
 
 

Delft University of Technology

Erbil city built heritage and wellbeing
An assessment of local perceptions using the semantic differential scale
Sektani, Hawar Himdad J.; Khayat, Mahmood; Mohammadi, Masi; Roders, Ana Pereira

DOI
10.3390/su13073763
Publication date
2021
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Sustainability

Citation (APA)
Sektani, H. H. J., Khayat, M., Mohammadi, M., & Roders, A. P. (2021). Erbil city built heritage and
wellbeing: An assessment of local perceptions using the semantic differential scale. Sustainability, 13(7),
[3763]. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073763

Important note
To cite this publication, please use the final published version (if applicable).
Please check the document version above.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download, forward or distribute the text or part of it, without the consent
of the author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license such as Creative Commons.

Takedown policy
Please contact us and provide details if you believe this document breaches copyrights.
We will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

This work is downloaded from Delft University of Technology.
For technical reasons the number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to a maximum of 10.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073763
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073763


sustainability

Article

Erbil City Built Heritage and Wellbeing: An Assessment of
Local Perceptions Using the Semantic Differential Scale

Hawar Himdad J. Sektani 1,*, Mahmood Khayat 1 , Masi Mohammadi 2 and Ana Pereira Roders 3

����������
�������

Citation: Sektani, H.H.J.; Khayat, M.;

Mohammadi, M.; Roders, A.P. Erbil

City Built Heritage and Wellbeing:

An Assessment of Local Perceptions

Using the Semantic Differential Scale.

Sustainability 2021, 13, 3763. https://

doi.org/10.3390/su13073763

Academic Editor: Asterios Bakolas

Received: 24 February 2021

Accepted: 18 March 2021

Published: 29 March 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 Architectural Engineering Department, Salahaddin University, Erbil 44001, Iraq;
mahmood.khayat@su.edu.krd

2 Department of Built Environment, Eindhoven University of Technology, 5612 Eindhoven, The Netherlands;
m.mohammadi@tue.nl

3 Department of Architectural Engineering and Technology, Delft University of Technology,
2628 Delft, The Netherlands; a.r.pereira-roders@tudelft.nl

* Correspondence: hawar.jamal@su.edu.krd or h.sektani@tue.nl

Abstract: Community perceptions and experiences of built heritage are essential in understanding
the built heritage and effect in individual and community wellbeing. Subsequently, local perceptions
of built heritage directly influence the conservation and heritage-led interventions. This study
investigated local perceptions of built heritage in Erbil by assessing responses of 414 participants
using a questionnaire survey aiming to identify how built heritage is perceived by the various group
samples, exploring local perceptions’ (in)consistencies. Significant differences were found between
architects’ and non-architects’ perceptions and related wellbeing. As the groups attribute different
values, the results suggest that heritage buildings do not contribute to the wellbeing of non-architects
as much as to architects. A contradicting result was found between modern and heritage buildings.
This study contributes to the notion of human-centrality of the built environment by assessing local
perceptions of built heritage, that, when implemented in urban planning and heritage management,
can contribute to the city’s socio-cultural sustainable development.

Keywords: Erbil city; built heritage; buffer-zone; local community; perception assessment; individual
wellbeing; semantic differential scale

1. Introduction

The notion of built heritage is underlined by values which stand central to the concept
of heritage [1]. Due to a greater emphasis on heritage-related values, perception holds a
vital role within the heritage discipline [2]. This accommodates subjective determinations
of heritage strongly influenced by individual and community views and preferences [3,4],
which directly inform attitudes towards built heritage [5]. By shifting the focus to valuation
and perception, built heritage conservation has evolved into a dynamic process [6–8],
facilitating sustainable development, by contributing to one of the pillars of sustainable
development, the socio-cultural dimension [9]. Built heritage, as part of cultural heritage,
affects individual wellbeing [10,11]. Wellbeing was recently coined as heritage values on
a balanced conservation approach, considering the social, psychological, and physical
environment [12]. This conceptual broadening in heritage studies emphasizes the need for
contextual heritage research on heritage management.

Various studies have been conducted on Erbil Citadel, before and after its UNESCO
inscription in 2014. The number of studies conducted on the Citadel buffer-zone, which is
considered local heritage, is considerably lower. Moreover, studies on local perceptions
of heritage are scarce. While buffer-zones are key in conserving World Heritage integrity,
research has found that the delimitation of a buffer-zone can vary enormously between
the physical and perceived delimitation [13]. The government owns the Citadel, and it is
therefore not suffering direct development pressures [14]. Nevertheless, the buffer-zone
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is bound by urban design guidelines (UDG) [15]. UNESCO raised concerns about the
locations and designs of new (re)constructions [16]. While the UDG is intended to ensure
future development that respects the Citadel’s visual integrity, ICOMOS noted that in-
appropriate constructions already have adverse effects [14]. According to UNESCO, the
former inhabitants of Erbil Citadel and Erbil’s civil society are insufficiently involved in
the revitalization process [17]. As such, ICOMOS recommended strengthening residents’
involvement and information and considered social revitalization as the main challenge,
determining Erbil’s sustainable heritage conservation [14]. Hitherto, local insights and con-
tributions are marginalized where an overbearing authorization overshadows inhabitants’
inputs [18]. The built heritage of Erbil has been neglected over the years [19]; as such, the
built heritage barely influences the contemporary architecture of Erbil [20].

To date, local standpoints and how built heritage is perceived and experienced are
yet to be investigated. Unveiling this contributes significantly to the development of the
city, as both heritage and local communities are vital for sustainability. Thus, within the
framework of a PhD thesis, the central objective is to assess local perceptions, whereas
an interactive survey method raises communal awareness in search for stakeholders’ per-
ceptual differences and similarities, comparing architects’ and non-architects’ perceptions.
The findings reveal reflections on the local conservation approach, which, unlike earlier
studies, also integrate the local community.

2. Perceiving Built Heritage and Wellbeing

The notion of built heritage relies utterly on perception, as “even if the actual item is
not physically impressive, it is the peoples’ perceptions of monuments . . . that create the
perceptions of something more than the usual, something monumental” [21]. Aesthetic
sensory experiences positively influence wellbeing [22], and the significance of heritage
can be found in the sensory experiences provided to society [23]. Architecture and urban
areas perceived as beautiful indicate experiences that positively influence wellbeing [24].
Buildings with perceived aesthetic quality positively impact the individual [25,26] by
increasing their wellbeing [27], while ugly buildings have harmful effects [28]. Investigating
perceptions of the built-environment, traditional-style architectural environments are found
to be statistically preferred over contemporary built-environments [29]. Visiting heritage is
found to make statistically positive contributions to wellbeing and even affect wellbeing
slightly more than participating in sports and arts [27]. Emotional attachment to built
heritage benefits wellbeing [30,31]; this is demonstrated by a sense of pride and emotional
connectedness relating to built heritage [32,33]. From the perspective of living heritage,
where locals play a central role, the perception of wellbeing is empirically investigated
and found to be closely linked to the socio-cultural values that are enhanced by the quality
of the place, inducing a sense of comfort and safety on a physical and social level [34].
To Bahrdt (1971), this emotional connectedness is partially defined by the uniqueness and
individuality of the environment; historic centers are a case in point [35,36]. Attachment is
also considered an indication of the social values of heritage [37]. Rollero and De Piccoli
(2010) proved empirically that high levels of emotional attachment are more critical than
environmental quality for a positive evaluation. This attachment is predicted by individuals’
educational level and the presence of significant relationships with the environment [38].

Perceived authenticity value represents a substantial base for the values of built
heritage [39–42]. The ICOMOS [40] Nara Charter on Authenticity magnifies the role of
context in evaluating authenticity, acknowledging the flexibility of its criteria and proposing
updated assessments of authenticity due to value changes, as the purpose of conservation
is to maintain heritage authenticity [43]. Repeatedly, the concept of authenticity is linked
to identity [44], as the built and architectural heritage is held to promote local identity.
In the Krakow Charter [43], identity is regarded as a significant notion, justifying the
multiplicity of attitudes towards heritage. The symbolic value, derived from meanings
locally attributed to the built environment, plays a significant role in heritage, which the
architectural education aids in increasing its awareness [45], with disregard to the use-
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value [23] that is related to present-day usability and may conflict with other heritage
values [45]. To Lynch (1972), the image of time, based on the awareness of the past and the
future, is crucial for individual wellbeing [46]. The creation of such images goes through
perceptual filters determined by cultural factors [2]. According to Relph (1979), personal
experiences and memories, the length of time spent, and awareness of historic significance
are determinant factors of built environment perceptions [32]. Empirical research found the
historic city to contribute to wellbeing of the resident by the sense of the city’s history, where
this is perceived to positively affect the perceivers’ physical and mental peacefulness [47].
Moreover, perceptions oscillate relative to personal and cultural perspectives [48], are
subjective in quality [49], and are contextualized plus culture-based [50]. Founded on
cognitive judgements of satisfaction and affective appraisals, individual wellbeing is
regularly defined by subjective evaluations [51]. This evaluation is self-reported, for
this measurement assesses individuals’ perceptions in relation to environmental stimuli
through surveys [52]. In the context of the built environment, wellbeing is determined
by preference [53] and satisfaction [48,54], while those preferences vary according to the
perceivers’ backgrounds [48,49].

3. Measuring Perception

Measuring perceptions and associated meanings to built environments was initially
proposed in environmental psychology [55], named semantic differential scale (SDS),
later adapted by many scholars interested in human–environment interactions. Russell
and Pratt (1980) proposed and tested a theoretical structure of affective variables and
concluded that the meanings attributed to environments by individuals are both perceptual
and affective in structure [56]. Haynu (1997) measured the individuals’ experiences of
neighborhoods by testing visual quality in comparison to affective appraisal variables
in the dark [57], and later in daylight [58], and also the emotional effect of curvature in
interior design was measured using SDS [59]. Zhang and Lin (2011) attempted to diminish
the designer–user gap by investigating users’ visual perceptions [60]. Perovic and Kurtovic
(2012) implemented the SDS in the context of public open spaces [61]. Sanoff (2016) found
significant differences comparing two different styles of residential buildings [62]. Khayat
and Khaznadar (2016) implemented the SDS in the context of Erbil city using a single case
study method [63]; they focused on social aspects that may have caused the neglect of the
traditional and vernacular heritage of Erbil by using a questionnaire survey. This study
has a sample size of 17 architecture department staff members and concludes that Erbil’s
built heritage is “not the core of interest”, because the respondents do not share a common
standpoint. As this was a relatively short conference paper, it proposes future research to
unveil other aspects of the local perception and enhance the local awareness of the built
heritage. Negami et al. (2019) found the emotional perception of the urban environment to
directly affect the respondents” wellbeing [64], the visual, auditory, and tactile perceptions
are investigated employing SDS [65]. Although the SDS has been previously used in the
context of heritage studies, it has not been used to investigate attributed heritage values.

SDS resembles bipolar opposite adjectives evaluating a visual stimulus in the further-
most cases due to their perceptual content founded in understanding, as visual perception
maintains a dominant position in the human environment interaction [65]. The adjec-
tive variables differ according to the research purpose. Hence, they are categorized into
three variables; the qualitative variables, describing the visual stimuli, the heritage-value
variables, and third, the affective-evaluative variables, which describe evoked emotional
responses and preferences (Table 1).
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Table 1. Perceptual variables in relation to wellbeing according to previous literature.

Variates Variables References

Qualitative Variables

Complex–simple
Harmonious–discordant

Imaginative–unimaginative
Varying–monotonous

Novel–common
Dynamic–static

Ordered–disordered
Clean–dirty

Rational–irrational

[19,57,66]

Heritage-Value Variables

Identarian–non-identarian
Useful–useless
Authentic–fake

Symbolic–non-symbolic
Valuable–worthless

Proud–shameful
Attached–detached

[23,39,41,45,67–70]

Affective-Evaluative Variables

Stimulating–sedate
Impressive–unimpressive
Interesting–uninteresting

Peaceful–disruptive
Intimate–distant

Pleasant–unpleasant
Safe–unsafe

Comfortable–uncomfortable
Happy–unhappy

Beautiful–ugly
Positive–negative

Like–dislike
Satisfied–unsatisfied

Desirable–undesirable

[19,29,56,57,59,61,62,64]

3.1. Hypothesis Development

Evaluation of the built environment is determined by individuals’ perceptions, shaped
by cultural factors [48] and educational background [38], and depends on the positive
qualities of the built environment [62]. However, the notion of heritage is not only deter-
mined by heritage quality, but also by perceptions of society [21]. Thus, the evaluation
of built heritage is not dependent solely on qualitative variables but also on attributed
heritage-value variables. Furthermore, if individuals perceive the built environment emo-
tionally [24], and the affective-evaluative variables can make a significant contribution
to the individual wellbeing [29], then it is expected that the heritage-value variables, as
well as qualitative variables, affect affective-evaluative variables. Moreover, as scholars
identify the significance of educational background (previous knowledge) for heritage
perceptions [38], it is expected that the relationship between perceived qualitative variables
and perceived heritage-value variables decreases with an increase in previous knowledge.
In this study, the architectural education is taken as a determinant factor for previous
knowledge [45,71]. The conceptual model for this study is presented in Figure 1. Hence,
this empirical study tests the following hypotheses;
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Figure 1. Conceptual model.

Hypothesis (H1). The qualitative variables have a positive effect on the affective-evaluative variables.

Hypothesis (H2). The heritage-value variables have a positive effect on the affective-
evaluative variables.

Hypothesis (H3). Educational background significantly affects the perceptions of built heritage
value; hence, H3, indicating the relation between qualitative variables and heritage-value variables,
is different for both groups. An increase in H3 is expected for architects in the case of heritage
buildings and a decrease in the case of contrasting buildings for the architects in comparison to the
non-architects.

3.2. Case Study

The buffer-zone of Erbil Citadel is classified by heritage value [15], and based on this,
two categories were selected (Table 2). Using a methodological guideline for multiple case
selection [72], for each category, six cases were selected with 12 cases overall to increase
result certainty. The participant was exposed to six images at once for each case, assuming
they solve perceptual problems in a convergent manner, meaning when participants are
exposed to multiple images, heterogeneity saturation occurs, leading to synthesis and
cohesion of structures connecting a multiplicity of visual information [73].

Table 2. Case study categories. Source: authors according to [15].

Category Descriptions Visual Qualities Code

High-quality
Heritage
Buildings

Buildings are of distinguished heritage interest,
architectural quality, and cultural significance.

Displaying outstanding typological and
architectural features (volume and façade
composition, decoration, materials, and

building techniques). Moreover, showing a
relevant degree of authenticity and integrity.

A1–6

Contrasting
Building

Modern buildings of which the typological and
architectural features contrast with the traditional
and historic architecture. They do not conform to

the surrounding urban pattern and represent a
visual intrusion in the historic urban fabric.

Architectural features are contrasting to the
surrounded buildings. B1–6

Selecting cases (Table 3) and locations (Figure 2) unaffected by their setting is essential,
as participants’ comparative judgments can be influenced [62]. In the case of the buffer-
zone, these aspects include; lavish greenery and landscaping, distinct fences that draw
the perceivers’ attention, the difference in building setbacks, piping, and heating/cooling
services that are installed on the building facades. Thus, for selection, façades had to be
perceivable at eye-level from the roads/pats and be clear on photographs. Buildings set
back with high fences and greenery, simple one-story shops with no architectural features,
unfinished buildings, and decayed buildings without heritage value were excluded.
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Table 3. Selected cases. Source: authors.

Case Category A
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3.3. Participants and Procedure

A self-report method was applied [75], adopting an interactive face-to-face question-
naire (Appendix B). The participants were asked to give their opinions about the cases
selected, from the buffer-zone of Erbil Citadel. To ease communication, the questionnaire
was written in English and translated to Kurdish and Arabic. As the city population
is approximately one million [76], a statistically significant sample size of (N = 400) is
required, with a 5% margin of error. Personal information questions were followed by
bipolar variables for each category (Table 1) based on a 5-point scale ranging from –2 to
2 with negative connotations to negative bipolar and vice versa, which means that for
each variable, the participant could choose from the following responses (–2 resembling
very negative, –1 resembling negative, 0 for neutral, 1 resembling positive, 2 resembling
very positive). The purposive sampling method was used, where architects and design-
related professions and non-architects were approached. This method can demonstrate
how architectural education, which is, in Iraq, at least a five-year-long degree, during
which students are taught about the values of heritage through subjects such as “history of
architecture”, “vernacular architecture”, “conservation and rehabilitation”, and through
contextual urban/architectural design projects. The participant selection took place across
multiple locations in Erbil, both within and outside the buffer-zones. Many governmental
institutions, such as the municipalities, governorates, board of investment, the ministry
of construction and housing, the ministry of planning, and the ministry of municipality
and tourism were visited to approach survey participants. In addition, major gathering
points within the different neighborhoods were also included, aiming to cover Erbil city as
a whole. The survey was conducted in 2020 in intermittent periods, due to the pandemic.

4. Discussion

A total of 417 questionnaire responses were gathered, including three inaccessible
files. Reliability analyses indicated an acceptable level [77], as Cronbach’s alpha was (A—
0.914, B—0.933). Personal information analysis showed that that the number of females
(51%) and males (49%) was approximately equal. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to
63 years, while their educational attainment was proportioned by 52.7% non-architects and
47.3% architects or similar design-related professions. The result analysis was conducted
using IBM SPSS Statistics 25 by analyzing the mean, mean differences, correlation, and
mode frequencies. The results generally support the main hypotheses that the educational
background affects perceptions, confirming the previous literature [28,32,38]. The relations
between the different variates are statistically positive; this supports the hypothesis that
individual wellbeing is influenced not only by the environmental quality, but also the
attributed heritage values [17,21,26,27,55].

4.1. High-Quality Heritage Buildings

Table 4 shows significant differences between the groups in line with the previous
assumption that architectural education alters individual perceptions of heritage by raising
awareness due to their wide range of knowledge [45], with the exception of the imaginative-
unimaginative, useful-useless, valuable-worthless, stimulating-sedate variables. The non-
architects associate this category with dirt, disruption, lack of safety, and they feel detached
and unsatisfied. In comparison, architects recognize the monotonous and static character
but find peace, attachment, and satisfaction in high-quality heritage buildings. Furthermore,
this case category scores very low in qualitative variables for both groups, with different
intensities. Furthermore, the architects evaluate heritage-values significantly higher than
non-architects, and high-quality heritage buildings make a significant positive contribution
to their wellbeing.
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Table 4. Mean comparison for A.

High-quality Heritage Buildings

Variates
Architects
(n = 197)

Non-Architects
(n = 217) Mann–Whitney U

Mean SD Mean SD

Q
ua

lit
at

iv
e

V
ar

ia
bl

es
Complex–simple −0.43 1.29 0.29 0.89 0.00 **

Harmonious–discordant 1.14 0.93 0.12 0.83 0.00 **
Imaginative–unimaginative 0.18 1.22 0.23 0.85 0.99 -

Varying–monotonous −0.42 1.30 0.44 0.89 0.00 **
Novel–common 0.94 0.94 0.03 0.92 0.00 **
Dynamic–static −0.42 1.27 0.06 0.90 0.00 **

Ordered–disordered 1.04 0.95 0.24 0.86 0.00 **
Clean–dirty 0.15 1.33 −0.24 0.80 0.00 **

Rational–irrational 0.73 0.90 0.21 0.74 0.00 **
Mean 0.33 0.64 0.15 0.48 0.01 **

H
er

it
ag

e-
va

lu
e

V
ar

ia
bl

es Identarian–non-identarian 1.71 0.52 0.68 0.91 0.00 **
Useful–useless 0.28 1.32 0.29 0.83 0.32 -
Authentic–fake 1.73 0.48 0.85 0.86 0.00 **

Symbolic–non-symbolic 1.74 0.49 0.79 0.96 0.00 **
Valuable–worthless 0.79 1.38 0.84 0.94 0.25 -

Proud–shameful 1.45 0.62 0.48 1.20 0.00 **
Attached–detached 1.09 0.75 0.00 1.00 0.00 **

Mean 1.26 0.53 0.56 0.74 0.00 **

A
ff

ec
ti

ve
-e

va
lu

at
iv

e
V

ar
ia

bl
es

Impressive–unimpressive 0.54 1.29 0.28 0.89 0.00 **
Interesting–boring 1.03 1.03 0.23 0.91 0.00 **

Peaceful–disruptive 1.38 0.62 −0.06 0.83 0.00 **
Intimate–distant 1.37 0.62 0.25 0.80 0.00 **

Pleasant–unpleasant 0.99 0.81 0,13 0.86 0.00 **
Safe–unsafe 0.26 1.51 −0.33 0.88 0.00 **

Beautiful–ugly 1.18 0.78 0.25 1.00 0.00 **
Comfortable–uncomfortable 0.33 1.27 −0.13 0.77 0.00 **

Stimulating–sedate 0.01 1.30 0.17 0.89 0.14 -
Happy–unhappy 0.91 0.80 0.02 0.93 0.00 **
Positive–negative 0.91 0.74 0.20 0.80 0.00 **

Satisfied–unsatisfied 1.04 0.81 −0.19 1.00 0.00 **
Desirable–undesirable 0.92 0.93 0.40 0.92 0.00 **

Like–dislike 1.39 0.70 0.16 1.03 0.00 **
Mean 0.88 0.39 0.09 0.53 0.00 **

Mann–Whitney U, nonparametric test for mean differences is statistically significant ** at: p < 0.05.

4.2. Contrasting Buildings

Contrasting buildings are perceived significantly differently (Table 5) to the preceding
case category, where the results demonstrate opposite evaluations. Unlike the preceding
case category, for the contrasting buildings, architects report a negative effect on wellbe-
ing, while this effect is positive for non-architects, although both groups are both equally
“happy” and “satisfied”, and “desire” and the qualitative variables also give no significant
difference between the mean values. However, this category can be identarian and valu-
able to architects; they perceive the contrast buildings as “fake”, “uncomfortable”, and
“distant”, and “dislike” them, and are “ashamed” of them. It is possible that the architects’
perceptions are affected by the location of these buildings in the buffer-zone in line with
international concerns about this category [13–15]. Non-architects’ responses show they
perceive this category as “common”, “imaginative”, “harmonious”, and “useful”, and
“like” this case category.
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Table 5. Mean comparison for B.

Contrast Buildings

Variates
Architects
(n = 197)

Non-Architects
(n = 217) Mann–Whitney

UMean SD Mean SD

Q
ua

lit
at

iv
e

V
ar

ia
bl

es
Complex–simple 0.38 1.31 0.12 0.88 0.02 **

Harmonious – discordant −0.22 1.19 0.49 0.94 0.00 **
Imaginative–unimaginative −0.25 1.32 0.41 1.01 0.00 **

Varying–monotonous 0.81 1.23 0.14 0.75 0.00 **
Novel–common −0.65 1.05 −0.10 0.78 0.00 **
Dynamic–static 1.22 0.90 0.42 0.83 0.00 **

Ordered–disordered 0.72 1.18 0.21 0.80 0.00 **
Clean–dirty −0.68 1.33 0.24 0.86 0.00 **

Rational–irrational 0.27 1.06 0.79 0.99 0.00 **
Mean 0.17 0.71 0.30 0.56 0.18 -

H
er

it
ag

e-
va

lu
e

V
ar

ia
bl

es Identarian–non-identarian 0.63 1.25 0.36 0.93 0.00 **
Useful–useless −0.10 1.09 0.41 0.90 0.00 **
Authentic–fake −0.23 1.12 0.33 0.87 0.00 **

Symbolic–non-symbolic 0.38 1.04 0.95 0.98 0.00 **
Valuable–worthless 0.93 0.95 0.71 0.90 0.02 **

Proud–shameful −0.11 1.08 0.27 0.91 0.00 **
Attached–detached 0.13 1.23 0.93 0.87 0.00 **

Mean 0.23 0.83 0.57 0.63 0.00 **

A
ff

ec
ti

ve
-e

va
lu

at
iv

e
V

ar
ia

bl
es

Impressive–unimpressive −0.29 1.45 0.86 1.00 0.00 **
Interesting–boring −0.89 1.10 0.06 0.75 0.00 **

Peaceful–disruptive −0.96 1.08 0.12 0.83 0.00 **
Intimate–distant −0.91 1.15 0.42 0.88 0.00 **

Pleasant–unpleasant 0.73 1.12 0.00 0.81 0.00 **
Safe–unsafe 1.35 0.92 0.62 0.79 0.00 **

Beautiful–ugly 1.07 1.15 0.20 0.90 0.00 **
Comfortable–uncomfortable −0.71 1.20 0.02 0.80 0.00 **

Stimulating–sedate 0.21 1.15 0.37 0.78 0.04 **
Happy–unhappy 0.42 0.94 0.44 0.96 0.45 -
Positive–negative −0.86 1.24 0.15 0.93 0.00 **

Satisfied–unsatisfied 0.37 1.30 0.41 0.86 0.96 -
Desirable–undesirable 0.62 1.20 0.49 0.84 0.05 -

Like–dislike −0.20 1.10 0.58 0.93 0.00 **
Mean −0.01 0.69 0.34 0.51 0.00 **

Mann–Whitney U, nonparametric test for mean differences is statistically significant ** at: p < 0.05.

4.3. Comparing Perceptions

The results Figure 3 demonstrate significant differences in perception between archi-
tects and non-architects. Such differences were previously detected in cultural heritage
planning research between professionals and local residents [71,78]. Architects’ perceptions
show higher differentiation, as high-quality heritage buildings score low in quality and
high in heritage-values. In the case of affective-evaluative variables, non-architects’ wellbe-
ing is more affected by contrasting buildings over the high-quality heritage, contradictory
to architects. Despite this differentiation of architects’ perceptions, it is shown (Table 6)
that the quality of heritage buildings is correlated to wellbeing. It is possible that a balance
is required between the quality and the heritage values, as an imbalance may change the
individual wellbeing [12], and the perception of heritage and wellbeing complement each
other [34].
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Table 6. Correlation coefficient differences.

Category Variate Correlations Architects
(n = 197)

Non-
Architects
(n = 217)

Significance
Difference (p)

High-quality
buildings

Qualitative variables and affective-evaluative variables 0.695 ** 0.717 ** 0.66 -
Heritage-value variables and affective-evaluative variables 0.665 ** 0.794 ** 0.00 **

Heritage-value variables and qualitative variables 0.373 ** 0.605 ** 0.00 **

Contrasting
Buildings

Qualitative variables and affective-evaluative variables 0.912 ** 0.829 ** 0.00 **
Heritage-value variables and affective-evaluative variables 0.918 ** 0.632 ** 0.00 **

Heritage-value variables and qualitative variables 0.839 ** 0.562 ** 0.00 **

Probability value of (p < 0.05) shows significant ** difference.

Correlation coefficients (Table 6) demonstrate significant relations between qualitative
variables and affective-evaluative variables for both categories, supporting H1. This is
analogous for the heritage-value variables and affective-evaluative variables, supporting
H2 subsequently. To test H3, the difference between the correlations was calculated, in
which heritage-value variables were put against qualitative variables; differences were sig-
nificantly higher for non-architects in the case of the high-quality heritage buildings. In the
case of contrasting buildings, this difference is higher for the architects. The results indicate
that architects’ perceptions of heritage are not as affected by qualitative characteristics
compared to the non-architects. This is in support of H3, where educational backgrounds
influence the perceptions of built heritage. Architects are educated about the value of the
built heritage throughout their study, and therefore may be able to differentiate between
the qualitative aspects of the built-environment and meanings and different attributed
values. The results show that built heritage does not contribute to non-experts’ wellbeing
as much as the contrasting buildings. This is in opposition to earlier research findings,
such as [34,47]. However, this may be explained by the significant role that quality plays
in the non-experts’ perceptions, given that heritage buildings were in a poor condition
(Tables 4–6).

As in qualitative research, the triangulation method is endorsed in order to show-
case other aspects of results by offering different perspectives. Another central tendency
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measure, the mode, is calculated for both groups in both case categories (Appendix A).
The response frequency indicates that the non-architects lean towards neutrality, especially
for the high-quality heritage buildings, where the mode for only seven variables is higher
than zero. This occurrence may be interpreted in two ways; either that the non-architects
are under-informed about the built environment to have formed an opinion, which may be
linked to their educational background [45,70,78], or they are aware of the inconsideration
of their opinions, which has been previously discussed by Jasim et al. (2020) [18]. The sur-
vey found that the architects’ perceptions of heritage can be regarded as consistent and
positive; the variables are positively rated, except for complexity, stimulation, variance, and
dynamism (–1). Architects associate the high-quality built heritage with harmony, interest,
safety, identity, authenticity, symbolism, and a sense of pride. The heritage buildings are
viewed as valuable and are liked by the architects.

For the contrasting buildings, the neutral responses are again dominant for the non-
architects, and only for impressiveness, safety, rationality, satisfaction, identity, value,
desirability, and attachment are their responses positive (1). For the architects, a variance
of ratings is visible for the contrasting buildings; while they are found to be discordant,
unimpressive, uninteresting, common, disruptive, distant, negative, dirty, uncomfortable,
and indicate a sense of detachment, the majority of architects acknowledge the imagina-
tiveness, variance, dynamism, order, pleasantness, safety, rationality, identity, symbolism,
value, pride, and desirability. These results show how the architects’ perceptions of quality
and their affective evaluations are linked in the case of contrasting buildings. This outcome
is similar to previous findings of the arithmetic mean values. Furthermore, the results
indicate that the perception of authenticity—which scores 0—may play a critical role in
the architects’ attitudes towards the contrasting buildings. This is in agreement with the
local [15] and global approaches to heritage-led interventions [39–43].

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

As one of the first studies of its kind, local perceptions of built heritage and its effects
on wellbeing were now assessed together. Based on an interdisciplinary literature review,
a conceptual model was proposed and tested through case studies. The results show that
both built environmental qualities and heritage value contribute to wellbeing conditioned
by knowledge and education, as architects (experts) are educated on the value of built
heritage. It is demonstrated that the effect of qualitative variables on heritage value is
significantly higher for non-experts than for experts, with non-experts being more driven
by the qualities of the built environment. Therefore, the findings validate the critical role
of previous knowledge; hence, if the built heritage is significant due to its socio-cultural,
economic, and political value, then the critical point is to share this significance with
the non-architects. Education increases the local awareness, enriches the heritage-led
interventions, and ensures sustainable development of the area, as it is due to local input
that the built heritage retains its value.

Furthermore, the results are implementable to the revitalization of Erbilian built her-
itage, as pivot points are addressed through the survey. The qualitative state of high-quality
heritage buildings and their services needs to be improved to enhance the various stake-
holders’ perceptions of local heritage; built heritage needs to be understood as usable, as all
stakeholders agree on the heritage buildings’ under-usability. Concerning the contrasting
buildings, one cannot overlook that architects and non-architects have been mutually
engaged in the emergence of contrasting buildings in the buffer-zone, if not architects even
more. To balance out the area’s inevitable development, one can recommend design regu-
lations embracing a stronger relation between built heritage features and contemporary
features while respecting the high-quality heritage buildings’ integrity. This is especially
important as, in this study, some experts and many non-experts showed a tendency toward
the modern style. As the buffer-zone does not abide by rigorous interventions, this balance
is possible, unlike the Citadel, where modern interventions could affect its outstanding
universal value even more.
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Additionally, as the previous literature on environmental psychology and heritage
studies emphasizes the significance of setting, the generalization of results is limited to
socio-cultural contexts. Nevertheless, the proposed conceptual model suggesting rela-
tionships between built environment qualities attributed heritage value, and their effects
on wellbeing apply to different contexts. As seen throughout this study, the educational
background plays a pivotal role in the perception of built heritage. Thus, if the architectural
education is influential for the Erbilian built heritage’s perceptions, are there detectable
differences between academic and non-academic architects? Additionally, as there are a
number of non-experts showing a positive perception of built heritage, what are the factors
affecting the non-architects’ perceptions of heritage aside from their education? Moreover,
what are the roles of the place, length of residency, and socio-economic situations in the
perceptual process? Did the condition of the heritage buildings influence the negative
results of the non-architects? In further research, participants may be given the option
for discussion by implementing open questions; this method may unveil other perceptual
factors that enrich contextual heritage research. The perceptions of various architectural
features may also be investigated. It is also interesting to explore internally related vari-
ables using other statistical analyses, discovering patterns relating to built heritage and
non-heritage, experts and non-experts, to inform sustainable development further.
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