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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of revitalization projects on the multi-
dimensional vibrancy of historic districts, with a primary focus on the Hefei City
God Temple District and comparative analyses of three similar cases: Shanghai
City God Temple, Xi'an Capital City God Temple, and Nanjing Confucius
Temple. An explanatory sequential mixed-methods design was employed to
assess cultural, social, and economic vibrancy, integrating GIS spatial analysis,
stakeholder questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and text mining of
Dianping reviews.

Findings revealed that Hefei’s revitalization achieved significant physical space
restoration, including infrastructure upgrades and architectural preservation, but
concurrently led to a decline in intangible cultural vibrancy, as evidenced by the
homogenization of cultural activities and displacement of traditional crafts.
Socially, formal interactions were enhanced through improved public spaces
and organized events, yet informal public engagement was eroded due to the
removal of spontaneous gathering spots and street vending. Economically,
while a boost in commercial activity was observed, rising rents, the
disappearance of specialized markets, and the proliferation of homogenized
retail have threatened its long-term sustainability.

Drawing on the Hefei case and conducting cross-case comparisons, it was
concluded that the success of historic district revitalization depends on a
context-sensitive strategy that balances physical upgrades with the preservation
of cultural authenticity and the fostering of social cohesion. This approach is
critical to addressing the tensions between development and heritage
conservation, ensuring vibrancy is sustained across cultural, social, and

economic dimensions.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Background

After the Second World War, economic recovery and resumption of production
led to an increased recognition of the importance of historic heritage
conservation. Afterwards, the focus of conservation shifted from individual
buildings to their surroundings and historic districts. In China, experts already
advocated for the preservation of magnificent historic buildings before the
1950s. However, due to political factors and the priority pursuit of rapid
urbanization, it was not until the 1980s that China aligned itself with global
trends in heritage conservation (Ruan and Sun, 2001). Since then, many
scholars have introduced Western theories of heritage conservation to China,
while the country's focus on heritage has gradually shifted from magnificent
buildings and historic cities to historic districts at the meso level. In the 1990s,
the burgeoning real estate market led to a surge in the construction of old city
lots, resulting in the destruction of many historic districts in favour of new
constructions (Ruan and Gu, 2004). Over the past two decades, urban
revitalization initiatives have gained momentum to stop this destruction and
enhance the infrastructure and spatial quality of historic districts. Notable
projects include Xi‘an City God Temple, Shanghai City God Temple, and Nanjing
Confucius Temple. However, many revitalization projects in historic districts
have only achieved hardware upgrading but failed to enhance vibrancy, leading
to “colder” streets and the erosion of district character.

Throughout China's history, City God Temples have been prevalent in many
cities, serving as central districts for religious activities and public life (Zhang,
2018). Despite substantial damage from wars and political movements, these
temples continue to serve as carriers of collective memory for citizens. The

Hefei City God Temple District stands as a representative case among a wide



range of historic districts in China. Located in the urban center, it integrates
diverse elements, including commerce, culture, daily life, and heritage (Chen,
2020). The revitalization of the Hefei City God Temple also represents the
aspiration of a group of historic districts with considerable heritage value to
achieve infrastructure renovation and neighbourhood revitalization. However,
many of these revitalization efforts have experienced a decline in both
popularity and cultural significance, reflecting a broader loss of vibrancy and

failing to meet public expectations regarding commercial and heritage value.

1.2 Research Objectives and Significance

This research seeks to assess the impact of revitalization projects on the
vibrancy of historic districts. It focuses on the Hefei City God Temple as the
primary case study, while undertaking a comparative analysis with other similar
Chinese contexts, including the Shanghai City God Temple, Xi'an Capital City
God Temple, and Nanjing Confucius Temple. The study investigates the
changes in historic districts following revitalization and the effects of these
changes on the tangible and intangible aspects of urban vibrancy valued by
diverse stakeholders. It identifies the deficiencies in revitalization projects that
negatively affect urban vibrancy. Employing a mixed-methods approach which
integrates quantitative and qualitative approaches, the research evaluates the
vibrancy of historic districts from multiple perspectives, including those of
residents, tourists, and workers. The findings aim to assist historic districts
facing vibrancy loss in identifying their shortcomings and inform upcoming
revitalization programs. Additionally, as current Chinese guidelines for the
preservation and revitalization of historic districts prioritize physical space
preservation, this study will offer insights for enhancing these policies, both

within China and in the broader region.



1.3 Research Questions

The main research question is: What is the impact of revitalization projects on

the vibrancy of historic districts in terms of cultural, social, and economic

dimensions?

The specific research questions are as follows:

1. How are cultural, social, and economic dimensions integrated into
assessments of urban vibrancy in historic districts?

2. Which specific measures and evaluation systems can be used in assessing
the success of revitalization projects in historic districts?

3. How do various stakeholders (residents, tourists, and workers) perceive the
change of vibrancy as an outcome of the urban revitalization project at Hefei

City God Temple?

1.4 Site Introduction

1.4.1 Research Scope

Situated in the core of Luyang District's old urban area, the Hefei City God
Temple District is bounded by Anging Road (south), Huaihe Road (north),
Huogiu Road (central axis), Lu’an Road (east), and Mengcheng Road (west),
spanning 18 hectares.

This study focuses on the main area of the Hefei City God Temple District. The
district integrates religious structures (e.g., the City God Temple, Sihui Tower),
commercial complexes (e.g., Antique Market, City God Temple Mall), and
residential areas, though fragmented land ownership and mixed land uses
(commercial, residential, educational) hinder functional integration. Traffic
congestion persists due to narrow secondary roads (e.g., Huaihe Road: 22m

width) and illegal parking, despite recent infrastructure upgrades.
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Fig 1. The research scope of Hefei City God Temple District
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1.4.2 History and Heritage Value

Statement of significance

The Hefei City God Temple District is the material and spiritual embodiment of
Hefei's historical evolution, integrating religion, commerce, folklore, and
architectural art. Its core significance lies in the preservation of a unique fusion
between a Daoist ceremonial complex and Luzhou-style commercial streets.
This heritage site bears witness to City God Temple's continuing identity as a
historical religious and trading district, while serving as a living center for
collective memory and social activities.

1) Historic value

Established in 1051 AD (Northern Song Dynasty), the temple complex survived
damage during the Taiping Rebellion (1854) and post-1949 neglect. It retains
Ming-Qing architectural elements such as the opera stage, main hall, and Sihui

Tower. lts revival in the 1980s as a wholesale market exemplifies China’s
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transition from planned to market economy, with daily foot traffic exceeding
150,000 in the 1990s. The layered urban fabric that combines a Taoist ritual axis
with Luzhou-style commercial blocks reflects historical adaptation to shifting
social needs (Dong, 2014).

2) Social Value

The district has long been a focal point for communal life. It annually hosts the
Spring Festival Temple Fair and is committed to preserving intangible cultural
heritage, including Luzhou opera and time-honored brands such as
Taoyongxiang Roasted Nuts (i 7k #£4562). Its mixed-use character maintains
Hefei’s traditional urban fabric.

3) Cultural Value

Architecturally, the axial symmetry and "harmony with nature" (J&7% [ 4%) design
principles reflect Taoist philosophy, while Hui-style elements (horse-head
shaped gables, woodcarvings) dominate commercial zones. The temple’s role
in sustaining folk beliefs (e.g., city god and goddess) and craftsmanship (e.g.,

calligraphy and painting works) reveals its cultural significance.

1.4.3 Policy Context: Phased Revitalization Strategies

The revitalization of Hefei City God Temple district has been shaped and driven
by a series of policy frameworks operating at multiple governance levels.
Understanding this policy context is crucial for analyzing the strategies,
priorities, and ultimate outcomes of the revitalization effort. This

section analyses the phased revitalization approach, with a focus on examining
the distinct objectives, key interventions, and guiding policy documents for each

stage.

Phase 1 (2014-2016): Infrastructure and Architectural Restoration
Under the guidance of the Phase 1 Architectural Style Restoration Plan, this
phase prioritized retrofitting utility systems (including water, electricity, and fire

safety facilities) and restoring Huizhou-style features (such as granite archways,
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stone lions). Meanwhile, it incorporated modern glass curtain walls into some
buildings (for instance, facades of old Luyang Palace Market). It reflected the
province’s mandate to promote functional upgrades (Chen, 2020). Wholesale

vendors were relocated to reposition the district as a cultural tourism hub.

Before Revitalization After Revitalization

Fig 2. The changed facades of Luyang Palace Market
Source: Baidu map (2014, 2017)

Phase 2 (2016—2018): Cultural Revitalization

Building on Luyang District’s Old City Renewal Strategy, this phase expanded
revitalization to northern part of the City God Temple District, restored temple
fairs and historical murals, and launched a night market to attract visitors.
Integration with Metro Line 2’s underground commercial space aimed to
alleviate congestion (Kan, 2019). These measurements mirrored the provincial

strategy to “activate cultural resources for tourism”.

Phase 3 (2018-2020): Heritage Linkage

Upgraded to a city-level policy, this phase drew from the national-level “14th
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Five-Year Plan for Cultural Relics Protection and Scientific Innovation” (2021),
which emphasized “systematic protection of large heritage sites” and
revolutionary cultural relics. The integration of the restored Old No.4 Middle
School into the cultural cluster reflected the national directive to link heritage
with education and public services. Additionally, the Hefei City Urban Renewal
Special Plan (2021-2035) introduced the "three-dimensional integration”
(production-life-ecology) concept, guiding the creation of underground parking

and public facilities to enhance livability.

Post-2020 Optimization

In alignment with the Hefei City Land Space Master Plan (2021-2035), recent
efforts focus on diversifying retail (e.g., subsidizing traditional crafts), improving
accessibility (ramps, Wi-Fi), and enhancing cultural programming. The property
rights of the idle former provincial government office buildings were transferred
to Luyang District for unified cultural reuse and development, demonstrating a
holistic resource allocation model. Subsidies allocated to traditional crafts and
standardized signage systems were designed to tackle the perception of low-
quality commodities. This approach reflects the provincial Intangible Cultural
Heritage Protection Plan’s emphasis on sustainable livelihoods for heritage

practitioners.

In general, the policy transformation throughout the revitalization of Hefei City

God Temple reveals three distinct shifts:

1. From isolated conservation to systemic integration: The early phases (Phase
1-2) focused on physical restoration. In contrast, subsequent policies
(Phase 3-Post-2020) emphasized cross-sectoral collaboration, linking
heritage with urban planning (e.g., Metro Line 2 integration) and economic
development (e.g., night markets).

2. From top-down intervention to participatory governance:

The promotion of community-driven cultural programming (e.g., Luzhou
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opera performances) after the revitalization marks a move towards inclusive
community participation. However, challenges persist in ensuring equitable
representation among all stakeholders.

3. From static preservation to dynamic adaptation: The retention of Ming-Qing
architectural forms alongside modern amenities (e.g., underground parking)
reflect a notion of heritage conservation. However, the tension between
commercialization (e.g., wholesale market removal) and cultural authenticity
persists, highlighting the need for balancing economic viability with heritage

values.

1.4.4 Physical Updates

The policy-driven revitalization of the City God Temple District resulted

in tangible physical transformations across four key domains: infrastructure
modernization, architectural restoration, public space enhancement, and
commercial reconfiguration. The following outlines principal updates in these

areas.
Infrastructure upgrades: Replaced aging pipes and electrical systems; Huoqiu

Road repaved with asphalt. Coordination with Metro Line 2 reduced surface
traffic congestion.

Architectural restoration: Demolition of illegal structures; granite restoration of
archways and stone lions. Reactivation of second-floor commercial spaces

through structural reinforcements.
Urban design enhancements: Restored ground-level and upper-level

pedestrian streets with four "duqiao” bridges, preserving the unique spatial
identity. Introduction of pocket parks and seating areas, though greenery
remains limited.

Commercial restructuring: Phased removal of wholesale markets; introduction

of cultural exhibitions and standardized signage. Subsidized rents for traditional

crafts to counter perceptions of low-quality goods.
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1.5 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework drawn based on the research content of this paper is
shown in Figure 3.:

| Research Background |

| Literature Review |

| Vibrancy Assessment |

Heritage Cultural Cultural Public Space Community Perception of Commercial Consumption &
Conservation Activities Representation Utilization Interaction Vibrancy Diversity Income Level

Quantitative Data GIS Spatial Dianping Text . . . . Qualitative Data
. : - uestionnaire Interview Archive .
Collection Analysis Mining Q Collection

Three stakeholder groups

Findings and Discussion |

| Conclusion |

Fig 3. Conceptual framework
Source: Author



Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Key Words Definitions

Historic districts

In China, the concept of historic districts can be expressed as districts with a
relatively high concentration of cultural relics and monuments, or districts that
can more completely embody the traditional style and national and local
characteristics of a certain historical period, an expression that originated from
the Historical and Cultural Reserves proposed by the Ministry of Construction of
China in 1985 (Shi et al., 2023). Based on the academic terminology commonly
used in China, the following defines a historic district as an area “with clear
historical scope, relatively intact structure and style that require protection and
control" (Li, 2011).

Vibrancy

The definition of vibrancy has been widely discussed, with some pioneers such
as Jacobs (1964) and Montgomery (1998) arguing that vibrancy is closely
related to human activity, while other scholars have focused more on the
physical space of the city, such as abundant public space and good urban form
(Lynch, 1984). But in general, their definitions all involve people (especially
pedestrians) and physical attributes of urban space/areas (especially streets).
Revitalization

The concept of revitalization was first introduced by Wallace (1956), who
defined the revitalization movement as “a deliberate, organized, conscious effort
by members of a society to construct a more satisfying culture” (Wallace, 1956).
This concept has since been expanded and applied across multiple disciplines.
Today revitalization is defined as a many-sided effort including revalorization,
restoration, reconstruction, modernization, and actions aimed at the revival of a
building, district or town devastated in various aspects, including economic and

social. Unlike renovation, which places more emphasis on the functional
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restoration of physical spaces, revitalization involves not only the restoration of
buildings but also the stimulation of economic vitality, the promotion of cultural

functions or the satisfaction of community living needs.

2.2 Research on Historic Districts

Internationally, as early as 1933, the Athens Charter for the Restoration of
Historic Monuments included a statement about ‘areas surrounding historic
sites’ (ICOMOS, 1931). In the aftermath of the Second World War, heritage
conservation emerged as a critical topic, driven by discussions surrounding the
post-war rehabilitation of cities.

From the 1960s onwards, the object of heritage conservation was extended
from individual buildings to related areas. Notably, the Venice Charter of 1964
proposed for the first time the protection of historic areas, referred to as “the
urban or rural setting in which is found the evidence of a particular civilization, a
significant development or a historic event” (ICOMOS, 1964). The Nairobi
Recommendation of 1976 (UNESCO, 1976) further defined the importance and
heritage value of historic areas and called for the protection of historic areas
and their surroundings. Subsequently, the Washington Charter of 1987
(ICOMOS, 1987) emphasized the preservation of historic towns and urban
areas, and put forward relevant methods and instruments. By this stage, a more
comprehensive system for the protection of historic districts had begun to take
shape. At the beginning of the 21st century, the conservation practices of
historic districts began to involve the urban environment as well as its
geographical setting. A notable example is the Xi‘an Declaration (ICOMOS,
2005), issued by ICOMOS in 2005, which outlines the concept of the setting of
heritage areas.

In China, the State Council released the first list of national historical and
cultural cities in 1982. This initiative fostered awareness regarding the

protection of areas beyond individual architectural monuments. In 1985, the
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State Council put forward the concept of ‘Historical and Cultural Reserves’. In
1986, in order to improve the protection of famous historical and cultural cities,
the concept of protecting historic districts was further proposed. The Huangshan
Conference in 1996 explicitly acknowledged that "the protection of historic
districts has become an essential component of safeguarding historical and
cultural heritage." Since then, China's approach to historic district protection has
evolved from the micro-level protection of cultural relics and architectural
monuments to the macro-level protection of historic and cultural cities, and later
to the meso-level protection of historic districts (Ruan and Gu, 2004). In 2002,
the Cultural Relics Protection Law of the People's Republic of China established
the concept of "famous neighbourhoods of historical and cultural value," thereby
providing further legal safeguards for the conservation of historic districts.
Huang and Shi (Huang and Shi, 2015b) summarize the development of the
international concept of historic districts and related charters and regulations
into three distinct stages. The first stage (1840 to 1960) emphasized the
protection of cultural heritage, including historic buildings and monuments. The
second stage, occurring in the 1960s, marked a shift towards the preservation
of historic environments and residential areas. The third stage, following the
post-industrial era after 1980, saw the emergence of international literature
addressing conservation practices for historic towns and townscapes.
Additionally, Zhang (Zhang, 2018) conducts bibliometric analysis methods to
analyze the trends and characteristics of historic district preservation research
in China during the period 1952-2017. This analysis reveals that, while
numerous studies have assessed the outcomes of revitalization programs in
historic districts from planning and management perspectives, there remains a

significant gap in evaluations that consider urban vibrancy.

2.3 Research on the Revitalization of Historic Districts

In the 1990s, the Chinese government implemented a series of regulatory
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policies aimed at strictly controlling the occupation of arable land and the
approval of development zones. These measures were introduced in response
to the issues of excessive urban expansion and the proliferation of development
zones that emerged during the 1980s (Ruan and Sun, 2001). However, many
old urban areas, which historically served as the living and economic centres of
cities, possess significant heritage value and favourable locational advantages.
Concurrently, these areas often suffer from poor living conditions, prompting
urgent calls for redevelopment among residents. As a result, city management
and property developers have increasingly identified these historic
neighbourhoods as hotspots for new development. While numerous
revitalization projects have been initiated in this context, such efforts also pose
serious challenges to the preservation of historic districts.

In urban design, Chen’s systematic literature review (Chen, 2024) explores
innovative strategies for the preservation and revitalization of historic districts
using literature analysis from the Scopus database. Huang and Shi (Huang and
Shi, 2015b) introduce key techniques and models for the conservation and
revitalization of historic districts, including GIS (Geographic Information System)
and space syntax, which are usually used for data analysis before the
commencement of a project. Other techniques include the conservation
judgement model and model analysis, which are constructed for conservation
and renewal of historic districts, and provide a good scientific basis for
evaluating the whole revitalization plan. Zhou et al. (2017) examine critical
success factors in historic district regeneration projects. All these tools provide a

good way to quantify the effects of revitalization projects.

2.4 Methodology for Assessing the Vibrancy of Historic Districts

Recent studies on vibrancy of historic districts have increasingly adopted
multidimensional approaches, focusing on social, cultural, and economic

dimensions.
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Within the social dimension, Cai (2018) proposed a five-dimensional model
encompassing behavioral integration, cultural continuity, industrial linkage,
spatial sharing, and participatory governance. Through the application of
confirmatory factor analysis, the study identified a significant positive correlation
between social integration and vibrancy. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2022)
developed an evaluation framework for public space based on accessibility,
comfort, and functionality. In their study of Suzhou's Changmen area, the team
designated transportation convenience, green visibility, and functional mix as
key factors influencing activity density.

In the cultural dimension, researchers have examined how heritage value and
cultural perception influence vibrancy. Zhang et al. (2024) introduced a three-
level framework of historical value, usage value, and sustainable value. Using
the Analytic Hierarchy Process, she quantified the integrity of heritage buildings,
the density of cultural-creative industries, and the frequency of cultural events.
Guan and Yang (2023) applied semantic analysis of social media data to study
Macao's historic areas and found that the perceived "historical atmosphere" was
the main driver of tourist vibrancy.

In the economic dimension, studies have focused on the effectiveness of
commercial activities. Ren (2024) used POI entropy to show that diversity in
business types (retail, food, and cultural spaces) is positively associated with
consumer duration. Zhuang (2023) conducted a national comparative study and
argued that excessive commercialization weakens long-term vibrancy. The
study emphasized the need to balance spatial environment and historical
resources.

Advancements in spatial big data and interdisciplinary research have
encouraged the use of multi-source datasets and integrated methodologies.
Mixed-method frameworks have proven effective in capturing diverse
dimensions of vibrancy.

Quantitative methods remain a foundation of assessment. Foot traffic is

measured by mobile phone signals, Wi-Fi sensors, and pedestrian counts,
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serving as indicators of public space usage (Zou et al., 2023; Sung et al., 2013;
Zhang and Han, 2022; Tu et al., 2020a). POI data are widely used in economic
analysis (Ren, 2019). A study in Guangzhou (Gao and Lu, 2020) used POI
entropy to measure functional diversity and demonstrated a positive correlation
with human density from heat maps. Spatial data, such as street connectivity,
building density, and social media check-ins, have also been used in GIS-based
models to map vibrancy patterns (Huang et al., 2020). However, such methods
may overlook cultural and social dimensions.

Qualitative methods address these limitations by exploring lived experiences
and cultural meanings. Zhang et al. (2021) conducted questionnaire surveys
and on-site observations to measure travel intention and perceived vibrancy.
Exploratory factor analysis and AHP were used to assess the weight of
influencing factors. Xu (2014) conducted interviews in Tianjin's Gulou
commercial street, finding that commercialization disrupted cultural identity.
Masuwan and Lertwattanaruk (2020) combined stakeholder interviews, facade
analysis, and expert evaluation to show that Form-Based Codes enhance
architectural coherence and community engagement.

In summary, the integration of multidimensional indicators and mixed-methods
approach can reveal the complexity of vibrancy in historic districts. The
combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches across social, cultural,
and economic dimensions offers a more comprehensive framework for

evaluating the effectiveness of revitalization efforts.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employs an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, which
integrates quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a comprehensive
understanding of how revitalization processes impact the vibrancy of historic
districts. The design is structured in two phases: first, quantitative data
collection and analysis to identify patterns and trends in vibrancy indicators;
second, qualitative data collection and analysis to explore the underlying
mechanisms, stakeholder perceptions, and contextual factors that explain these
patterns. This sequential approach employs multiple data sources to validate
findings, thereby ensuring the capture of both breadth (via quantitative
measures) and depth (via qualitative insights) in the assessment of the Hefei
City God Temple District’s revitalization.
The rationale for adopting a mixed-methods approach derives from the multi-
dimensional character of "vibrancy," which encompasses cultural, social, and
economic dimensions that cannot be fully captured by a single method.
Quantitative methods are used to quantify observable, numerical indicators
(such as social media comments and commercial diversity), while qualitative
methods investigate subjective experiences, cultural meanings, and stakeholder
perspectives that are critical to understanding vibrancy as an experiential
phenomenon.
Specifically, multiple data collection and analytical strategies were adopted as
follows:
1. Historical maps and images were examined to identify physical
transformations within the district before and after the revitalization project.
2. Social media data from platforms such as Dianping was extracted to analyze
changes in the frequency of words related to the City God Temple District in

the review data before and after the revitalization project.
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3. A comparative case study was conducted with other historic districts that
share analogous characteristics—including the Shanghai City God Temple,
Xi‘an City God Temple, and Nanjing Confucius Temple—to pinpoint factors
that may contribute to the potential diminishment of vibrancy.

4. Semi-structured interviews and structured questionnaires were administered
to residents, tourists and workers, aiming to assess their perceptions of the

alleged loss of vibrancy from the standpoint of diverse stakeholders.

3.2 Sample Selection

3.2.1 Quantitative Sample (Questionnaires)

A structured questionnaire was distributed to 80+ participants, with sampling
stratified by stakeholder type to ensure representation across key groups:
Residents: Individuals living within a 2-km radius of the Hefei City God Temple.
This group included long-term residents (=11 years) to capture historical
perspectives on pre- and post-revitalization changes.

Tourists: Individuals visiting the district, using random sampling to balance age,
gender, and frequency of visitation.

Workers: Employees and owners of businesses within the district, including
diverse commercial types (retail, food, cultural enterprises) and tenure (pre- vs.

post-revitalization operators).

3.2.2 Qualitative Sample (Interviews)

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 participants,
purposively selected to complement the questionnaire sample and capture
diverse viewpoints:

« 3residents to explore changes in daily life and community attachment.

o 3 workers to assess economic impacts and business adaptation.

e 4 tourists to understand experiential perceptions of vibrancy.

Interviewees were selected to ensure a range of ages (27-60+), genders, and
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socio-economic backgrounds, maximizing the diversity of perspectives on

revitalization outcomes.

3.3 Data Collection Methods

In this methodology framework, quantitative data (spatial metrics,
questionnaires, social media) and qualitative data (interviews, archives, case
studies) were systematically gathered. Multi-source validation ensures the rigor

of capturing the district’s physical and socio-cultural changes.

3.3.1 Quantitative Data Collection

1. Spatial Metrics
GIS: Spatial data was collected using QGIS (v3.44.1) to map road network
density and POI (Points of Interest) distribution (e.g., shops, cultural sites).
Data Sources: All spatial data were extracted from Baidu Maps APl (2014 and
2024) and cross-validated with on-site surveys.
2. Questionnaire Survey Data
A structured questionnaire was designed to measure:

a) Socio-demographic information (age, residency, visit frequency).

b) Satisfaction with the revitalization project.

c) Perceived vibrancy (in three dimensions of social, cultural and

economic).

Distribution: Administered in person (2024) with 25% response rate; 75% of
questionnaires were digital (via QR codes) to capture more visitors.
3. Social Media Data
The data was scraped from Dianping using Python, with the time ranges being
before 2016 (before the revitalization) and after 2024 (after the revitalization)

respectively.
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3.3.2 Qualitative Data Collection

1. Semi-structured Interviews
Interviews lasted 15-30 minutes, guided by open-ended questions (e.g., “How
has the district changed since revitalization?”).
The interviews were conducted in Mandarin, audio-recorded with consent of
some interviewees, and key viewpoints were documented for analysis.
2. Archival Analysis
Government open reports: Revitalization plans (2014-2024), policy documents
(e.g., Hefei Land Space Master Plan 2021-2035), and online announcements
released via the WeChat official account of the relevant authorities.
Historical photos: Comparing images from Baidu Historic Streetview from 2014
and 2024 to identify physical changes and estimate pedestrian flow vibrancy.
3. Case Comparisons
Comparative data were collected for three historic districts with similar
revitalization contexts:

a) Shanghai City God Temple (commercial-tourist focus).

b) Xi'an Capital City God Temple (cultural-religious focus).

c) Nanjing Confucius Temple (mixed cultural-commercial).
Data included policy documents, academic studies, and official statistics to

identify cross-contextual drivers of vibrancy.

3.4 Data Analysis Framework

A three-dimensional vibrancy assessment model was constructed with the

following variables:

Table 1. Variables of the three-dimensional vibrancy assessment model

Dimension | Sub- Indicator Measurement
Dimension Source/Method
Cultural Heritage Change in Archive data,
number/condition of
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Conservation historic buildings questionnaire
Cultural Frequency of cultural | Archive data,
Activities events questionnaire
Cultural Volume on social NLP analysis,
R tati ia (Dianpi . :
epresentation | media (Dianping) interview
Social Public Space Road network density | GIS heatmap
Utilization and pedestrian flow in | analysis, field
public spaces observation, historic
photos
Community Frequency of Questionnaire
Interaction neighbor interactions
Perception of Perceived vibrancy Questionnaire
Vibrancy
Economic | Commercial POI density POI Data, GIS
Vibrancy spatial analysis
Consumption level Questionnaire,
Interview
Income level Questionnaire,
employer interviews

3.5 Limitations

While rigorous measures were implemented, methodological constraints remain
that require explicit recognition:

Temporal Constraints: Pre-revitalization data scarcity (e.g., 2014 POI density)
persisted despite archival records, which themselves exhibited significant gaps.

Sampling Bias: Convenience sampling for tourists may overrepresent visitors,
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underweighting infrequent residents.

Platform Bias: Social media data (Dianping) skews toward users aged 18-50,
underrepresenting older residents’ perspectives.

Generalizability: Findings are context-specific to Hefei City God Temple; cross-
case comparisons help mitigate this but may not apply to all historic districts.
To address these limitations, data triangulation (e.g., cross-checking survey

results with interviews) was used to enhance validity.
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Chapter 4 Findings

This chapter synthesizes empirical evidence on the cultural, social, and
economic dimensions of vibrancy in Hefei City God Temple District across pre-
and post-revitalization phases. Through spatial-temporal analysis (GIS,
archives), stakeholder perception survey (questionnaires, interviews), and
cross-case validation, findings reveal significant differences in vibrancy
manifestation among stakeholder groups. Notably, residents perceived net
gains in safety and cultural accessibility, whereas workers and frequent visitors

reported diminished social ecosystems and commercial authenticity.

4.1 Cultural Vibrancy

4.1.1 Heritage Conservation

The only legally protected heritage building in the City God Temple District is the
Luzhou (the ancient name of Hefei) City God Temple. In 1985, the temple was
announced by the Hefei Government as a municipal key cultural relic protection
site; in 2012, it was announced by the Anhui Provincial Government as a
provincial key cultural relic protection site. The Luzhou City God Temple faces
south and covers an area of 4,000 square meters. In the early days of the
Republic, only the gate, theater, main hall, and Niangniang Hall remained. Later,
due to the construction of a new city god temple market nearby, Luzhou City
God Temple was renovated, a pair of stone lions were installed at the gate, and
two memorial archways were erected in front of the temple across Huoqiu

Road.
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Fig 4. The north gate of Luzhou City God Temple
Source: Author, 2025

The revitalization project took targeted interventions to highlight the historical
and architectural significance of the temple buildings. The main hall was
renovated to feature statues of Hefei's historical city gods, including Sun Jue,
accompanied by murals depicting the stories of six successive city gods, aiming
to enhance the site's uniqueness. The 24 side chambers were repurposed as
cultural exhibition spaces, creating facilities such as the Fortune Hall, Hefei
Memory Museum, and Folk Custom Exhibition Hall on the ground floor, with a
Sinology lecture hall, restored inscriptions, and bell-and-drum sets on the upper
floor. The ancient opera stage was reactivated for performances of local Anhui
operas and folk shows.

Questionnaire data revealed significant disparities in perceptions of
conservation effectiveness across stakeholder groups. Among occasional
tourists, 55.10% regarded the conservation outcomes as "average," 40.82%

considered them "good," and only 4.08% viewed them as "poor." In contrast,
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regular tourists (daily or weekly) expressed more positive attitudes. Workers,
however, demonstrated a polarized perspective: 35.71% of occasional workers
rated conservation as "average," 50% as "good," and 14.29% as "poor," while a
striking 66.67% of daily workers perceived the conservation effects as "poor."
Residents showed the most favorable evaluations, with all occasional residents

affirming the conservation outcomes as "good."
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Fig 5. Perceptions of conservation effectiveness across stakeholder groups
Source: Author

Interview findings further illuminated these discrepancies. Many interviewees,
particularly tourists and occasional visitors, exhibited limited awareness of the
temple's heritage value, with their activities concentrated in commercial areas
like Miaogian Street rather than the core heritage precincts. Mr. Tian, an expert
observer, criticized the "superficial element of Huizhou-style architecture" as
inconsistent with Hefei's indigenous architectural traditions. This separation
between symbolic restoration and local historical authenticity highlighted a key

tension in heritage conservation.
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4 1.2 Cultural Activities

The revitalization project marked a key turning point in the cultural ecology of
Hefei City God Temple. Before the revitalization (2000-2013), public cultural
events were characterized by seasonal concentration and monotony,
predominantly clustered around major festivals. Among these, the Spring
Festival temple fair was the centerpiece, a centuries-old tradition formally
institutionalized as a major annual event since 1994, supplemented by more
events such as New Year's Day and Labour Day. The "Weekend Stage"
functioned as the sole regular cultural fixture, hosting local opera performances
on a weekly basis except during extreme weather. Event types were largely
restricted to traditional folk performances (e.g., Luzhou opera, a regional
theatrical form unique to Hefei), exhibitions, and small-scale markets featuring
Chinese medicinal herbs and handicrafts, with occasional non-festival activities
such as community cultural weeks.

Following the revitalization, the district underwent a large-scale and systematic
expansion of cultural activities. Beyond the annual Spring Festival Temple
Fair—still its most iconic event—the calendar was enriched with new
celebrations including the Qixi Festival, Mid-Autumn Gala, and regular night
markets, significantly increasing opportunities for public participation. Content
diversification was also evident: markets began incorporating more intangible
cultural heritage (ICH) products and creative merchandise, while performances
expanded beyond local traditions to include cross-regional music and dance,
reflecting efforts to attract younger audiences and broader interest.
Post-revitalization participation patterns varied across stakeholder groups.
Questionnaire data indicated that 60.38% of tourists participated in cultural
activities "occasionally," 24.53% "never," and only 15.09% "regularly." Workers
showed slightly higher engagement, with 63.16% participating "occasionally,"
21.05% "never," and 15.79% "regularly." Residents demonstrated the strongest

involvement, with 71.43% participating "occasionally" and 28.57% "regularly,"
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with no respondents reporting "never" participating.

tourist worker resident
71.43%
63.16%
60.38%
28.57%
24.53%
21.05%
15.09945.79%
T T T
occasionally never regularly

Fig 6. Post-revitalization participation patterns across stakeholder groups
Source: Author

Interview narratives highlighted practical barriers to participation, including
limited parking, inconvenient timing of events, and competition from other urban
entertainment venues. The Spring Festival Temple Fair remained the most
popular event, with 80% of interviewees citing it as their primary or sole form of
cultural participation, often linked to nostalgic traditions ("just come for the New
Year feel," as Ms. Tao noted). Information dissemination was also identified as a
challenge, with all interviewees relying on social media (Xiaohongshu, Douyin)
rather than official channels for event updates, indicating a need for targeted

communication strategies.

4.1.3 Cultural Representation

Word frequency analysis of reviews on Dianping (pre-2016 vs. 2024) revealed

shifts in the focus of reviewers' attention to City God Temple Historic District in
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terms of cultural representation. Pre-revitalization discourse was dominated by
commercial narratives: "wholesale market" (2.6% frequency), and "bargaining",
with only no more than 10% of comments acknowledging historical value, often
in contrast to poor conditions ("poor public security", and "shabby buildings").
Post-revitalization, the discourse shifted to emphasize architectural symbolism
and staged authenticity: "Huizhou-style architecture" (1.06% frequency), "photo-
worthy" (common descriptor), and "Spring Festival atmosphere". However,
almost half of 2024 comments linked cultural identity exclusively to seasonal
events, while many also criticized "homogenized shops" selling mass-produced
souvenirs, reflecting a tension between cultural branding and substantive

heritage narrative.
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Interviews echoed this duality. While 60% of respondents acknowledged

f

ll!

improved aesthetic appeal ("cleaner, more traditional-looking," as Mr. Zhou
noted), others critiqued the superficiality of cultural representation. Mr. Tian, an
expert, lamented the transformation of "antiquities markets and scholar's items
into low-end Yiwu-style commodity (X % /)NF i )". This disjuncture between

symbolic conservation and lived cultural memory emerged as a critical finding.
4.2 Social Vibrancy

4.2.1 Public Space Utilization

Spatial analysis (GIS heatmaps, historical image comparison) documented
physical transformations in public space. First of all, there has been no major
change in the road network structure (see fig 10.). Road network density is an
important indicator for measuring the traffic accessibility and potential economic

and social value of a region. Analysis of the road network density in the Hefei
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City God Temple District shows that, apart from the surrounding urban arterial
roads, the more active areas are concentrated in the Luzhou City God Temple

and the Miaogian Street area.

7\ (e
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Fig 9. Road network density

Source: Author

Additionally, post-revitalization, illegal street vending and unauthorized parking
were eliminated, with Huogiu Road repaved and standardized signage
implemented. However, these improvements coincided with reduced
spontaneous social interaction: pre-revitalization images showed dense
pedestrian clusters around street stalls, whereas post-revitalization scenes

revealed wider, emptier thoroughfares with formalized commercial spaces.
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Before Revitalization After Revitalization

South Entrance

South-west
Corner

West Entrance

North Entrance

Luzhou City
God Temple

City God
Temple Mall

Fig 10. Comparison of historical images at main entrances and exits
Source: Baidu Street View

Field observations confirmed interviewee reports of inadequate amenities:
respondents noted a lack of seating, shade, and greenery, with Mr. Zhang, a
tailor, remarking, "Nowhere to sit and chat freely like before." This deficiency

disproportionately affected elderly residents and workers, who previously used
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street-side spaces for both commerce and socializing. Historic images
comparison correlated with these perceptions, showing an obvious decrease in

pedestrian density in core areas.

4.2.2 Community Interaction

Questionnaire data revealed divergent interaction patterns. Tourists show a
relatively neutral attitude in their interactions with neighbors. Among them,
39.62% chose "no change", while 33.96% said "slightly increased". In contrast,
the interaction situation of workers is more scattered: 31.58% of them said
"slightly increased" or "no change", but 21.05% chose "slightly decreased". The
interaction situation of residents is the most significant, with 64.29% indicating a
"significant increase", showing that their interaction with neighbors is
significantly higher than that of other groups. This was attributed to improved
lighting and traffic management ("safer to walk and chat in the evening," as one
resident noted). On the other hand, tourists and workers have relatively fewer

interactions, which may be related to their identities and the nature of their

activities.
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Fig 11. Change in social interaction across stakeholder groups
Source: Author
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Interviews highlighted the displacement of informal social networks. Mr. Zhao, a
former seller, mourned the loss of street vending: "Whole street was
acquaintances; I'd mend zippers for free." Mr. Zhang similarly noted that
relocating from a street stall to a rented shop had reduced his customer
interactions significantly, reflecting how physical restructuring of public space

disrupted longstanding social ecosystems.

4.2.3 Perception of Vibrancy

Comparative analysis of perceived vibrancy yielded striking demographic
disparities. According to data analysis, tourists have a relatively low perception
of the level of vibrancy. Among them, 58.49% think the environment has
become quieter. Among workers, 47.37% think it has become quieter, and
15.79% think there is no difference than before. In contrast, the perceptions of
residents are more conservative. 57.14% of them think there is no different from
before, and only 21.43% think it has become either quieter or livelier. This
indicates that tourists are more sensitive to environmental changes, while

residents show a stronger sense of adaptation and stability.
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Fig 12. Perceived vibrancy across stakeholder groups
Source: Author

These differences correlated with usage patterns: residents valued improved
safety and cleanliness, while tourists and workers missed the "bustle" of
informal commerce. Mr. Zhou, a long-term visitor, acknowledged, "It's cleaner,
but less vibrant," capturing the tension between order and vitality that emerged

as a central finding.

4.3 Economic Vibrancy

4.3.1 Commercial Diversity (POl Density)

Spatial analysis of POI (Points of Interest) data (2014 vs. 2025) showed a
redistribution of commercial activity. Pre-revitalization, 70% of commercial
vitality was concentrated in Miaogian Street and major intersections, creating
hotspots with high foot traffic. Post-revitalization, POI distribution became more
uniform, with activity spreading to previously underutilized areas like the

shopping malls, though Miaogian Street and the temple nearby area remained
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primary hubs.
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Source: Author

Perceptions of commercial diversity varied significantly across stakeholder
groups, differentiated by their frequency of district visits. Regarding daily
visitors, the only tourist who responded showed a less favorable view of
“average,” while workers held more critical views, with 66.67% deeming

commercial types “limited” and 33.33% considering them “average.” Among
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daily residents, evaluations were mixed: 33.33% perceived business types as
“diverse” or “very diverse,” whereas 16.67% viewed them as “average” or
“limited.” For visitors frequenting the district several times weekly, tourists
showed strong positive perceptions, with 66.67% describing commercial
diversity as “diverse” and 33.33% as “very diverse”; workers held a balanced
view, with 50% rating diversity as “average” and 50% as “diverse”; and among
residents, 50% perceived business types as “diverse,” reflecting a moderately
positive stance. Among occasionally visiting stakeholders, tourists exhibited a
favorable assessment, with 40.82% rating commercial diversity as “diverse,”
34.69% as “average,” and 22.45% as “very diverse”; workers presented a
nuanced perspective, with 35.71% perceiving it as “diverse,” 28.57% as “very
diverse,” 21.43% as “average,” and 14.29% as “limited”; notably, occasional
residents held an overwhelmingly positive view, with 100% rating commercial
diversity as “very diverse.” Overall, occasional visitors (especially residents) and
weekly-visiting tourists tended to evaluate commercial diversity more positively,

whereas daily visitors adopted a more conservative stance.
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Fig 15. Perceptions of commercial diversity across stakeholder group
Source: Author

The interviews identified three key issues: 1) Homogenization: 80% of

respondents noted excessive concentration of clothing, festival goods (77K H
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i), and low-end retail, with Mr. Zhao criticizing "too many Yiwu-style
commodities"; 2) Loss of specialized markets: The decline of antique and
stationery clusters, once a district hallmark; 3) Underutilization of space: 7
vacant shops on Miaodong Street and 10 on Huoqiu Road, as reported by Ms.

Zhou.

4.3.2 Consumption and Income Levels

Consumption patterns showed a moderate upward trend post-revitalization.
Overall, 43.40% of visitors reported increased spending, 33.96% stable
spending, and 22.64% decreased spending. Visitors often combining traditional
purchases with new amenities: "Come for the old friends, stay for milk tea," as
one interviewee explained.

tourist worker resident

43.4%

33.96%

22.64%

spend less the same as before spend more

Fig 16. Change in consumption pattern of tourists
Source: Author

Worker economic outcomes were stable but also uneven. A substantial majority
(68.42%) of workers reported no change in their income, indicating that the
revitalization had limited direct impacts on earnings for most. Meanwhile,
16.32% perceived an increase in income, and 15.26% felt their income had

decreased. This suggests the revitalization’s economic effects on workers were
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neither broadly transformative nor uniformly negative, but rather unevenly
distributed. Interviews revealed significant stratification: established businesses
with owned premises (e.g., "Zhou Guifei Noodle") maintained stability, while
tenant businesses faced rising rents (up 200% for some, according to Mr.
Zhang) and competition from online retailers. A milk tea shop worker
summarized the challenge: "Tourists take photos but don't buy; locals come

once and don't return."

worker

68.42%

16.52% 15.26%

T I T

the same as before earn more earn less

Fig 17. Change in income of workers
Source: Author

4.4 Cross-Stakeholder Analysis

Comparative analysis across demographic and stakeholder groups revealed
consistent patterns:
1. Temporal Frequency Effect: Regular visitors/workers (daily/weekly)
expressed significantly more critical views than occasional visitors across

all dimensions: 66.67% vs. 4.08% negative ratings for heritage
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conservation; 63.16% vs. 24.53% low cultural activity participation;
33.33% vs. 51.02% low satisfaction with infrastructure.

2. Residential Attachment: Residents showed strongest support for
revitalization outcomes, with 71.43% positive ratings for cultural
atmosphere and 83.33% satisfaction with environmental improvements,
correlating with increased neighborhood safety and aesthetic
enhancements.

3. Generational Divide:

Younger visitors aged 18-30 prioritized “unique experiences” and “photo
- worthy attractions,” while older respondents (aged 60+) valued
“familiarity” and “convenience.” Notably, 65% of senior respondents,
despite recognizing the revitalization’s positive improvements, expressed
nostalgia for the pre-revitalization commercial patterns.
These findings underscore the multidimensionality of vibrancy, with different
stakeholder groups prioritizing divergent aspects of cultural, social, and

economic life in the historic district.
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Chapter 5 Discussion

5.1 Comparative Case Studies

This section presents a cross-case analysis of three other comparable historic
districts in China, including Shanghai City God Temple (Yuyuan Bazaar), Xi'an
Capital City God Temple, and Nanjing Confucius Temple, exploring how
revitalization strategies shape social, cultural, and economic vibrancy. Each
case is contextualized by its historical evolution, revitalization timelines, core
interventions, and subsequent changes in vibrancy. A systematic comparison

follows to identify replicable patterns and context-specific challenges.

5.1.1 Nanjing Confucius Temple

Historical Context and Revitalization Phases

Nanjing Confucius Temple (Fuzimiao) has a millennia-long history intertwined
with China’s educational and cultural legacy. Established in 337 CE as an
imperial academy during the Eastern Jin Dynasty, it expanded in 1034 CE with
the addition of a Confucian temple and later integrated the Jiangnan
Examination Hall (founded 1168 CE), once the largest imperial examination
venue in ancient China. This integration transformed the district from a
residential quarter into a complex public space comprising squares, courtyards,
and alleys (Liu and Li, 2015).

The district sustained extensive damage during the Anti-Japanese War (1931—
1945) and the Cultural Revolution (1966—1976), with many historic structures
demolished or repurposed. Its revitalization unfolded in two key phases:

First Phase (1984-1994):

Guided by state-led heritage conservation policies, the project reconstructed
core historic buildings such as Dacheng Hall, Mingde Hall, and the Jiangnan
Examination Hall, and restored the Qinhuai River waterfront. The goal was to

revive its cultural identity while addressing post-war dilapidation.
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Second Phase (2012-2014):

In response to over-commercialization, the government launched a "culture-
first" upgrade, prioritizing the goals of "enhancing cultural ambiance and
reducing commercial clutter." This phase included constructing the China
Imperial Examination Museum and reorganizing commercial functions to align

with cultural themes.
Key Revitalization Measures

Three interrelated revitalization measures were implemented, focusing on

cultural heritage preservation, functional diversification, and spatial connectivity:

1. Cultural Heritage Integration: The district preserved its axial layout, with the
Confucian temple at the core, flanked by the examination hall and historic
alleys (e.g., Wuyi Lane). Reconstructed buildings, such as the Wang Xie
Ancient Residence, adopted Suzhou-style and Huizhou-style architecture,
blending local craftsmanship with historical accuracy.

2. Functional Diversification: While retaining traditional local snacks and
handicraft shops, the district introduced cultural experiences such as Kunqu
opera performances, calligraphy workshops, and lantern-making classes,
and integrated modern amenities like boutique hotels and immersive
theaters. Time-honored brands including Qifangge Restaurant and
Jiangyouji Noodle House were restored to anchor cultural authenticity.

3. Spatial Connectivity: The Qinhuai River waterfront was revitalized as a
pedestrian-friendly corridor, linking scattered historic sites into a cohesive
tourist route. Small plazas and alleyways were widened to improve

accessibility without disrupting the traditional street grid.
Vibrancy Changes

Social: Daily foot traffic saw a significant increase with a balanced mix of
residents, students, and tourists. Community engagement rose through
participatory events such as the Qinhuai Lantern Festival, where a large

number of volunteers are residents.
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Cultural: The district transformed from a commercial tourism hub into a
cultural leisure destination. Since its opening in 2017, the Imperial Examination
Museum has experienced a gradual increase in the number of visitors.
Currently, the average annual number of visitors has exceeded 1.25 million,
showing a significant growth compared with the early days of its opening. This
shows its role as a cultural repository.

Economic: Small businesses thrive due to government subsidies for
heritage-related enterprises. Driven by diversified income streams including
nighttime economy (river cruises, night markets) and cultural experiences, the

revenue rien.

5.1.2 Shanghai City God Temple (Yuyuan Bazaar)

Historical Context and Revitalization Phases

Shanghai City God Temple was founded during the Ming Dynasty (1403—-1424)
and evolved into a commercial and religious hub by the late Qing Dynasty.
Severely damaged during the Cultural Revolution, it was restored in 1994 as a
Taoist temple, with subsequent renovations in 2005 and 2018-2020 to adapt to
Shanghai’s "global city" ambitions (Zhang, 2009).

The 2018-2020 revitalization marked its most significant transformation, aiming
to balance heritage preservation with high-end commercialization. This phase
aligned with Shanghai’s strategy to position itself as a global tourism and

consumption center.
Key Revitalization Measures

To revitalize the district, several key revitalization measures were adopted,

centered on heritage-commerce integration, spatial connectivity, and cultural

branding:

1. Heritage-Commerce Symbiosis: The 2,000-square-meter temple complex
with nine halls (e.g., Huo Guang Hall, God of Wealth Hall) was restored,

while surrounding areas were redeveloped into a luxury shopping district.
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Historic structures like Yuyuan Garden were integrated with international
brands (e.g., Starbucks Reserve) and local heritage retailers (e.g., Nanxiang
Steamed Buns).

2. Spatial Integration: The district formed a "temple-garden-commercial”
complex, with pedestrianized lanes and plazas linking the temple to Yuyuan
Garden and surrounding markets. The Ancient City Park, built in 2002,
served as a buffer zone, channeling crowds from the Bund to the bazaar.

3. Cultural Branding: Traditional festivals (e.g., Chinese New Year lantern
displays) were expanded into tourist spectacles, blending folk customs with
modern marketing. The temple’s religious rituals were preserved but framed

as cultural performances for visitors (Xu, 2013).
Vibrancy Changes

Social: Daily visitors surged after revitalization, dominated by tourists.
However, residents decreased a lot due to rising rents and displacement of
affordable shops.

Cultural: Architectural heritage was preserved, but intangible culture (e.g.,
traditional craftsmanship) declined. A 2023 survey found 68% of visitors
perceived the district as "overly commercialized".

Economic: While merchants' incomes are growing, rental costs are also
soaring, which is forcing some small businesses to relocate. Luxury retail and

tourism now contribute the main proportion of total revenue.

5.1.3 Xi'an Capital City God Temple

Historical Context and Revitalization Phases

Xi'an Capital City God Temple, built in 1384 during the Ming Dynasty, is one of
China’s "Three Great City God Temples," with a core role in Taoist religious life
(Xie, 2010). Neglected in the 20th century, it underwent major restoration in
2003-2005 to reverse decades of decay and commercial encroachment.

The project, supported by national heritage policies, prioritized religious
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continuity and community engagement over tourism, reflecting Xi'an’s strategy

to position itself as a "historic cultural capital".
Key Revitalization Measures

1. Religious and Architectural Restoration: Over 90% of the temple’s original
murals and wooden structures were restored, with commercial stalls
relocated outside the temple perimeter. Taoist rituals including seasonal
ceremonies and fortune-telling were reinstated as core activities.

2. Community-Centered Management: A local advisory board, comprising
residents and Taoist priests, oversaw daily operations, ensuring events (e.g.,
Chinese New Year blessings) served both devotees and the neighborhood.

3. Cultural Preservation: A heritage center was established to document and
transmit intangible practices, such as Taoist music and shadow puppetry,

with workshops open to residents and students (Yuan, 2004).
Vibrancy Changes

Social: Most visitors were religious devotees or locals. Community
participation in temple maintenance and festivals strengthened social cohesion.
Cultural: The temple regained its status as a national Taoist center, with
visitors citing "authentic religious atmosphere" as a key draw. However, cultural

innovation is limited, with few modern interpretations of heritage.

Economic: Tourism revenue grew, but commercial activities remain
restricted to traditional handicrafts and religious items. Annual revenue from
cultural products lags commercialized districts, reflecting its low-key approach

to development.

5.1.4 Cross-Case Comparison

The cross-case comparison of these three cases illustrates their differences
across four dimensions: Core Strategy, Social Vibrancy, Cultural Vibrancy, and

Economic Vibrancy.
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Table 2. cross-case comparison of these historic districts

nightlife); supportive
policies for small

businesses

rent pressures
displace small

enterprises

Dimension | Nanjing Confucius | Shanghai City God | Xi’an Capital City
Temple Temple God Temple
Core Culture-led Market-driven Heritage
Strategy regeneration with revitalization preservation
balanced prioritizing luxury centered on
commercialization consumption religious continuity
Social Balanced visitor Tourist-dominated; Resident-devotee
Vibrancy mix; strong reduced local focus; high
community participation due to | community
engagement gentrification involvement in
through cultural religious/cultural
events activities
Cultural Innovative blend of | Architectural Strong
Vibrancy tradition and preservation but religious/cultural
modernity weakened intangible | authenticity;
culture due to over- | limited innovation
commercialization
Economic | Diversified income High revenue from Modest, stable
Vibrancy (culture, retail, luxury retail/tourism; | growth; limited

commercial

diversity

5.1.5 Key Findings

Nanjing’s model demonstrates that "culture-first" strategies, combined with

diversified functions and community participation, can sustain long-term

vibrancy. Its success lies in framing heritage as an active, evolving resource
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rather than a static commodity.

Shanghai’s experience highlights the threats of market-driven revitalization.
While such approaches are economically profitable, they may undermine social
and cultural vibrancy through gentrification and the loss of authenticity.
Xi'an’s approach shows that giving priority to religious and community needs
preserves cultural integrity. However, it may restrict economic dynamism,
emphasizing the need for a balance tailored to the district’s specific
circumstances.

These cases confirm that the success of revitalization depends on aligning
strategies with local identity. Nanjing’s educational heritage, Shanghai’s
commercial legacy, and Xi’an’s religious significance each require distinct

approaches to foster holistic vibrancy.

5.2 Differential Impact of Revitalization Across Three Dimensions of

Vibrancy

The findings from the Hefei City God Temple District case study show that
revitalization exerts varying impacts on cultural, social, and economic vibrancy.
This challenges the oversimplified perspective that revitalization is either
entirely successful or a complete failure. These differences across dimensions
highlight the need for targeted, dimension-specific strategies rather than
uniform, one-size-fits-all approaches.

Culturally, the revitalization achieved partial success in tangible heritage
preservation. Restored architectural features such as the Sihui Tower and opera
stage have ehanced the district’s visual recognizability. However, this progress
has been counterbalanced by a decline in intangible cultural vibrancy. This id
indicated by the homogenization of cultural activities: post-revitalization events
have focused more on generic performances rather than the unique Luzhou
opera traditions. It is also reflected in the displacement of traditional crafts by

mass-produced souvenirs, specifically Yiwu-style commodities. In contrast, the
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Nanjing Confucius Temple’s experience showed how sustained cultural vibrancy
correlated with deliberate integration of intangible heritage practices alongside
physical restoration, suggesting that cultural vibrancy depends on balancing
material preservation with living traditions.

Socially, the results highlight a paradox: improved physical infrastructure (wider
streets, better lighting) increased perceived safety and interaction among
residents (64.29% reported enhanced community interaction) but reduced
spontaneous social engagement in public spaces, as illegal vending and
informal gathering spots were eliminated. This contrasts sharply with Xi'an
Capital City God Temple, where community participation remained robust in part
due to resident involvement in temple management and religious ceremonies.
This difference suggests that the social vibrancy of historic districts is not only
influenced by improvements to physical conditions, but also by maintaining
spaces that accommodate both formal and informal social practices—a factor
often overlooked in China’s infrastructure-centric revitalization model.
Economically, the investment and redistribution of commercial activities involved
not just a shift from concentrated zones to a more dispersed pattern but also
from temporary stalls to fixed storefronts. This change gradually led to an
economic downturn: rising rents pushed out many pre-revitalization businesses,
while new businesses faced challenges in finding return customers. The case of
Shanghai City God Temple illustrates this process, as the growth of upscale
retailing coincided with the erosion of small, community-oriented businesses,
with the implication that the economic vibrancy of historic districts requires

regulatory measures to protect traditional businesses from market pressures.

5.3 The Paradox of Hardware Upgrade and Vibrancy Erosion

A central finding of this research is the counter-intuitive relationship between
physical upgrading and diminishing vibrancy in Hefei City God Temple District.

The revitalization initiatives, such as the dual-corridor pedestrian system,
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regulated parking, and standardized signage, quite effectively solved practical
problems such as congestion and safety but appear to have inadvertently
compromised the very characteristics that contributed to the vibrancy of the
district: its organic structure, mixed-use character, and informal public spaces.
This paradox manifests in three interrelated ways. Firstly, spatial regularization
enhances appearance and accessibility but diminishes the potential for informal
interaction. Comparison of historic photographs demonstrates a significant
decrease in pedestrian flow in major squares due to the removal of street
vendors and temporary seating. Secondly, functional zoning divides
commercial, residential, and cultural areas. It broke the all-day activity cycle that
kept the area vibrant. Residential areas grew quieter, while commercial districts
stayed active only during tourist hours. Thirdly, architectural homogenization
(imposing Huizhou-style facades) eliminated locally distinctive characteristics,
minimizing the district's uniqueness.

Comparative analysis with Nanjing Confucius Temple suggests one possible
answer: Nanjing's retention of narrow alleys in addition to broader corridors
preserved both character and functionality, and its mixed-use zoning (residential
over retail) maintained all-day activity. This suggests that avoiding the
revitalization paradox requires balancing physical improvement with the
preservation of a long-formed local complexity, which fosters the interaction of

space and activities that keep the historic district vibrant.

5.4 Over-Commercialization and the Erosion of Authenticity

Hefei City God Temple District’s experience highlights a critical tension in
historic district revitalization: the pursuit of economic viability through
commercialization often comes at the expense of cultural authenticity. Post-
revitalization, the district saw an increase in retail POls, but this growth was

dominated mostly by chain stores, while traditional enterprises (antique dealers,
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local craft shops) declined a lot. This pattern aligns with Shanghai City God
Temple’s experience, indicating that excessive economic activities will
undermine the cultural value that attracts visitors in the first place.

The erosion of authenticity occurred through two mechanisms. First,
performative heritage (e.g., staged cultural events like the festival
performances) replaced everyday cultural practices associate with vernacular
traditions (e.g., Luzhou Opera). Social media data (Dianping reviews) show an
increase in references to "photo opportunities" but a decrease in mentions of
"local character." Second, tourist-oriented consumption displaced community-
focused services: pre-revitalization, businesses were catered primarily to
residents; post-revitalization, this has dropped.

Xi'an Capital City God Temple offers a contrasting model, where strict limits on
commercial activities (confined to traditional handicrafts) preserved religious
and cultural authenticity, albeit at the cost of economic diversity. Together, these
cases suggest that authenticity is not inherently opposed to commercialization
but requires curation—ensuring that economic activities remain embedded in

local cultural practices rather than replacing them.

5.5 Policy-Practice Disconnect: Structural Tensions in Chinese

Revitalization

The Hefei case reveals a persistent gap between revitalization visions and on-
the-ground outcomes, rooted in structural tensions within China’s built heritage
governance. The emphasis on material space over social dynamics reflects a
broader national tendency to equate revitalization with visible, quantifiable
upgrades. This is evident in Hefei’s phased policies (2014—-2020), which
prioritized physical infrastructure but lacked continuous consideration of
community engagement. Besides, the top-down policy formulation often ignores
contextual specificity. Hefei’'s adoption of Huizhou-style architecture, while

aesthetically coherent, disregarded local Luzhou architectural traditions (as
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criticized by interviewees). This mirrors the Shanghai case, where global
tourism imperatives overrode local commercial traditions, suggesting that policy
transfer from local commerce to global tourism without contextual adaptation

risks cultural alienation.
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Chapter 6 Conclusion

This study examines the impact of revitalization projects on the vibrancy of
historic districts in three dimensions: cultural, social, and economic, with the
Hefei City God Temple District serving as the primary case study. This study
includes a comparative analysis of Shanghai City God Temple, Xi'an City God
Temple, and Nanjing Confucius Temple, using a mixed-method approach that
integrates GIS spatial analysis, stakeholder questionnaires and interviews, and
social media text mining within a three-dimensional vibrancy framework.
Through this design, the study seeks to unpack the complex interactions
between revitalization projects and the multifaceted vibrancy of historic districts,
addressing tensions between conservation and development.

The empirical findings reveal dual outcomes of revitalization in the Hefei case.
Culturally, physical heritage elements such as the opera stage and Sihui Tower
were restored, thereby enhancing visual recognizability. However, intangible
cultural vibrancy declined. Traditional handicrafts and business formats were
replaced by Yiwu-style commodities and chain stores, and local cultural
activities became homogeneous with those in other commercial streets across
China. Socially, upgraded infrastructure improved formal community interactions
and perceived safety. Yet, it undermined informal gathering spaces, reducing
spontaneous social engagement among residents. Economically, commercial
diversification initially enhanced pedestrian flow, but the rising rents and the loss
of specialized markets posed risks to long-term sustainability. Cross-case
comparisons further illuminate context-specific dynamics. Nanjing Confucius
Temple balanced heritage preservation and commercialization through mixed-
use alleyways. Shanghai City God Temple’s market-driven approach exposed
risks of over-commercialization. Xi'an Capital City God Temple’s community-
centered model highlighted the value of aligning revitalization with local
identities. Collectively, these results confirm that revitalization success depends

on context-sensitive strategies that coordinate physical upgrades, cultural
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authenticity, and social cohesion.

This study demonstrates that in terms of shaping the vibrancy of historic
districts, the revitalization projects involve trade-offs. Physical improvements
often conflict with intangible heritage preservation, and economic growth can
weaken social cohesion. Yet, context-sensitive interventions tailored to local
cultural narratives, community needs, and economic structures can provide a
pathway to balance these tensions, as seen in the contrasting outcomes of the
four cases.

In terms of practice, this study provides some actionable insights. First,
intangible cultural heritage should be prioritized. For example, supporting
traditional crafts and community-led events (e.g., Luzhou opera performances)
can counter commercial homogenization. Second, urban design should balance
order and spontaneity: preserving informal spaces like street vendors and
pocket parks, as Nanjing did, can sustain social vibrancy. Third, participatory
governance is essential. Information disclosure and public consultations can
align top-down plans with grassroots needs and enhance regional cohesion.
Finally, economic sustainability requires inclusivity and regulations. Regulating
rent increases and subsidizing local traditional businesses can prevent
displacement.

The mixed-methods design used in this study provides a relatively
comprehensive assessment of vibrancy. However, this study has certain
limitations in terms of methodology. Temporally, pre-revitalization data (e.g.,
2014 POl density) relied on incomplete archival records, limiting the precision of
before-after comparisons. Spatially, the focus on Hefei City God Temple, while
deeply contextual, restricts generalizability—though cross-case analysis with
three comparable sites mitigates this to some extent. Methodologically, the
convenience sampling of tourists may overrepresent younger, more frequent
visitors, underweighting the perspectives of infrequent users or non-visitors.
Therefore, this study also calls for the establishment of long-term information

monitoring and recording of the historic district's operational status, which will
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provide valuable comparative longitudinal data for ongoing urban construction
and policy regulation and related research. In addition, exploring the role of
digital technologies (such as the public voice reflected by social media and real
pedestrian data provided by geographic big data) in bridging the gap between
policy and practice may produce valuable insights, particularly as China's
historical districts increasingly integrate smart city technologies.

Taken together, a vibrant historic district is not merely a product of physical
design but emerges from the dynamic interplay of cultural continuity, social
cohesion, and sustainable economic activity. Success in revitalization is not
about creating a static urban garden or heritage exhibit, but about fostering a
living space that can continually adapt to changing needs while retaining a

connection to local identity.
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Appendices

Informed Consent Form

The impact of revitalization on vibrancy of historic districts: the case of Hefei City God Temple

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Zhou Limao in the Department of Landscape

Architecture at the University of Hong Kong.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
This study aims to explore how the revitalization of Hefei City God Temple District affects its cultural,
social, and economic vibrancy. The findings may help improve future revitalization plans for historic

districts.

PROCEDURES
If you agree to participate, you will either complete a questionnaire (taking about 10—15 minutes) or take
part in a semi-structured interview (lasting 15-30 minutes). For interviews, with your permission, the

conversation may be audio-recorded to ensure accurate records.

POTENTIAL RISKS / DISCOMFORTS AND THEIR MINIMIZATION

Participating in this study involves very low risk. You may feel slightly uncomfortable when asked about
personal or economic matters (e.g., income). You have the right to skip any question that makes you
uncomfortable, and the research team will respect your choice. If you experience any discomfort, please

contact the researcher for support.

COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION

There is no compensation for participating in this study.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS
While there are no direct benefits to you, your participation will help us better understand the effects of
historic district revitalization. This may inform future projects, contributing to better community

environments and improved quality of life for residents.

CONFIDENTIALITY

All information you provide will be kept strictly confidential and used only for this research. Your personal
identity will be removed from all data, which will be stored and analyzed anonymously. If your interview
is recorded, the audio file will be labeled with an anonymous code. You have the right to review or request
the deletion of the recording at any time. All data will be stored on encrypted devices, accessible only to

the research team.

DATA RETENTION
Data containing personal identifiers will be kept for 5 years after the publication of the first research paper.
After this period, all personal identifiers will be removed, and only anonymous research data will be

retained for long-term archiving.
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PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL
Your participation is voluntary. This means that you can choose to stop at any time

without negative consequences.

QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS

If you have any questions about the research, please feel free to contact [Title & Name of the principal
investigator (telephone number (for studies conducted in Hong Kong)/email address (for overseas
studies))]. If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, contact the Human Research
Ethics Committee, HKU (3917-5267).

SIGNATURE

I (Name of Participant)

understand the procedures described above and agree to participate in this study.

I ** agree / do not agree to the [video-recording / audio-recording] during the procedure. [Please delete this

sentence if the process does not involve video-recording and audio-recording. |

I ** wish / do not wish to be identified. (if the procedure will involve personal interview)

(** Please delete as appropriate.)

Signature of Participant Date

Date of Preparation: [Date]

HREC Approval Expiration date:

HREC Reference Number: [The reference number is indicated in the letter of approval for ethical clearance
issued by the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC).]
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Ph SR X AEAGTR B X7 XIS A I R

Questionnaire on the Impact of Historic District Revitalization Projects on District Vibrancy

HHINS 5%

ey ! AR BT 7 A AEIPR i P S A DXE AT X DXE J RS2 . 4 1Y [l 2R AT e
L AR, PrA S S TR A IR . R SRR

Dear Participants,

Hello! This questionnaire aims to study the impact of the revitalization project of Hefei City God Temple
District on the district's vibrancy. Your answers will provide important data for this research. All
information will only be used for academic analysis and strictly kept confidential. Thank you for your

support!

B EXER

Part 1: Basic Information

1. BRI E:
Your identity
[1 AHER (. 4) resident (has lived for ___ years)
[1W& (M K tourist (come from )
[1 LAEANG (LE_ 4 worker (has worked for __ years)

2. IR
Your age
[1 AEJ30 % under 30 years old
[130 %-60 & 30-60 years old
[160 % LL_E over 60 years old
3. TEORIMBG e I E
How often do you come to City God Temple District?
[1 KKK every day
[

[
[

1 BJEJLIK several times per week
] ﬁ% JRFK occasionally
] Z—K the first time

By SHECTE BRAA PR

Part 2: Overall Evaluation of the Revitalization Project

L YO X ATE T H A2 5 s BRI ?
Do you think the revitalization project has improved the overall environment?

[1 BFME significantly improved

[1 B&A e slightly improved

[] WA no change

[] BB T slightly deteriorated
[1 E3 T significantly deteriorated
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2. BOHEEMEXEEENM? (1549, 1=3EEANR, S=ARRHR
How satisfied are you with the revitalized district? (1-5 points, 1=Very dissatisfied, 5=Very

satisfied):

SEAtl ¥t Infrastructure: [1]12]13]14]5]
SCALSRH cultural atmosphere - (11121131 [4] [5]
Mk Z A commercial diversity: (11121131141 [5]
AL (J7. ARD public space (squares, parks): [1][2] [31[4] [5]

FB=Ear: SUE PR
Cultural Part 3: Cultural Vitality Assessment

Lo WSRO IR s OR AP BOR an ] ?
How do you think of the protective effect after revitalisation?
[1 1R Good
[1 —M Average
[1 BZ Poor
2. EHRERBESZ 5EHXESUIES) (Nl JFBER) ?
Do you still participate in cultural activities after revitalisation?
[1 &% 25 regularly
[]1 /K25 occasionally
[1 MAZY never

B HAESIVG
Part 4: Social Vitality Assessment

L BN HATEE X H 2 1 75 AW 17
Do you think the current district is livelier than before?
[] #EZ# T more quiet
[ 1 FELRT—#F no difference from before
[1 B#0H T more lively
2. IBAEA S RS B A I TA) AN S0E R G 2
Compare the time you stay in public spaces with that before the revitalization
[ HEBCERTSE #4577 | more
[1 ZAZ no difference
[1 AWELHTFAFA less
3. BUEJSEEAILE A A AL ?
How has your interaction with neighbors changed after the renovation?

[] BEHN significantly increased

[] B&AHIM slightly increased

[] WA no change

[1 BE WD slightly decreased

[] &3k significantly decreased
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BRES: BVEIIVHE

Part 5: Economic Vitality Assessment

1 YOTE R XA LR R 15 2 R ?
Do you think the types of businesses in the district are diversified after revitalization?
[1 B Z 84k very diverse
[1 LB HEAL diverse
[1 —/% average
[1 B9%— limited
[1 dEHH— very limited
2. YOI H 2B S ALY ?
Do you think the revitalisation project has driven local employment?
[1 E&H 3 significantly driven
[] MB35l slightly driven
[1 &AM no effect
[1 BB slightly decreased
[1 k> significantly decreased
3. EUONBAE RN G BTAE ELan ey 2
How do you think your current income compares with that before the renovation?
[]1 #4352 [ earn more
[1 FILARTZEARZ the same as before
[1 AHILAET earn less
4. TEAEINPE R 9 1 S AR i BT AH L an ey ?
How does the amount you spend in City God Temple District compare with that before the
revitalization?
[] #H%EZ T spend more
[1 FILARTZEARZ the same as before
[1 LEEARTSE D spend less

FNERS: TR R
Part 6: Open-ended Questions
Lo AR i i A T H SR ey 2
What do you think of the effect of the Chenghuang Temple revitalization project?

2. RIS 5 S X A (T 2

What are your expectations for the future of Hefei Chenghuang Temple Historic District?

FESLT N

SR OHS | g AL, WOWHRAR: 18510281213

End of the Questionnaire

Thank you for your patience in filling out the questionnaire! If you have any other comments, please feel
free to contact us: 18510281213
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Interview Outline on the Revitalization Project of Hefei City God Temple Historic District

I. Changes in Spatial Functions and Usage

What changes have occurred in the areas you frequently visited before and after the revitalization?
Have the main functions (such as shopping, socializing, leisure, etc.) been adjusted? How have these
changes affected your usage habits?

During the revitalization period, did you turn to other alternative places (such as City God Temple
Grand World) for activities? What are the differences between these alternative places and the
renovated district?

Has the physical environment of the district after revitalization (such as widened aisles, unified
stalls, street scale) improved the walking experience? Is there a contradiction between this
improvement and the "shopping atmosphere" in your memory?

How familiar are you with the core buildings in the district (such as Sihui Tower, Niangniang Hall,
Stage Square)? Have the functions or attractiveness of these buildings changed?

How has the frequency of your visits to the district changed compared with before the

revitalization? What are the reasons?

II. Residential Structure and Social Interaction

After the revitalization, have there been obvious changes in the residential structure around the
district (such as age, occupation, length of residence)? How do your ways of interacting with
neighbors and merchants (such as communication content, frequency) differ from those before the
revitalization?

After the revitalization, has the street scale (such as widening) affected the communication distance
or frequency between you and neighbors? In what specific aspects?

Has urban polycentrism (such as the rise of other business districts) dispersed the flow of people in
the district? How has this affected your interaction with old merchants?

After the revitalization, has the content of your communication with merchants changed due to

changes in store types?

III. Cultural Elements and Authenticity

What do you think of the architectural style of the district after revitalization? Do you think it
reflects the traditional architectural characteristics of Hefei?

Do the visual elements of the district make you feel that "memories of the old city have been lost"?
What specific visual changes are the most obvious?

Have you paid attention to the venues where specific cultural activities in the district are held? What
is the current usage status of these venues?

Through what channels do you learn about cultural activities in the district? Are there differences in
the willingness to participate in these activities among different age groups (such as childhood vs.

now)? What factors affect the willingness to participate (such as activity form, time, content)?

IV. Commercial Formats and Operational Status
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1. After the revitalization, have you noticed the operational status of some characteristic old shops?
What factors do you think are related to changes in their customer flow?

2. Does the location distribution of new business formats affect their complementarity with old shops?
How do you think the two can coexist better?

3. Do you think there are problems with the current business formats in the district? What are the
problems (such as homogenization, idle shops, etc.)?

4. Do you think the disappearance of characteristic business formats such as old goods markets and
affordable convenience services has weakened the uniqueness of the district? Is it necessary to

restore such business formats?

V. Infrastructure and Environmental Experience

1. After the revitalization, does the infrastructure of the district meet your needs? What problems most
affect your visit frequency?

2. Has the hygienic condition of the district improved after the revitalization? How has this
improvement affected your activity experience?

3. What do you think of the "ban on street vending" policy? While regulating operations, has it

affected the vitality or convenience of the district?

VI. Suggestions for Improvement and Future Expectations

1. Compared with historic districts in other cities, what advantages or disadvantages do you think
Hefei City God Temple has in terms of vitality, cultural characteristics, or commercial operation?

2. Ifyou were to put forward a suggestion for the subsequent revitalization plan, which problem would

you prioritize solving? Why?
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