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Developing an Indicator 
Evaluation System to Assess 
Cities’ Identity

Peian Yao, Paria Bagheri Moghaddam, and Martina Corti

Abstract

As an ongoing subject, city identity has been researched 
in a range of disciplines and contexts, such as sociology, 
anthropology, urban planning, cultural tourism, design 
and art. The social and economic value of city identity 
as a strategic dimension of cultural and creative competi-
tion between countries is increasingly being recognized. 
(Anholt, What is competitive identity? In Competitive 
identity: The new brand management for nations, cities 
and regions, pp. 1–23, 2007). However, in the current 
search for strategies to make cities identifiable, live-
able and inclusive, research projects have been under-
taken in different disciplines, dimensions and fields of 
knowledge, yet there is no specific way to analyze and 
observe city identity, nor can research efforts from dif-
ferent disciplinary backgrounds lead to common dis-
cussions or collaborations. The paper aims to develop a 
method and approach to assess or measure elements of 
urban identity with the aim of developing a methodol-
ogy for observing, analyzing and evaluating city cultural 
identity. Enable specialists from different disciplines to 
carry out a quantitative-based analysis of city identity. 
Against this backdrop, this paper will firstly define the 
cultural identity elements of the cities through the litera-
ture review, in order to develop an indicators system of 
city identity. Secondly, the appropriate evaluation criteria 

for the indicators are discussed based on the categories 
of the elements in the indicator system, including the 
qualitative and quantitative evaluation aspects. By doing 
this, the article aims at filling a research gap in current 
literature as it is the first attempt to systematically inves-
tigate the components of city identity on a wider scale, 
forming a framework for a structured insight into city 
identity. It contributes to a broader interest in the debate 
on the topic of urban identity.
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City space · Cultural heritage · City identity · Indicator 
evaluation system

1	� Introduction

In the existing literature, research on city identity has 
been conducted both qualitatively and quantitatively. The 
main issues addressed in the qualitative literature include: 
exploring the meaning of city identity (Cheshmehzangi, 
2020; Riza et al., 2012). How certain elements of urban 
space contribute to the formation of urban identity (ER, 
2019; Onay, 2012; Samir & Arayici, 2015; Sofianto et al., 
2021). Some studies investigate urban space, social well-
being, and ethnic identity in the social and human sciences 
(Kotradyová, 2019). Quantitative studies on urban identity 
are mainly concerned with: comprehensive evaluation of 
indicators for a city, (Kiani et al., 2019; Martín et al., 2019). 
Statistical study through the collecting of data pertaining 
to city identity (Anastasiou et al., 2021; Sönmez, 2020). 
There are also studies on urban identity that cover topics 
such as city branding, city reputation and place marketing. 
Their research on urban identity content uses a combination 
of methods ranging from big data analysis to deep learn-
ing and other technological tools (Andéhn et al., 2014; Yan 
et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2019). These have contributed 
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etc. However, they are not city identity components in and 
of themselves. The authors excluded 1 and 4 from the scope 
of the city identity evaluation indicators. Secondly, in the 
data obtained, the authors have analyzed the elements men-
tioned, which vary in type and form. There are both material 
and immaterial elements. Some elements have overlapping 
content, and some elements contain other elements. For 
example, ‘Culture’ is a large concept that encompasses other 
smaller items such as ‘Music’ and ‘Art’. ‘Public facilities’ 
also includes items such as ‘urban furniture’ and ‘sculpture’. 
In addition, ‘Athletics’, ‘Gangs’, ‘Spice’, etc., are elements 
of the identity of individual cities and are not representative, 
they can be classified as part of a larger category. They can 
be grouped into broad categories. The use of preliminary 
data does not allow for the development of a system of indi-
cators for the evaluation of urban identity, so it is necessary 
to categorize and organize the preliminary data.

Depending on the content and form of the elements, 
the authors first categorized all elements according to their 
tangible and intangible forms. With regard to the scope of 
tangible elements in urban spaces, the authors refer to the 
definition of tangible cultural heritage from the RICHES 
resources website. The term “tangible cultural heritage” 
refers to a society's physical artifacts that are produced, pre-
served and passed down from generation to generation. It 
includes artistic creations, architectural heritage (such as 
buildings and monuments) and other tangible or physical 
products of human creativity that are significant culturally 
within a society (RICHES Resources, 2014). The authors 
classify tangible indicator elements as buildings, squares, 
streets, museums, theaters, transportation and landmarks, 
among others. The authors make reference to the con-
cept described in the UNESCO Convention on Intangible 
Heritage. On its website, UNESCO defines intangible herit-
age as “the practices, representations, expressions, knowl-
edge, and skills that communities, groups, and in some 
cases, individuals consider to be part of their cultural her-
itage” (Intangible Heritage Convention). It is stated that 
intangible culture is a living force that is “transmitted 
from generation to generation” and “continuously recre-
ated by communities and groups” in response to its social 
and natural environment. Important component of com-
munity identity, intangible heritage “promotes respect for 
cultural diversity and human creativity” (UNESCO, 2003). 
Therefore, the authors categorize events, folklore, festivals, 
folk songs, religion, etc., as intangible indicators. There is 
also a category in between, which is not physical and can-
not be touched. They can be perceived by the human senses 
and are classified by the authors as intermediate, such as 
taste, sound and dialect. The final system of indicators after 
the classification and hierarchy is given in Table 2.

In Table 2, the authors classify all the elements into sev-
eral levels of indicators with encompassing relationships: 

directly or indirectly to the development of knowledge 
about city identity from different fields of study.

However, city identity has always been an abstract 
notion, with few concrete explanations in various fields 
and a lack of quantitative observation and evaluation meth-
odologies. Regarding city identity, the design discipline 
focuses mostly on its cultural aspects. Due to the absence 
of a defined content, however, it is difficult to create a sys-
tematic reference framework of identity features to guide 
design practice, resulting in a lack of awareness of city 
identity by professionals, this increases the risk that cities 
will replicate one another.

In order to address this issue, the authors have sought to 
construct a system of indicators for the evaluation of urban 
identity, with the goal of achieving a thorough generaliza-
tion of the subject-related factors based on previous stud-
ies. In order to determine the criteria for measurement and 
evaluation, a distinction is created between quantitative 
and qualitative analyses of the many forms of elements that 
comprise identity in urban space.

2	� Literature Research

It all starts with the question of which elements of a city 
are considered to constitute a city's identity in past studies 
of urban identity. Which of these elements are more com-
monly mentioned, and which are less studied. To answer 
these concerns, the authors used a method of literature 
review to generalize the components of city identity by ana-
lyzing the existing literature on the subject. The result is a 
set of indicators using which professionals can obtain quan-
titative and qualitative observations on urban identity.

The authors searched the bibliographies of Google 
Scholar, ScienceDirect and CNKI for relevant references. 
Used keywords “city identity”, “city image”, “city brand-
ing”, “city reputation”, “place marketing”, “cultural iden-
tity”, search in CNKI using the conjunctions “and”, “or”. 
In order to broaden the scope of the search and to search 
more comprehensively for relevant factors, keywords such 
as “cultural tourism” and “urban heritage” were also used.

The final search included books, dissertations, journals 
and conference papers. A total of 197 references with the 
highest relevance were selected. The authors read further 
through this literature and eventually selected 137 useful 
articles. The authors further classified the obtained docu-
ments and the initial data to obtain a set of elements that 
influence the identity of the city, and sorted in descending 
order of mentions. The results are given in Table 1.

Based on the data, it is evident that the function of new 
media in the spread of city identity is receiving an increas-
ing amount of attention. Common techniques of communi-
cating city identity include short videos, online platforms, 
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unity, Inclusivity. These are the various ways in which the 
identity elements of a city can be evaluated in a comprehen-
sive way. The specific approach is summarized in Fig. 1.

3.1	� Quantitative Evaluation Factors

3.1.1 � Quantity

The assessment of whether a city has a strong identity starts 
with the number of identity elements in the city. The more 
identity elements a city has, whether tangible or intangible, 
the more likely it is that the city has a strong identity. The 
number of identity elements can be used as a reference for 
the magnitude of a city's identity. It represents the extent of 
a city's identity elements.

3.1.2 � Scale and Diffusion
In addition to the number of identity elements, the size of the 
elements is also a reference factor, especially the size of the 
tangible elements. Large-scale identity elements are clearly 
more visually appealing than small-scale identity elements. 
The authors consider that there are three classes of urban 
space: small-, medium- and large-scale elements, which are 
characterized by: Large scale-with more recognizable value. 
Examples include: buildings, monuments, squares, streets, 
museums, gardens. It is noted that large objects in space are 
often the first elements that people notice. These large-scale 
features may be seen as the most intuitive conditions for the 

the highest level is the level 1. Identity elements of city 
space, which is also the target level. The second level is the 
indicator level 2, which contains three broad categories: 
Tangible, Intermediate and Intangible. The third is indicator 
level 3, which contains the 11 categories of all the identity 
elements of the city space. Each level 3 indicator corre-
sponds to the corresponding indicator level 2. Lastly, there 
is a description of the indicators corresponding to each indi-
cator level 3, which includes specific things. It is the small-
est individual component of the city identity evaluation 
system. Within a quantitative and fixed framework, these 
smallest individuals can be refined, extended or changed. 
There are no implications for the evaluation system.

The final indicator evaluation system can function as a 
standardized evaluation system for each city. The evaluation 
of these indicators is also an evaluation of the spatial iden-
tity of the city. It can provide data on the quality of the spa-
tial identity of the city as reference data.

3	� Quantitative and Qualitative 
Assessment of City Identity

Having obtained a system of indicators, the authors con-
sider that different methods of assessment are needed 
for different types of indicators. Some need to be evalu-
ated quantitatively and some need to be evaluated qualita-
tively. Quantitative evaluation includes: Quantity, Scale 
and Diffusion, Time. Qualitative evaluation includes: 
Distinctiveness, Aesthetic characteristics, Narrativity, Visual 

Table 2   Indicators system for the evaluation of city identity elements

Indicator lever 1 Indicator lever 2 Indicator lever 3 Indicator description

Identity elements of city space Tangible City system Architecture; squares; streets; museums; 
theaters; transport; landmarks; et al.

City nature Plants; landscapes; animals; greenery; 
et al.

City infrastructure Public space art; Street furniture; et al.

City symbols Patterns; materials; colors; skylines; 
architectural types and decoration; road 
signs; et al.

Intermediate City perception The five senses (eyesight; aural; olfaction; 
tactility; taste)), et al.

Historical and heritage Handicrafts; dialects; road names; famous 
people; et al.

Art and literature Music; traditional painting; street art; 
poetry; literature; bookshop; et al.

Life quality Design; fashion; et al.

Intangible Traditional memories Folk tales; festivals; ballads; et al.

Life rituals Lifestyle; poetic elements; religion; spir-
ituality; et al.

Events Festive celebrations), religious events; 
significant events; et al.
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time. A city with a strong identity reflects a strong sense of 
individuality and self-confidence and is of great value.

3.2.2 � Aesthetic Characteristics
Elements of urban identity, such as architecture, parks and 
public facilities embody aesthetic characteristics that often 
reflect the local history, culture and aesthetics, the artistry and 
charm of the space. The aesthetic characteristics of elements 
are reflected in, e.g., the form and decoration of buildings, 
sculptures, art installations or materials in public spaces, pat-
terns, colors, landscapes, traditional costumes in spaces, etc.

3.2.3 � Narrativity
The narrative nature of identity elements is inseparable 
from the memory of the everyday life of the inhabitants of a 
place. They are distinctive due to the differences of people. 
Spatial elements have a sense of authenticity in the world 
of human experience. Historically, cities have told micro-
stories: place names, monuments, nameplates, murals, writ-
ing on walls, conversations about people, ordinary life and 
events. We attribute to narrative the ability to understand, 
interpret and represent, by giving form to reality, real or 
fantasy stories. Our attachment to place is actually achieved 
through the identification of those elements of affinity that 
involve our imagination.

3.2.4 � Visual Unity
The strong visual coherence of the elements in urban space 
contributes to a strong city identity. Form and color ele-
ments in city space are symbolized in the human conscious-
ness, thus creating a unified identity. Studies have shown 
that over 70% of the body's sensory receivers are concen-
trated in the eyes, and that humans use their eyes in con-
junction with other organs to identify objective objects in 
most cases. To a large extent, visual perception factors such 
as field of view, perspective and visual balance will have a 
significant impact on the layout, size, proportion and color 

character of urban space, shaping the character and quality 
of the urban landscape in the first place; Medium scale-more 
contact with people. For example, elements such as street 
furniture, street facilities, street decorations (shop signs, etc.), 
which are smaller than buildings. However, these are the 
things that urban dwellers come into meet with most often. 
They have the greatest impact on the human experience; 
small scale-providing a variety of rich perceptual experiences 
that add diversity to the space. For example, urban symbols, 
frontal patterns in spaces, decorations, signs, street names, 
street art. These subtle elements enrich the perceptual experi-
ence and reflect the cultural diversity of the space. They con-
tribute to the narrative capacity of the urban space.

3.1.3 � Time
The duration of the element in the urban space is also an 
important factor. Identity has both a fixed and a dynamic 
aspect. If identity only has a fixed architecture, then it has 
a consistent continuation throughout history. For example, 
architectural identity has both fixed and dynamic aspects in 
each historical period. People first perceive the actions and 
events provided by the forms and patterns of the physical 
environment. Then the features of shape, level and form 
capture people's attention and are perceived. The longer the 
duration can be considered, the more it affects urban iden-
tity and the less it affects it.

3.2	� Qualitative Evaluation Factors

3.2.1 � Distinctiveness

In addition to the quantity of urban identity elements, 
their uniqueness is also an important factor to assess. The 
uniqueness of identity elements distinguishes a place from 
other places. This uniqueness is formed by the involvement 
of culture, history and human activity over a long period of 

Fig. 1   Classification of city 
identity elements and their 
quantitative and qualitative 
evaluation factors. Source Author
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necessary. The index evaluation system of urban identity 
can be called an effective approach that helps researchers 
understand the identity of different cities and the factors 
that influence urban identity in more detailed and refined 
ways. It can also facilitate comparisons and promote mod-
els between different city identities, and it can unleash the 
enormous potential of cultural elements in cities.

Firstly, the indicator evaluation system provides a per-
spective on how people view urban identity. It can reflect 
how the diversity of elements in a city affects the quality 
of urban identity. Secondly, the indicator evaluation system 
also allows for continuing and expanding knowledge on, 
e.g., the quality of urban space, local attachments and cul-
tural heritage. The theoretical framework of urban space as 
culture and collective memory is supported by the ways of 
seeing provided by the indicator evaluation system. Lastly, 
the process of observing the case cities indicates the opera-
tionalization of the framework for the indicator evaluation 
system in urban areas. The indicator system facilitated the 
observers’ active exploration of the city's cultural context 
and provided a more comprehensive foundation for the 
analysis.

This process of analysis demonstrates that the system of 
evaluation indicators is a thorough and conclusive system of 
indicators. It is appropriate for addressing concerns pertain-
ing to the quality of urban identity or urban cultural diver-
sity. Due to the continuous progress of research in this field, 
it cannot be ruled out that the system may include more indi-
cators that can be refined. Or due to the development of the 
research, some of the links between them may be adjusted. 
But any modification or updating of the content of the indi-
cator descriptions will not affect the structure of the meth-
odology. The indicator evaluation system can be utilized as 
a set of procedures or tools for organizing urban cultural 
identity investigation. It presents numerous opportunities 
for future investigation. It helps give a starting point and a 
foundation on which researchers from various research back-
grounds can collaborate and analyze the subject.

6	� Conclusion

Each city has its own specific and diverse identity compo-
nents that constantly communicate stories to the audience. 
The elements of identity are diverse, and therefore the cri-
teria for evaluation should be diverse as well. Without any 
method or approach to reveal and measure them, with-
out a system of observation, evaluation or management, a 
large number of city identity elements cannot be properly 
observed. As a result, they are neglected, destroyed and 
eventually disappear. The authors argue for a data-based 
observation of the elements of city identity. This will lead to 
the establishment of a rational system for the conservation 

of the orientation facilities (Bao, & Wang, 2007). People 
always prefer to be in a comfortable and attractive space to 
perform various activities.

3.2.5 � Inclusivity
The infectiousness of city spaces is reflected in the impact 
of festivals, events and rituals on people. The ability to 
include people in the city space, whether they are visitors or 
local residents. A positive experience for different cultural 
backgrounds, ages and social classes.

4	� City of Florence as a Case Study

The article uses the evaluation of Florence's city identity 
as a case study to test the indicator system and evalua-
tion method and to provide preliminary indications. Here, 
the article presents it not as an exhaustive survey but as 
an experiment. Florence’s historic center was inscribed 
on the UNESCO World Heritage List on 17 December 
1982. The history center is considered as “a unique artistic 
achievement of its kind, a masterpiece of work, the result 
of a continuous creation lasted for over six centuries”, The 
Florentines have been able to preserve the old building pro-
cesses by utilizing traditional building materials such as 
“pietra forte,” “pietra serena,” plasters and frescoes.

The purpose of this process was to experiment with the 
analysis of a city's identity in conjunction with the use of 
indicators and evaluation factors, and to provide insights 
into the feasibility of data-based urban identity research. 
Ultimately, the specific identity elements observed were 
content and evaluated as shown in Fig. 2.

The analysis shows that the identity of the city of Florence 
is the highest in terms of the evaluation factors Quantity, 
Scale and Diffusion and Time. They are also characterized by 
the highest in terms of Distinctiveness, Aesthetic characteris-
tics, Narrativity, Visual unity and Inclusivity.

This process presents a preliminary approach to looking 
at the elements of identity in the city in a different dimen-
sion. The content of the observations will vary from city to 
city. The case of Florence's identity elements is not exhaus-
tive and does not represent the result of a complete evalua-
tion but rather a process that provides a method.

The results of this process analysis show that the indicators 
system and evaluation factors can be useful for systematic and 
in-depth observation and exploration of the elements of urban 
identity. Some possibilities for future research are offered.

5	� Foundings

This is an attempt to analyze, in a broad sense, the frame-
work system that influences the elements of urban iden-
tity. The results of the analysis indicate that this process is 
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Fig. 2   Framework of city identity elements evaluation system. Source Author
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and management of city identity, aiming to promote the 
conservation of the city's cultural diversity. This will enable 
a sustainable resource for urban development.
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