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Abstract: China is one of the most rapidly urbanising countries in the world. In recent years, it has
experienced enormous environmental changes, as well as a loss of landscape identity. This paper aims
to explore the concept of landscape identity in the context of the overwhelming urbanisation in China.
It develops a conceptual framework on landscape identity from different dimensions. Factors are
also identified that drive the urban changes with regard to the landscape identity that develops over
time. Taking the city of Yantai, a city in Shandong Province, as an example, it is demonstrated how
this conceptual framework can be applied to help in the understanding and protection of landscape
identity in China.
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1. Introduction

In the studies on the history of landscape development and its cultural value assessment, landscapes
are viewed as complex representations of continuous interactions between people and their surrounding
environment, influenced by different factors in the processes of the environment’s evolution [1–5].
Landscape identity, which makes the landscape of one place different from that of another, is not
fixed, but rather a dynamic process that evolves with time, based on the human–environment
relationships [6,7]. However, such change may stimulate feelings of misunderstanding, as well as
disorientation and even threat, leading to a loss of connectivity and an affinity between the inhabitants
of the landscape and the settings that they use [8,9]. Because different landscape contexts have different
identities, such identities would also afford different meanings to such settings. Hence, it is important
for both academics and practitioners to recognise this subjective aspect of landscape identity in real-life
projects. However, with the development of globalised cities, the pursuit of efficiency takes precedence
over the connection between the city and its residents, resulting in drastic changes and the neglect of the
urban landscape identity, which is a common problem that global cities are all facing. This is especially
true in China, where cities grow so fast; changes that may take a decade to complete occur within a
few years. Moreover, with the speed of modern urban transformation, a lack of understanding of the
dynamic nature of landscape identity and an absence of an appropriate and applicable conceptual
framework for Chinese urban development is contributing to a loss of landscape identity.

Since the 1990s, many Chinese cities have developed rapidly, following the example of other
successful cities worldwide; this has consequently caused inevitable homogenisation of urban form to
the point of cities becoming identical. Such extremes can be seen in the Chinese urban developers’
adoption of the Soho district from Manhattan as an urban developmental influence, resulting in
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the loss of uniqueness of landscape [10]. As a result, considerable elements that were unique to
the cities in China have been lost, while some parts of cities have continued to be redeveloped to
replicate developed countries [11]. This phenomenon has obviously obliterated valuable landscapes
(landscapes that have special meanings to local residents and history) [12]. This is an outcome of the
contemporary approaches to Chinese urban development, driven mainly by the priorities of creating a
cityscape. Such priorities have led to the view that building new skyscrapers, which have outstanding
appearances, is a primary solution, rather than reflecting on conserving the uniqueness of the city by
means of responding to the existing landscape heritage or rearranging the current urban identity [13].

This paper aims to respond to landscape identity by investigating it in the contemporary context
of the rapid urban development in China and to develop a conceptual landscape identity assessment
framework that can be applied to benefit urban planning and design in practice. This is significant in
the context of Chinese urban development in providing potential for Chinese urban developers to better
protect and improve their landscape identity in a continuously changing Chinese urban environment.

The objectives of this paper are to:

• Review the literature of landscape identity in relation to the Chinese urban development context,
which exemplifies the problem of loss of landscape identity in Chinese cities.

• Develop a conceptual framework to help practitioners gain better knowledge of the term in
contemporary Chinese urban development practice.

• Carry out interviews using the conceptual framework to assess landscape identity in Yantai; these
interviews will also serve as a verification of the feasibility and applicability of this framework.

The outcome of the paper will be to:

• Present a better explanation of the definition of landscape identity and its conceptual framework
relevant to the context of the urbanisation in China.

• Suggest the practicality of the study’s results concerning the loss of landscape identity in Chinese
city development.

Through such a case study, the importance of understanding landscape identity relevant to the
context of Chinese urban development is discussed, from which a conceptual framework is developed.
This will have the potential, when further developed and empirically studied and upgraded, to be
beneficial for Chinese urban and landscape designers to understand and evaluate landscape identity.
It is also likely to play an important role in decision-making.

2. Understanding Landscape Identity in Chinese Urban Development

Landscape identity in this paper represents landscape appearance at small-scale places, such
as city quarters or the street level, to provide features that create a recognisable image of the place
and its residents to differentiate from other places. It provides special feelings through physical,
social, sensory and memory perspectives; such feelings include both positive and negative emotions.
This section introduces the core research problem and reviews the relevant literature to: gain a deeper
understanding of the term landscape identity and form a conceptual framework that is responsive to
China’s problem of landscape identity loss.

In the last ten years, globalisation has affected the physical development of cities. During the
process of modernisation, China has adopted paradigmatic urban planning approach and design
elements without adequate analysis and localisation [14]. Thus, disorder and imbalance in the
cityscapes have emerged while the urban tradition has been terminated [11]. Medium- and high-rise
buildings have been abruptly introduced to Chinese cities, and natural elements have been sacrificed for
roads and other infrastructure required by contemporary urban development [15]. This has destroyed
a lot of traditional public spaces that previously acted as the intermedia for local culture, eliminating
much of the neighbourly human contact. Furthermore, local elements that have significant historical
meanings and heritages have also been destroyed due to such modernisation. The earlier colonisation



Land 2020, 9, 298 3 of 18

(more detail in Appendix A), the subsequent modernisation and the now overwhelming globalisation
have led to the disruption of historical, cultural and social structures, which may be one of the two
main reasons for the progressive loss of landscape identity in Chinese cities, while the apathy of city
dwellers towards the tangible and intangible urban heritage may be the other [12]. Therefore, it is
demanding but important to protect, improve and even create landscape identity in the contemporary
context of rapid urban development in China, as it expresses the uniqueness of the city that makes it
distinguished among many cities.

Landscape is also considered from the past to the future; historical and future considerations have
also played an important role in defining landscape identity. Among those Chinese cities experiencing
problems with regard to loss of landscape identity, Yantai has been typical. A typical example of
how Yantai lost an aspect of its landscape identity is the government’s decision to convert its famous
golden-white sand bay into a central-square landmark. In 2003, the Binhai Square was approved by the
Yantai government in order to create a city parlour and provide space for large events for the citizens,
as well as complete the construction as a political achievement. Although the construction of this area
was based on the protection of old buildings and their surrounding environment and continuation of
historical context, little attention was paid to the context of nature; the coastline of the beach has been
notably changed into artificial terraces. Meanwhile, high-rise buildings have sprung up around the
area. Local social activities such as swimming, fishing and other beach activities have thus vanished.
Although non-local visitors see the square as a good place from which to view the sea, local people
express nostalgia for the old days when they could ‘interact’ with the sea and the beach (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Pre- (2003) and Post-Reconstruction (2015) of Yantai Golden Withe San Bay (Yantai City
Planning Exhibition Hall). In 2003, the natural shoreline of the sandy bay was replaced by a
man-made plaza.

From the perspective of the users of the landscape, as people contribute to landscape identities
from social and cultural perspectives, landscape identity has been seen to unite inhabitants and
distinguish them from those from other areas by local residents [16]. Lynch [17] and Proshansky [18]
highlight the importance of interaction between people and the landscape, pointing out that the
identity created through such interaction provides value to support people’s lives. However, China’s
landscape identity problem not only relates to the physical side of the environment, but also to the
balance between society and the relevant physical appearance. As such, Korpela [19] tried to focus
more on the social contribution of landscape identity. He concluded that memory and time experience
with the local landscape have a great impact on people’s self-esteem and sense of coherence in the local
community. Cuba and Hummon [20] also analysed how different social and environmental factors
discriminate identification characteristics across the landscape from the aspects of local dwellings,
community and the region. The example of the golden-white sand bay in Yantai described above
explicitly shows the impact that changing the physical appearance has had on the local people’s social
dwelling and community.
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Apart from the physically related aspects of landscape, history is also an important factor that
contributes to landscape identity. Devine–Wright and Lyons [21] and Paasi [22] all discussed the
significance of historical heritage from both place and society memory in terms of constructing
landscape identities. They point out that peoples’ identity is shaped through spiritual interaction with
many intangible aspects of landscape environments, which varies from person to person due to his
social and demographic attributes such as social class, religion, ethnicity and gender. With regard
to relations between landscape appearance and society, Jorgensen et al. [23], assessed local people’s
perceptions of the aesthetic and community aspects of the local landscape, suggesting that their
satisfaction and living experience makes a strong contribution to the formation of the identity, which
also increases the attachment felt by local residents. Other research emphasises how valuable landscape
characteristics impact the formation of personal behaviour and local culture [24,25]. Yantai also
shows how a change of historical landscape appearance impacts on local people’s memory and their
satisfaction levels.

2.1. Aspects of Landscape Identity

From the Yantai example, we can see that there are multiple aspects of landscape identity: physical
impact, social meanings and society and cultural constructions. Similarly, Loupa Ramos et al. [26]
proposed a transactional model of landscape identity underlining the importance of both the physical
landscape and people’s perception. This mutual and dynamic interaction is characterised by two
levels: a sphere of perceptions, which refers to the perceived character of a landscape as a mentally
constructed entity [27], and a sphere of action, which describes how the landscape and society interact
with actions that might stimulate bonds between the people and their surroundings [8,28]. However,
with regard to the loss of landscape identity in China, it is not sufficient to only analyse the term from a
single aspect: a dynamic, conceptual framework that identifies the inter-relationships between all the
perspectives of landscape identity is required. Such a framework needs to show the impacts of each
aspect on the others and be able to reveal all the relationships and the features of each aspect.

Physical and Spatial Aspects: Gualtieri [29] and Mansvelt and Pedroli [30] declared ‘place identity’
to be the basic physical–human interaction between people and the physical environment. The broad
sense of the physical world includes both the physical properties of the settings and the involvements,
memories and symbolic meanings. It is identified to be an intrinsic quality of people’s perceptions of
landscape [31–33]. How people ascribe identity to their environment has been described as landscape
character [34,35] or landscape identity [36]. The main focus here appears to be on the spatial scale.
Such spatial characteristics have been divided into place identity and regional identity levels [37], with
place identity referring to a smaller scale in the landscape, particularly to striking unique or historical
objects that attract people’s attention, for example church towers, farms and rivers. Regional identity
refers to the larger scale and is more attached to geographical, natural and cultural heritage.

Social and Cultural Aspects: early studies [38,39] introduced personal identity as a philosophical
concept in the 1970s. Originally, the term related to how people recognise one another by their
appearance, e.g., their physical appearance, their voices or how they behave. It is also recognised
as a bond to personal history and experiences [40]. In later years, personal identity was oriented to
the field of landscape architecture by a further research study by Proshansky [18], which redefined
personal identity as how the inhabitants of landscapes perceive physical settings around them that
are derived from the aspects of the physical world described above and life experiences of their own.
A common definition of personal identity in landscape research field is the perception of an individual
interacting with the physical characteristics of the place [18,41]. Belk [42] and Sack [43] also described
it with embodiment of phenomena related to the people in some kind of environment, such as the
roles people play in the place, the groups to which they belong and the concrete places in their mind.
Culture is important to the formation of landscape identity. The study of Oktay [44] noted that it is
not enough to just walk in the streets and squares to learn about a place; participating in the lives
of the local residents is also necessary. Culture plays an indispensable role in the formation of local
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characteristics and identity. A later study by Krause [45] focused on two sides of the landscape, the
spatial and structural characteristics, as well as the cultural aesthetic expressions, both of which are
relevant to the development of landscape identity. The landscape identity of a city includes not only
the culture of the city but also its uniqueness in the regional environment. Specifically, the history of
the city, including but not limited to its events and people, also influences and participates in shaping
the identity of the city [46,47].

Based on the core aspects identified, we have found that the framework introduced by Stobbelaar
and Pedroli [48] is particularly useful in developing a conceptual framework of landscape identity
for Chinese urban development. They consider landscape identity as the unique psycho-sociological
perception of a place defined in a spatial–cultural space. They introduced four different identity terms
that contribute to such perception as: existential, spatial, personal and cultural identities; and also
established a distinct, specific differentiation between the terms:

• Existential Identity is more concerned with the physicality that people perceive in their local place.
• Spatial Identity is based on the view that people identify landscapes by their characteristics of

forms, patterns and elements, and is more concerned with the way people’s identity associates
with their environment [49].

• Personal Identity is more concerned with the feeling of one person in a particular place on
their own.

• Cultural Identity is about some kind of narrative that is derived from people’s consensus of
local landscapes.

The four identities capture the essence of landscape identity that is especially relevant to the
context of Chinese landscape identity. As described in the first paragraph of this section, they interact
dynamically to influence both landscape identity and people’s perception of the physical landscape
from two aspects: sphere of perception and action. Therefore, it is not sufficient to only evaluate
the four identities separately in the context of exploring the Chinese landscape identity. Hence, for
this to be developed into a conceptual model with the potential for application, this essence and the
dynamic interaction needs to be expressed in terms of the four identity relationships. These provide
the foundations upon which to develop a provisional conceptual framework for application to the
research problem:

• Personal–Existential: in this relationship, the personal meanings of a landscape lie in the
associations and memories attached to the landscape [50,51]. Such self-identity should
continuously be confirmed and changed through the interaction between people and their
social and physical environments [21,52–54].

• Cultural–Existential: a place can help people to sense the mutual connection between themselves
by means of envisaged images of a collective future, hence forming a community that shares
similar inter-personal values [55]. Through such processes, places are used by local populations
for celebratory, commemorative or recreational activities, creating a new culture in the community
which is regarded as important to their society’s characteristics [56,57].

• Cultural–Spatial: this relationship focuses on the features that distinguish one region from
another [58]. In such a perspective, physical features can be observed by everyone, such as spatial
composition, vegetation and wildlife.

• Personal–Spatial: such interaction emphasises the importance of the landscape for an individual’s
recognition and his means of orientation within it. Such identity relates to the features of the
landscape’s physical appearance that can be observed by everyone, but which are not of equal
importance to everyone [17,59].

2.2. Identification of Landscape Identity in Chinese Urban Development

The four identity relationships have representational power for different purposes on different
stakeholders under different circumstances. However, challenges remain when it comes to the
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identification of landscape identity through such inter-relationship models, as it could be confusing
when asking a participant to identify a relationship in real-life projects. In essence, how are we going
to identify such relationships in real-life practical projects? Research that aims to provide answers to
evaluating landscape identity through such relationships is interview-based. To make this achievable
with non-specialist participants, the relationships are translated into more visualised, noticeable and
recordable aspects that can be obtained through social research methods, e.g., participants’ interviews.
It can be seen that each identity relationship has its own focus: the personal–existential is focused on
the sensory feeling that people have through their interaction with the surrounding environment; the
cultural–existential emphasises the reflection of local cultural and historical factors; the cultural–spatial
focuses on the meanings of culture and history embedded in people’s memory, and how such memory
affects local environment through human–environment interaction; and the personal–spatial reflects the
importance of the landscape’s physical appearance in providing people with their meanings. This paper,
therefore, will use physical, social, sensory and memory aspects as reflections of the relationships described
above. The reasons are:

• Physical Aspects (Personal–Spatial): in all the relative identities, it is clear that physical aspects are
a major aspect of landscape identity and act as the major medium that reflects the personal–spatial
identity relationship [60]. The main focus is on the physicality that people perceive and the
gratification they gain in their local place [17,48,59]. Thus, of all the identities, physicality is the
most basic to explore. The term physical aspect is used to describe the surrounding geographical
features, as well as other visible and concrete embodiments in the local environment, such as the
way the place is formed and the style of architecture. Most importantly, it acts as the medium
through which people interact with the surrounding environment. The physical aspects mainly
consist of the architectural environment and the landscape environment. For example, this
includes housing types and settlement patterns.

• Social Aspects (Cultural–Existential): the inhabitants of the urban landscape are essential.
The significance of social activities in the process of the identification and evaluation of community
identities was demonstrated by Tajfel [61] in 1978, whose study developed the idea that social
aspects of landscape identity are the synthesis of certain associations in people’s daily lives.
These associations are based on people’s physical environment, events and place history.
The cultural–existential identity relationship focuses on how people contribute to the environment
to make it more attractive and distinguishable to the outside world [48]. To some extent, it is
because of the specific interrelationship between people and place that a place is given a unique
identity [17,41,62–66]. Namely, when social activities take place in the landscape, a unique identity
is also formed. For instance, an annual festival that takes place only in a particular region is
often regarded as being the cultural identity of the place; that may become a unignorable part
with which to assess the landscape identity. Therefore, social aspects become a reflection of the
cultural–existential identity relationship in landscape identity.

• Sensory Aspects (Personal–Existential): an individual identifies the landscape within a site as
special largely because some events or experiences recorded in their biography are related to
the place [50,51]. Everyone has their own past life experiences, integrating the local landscape
with their own personal meaning that can be referred to as sensory. The personal–existential
relationship is reflected through such sensory aspects. The connection with the place can serve
as the significance to the sense landscape. As the inhabitants of the landscape are essential, the
personal–existential relationship plays a major role in the sense people get from where they dwell.
Feelings about daily life and the surrounding environment contribute to the formation of this
relationship [65], which is about the ability to provide psychological comfort [67–69]. Hence,
sensory aspects focus on the way people identify the place. People’s immediate sensory perception
of the place endows it with a certain identity, from the source of which it can be concluded that
the people who use the place create the specific identity for it.
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• Memory Aspects (Cultural–Spatial): the cultural–spatial relationship focuses on the uniqueness
of cultural meanings that derive from people’s daily lives. A community living in a particular
area for a long period of time generally leaves considerable heritage [70], which includes tangible
heritage, such as historical relics and monuments, as well as intangible heritage, such as spirit and
history. However, both spiritual and material aspects are fragments and reflections of local history,
which is deeply intertwined with and influences local people’s memories. One of the easiest
ways to determine the uniqueness of communities in history is to examine their cultures [70].
The term culture is largely embedded into, and formed by, people’s memory. It has been cast
into autobiographical memories [71] and sociobiographical memories [72], where the former is
based on the perspective of individual observers, while the latter is based on consensual social
narratives. For individuals, since they can absorb and learn pre-birth history from social memories,
the interactive relationships between people and their local environment can be developed from
shared memories; hence, local culture can be formed [65,73].

With this four-aspects conceptual framework, Stobbelaar and Pedroli’s model is developed into
visible elements. Taking the personal–existential relationship as an example, the sensory aspect (in the
new conceptual framework) not only emphasises people’s feelings with regard to the surrounding
landscape, but also evolves through time as the intertwining relationship deepens. Hence, this aspect
covers personal identity, existential identity and also expresses the personal–existential relationship.
Most importantly, for the purpose of this study, it is easy to interview participants, and it is easy
for these participants to understand and express their opinions regarding the interview questions.
Hence, such a framework has the potential to help practitioners gain a deeper understanding of local
landscape identity.

Based on the previous literature review with regard to the context of Chinese urban development,
this paper adopts the definition of landscape identity as the result of the mutual interaction between
landscape and people, as integrated concepts considering existential, spatial, personal and cultural
identities that have inseparable connections. It should also be pointed out that the four aspects
of landscape identity can be perceived by users, hence there are two states: positive and negative.
But these two are not either/or. In the following field study, we discuss how to view the balance between
them and how they work together in a place’s landscape identity. The four-aspects framework forms
the provisional conceptual framework of landscape identity, and will provide provisional guidelines
for practical identification in the Chinese urban development process. To gain a better understanding
of landscape identity in urban Chinese cities, the main issue is how to study and identify the local
landscape identity in such a way at to not only show the factors that influence local landscape identity,
but also to represent the inter-relationships between the factors. With such issues, the new practical
four-factor conceptual framework has the potential to address this requirement.

3. Methodology

The aim of the paper is to gain a deeper understanding of landscape identity with regard to the
context of Chinese urban development, and also to explore how it can be operationalised to help
practitioners make better decisions. Hence, the research used interviews to pilot the applicability
of the conceptual framework by providing a foundation for the development of an interview-based
method of data gathering. Yantai was chosen due to its typical representative nature to the problem of
landscape identity loss in China (see Appendix A).

3.1. Study Site

To test the efficiency of the four-aspect framework developed, we chose the Yantai Hill area
(Figure 2) as the study site due to its strong representation in all the major landscape identity aspects.
The replaced sandy bay mentioned above is located in this area. The area is famous for its rich
history and diverse physical architecture and cultures ascribed to the settlement of ethnic and foreign
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businesses [74] (Figure 3). Most importantly, the area has been viewed as the pioneer district during
the last decade, when Yantai experienced extremely rapid city transformation.
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3.2. Participant Groups

Onsite interviews were carried out with local and non-local participants to gather data on the
preferences of different participants. Many existing studies show the importance of examining and
comparing the preferences of local residents and non-local visitors separately. Even though the
landscape is the same, sometimes preferences can vary significantly, depending on how different
people react to it [75–77]. It is also common that there is a mismatch between the actual residency and
the individual’s identity involving a place [78]. This also suggests the necessity of investigating the
cognition of the same landscape by different groups participating in local social activities [79].

3.3. Group Size and Interview Process

Shinebourne [80] and Watts and Stenner [81] established that, on a normal project of qualitative
research, relatively robust data would come from at least 40-60 participants. Therefore, in this study,
50 local residents and 50 non-local tourists were recruited and interviewed on the spot. During the
interview process, the participants were guided along the study site and pointed out elements they
thought represented the local landscape from the four aspects—physical, social, sensory and memory.
They were encouraged to express positive feelings but also to point out elements that made them feel
uncomfortable. The elements were recorded on paper and the conversations were recorded using a
digital recorder for later analysis.

3.4. Statistical Analysis

For later quantitative analysis, the elements that participants mentioned (Figure 4) were categorised
into eight groups, according to the semantics: Physical(+); Social(+); Sensory(+); Memory(+);
Physical(−); Social(−); Sensory(−); Memory(−). The number of mentions for each of the elements was
counted. The proportions of four aspects (Physical, Social, Sensory and Memory) were calculated
in both positive(+) and negative(−) dimensions to indicate the characteristics of different landscape
identities in these locations. A Hierarchical Cluster Algorithm (HCA) was conducted to classify these
locations. The HCA creates a hierarchy of clusters and therefore does not need to pre-specify the
number of clusters; the results can be easily visualised using a tree-based representation called a
dendrogram [82]. The comprehensive landscape identity assessment of these locations resulted in both
positive and negative statistical values. The comprehensive results were ranked to obtain excellent
cases in the same category. Both positive or negative landscape identity may catch people’s attention,
because preferences vary across different groups [75–77]. In order to reveal the relationship between
landscape identity and the different groups (local and non-local) who were interested in these locations,
correlation analysis was applied between the proportions of different groups and the four aspects (in
both positive and negative dimensions). IBM SPSS Statistics 20 was used for data analysis.
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Figure 4. (a) and (b) show all the elements that participants mentioned during onsite interviewing,
some of which were merged by location.

4. Result

Based on the elements selected and the reasons for selection, all the participants’ opinions were
standardised and organised into an overall assessment table for interpolation (Figure 5). Selections
of each location were categorised into ‘Positive’ and ‘Negative’ opinions (left axis). In each category,
the number of participant selections was standardised into a percentage based on the category’s total
selection. The selection difference between positive and negative opinions was marked using the red
line (right axis). For example, with Haian Street at the left end of the table, a red line below 0 (right
axis) means more participants viewed this location as a negative landscape identity. Among each
category, more than 50% in the positive selection preferred its social aspect, and around 50% of the
negative opinion focused on its physical aspect. The table clearly visualises the preference at each
studied location via the red line, and the proportion bar shows the corresponding contribution that
each landscape identity aspect has towards the positive and negative identities.

We then performed an HCA using Ward’s Algorithm [83] on the results table to cluster all the
studied locations into six different location clusters, A to F (Figure 5). The dotted horizontal line
denotes the cut-off for the clusters.

• Cluster A: In this cluster, positive perceptions of landscape identity involved Physical, Social,
Sensory and Memory elements, while negative perceptions of landscape identity mainly
concentrated on Sensory and Physical aspects. Among these types of locations, people with higher
comprehensive evaluation values had fewer or no negative landscape identities, while the four
dimensions of positive landscape identities were more average. The landscape included Marine
Plants and Animals, Square Ground Sculptures, the Golden Gulf Hotel, the Anchor Sculpture, the
Lighthouse, the Binhai Square Architectural Building Complex, the Musical Fountain Square and
Zhangyu Wine Cultural Museum.
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• Cluster B: In this cluster, positive perception of landscape identity involved Physical, Social
and Memory dimensions, while negative landscape perceptions mainly concentrated on the
Memory element. Among these types of places, people with higher comprehensive evaluation
values perceived many positive social landscapes. The landscape included Chaoyang Street, the
Cross Street Area, Guangren Lane, the Haian Street Ancient Architectural Building Complex and
Binhai Square.

• Cluster C: In this cluster, Social aspects dominated the landscape identity, regardless of whether
the perception was positive or negative. On the other hand, the larger the proportion of the
Sensory aspect, the higher the comprehensive evaluation value. The landscape included the
Seagull Pavilion Complex, the Beach, Yantai Hill and the Sea.

• Cluster D: In this cluster, Physical aspects dominated the landscape identity with both positive
and negative perceptions. The overall evaluation of this part was low.

• Cluster E: In this cluster, positive landscape perception was mostly Physical and Social elements,
while negative landscape perception was based on the Physical aspect. Among these types of
locations, places with a large proportion of positive Social perceptions were also relatively highly
evaluated. The landscape included the Sails Pavilion, the Stone Cubical and the Coastline.

• Cluster F: In this cluster, very few positive landscape identities could be identified. A small
number of recognised landscape identities were Physical, and all negative landscape perceptions
were Physical aspects. Among such locations, the overall evaluation was low, and the slightly
better locations (the Kelidum Hotel, the Historical Post Office and the Tide Fountain Square) all
involved two or more types of landscape aspects in the positive landscape identification.Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 19 
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One of the advantages of this overall assessment table (Figure 6) is the clarity of the importance
of each element in embodying the landscape identity, which can be judged by the location of the red
line on the chart. The vertical bar charts show which of the four aspects of landscape identity the
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positive and negative assessments of the different places focused on. Hence, the table clearly presents
the results of the identification and assessment of landscape identities.
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Figure 6. Overall Assessment Table.

Apart from the overall assessment of landscape identity, for all 48 different locations, a Pearson’s
Correlation analysis was carried out on the percentages of each preference category (positive/negative)
and participant groups with different backgrounds (local/non-local) (Table 1). The results show that
Memory aspects are significantly correlated with positive landscape identity for local participants.
Among these 48 locations, the higher the proportion of local people in the sample of participants, the
more positive landscape identities are related to the Memory aspects. Apart from this, the other items
have no significant correlation. This shows that memory is an important factor for local residents to
perceive landscape identity.

Table 1. Correlation Table.

Positive Negative

Physical
Aspect

Social
Aspect

Sensory
Aspect

Memory
Aspect

Physical
Aspect

Social
Aspect

Sensory
Aspect

Memory
Aspect

Local
Pearson Correlation −0.157 0.000 0.175 0.445 ** −0.236 0.040 0.149 0.270

Sig.(2-tailed) 0.286 0.998 0.234 0.002 0.107 0.786 0.312 0.063
N 48 48 48 48 48 48 48 48

Non-local
Pearson Correlation 0.157 0.000 −0.175 −0.445 ** 0.236 −0.040 −0.149 −0.270

Sig.(2-tailed) 0.286 0.998 0.234 0.002 0.107 0.786 0.312 0.063
N 48 48 48 48 48 48 48 48

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

5. Discussion

This study has undertaken an exploration of the current knowledge in landscape identity against
the background of emergent concerns over loss of landscape identity in approaches to Chinese city
development. In particular, the paper focuses on the formation of a new concept of landscape identity
relevant to this context. The results from the methodology provided two main findings in relation to
the research aim: one is the development of a provisional conceptual framework of landscape identity
from the literature to suit the context of Chinese urban development; the second is the insight it can
potentially deliver, in terms of landscape identity in the Chinese context.
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5.1. Conceptual Framework Development

The conceptual framework can only be considered provisional until it has been tested in the field,
and so a study based on interviews has been developed and applied to provide an initial test. This test
has enabled the conceptual framework and its operational method to be refined in the following ways:

• The data obtained in the field work of this study were all adapted to the four aspects of the
framework. This shows the potential of the conceptual framework in terms of helping to investigate
landscape identity with regard to the Chinese context.

• Rather than consider each aspect of the new conceptual framework separately, the study shows how
to consider the relationships between aspects so that they provide more meaningful explanations
to local landscape identity.

• The study shows a new way to investigate all four aspects of landscape identity together.
For example, how each identified location has expressed its power in terms of the four aspects,
and how they affect each other.

• Through the interview process the conceptual framework was further refined to be understood by
the participants, so they could meaningfully engage with the concept during the interview process.

5.2. Reflection and Application of Landscape Identity in the Chinese Context

The overall assessment table clearly shows that the top ten landscape identity elements have
the majority of the selections. Each of these elements has its own focus in terms of the landscape
identity aspects. For example, Binhai Square is the most recognisable landscape identity element at the
study site, and the chart shows that its social aspect representation power takes the majority of the
area. The sea is ranked second and has the sensory element chosen as its major presenting form. Also,
Zhangyu Wine Cultural Museum occupies a big part of people’s memory. It is obvious that in the top
ten landscape identities, the majority of the overall selection quantities comprise social aspects, which
implies that the study site’s landscape identity focusses on its social aspects; it has more meaning to
the people because of the activities they have carried out at the local site. Simultaneously, cultural and
sensory aspects also affect the local landscape identity.

Moreover, it is explicitly shown by the overall assessment of landscape identity that the major
negative feelings that people have toward the landscape identity is with regard to the Physical aspect.
This can be observed from the blue section across all the negative charts. Most of the buildings on
Haian Street are old or in a state of disrepair, while street pavements, old facilities and grocery shops
are poorly managed.

In summary, the representational elements of the different aspects of landscape identity at the
study site are all related to its physical locations: the activities that take place on the site, the attractive
nightscape and the people’s memories of the local history have all become integral parts of the
landscape identity. All the sites studied exhibited this interaction between people and the environment
that manifests itself in four stages: first, people come to a place in the hope of benefiting from its
geographical features; second, the place houses the daily activities and experiences of these users; then
people respond to and change the place based on their own iterative requirements; and finally, the
timeline of the place and the users evolves, forming the local history and local landscape identity. In the
generation of landscape identity, the four aspects mentioned above often interact to drive the evolution.

The findings have to be considered provisional because the conceptual framework is a model in
development and more research is needed to refine it further, and because the findings only relate to
one case-study area. However, taking these limitations into account, it is reasonable to assume that the
insights into landscape identity in the Chinese context may come to focus particularly on the issues below,
which could be verified and further developed through more research in different Chinese city contexts:

• Is the conceptual framework applicable to all sites in China?
• For the dynamic feature of landscape identity, how could the conceptual framework reflect the

change of identities over time (e.g., summer vs. winter), even on a small scale?
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• Under which circumstances will the interviews generate acceptable results? The site working
conditions for this study were sunny weather and an open field of vision. Would adverse weather
conditions and a limited visual field affect the interview results?

• Would the conceptual framework generate similar results if the interviews were carried out offsite?

As further research on these issues are addressed, the result is that the gradually improved
conceptual framework can be better used to guide designing or decision making. For the former,
the proportion of the four aspects enables landscape designers to clearly understand what a place
needs to pay attention to in order to keep or create the landscape identity; for the latter, the role of this
conceptual framework is more specific: local government is the sole developer of all urban projects in
China; hence it is imperative that they adopt appropriate standards to guide their decision in order to
protect from the vast loss of landscape identities in the city. The investigation of positive and negative
attitudes in the framework can be used to assess the condition of landscape identity, while cluster
analysis may be helpful for urban planning and management by looking for more rules of similar
places and adopting targeted management methods. Therefore, the definition of landscape identity
and its framework can help developers to understand the importance of landscape identity and make
them more alert to potential problems when carrying out certain development projects. Otherwise,
due to vast inappropriate development, local residents may decide to move out of their own city to
seek a better living standard elsewhere. However, the migration of population is affected by more
factors, and landscape identity is not decisive. But ignoring it will still bring more adverse effects, such
as the loss of intangible cultural heritage.

6. Conclusions

This study illustrates landscape identity as an indicator of many physical and spiritual elements,
which not only helps to identify the uniqueness of a local place, but also has the potential to enhance
the connection between the place and its users. Due to the dynamic nature of the term and a lack of
efficient specific identification methods for Chinese urban cities, Chinese cities have suffered a loss
of landscape identity in the past. Such a change in landscape has made people feel less attached to
their environment and has created an identity crisis in local places in China. In response, this paper
delivers a deeper understanding of landscape identity of Chinese urban environments by means of a
conceptual framework, with potential for planning and design practice. The conceptual framework
of landscape identity is developed in practice in terms of obtaining meaningful data for analysis
and is easy to understand by the interview participants. It has also been shown that this conceptual
framework shows potential for landscape identity to be further investigated in a typical Chinese city.
More importantly, it has the potential to help reveal possible beneficial practices that could be used to
enhance the bond between the local environment and its people.

Considering the importance of landscape identity in China, the four-aspects conceptual framework
development focuses on the aspects that are most influential and easily observable to people: physical,
social, sensory and memory. Although this focus needs to be considered with some caution due to the
developmental nature of the conceptual framework, with further research the potential implications
for Chinese urban development practice might be to investigate the influential factors relating to local
landscape and improve the negative factors, thereby increasing the bond between people and their
local environment. Generally, this study concludes that the concept of landscape identity for Chinese
urban development and its research requires the employment of a conceptual framework that can
be applied in practice to identify and assess landscape identity. The research has shown that the
four-aspects concept has the potential to strengthen the understanding of landscape identity in China,
offering potential applications in sustainable development of other Chinese urban cities, protecting
and improving their landscape identity.
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Appendix A. Yantai: One of the Colonised Cities in Recent History of China

In recent history of China, many cities were colonized, such as Tianjin, Hong Kong and Macao.
There had also been Concessions in Shanghai. These colonized cities were either in the northeast,
occupied by Japan during World War II, or on the east and south coasts, where convenient shipping
supported trade. In 1858, Yantai open as treaty port of Shandong province. Yantai is located in the
northeast of Shandong Peninsula, surrounded by the sea on three sides, so the shipping transportation
is very convenient. Before the industrial development, the main production activity had been fishing.
Later, due to the development of maritime grain transport, Yantai’s military importance was enhanced.

One of the signs to measure the modernization of a city is the urban construction. Before Yantai
opened, the size of the city was small and the infrastructures were poor, even without a trading
market. The prosperity of maritime trade activities accelerated the development of commerce, industry
and processing industry, hence new urban areas were increasingly formed. Foreign missionaries,
businessmen and government officials came to Yantai one after another; they bought land or
“permanently rented” land for the construction of schools, churches, banks and consulates, etc.,
thus Yantai appeared buildings with modern Western characteristics. Since then, the traditional fishing
and agriculture culture, the modern industrial culture and the foreign western culture have all played
a role in the urban construction of Yantai. It has been more than a century since the port was opened,
foreign western culture, especially the old buildings that can be preserved, has been highly integrated
with the old city of Yantai and became physically part of the Yantai’s landscape identity. They have
been incorporated into the memory of generations of indigenous people and can be perceived as a
culture of the city.

Yantai thrived thanks to the development of commerce and industry. However, due to the same
location conditions in Shandong Peninsula, other cities such as Qingdao were also developing shipping,
which made the competition very fierce. At the start of the 21st century, the old industry began to
transform to the new industry, which brought a tough period to Yantai. Up to now, Yantai Development
Zone is still exploring the urban regeneration mode with the renovation of old factories as the main
measure. Yantai has a regional population of 7.12 million in 2020, while fewer than 5 million live in
urban areas. If the urban development is not reasonable, it is bound to be difficult to maintain the
population advantage.
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