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ABSTRACT 

This Masters Degree Project explores the ambience or atmosphere of urban outdoor gathering places. 
A place with an atmosphere that is considered to be vital and active increases the potential for positive 
life experiences and contributes to an area's overall social setting. This project collects the lessons 
learned among the different disciplines involved in city making to develop a better understanding of 
the dynamic relationships of the physical and social aspects of the urban environment, and the poten­
tial influence of collective meanings or personal perceptions on those dynamics. Although it appears 
that the concept is elusive and relatively unexplored, and the term is seldom used, this project propos­
es that atmosphere can be identified and incorporated into the planning and design of public places. 

Thus, the purpose of this project is to examine the components and elements that contribute to the 
ambience of an urban outdoor gathering place, and to highlight the key variables that are involved in 
creating and maintaining a place with a vital atmosphere. These objectives are embraced using a 
methodology that is an iterative approach, entailing a review of a select number of precedent studies 
to extract pertinent information about atmosphere, and reinforcing those findings with life examples 
to illustrate the dynamics of ambience. The research involves a review of related theories, leading to a 
proposed conceptual model for atmosphere, which visually illustrates the linking of Physical Form, 
Activity, and Meaning as the key components, overlaid on a foundation of Personal Experience. The 
conceptual model is further developed into a more in-depth theoretical model. Derived from a review 
of specifically selected precedent studies, the key components are broken down into detailed lists of the 
constituent elements that have the potential to affect atmosphere. 

The study concludes with a hierarchical ranking of the elements of atmosphere, identifying those ele­
ments that are core, and those which are supportive to creating or maintaining a vital atmosphere. This 
hierarchy is not a recipe for ambience. It is intended for practical use in acknowledging atmosphere in 
the design or revitalization efforts of designers and planners who influence public places. While a syn­
ergistic combination of different elements may result in a vital atmosphere, this hierarchy is simply a 
set of guidelines for considering the most likely contributors to particular types of ambient settings. 


