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Abstract: Within the urban context, heritage conservation has been acknowledged as fundamental
for sustainable development. This paper address the need to develop methodologies that enable
understanding of the dynamics between these two fields that for long were regarded as opposing
practices. The research crosses disciplinary boundaries through a mixed methodology that identifies
27 urban development common indicators as factors that are affecting the conservation of 69 World
Heritage Cities (WHC). Indicators, which were selected from global urban monitoring tools, were
analyzed within UNESCO State-of-Conservation reporting system. Results reveal key trends on
urban factors assessed as a SWOT analysis in relation to the management of WHC. We argue
that urban indicators can facilitate the understanding of development impacts in cultural heritage
conservation, across the social, economic, and environmental dimensions. This paper contributes to
the debate on the ability of indicators to bridge interdisciplinary and methodological issues that were
related to common conceptualizations between urban development and heritage conservation and
sustainability. The conceptual approach that is presented has proven to offer an empirical basis for a
monitoring practice that fosters the sustainable management of urban heritage, which in the light of
the New Development Agenda and the gaps in the state-of-the-art, is very much needed.

Keywords: sustainable development; historic urban landscape; indicators; systematic review;
world heritage cities

1. Introduction

In the last twenty years, the cultural heritage’s role in urban management has evolved
from institutionalizing conservation efforts to placing heritage at the focus of strategic planning.
Consequently, urban indicator frameworks quantify cultural heritage as “cultural capital and urban
phenomena, requiring tailored urban management” [1]. Most of the recent urban policy discourses
increasingly highlight the potential of integrated landscape approaches and the social-economic value
of heritage conservation for urban development. The analysis of the quality of the interactions between
urban development themes and heritage conservation has been driven by beneficial relationships
referenced and proven in best practices [2], whereas conflicting relationships have fostered an
understanding of development as a threat in the field of World Heritage conservation [3,4]. In both
of the cases, standardized measuring criteria that lead the quantitative and qualitative analysis
of such interactions are still very much underexplored within urban phenomena [5,6]. Further
exploration is much needed, when considering that cultural heritage management, at the global
level, is simultaneously moving towards a landscape-based approach. UNESCO’s recommendation
on the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL) advocates sustainable practices through multidisciplinary
analysis of the urban heritage in order to include its processes in the modern city’s planning and
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development [7,8]. Conversely, the HUL entails specific tools for managing change, and new tools for
evaluating different alternatives based on their multidimensional impacts; new systemic approaches
and new indicators are being requested [7,9,10].

According to Musacchio [11], “the most thought-provoking debates and contributions in
landscape ecology have occurred when crossing scientific boundaries through interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary activities”. This research aims at setting the base for collaboration between existing
monitoring tools towards the inclusion of heritage as fundamental for sustainable urban development
(SUD). This article presents a methodology, developed, and tested, which integrates quantitative and
qualitative data analysis on common urban factors targeted by urban development common indicators
(UDCI) and cultural heritage management at a global level. This article starts with a literature
review that discusses the potential of urban indicators to assess sustainable development whilst
bridging these two scientific disciplines. A state of the practice discusses the current limitations
of global monitoring tools, from the heritage perspective, to assess urban development. Then,
the quantitative and qualitative methodology based on content analysis of current global monitoring
tools for urban development and heritage conservation is introduced. The analysis produced a database
that allows for a clearer understanding of interactive and/or mediating relationships, between urban
development factors and the management of cultural heritage, but also in terms of social, economic,
and environmental dimensions. Results present a general overview on the potentials of this database
to bridge conceptual and practical gaps for the monitoring of the sustainable development of World
Heritage Cities (WHC). The article ends with a discussion on the advantages and limitations of the
methodology that is presented to bridge these two fields and conclude with the main lessons extracted
from this empirical approach.

1.1. Trends on the Assessment of Cultural Heritage Management in the Urban Context

A paradigm shift in heritage conservation towards a heritage management with a landscape-based
approach is becoming a model for reconciling the urban multi-layered functions and development
agendas [12]. This approach broadens the understanding of heritage to include notions of attributes
and values, (urban) setting and context, accompanied by a greater consideration for the social and
economic role of (historic) cities [13]. The management of urban resources is becoming the nexus for
cross-disciplinary inquiries on biodiversity, ecosystem services, and human well-being challenges
in changing social, economic, and environmental conditions [11,12,14]. Therefore, the fact that
appropriate (landscape) management is integrally linked to well-designed monitoring and evaluation
systems is not only increasingly acknowledged among conservationists (natural and cultural), but is
also being put forward within the context of sustainability and the efficient use of resources [6,12,15–18].

The literature review evidenced two main trends in theory concerning the assessment and monitoring
of the interactions of cultural heritage and the urban context. The first, and the most widespread,
evidences a conflicting relationship between development and conservation. Pendlebury [19] affirms
that “in the urbaneness of World Heritage (WH) properties, there are fundamental tensions between
the desire to preserve a sense of the past and recognizing that heritage cities are the product of layers
of development and habitation [ . . . ] The development pressures that were experienced by urban WH
properties have increasingly become an issue preoccupying the international regulatory bodies”. In fact,
various literature highlights unplanned development factors, as well as management deficiencies,
as the most common threat to cultural heritage in urban contexts [4,20,21]. However, research leaves
unconsidered multiple situational influences, as well as positive effects of urban development on
heritage and its conservation.

The second trend in literature discusses standardized criteria to assess and compare WH
properties and management practices [22–25]. Impacts of conservation actions, such as regeneration,
redevelopment, and other top-down urban interventions are commonly evaluated in terms of their
economic advantages [26–28]. Patry et al. [29] mention that such methodologies remain useful for
their context specificities. However, Gravagnuolo and Girard [6], highlight that recent assessments
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of HULs mainly focus on their characters and values, the involvement of local communities and
specific groups of stakeholder for vulnerability assessment, and the proposal of strategic action. In all
these cases, the impacts of conservation/regeneration have not been addressed, particularly within
the wider urban context. Therefore, most of monitoring and assessment studies remain anecdotic,
based upon case studies in which researchers adopt customized evaluation criteria based on their own
conceptualizations, rather than a systematic appraisal of evidence [5,30–32].

1.2. The Use of Common Sustainable Development Indicators

In order to approach sustainability within an urban landscape context, urban indicators have been
proven appropriate to improve understanding of systemic interactions [33]. Indicators are the most
common tool for evaluating urban planning and development, due to “their simple character and their
analytical effectiveness in that quantitative data generally fall within the three pillars of sustainable
development” (Figure 1) [34]. However, a wide range of sustainability indicators are in use, as a
consequence of the lack of consensus on the notion of sustainability [35,36]. Consequently, only a few
methodologies are considered to be integral approaches, taking into account environmental, economic,
and social aspects, and these are not commonly used [34,37]. This challenges their conceptual and
scientific validation, as well as ensuring that they meet the most urgent management concerns [35,38].
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Efforts to harmonize methodologies through common indicators respond to the need to improve
credibility, the assessment towards sustainable development, whilst contributing to the analysis of
relevant and common urban challenges that were identified at local level, municipal level, and at
higher level; [36,39]. However, their benefits and constraints have been highly contested. Standardize
methodologies have been criticized for their restrictive quantitative analysis, their inefficiency to
impact decision-making and promoting action based on trends taking little consideration of context
specificities [40,41]. Yet, many scholars argue that common indicators are useful for communicating
comparative results on SUD policies, problem-solving, contexts while easily communicate progress to a
wider public [35,36,40]. Moreover, at the local level, common indicators are beneficial for “the provision
of sound procedures to collect and organize internal information in a systematic way” [40]. However,
following a systemic approach to sustainability, it is important to clearly understand interactions
between indicators and how these influence policy decisions in order to mitigate undesired effects and
avoid undermining long-term results [42].

The frequency of use of a concept, in this case, indicators, can contradict or support the
[common] view of a [SUD] phenomenon, whilst further refine, extend, and enrich the theory [35,38,43].
“sustainability indicators research can only shed light on how human societies can move towards
sustainable conditions [ . . . ]” [42]. In this regard, urban monitoring tools that include heritage within



Sustainability 2018, 10, 853 4 of 18

their themes of analysis correspond to a development view that places heritage as an important urban
resource. Therefore, common indicators among such frameworks can contribute to the understanding
of those urban synergies between the conservation of heritage as a cultural resource and wider factors
for development that aim to thrive whilst achieving sustainability.

1.3. Current Monitoring Tools for World Cultural Heritage in the Urban Context

At the global level, there are two databases that are available reporting on the relationship
between heritage conservation and [urban] development. The first corresponds to UNESCO’s standard
procedures for the monitoring of WH properties: the State of Conservation reports and the Reactive
Monitoring Reports (RMR) for emergency cases. On a yearly basis, the World Heritage Centre and the
Advisory Bodies (ICCROM, ICOMOS, and IUCN) report on conservation issues of selected natural
and cultural heritage worldwide on an individual basis. More than 3000 SoC reports (concerning
536 WH properties, available online) represent the most detailed and systematic documentation on
heritage at a global scale. The UNESCO World Heritage system recognizes World Heritage Cities
as a category, including their historic centers and ensembles of monuments. However, a formal
definition of heritage categories is not provided. The SoC information system enables global statistics
that are based on information, such as the distribution of WH properties per region and category,
geographical visualization on the conservation of WH, and a standard list of threats to WH properties.
A list of 14 primary factors are listed as threats affecting the conservation of natural and cultural
heritage, each encompassing a number of secondary factors [44]. “Development” stands on its own
as a threat category. Nevertheless, other urban development factors can be found across different
categories; for example, “new development, infrastructure construction and development, tourism
pressures and associated development, informal/illegal settlements or construction, temporary events
(and associated structures)”, etc. Moreover, there is no insight into the categories of threats, definitions
and methods for classification, nor on what exactly makes development constitute a threat.

A second database created by the Organization of World Heritage Cities (OWHC) gives access to
both city members and the general public. By 2016, the database reported on 65 development projects
in 59 cities (5.5% of total WH properties) and solving problems propositions that were undertaken or
were experienced by cities with cultural heritage [45]. Based on good practices and individual case
studies, the database covers a range of 19 relevant urban factors, classified in six themes addressing
conservation, such as rehabilitation, renovation, and other intervention projects. Reports are elaborated
in the structured format of a Synthetic Data Sheet, providing comprehensive descriptions of synergies
between urban development and conservation strategies. The city governments select the best practices;
reports are submitted on a voluntary basis and by OWHC members only (fee-dependent). Thus, it is
still limited on the identification of heritage located within urban context.

According to Stem et al. [17], “organizations committed to the conservation of resources, have
implemented monitoring and evaluation systems, often with mixed results”. In this regard, the SoC
reports database offers a complete overview of factors negatively affecting the conservation of World
Heritage. Whereas, the OWHC platform shares the positive impacts of urban development models
that integrate cultural heritage management within planning strategies. These databases are not
originally designed for providing insights on the sustainability of the most pressing and common urban
issues interacting—positively and negatively—with heritage management. Therefore, the systematic
evaluation and comparison between urban development priorities and cultural heritage management
goals are of existent urban projects that are necessary to provide information on their impacts of
interactions between the development of urban resources. The understanding of such dynamics and a
common monitoring methodology that sheds light on as well as on what constitutes a good practice of
development and conservation, have not been enabled.

In the light of sustainable development, and because of their interdisciplinary nature, urban
development and heritage management approaches should be required to enhance their collaboration,
and thus their communication. But, current evaluation systems tend to “overlook lessons learned from
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the many efforts to develop useful and practical monitoring and evaluation approaches in conservation
and other fields” [17]. This can also be attributed to the fact that the inherent complexity and problems
within landscapes are “in contrast to the disciplinary organization of science” [46]. Consequently,
similar concepts are not always strongly formalized, especially those related to the field of urban
development [47], but also in the heritage conservation field. This means that the same concepts
are given different terminologies, as noticed in the UNESCO list of threats and in the development
of indicators monitoring the sustainable conservation of heritage. The inconsistent use of concepts
often causes confusion among urban and heritage management components, particularly affecting the
efficiency of the monitoring and evaluation practice. This can lead to misallocation of management
and evaluation resources, set unreasonable expectations of assessment activities, produce inaccurate
assessments of conservation interventions, and so on [17,47–49]. To avoid difficulties, an increasing
number of scholars encourage collaborations that cross disciplinary boundaries with wider scientific
fields, particularly for the assessment of (urban) landscapes [11,12,50–52].

2. Methodology

This research aims to demonstrate the ability of existing monitoring tools for urban development
and heritage conservation to provide insights on the correlations between these two fields in order to
strengthen the sustainability of practices. When considering that current monitoring practices from
both fields differ in their methodologies, a multi-method [53] approach, using both qualitative and
quantitative methods, is proposed to reveal common urban phenomena being frequently monitored in
both disciplines. The analysis consists on a systematic identification, classification, and quantification
of a short list of UDCI referenced as urban factors impacting the conservation of cultural heritage
and was carried out in three stages (a) Compilation of a list of UDCI from global urban indicator
frameworks; (b) Semi-automated search for the UDCI within UNESCO SoC reports as factors affecting
the conservation of WHC; and, (c) Systematic classification of identified urban factors as strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) to the conservation of WHC. The SWOT analysis
helps to devise a strategic agenda by isolating key issues that need to be prioritized in furthering a
suitable and sustainable approach to the management of urban resources [8,54–56]. Thus, the analysis
of UDCI referenced in UNESCO SoC reports is expected to identify global trends on the most common
monitored synergies, pressing issues, and development approaches to the conservation of cultural
heritage in the urban context. It is also expected to evidence methodological gaps and challenges for
the monitoring of the sustainable development of WHC. A detailed description of the aforementioned
steps follows.

2.1. The Shortlist of Urban Development Common Indicators

As part of a wider research on monitoring tools and the mutual inclusion of SUD and cultural
heritage management [1], a selection of global urban reports was previously carried out on the
following basis: (a) reports should propose indicators across different urban themes, including cultural
heritage within their themes of analysis; (b) the assessment of cities from varied countries to maintain
a global overview; and (c) the coverage of social, economic, and environmental dimensions as defined
relevant for a systemic approach to sustainability [9,27,57,58].

Eight international urban reports on urban management and global competitiveness (Table 1) were
found enabling the debate on the mutual inclusion of monitoring tools for urban development and
cultural heritage management for sustainable practices (Guzman, 2017). By adapting a methodology
used by Tanguay et al. [35] and directed content analysis [43] we gathered a total of 476 indicators, from
which we shortlisted the most frequently used indicators among reports. A list of UDCI was classified
according to the three dimensions of sustainability, and their possible combinations (see Figure 1),
remaining faithful to the original definitions provided by the reports.



Sustainability 2018, 10, 853 6 of 18

Table 1. List of selected reports (from Guzman et al. 2017).

Type of Reports Focus Sources No. of Ind.

City Rankings

Hierarchical listing of cities according to
their economic sustainability,
competitiveness, and positioning within
the global urban market.

1. “Cities of Opportunities 2012” PWC 59

2. Global Cities Index 27

3. Global City Competitiveness Index 36
Global Cities’
Cultural Supply Cultural policies strategies. 4. World Cities Culture Report 60

City Management
Performance

Holistic overview of sustainability
progresses, trends and the establishing
urban strategies and policies.

5. Indicadores urbanos para LAC 76

6. European Common Indicators 39

7. Urban Indicators for Managing
Cities ADB

143

8. Global City Indicators Facility 36

2.2. Analysis of Urban Factors within the UNESCO SoC Reporting System

To maintain a global overview, we selected the UNESCO SoC reporting system as the sample of
analysis, as it is the most standardized global monitoring tool for cultural heritage [59]. SoC reports
provide information that can enable the monitoring of quantitative and qualitative effects of urban
factors affecting the conservation of cultural heritage. However, limitations of this reporting system
consist on a text-based description of conservation issues open to the reporter’s interpretation. Also,
these often lack a systematic methodology and the use of quantitative data that supports the diagnosis.
For instance, yearly reports would only discuss those natural, mixed (natural and cultural) and
cultural sites with pressing development issues without further classification on sites’ categories or
conservation issues. Reports are structured according to the three mentioned heritage categories and
their geographical location. The analysis started with gathering all of the reports available online in
PDF format. The sample of analysis was reduced from 802 cultural heritage properties (by 2016) to
target 193 properties that come under the category of “cities”, as listed by the UNESCO World Heritage
Center online search. However, this number is expected to be reduced as the analysis focused only
on those WHC discussed within SoC reports. Further on, the analysis chose for a summative content
analysis in which words or content (in this case the list of UDCI) are identified and quantified in a
text with the purpose of understanding their contextual use [43]. A first semi-automatic search of
references to the list of UDCI evidenced the need to adapt UDCI into keywords that are related to
customary terms of UNESCO’s monitoring system [59]. In order to bridge this conceptualization gap,
we correlated the list of identified threats with the description of the UDCI. For instance, the indicator
Natural disaster was extended into keywords, such as natural disaster, natural risk, but also as words
that are used in the UNESCO list of threats, such as flooding, earthquake, fire, and storms.

2.3. Systematic Classification of Factors Affecting the Conservation of World Heritage Cities

A database of references in SoC reports was compiled to facilitate the classification of UDCI
and the corresponding keywords. The classification of gathered references consisted on a coding
system shown in Table 2, which is designed as follows. Step 1: A pre-coding classification was applied
according to the SoC report system. This includes the name of the city, its geographical location and
year of the report; Step 2: Post-coding was applied based on Management situation analysis and an
Impact analysis, differentiating the references in semantics [43]. The first qualitative classification
is adapted from Agarwal et al. [60] in which references to UDCI and keywords within SoC reports
are classified as external or internal issues to the management of the property adapted. The second
classification aims to identify the “negative and positive (intended and unintended) causal effects
of interventions” (and/or development) [49]. Both classifications remain to some extent subjective
to both the researcher’s interpretation (when insights not clearly described in the texts) and/or the
reporters’ descriptions (when insights are provided in the texts).
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Table 2. Coding Table.

Coding Dimension Coding Items and Definitions

41 UDCI
1. Indicator generic name
2. Keywords

Property Description

3. Name of the property
4. Geographical Region
5. Africa (AFR)
6. Arab States (ARB)
7. Asia and the Pacific (APA)
8. Europe and North America (EUR)
9. Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC)
10. Report year

Management Situation Analysis 11. External Factor
12. Internal Factor

Impact Analysis 13. Positively affecting conservation actions
14. Negatively affecting conservation actions

Sustainability Dimensions

15. Economic:
Permitting continuing compatible land uses or economic activity, such as tourism
revenues, reuse of buildings, management capabilities [55], i.e., when the economic
benefits or threats are mentioned (costs of conservation actions, funding, expenses or
references to economic activities and functions, etc.)

16. Environmental:
When related to protecting the natural environment (particular ecosystems in and around
properties), gradual changes due to geological, climatic or other environmental factors,
threats, and protection from natural hazards, pollution, efficiency and improvement of
natural resources, environmental friendly interventions, etc. [55]

17. Social:
When related to social equity, by maintaining strong links with communities and
contributing to society, professional creation, reception or participation activities but also
actions related to government will, consultation processes, human resources, local
population or civil society participation, improvement of life quality. Protecting less
tangible assets within properties (communities, cultures, and knowledge) [55].

Step 3: Correlations between the management and impact analysis allows for a SWOT analysis
on the basis of common urban factors (referenced UDCI) affecting the conservation of WHC. Strengths
are represented by urban factors that have a positive impact on the conservation of the WHC and are
competences of the local heritage management. Weaknesses are represented as those urban factors
that have a negative impact on the conservation of the WHC, and are actions that are directly related
to the local heritage management. Opportunities represent urban factors that have a positive impact
on the conservation of the WHC but external competences to the local heritage management. Threats
are represented by urban factors that have a negative impact on the conservation of the WHC and are
external competences to local heritage management. Step 4: Factors are also classified by sustainability
dimensions according to those previously defined in selected urban monitoring tools, but also adding
the coverage of dimensions by applying the definitions of UNESCO [55] (see Table 2)—social, economic,
and environmental. This classification, often neglected in SUD indicator studies, intends to raise
awareness of the need for development to foster a systemic approach in which implications across the
different dimensions need to be assessed in order to be considered sustainable. The cultural dimension
is always included as factors are found affecting the conservation of WHC.

3. Results

3.1. The Shortlist of Urban Development Common Indicators

From a total of 476 indicators gathered from eight reports, it was found that the frequency of
usage of indicators ranged from one to four times among the eight reports analyzed. To define
the list of UDCI, 41 indicators within the higher frequencies (3 and 4) were retained (See Table 3).
The shortlist shows that 88% of the indicators were used three times, whilst only 12% of the indicators
could be found in the maximum number of four reports. These frequencies of use exemplify the
lack of consensus around monitoring methodologies for urban development, but also a significant
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disagreement on the definition of concepts commonly handled in the discipline, as highlighted by
other studies.

In terms of the coverage of sustainability dimensions, according to the original classification per
urban reports, it was found that 59% of UDCI (24 indicators) were mainly associated with the equitable
dimension. This is not surprising considering that the reports analyzed place a strong emphasis
on cities’ economic strengths. However, a considerable proportion, 16 of the indicators (39%), were
classified in the sustainability dimension in both urban management and competitiveness reports.
These assess five urban factors relating the management and state of natural-territorial resources with
the quality of life in a city: access and availability of natural resources, sources of pollution, natural
disasters, transportation, and urbanization rate.

Table 3. Classification of urban development common indicators (UDCI) per sustainability dimensions
and frequency of use.

Indicator Dimensions Freq.

1. Air Pollution Sustainable 4
2. % Public Green Space (Parks And Gardens) Sustainable 4
3. Population With Higher Education Equitable 4
4. Aircraft Movements Equitable 4
5. No. Of Performing-Arts Venues Equitable 4
6. Km Of High Capacity Public Transit System Per 100,000 Population Sustainable 3
7. Relating To The Different Modes Of Transport Considered Sustainable 3
8. Urbanized Land Sustainable 3
9. Electricity/Household Connections Sustainable 3
10. Disasters In The Last 10 Years Sustainable 3
11. Consumption Of Water Per Capita Sustainable 3
12. Percentage Of City Population With Potable Water Supply Service Sustainable 3
13. Percentage Of City Population Served By Wastewater Collection Sustainable 3
14. Wastewater Treated Sustainable 3
15. Percentage Of City’s Solid Waste That Is Recycled Sustainable 3
16. Percentage Of City Population With Regular Solid Waste Collection Sustainable 3
17. Median Travel Time Sustainable 3
18. Automobile Ownership Sustainable 3
19. Km Of Light Passenger Transit System Per 100,000 Population Sustainable 3
20. Adult Literacy Rate Equitable 3
21. School Enrollment Rates Equitable 3
22. Cost Of Rent Equitable 3
23. A Real Size Of Informal Settlements As A Percent Of City Area Equitable 3
24. Number Of In-Patient Hospital Beds Per 100,000 Population Equitable 3
25. Health System Performance Equitable 3
26. Average Life Expectancy Equitable 3
27. Percentage Of City Population Living In Poverty Equitable 3
28. Population Growth Equitable 3
29. Foreign-Born Population Equitable 3
30. Freedom Of Expression And Human Rights Equitable 3
31. Corporate Headquarters Economic 3
32. Cost Of Business Occupancy Equitable 3
33. No Of International Conferences And Conventions Equitable 3
34. International Tourists Equitable 3
35. Crime Equitable 3
36. Financial And Business Services Employment Equitable 3
37. Flow Of Goods Through Ports And Airports Equitable 3
38. No. Of International Travelers Equitable 3
39. No Of Museums Equitable 3
40. Availability Of Quality Restaurants Equitable 3
41. Elected And Nominated Councilors Equitable 3

Out of the 41 UDCI, only 27 were found referenced as urban factors affecting the conservation
of WHC. The list of UDCI was adapted to 52 keywords using the possibility of expressing indicators
as urban factors as defined by the UNESCO list of threats (Figure 2). For instance, the UDCI natural
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disaster risk has the highest number of keywords (nine): earthquake (25 references), flood (17 references),
and fire (20 references) being the urban factor most frequently referenced. Modes of transport and
Kilometers of public transport follow, both with five related keywords. The first includes transport
system (five references), and the word “transport”, followed by node, network, and center (1 reference
each). The second includes the following keywords: extension (seven references), connection (three
references), and expansion (one reference). Next, comes the factor Public park space, with four
keywords: park (16 references), green area (nine references), green space (four references), and public
garden (one reference). Other UDCI, such as elected councilors, were not found with their original
description but rather with context-related keywords such as political (25 references) and elections
(one reference). For instance, “some deficiencies have been identified in the existing legislative
framework, especially in four areas . . . Public management of the site has to be made more stable, and
less dependent on political cycles”. In this example, the interpretation of the reference is that political
cycles or the process of electing/changing councilors are identified as external factors affecting the
management of a site. The list of UDCI and the number of related keywords is shown in Figure 3.
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It was observed that when matching UDCI with keywords related to UNESCO list of threats, some
indicators were not found referenced in the sample of WHC discussed by SoC reports. This indicates
that either consistency on standardized criteria and/or quantitative data on those threats are rarely
used when discussing the state of conservation of properties categorized as WHC. However, such
factors were found present in other categories of WH properties, for example, in natural properties.
Examples of such factors are Impacts of tourism, number of visitors, km of roads, modes of public
transport, among others.

3.2. Systematic Classification of Urban Factors Affecting the Conservation of World Heritage Cities

3.2.1. Classification According to Properties’ Description

The classification of urban factors according to the properties’ category showed 301 references
to urban factors discussed in 69 WHC (from a total of 193 WHC) in SoC reports dating from 2000 to
2015 (See Figure 4). The distribution of percentages of both factors discussed and WHC across the
geographical regions presented similar proportions (Figure 5). The largest group of references and cities
analyzed are located in EUR (37.5% and 42% respectively), followed by LAC with 27.6% of references
and 23.2% of cities, and ARB with 13.3% of references, and 16% of cities. Slight differences were found
in the distribution between the AFR and APA regions. The AFR region was found discussing more
urban factors (13%) in fewer cities (8.7%). Whereas APA, having a higher number of cities (10.1%),
is the region with the fewest urban factors discussed (8.6%).
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3.2.2. Management Situation and Impact Analysis

The management situation showed that the majority of urban factors affecting the conservation of
WHC are considered as internal issues to the management of cultural heritage (56.15%). Urban factors
classified within this group are represented by the following UDCI: sewage systems, electricity,
employment business services, housing, restaurants, and museums. Actions that were related
to these factors are typically part of development and management plans and strategies aiming
at the improvement and/or modernization of WHC, particularly through tourism and related
services. External factors make up the remaining 43.85%. The majority are related to environmental
phenomena or activities that are undertaken at higher management levels (such as national, regional
or metropolitan authorities), and urban dynamics that are created by stakeholders, such as the private
sector. Related UDCI are natural disasters, transport systems (km), modes of transport, public parks,
and recycled waste.

The impact analysis showed that negative impacts are in the majority (52.82%). When considering
that SoC reports mainly focus on negatives, it is remarkable that positive aspects reached a
near-balanced share of 47.18%. Among the evident UDCI with negative impacts are found natural
disaster risk, elected and nominated councilors, km of public transport, and automobile ownership.
Urban factors identified as having positive impacts are no. of museums, sewage systems, house
rent, international conferences, and employment in business and services. Correlations between
management and impact analysis allowed for a SWOT analysis. For instance, an urban factor, such as
house rent has a positive impact in that a social program can encourage local communities to invest
in the conservation of protected buildings. But, house rent rises as a result of gentrification can have
negative consequences by displacing traditional functions in a protected urban area. In a similar way,
a natural disaster risk is seen as positive when local authorities have developed a risk management
plan and have implemented it successfully.

3.2.3. SWOT Analysis

We observed that strengths (internal-positive factors), with 99 references, make up the largest
group (33% of the total of 301, including 21 urban factors). The most referenced factors are the
opening of site museums (27.4% of the total strengths), followed by the implementation of natural
disaster risk plans (19.18%). Other positive factors mentioned include rehabilitation projects and/or
conservation strategies, such as the restoration of heritage buildings for (social) housing (12.33%);
the establishment of parks (10.96%); and, the improvement of urban facilities, which contributes to
the property’s development, for example sewage (10.96%), energy connections (3.51%), wastewater
treatment (1.75%), and water connections (1.75%). Elected and nominated councilors (4.39%) are also
influential as they offer their political support and commitment to conservation. Other less referenced
strengths (less than 1%) include the promotion of actions that enable employment, including that of
heritage professionals; the organization of international conferences on management issues affecting a
city; and, education, with training programs for graduates. Figure 6 shows the distribution of SWOT
analysis, and Figure 7 shows the SWOT classification by indicators.

Weaknesses (internal-negative factors) represent 23% (70) of the 301 references and include
13 UDCI. The most common urban factor referenced is the absence of natural disaster risk plans
(32.86% of the 70 references), which contributes to the property’s vulnerability to identified threats;
for example, fire-protection, earthquakes, flooding, etc. Elected councilors follows (15.71%); this
reflects upon the local political will and situation, and the likelihood of their implementing appropriate
legislative protection and management plans. No. of museums is the third most referenced factor
(12.86%). Examples include inappropriate approaches to the use of historic buildings as museums,
the use of intrusive architecture in the heritage context, and the lack of impact assessments. The lack of
sewage systems (10%) is the most referenced infrastructure problem, whilst housing (7.14%) is found
related to eviction regulations, lack of social housing, and degraded housing.
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Opportunities (external-positive factors) represent the smallest share of the SWOT analysis with
14% of the total references (43 references), including 14 UDCI. Museums represent the most frequently
referenced factor (23.26% of all opportunities) ranging from international cooperation programs led
by institutional museums to the rehabilitation of local museums. Public spaces (16.28%) are seen
as opportunities when contributing to heritage’s protection as buffer zones or transition areas. Also
mentioned are improvements of urban services, such as sewage systems (13.95%), water supply (4.65%),
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Finally, threats (external-negative factors) represent 30% (89 references) of the total and include
15 UDCI. The largest group in this classification consists of issues related to risks from environmental
phenomena (43.2% of the total threats), such as climate change effects or other disasters. Urban
development projects undertaken at a higher authority level that introduce incompatible new dynamics,
or disregard the local cultural heritage management office, are represented in the categories of public
spaces (13.48%), km of transport systems (10.11%), and museums (3.37%). Additionally, the continuity
of conservation actions and projects was identified as being closely related to the continuity of the
elected and nominated councilors. In most cases, changes at the local government level are seen as
threats (10.11%).

3.2.4. Sustainability Dimensions

The classification of factors according to sustainability dimensions reveals that 46.18% of the
301 references were found to be discussing the factors impacts across the three dimensions (economic,
social, and environmental). In other words, urban development factors when discussed according
to their impacts on the conservation of WHC tend to be assessed more holistically when compared
to the UDCI original coverage of sustainability dimension. That is, the classification provided from
the urban report’s perspective. A total of 32.56% of the factors were found to be discussed according
to two sustainability dimensions. Out of these, most factors focused on the equitable dimension
(26.58%), followed by the livable dimension (4.65%), and the least discussed, the viable dimension
(1.4%). The smallest group, 21.26% of the urban factors, were found to be performing in one dimension.
From these, most of the factors covered the environmental dimension (9.97%), followed by the social
dimension (9.3%), and lastly, the economic dimension (1.99%).

Some trends were observed in correlation with sustainability dimensions and the SWOT analysis.
When discussing internal factors, a plurality of strengths (45%) are discussed in terms of sustainability,
but references tend to prioritize the economic and social dimensions (39% equitable and 9% social
dimensions). Strengths are the category with the fewest urban factors discussing the environmental
dimension (1% environmental, 3.5% livable, and 2% viable dimensions). Weaknesses have a higher
share of references discussing the equitable impacts of urban factors (36%) than in sustainable terms
(30%). Environmental factors constitute 14% of the references, and they have the highest share of all
the SWOT categories on livable-related factors (9%), but viable factors only make up 1% of the total.
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The correlations of sustainability dimensions with the external factors showed that opportunities
have a similar coverage to those of strengths, being widely discussed in sustainability terms (58%),
with a tendency towards the equitable dimension (35%). This category was found to be performing the
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poorest in relation to environmental factors, with only 2% covering the viable dimension; it also has the
lowest rate in the social and economic dimensions (2% apiece). However, threats are mostly discussed
in sustainability terms (48%), and have the strongest tendency towards the environmental factors of
all the SWOT categories (29% environmental and 3% livable dimensions). This is because natural
disaster and other climate-related threats are the most pressing conservation issue discussed within
SoC reports. The social and equitable dimensions, respectively, make up 10% and 9% of references.
Figure 8 shows the coverage of the sustainability dimensions in correlation with the SWOT analysis.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

This article proposed a methodology that used a list of 21 frequently used indicators across eight
reports for urban management and competitiveness explored as referenced urban factors affecting
the conservation of WHCs within UNESCO SoC report systems. Rather than pretending to show the
most relevant measuring criteria, the UDCI aim to set the base on relevant urban dynamics that were
identified by both fields under a common conceptualization of development, in which heritage is
understood as a competitive resource requiring tailored management. Additionally, this research raises
awareness of those overlooked factors that perhaps are relevant for a discipline in relation to the other.
Therefore, while still subjective, this research opens a debate on how a more relevant categorization of
urban phenomena affecting the management of WH properties would facilitate its monitoring process,
as well as how more appropriate measurements of impacts could enable clearer correlations between
both fields. The results confirmed that the interdisciplinary analysis could provide insights on the
dynamics between urban development factors and heritage conservation in correlation with local
management practices, desired and undesired impacts, but also on the extent practices promote a
systemic approach to sustainability. That is to say, considering urban development impacts on social,
economic, and environmental dimensions.

It was found that most urban factors were referenced as having both qualities. However, natural
risk and elected and nominated councilors are mostly monitored as negative factors, whilst museums
and km of public transport represent the most common positive factors. Although development
aspects are largely reported as threats by UNESCO WH system, our SWOT analysis showed that
urban factors with negative impacts, encompassed in weaknesses and threats, represent a slight
majority in this study. The largest number of discrete factors is correlated with positive impacts, largely
evidenced by strengths rather than opportunities. Strengths of WHC are based on the consolidation
and enhancement of their habitability, urban infrastructure, transportation systems and networks, job
creation, etc.; as long as these are supported by local political will. Such benefits are mainly related to
the satisfaction of social and economic needs [1]. Whereas, factors that are classified as opportunities
suggest that the benefits of development and heritage synergies can be potentiated when heritage
conservation becomes a fundamental aspect of local urban development and planning.

In the process of identifying UDCI, this research confirmed the lack of common conceptualizations
on development themes between the two fields. The wide selection of urban indicators (few of them
commonly used) has been attributed to ambiguous definitions of sustainable development and the
objectives for their use [35]. The need to identify keywords to adapt UDCI has shown this situation to
be persistent in the heritage field. Consequently, the identification process is not considered exhaustive,
as the choice of terminology is dependent on a consultant’s interpretation of a reporting system with
methodological flaws. Although comparison with natural heritage properties was not part of the scope
of this research, it was observed that the search for indicators, as originally described, was more likely
to be successful in natural heritage properties. This is due to the fact that “the natural heritage sector
has made much progress in monitoring approaches, particularly in the relationship between processes
and general management effectiveness” [55] (p. 97). Natural heritage reports make use of monitoring
protocols and existing data sources, and thus tend to be more consistent in the use of terminology
and the quantification of perceived conflicts between resource use, development, and conservation
goals [61].
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This study supports SUD through the integration of conservation into urban planning policies and
strategies that are facilitated by a landscape-based approach for the management of cultural heritage.
However, such understanding of urban heritage remains theoretical, particularly in the monitoring
and assessment practices. The SoC reports have proven to be a key source for providing useful
insights on WHC and development factors. However, it was noted that the current categorization
of WHC is limited as urban heritage is broader than the properties matching this category. This can
be exemplified with urban properties from the Asia and Pacific region, which is placed second in
terms of the number of cultural heritage properties. Despite its high urbanization rate, particularly
in Eastern Asian countries, this study presents the region as the least represented in the discussion
of urban factors affecting the conservation of WHC. Whereas, Zhang et al. [21] and Yu et al. [62]
make relevant observations on the urban-rural challenges mainly posed to WH landscapes in China.
Arguably, a greater number of properties could have been included in the analysis, and hence, more
reliable information on the state of urban heritage could have been provided if the classification of WH
had been set according to the HUL approach. Challenges identified in the process of application of the
methodology should encourage the SoC system to improve the use of more consistent terminology,
and, at all levels, to pursue reporting methods which are objective and sourced in information. As the
future of heritage management is expected to become more integrative, gradually working towards
common ambitions through innovation, integration, and co-evolution, the use of indicators and their
references could be further explored in terms of useful data and sources able to improve the assessment
of identified urban factors.

Although this article does not fully explore the compiled database, it has the potential to provide
an overview of the status of global urban heritage, per UNESCO’s geographical regions, trends, and
evolution of trends by year, etc.; as well as insights on how local actions lead to good or unsustainable
practices. The methodology presented can contribute to consolidating UNESCO’s debate on heritage as
fundamental for sustainable development as it systematically considers heritage within the synergies
of complex urban systems. Therefore, it can become a valuable resource for scholars and practitioners
in cultural heritage and urban development to elaborate multidisciplinary planning strategies and
policies, as well as finding some common ground for the comparison of practices. Further research
can provide an in-depth analysis of identified factors and the possible correlations among the results.
The classification of positive/negative and internal/external factors can bring new approaches to what
constitute the strengths, weakness, opportunities, and threats to the sustainable urban development
of world heritage cities. Especially, at the local level, a closer look at this classification of factors can
provide insights into local governance and managerial skills on how these align with global trends.
The application of this methodology at the local level can also indicate the level of integration of
cultural heritage into cities’ approaches to sustainable development.
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