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A Comparative Study of the
Community’s Perceptions of Preserving
Important Physical Features of
Two Differing Historic Districts in
Grand Rapids, Michigan
YOU KYONG AHN, TRACI MONTGOMERY, AND NEIL CARLSON

ABSTRACT — The spectrum of urban historic districts runs wide, reflecting diverse demographic groups’ cultures in a
city by including districts important for not only the architectural value of their individual buildings but also the ethnic
heritage value of their collective buildings. In attempting to preserve these widely varying urban historic districts, the
National Register of Historic Places promotes preservation of sense of place in historic districts. Once an area is designated as a historic district, the state and local preservation authorities refer to historic district preservation guidelines
that list important physical characteristics to be preserved. However, it is questionable as to how the relationship between these varied historic significances and the preservation features should be thought of regarding preservation of
urban historic districts. In dealing with this issue, this study, based on sense-of-place literature, notes the importance of
community perception. This study asks, “How do community members from two different urban historic districts perceive the importance of the features in preserving their districts?” Two historic residential districts with architectural
and ethnic heritage values, located in Grand Rapids, Michigan, were selected for a comparative case study. Typological
and photographic images of the features and a web survey were developed in order to ask community participants
about their perceptions of the importance of the features. To analyze the quantitative data two-sample t-tests were
conducted. The results demonstrate that the important degrees could be varied in urban historic districts and uphold
the importance of community participation in design decisions and review procedures in urban historic districts.

HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE OF URBAN HISTORIC DISTRICT AND ITS PRESERVATION

C

ultures of urban users with different ethnic and
economic backgrounds are embodied in tangible features of urban districts as these features
serve the users’ individual and sociocultural needs and
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activities. As a result, urban districts reflect the cultures
of diverse demographic groups (Clark 2003; Dewey 1934;
Diamonstein 1978; Harmansah 2011; Lefebvre 1996;
Williams 2007).
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To cope with this phenomenon, the spectrum of urban
historic districts, as defined by the National Register of
Historic Places, runs wide. According to the National
Register, a historic district contains “a significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of sites, buildings,
structures, or objects united historically or aesthetically
by plan or physical development” (National Park Service
1995, 11). Unlike a single historic property, the National
Register says, the significance of a historic district sometimes depends upon the unified identity of its grouped
buildings rather than the distinctive features of individual structures, even though each building (e.g., a
vernacular building), by itself, may be undistinguished.
What matters is whether the collective value of the buildings conveys a “sense of time and place” (National Park
Service 1995, 11).
Once the significant historic features are identified in
urban historic districts, preservation professionals strive
to preserve physical features listed in the historic district
preservation guidelines (Park 2006; Weeks and Grimmer
1995). These guidelines were developed based on the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards initiated in 1978 by
following the European perspective that equates architectural conservation to historic preservation (Denslagen
1994; Hayden 1995; Park 2006; Stipe 1989; Weeks and
Grimmer 1995).1 These guidelines serve as the sole practical preservation guidelines and list important tangible
features to be preserved (Murtagh 1997, 87-98; Park
2006). However, perspective is necessary to understand a
sense of place as preservation-worthy historic significance in an urban historic district. The need for
perspective triggers a need to examine the community’s
perceptions of these features.
Based on sense-of-place literature, this study posits that
the community’s perception of preservable features
should be examined in order to recognize and preserve a
sense of place in urban historic districts. In addition, we
hypothesized that community members’ perceptions of
their historic neighborhoods with different senses of
place—different historic significance—would result in
different perceptions of the importance of specific features. By designing and conducting an empirical study
that tests community perceptions of preservation features
in two urban historic districts—one with architectural
value and the other with ethnic heritage value—we aimed
to show the importance of preservation professionals’
collaborations with community members in preserving
urban historic districts.
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BACKGROUNDS OF SENSE OF PLACE
AS HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE
Sense of place is an overarching concept that deals with
the relationship between humans and their environment
(Beidler 2007; Cross 2001; Milligan 1998; Shamai 1991;
Stedman 1999, 2002). Use of this comprehensive term in
historic preservation reflects preservation’s shift in focus
from architectural conservation to heritage conservation.
In the United States, the heritage of demographic subgroups became the subject of historic preservation in the
1990s, partially due to the increasing minority population. Minority groups reached almost 30 percent of the
total national population, making preservation of the
diverse heritage of these groups an increasingly salient
political issue for US historic preservation (Barthel
1996, 1-34).
In addition, the importance of sense of place in historic
preservation illustrates the impact of the New Urbanism
on historic preservation in the late twentieth century.
Reacting to the homogeneity of urban settings and the
loss of human scale caused by urban renewal projects in
the 1950s and ’60s, the New Urbanism promotes preservation and creation of sense of place. In the New Urbanism,
sense of place is used as a core concept to bring the human
dimension back to the city and to sustain its communities (Beidler 2007; Duany and Speck 2010). Planning and
design professionals intend to preserve old, ordinary
buildings that convey diverse demographic populations’
sense of place. The expanded scope of historic preservation is aligned with this humanistic endeavor (Araoz
2008; Cantacuzino 1989; Diamonstein 1978; Fitch 2001;
Hayden 1995; Jacobs 1989, 187-99; Mason 2004, 2006;
Powell 1999; Powter and Ross 2005; Smith and Elefante
2009; Stubbs 2009, 21-31).
Sense of Place Literature
Contemporary scholars in planning and design state
that sense of place stems from not only community
members’ relationships to their places but also their relationships within those places. These relationships are
made through their individual and social activities in
given physical settings. Engaged with daily routines and
social events, the community gives meaning to places,
and its members are inwardly affected by those places
(Day 2002; Hayden 1995; Schneekloth and Shibley 1995,
2000). This contention echoes the literature that sees
sense of place as a social and interactional phenomenon
embodied in the physical environment.
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Interpretations of Sense of Place
Sense of place subsumes terms such as spirit of place,
topophilia, and place attachment. These terms demonstrate different academic approaches in studying sense of
place (e.g., positivistic, phenomenological) and have been
used as synonyms of sense of place (Beidler 2007; Cross
2001; Hidalgo and Hernandez 2001; Stedman 2002).
Spirit of Place
Spirit of place is defined as a unique local quality innate
in a place (Beidler 2007; Day 2002; Green 1999; NorbergSchulz 1980). Norberg-Schulz (1980) calls it genius loci,
the key elements of which are topography, light, building,
and cultural landscape. These features are thought of as
determinant factors of the symbolic meaning of physical
environment, which is intuitively sensed by its occupants.
In general, this term is about aesthetic and spatial features of a physical environment and rarely includes the
social function of a place. This interpretation of sense of
place derives from a positivistic worldview that sees all
the meaningful statements reflecting immutable, innate
qualities of physical environment (Beidler 2007; Tainter
and Lucas 1983; Wells 2011a and 2011b).
Topophilia
The term topophilia—love of place—coined by Yi-Fu
Tuan (1974), refers to an affective bond between people
and place. This term derives from a phenomenological
approach to sense of place in cultural geography, as it
focuses on individuals’ direct experiences of a place in
dealing with meaning of place (Beidler 2007; Stedman
2002; Tuan 1974, 1977). As opposed to genius loci, this
perspective emphasizes social construction of physical
environment. According to this view, occupants’ ongoing experiences of place result in their awareness of place,
which is shared on a collective level and shapes sense of
place (Beidler 2007; Stedman 2002; Tuan 1977). In this
perspective, place is basically about occupants’ felt and
interpretive value (Tuan 1977). Occupants’ experiences of
physical environment and their reflections on this experience—not on the environment itself—are conceived of
as the foundation of their sense of place (Beidler 2007;
Stedman 2002).
Place Attachment
In environmental psychology, the term place attachment means a psychological process that makes people
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have a positive relationship with their place, which makes
them want to be close to the place and care for the place.
As a result, place attachment—as one dimension of sense
of place—works as a basis for a sense of community
(Hull 1992; Jorgensen and Stedman 2001; Shamai 1991;
Stedman 1999). For instance, Shamai (1991, 349) suggests
that sense of place is a social phenomenon, derived from
occupants’ interactions with their physical environment,
that is located in the middle of a sense-of-place scale
composed of three phases: “belonging to a place, attachment to a place, and commitment to a place.” Noting
behavioral and interactional aspects of sense of place,
Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) put sense of place into a
matrix of occupants’ multidimensional attitudes to their
physical environment: “affective, cognitive, and conative.” They claim that the environment obtains important
meanings from the occupants’ attitudes. They point out
place attachment as one of three dimensions of sense of
place along with place identity and place dependence
(Jorgensen and Stedman 2001, 233; Stedman 2002).
Sense of Place and Community
Milligan (1998), a sociologist, asserts that the viewpoint that sees sense of place as a social phenomenon
shows the most detailed and holistic understanding of it.
This perspective in environmental psychology is judged
to have evolved its positivistic view (e.g., genius loci) by
adding interactional social function to sense of place
(Beidler 2007; Cross 2001; Hidalgo and Hernandez 2001;
Hull 1992; Jorgensen and Stedman 2001; Milligan 1998;
Stedman 2002).2
Sense of place as a social phenomenon implies that
the community’s role should be considered important in
planning and design decision making (Day 2002; Duany
and Speck 2010; Hayden 1995; Schneekloth and Shibley
1995, 2000). Day (2002) articulates that participatory
design should be promoted in order to maintain sense
of place in an environment, because it is a community’s
members, not professional designers (e.g., planners and
builders), that generates the sense of place. Duany and
Speck (2010) assert that unique sense of place should be
maintained and enhanced by engaging a community
with planning and design of its environment. Likewise,
upon preservation of sense of place, the community’s
participation should be promoted by establishment of
an urban historic district (Araoz 2008; Cantacuzino
1989; Denslagen 1994; Diamonstein 1978; Duany and
Speck 2010; Mason 2004, 2006; Spennemann 2006; Stipe
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Fig. 1. Residential buildings in Heritage Hill (top) and Wealthy Heights (bottom) Photographs by author, unless otherwise
noted).
1989; Stubbs 2009). Stubbs (2009, 36) mentions that the
only way to be in line with extended historic preservation—heritage conservation—is to acknowledge the
community’s role. Therefore, this approach requires
preservationists to move away from the culture of expertise that was a basis of architectural conservation and to
consult with the community during the whole preservation process (Mason 2004, 2006; Park 2006; Stipe 1989;
Spennemann 2006; Stubbs 2009; Wells 2011a and 2011b).
It should be noted that the importance of the community’s engagement with historic preservation is already
articulated in the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards
for Preservation Planning of 19833 and the Advisory
Council on Historic Preservation Guidelines for Public
Participation in Historic Preservation Review of 1988.4
In addition, many contemporary preservation scholars
maintain that community input should be included in
preservation procedures because the nature of historic
preservation is to deal with dynamics between material
fabrics and community culture (Mason 2004, 2006; Stipe
1989; Spennemann 2006; Stubbs 2009; Wells 2011a and
2011b). However, both sense of place and historic significance are often treated by many professional planners
and designers as if they are simply tied to physical elements and are therefore intrinsically meaningful (Green
1999; Mason 2004, 2006; Milligan 1998). Materialoriented preservation still remains the main method for
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preservation even in vernacular settings and sometimes
excludes the communities from the work of preserving
their own urban historic districts (Hayden 1995).
RESEARCH QUESTION, HYPOTHESIS, AND OBJECTIVES
The study asks, “In the perception of members of communities in urban historic districts with different historic
significances (e.g., architecture, ethnic heritage), how
important are preservation features in preserving their
historic districts?” To answer this question, a comparative
case study was designed and implemented in two distinctive urban historic districts, Heritage Hill and Wealthy
Heights, in Grand Rapids, Michigan.5
Heritage Hill is the oldest and largest upscale residential historic district, with over sixty architectural styles,
such as Colonial Revival, Greek Revival, Italianate, and
Prairie. These ornate homes were built for the leaders
of lumber and furniture industries as early as 1845. In
1971, the district was designated as a historic district
by the National Register of Historic Places and listed
under the category of architecture/engineering (Grand
Rapids Historic Preservation Commission 2007; National
Register of Historic Places 2011). By contrast, Wealthy
Heights is a district just east of Heritage Hill that consists of five small residential streets developed by Dutch
immigrants who flocked to the area in the 1880s. They
worked for a greenhouse and built simple and small
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Table 1. Preservation features of sample U.S. historic districts
Preservation Features

US Historic Districts

Categories

Items

SITE AND
STREETSCAPE
DESIGN

A

B

C

D

Shape and arrangement of building blocks

x

x

x

Scale of building blocks

x

x

Orientation of site (direction of building face)

x

x

x

x

Lot size

x

x

x

x

Grass lawn

BUILDING AND
STREETSCAPE
DESIGN

E

F

G

H

I
x

x

x

x

x

x
x

x

Street pattern

x

x

Walkways

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Paving

x

Walls and fences

x

Lighting

x

Plantings

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

Spacing between buildings

x

Front yard setback

x

Driveway access

x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

Building scale and height

x

x

Façade alignment patterns

x

x

Ratio of solid-to-void (wall-to-opening)

x

x

x

x

x
x

x

x
x

x

x

x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Colors
Formal treatment of building entrance (e.g., location,

x

x

x

x

x

x

scale of entry, height of entry above street level)
Porch configuration (e.g., location and scale

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

of entry, height of porch above street level)
Garage and/or carriage houses

A: Grand Rapids, MI;

G: Syracuse, NY (Sedgwick-Highland-James
Preservation District);

B: Salt Lake City, UT (Capitol Hill Historic District);

H: City of Monroe, WA (Borlin Park Neighborhood);

C: Norfolk, VA (Ghent Historic and Cultural
Conservation District);

I: Ridgewood, NJ (Ridgewood Village Center
Historic District)

D: Bolivar, MO;
E: Colorado Springs, CO (North End Historic District);
F: San Antonio, TX (Government Hill Historic District);
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Table 1. Preservation features of sample U.S. historic districts, continued.

Preservation Features

US Historic Districts

Categories

Items

A

B

BUILDING DESIGN

Building style

x

x

Exterior wall materials

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

C

D

E

F

x
x

x

x

G

H

I

x

x

x

x

x

x

(e.g., brick, stone, stucco, wood siding, metal siding)
Fenestration (arrangement of windows)
Relief to building elevation

x

Roof pitch and shape

x

Roof materials (e.g., shingles: wooden, asphalt, metal)

x

Roof details (e.g., edge or soffit, and brackets)

x

Window shape and size

x

Window proportion
Window materials (e.g., pane: single glass, double

x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Door shape and size

x

x

Door proportion

x

x

Door materials and finishes

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

glass; frame: vinyl, wooden, metal, fiberglass)

x

(e.g., door and frame: wooden, steel, aluminum)
Decorative elements with functions (e.g., dormer, turret, chimney, column, guardrail, step, vent, gutter,
baluster, screen)
Decorative and aesthetic elements (e.g., pediment,
pilaster, cornice, frieze, window trim and surround)

A: Grand Rapids, MI;
B: Salt Lake City, UT (Capitol Hill Historic District);
C: Norfolk, VA (Ghent Historic and Cultural
Conservation District);
D: Bolivar, MO;

G: Syracuse, NY (Sedgwick-Highland-James
Preservation District);
H: City of Monroe, WA (Borlin Park Neighborhood);
I: Ridgewood, NJ (Ridgewood Village Center
Historic District)

E: Colorado Springs, CO (North End Historic District);
F: San Antonio, TX (Government Hill Historic District);

30

P r e s e r va t i o n E d u c a t i o n & R e s e a r c h • V o l u m e 9

| 2017

Peer-reviewed Articles

cottage-style houses in the area. Wealthy Heights is a part
of the Wealthy Theater Historic District, which was designated as a historic district in 1997 by the Grand Rapids
City Commission because of the district’s significance in
community planning and development and ethnic heritage (Bennett et al. 1997) (Figure 1).
This study tested the following hypothesis:
community members of these two different historic districts should perceive different degrees of importance in
the preservation features listed in the historic district
preservation guidelines.
This study did not set out to examine the relationship between the communities’ senses of place and their
perceptions of the preservation features in an in-depth
manner. Rather, pertinent to preservation of urban historic districts, we reacted to the general importance of
community input following the sense-of-place literature.
By testing the hypothesis, we sought to enhance community participation, which had already been identified as
important in historic preservation.
METHODOLOGY
Research Design
To test the hypothesis, research materials and a survey
were developed and then the survey was administered to
community members. In order to do that, first, historic
district preservation and design guidelines of various US
cities were studied.6 All the features of these guidelines
were listed. These features were grouped into three categories: site and streetscape design, building and streetscape
design, and building design (Table 1). Following this
activity, photos showcasing the determined features
within each category in a variety of different historic districts in the United States were collected.7 These were then
used to develop two- and/or three-dimensional typological images (drawings) of the features to further generalize
each feature to avoid associating it with a particular place.
Typology is a commonly used method for understanding and suggesting a certain style in architecture
(McAlester and McAlester 1984). The effectiveness of
typologies in testing the perceptions of participants
is supported by some scholars in cognitive science.
According to them, typology has symbolic and communicative value that bears on the cognitive nature of
human beings (e.g., simplification and categorization
of visual experiences). Furthermore, they contend that
it is representative degrees of developed images that
regulate humans’ understanding of spatial images, not

Vo l u m e 9

Fig. 2. Examples of typological images of preservation features of a general historic district: streetscape features such
as wall and fences, lighting, planting, and tree canopy (top);
building design features such as building style, fenestration,
relief-to-building elevation (middle); and building design
features such as window and door proportions, materials,
and shape and size (bottom).
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Fig. 3. Examples of photographic images that show street pattern, walkways, paving and grass lawn of Heritage Hill (top)
and Wealthy Heights (bottom).

the similarity of the images to the real world, such as a
photorealistic image would exhibit (Abu-Obeid 1993;
Argan 1996; Colquhoun 1996; Kwun 2001; Mahdjoubi
and Wiltshire 2001).
The typologies were hand drawn and watercolored to
convey the nature of the features (e.g., style, proportion,
material, and color) in a way that would arrest a participant’s attention. Notes about specific materials and
decorative details were added to the images to help viewers
understand a given image (Figure 2). The determined feature set was used for the list of preservation features in both
Heritage Hill and Wealthy Heights. These preservation
features were photographed and sorted according to the
listed features of the three categories (Figure 3). The legitimacy of the developed list and images—both typological
and photographic—was evaluated in consultation with
members of the two neighborhood organizations, Heritage
Hill Association and East Hills Council of Neighbors.
Interestingly, some organization members articulated the
importance of “Tree canopy,” the specific quality of a tree,
which did not appear in the original feature set but was
then added to the list for its further investigation.8
The survey consists of four parts intended to do the
following: collect demographic information; identify
basic knowledge of historic preservation and knowledge
of Heritage Hill and Wealthy Heights; rate the importance of preserving the determined preservation features
on a general basis; and rate the importance of preserving
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the features for the two Grand Rapids districts. The first
two parts were designed to provide information on the
participants’ backgrounds. The third part used the developed typological images as a comparative measurement
to determine where Heritage Hill and Wealthy Heights
fall within the scope of urban historic districts by means
of various important levels of the listed preservation features. For the last part of the survey, a collage of sorted
photographs from each district, showcasing the features
of each category, was used to test how participants perceive important degrees of the features of their historic
districts. Images of the two local districts were presented
in random order for each subset of similar preservation
features. In the third and fourth parts of this survey, the
system of rating importance was set up using a 1-to-5
scale, with one being “Not at all important” and five being
“Extremely important” (Figure 4).
DATA COLLECTION, CODING AND ANALYSES
A web survey (Figure 4) was developed using the
Qualtrics survey system in order to make it inclusive in
recruiting participants, cheap, controllable, and quickly
analyzable (Solomon 2001; Wyatt 2000). The survey was
first run as a pretest on a group of approximately one
hundred students and faculty of Calvin College. The
findings from pretest results helped to improve survey
content, particularly images and term definitions.
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Fig. 4. Examples (Fig.4a and
Fig.4b) of web pages asking
about important degrees of
preservation features.

Fig. 4b.
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Participants were recruited through emails from their
respective neighborhood association, neighborhood
association websites, and postings on the neighborhood
associations’ Facebook pages.9 They were anonymously
and randomly assigned to the survey conditions. In the
end, a total of 219 responses came in. There were 120
completed surveys; 91 of these completed surveys came
from current residents of the Heritage Hill district, and
29 of them were from current East Hills residents. Out of
these 29, six were from current residents of the Wealthy
Heights district.10
Using the Qualtrics survey system, frequency and
descriptive statistics were run for participants’ backgrounds and associations with their historic districts.
The data were exported from Qualtrics and further
analyses were done in StataCorp’s Stata 13 statistical software. Two sets of thirty-seven items about preservation
features were tested for differences in the mean response
by the two participant groups, using two-sample t-tests
with unequal variance.11 The first set of thirty-seven tests
tested whether the two groups differ in their perceptions of the importance of preserving specific features
in a general context; the t-test simply tests single items
grouped by neighborhood of residence.
The second set of thirty-seven items uses calculated
variables, each of which merge two survey questions into
one variable, retaining each participant’s perception of
the importance of a feature in their own historic district.
For example, in the case of a question about tree canopy,
each participant was asked two separate questions to
assess the importance of preserving tree canopy in their
own historic district and in the other historic district.
The item used in the test combines Heritage Hill participants’ perception of the preservability of Heritage Hill’s
tree canopy with East Hills participants’ perception of
the preservability of Wealthy Heights’ tree canopy. The
t-test thus tests for differences in each historic district’s
assessment of the preservability of its own features.
RESULTS AND ANALYSES
Demographic Backgrounds and
Association with Historic Districts
In this survey, more females (Heritage Hill [HH]: 56 percent; East Hills [EH]: 65 percent) participated than males.12
The majority of participants from Heritage Hill were in
their 50s (24 percent) or 60 and over (35 percent), while
ages of participants from East Hills were almost evenly distributed, with participants reporting being in their 20s (21
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percent), 30s (21 percent), 40s (21 percent), 50s (21 percent),
and 60s and over (17 percent).13 Almost all the participants
from both districts were white (HH: 93 percent; EH: 97
percent).14 According to household income and education
questions, most participants in this survey were well-educated middle- and upper-class people.15
Most participants were familiar with general historic
preservation guidelines (HH: 91 percent; EH: 76 percent) and historic preservation guidelines for the City
of Grand Rapids (HH: 85 percent; EH: 65 percent). The
two participant groups thought preservation of historic districts “very important” (HH: Mean = 4.41, SD
= 0.67; EH: Mean = 4.24, SD = 0.64). On a scale of 1 to 5,
average means of each participant group’s familiarity
with their historic district, Heritage Hill or Wealthy
Heights, were 4.42 (HH) and 3.93 (EH) respectively,
which indicates that most Heritage Hill and East Hills
participants were familiar with their historic districts,
while Heritage Hill participants were more familiar with
their historic district.16
In addition to being residents of the district, Heritage
Hill participants were also associated with their district
by way of having friends and/or family in the district and/
or having a job or business in the district. Of the East Hills
participants, 23 out of 29 were residents of another area of
East Hills. Some of them said that they were familiar with
the district because they live near Wealthy Heights and/
or have friends and/or family living in the district. The
rest of them mentioned their frequent visits to the area
for shopping and dining as a reason for their familiarity
with Wealthy Heights. Pertaining to preservation of the
two districts, most participants thought that it was either
“very important” or “extremely important” to preserve
Heritage Hill (HH: Mean = 4.60, SD = .58; EH: Mean =
4.38, SD = .62) and Wealthy Heights (HH: Mean = 3.87,
SD = .88; EH: Mean = 3.96, SD = .92).
PERCEPTIONS OF TYPOLOGICAL IMAGES OF
PRESERVATION FEATURES LISTED IN HISTORIC
DISTRICT PRESERVATION GUIDELINES
Assessing features in a general sense, without reference
to their own districts, participants from both Heritage
Hill and East Hills rated almost all of these features
around or above 3.0. Of the thirty-seven tested items,
more than thirty items had means greater than 3.5. In
other words, both participant groups perceived most general historic district features as very near to 4.0, or “very
important” (Table 2 and Figure 5).
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Fig. 5. Perceptions of typological images of preservation features.

Vo l u m e 9

| 2 0 1 7 • P r e s e r va t i o n E d u c a t i o n & R e s e a r c h

35

Peer-reviewed Articles

Table 2. Means and t-test results of the two participant groups’ perceptions of preservation features of a general
historic district
General historic district
preservation features

Participant Group

Participant Group

t-test

Heritage Hill

East Hills

Stats

Categories

Items

N

Mean

SD

N

Mean

SD

dof

t

SITE AND
STREETSCAPE DESIGN

Tree canopy

91

4.40

.76

29

4.59

.57

62.56

-1.44

.154

Lighting

90

4.30

.77

29

4.28

.59

61.28

.18

.860

Walkways

90

4.24

.78

29

4.10

.90

42.54

.76

.454

Orientation of site

90

3.92

.97

28

3.96

.69

63.16

-.25

.801

Scale of building blocks 88

4.02

.88

28

3.82

.86

46.42

1.07

.291

Street pattern

88

3.95

.83

28

3.75

.80

46.95

1.17

.248

Paving

88

3.80

.90

29

3.86

.95

45.56

-.33

.742

Shape and
arrangement of
building blocks

90

3.91

.84

29

3.69

.81

49.28

1.27

.209

Walls and fences

90

3.74

.80

29

3.69

.81

47.14

.32

.751

Plantings

90

3.73

1.00 29

3.62

1.08

44.56

.50

.622

Lot size

89

3.67

1.04 29

3.31

.93

52.79

1.77

.082

Grass lawn

89

3.49

1.01 29

3.21

1.15

43.18

1.21

.234

Building scale and
height

90

4.27

.87

29

4.17

.60

68.76

.65

.517

Front yard and/or
building setback

90

4.21

.83

29

3.69

.76

51.10

3.14

.003**

Porch configuration

90

4.08

.95

29

3.79

.90

49.66

1.46

.151

Garage and/or
carriage houses

90

4.19

.85

29

3.55

.99

42.16

3.13

.003**

Formal treatment of
building entrance

91

4.04

.88

29

3.76

.83

49.69

1.59

.119

Ratio of solid-to-void

90

4.00

.95

29

3.59

.95

47.51

2.05

.046*

Façade alignment
patterns

90

3.93

.99

29

3.76

1.09

43.94

.77

.447

Driveway access

89

4.09

.79

29

3.52

.95

41.48

2.93

.005**

Space between
buildings

90

4.01

.98

29

3.45

.83

55.31

3.04

.004**

Colors

89

3.08

1.12 29

2.97

1.15

46.61

.46

.645

BUILDING AND
STREETSCAPE DESIGN
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Table 2 continued.

General historic district
preservation features

Participant Group

Participant Group

t-test

Heritage Hill

East Hills

Stats

Categories

Items

N

Mean

SD

N

Mean

SD

dof

t

p

BUILDING DESIGN

Decorative elements
(non-functional)

90

4.60

.69

29

4.17

.80

42.07

2.24

.031*

Decorative elements
(functional)

91

4.58

.75

29

4.07

.75

47.05

2.93

.005**

Building style

90

4.58

.71

29

4.10

.67

49.43

2.95

.005**

Exterior wall
materials

91

4.46

.76

29

3.90

.82

44.51

2.98

.005**

Window proportion

89

4.44

.88

29

3.97

.94

45.12

1.70

.096

Window shape
and size

89

4.42

.90

29

3.90

.90

47.67

1.94

.059

Roof pitch and shape

90

4.41

.91

29

3.93

.84

50.89

1.65

.106

Door shape and size

90

4.29

.88

29

3.66

.86

48.72

3.32

.002**

Fenestration

90

4.36

.88

29

3.66

.97

43.77

2.95

.005**

Door proportion

89

4.40

.90

29

3.62

.94

45.80

3.20

.002**

Relief to building
elevation

89

4.29

.86

29

3.76

.83

48.88

2.29

.026*

Roof details

90

4.30

.99

29

3.76

.95

49.25

1.39

.170

Door materials and
finishes

89

4.09

1.09 29

2.97

1.21

43.89

3.38

.002**

Roof materials

91

3.83

1.09 29

3.21

.90

56.31

1.42

.161

Window materials

91

3.72

1.17 29

2.96

1.14

48.28

3.39

.001**

* p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

No feature in “site and streetscape design” was perceived as differing in terms of importance between the
two neighborhoods. However, many features in “building and streetscape design” and “building design” were
perceived as less important by East Hills participants.
The statistical analyses detected significant differences in
each participant group’s perceptions of the importance
of twelve features out of the twenty-five generic architectural features in “building and streetscape design” and
“building design” (p < 0.01) (Table 2).
Vo l u m e 9

PERCEPTIONS OF PRESERVATION FEATURES
OF HERITAGE HILL AND WEALTHY HEIGHTS
In judging the importance of features of their own historic districts, Heritage Hill participants scored almost
all the features around or above 4.0. Meanwhile, East
Hills participants marked thirty features out of the tested
thirty-seven features with importance scores between 3.0
and 3.5. Thus, Heritage Hill participants perceived most
preservation features as “very important” and East Hills
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participants perceived them as “somewhat important” to
preserve (Table 3 and Figure 6).
The two participant groups’ perceptions on almost
all the features differ in this part of the survey. Most
features were perceived as less important by East Hills
participants. Only four items in the category of “site and
streetscape design” (i.e., “tree canopy,” “walkways,” “orientation of site,” and “scale of building blocks”) were not
significantly different (p < 0.01) (Table 3).
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The results from this study demonstrate that, in general,
preservation features were perceived as “very important”
to preserve by the participants from both Heritage Hill
and East Hills. However, the perceptions of the importance of many generic architectural features for the
two participant groups differed (Table 2). Furthermore,
when the two participant groups’ perceptions of their
respective historic district features were compared, most
features of Wealthy Heights were perceived as “somewhat
important” while those of Heritage Hill were perceived
to be “very important.” East Hills participants perceived
almost all the features as less important than did Heritage
Hill participants (p < 0.01) (Table 3).
The findings from this study are not antithetical to the
traditional viewpoint that sees historic significance as
connected solely with physical features. In other words,
community members in urban historic districts with
two different historic significances—architectural and
heritage/cultural—seem to perceive their own preservation features as important. But the findings illustrate that
their importance levels could be different, supporting
our hypothesis.
The East Hills participants’ lower assessments of importance for the features seem to be affected by the visual
and physical presence, condition, function, and quality
of the features, as well as by the district’s different historic significance. For instance, in Wealthy Heights, many
streetscape features such as walls and fences, plantings,
and grass lawns rarely exist. Lighting, garages, carriage
houses, and driveways are a lot less likely to be found in
Wealthy Heights.
Meanwhile, street pattern, shape and arrangement of
building block, and lot size are very obvious elements
defining the character in Wealthy Heights. However,
street pattern and shape and arrangement of building
block of Wealthy Heights were represented by three
narrow alleys with dead ends, which were thought of as an
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impediment to municipal service access (e.g., fire engine,
school bus) to the district for a long time.17 In addition, the
lot size of the commercial building located in the middle
of this neighborhood—where the famous greenhouse
used to be—has been perceived as a major hindrance to
neighborhood connectivity.18
Cemented and cracked paving that is neither aesthetically pleasing nor in good condition was rated lower. In
addition, one building style typified by small cottage
houses is dominant in Wealthy Heights, yet it was not
perceived to be aesthetically important. While diverse
architectural styles in Heritage Hill resulted in aesthetically interesting streetscape and building design features
in the district, the simple small cottage-style buildings in
Wealthy Heights rarely did. Some community members
in Wealthy Heights commented that their building style
is too unified and boring.
Among the Wealthy Heights features that were perceived as “very important” to a similar degree as the
Heritage Hill features, walkways, the orientation of site,
and the scale of building blocks were both visually and
physically dominant features. Only tree canopy was perceived as “very important” even though this feature is rare
in Wealthy Heights. The participants’ comments during
the research procedure demonstrate that they valued tree
canopy as an important district feature because this feature beautifies the public realm and facilitates its social
function. But results of this quantitative study do not
clearly support these anecdotal remarks. A follow-up
qualitative study that investigates the reasons should be
conducted to elaborate on the participants’ sense of place.
In sum, this empirical study demonstrates that community perception of the importance of preservation
features can differ in urban historic districts with different senses of place. Consequently, this finding not
only questions how preservation features with different
degrees of importance should be treated upon preservation of an urban historic district, but also encourages
preservation planners and professionals to collaborate
with communities instead of applying guidelines in a
mechanical manner. In other words, this quantitative
study emphasizes the need for sensible interpretation of
the guidelines based on community input.
This study has shortcomings. The photographic images
used in this study included three- as well as two-dimensional images to represent the preservation features in
a comprehensive manner. For example, relationships
between rows of buildings and public realms such as spatial
enclosure was presented using three-dimensional images
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Fig. 6. Perceptions of preservation features of their own historic districts, Heritage Hill and Wealthy Heights.
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Table 3. Means and t-test results of the two participant groups’ perceptions of preservation features of their own historic
districts, Heritage Hill, and Wealthy Heights
Heritage Hill and
Wealthy Heights
preservation features

Participant Group

Participant Group

t-test

Heritage Hill

East Hills

Stats

Categories

Items

N

Mean

SD

N

Mean

SD

dof

t

p

SITE AND
STREETSCAPE DESIGN

Tree canopy

89

4.31

.89

29

4.17

1.04

42.16

.66

.511

Lighting

90

4.36

.61

29

3.52

1.15

33.11

3.75

.001***

Walkways

90

4.09

.93

29

3.69

1.04

43.49

1.84

.072

Orientation of site

86

4.00

.91

28

3.86

.93

44.90

.71

.482

Scale of building
blocks

90

3.98

.95

29

3.48

1.18

40.22

2.05

.047*

Street pattern

91

4.01

.84

29

3.28

1.25

36.33

2.96

.005**

Paving

89

4.04

.85

29

3.10

1.11

39.25

4.17

.000***

Shape and
arrangement of
building blocks

89

4.01

.90

29

3.17

1.20

38.79

3.47

.001**

Walls and fences

86

3.77

1.04

28

3.21

.92

51.31

2.68

.010**

Plantings

89

3.73

.97

29

2.90

1.11

42.87

3.61

.001***

Lot size

88

3.58

.98

28

2.93

.98

45.52

3.07

.004**

Grass lawn

89

3.53

.92

29

2.62

1.08

41.92

4.06

.000***

Building scale and
height

90

4.37

.71

29

3.31

1.23

34.24

4.40

.000***

Front yard and/or
building setback

89

4.30

.83

29

3.45

1.21

36.96

3.54

.001**

Porch configuration

89

4.22

.85

29

3.45

1.02

41.39

3.70

.001***

Garage and/or
carriage houses

89

4.13

.81

28

3.25

.84

43.97

4.88

.000***

Formal treatment of
building entrance

88

4.16

.84

29

3.21

1.24

36.96

3.86

.000***

Ratio of solid-to-void

86

4.12

.83

29

3.34

1.14

38.50

3.35

.002**

Façade alignment
patterns

88

4.16

.90

29

3.17

1.14

40.10

4.26

.000***

Driveway access

89

4.03

.79

29

3.17

1.10

37.78

3.89

.000***

Space between
buildings

89

4.01

.83

29

3.03

.82

48.08

5.53

.000***

Colors

90

4.37

.71

29

3.31

1.23

34.24

4.40 .000***

BUILDING AND
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Table 3 continued.

Heritage Hill and
Wealthy Heights
preservation features

Participant Group

Participant Group

t-test

Heritage Hill

East Hills

Stats

Categories

Items

N

Mean

SD

N

Mean

SD

dof

t

p

BUILDING DESIGN

Decorative elements
(non-functional)

87

4.60

.62

29

3.86

1.06

34.58

3.54

.001**

Decorative elements
(functional)

88

4.58

.62

29

3.86

1.06

34.53

3.46

.001**

Building style

88

4.58

.58

29

3.31

1.26

32.04

5.26

.000***

Exterior wall
materials

87

4.46

.73

29

3.59

1.02

38.00

4.27

.000***

Window proportion

87

4.44

.80

29

3.62

1.08

38.77

3.73

.001***

Window shape and
size

86

4.42

.77

29

3.38

1.15

36.98

4.54

.000***

Roof pitch and shape

86

4.41

.76

29

3.34

1.14

36.65

4.67

.000***

Door shape and size

87

4.29

.90

29

3.41

1.24

38.34

3.50

.001**

Fenestration

87

4.36

.83

29

3.17

1.31

35.87

4.56

.000***

Door proportion

89

4.40

.70

29

2.97

1.27

33.78

5.83

.000***

Relief to building
elevation

86

4.29

.82

29

3.21

1.26

36.35

4.32

.000***

Roof details

86

4.30

.77

29

3.10

1.32

34.62

4.64

.000***

Door materials and
finishes

86

4.09

.99

29

3.07

1.22

41.08

4.08

.000***

Roof materials

88

3.83

1.13 29

2.66

1.17

46.23

4.72 .000***

Window materials

88

3.72

1.08 29

2.93

1.19

44.20

3.14 .003**

* p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

in the category “street patterns” (Figure 3). Still, such an
image has limitations because photographing views were
restricted and only selective features were photographed
in each category. In this sense, these images functioned
as keys to trigger participants’ mental images of the features based on their experiences. In other words, in testing
participants’ perceptions, this study depended on not
only representative quality of the developed photographic
images but also participants’ familiarity with their districts. In this study, most participants were familiar with
Vo l u m e 9

their districts. And the representative qualities of the
survey images were developed in consultation with community members (see Research Design above). However,
participants’ different levels of experiences were not controllable, which could have affected the survey results.
The sample size and demographic characteristics were
also limited.19 This study rarely included the voices of
minority community members such as Black or African
American residents (HH: 9.1 percent; EH: 16.7 percent).20
Most participants were well-educated middle-class white
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people, who are the majority in the two neighborhoods
(HH: 81.9 percent; EH: 66.6 percent). This limitation
seems to have been affected by the recruitment and
survey method, since only the community members on
the Heritage Hill or East Hills email lists who had internet
access and were on the neighborhood association mailing
lists were invited to the web survey. Therefore, in addition
to a follow-up qualitative study, as future directions of
this study we propose to create research materials that
can illustrate each category of features in a more comprehensive way and to employ recruiting and surveying
methods that are more accessible to diverse community
members.
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ENDNOTES
1 This perspective was articulated in the International Charter
for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites (The
Venice Charter 1964) (ICOMOS 1965). The charter was developed
based on European countries’ desire to restore their historically
monumental buildings that fell into disrepair after World War II
(Denslagen 1994; Hayden 1995; Park 2006; Stipe 1989).
2 According to Jorgensen and Stedman (2001), place identity is a
subcategory of self-identification similar to gender identity, and
place dependence is the perceived strength of how self is associated
with a place. The former refers to parts of individual personal
identity related to physical environment, and the latter is concerned
with how a place serves an individual’s goal achievement, including
behavioral needs. Unlike place attachment, place dependence is not
necessarily about positive association.
3 “Preservation planning includes public participation. The
planning process should provide a forum for open discussion of
preservation issues. Public involvement is most meaningful when
it is used to assist in defining values of properties and preservation
planning issues, rather than when it is limited to review of decisions
already made. Early and continuing public participation is essential
to the broad acceptance of preservation planning decisions.” (Parker
and King 1998)
4 “The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation Guidelines
for Public Participation in Historic Preservation Review initiated
in 1988 provide detailed recommendations regarding such
participation. Based on these standards and guidelines, groups
that may ascribe traditional cultural values to an area’s historic
properties should be contacted and asked to assist in organizing
information on the area. Historic contexts should be considered
that reflect the history and culture of such groups as the groups
themselves understand them, as well as their history and culture
as defined by Euro-American scholarship, and processes for
consultation with such groups should be integrated into routine
planning and project review procedures.” (Parker and King 1998)
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5 Heritage Hill and East Hills are two of the thirty-two
neighborhoods of the city of Grand Rapids. East Hills includes
seven small neighborhoods: Cherry Hill, Congress Park, Diamond
Gate, Fairmount Square, Fitch Corners, Orchard Hill, and Wealthy
Heights (http://www.easthillscouncil.org/our-neighborhood).
6 Historic District Standards and Guidelines of the City of
Bolivar (Bolivar, MO), Design Standards for the Capitol Hill
Historic District (Salt Lake City, UT), Ghent Historic and Cultural
Conservation District Design Guidelines (Norfolk, VA), North
End Historic District Design Guidelines (Colorado Springs, CO),
Government Hill Historic District Guidelines (San Antonio,
TX), Borlin Park Neighborhood Design Guidelines (Monroe,
WA), Design Guidelines for the Village Center Historic District
(Ridgewood, NJ), Guidelines and Standards: Sedgwick-HighlandJames Preservation District (Syracuse, NY), Historic Preservation
Guidelines (Grand Rapids, MI)
7 Salt Lake City, UT; Norfolk, VA; Bolivar, MO; Colorado Springs,
CO; San Antonio, TX; and San Francisco, CA
8 We acknowledge that “Tree canopy” differs from the other
preservation features, in that it corresponds to a specific
psychological aspect of trees. However, it was included because of
the community’s stated interest in this specific feature, which seems
to be related to their vision for the district (e.g., the city’s Urban
Forest Plan). The relationship between their interest in this feature
and vision for the district is expected to be investigated in the future
based on this quantitative study.
9 Rather than conduct a random sample, it was decided that
the survey would be sent out in a way that would reach all of the
community members who are interested in this project. Due to the
small size of the Wealthy Heights district, as our response rate was
expected to be similarly small, whether recruiting a random sample
or the population in general.
10 According to US Census Bureau data, the population of Heritage
Hill (0.456 square mile) is 3,344 and its population density is 7,334
people per square mile. The population of East Hills (0.369 square
mile) is 3,033 and its population density is 8,210 people per square
mile. The size of the Wealthy Heights district corresponds to about
one-sixth of East Hills’, and it is less dense than the other districts
of East Hills because of many abandoned houses under renovation.
In addition, a big commercial building (1059 Wealthy) occupies the
central area of the district. (The demolition of the large building and
construction of a new 24,000-square-foot mixed-use building are
in progress.) Thus, it can be estimated that the population ratio of
Heritage Hill to Wealthy Heights is a little less than 6:1 (http://www.
city-data.com/neighborhood).
11 The two-sample t-test with unequal variance is the appropriate
test due to the differences in sample size and variance between
neighborhoods, but substantively equivalent results are returned by
ANOVA and linear regression.
12 Demographic information for the two districts shows that the
gender ratio of their populations are well balanced (almost 50
percent for each gender in each district) (http://cridata.org).
13 The survey showed that 17 percent of Heritage Hill participants
were in their 40s, 12 percent were in their 30s, and 10 percent were
in their 20s.
14 The rest of the participants marked their races as American
Indian or Alaska Native (HH: 0 percent; EH: 3 percent), Asian (HH:
0 percent; EH: 3 percent), and Other (HH: 3 percent; EH: 0 percent).
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15 Household incomes of 91 percent of participants from Heritage
Hill and 89 percent of participants from East Hill were more than
$30,000, and 99 percent of participants from Heritage Hill and 100
percent of participants from East Hills at least studied at colleges or
have degrees higher than Bachelor’s degrees.
16 Among 91 participants from Heritage Hill, 53 percent of them
said that they are “Extremely familiar” with Heritage Hill, 37
percent of them said “Very familiar,” and 10 percent said “Somewhat
familiar.” Out of 29 participants from East Hills, 17 percent of them
said that they were “Extremely familiar” with Wealthy Heights, 41
percent of them said “Very familiar,” 21 percent said “Somewhat
familiar,” and 17 percent said “Not very familiar.” Only 3 percent of
them were “Not at all familiar” with Wealthy Heights.
17 Community members from Wealthy Heights longed for
improvement of its three narrow alleys with dead ends to allow
municipal service access to the district easier. For almost ten
years they appealed to the city’s historic preservation commission
regarding this need and improvements were approved by the city’s
commission in 2010 (Ellison 2011; Harger 2011).
18 The property at 1059 Wealthy, the site of the greenhouse, housed
a car wash and gas pumps from 1964 to 1976 and then a McDonald’s
from 1979 to 1991. After several years of vacancy, in the late
1990s the McDonald’s building was purchased and used for local
retail services. However, since the closing of the greenhouse, the
location, lot size, and building scale of 1059 Wealthy have been the
community’s concern as they block the neighborhood connectivity.
Currently, the redevelopment project has been going in consultation
with East Hills Council of Neighbors. The project includes the
demolition of the building and construction of new mixed-use
buildings and residential buildings (East Hills Council of Neighbors
2015; Szakai 2015).
19 As mentioned previously, the population of Heritage Hill
can be said to be about six times bigger than that of Wealthy
Heights. The difference in the number of respondents from the
two neighborhoods seems innately associated with the difference
in neighborhood size. However, how respondents of these two
neighborhoods can be legitimately distributed should be conceived
for more reliable presentation of the two neighborhood populations.
20 Whites are a majority in each district (HH: 81.9 percent; EH:
66.6 percent) and black or African Americans are a second majority
(HH: 9.1 percent; EH: 16.7 percent) (http://cridata.org). In this study,
the participants were almost entirely white, so the voices of latter
population were not present in the survey; ongoing qualitative work
in the neighborhoods seeks to redress this bias.
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