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Abstract 

Heritage values of inhabited historic towns are inevitably subject to constant socio-
economic, environmental and cultural changes. A set of concerns lies in a complex 
system of cultural, social, political, and economic issues, leading to difficulties in 
achieving a balance between the needs of heritage conservation and the needs of 
tourism development. 

If we consider heritage conservation as a process to influence people’s perceptions of 
heritage values and their willingness to maintain them, it is important to understand, for 
each context-specific site, what qualifies as heritage in the perception of the locals who 
are the ultimate heritage care-holders. Identifying what constitutes urban heritage 
dimensions from the locals’ point of view is critical for heritage and tourism management 
practice as it can determine what should be sustained and what should be changed in 
the integrated conservation and development efforts of a historic town. Thus, future 
conservation and development strategies can be informed.  

This article aims to develop a framework for defining the multiple, interconnected and 
dynamic urban heritage dimensions in a way that integrates the principle of cultural 
sustainability, while also acknowledges the concept of sustainable tourism development, 
encompassing tangible and intangible attributes as integral parts of a holistic concept of 
heritage values. The possibilities for using Environmental Cognition Theory to define 
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heritage dimensions, which is fundamental for heritage management of inhabited historic 
towns, will be explored. 

The analysis draws on interviews carried out with local stakeholders at Chiang Mai, 
Thailand, where there are currently discussions for its nomination as a World Heritage 
Site. The findings show potential of using Environmental Cognition Theory to 
dimensionally deepen the understanding of heritage dimensions by providing an in-depth 
understanding of how symbolic attributes, collectively with physical attributes, play an 
important role in contributing to the heritage values of urban heritage elements. 

Keywords: Heritage Values, Heritage Dimensions, Inhabited Historic Town,  
Chiang Mai, Thailand 

Introduction 

Chiang Mai, the largest province in northern Thailand, was a former capital of the ancient 
Kingdom of Lanna when it was founded in 1296. Unlike historical and archaeological 
heritage sites of Sukhothai and Ayutthaya, former capitals of kingdoms that have been 
unified as the Kingdom of Thailand, Chiang Mai is a ‘living city’ that has been 
continuously inhabited for more than 700 years. Most of historical and cultural sites – 
some have been restored or made over in different historical periods – are still 
functioning as living heritage in the sense that it continues to serve the locals. The 
uniqueness of Chiang Mai lies in a rich living civilisation which has been combined and 
blended traditions and cultures of diverse groups of populations over time. 

Within the city, the most outstanding historic area is an old city area where the old walls 
and moats are still mostly intact. However, its cultural heritage is not only embodied 
through physical objects, architecture and urban settlement in a geographically bounded 
space, but it also manifests itself through belief systems, ritual practices, performances, 
and lifestyles of its people. Therefore, Chiang Mai’s cultural heritage can be seen as a 
signifier of local identity and a way of life that is linked with this unique culture. 

Chiang Mai as a Tourist Destination 

As one of the most culturally significant cities with distinctive cultural heritage stretching 
over 700 years, Chiang Mai has always been a popular tourist destination. Evidentially, 
the city is very attractive to both local and international tourists. It was voted the best city 
in Asia in 2016 from Travel + Leisure magazine (TATNews, 2017c), and it won the third 
place in a list of the 15 best city destinations in the world for 2017 from the same 
influential travel magazine (TATNews, 2017b). According to the Tourism Authority of 
Thailand (TAT), in 2018, Chiang Mai is becoming increasingly accessible with around 
8,000 international flights, mostly direct flights from major destinations (TATNews, 
2017a). Moreover, the fact that the city was added to the list of Tentative UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites (CityNews, 2015) will make it grow even more in its popularity. 

Being seen as a form of economic development, the tourism industry is an important part 
of Chiang Mai’s economy. However, the consequences of mass tourism are also 
damaging in many ways. As with most mass tourist-receiving areas, the cultural 
resources of the city have occasionally been exploited by a pro-growth ideology. Heritage 
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and cultural identity have been treated as commodities. For example, in some cases, 
performances have been transformed into a showcase; tangible cultural items are 
heightened mainly for presentation to the tourists; and heritage sites have been 
transformed into sellable experiences to serve the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry, 1992) in a way 
that they have less intrinsic meaning left. Although sets of standards and protections for 
sustainable tourism have been created and applied, but with a focus on sustainable profit 
of business practice, sustainability of cultures has often been overlooked. Hence, the 
actual impacts of tourism have simultaneously destroyed the cultural quality of the city 
(Henderson, 2013; Lempert, 2016). Consequently, this will eventually lead to the decline 
of the essence of the culture on which the tourism industry depends. Accordingly, one of 
the major challenges for Chiang Mai is to successfully provide cultural protections in the 
context of tourism in order to achieve cultural sustainability. 

What to Sustain? 

All forms of tourism are based on a triangle relationship between tourists, the local 
community and the site itself (Marvell and Watkins, 2005). In order for any forms of 
tourism to be sustainable in the long term, this relationship, known as a tourism triangle, 
has to be carefully managed to ensure its balance. In the case of cultural tourist 
destinations, the relationship is even more complicated since the local community and 
the site are the resources and core values of the tourism industry themselves. Regarding 
tourism development, tourism cannot successfully develop without being protective of 
the resources on which they depend (Ooi, 2013; Saarinen, 2013). 

Of the case of Luang Prabang, the former capital of Laos which has a very similar context 
to Chiang Mai, is a typical example of a heritage city where culture becomes objectified 
and where its development strategy was criticised due to its failure to appreciate 
significant ways in which the local communities conceptualise their heritage (Suntikul, 
2011). The city is one of UNESCO World Heritage Sites complying with UNESCO 
guidelines on heritage management and national cultural development plans. However, 
rather than being protected as a living city with its own spirit, the city has mainly been 
preserved and promoted for the sensibilities of the tourists. The development approach 
ends up in making the city a staged museum showing a frozen style of architecture and 
performed traditions. Intangible social and cultural attributes are not appropriately 
protected. In the end, the ‘touristification’ and ‘museumfication’ of the city has led to the 
loss of ‘living heritage’ as people move out to be replaced by tourists and non-local 
entrepreneurs. It can be argued that the commodification and fossilisation of culture 
constitutes an inappropriate development approach of an ongoing culture. It can 
obviously be seen that with an approach of highlighting cultural aspects that can be 
commercially exploited, the development simultaneously destroys an essence of culture 
including a cultural process of the local community. Without this ongoing process of 
making and remaking of culture in the context of social change, the heritage city and its 
culture will eventually become lifeless and no longer attractive. 

Concerning the concept of sustainability of the whole process and system, the 
Brundtland Report produced in the United Nations World Commission on Environment 
and Development in 1987 (United Nations, 1987) provides a concept of sustainable 
development in general. The report, entitled ‘Our Common Future’, states the idea of 
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holistic planning and strategy making, along with an importance of preserving essential 
processes, as part of basic principles of sustainability. Although the main emphasis of 
the report on sustainability was placed on environmental and ecological sustainability, 
these identified principles give a basic concept of sustainable development that can be 
applied to other types of sustainability, including cultural sustainability. Therefore, it can 
be assumed that, in the field of cultural tourism development, the whole process and 
system underpinning an indigenous culture should be valued and preserved. 

Considering the idea of preserving the whole cultural process and system, a problem lies 
in how to decide which attributes contribute to the cultural significance of a place that 
merit preservation. When it comes to the process of identifying values of culture or 
heritage sites, a conceptualisation of heritage values has often been polarised by tourism 
development. The fact that there is difference between sets of values perceived by 
different groups of stakeholders has often been overlooked and certain attributes might 
have been highlighted for the purposes of entertainment in tourism industry (Smith, 
2003). 

Hence, culture and commerce have inevitably become intertwined in the context of 
cultural tourism. Driven by economic emphasis, tourism development tends to prioritise 
tourist perception and threatens to undermine an importance of those of local people. In 
addition, the growing academic literature has followed the same trend as it has mostly 
been focusing on the economic-based sustainable tourism approach (Lempert, 2016). 
Much less research has been written about the management of cultural tourism focusing 
on the heritage dimensions understood and defined by the local population. Indeed, a 
set of heritage values based on indigenous perception is still understudied and has rarely 
been applied into heritage management practice. 

It is important to clearly understand a set of heritage values perceived by indigenous 
people. As stated by cultural theorists, culture is about the whole way of life of a particular 
people or social group with distinctive signifying systems involving all forms of social 
activity, and artistic or intellectual activities (Williams, 1976). It is by this ‘whole way of 
life’, including common customs, lifestyles and traditions, that each people and 
community could be distinguished. With an understanding of significant ways in which 
the local communities conceptualise and interact with their heritage, we will then be able 
to develop a better strategy for preserving the whole cultural process and system. 

It is the aim of this paper to explore underpinning heritage values of historic urban areas 
of Chiang Mai Old City. By emphasising the importance of the whole system of cultural 
process and its associated heritage values, the study aims to create a conceptual 
framework for identifying urban heritage dimensions which contributed to heritage values 
of the city. With an approach to preserve the whole cultural process and system, the 
study is centred on indigenous people’s perceptions referring to those communities 
whose ancestry goes back to 700 years. The article argues that gaining this 
understanding of heritage dimensions will enable cultural tourism policy to strengthen 
the characteristics and values of the place. Thus, it can appropriately preserve heritage 
values and identity of the culture to maintain a place’s appeal as tourist destination 
without exploiting the essence of the culture. Hopefully, this study will benefit cultural 
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tourism development by redressing the balance of the current concept of sustainable 
tourism that often prioritises sustainable economic profit over sustainability of cultures. 

Environmental Cognition Theory 

In order to explore the heritage dimensions and associated heritage values which are 
collectively formed by physical and symbolic attributes, Environmental Cognition Theory 
will be used as the theoretical point of departure. Focusing on an importance of meanings 
embodied in mental representations of environments (Rapoport, 1976, 1982; Silva, 
2011), the theory can help to create a better understanding of a range of heritage 
dimensions. A large body of environmental cognition research shows how a combination 
of the visual, spatial, affective, and social significance of environmental features evokes 
images of the respected locations in people’s minds (Appleyard, 1969, 1970; Rapoport, 
1977; Silva, 2011). With an emphasis on both physical and symbolic significances, the 
theory can be used to examine critically tangible and intangible attributes of heritage and 
establish clear connections between them. Thus, it will surely be useful in creating an 
understanding of the whole system of heritage values and the culture. 

Silva’s Notion of Imageability and Heritage Dimensions 

Kapila D. Silva’s study on imageability based on Environmental Cognition Theory shows 
that built heritage values are shaped through a complex interrelation between two 
imageable dimensions including physical dimensions and symbolic dimensions of an 
environment (Silva, 2013). The physical dimensions, namely tangible attributes, are the 
multi-sensory and spatial attributes of the physical features and of the activities that take 
place in the environment. The symbolic dimensions or intangible attributes include 
cultural, instrumental, and personal meanings associated with their tangible attributes. It 
should be noted here that the term ‘intangible attributes’ is not the same as the term 
‘intangible heritage’ explicated by the conventional heritage discourse 1  (UNESCO, 
2003). Taking into account that urban heritage conservation is a process to influence 
people’s perceptions of heritage value and their willingness to maintain it, the 
imageability approach encompassing both physical and symbolic dimensions will be a 
useful framework for analysis. 

  

                                                
1  Although there are attempts to reinterpret and redefine the heritage definition to 
encompass intangible heritage (UNESCO, 2003), the division of heritage element 
categories and the definition of intangible heritage officially received through the 2003 
UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage are still 
problematic (Silva, 2013). While the built heritage and natural heritage fall into a category 
of ‘tangible’, the ‘intangible’ heritage category is used for cultural practices, traditional 
know-how, belief systems, and oral traditions. These categories provide no room for 
intangible attributes of built heritage assets. 
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The study made use of Silva’s conceptual framework of ‘the notion of imageability and 
heritage dimensions’ (Silva, 2013) as a starting point for developing a conceptual 
framework for a comprehensive analysis of urban heritage dimensions. As shown in 
Figure 1, Silva provides a framework for defining urban heritage dimensions based on 
the theory of the place imageability (Lynch, 1960).  

Figure 1: The notion of imageability and heritage dimensions 

 
 Source: Kapila D. Silva, 2013 

He argues that multi-sensory, spatial, cultural, social, and affective significance of 
environmental features collectively evoke images of the respective locations, and 
therefore of the urban heritage, in our minds. The stronger the dimensions are, the 
stronger its lasting images and memories of it. This explains how heritage dimensions 
have contributed to the degree of city imageability, via their physical and symbolic values. 
By applying Silva’s notion of imageability and heritage dimensions to an inquiry about 
indigenous’ perception of heritage value, we could then understand what dimensions of 
heritage and culture are valued and how they are interrelated in a whole process. 
Accordingly, this understanding would help to identify which attributes to be sustained in 
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order to maintain a high imageability of the urban heritage as part of heritage 
conservation and tourism development strategy. 

The case of Chiang Mai presents a unique situation of a long history inhabited historic 
town in one of the only four countries in Asia that have never been colonised by European 
countries. Although its heritage management practice has lately been influenced by 
international norms applied in national legislation, indigenous worldview still plays a 
significant role in framing heritage approaches and practice. This context makes it an 
exceptional case for a study focusing on Asian perspective. The study focused on the 
urban heritage dimensions of the historic areas within the city, and on the urban heritage 
dimensions of an entire city, in order to gain understanding of their interrelationship. 

Methodology  

Data collection methods 

The study inquired about heritage values perceived by indigenous stakeholders and how 
they juxtapose or complement to heritage values assigned mainly by heritage 
professionals who may not have an indigenous history. It aims to reconfirm, or 
disconfirm, the idea of the importance of local people’s perception of heritage values and 
of the interconnection between heritage values and urban heritage elements in heritage 
management practice. To do so, two sets of interviews with indigenous stakeholders 
were conducted as explained below. 

1) Interviews with the nomination advisory committee 

Five semi-structured interviews were used for data collection with Chiang Mai World 
Heritage Initiative Project Committee members who are experts, mainly academics, 
involved in the process of world heritage nomination of the case study. The participants 
were interviewed individually about the project background and their role and opinion 
towards the nomination process. The interview questions covered opinions towards 
UNESCO framework and a nomination file submitted to UNESCO, their approaches 
toward nomination process and heritage management strategies. The interview 
purposefully delved deeply into the topic of heritage value and their interconnection 
perceived by heritage stakeholders. It also inquired about their work procedures, relevant 
activities, problems and challenges, feedbacks from stakeholders, and their responses 
to the feedbacks. Collaboration with national government, local government and local 
communities were also inquired. 

2) Interviews with indigenous people 

Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted with indigenous people of various 
age range and socio-economic background. The questions covered a brief background 
of an individual participant and their personal experience of living in the city. An inquiry 
mainly focused on the participant’s perception of heritage value and the interconnection 
between heritage values and urban heritage elements. Because a precise population 
listing was unavailable, snowball sample selection approach was used at this stage 
(Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981). 
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Data Analysis Methods 

Qualitative thematic analysis techniques (Green and Thorogood, 2004; Guest et al., 
2012) were used to analyse collected data. A pre-test of various tools and coding 
techniques using NVivo computer software was conducted to refine analytic strategy to 
create the most suitable interpretation. The pre-test showed that thematic analysis was 
an appropriate analytic technique for a qualitative part of this research. However, a 
critical and systematic coding system needed to be developed rigorously because 
different approaches and steps of coding could lead to differences interpretation (Hsieh 
and Shannon, 2005).  

By doing a pre-test, the lead author came up with an integrated system of coding 
combining inductive and deductive approach. The coding started with pre-structured 
themes framed by interview questions (Figure 2). The transcription of the interview 
record was done by coding one theme at a time, and the process was redone until it 
covered all questions. Being aware that it was impossible to recognise all important data 
at the same time, this method was to ensure that less significant data are not overlooked. 

Figure 2: Pre-structured themes framed by interview questions  

 
 Source: the lead author 

Figure 3: Memo of themes and ideas emerged from the data 

 
 Source: the lead author 
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During the first stage of coding, linked memos were created to note down themes and 
ideas that emerged from the data itself (Figure 3) and after that, they were used to create 
nodes for a second stage of coding which was an inductive one. Then, in an analysis 
process, cases and attribute values were assigned to interview transcriptions (Figure 4) 
in order to make a cross-comparison between sets of attribute values (Figure 5) to find 
underlying factors that caused differences in the perception of heritage values. Applying 
this systematic coding, a thematic analytic approach greatly helped generate a thorough 
analysis and interpretation of data.  

Figure 4: Cases and assigned attribute values  

 
 Source: the lead author 

Figure 5: Queries comparing different attributes  

 

 
 Source: the lead author 
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Analysis of Heritage Values of Chiang Mai 

The collected data from the interviews generated a profound understanding of how 
heritage is defined and valued. As shown in Table 1, the analysis of interview data 
showed that values of the city perceived by members of Chiang Mai World Heritage 
Initiative Project Committee and indigenous people fall into both categories of heritage 
dimensions; physical and symbolic attributes.  

Table 1: A list of perceived heritage values 

 
 Source: the lead author 

The results clearly showed that all participants, indigenous people and the committee 
members whose perceptions are based on their participatory workshops with the local 
communities, have a mutual perception of heritage values. As shown in Figure 6, they 
mostly value intangible heritage values of the city. Spiritual value, sense of rootedness, 
culture and tradition, the locals, and town safeguarding system were mentioned most 
frequently, as well as the value of interconnection, stratagem and concept of holism. 
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Figure 6: The frequency of values mentioned in all interviews  

 
 Source: the lead author 

Based on UNESCO World Heritage Criteria, heritage values of the city were described 
in sets of interconnected values of town planning, town culture, and town architecture; 
Criteria ii, iii and iv respectively. The values of town planning are expressed through its 
town structure and are visible through the physical environment, reflecting the superlative 
evolution of states in Tai-Dai culture. Its town architecture affirms the values of Chiang 
Mai city through physical evidence related to town structure. The existing evidence 
includes defensive walls and moats (Figure 7 and 8), fortifications, city gates (Figure 9 
and 10), earthen levees, and exemplary architectures such as temples (Figure 11 and 
12), palaces and ancient government buildings.
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Figure 7: Fortification at the corner of  
the inner wall, surrounded by moat 

 
Source: the lead author 

 
Figure 8: Moat 

 
Source: the lead author 

Figure 9: ‘Tha Pae’ City Gate,  
viewed from inside the city 

 
Source: the lead author 

Figure 10: ‘Tha Pae’ City Gate,  
viewed from outside the city 

 
Source: the lead author 

Figure 11: ‘Wat Phra Singha’  
(one of the main temples in the old city) 

 
Source: the lead author 

Figure 12: ‘Wat Chedi Luang’  
(one of the main temples in the old city) 

 
Source: the lead author
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The value of town culture refers to the concept of a ‘living city’ which was implemented 
not only in town planning but also in rituals and ceremonies. From the beginning, town 
architectures and urban elements were initially built as part of this concept in order to 
maintain social relationship, known as a ‘faith network’, between town people and the 
town itself. This culture and social relationship have been maintained and passed down 
from generation to generation for more than 700 years since the kingdom was founded. 

Interestingly, the analysis revealed that the town culture has been considered a key 
factor in creating and interweaving all other values. Since it was founded, the town itself 
was planned and constructed under this town safeguarding strategy. Other long-term 
safeguarding stratagems, such as ritual performances and belief systems, were also 
implemented to ensure the well-being of the town throughout its life. These strategy and 
implicit stratagems have proved effective. Without town culture, other values could not 
have survived until present. 

The analysis showed that these stratagems are an underlying concept of traditions, 
rituals and ceremonies. At the same time, they are a strategy and fundamental 
knowledge behind town planning and architectural practice. According to UNESCO 
categorisation, although intangible and tangible values of heritage are categorised in 
different categories, they are equally important in terms of value. However, concerning 
the significance of the interconnection between town safeguarding stratagems and other 
heritage values, it seems that stratagems are underlying concepts that are more 
importance and have a higher level of values. Although they seem to be similar to 
spiritual values categorised under intangible value, they cannot simply be put in that 
category otherwise they will lose its function as an interweaving thread that bind all other 
values together. It can be assumed that they are an ultimate value of the city that the 
current categorisation has not yet been able to define. 
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Figure 13: Refined model of Silva’s notion of imageability and heritage dimensions  

 
 Source: the lead author 

Adapting to Silva’s notion of imageability and heritage dimensions (Silva, 2013), this 
interweaving system needs a new position in the diagram where the interconnection 
between tangible and intangible values lies. This addition in Figure 13 shows that the 
interconnection itself is the ultimate value of the city. It plays an important role in 
transforming an interconnected framework into a completed process of cultural system. 
On the one hand, it is the factor that has created and maintained other heritage values. 
On the other hand, by holistically safeguarding all other values is the only means to 
safeguard this valued interconnection. The result clearly shows that a holistic approach 
is the key in conceptualisation of heritage values. This argument is a complete shift from 
the dominant heritage values discourse which emerged from the need to prioritise and 
put values in hierarchical order. We argue that there is not such a thing as prioritisation 
of values. All values and attributes of a place are interconnected. Changing one 
dimension will ultimately affect another. This is particularly relevant in the context of 
heritage urban environments that are living cities. It is thus critical to deconstruct and 
identify each dimension and how they interrelate with each in order to develop 
sustainable futures. This result clearly shows the reason why preserving other values 
separately without maintaining these underlying meaning and spirit might end up in 
making the town lose its true essence of culture and become a staged rather than a living 
city with its own spirit. 
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Conclusion 

This paper aimed to deconstruct the heritage dimensions of the ‘living city’ of Chiang 
Mai, a city that is currently in the process of being nominated as a World Heritage Site. 
Drawing upon Environmental Cognition Theory and, more specifically, on Silva’s model 
of imageability, we aimed to deconstruct the heritage dimensions of Chiang Mai through 
in-depth semi-structured interviews with experts involved in the nomination process and 
local community members. Particular focus was placed on the local community that has 
ancestry in the area that dates back to 700 years ago. By using Silva’s model as an initial 
analytical tool, we concluded that a heritage city is a complex and dynamic heritage 
urban system. As such, all values attributed to it by different stakeholders are 
interconnected. This interconnection of values is what we call the ‘ultimate value’ of the 
place. Instead of identifying distinct and separate sets of values – as current heritage 
management theory and practice does with the goal to prioritise them – we suggest that 
such prioritisation not only is not appropriate but is also not feasible. Any change on one 
dimension or value of place will affect another value or dimension of the place. 

This contention is critical for the field of sustainable tourism in the context of heritage 
cities. We argue that current tourism development strategies as well as heritage 
preservation models fail because they often prioritise one set of perceived values over 
another. Thus, they simultaneously undermine the underpinning process and the system 
of the culture as a whole. In order to sustain a tourism industry which embraces cultural 
sustainability, the solution must surely be that heritage dimensions and distinguishing 
characteristics of a place and its culture must be preserved using a holistic and integrated 
approach. By applying the refined model of identifying heritage dimensions, based on 
this holistic framework, as an integral part of sustainable tourism development, it surely 
can be an effective tool for creating integrated management strategies.  

If tourism policy-makers and professionals adopt this approach, the balance between 
cultural sustainability and tourism development will be redressed. The proposed 
approach resurrects the principles of cultural protection and sustainability and places 
them squarely within a framework of tourism. It also eases the problem of 
commodification and fossilisation of culture by reinforcing an importance of an ongoing 
process of culture that needs to be made and remade in the context of social change. 
To conclude, it is vitally important for us who work in the field of heritage preservation 
and tourism to profoundly understand the relationships between tourism and the heritage 
sector so that we will not inadvertently exploit cultures for short-term sustainability of 
business profits. 
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