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Modern cities are experiencing the challenging consequences of rapid
urbanization, such as decay, problems concerning safety, aesthetics, loss of
urban identity, social life, and physical deterioration in the built environment.
Historic city centres, which are the core elements of cities’ identities, are
particularly faced with abandonment and decline, resulting in the danger of
cultural heritage and identity loss. Therefore, revitalising historic city centres and
converting them to healthy living environments has become an urgent issue.
Despite the fact that most regeneration and renovation practices concentrate on
creating more human-friendly environments, they mostly focus on physical
enhancements and less on the psychological element of attachment formed
between people and places. Another modern world fact is the undeniable role of
social media in our daily lives. This also affects how users experience places
and form attachments to place, since it has become integrated as a digital layer
to how people experience the world today. Even though place attachment
provides continuity over time and a sense of belonging in historically significant
places, social media usage is ever-increasing and there is not much research on
the use and effect of popular social media tools on rehabilitated urban spaces
and how they may work as a place-attachment tool for such rehabilitation
projects. The objective of this thesis is to explore the effects of Instagram on
visitors’ place attachment to revitalized historic city centres. For this purpose, a
case study approach was chosen employing a mixed methodology. The
quantitative method sampled 421 respondents from two cases, Georgetown
historic city centre in Penang, Malaysia, and Chinatown historic city centre in
Singapore. Data were collected through questionnaire surveys as the main
method and supported by a netnography method, which was conducted online.
The questionnaires measured how Instagram played a role on place attachment
formation through destination image, place involvement, and collective memory,



and the results were analysed by conducting a mediator analysis. The
netnography method collected the Instagram posts of visitors and then analysed
the data by content analysis within a hermeneutic approach. Using a mixed
methodology from multiple case studies allowed the researcher to gain rich data
and make comparisons. After the individual analysis of the cases, a cross-case
analysis was done to see if the initial hypotheses were supported. The last step
was to discuss the findings and respond to the research questions. The findings
revealed that Instagram usage has a significant positive effect on destination
image, place involvement, collective memory, and place attachment.
Furthermore, it was seen that destination image and collective memory played a
mediating role between Instagram usage and place attachment. Although place
involvement was not found to be a predictor for place attachment or a mediator
between Instagram usage and place attachment quantitatively, the netnographic
study interpreted this from the Instagram posts. The study suggests that
destination image and collective memory plays the most vital role in the effect of
Instagram usage on place attachment to historic city centres. Furthermore,
enhancing visitors’ place attachment to historic city centres will support stronger
place identity that could turn decayed historic city centres into frequently used
and embraced responsive environments. The findings provide a wholesome
view of how Instagram usage shapes the place attachment process before,
during and after visiting a place. The central message of this study is that
integrating Instagram usage into historic city centre revitalisation will generate
and enhance place attachment and will help strengthen the place identity of
cities.

Keywords: Place Attachment, Historic City Centres, Destination Image, Place
Involvement, Collective Memory, Instagram Usage, Georgetown, Chinatown
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Bandar moden sedang mengalami kesan yang mencabar akibat dari
pembandaran pesat, seperti keterhakisan, masalah berkaitan keselamatan,
estetika, kehilangan identiti bandar, kehidupan sosial, dan kemerosotan fizikal
dalam persekitaran alam bina. Pusat bandar bersejarah, yang merupakan
elemen teras identiti bandar, khususnya berhadapan dengan pengabaian dan
kemerosotan, mengakibatkan kepada bahaya kehilangan warisan budaya dan
identiti. Oleh itu, merevitalisasi pusat bandar bersejarah dan mengubahnya
kepada persekitaran hidup sihat telah menjadi isu yang mendesak. Walaupun
pada hakikatnya kebanyakan amalan pembaharuan semula dan
pengubahsuaian menumpukan kepada mewujudkan persekitaran yang lebih
mesra manusia, kebanyakan mereka menumpukan kepada peningkatan fizikal
dan kurang kepada elemen psikologi keterikatan yang terbentuk di antara
manusia dan tempat. Satu lagi fakta dunia moden ialah peranan media sosial
yang tidak dapat dinafikan dalam kehidupan seharian kita. Ini juga
mempengaruhi bagaimana pengalaman pengguna di sesuatu tempat dan
membentuk keterikatan terhadap tempat, memandangkan ianya telah
disepadukan sebagai lapisan digital kepada cara orang mengalami dunia hari
ini. Walaupun terkeikatan tempat memberikan kesinambungan dari semasa ke
semasa dan rasa kekitaan di tempat yang penting dari segi sejarah, penggunaan
media sosial semakin meningkat dan tidak banyak kajian mengenai penggunaan
dan kesan alatan media sosial yang popular pada ruang bandar yang dipulihkan
dan cara ia berfungsi sebagai alat keterikatan tempat untuk projek pemulihan
tersebut. Objektif tesis ini adalah untuk meneroka kesan Instagram terhadap
keterikatan tempat pengunjung ke pusat bandar bersejarah yang direvitalisasi.
Untuk tujuan ini, pendekatan kajian kes telah dipilih menggunakan metodologi
campuran. Kaedah kuantitatif mengambil sampel 421 responden daripada dua
kes, pusat bandar bersejarah Georgetown di Pulau Pinang, Malaysia, dan pusat
bandar bersejarah Chinatown di Singapura. Data dikumpul melalui tinjauan soal
selidik sebagai kaedah utama dan disokong oleh kaedah netnografi, yang



dijalankan dalam talian. Soal selidik mengukur bagaimana Instagram
memainkan peranan dalam pembentukan keterikatan tempat melalui imej
destinasi, penglibatan tempat, dan memori kolektif, dan hasilnya dianalisis
dengan menjalankan analisis mediator. Kaedah netnografi mengumpul siaran
Instagram pengunjung dan kemudian menganalisis data dengan analisis
kandungan dalam pendekatan hermeneutik. Menggunakan metodologi
campuran daripada pelbagai kajian kes membolehkan penyelidik memperoleh
data yang kaya dan membuat perbandingan. Selepas analisis individu kes,
analisis silang kes dilakukan untuk melihat sama ada hipotesis awal disokong.
Langkah terakhir ialah membincangkan penemuan dan menjawab persoalan
kajian. Penemuan menunjukkan bahawa penggunaan Instagram mempunyai
kesan positif yang signifikan terhadap imej destinasi, penglibatan tempat,
memori kolektif, dan keterikatan tempat. Tambahan pula, ia dilihat bahawa imej
destinasi dan memori kolektif memainkan peranan mediator antara penggunaan
Instagram dan keterikatan tempat. Walaupun penglibatan tempat tidak didapati
sebagai peramal untuk keterikatan tempat atau mediator antara penggunaan
Instagram dan keterikatan tempat secara kuantitatif, kajian netnografi
menafsirkannya daripada siaran Instagram. Kajian menunjukkan bahawa imej
destinasi dan memori kolektif memainkan peranan paling penting dalam kesan
penggunaan Instagram terhadap keterikatan tempat di pusat bandar bersejarah.
Tambahan pula, meningkatkan keterikatan tempat pengunjung ke pusat bandar
bersejarah akan menyokong identiti tempat yang lebih kukuh yang boleh
mengubah pusat bandar bersejarah yang terhakis menjadi persekitaran
responsif yang kerap digunakan dan diterima pakai. Penemuan ini memberikan
pandangan menyeluruh tentang bagaimana penggunaan Instagram membentuk
proses keterikatan tempat sebelum, semasa dan selepas mengunjungi sesuatu
tempat. Mesej utama kajian ini ialah mengintegrasi penggunaan Instagram ke
dalam revitalisasi pusat bandar bersejarah akan menjana dan meningkatkan
keterikatan tempat dan akan membantu mengukuhkan identiti tempat sesuatu
bandar.

Kata kunci: Keterikatan Tempat, Pusat Bandar Bersejarah, Imej Destinasi,
Penglibatan Tempat, Memori Kolektif, Penggunaan Instagram, Georgetown,
Chinatown
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CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Urban spaces that have acted as stages of collective memory, places of daily
gatherings and venues for memorable past events preserve significant elements
of urban identity for that particular city. Such places may be ordinary and daily
urban gathering points as well as historical buildings or historical urban centres.
These places play an important role in the formation of a city’s identity and urban
character because they possess both tangible and intangible aspects of
collective memory and the users generate a sense of belonging and attachment
to these places. Cities generally rely on these urban places for keeping their
identities alive.

However, due to the industrial revolution and after World War Il, a very rapid
urbanization and development occurred in cities. New developments had
positive effects on cities but the negative consequences affected cities in social,
cultural and physical contexts. While new urban centres were forming, the old
ones experienced abandonment and decay. This has led to physical
deterioration of the historic city centres and brought about safety issues.
Moreover, the fundamental elements of the cities’ identities started to diminish.
Today, this is a worldwide urban problem that concerns governments, residents,
and local authorities. Such historic city centres need a comprehensive
rehabilitation process because they preserve important aspects of city identity.

Comprehensive rehabilitation processes for historic city centres are complex and
challenging procedures. They cannot depend on solely physical improvements.
They also have to consider the city’s social, cultural, economic and historical
aspects. This can be achieved via place attachment and generating a sense of
belonging, in addition to physical improvements to the tangible structures. As
Scannel and Gifford (2010) stress, place attachment provides continuity over
time and a sense of belonging in places that are historically significant. As a
result, such important urban spaces can turn into places and be protected and
revitalized, at the same time becoming a part of the users’ daily life once again.

In order to avoid losing urban place identity, decaying historic city centres that
have significant importance for inhabitants’ collective memory should be
rehabilitated by bringing back the sense of place they once had for users.
Therefore, rehabilitated historic urban areas need to be perceived as attractive
by both locals and visitors in order to be actively used and embraced as living
places. This way, they will be fully revived and they will indirectly provide
economic benefits for their residents as well. Attractive destinations lead to place
attachment, which results in significant national income increases (Dredge,



2010). In this context, visitors’ place attachment to historic city centres matters.

A person’s perception of the outer world is formed by the information one
gathers. Today, most of the information regarding the events and things that are
outside of one’s immediate environment is provided via media tools. The
information that people gather via media tools highly influences their
perceptions. Meyrowitz (1985) claimed that e-media unitizes how people
perceive a place and its uniqueness. For the last decade, with the help of popular
social media tools such as Facebook and Instagram, almost everyone has
become a source of information. The number of active social media users
exceeded 4 billion in 2021 (Johnson, 2021). Information shared via these popular
social media tools influences other people. In the context of places, visuals and
opinions about a place that are posted on popular social media tools form
potential visitors’ ideas/images of a place.

Memory is the mental capacity of humans to revive impressions, past events,
facts, etc., or to remember previous experiences (Ardakani & Oloonabadi, 2011).
A considerable number of affectionate memories about an attraction point in a
city form the collective memory of a group of people who share meaningful
previous experiences about that place. With the increase in usage of smart
devices such as mobile phones and tablets today, sharing these meaningful
memories via popular social media tools has also increased dramatically. With
the help of mobile devices, visitors can easily upload visuals of new, interesting
places, and their thoughts about these places, to popular social media platforms,
and these quickly reach their audiences. Visitors and users of an urban space,
and even people who have never been to that place, engage in forming a
collective memory, a sense of place attachment about that place by the use of
these tools. While an indirect place attachment forms during this process for the
audience, the visitors who have actually visited the place can express their
feelings of place attachment through these social media instruments. Sharing
their memories and expressing their emotional bonds with the place adds to the
interaction between people and places.

This direct and indirect interaction between people and places through popular
social media tools has a considerable effect on how people perceive a place and
generate a kind of place attachment. Therefore, the identity, the meaning of that
place and the formation of place attachment are deeply transformed due to these
social media tools. Nevertheless, the lack of understanding and research about
social media’s effects related to the urban context and place attachment is
surprising. Therefore, this study intends to explore the effects of popular social
media tools, namely Instagram, on place attachment to build better-developed
rehabilitation strategies for historic urban centres. Such popular social media
tools may attract more visitors and may also create better interaction between
people and that place, resulting in people embracing the project more readily,
more income for locals, and faster acceptance of rehabilitation projects.



1.2 Background of The Study

"The space where life takes place is the place; the place is the space with clear
characteristics" (Norberg-Schulz, 1993). Human settlements are not only
shelters, they are also spaces with a meaningful sense of place (Norberg-Schulz,
1993). It is experience that turns spaces into places (Tuan, 1977). Therefore, the
sum of people’s experiences about a place lead to sense of place resulting in
familiar surroundings and sense of belonging. Drawing from this, space is the
tangible, visual part of the place’s spirit, and the builder's duty is to produce
meaningful places (Liang & Chiou, 2017).

A historic area is a group of places that possess heritage values (Litvin, 2005)
and they are places that remain familiar in a rapidly changing urban settlement,
and thus, they are the essence of city identity and sense of place (Orbasli, 2000;
Dameria at al., 2018). Although historic areas are stages for the past experiences
of people, they also affect the current perceptions of people. Therefore, a historic
area can be a representation of self-identity and belongingness (Smith, 2006).
Such heritage sites have special meanings and cultural elements in addition to
being physical structures, which is particularly crucial for creating a sense of
place and urban identity (Dameria et al., 2018). Sense of place is one of the
urban qualities in the context of historic cities (Davis, Huang and Liu, 2010).

Generally, the objective of conservation is to create a link between people and
the past and activate a sense of place in order to extend the life of historic assets
while integrating them into life in the present day (Liang & Chiou, 2017). The
main reasons for conserving a historic place are “memory, identity and
continuity”. Continuity provides stability in a constantly changing world, and
memories arise from historic places and enhance group and individual identities
(Mayes, 2013). It is essential to preserve historic heritage sites in cities in order
to sustain the unique identity of place (Rypkema, 2003). The physical presence
of a historic site becomes powerful when it serves as a platform that can present
the past and share stories so that it can be a part of the place’s identity.

Place attachment research has gained attention due to the effort of multiple fields
to understand the issues in the context of visitor-place relationships (Halpenny,
2006). Place attachment has a significant effect on visitors’ behaviour and
therefore impacts socio-economic elements (Su et al., 2014; Marles & Watkin,
2003). Place attachment may be mostly about emotions, but it also has
behavioural outcomes, such as the desire to protect one’s place and its meaning
(Scannel & Gifford, 2014). Therefore, place attachment is a vital aspect in the
context of heritage sites and in sustaining the meaning of places because it
improves the value of a place (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015).

Social media is a huge development in the history of the internet (Van Dijck,
2013). It has caused a major change in the way the World Wide Web is used
(Van der Hoeven, 2019). A basic definition of social media is the sum of internet-



based applications that let users create content and share it with other users
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social media tools have made it very easy for users
to present their ideas and identities, in addition to generating and sharing online
content (Van Dijck, 2013). New media technologies have a certain influence on
the way people comprehend places and form social networks (Houghton, 2010).

Social media usage is growing in the South-East Asia region by 34% each year
(Kemp, 2017). Therefore, the number of social media users in urban areas is
significant (Duggan & Brenner, 2013). Instagram is a fast-growing social media
network with one billion monthly users, and more than 500 millions of them use
the network daily (Clarke, 2019). Instagram also allows users to categorize
content with the help of hashtags and locations, as well as share their content
on Facebook (Criswell & Canty, 2014), providing researchers data that is useful
for examining the people-place relationships in the social media realm.

Social media’s ability to shape people’s perceptions can enhance user—place
interaction (Dameria at al., 2018). In the context of urban environments,
communication and information are two critical aspects of interest and attraction
(Abdel-Aziz, Abdel-Salam & El-Sayad, 2016). As a result of their research,
Tussyadiah and Fesenmaier (2009) stated that people made plans to visit New
York City after watching an online video about the city. The process beneath this
is the concept of virtual mobility, in other words, the feeling of being in a place
mentally (Escalas, 2004). The self-interpreted consequence of virtual mobility for
the mediated experience of place can result in positive emotions (Dameria at al.,
2018). People’s experiences of urban settlements are highly mediated due to the
development of information technology, and this mediatization shapes people’s
understanding of a place (Tussyadiah & Fesenmaier, 2009). Humphreys (2010)
argues that new social networks in the information age have changed spatial and
temporal borders and have therefore changed the concept and arrangement of
place.

Experiencing a place is one of the ways to understand the meaning of the place
(Cresswell, 2004). In the era of social media, interaction with places is a whole
new concept because social media tools have changed the way people
experience a place. Today, a person’s experience of a place builds upon other
people’s personal thoughts about a place, starting with a virtual experience of
place (Dameria at al., 2018). This also affects his/her physical involvement with
the place and shapes their place attachment, even after the visit. The current
paradigm claims that experience can only happen with physical direct interaction
with place (Dameria at al., 2018). Today, visitors do not only gain their
perception of place solely with the help of their own activities in that place but
are also influenced by other visitors’ experiences and reviews as shared on
social media platforms (Humphreys, 2010).

Social media provides new ways to engage with historic urban heritage
(Paganoni, 2015) and it gives users the opportunity to express their feelings for
a destination by posting images and writing narratives (Baksi, 2016). Users can



share their personal perspective on heritage places on social media and engage
with other members of the public about this heritage (Gregory, 2014). This
shared content on social media applications can create a pre-visit attitude and
affection in prospective visitors (San Martin & Rodriguez del Bosque, 2008).
According to research findings, a person’s digitally shared experience with place
on social media turns into other people’s desire to experience that place, and
this cycle continues indefinitely (UNESCO, 2011).

Digital and social media are rapidly growing, and researchers claim that these
will enhance people’s bonds to heritage places by improving their interaction with
place, by giving them access to more information and by creating new
experiences in historic urban areas (Lewi et al., 2015). Social media can
reinforce and change people’s perception of intangible and tangible heritage
values. Such social media tools can act as sharing platforms for people’s bonds
and stories about tangible heritage sites (Conrad, 2013). Social media, where
the creation and consumption of content goes hand in hand and is available to
everyone, is a tool that should be considered in heritage conservation (Staiff,
2014). Additionally, social media allow memories to be mobilised and constantly
reconstituted, which draws attention to their role in place and person—place
bonds (Atkinson, 2007). Generating social memory involves capturing,
preserving and sharing tangible entities, which make us remember (Millar, 2006).

Heritage preservation in urban areas involves all users and requires a social
dimension (Orbasli, 2000). Stakeholders in such complex projects include
inhabitants, businesses, owners and visitors in the area (Orbasli, 2000). Historic
structures stand at the intersection of cities’ unique identities and visitors’ search
for new experiences (Frenchman, 2001). Today, heritage areas are tourist
destinations in cities and they are attractions for tourists due to their desire to
experience and learn about new cultures (Dameria at al., 2018). Since they
voluntarily come and experience such places, tourists, in other words visitors,
are more likely to develop place attachment, but in a different way to the locals.
Visitors’ place attachment is generally based on their gathered information and
the aesthetic and characteristics of a place (Jiven & Larkham, 2003). Visitors,
who have a big potential to generate a strong place attachment, are important
stakeholders in historic city centre preservation projects. Thus, the place
attachment of stakeholders, particularly the visitors who use social media, is an
important aspect to be considered in conservation planning (Dameria at al.,
2018).

In the context of heritage, the development of social media allows individuals to
have interactions and share their perspectives on this history (Paganoni, 2015).
In the context of heritage conservation, narratives are important because they
capture place significance and the stories help people identify with a place
(Walter, 2013). Stories act as temporal entities that tie together the future,
present and past of urban places (Van der Hoeven, 2019). While social media
gives space to narratives that reveal meaning and memories about a historic
urban place (Pocock, Collett, & Baulch, 2015), it also influences place
attachment to urban heritage places.



Utilizing physical and emotional values in order to create place attachment to
destinations and places is a trending research area today (Baksi, 2016) leading
the researcher to investigate the influence of social media tools on visitors’ place
attachment to historic city centres.

1.3 Statement of Issues

People’s perception and the meaning of their environment builds up place
identity (Ujang, 2010). Due to rapid urbanization and uniform planning
approaches, modern-day cities are experiencing a loss or weakening of identity
(Saleh, 1998). This results in placelessness (Relph, 1976). Therefore, it is crucial
to maintain the identity and meaning of place, because these are also part of
self-identity, sense of place and community (Hull, Lam & Vigo, 1994). Fast
urbanization in city centres has caused place identity to diminish, but this can be
restored with the help of place-attachment dimensions. However, urban design
research has not paid as much attention to place attachment for place identity
as it has to the more physical elements of the urban environment (Ujang, 2010).

Since placelessness has emerged in modern urban areas, it has been
understood that sense of place should be strengthened while conserving built
heritage, resulting in the integration of meaning and purpose in people’s daily
lives (Chu & Uebegang, 2002). It is now commonly accepted that emotional
attachment to heritage sites has been diminishing due to rapid urban
development, and preservation should be focusing on sense of place and identity
of place, which is a major step in heritage studies (Yeung, 2013). The main
components of place are form, meaning and activity (Punter, 1991). Meaning is
tied to the psychological dimension of place experience that leads to place
attachment (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015). Most critics of heritage conservation
projects stress the importance of focusing on the meaning or, in other words,
spirit of the place (Dameria et al., 2018). However, in processing urban places,
it is mostly physical elements that are considered, whereas the crucial element
of meaning is less focused upon (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015).

The relationships between space, its history and human activities are dependent
on each other, and they possess tangible and intangible features. In the context
of historic conservation, most charters and doctrinal texts, including documents
such as the Athens Charter and the Xi’an Declaration, focus more on the tangible
features (Liang & Chiou, 2017). The complexity of historic values in the city have
not been truly involved by planners in the context of heritage conservation
(Fredholm, 2016). However, it is highly important to consider both tangible and
intangible heritage in historic areas and to preserve the place’s spirit (ICOMOS,
2008). In reality, projects that only consider the physical aspects fail to meet the
dynamic needs of society (Forester, 1988). Conventional preservation, which
solely focuses on restoring historic buildings, will not be successful in saving the
city’s sense of place and, thus, its urban heritage (Idid, 2005). A successful
historic urban conservation should not only restore the physical setting but also
preserve the urban experience and spirit of the place (Yueng, 2013). However,



it is apparent that urban conservation projects tend to focus more on physical
authenticity (Ouf, 2001). Conservation is not only about the physical aspects of
a city, but also about establishing a relationship between the intangible and
tangible aspects of a place, in which the success of this relationship is crucial for
conservation to be sustainable (Coleman, 2004). In the heritage conservation
context, the effort to define the sense of a historic place is deemed to be more
important than restoring the physical elements (Dameria et al., 2018).

Although much attention is being paid to heritage conservation, it is still a
necessity to concentrate on preserving the spirit of place in historic areas by
utilizing new directions of thinking (Liang & Chiou, 2017). Heritage conservation
projects must focus more on integrating meaning and function on the site in such
a way that it can provide a comprehensible image and become a place with
identity and cognitive meaning (Yueng, 2013). Applying the concept of sense of
place and, therefore, place attachment, is a necessity in urban conservation
projects in order to have a strong and sustainable conservation program
(Martokosumo & Zulkaidi, 2015). Place attachment is a core element of sense of
place, and it is an emotional response to place. In investigating people’s
responses to places, their way of thinking should be examined as well (Canter,
2001).

Due to advances in technology, social media has been transforming the urban
behaviour of people, including their perception of place (Dameria at al., 2018).
Public space, in this social media era, is starting to be redefined by the addition
of a digital layer to the existing physical urban fabric, allowing the urban
experience to be mediatized (Abdel-Aziz, Abdel-Salam & El-Sayad, 2016). This
has been named “new social public space” (Dameria at al., 2018). Since urban
historic city centres are public spaces, they are also being reshaped as new
social public spaces due to the emerging social media usage, and the role of
social media in conservation efforts should be examined (Dameria at al., 2018).
It is necessary to investigate how social media influences and changes the
experience of place, and the place itself, due to the fact that it has been
integrated into our everyday lives (Wilken, 2008). Today, the impact of ever-
evolving information and communication technology on place perspectives is
evident, but how to put this to use in urban planning practices is still a debate
(Dameria at al., 2018). If used correctly, can social media tools encourage a
deeper engagement with the meanings beneath cultural heritage (Lewi et al.,
2015)? It seems like social media tools can enhance meaningful experiences for
historic places (Han et al., 2014) and thereby influence the way people construct
their individual and communal identities (Dijck, 2007).

Due to the information and communication technology’s rapid advancement, the
meaning and perception of place have shifted as well (Dameria at al., 2018). The
way we gain information, work and socialize has changed due to the new digital
technologies (Maldonado, 2005). As a result, the creation of place attachment
and sense of place have also changed. The visitor's perspective of heritage
places has also shifted due to social media usage, and it can be concluded that
their sense of place, as well as their place attachment, has the potential to be



stronger during their direct interaction with heritage sites (Dameria at al., 2018).
There is a need to address how these new technologies, such as social media,
are influencing person—place interactions in heritage conservation. Such tools
can then be integrated into heritage conservation projects by local authorities
and urban designers. Although there is a considerable amount of discussion of
the new technologies’ effect on place, there are very few studies on social
media’s influence on sense of place and place attachment in the context of urban
heritage sites (Dameria at al., 2018).

While giving users the chance to express their thoughts and feelings about a
historic place, social media platforms also have the potential to be a resource for
understanding how users experience heritage daily. Thus, there is a need to
study how social media can enhance urban conservation projects (Van der
Hoeven, 2019). For this reason, | aim to explore the influence of social media on
place attachment to historic city centres. Instagram is a more location-based, in
other words place-based, social media application among other social media
applications. Therefore, Instagram is the social media application that will be the
main interest of this research.

To sum up, visitors’ familiarity with place starts even before a visit, through the
digital screen (Humphreys, 2010). In addition to this indirect familiarity, social
media also changes visitors' interpretations during their direct interactions with
heritage sites (Dameria at al., 2018). In the context of meaning that leads to
sense of place, interpretation has an essential place. Social media has changed
the way visitors are attracted to a place, experience that place, record that place
and communicate about that place (Ponting & McDonald, 2013). As a result,
social media also has the power to transform a heritage area into something
more than just a historical place. Social media affects the activity (experience)
and meaning (interpretation) components of place. Therefore, it can be used
practically as the catalyst for a strong sense of place (Dameria at al., 2018).

A place is a physical, constructed reality and is a representation of identity and
mental image (Escobar, 2001). As discussed earlier, heritage sites in urban
settlements are representations of place identity and place meaning. If place
identity weakens, the meaning and emotional attachment to place are also
reduced (Arefi, 1999). Since social media can affect the interaction with place, it
can improve or reduce this identity as well (Dameria at al., 2018). ICOMOS also
encourages the widespread use of recent digital media applications for
preserving, promoting and disseminating heritage places and their spirits due to
the efficiency and low cost of such technologies. They also claim that modern
digital technologies provide opportunities for diversity and documentary updates
in the context of spirit of place (ICOMOS, 2008).

Moreover, in 2011, UNESCQO’s Recommendation for Historic Urban Landscape
(RHUL) called for an investigation of the implementation of modern
communication technologies into urban heritage conservation projects
(UNESCO, 2011). Prior to this, social media’s place in urban heritage



conservation projects had not been an important focus (Van der Hoeven, 2019).
A UNESCO recommendation is not open to discussion or voting by member
states, but it creates new formulas and principles for international regulations,
leading to a global standard for urban heritage conservation (Van der Hoeven,
2019). The objective of a RHUL is to preserve urban historic areas from decay
that emerges due to the uncontrolled development of cities (Bandarin & Van
Oers, 2015). The recommendation acknowledges the major advantages of
urbanization, but it is also concerned about how this urbanization may result in
the deterioration of place identity (Van der Hoeven, 2019).

UNESCO’s RHUL not only focuses on the physical environment but also
considers the values that users attach to physical urban areas (Van der Hoeven,
2019). Tangible and intangible layers that co-exist in a complex way are nestled
into historic urban areas, and they reflect aspects of belonging and feelings of
connection to the past (Mydland & Grahn, 2012). Numerous studies show that
media is a central element in the way cities are managed and experienced (De
Lange & De Waal, 2013).

It is a very exciting opportunity to explore the new media technologies’ effect on
the concept of place identity due to the opportunities for collective activities,
including new engagement modes with place and with other users, that it creates
(Malpas, 2008). When people share what the physical urban heritage means for
them, they automatically contribute to the meaning-making process of historic
urban places. Additionally, social media shows the strong relationship between
remembering and heritage (Silberman & Purser, 2012). It allows individuals to
demonstrate their attachment to places of urban heritage, which also relates
greatly to collective memory (Van der Hoeven, 2019). Previous studies show that
social remembering can build online groups of people who share a past
(Gregory, 2014; Simon, 2012). Therefore, social media is greatly beneficial for
understanding the various meanings that people attribute to place, which is also
parallel to UNESCQO’s RHUL aims (Taylor, 2016).

For urban heritage, narrative practices on social media have a number of
benefits. First, they encourage people to engage with urban places of heritage
virtually. As a result, materials such as stories, memories and visuals are brought
to public attention and shared with other daily social media users. This enhances
people’s knowledge and increases their engagement to heritage places. The
second benefit of social media is that it allows people to show their attachment
to urban areas. This helps to reflect the affective and social values that people
attribute to cities (Van der Hoeven, 2019). RHUL also encourages
communication between people about the values they give to urban areas
(UNESCO, 2011) and social media provide the opportunity to do this. When
people share their memories about urban heritage places, their posts preserve
elements of people’s values about places, and this brings attention to the
emotional and social significance of urban heritage places (Van der Hoeven,
2019). Today this act of people is not taking much place in urban conservation
projects (Taylor, 2016) even though the real-life experience of heritage places is
complemented by digital engagement with place. Therefore, social media should



be considered an important platform in the context of individual and collective
attachment to historic urban areas (Van der Hoeven, 2019). Conventional
heritage preservation mostly takes physical aspects into consideration and pays
less attention to the social and emotional significance of the built environment
(Pocock et al., 2015; Sykes & Ludwig, 2015). More research is necessary on
how social media can be utilized in urban heritage projects (Van der Hoeven,
2019).

In the context of Malaysia, tourism is now one of the major activities in most big
cities. As mentioned before, historic urban areas are generally tourist attractions
in cities, and in Malaysia this is not an exception. The Eleventh Malaysian Plan
(2016-2020) also supports suitable environments for tourism growth (Ujang,
Moulay & Zakaria, 2018). Place attachment is a considerable element in tourists’
relationships with destinations, in this case historic city centres. If visitors
generate place attachment to a place, there is a possibility that they will revisit
the place (Ujang & Shamsuddin, 2008).

The digital platforms in which people are interacting with place and with each
other, such as Instagram, will have consequences for the identity, meaning and
memory of places (Coyne, 2010). However, there is a lack of knowledge about
mobile media’s effects on visitors’ bonds to places and, in some cases, this has
led to the creation of less memorable and less meaningful places (Felasari et al.,
2017). Therefore, urban heritage conservation projects must give a place to
social media (Dameria at al., 2018) as it has changed the way people perceive
places today. Nevertheless, research on new media technologies’ relationships
to the historic urban heritage conservation approach is almost non-existent (Van
der Hoeven, 2019). Therefore, this study aims to explore the influence of
Instagram on visitors’ place attachment to revitalised historic city centres in order
to enhance place identity.

1.4 Research Questions

The main research question is “How does Instagram usage influence visitors’
place attachment towards revitalized historic city centres?” This research has
addressed the following sub research questions:

e How do visitors express their place attachment to a revitalized historic city
centre on Instagram?

o What is the role of Instagram usage in experiencing historic city centres
within the timeframe of temporal process?

o Which attributes of Instagram usage influence the formation of place
attachment in the context of historic city centres?

e What is the relationship between Instagram usage, destination image,
involvement, collective memory, and place attachment towards revitalized
historic city centres?
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1.5 Research Objectives

The main research objective is: To explore how Instagram usage influences
visitors’ place attachment towards revitalized historic city centres.
This includes the following aspects:

e To examine how visitors express their place attachment to a revitalized
historic city centre on Instagram.

e To examine the role of Instagram usage in experiencing historic city centres
within the frame of temporal process.

e To determine the attributes of Instagram usage that influence the formation
of place attachment in the context of historic city centres.

e To determine the relationship between Instagram usage, destination image,
place involvement, collective memory, and place attachment towards
revitalized historic city centres within a structural model.

1.6 Research Assumptions

This study examines the causal linkage between Instagram usage and visitors’
place attachment in the context of revitalized historical city centres. There are
three important aspects that should be considered in the process of place
attachment, which are destination image (formed in the anticipatory phase),
place involvement (formed during the experiential phase) and collective memory
(formed during the reflective phase). Drawing from the literature review, ten
hypotheses were developed, as follows, in order to investigate the causal
relationship between the variables:

Hypothesis 1: Destination image positively influences visitors’ place attachment
to revitalized historic city centres.

Hypothesis 2: Physical involvement with a place positively influences visitors’
place attachment to revitalized historic city centres.

Hypothesis 3: Collective memory positively influences Vvisitors’ place
attachment to revitalized historic city centres.

Hypothesis 4: Instagram usage, as a second-order factor, positively influences
visitors’ destination image of a revitalized historic city centre.

Hypothesis 5: Instagram usage, as a second-order factor, positively influences
visitors’ place involvement with a revitalized historic city centre.

Hypothesis 6: Instagram usage, as a second-order factor, positively influences
visitors’ collective memory of a revitalized historic city centre.

Hypothesis 7: Instagram usage, as a second-order factor, positively influences
visitors’ place attachment to revitalized historic city centres.
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Hypothesis 8: The effect of Instagram usage on visitors’ place attachment is
mediated by destination image.

Hypothesis 9: The effect of Instagram usage on visitors’ place attachment is
mediated by place involvement.

Hypothesis 10: The effect of Instagram usage on visitors’ place attachment is
mediated by collective memory.

1.7 Scope and Limitations of the Study

This study investigates the influence of Instagram usage on visitors’ attachment
to revitalised historic city centres through the mediating roles of destination
image, place involvement, and collective memory, within the temporal time
frame. Thus, the thesis covers the following scope and limitations.

(a) Study Area

This study focuses on historic city centres due to their importance for the city’s
identity. The chosen areas for this research are Georgetown, Penang, in
Malaysia and Chinatown in Singapore. This choice is due to the unique and still
functioning historic city centres of the cases. Both places have a long history and
distinct character, and they have both undergone revitalisations. Additionally,
both areas have significant presence on Instagram and they are both popular
historic attraction points for visitors. The chosen study areas act instrumental
and provide the opportunity to observe and examine the hypotheses of this
study.

(b) Visitors’ Place Attachment

Place attachment is a multidimensional complex concept that attempts to define
the bonds between people and places. This study focuses on place attachment
from the urban perspective and takes into account six dimensions of the concept.
Although place attachment is mostly attributed to residents of a place, this study
focuses particularly on visitors’ place attachment to revitalised historic city
centres.

(c) Temporal Time Frame

In order to examine the role of Instagram usage on visitors’ place attachment,
this study observes the formation and enhancement of place attachment in three
phases of experiencing a place, which are before, during and after visiting a
place. This approach is beneficial in understanding the concept in a progressive
way by following the step-by-step development.
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1.8 The Significance of the Study

As mentioned earlier, the revitalization of historic city centres that possess
significant elements of urban identity is a crucial and urgent issue for many cities
around the world. For a successful revitalization, place attachment is a vital tool,
and it is evident that popular social media tools, namely Instagram, have an
effect on how people experience a place and form a bond with the place.

This research is important for improving revitalization approaches to historic city
centres in order to enhance place identity. The research is also timely because
of the increasing usage of mobile media in our daily lives and its inevitable
influence on people’s relationships with places. It is urgent and vital to establish
the key effects of popular social media tools such as Instagram on place
attachment to revitalized historic city centres so that the urban practice can
effectively use present-day tools to prevent the diminution of place identity. The
findings will provide practical answers about how to utilize social media tools,
namely Instagram, in revitalizing historic city centres in order to generate place
attachment and therefore keep the city’s identity alive. This will carry the current
heritage conservation approaches beyond the physical dimension and help
urban designers and conservation projects to realize the psychological
dimension of a powerful and positive concept of place attachment. The research
is significant for the development of a revitalization strategy for historic city
centres in which people find meaning and value that can contribute to the city’s
identity. This approach can later act as a theoretical guide to better utilization of
popular social media tools in order to evoke positive emotions and form place
attachment in the case of revitalization projects for historic centres and indirectly
contribute to economic development. In addition, the research provides an
insight into how people perceive their surroundings in the new media age, and
this insight is very valuable for urban practice. Urban design practice will also
improve due to this research because it raises awareness among urban design
researchers about the significance and value of place attachment for enhancing
place identity in the context of historic city centres and how modern-life internet
usage changes this psychological concept. It is hoped that the findings will be
useful for developers and urban practice professionals for developing better
future revitalization projects for historic city centres, as well as local authorities
when developing policies and guidelines. This research can also be utilized as a
reference for other urban places in a similar context.

The study will contribute to knowledge by proposing a comprehensive theoretical
model of the causal relationships between destination image, place involvement,
collective memory and place attachment. Besides the contribution to place
attachment literature, the study can also add to environmental psychology
literature by creating a new framework for investigating the effects of Instagram
usage on person—place bonds. Very few studies investigate the role of social
media tools on destination image, place involvement and collective memory and
how they relate to place attachment dimensions in the context of revitalized
historic city centres. Tourism literature is also thought to benefit from this
research. The research approach contributes to the existing framework for
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revitalizing historic city centres by implementing a psychological dimension in
order to enhance place identity. Furthermore, this research can provide a method
for similar research in other cases in the future.

In summary, the contribution to knowledge made by this study includes:

e Filling a knowledge gap by examining Instagram’s influence related to the
urban context and place attachment.

e Developing a measurement strategy based on existing theories of
destination image, place involvement, collective memory and place
attachment.

e Contributing to environmental psychology literature and place attachment
literature by establishing a bridge between theories of destination image,
place involvement, collective memory and the formation of place attachment.

e Making recommendations by specifying the key factors that influence place
attachment towards revitalized historic city centres on social media for better
revitalization strategies.

The outcomes of this study are expected to:

e Ultimately, create successful places with meaning and shared values for
everyone.

e Directly or indirectly benefit professionals, architects, designers, and
planners when developing strategies for better utilizing social media tools to
form or strengthen place attachment for revitalized historic places.

e Provide valuable information for research in terms of understanding the
effects of social media tools on place attachment with reference to its
psychological aspects.

1.9 Definition of the Key Terms

Visitors’ Place Attachment is defined as an emotional bond between visitors
and a place. This research uses the dimensions of place identity, place
dependence, affective attachment, social bonding and interactional bonding of
place attachment to investigate the psychological process of visitors’ attachment
to historic city centres.

Temporal Process is defined as the time frame, in which an experience
happens. It consists of three phases, which are anticipatory phase, experiential
phase, and reflective phase (Zakrisson & Zillinger, 2011).

Instagram Usage is defined as sharing visuals and narratives on Instagram
platform in addition to exploring other members’ profiles for the purpose of
pleasure or getting information.
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Destination Image is defined as a person’s thoughts, feelings and impressions
about a certain place (Baloglu & Mcleary, 1999) formed during the anticipatory
phase.

Place Involvement is defined as experiencing a place and being involved in
activities that happen in that place during the experiential phase.

Collective Memory is defined as remembering a place and cherishing
memories about that place during the reflective phase.

Historic City Centres are central historic urban areas that has significant value
and meaning due to their role in the history of the city.

1.10  Structure of the Thesis

Chapter 1 provides the general outlines of the research. It gives a perspective
of the background followed by the problem statement. The formulation of
research questions and objectives are discussed in this chapter.

Chapter 2 provides the latest body of knowledge about place attachment in the
context of heritage conservation as well as other key variables used in this study.
A theoretical framework based on the presented literature is given at the end of
this chapter.

Chapter 3 explains the research methodology used for this study.

Chapter 4 presents the results and analysis of the collected data regarding the
influence of Instagram on visitors’ attachment to historic city centres.

Chapter 5 discusses the findings of the study linking them to the objectives of
the study. A thorough discussion about the relationships between the variables
and the findings lead to the testing of the model based on the theoretical
framework.

Chapter 6 provides the conclusions drawn from the study as well as the practical
and theoretical implications of the study in the urban context. In addition to the
knowledge contribution of the study, recommendations for future studies are also
presented.
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