administrators and staff can benefit from assessing 

newly renovated and expanded facility spaces.  TTU designed some areas of the 

facility to fulfill specific needs, but some were not utilized in the manner intended.   

The institution was able to address public space needs as identified in the design phase 

of the 2006 facility renovation and expansion, such as the addition of pool tables to 

create a new social destination when the game room idea was dissolved due to 

department office space needs.   

Other deficiencies were also addressed when students misused a space.  The 

participants identified the fact the Student Union Gathering Pavilion had not primarily 

served as a gathering place for students even though design concepts for third places 

like the types of flooring, seating, and lighting suggested by Waxman et al. (2007) 

were employed.  This, however, does not mean that the space is unimportant to the 

facility.  It has become a sacred space where students can study in private and not be 

interrupted by pedestrian traffic flow (please see Appendix E).  Campus officials can 

use this information to reinforce the ideas that consistent assessment of the use of 

facility environments can provided needed details that can be used to make 

adjustments to better serve the needs of the students. 
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Implications for Practice  

 Understanding the ways that students utilize public spaces within facilities on 

college campuses has many implications for practitioners at institutions of higher 

learning. College and university administrators, especially ones looking at expanding 

or renovating facilities, can apply many of the concepts addressed in this research to 

develop facilities that better meet the needs of the student population. 

 First, personnel at institutions can do a needs assessment of their student 

population to determine deficiencies that could be addressed through facility 

modifications.  After the needs are determined, spaces can be equipped with the 

physical characteristics that students indicated as desirable for certain behaviors.  For 

example, if it is determined that there is a deficiency of spaces for students to study, 

incorporating quiet spaces with softer flooring to absorb sound pollutants caused by 

others would be a sensible decision.  All of the spaces in the facility renovation can be 

designed in a way that reflects a targeted and specific function that can ultimately 

improve the quality of student life on a campus by better meeting their needs.  A 

functional design can also provide the opportunity to host a third place on campus 

which can improve retention and safety by making students feel a connection with the 

institution and helping to keep them on campus in a more safe and controlled 

environment. 

 Practitioners can also take the results of this study as an opportunity to assess 

newly renovated spaces for student use.  One thing that TTU hoped to gain from the 
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2006 expansion and renovation was a recreational and social space for students.  

When it became apparent that this goal was not going to be met, facility administrators 

added pool tables to the West Basement to target the social aspect of the space more 

directly.  This is beneficial because it illustrated that more cost effective alternatives 

can be taken to adapt a space for a targeted behavior than completely renovating a 

portion of the facility.  Modifications can be made to environments to make them 

more conducive for student uses and needs. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As mentioned throughout this study and in the literature, college and university 

student unions are a heavily neglected field in empirical research.  This research 

investigated the behaviors of students at a large, public institution in the southwestern 

United States.  The needs of students may vary and it is possible that more information 

can be gained through studies focusing on the student union in an ecological capacity.  

Replication of this study on student unions within different types of colleges could 

provide insights into the unique characteristics of different environments that make 

them conducive for desired behaviors. Additionally, studies conducted that investigate 

venues that are utilized for programmatic reasons may also provide insight for better-

designed facilities.   Many student unions are equipped with meeting spaces, 

ballrooms, theatres, and other features that make them ideal venues for event planners.  

Investigating the usage of various facilities in this capacity would be a valuable 

contribution to the literature, as well. 
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This study addressed whether or not there is a relationship between student 

behaviors and the physical environments they occurred in.  One important question 

that would build the knowledge base of student unions is trying to understand why 

these behaviors occur in the spaces.  The subject of student unions and campus 

ecology is one that easily lends itself to qualitative research.  Trying to gain a better 

understanding of why students utilize these spaces could provide more information on 

student motivations and preferences. 

Conclusions 
 

The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of the usage 

patterns of study participants that utilized the Texas Tech University Student Union, 

and to analyze the relationships between six specific public spaces and the activities 

and behaviors demonstrated within them.  Identifying student usage patterns and 

behaviors within these facilities provides administrators and staff useful information 

for future decisions on facility renovations, expansions and construction.  In addition, 

they were also provided with information that can help them create better designed 

facilities that are capable of ultimately improving student retention, safety, and success 

by better understanding student wants and needs in terms of spatial qualities and 

environments. 

As Texas Tech University looks at expansion needs as they strategically grow 

their student enrollments to 40,000 by the year 2020, the results of this study will 

provide needed information for administrators and staff to understand how students 

are utilizing the current TTU Student Union. Participants identified the facility as a 
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third place.  In addition, they identified that three public spaces, the Student Union 

Gathering Pavilion, Student Union Courtyard, and the East Basement were being 

utilized in ways that did not fully meet their intended purposes. The West Basement, 

Union Plaza Food Court, and Student Organization Cubicle spaces were being utilized 

in the manner for which they were designed.  The study provided information that 

specifically identified modification strategies that TTU employed to improve the use 

of these spaces both during and after the 2006 renovation and expansion. 

College and university administrators and staff can interpret the repetition of 

visitors to a facility as evidence that it is welcoming and students are taking advantage 

of the spaces available.  Coupling this knowledge with an assessment of the uses and 

behaviors demonstrated within a facility can provide institutions a wealth of 

information to strengthen the presence of their facilities during future renovations, 

expansions and construction. 
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY 
 

Physical Environments and Their Influence on Student Utilization of 

Public Spaces in the Texas Tech University Student Union Building 

 
The purpose of this research study is to evaluate student usage of the physical spaces 
of the Texas Tech University Student Union and the motivation for students to engage 
within the spaces.  The goal of the research is to provide information about usage 
behaviors and environmental interactions as a means to better serve the student 
population at Texas Tech University. 
 
Thank you for participating in this research study.  Completion of this survey should 
take no more than 15 minutes to complete.  Your participation is strictly voluntary.    
All of the information that will be collected is confidential and you may choose not to 
answer any question.  No personal information will be collected in this survey and all 
data is collected anonymously and cannot be tracked back to a specific individual.   
 
If you have any additional questions about this research study, please contact D.J. 
Walch by e-mail at dj.walch@ttu.edu.  This research study is being supervised by Dr. 
Stephanie J. Jones, Assistant Professor in the Higher Education Program at Texas 
Tech University. Any questions or concerns can also be sent to her at (806) 742-1997 
ext. 245 or at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 
 
For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, 
contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX 
79409.  Or you can call (806) 742-3884. 
 

 

 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

91 

Survey 

Please read each question/statement carefully and select the answer that most 
accurately reflects your beliefs or behaviors. Participation in this questionnaire is 
voluntary and you do not have to answer any questions that you feel uncomfortable 
with. Thank you for participating in this study.   
 
Part I: Demographic Information   
 

1. What is your gender? 
◊Male   
◊Female 

 
2. What is your enrollment status at Texas Tech University? 

◊Full time 
◊Part time 

 
3. How many years have you been a student at Texas Tech?  

◊0-1 
◊1-3 
◊3-5 
◊5 or more 
 

4. What is your classification? 
◊Freshman 
◊Sophomore 
◊Junior  
◊Senior 
◊Graduate Student 
◊Law Student 
◊Other 

 
5. Are you involved in at least one student organization at Texas Tech 

University? 
◊Yes  
◊No 

 
6. How frequently do you enter the Student Union facility? 

◊Less than once a week 
  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 



 Texas Tech University, David J. Walch, Jr., December 2010 
 

92 

  ◊More than 5 times a week 
 

7. Which of the following best describes your reasons to use the Student Union at 
Texas Tech University (check all that apply)? 

 ◊Passing through 
  ◊To run an errand (utilize retail spaces/campus services) 
  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
 
 
Part II: Physical Environment  
 
For each statement below, please indicate what most accurately reflects your thoughts 
and behaviors based on the following scale: 
 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
 

When selecting a place to study: 
 
1.  I look for a place with electrical outlets. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

  
2. I look for a place that is quiet. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
3.  I look for a place with plenty of table space. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
4.  I look for a place that feels open. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
5.  I look for a place that offers privacy. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  
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6. I consider the amount of lighting in the room. 
1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
7.  I seek out comfortable furniture. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
What other characteristics do you seek out when selecting a place to study? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________  

 
When selecting a place to socialize with friends: 
 

  
8. I look for a place that is quiet. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently 

 
9. I look for a place that is convenient. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently 

 
10.I look for a place where I can move the furniture to accommodate the group. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
11. I look for a place that feels open. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  
 

12. I look for a place that offers privacy. 
1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  
 

13. I seek out an environment that is informal. 
1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
14. I seek out comfortable furniture. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
15.  We have a regular place where we typically meet. 

Yes  No 
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If you answered yes to Question 15, where? ______________________ 
 
What other characteristics do you seek out when selecting a place socialize with 
friends? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
When selecting a place to sit down and eat: 
 
16. I look for a place where conversation is appropriate. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

  
17.  I look for a place that is quiet. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
18. I look for a place with plenty of table space. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
19. I look for a place that feels open. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently 
 
20. I look for a place that offers privacy. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  
 

21.  I seek out a place with pleasant food smells. 
1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
22. I seek out comfortable furniture. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
23. I seek square or rectangular tables over round tables to allow the option to push 
tables together to accommodate a larger group. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
What other characteristics do you seek out when selecting a place to eat? 
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_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

When selecting a place to relax: 
 
24.  I prefer a seat near a window. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently   

 
25. I look for a place that has a welcoming environment. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
26. I look for a place that feels open. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
27. I look for a place that offers privacy. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
28. I seek a place that provides an opportunity to “people watch”. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  

 
29. I seek out comfortable furniture. 

1  2   3   4 
Never  Rarely    Frequently  Very Frequently  
 

What other characteristics do you seek out when selecting a place to relax? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Part III: Texas Tech’s Student Union  
 
For each statement below, please read carefully and indicate what most accurately 
describes your thoughts and behaviors about the Student Union Building at Texas 
Tech. 

 
 

1. The Student Union is a safe environment. 
◊Yes 

 ◊No 
 

2. The Student Union is a good place to study. 
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◊Yes 
◊No 

 
3. The Student Union is a good place to socialize with friends. 

◊Yes 
 ◊No 
 

4. The Student Union has good places to eat. 
◊Yes 

 ◊No 
 

5. The Student Union is a good place to relax. 
◊Yes 

 ◊No 
 
Part IV: Texas Tech’s Student Union’s Public Spaces 
 
For each question below, please read carefully and indicate what most accurately 
describes your thoughts and behaviors. 
 

 
1. This is the Student Union Gathering Pavilion.  Have you ever spent time here?  

◊Yes 
  ◊No 
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  ◊I don’t know 
 

2. If you answered yes to Question 1, how did you utilize your time in the 
Student Union Gathering Pavilion? (Check all that apply) 

  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
 

3. If you answered yes to Question 1, how frequently do you spend time in the 
Student Union Gathering Pavilion on a weekly basis? 

◊Less than once a week 
  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 
  ◊More than 5 times a week 
 

 
4. This is the Student Union Courtyard.  Have you ever spent time here?   

◊Yes 
  ◊No 
  ◊I don’t know 
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5. If you answered yes to Question 4, how did you utilize your time in the 
Student Union Courtyard? (Check all that apply) 

  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
 

6. If you answered yes to Question 4, how frequently do you spend time in the 
Student Union Courtyard on a weekly basis? 

◊Less than once a week 
  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 
  ◊More than 5 times a week 
 

 
7. This is the Student Union West Basement.  Have you ever spent time here? 

◊Yes 
  ◊No 
  ◊I don’t know 
 

8. If you answered yes to Question 7, how did you utilize your time in the 
Student Union West Basement? (Check all that apply) 
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  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
 

9. If you answered yes to Question 7, how frequently do you spend time in the 
Student Union West Basement on a weekly basis? 

◊Less than once a week 
  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 
  ◊More than 5 times a week 
 

 
10. This is the Student Union Plaza.  Have you ever spent time here? 

◊Yes 
  ◊No 
  ◊I don’t know 
 

11. If you answered yes to Question 10, how did you utilize your time in the 
Student Union Plaza? (Check all that apply) 

  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
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  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
 

12. If you answered yes to Question 10, how frequently do you spend time in the 
Student Union Plaza on a weekly basis? 

◊Less than once a week 
  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 
  ◊More than 5 times a week 
 

 
13. This is the Student Union East Basement.  Have you ever spent time here?  

◊Yes 
  ◊No 
  ◊I don’t know 
 

14. If you answered yes to Question 13, how did you utilize your time in the 
Student Union East Basement? (Check all that apply) 

  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
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  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
 

15. If you answered yes to Question 13, how frequently do you spend time in the 
Student Union East Basement on a weekly basis? 

◊Less than once a week 
  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 
  ◊More than 5 times a week 
 

 
16. This is the Student Union Student Organization Cubicle Space.  Have you ever 

spent time here?  
◊Yes 

  ◊No 
  ◊I don’t know 
 

17. If you answered yes to Question 16, how did you utilize your time in the 
Student Union Student Organization Cubicle Space? (Check all that apply) 

  ◊To meet with friends 
  ◊To eat 
  ◊To study or do homework 
  ◊To relax 
  ◊Other __________ (Please Specify) 
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18. If you answered yes to Question 16, how frequently do you spend time in the 

Student Union Student Organization Cubicle Space on a weekly basis? 
◊Less than once a week 

  ◊1 time a week 
  ◊2-3 times a week 
  ◊4-5 times a week 
  ◊More than 5 times a week 

 
 
 
Part V: Texas Tech’s Student Union  
 
For the questions below, please read each question carefully and respond with your 
personal thoughts about the Student Union Building at Texas Tech.  
 

 
1. When you think about the Student Union Building at Texas Tech, what 

thoughts do you associate with it? 
 

2. What are your general reasons for visiting the Student Union during a typical 
week? 

 
3. If you could change one thing about the Student Union facility at Texas Tech, 

what would it be? 
 

4. What is something about the Student Union that you would hope never 
changes? 
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APPENDIX C 

TECHANNOUNCE SEEKING PARTICIPANTS 
 
Date of Announcement: Monday, April 19, 2010 

 

Subject:  Participate in a Research Study on Your Usage of the Texas Tech University 
Student Union 

 
Synopsis:  All students at Texas Tech University are invited to participate in a 
research study about the ways they utilize the Student Union. 

 

Detailed Description: This research study seeks to collect information on how students 
at Texas Tech University utilize the various public spaces within the Texas Tech 
University Student Union facility.  The survey should not take more than 15 minutes 
to complete.  Participation in this study is voluntary and you do not have to answer 
any questions that you feel uncomfortable with.  The survey will remain open until 
May 2, 2010 and responses will be collected until that date. 

 
To participate in the survey, please click on the link below: 

www.surveymonkey.com/XXXXXXXXXXX 
 

If you have any additional questions about this research study, please contact D.J. 
Walch by e-mail at dj.walch@ttu.edu.  This research study is being supervised by Dr. 
Stephanie J. Jones, Assistant Professor in the Higher Education Program at Texas 
Tech University. Any questions or concerns can also be sent to her at (806) 742-1997 
ext. 245 or at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 
 
For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, 
contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX 
79409.  Or you can call (806) 742-3884. 
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APPENDIX D 

SECOND TECHANNOUNCE SEEKING PARTICIPANTS 
 

Date of Announcement: Tuesday, April 27, 2010 
 

Subject:  Participate in a Research Study on Your Usage of the Texas Tech University 
Student Union 

 
Synopsis:  All students at Texas Tech University are invited to participate in a 
research study about the ways they utilize the Student Union. 

 

Detailed Description: This research study seeks to collect information on how students 
at Texas Tech University utilize the various public spaces within the Texas Tech 
University Student Union facility.  The survey should not take more than 15 minutes 
to complete.  Participation in this study is voluntary and you do not have to answer 
any questions that you feel uncomfortable with.  The survey will remain open until 
May 2, 2010 and responses will be collected until that date. 

 
To participate in the survey, please click on the link below: 

www.surveymonkey.com/XXXXXXXXXXX 
 

If you have any additional questions about this research study, please contact D.J. 
Walch by e-mail at dj.walch@ttu.edu.  This research study is being supervised by Dr. 
Stephanie J. Jones, Assistant Professor in the Higher Education Program at Texas 
Tech University. Any questions or concerns can also be sent to her at (806) 742-1997 
ext. 245 or at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 
 
For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, 
contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX 
79409.  Or you can call (806) 742-3884. 
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APPENDIX E 

MAP OF TEXAS TECH STUDENT UNION 

 


