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Abstract

The incorporation of the sustainable model in World Heritage Sites 
management implies a participatory approach in the identification, 
protection, conservation, presentation and transmission of the outstanding 
universal values (OUV) for future generations (UNESCO, 2017). Citizens, as 
relevant social actors, provide a reputation regarding cultural heritage that 
informs on key issues in order to achieve its sustainable management. The 
lack of methodologies to comprehend the relationship between society 
and cultural heritage from a sustainable approach is a limitation to achieve 
a participatory management. This article provides empirical evidence on 
the level of sustainability that exists in the World Heritage site of Cuenca 
(Ecuador), from the citizen`s point of view. The statistical results reveal 
that its sustainability relies on a reputation that is built around multiple 
interconnected phenomena that determine positive or negative attitudinal 
patterns. The article thus contributes to the understanding of the relationship 
between citizenship and heritage, with emphasis on the aspects that must 
be addressed in order to achieve a sustainable management in the historic 
centre of Cuenca.

Key words: Citizenship; management; participatory methodology; 
UNESCO; World Heritage. 

Resumen

La incorporación del modelo sostenible en la gestión del Patrimonio 
Mundial, implica un enfoque participativo en la identificación, protección, 
conservación, presentación y transmisión de los valores universales 
excepcionales para las generaciones futuras. La ciudadanía, como actor 
social relevante, aporta una percepción del patrimonio que informa 
sobre cuestiones clave para lograr una gestión sostenible del mismo. La 
carencia de metodologías para comprender la relación entre la sociedad 
y el patrimonio desde el enfoque sostenible, sin embargo, supone una 
limitación para la participación de la ciudadanía en la gestión patrimonial. 
Este artículo proporciona evidencia empírica sobre el nivel de sostenibilidad 
que existe en el centro histórico Patrimonio Mundial de Cuenca (Ecuador), 
desde la percepción ciudadana. Los resultados estadísticos revelan que la 
sostenibilidad del patrimonio depende de una reputación que se construye 
en torno a múltiples fenómenos interconectados que determinan unos 
patrones actitudinales positivos o negativos. El artículo contribuye así a 
la comprensión de la relación entre ciudadanía y patrimonio, haciendo 
hincapié en los aspectos que deben ser trabajados metodológicamente 
para lograr una gestión sostenible del centro histórico de Cuenca.

Palabras Claves:  Ciudadanía; gestión; metodología participativa; 
Patrimonio Mundial; UNESCO.
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Resumo

A incorporação do modelo sustentável na gestão do Patrimônio Mundial, 
implica uma ênfase participativa na identificação, proteção, conservação, 
apresentação e transmissão dos valores universais excepcionais para 
as gerações futuras. A cidadania, como ator social relevante, traz uma 
percepção do patrimônio que indica sobre questões chave para conseguir 
uma gestão sustentável. A falta de metodologias para compreender a 
relação entre a sociedade e o patrimônio desde um enfoque sustentável, 
todavia, supõe uma limitação para a participação da cidadania na gestão 
patrimonial. O artigo proporciona evidencia empírica sobre o nível de 
sustentabilidade que existe no centro histórico Patrimônio Mundial de 
Cuenca (Equador), desde a percepção cidadã. Os resultados estatísticos 
revelam que a sustentabilidade do patrimônio depende de uma reputação 
que se construa ao redor de múltiplos fenômenos interconectados que 
determinam padrões atitudinais positivos ou negativos. O artigo contribui 
assim para a compreensão da relação entre a cidadania e o patrimônio, 
tendo ênfase nos aspectos que devem ser trabalhados metodologicamente 
para obter uma gestão sustentável do centro histórico de Cuenca.

Palavras-chave: Cidadania; gestão; metodologia participativa; 
Patrimônio Mundial; UNESCO.
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Introducción 

Sustainability, as a model of human deve-
lopment, establishes that the resources of 
the present must be used rationally to en-
sure their availability for future generations 
(Brundtland, 1987; UN, 1992). From the sus-
tainable approach, world heritage, being 
considered a finite resource (Throsby, 2017), 
represents a complex phenomenon, espe-
cially with regard to social participation in 
management processes. This is precisely the 
problem with which this article deals, sin-
ce effective methodologies are needed to 
face such complexity, mainly in the histori-
cal centers considered World Heritage, since 
the study of their sociocultural and dynamic 
relationships is even more complicated due 
to the breadth of the context (Carrión, 2008; 
Landorf, 2011). The analysis of these rela-
tionships requires the development of con-
crete methodologies to identify, understand 
and adopt in the management the different 
needs, perceptions and attitudes of the di-
fferent social actors to ensure the continuity 
of the heritage. Various authors have argued 
that if participation is not allowed and de-
cision-making is not effectively negotiated, 
there is little chance that the local com-
munity will support wealth management 
(Condon, 2012; Landorf, 2011; Monteiro Pain-
ho & Vaz, 2015; Nicholas, Thapa & Ko, 2009; 
Rasoolimanesh, Roldán, Jaafar, & Ramayah, 
2017). The recognition of the diversity of vi-
sions in decisionmaking regarding heritage 
assets depends on the political will, open-
ness, transparency and bargaining power of 
the managing entities, as well as the level of 
knowledge, the empowerment, the level of 
social participation and civic engagement 
(Auclair & Fairclough, 2015; Harrison, 2013; 
Landorf, 2011; Ripp & Rodwell, 2018; Smith, 
2006). In this context, the analysis of citizen 
perception is key because it provides infor-
mation that allows mapping the relations-

hips between communities, the heritage 
landscape and the institutions that manage 
it, facilitating the design and implementa-
tion of urban and regional planning policies 
that affect heritage, in the territory and in 
the quality of life of the community (Montei-
ro et al., 2015).

Citizen perception of historic centers de-
pends on a series of factors related to acces-
sibility, well-being, and positive perception, 
the interaction of which influences support 
for heritage, which is decisive for achieving 
sustainability (Pickard, 2013). Accessibility 
is understood as the conversion capacity 
of historic centers to meet current requi-
rements (Levi & Kocher, 2013; Trimarchi, 
2004). This implies the provision of physical 
and urban infrastructures, the existence of 
goods, products and services, the presence 
of attractions in the area, mobility, security, 
a healthy environment, as well as the avai-
lability of information and the existence 
of an active community (Tajani & Morano, 
2016; Tira, 2016; Rotondo, Selicato, Marin & 
Galdeano, 2016). Accessibility depends on 
openness to change, which is usually con-
ditioned by management by conservation 
over one by social appropriation (Harrison, 
2013; Mišetić and Ursić, 2015; Ramo, 2012; 
Rodwell, 2007; Smith, 2006; Soini and Des 
-sein, 2016; Tweed & Sutherland, 2007).

Resistance to change is a disadvantage for 
sustainability insofar as a historic center is a 
network of different aspects in interaction: 
urban, cultural, socioeconomic, environ-
mental, among others, as the result of diffe-
rent externalities where conservation is just 
one of many (Brown and Meczynski, 2009; 
Carrión, 2008; Cervelló-Royo, Garrido-Yser-
te y del Río, 2012). Likewise, when the de-
mands of modernity exceed the capacities 
of heritage to accommodate them, then 
there would be no sustainability either. The-
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refore, we speak of a balance between the 
preservation of the historical component, 
but also the development of infrastructures, 
services and new patrimonial strata (Mišetić 
& Ursić, 2015) that guarantee the satisfaction 
of contemporary needs and the continui-
ty of the patrimonial inheritance ( Dessein, 
Soini, Fairclough and Horlings, 2015; Tweed 
& Sutherland, 2007; Bandarin and Van Oers, 
2014; van Oers and Pereira Roders, 2012).

The second factor associated with citizen 
perception is well-being. On this we must 
point out that it is decisive when establi-
shing the value that people give to the he-
ritage. Well-being is associated with the 
positive experiences that define memory 
and identity that justify the nature of the 
social interactions on which sustainability 
depends (Bitner, 1992; Carbone and Haec-
kel; 1994; Agapito, Mendes & Valle, 2013). 
The circumstances that determine the per-
ception of well-being in the heritage space 
are, among others, the opening and use of 
public space, crime, the quality of resources 
and basic services, as well as infrastructu-
res. Particularly relevant is the quality of the 
environment and, in general, the capacity 
of the place to guarantee access to healthy, 
safe and democratic spaces. As wellbeing is 
a universal objective for sustainable develo-
pment (UN, 2015, obj. 3), its measurement 
and study must be carried out considering 
the citizen perspective since this knowledge 
contributes to the design of policies and in-
vestments (Licciardi & Amirtahmasebi, 2012) 
that increases the chances of achieving sus-
tainability.

Well-being together with accessibility in 
turn determine the third factor, which is the 
positive perception of the heritage environ-
ment, which is that allows the development 
of a sense of belonging, pride and identity 
that increases civic awareness and commit-

ment to cultural heritage (Borowiecki, For-
bes and Fresa, 2016; Grimwade and Carter, 
2000; Iacono and Brown, 2016; Jimura, 2011; 
Mišetić and Ursić, 2015; Monteiro et al., 2015; 
Rasoolimanesh et al., 2017). Achieving civic 
behavior depends on the perceived vitality 
of the heritage environment, which is essen-
tial to understand the impact that heritage 
and its changes have on citizens (Carrión, 
2008; Galla, 2012; Monteiro et al., 2015; Rod-
well, 2007) . In the case of historic cities, vi-
tality requires environmental, socio-cultural 
and economic dynamics that respond to a 
complex process of appropriation of space 
through the revitalization of the historical 
past based on current cultural values that 
constitute the basis of activities. and policies 
applied in the territory (Bandarin and Van 
Oers, 2014; Rodwell, 2007; Trimarchi, 2004). 
This requires understanding in the historical 
processes that have defined the character of 
heritage, the keys, which, from the citizen's 
vision, are necessary to solve problems, sa-
tisfy needs and produce new values and cul-
tural products (Harrison, 2015; Mišetić and 
Ursić, 2015; Molina Neira, 2018). As mentio-
ned, the interaction of the perception fac-
tors related to accessibility, well-being and 
positive perception of the environment de-
termine a fourth that would be the support 
that is fundamental to guarantee the sustai-
nable management of heritage.

The factors of perception, as we have just 
seen, are known, but, nevertheless, there is 
an empirical gap on how to analyze them 
so that they are useful for the sustainable 
management of World Heritage (Nicholas et 
al., 2009; Rachao, Matos & Silva, 2014), as the 
studies are scarce and highly descriptive, 
dealing mainly with tourism and less in the 
context of World Heritage management (Ni-
cholas et al., 2009). Several authors suggest 
that, in order to work on citizen perception 
on the complexity of heritage sites, the sur-
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vey would be the most effective information 
gathering technique, since from a sample 
it is possible to have statistical information 
representative of the entire population. For 
example, Nicholas et al. (2009) use it to es-
tablish the factors that influence residents' 
support for the sustainable management of 
the Pitons area on the island of Saint Lucia 
in the Caribbean. Similarly, Bakri, Ibrahim, 
Ahmad, and Zaman (2015) use the survey 
to understand public perception of herita-
ge buildings and thus establish sustainable 
conservation strategies for built heritage in 
Kuala Lumpur. For their part, Terzić, Jovičić 
and Simeunović-Bajić (2014) apply surveys 
in the evaluation of residents' perceptions 
of the state of heritage in the Serbian Da-
nube region, and Tweed and Sutherland 
(2007) analyze the perceptions and attitu-
des of people conducting surveys in Belfast 
to examine the role of heritage in quality of 
life. In the same way, the objective of this 
work is, through a survey, to generate evi-
dence that allows understanding the public 
perception of the sustainability of historic 
centers. As a case study, the historic center 
of Cuenca (Ecuador), declared a world heri-
tage site by UNESCO in the 23rd session of 
the World Heritage Committee in Decem-
ber 1999, has been chosen under criteria II, 
IV and V that refer to its urban layout. Re-
naissance, its particular geographical posi-
tion as a high-altitude colonial agricultural 
center and its miscegenation of architec-
tural techniques (WHC-99 / CONF.209 / 22, 
2000).

Since its inscription on the World Herita-
ge List, the city of Cuenca has undergone 
multiple urbanarchitectural transforma-
tions without a master plan, which has 
affected the socio-cultural, economic and 
environmental dynamics of this space. As a 
consequence, even officially, several degra-
dation agents have been identified in this 

space such as gentrification and particular-
ly vehicular traffic, which for eighteen years 
continues to be the main problem facing 
this space (GAD Cuenca, 1998: 49, 51; PMEP, 
2015). In this regard, several municipal stu-
dies over the years mention the need to re-
cover the spaces of the historic center for 
pedestrians and for socio-economic and 
cultural use, but on the contrary, each in-
tervention carried out in the heritage spa-
ce has exponentially increased the parking 
spaces in this area. space. From 770 private 
parking spaces, 1,650

public and 8,000 vehicles of daily circula-
tion registered in 1998, it has increased to 
24,000 daily vehicles, 1,471 public parking 
spaces and 6,588 in private buildings that 
represent 54% of the total of the canton 
(GAD Cuenca, 1998: 89, 47; 2015a: 50; 2015b: 
124). This means that to create new parking 
areas In the historic center, the original 
structures have had to be altered with the 
negative consequences that this has for the 
integrity of the heritage complex, its vitali-
ty, accessibility and environmental quality.

In order to understand how the issues detai-
led in the previous paragraph affect the rela-
tionship between citizenship and heritage, 
the article presents the methodology used 
in the development of the survey and in the 
analysis of the data obtained to generate a 
measurement scale of the levels of sustaina-
bility of the historic center from the citizen's 
vision. The work is based on the theoretical 
principles on the transversality between the 
environmental, social, economic and cultu-
ral dimension that make up the sustainable 
model (Weiler, 2017), the primary and se-
condary sources of the local context and the 
academic production on the subject. In this 
way, the work provides arguments about 
the importance of the citizen's vision as a 
reference for the management of world he-
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ritage, thus contributing to the scarce aca-
demic and methodological production on 
the subject.

Metodología

The study of citizen perception of sustaina-
bility in the historic center of Santa Ana de 
Cuenca was developed from a random pro-
bability sample based on the population of 
urban parishes in the Cuenca canton (fig. 
1). The calculation of the sample size was 
carried out from the classic formula of the 
total population of the canton, which was 
603,269 inhabitants (INEC, 2017), with a 95% 
confidence obtaining a sample of 400 cases. 
As there are parishes with a higher popula-
tion density (INEC, 2010), it was decided to 
stratify the sample to balance it (Fig. 1). It is 
important to note that the calculation for 
the sample was made based on the current 
statistical estimate of the total inhabitants 
in the Cuenca canton carried out by the Na-
tional Institute of Statistics and Censuses 
of Ecuador in 2017, however, as there is no 
updated data on the number of inhabitants 
per urban parishes, the trend set by the re-
sults of the 2010 Population Census has 
been followed.

The questionnaire for the survey was cons-
tructed from twenty questions whose res-
ponses were structured on 10-point Likert 
scales with pairwise discrimination where 
1-2 represented a criterion of strongly disa-
gree, 3-4 disagree, 5-6 neutral. , 7-8 agree, 
9-10 strongly agree. The questions were as-
ked based on the information of the local 
context generated from interviews with key 
actors and other

primary sources such as budgets, programs 
and projects of all the institutions with 
powers in the management of heritage at 
the local level. Likewise, the main references 

were the surveys on citizen perception of 
heritage carried out in Edinburgh (Edinbur-
gh Council, Edinburgh World Heritage Site, 
Historic Environment Scotland, Steering 
Group, 2011) and in Victoria (Australia) (The 
Heritage Council of Victoria, 2014). In order 
to generate supplementary information for 
the analysis, four open questions were asked 
about the citizens' knowledge about the Ex-
ceptional Universal Values (OUV), the ele-
ments of the historic center of Cuenca with 
which people identify, and the positive and 
negative aspects that from its vision benefit 
and affect it.

Before collecting the information, a pilot 
study was carried out to assess the reliabili-
ty and validate the tool. Based on the feed-
back obtained, corrections were made and 
the contents were adjusted, establishing an 
average of five minutes for the completion 
of each survey. In consideration of the size 
of the sample, its stratification by popula-
tion density and the time necessary for the 
preparation of the study, a group of fifty in-
terviewers was trained (Fig. 1) with the su-
pport of the Faculty of Hospitality Sciences 
of the University of Cuenca. To guarantee the 
randomness of the sample, the information 
was collected during the first two weeks of 
April 2017 in public places with intense pe-
destrian traffic in a period of less than two 
hours fragmented for a total of two wee-
ks on different days and hours, including a 
weekend day, and separated into morning 
and evening groups.
 
Analysis of data

The analysis of the quantitative data was ca-
rried out with the statistical program Statis-
tical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
that was used to code the questions and 
submit them to a factorial analysis of data 
reduction for the generation of units called 
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constructs that establish a pattern. rela-
tionship between the survey items that ex-
plain the maximum common information 
contained (LópezRoldán & Fachelli, 2015). 
The reliability of each of these was establi-
shed from the results of Cronbach's Alpha 
(Cronbach, 1951) as it is the most appropriate 
method to measure their internal consisten-
cy inasmuch as we assume that the items 
contained therein are highly correlated. The 
constructs that we call Heritage Support, 
Heritage Accessibility, Well-being and Po-
sitive Perception of the environment were 
established according to the logic of corre-
lation of the items based on the academic 
theory of citizen perception and its transver-
sal relationship with heritage and the eco-
nomic, social dimension , cultural and envi-
ronmental of the sustainable model (Tuan 
& Navrud, 2008; Landorf, 2009; Bakri et al., 
2015; Nicholas et al., 2009; Axelsson, Ange-
lstam, Degerman, Teitelbaum, Andersson, 
Elbakidze and Drotz, 2013; Rasoolimanesh 
and Jaafar, 2017; Jeon, Kang and Desmarais, 
2016; Chi, Cai and Li, 2017; Kim, 2016; Rasoo-
limanesh et al., 2017;

Jimura, 2011; Bossel, 1999; Monteiro et al., 
2015, Wu, Fan and Chen, 2016; UNESCO, 
2014; Terzić et. Al., 2014; Tweed & Suther-
land, 2007; Buchel and Frantzeskaki, 2015) 
1. From these, and in order to obtain a sin-
gle value for each one, linear variables were 
generated that were also subjected to Cron-
bach's Alpha. Once its reliability was esta-
blished, these made it possible to establish 
a high, medium and low scoring scale (Ta-
ble 2), from the graphic reading of the sta-
tistics obtained in each one (figure 2) in or-
der to identify, from the citizen perspective, 
at what level each variable is in relation to 
sustainability. To verify the existence of sig-
nificant correlations between the variables, 
the Pearson coefficient test was carried out, 
which allows measuring the level of linear 

association between them and thus being 
able to interpret the data as a whole (Table 
3)

Resultados

The factor analysis carried out from the sur-
vey items generated a structure matrix with 
six well-defined constructs, each containing 
at least three items with weights greater 
than 0.30 (Kim and Mueller, 1994; Costello 
and Osborne, 2005). According to the re-
sults of Cronbach's Alpha, of the total, three 
of them obtained values greater than 0.6 
demonstrating consistency (Hair, Tatham 
and Black, 2006), and one, whose value 
was greater than 0.5, was also included for 
its moderate reliability (Hinton, McMurray 
& Brownlow, 2004) ruling out the rest for 
their lack of consistency. As we have already 
mentioned, the constructs called Heritage 
Support, Heritage Accessibility, Well-being 
and Positive Perception of the environment 
were transformed into linear variables, who-
se statistics (table 2, fig. 2) show that the first 
variable would be located at a high level in 
relation to sustainability, since the higher 
values are concentrated around the mean. 
As for the rest of the variables (Table 2, Fig. 
2), the opposite occurs since the frequen-
cies are grouped closer to 0, which indicates 
that from the citizen's point of view they are 
at a midpoint to achieve sustainability.

Regarding the intercorrelations, we know 
that for the oscillation of the Pearson coe-
fficient index values between 0 and 1 to be 
significant, it must be closer to the latter 
(Díaz and Fernández, 2001). Table 3 shows 
the values obtained, considering the size 
of the sample, point to a significant and 
positive correlation between each of the 
variables, the highest being Support for 
patrimony and Positive perception of the 
environment. With regard to qualitative 
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data, when analyzing the open questions of 
the questionnaire on knowledge of the OUV 
of the historic center of Cuenca, we found 
that citizens use generic categories such 
as architecture (68%), culture and tradition 
(41%). and multiple other reasons (38%) for 
referring to them. In relation to the heritage 
aspects with which citizens identify them-
selves, we see that the architectural urban 

environment (72%), specifically churches, 
parks and squares are the main elements of 
identification due to the aesthetic pleasure 
it provides and because they associate these 
spaces with memory, socialization, and reli-
gious rituality.

The natural environment of the territory, es-
pecially rivers and mountains, are also refe-
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rences with which citizens identify (28%), re-
ferring as the main reasons to the nostalgia 
and well-being that these spaces generate. 
Regarding the positive and negative aspects 
of the historic center, 74% of citizens see li-
ving in a heritage city as positive and a sour-
ce of pride, on the contrary, 82% disapprove 
of traffic and its negative consequences.

Discusión

The interpretation of the histograms (figure 
2) indicates that there is significant support 
for heritage by citizens and that this is rela-
ted to the positive perception of the envi-
ronment (table 3). This result is based on the 

theoretical assumptions about the influen-
ce that citizens' beliefs and attitudes have 
on intentions and behaviors towards heri-
tage values (Mišetić & Ursić, 2015; Monteiro 
et al., 2015). However, the results also show 
that the positive perception variable did not 
obtain a high level on the sustainability sca-
le (table 2), and that citizens do not know 
and do not identify themselves, with which 
in the Cuenca declaration it has been cate-
gorized as VUE, so we need a more careful 
analysis to understand this correlation.

Critical heritage studies suggest that diffe-
rent views of heritage depend on the ex-
periences of the various actors with herita-
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ge space (Smith, 2006; Harrison, 2013) and 
in the case of Cuenca, the evidence shows 
precisely this situation. The support is high 
because there is a feeling of pride that res-
ponds specifically to the fact that the city is 
a World Heritage Site, which affects the posi-
tive perception of the historic center, howe-
ver, people do not know the causes that jus-
tify the declaration. This result is contrary to 

the objectives of the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), which seek to make knowledge 
and recognition of exceptional values trans-
cendental for the city, the country and ulti-
mately of humanity (Makuvaza, 2017), since, 
in the most direct instance, which would be 
the local one, they would not be recognizing 
each other. According to UNESCO's opera-



90

Citizens' perception on World Heritage sustainability. The case of the historic centre of Santa Ana de Cuenca

C
ien

tifi
c m

ag
azin

e

Pensamiento Americano Vol. 12 - No. 24 • 2019 • July - December • Corporación Universitaria Americana • Barranquilla, Colombia • ISSN: 2027-2448 
http://publicaciones.americana.edu.co/index.php/pensamientoamericano/index

tional guidelines, this situation puts the in-
tegrity and / or authenticity of the historic 
center at risk (UNESCO, 2017: pto I.B, 7, 9; II.D, 
78; II.F, 96; VI.A, d; I.C, 12; párr. 114; 137.c)

The reasons that explain why Cuencans do 
not know the criteria of patrimonial excep-
tionality are, on the one hand, that the valua-
tion did not arise from a community signifi-
cance, but from a technical reflection with 
a clear political purpose. On the other hand, 
and as recognized by Pablo Barzallo, direc-
tor of Historical and Heritage Areas of the 
GAD Cuenca, there are no narratives around 
these (P. Barzallo, personal communication, 
April 20, 2017) because management has fo-
cused on conservation urban-architectural 
structures, but not in the immaterial com-
ponent associated with them. This allows us 
to conclude that this is precisely the inflec-
tion point between what has been classified 
as official heritage and that perceived by 
the public, because although people iden-
tify with certain aspects of the OUV, they do 
not do so because they recognize that, for 
example; the squares belong to a specific ur-
ban planning model (relative to criterion II) 
or because they prefer a certain architecture 
due to its construction technique (referring 
to criterion V), but rather because of the im-
material relationships they have with these 
spaces (Carrión, 2008) . These are scenarios 
in which discrimination based on criteria of 
materiality, nature or immateriality does not

exist from the citizen's point of view. For this, 
they are spaces where they satisfy their so-
cial and identity needs related to aspects 
of their own being, the community, culture 
and the environment with which each in-
dividual associates the concept of heritage 
and that conditions the positive perception 
of the environment (Cowell, 2004; Harrison, 
2013; Smith, 2006; Carrión, 2008). In this 
sense, although support for heritage is high, 

the identification and value that society gi-
ves it does not correspond to the values that 
justify the designation of World Heritage. In 
our understanding this means that, in order 
to meet UNESCO's objectives, it is necessary 
to reconcile OUVs with the various views of 
heritage in order to ensure a collective cons-
ciousness that protects the heritage site in 
the long term.

Once the Support variable has been 
analyzed, we proceed to examine the Ac-
cessibility, Well-being and Positive Percep-
tion of the environment. As we can see, in 
addition to being related (table 3), these 
variables also obtained an average sustai-
nability rating (table 2). When considering 
these results from the point of view of the 
transversality of the processes of the sustai-
nable model, we see that there is an agent 
of deterioration of the historic center recog-
nized both in academic theory, as well as in 
the local context and in the perception sur-
vey that is the Vehicular traffic. According 
to the evidence we have generated, 82% of 
Cuencans identify this problem as the cause 
of the negative repercussions in terms of sa-
fety, mobility, access to space and pollution 
(environmental, visual, auditory) that affect 
accessibility, well-being and therefore to 
the positive perception of the environment. 
Therefore, we can conclude that in the case 
of Cuenca the consequences derived from 
the privilege of vehicular mobilization over 
pedestrian traffic affect the transversal re-
lationships between the economic, envi-
ronmental, social and cultural dimensions 
that threaten the quality of life and limit the 
sustainable development of the area. histo-
rical Center. The perception of the problem 
therefore has a direct relationship with the 
average level obtained on the sustainabili-
ty measurement scale. It is important, the-
refore, that the managing bodies solve this 
situation from a logic consistent with the 
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needs and positions of citizens. This last sta-
tement underlines the importance of un-
derstanding perception, since from the inte-
gral approach of the model, while there is 
a conflict for the local community, it cannot 
be managed effectively (UNESCO 2013: 137).

Conclusiones

The study presented has explained the im-
portance of public perception for unders-
tanding their relationships with World He-
ritage sites and as a tool in identifying the 
limitations that prevent achieving sustaina-
ble heritage management. It has been

argued that the sustainability of historical 
heritage centers is determined by several 
factors that interact transversally between 
the different dimensions of the sustainable 
model where political will and openness, ci-
vic empowerment and the consideration of 
the citizen's vision are determining factors 
in the wealth management processes.

It has been stated that citizen perception 
informs management about their most 
urgent needs in relation to heritage, and 
therefore, research and methodologies are 
essential to study how the heritage pheno-
menon is understood from criteria external 
to the institutionality. To this end, we have 
carried out a citizen survey in the historic 
center of Cuenca del Ecuador, which has 
allowed us to contrast the theory with the 
quantitative and qualitative data obtained, 
the primary sources of the local context and 
the theoretical assumptions about the inter-
dependence of the phenomena in the con-
text of sustainability (Lawton & Weaver, 2015; 
Tweed & Sutherland, 2007) to conclude a 
series of questions. The first of them would 
be that the variables support for heritage, 
accessibility of heritage, well-being and po-
sitive perception of the environment gene-

rated from the statistical analysis are rela-
ted, which shows that the phenomena that 
occur in the historic center must be worked 
from a comprehensive approach. Second, 
we conclude that citizens do not know and 
do not identify with the exceptional univer-
sal values of the Cuenca declaration, which, 
according to UNESCO, represents a risk for 
the sustainability of the world heritage site. 
At the same time, however, it is confirmed 
that the perceived patrimony, although not 
official, is also relevant because it informs 
about the true needs of the people in rela-
tion to the patrimony. In this sense, we be-
lieve that it is vital to diversify the narratives 
around heritage to guarantee a coexistence 
of visions around it where each actor recog-
nizes their contribution and in this way is re-
cognized in their heritage legacy. Finally, we 
conclude that vehicular traffic, identified as 
one of the greatest agents of degradation of 
the historic center, is an obstacle that must 
be solved considering the citizen's percep-
tion because by doing so, the attitudinal pa-
tterns would be modified towards a more 
positive perception, which would help im-
plementation of wealth management stra-
tegies based on social needs in coherence 
and in balance with those of the historic 
center. Finally, we propose that the metho-
dology developed in this article is not only 
valid for the city of Cuenca, but that it can be 
extrapolated to other historical World Heri-
tage centers.
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