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Abstract  

The George Town heritage area in Malaysia was listed as a world heritage site by UNESCO in 2008. Such a 
nomination brings international accountability with extensive constructive influence on the local and regional 
development processes as the tourism industry is the second largest source of foreign exchange revenue in 
Malaysia. Drawing on the socio-economic effects of livability in environmental development on the George 
Town heritage area, the research goal is to advance the livability in the George Town heritage area in two stages. 
Initially, the research focuses on the livability concepts and principals as important elements to recognize the 
significance of livability. Secondly, the study attempts to identify the impact of livability in the George Town 
heritage area based on evidence drawn from other contexts, such as Central Europe. Consequently, the research 
addresses the role of livability to improve the built environment, safety, public participation, cultural identity and 
tourist satisfaction in different communities, especially in the heritage area. By considering the role of the 
tourism industry in Malaysia’s economic growth, the research concludes that livability is a very important 
component that ensures the improvement of the environment, including the facilities and infrastructure, and 
encourages people’s contribution to develop George Town heritage area to be a better tourist attraction. However, 
conversely, increasing the quality of the habitation in the Malaysian heritage area has still not been properly 
addressed. 
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1. Introduction  

Over the last few decades, the rapid urbanization has transformed the world’s development patterns through a 
combination of economic growth and social change. Accompanying this rapid growth of the urban population 
are an increase in the levels of poverty, inequality and social distance, unemployment, and the rate of crime. 
Moreover, inner-cities and the cores of cities have been widely influenced by rapid urbanization, such as changes 
in people’s lifestyle. These areas lose their social value and public participation when people withdraw from the 
community life (Skogan, 1986) and consequently, reduce their social communication, walking and cycling time 
in public spaces and city centers in response to their safety concerns and environmental challenges, such as noise 
pollution, and traffic junctions.  

The urban core, beyond simply acting as a place for people to live, is recognized as a valuable place in cities 
where people walk, inform, meet, have fun, shop, and, generally, get involved with different social and 
entertaining activities. As the activities are some of the enjoyable aspects of urban living, these activities in the 
historical areas of cities influence the sense of the quality of life among many urban visitors and residents. 
Usually, the historical areas in cities are the initial core or heart of the cities, through which several physical 
components illustrate the historical background of cities. Additionally, different research describes a city’s core 
as reflecting the social context of the city due to the diversity of people in different positions, such as retailing, 
housing, entertainment; and a mix of civic, administrative and professional services (Balsas, 2004; McCann, 
2003). This study’s focus is on the livability, as it addresses people’s sense of well-being, and the support of 
decision makers in an area. Furthermore, although new urbanists have made the concept of a safe city, livability 
has also the ability to reduce crime by enhancing opportunities for interaction among people, increasing the 
sense of community, and neighborhood watch in cities (Hedayati et al., 2012).  



www.ccsenet.org/mas Modern Applied Science Vol. 8, No. 1; 2014 

124 
 

The goal of this paper is to review the impact of livability on the George Town heritage area in Penang state, 
which is located in the North West of Malaysia. This heritage area as a world heritage site is located at the city’s 
core, which is visited by a large number of tourists and residents every year. Hence, the livability of the site is an 
important matter for relevant stakeholders including the authorities, retailers, residents and tourists. The 
significance of the research is twofold. Firstly, cultural/heritage tourists constitute the fastest growing segment of 
the tourism industry (Joshi, 2012) and the tourism industry is the second largest source of foreign exchange 
revenue in Malaysia (Mazumder et al., 2009). Secondly, whilst Malaysia, as a multi-cultural country, is trying to 
introduce its cultural identity to the world, this nomination brings international accountability to the Malaysian 
government.  

2. Materials and Methods 

The review is based on literature reported in the root disciplines of social, economic, and physical aspects of 
environment in livability, quality of life and sustainable development. A set of keyword combinations –cultural 
identity, public involvement, participatory governance, tourism satisfaction, and environmental livability – were 
employed to conduct the literature search. This research applied online searching approach to navigate available 
sources among several databases such as Science Direct, Springer, Taylor and Francis and Scopus. Articles were 
considered which have been published between 1992 and 2013, especially for the empirical studies, both 
quantitative and qualitative but include theoretical aspects. Thus, a large body of literature was created to 
illustrate an in-depth understanding of the theoretical side of livability concept and its role in enhancing function 
at Penang heritage area and the tourism industry. A greater emphasis was placed on literature that addresses the 
characterization of public participation in the form of attitudinal responses towards development and 
conservation strategies. 

This paper first provides a comprehensive review of the body of literature concerning the livability concept and 
principals, and then proceeds by outlining the impact of livability on the different effective elements of the 
community. These sections prepare an understanding for identifying the effective ingredients concerning the 
increasing quality of the habitat, and transforming the perceptions of visitors and tourists. The findings are based 
on an in-depth analysis of relevant research, journal papers and policy documents. It is expected that the research 
findings will assist authorities to improve tourist satisfaction in the George Town heritage area by increasing 
livability.  

2.1 George Town Heritage Area 

As Malaysia is one of the countries in Southeast Asia that is experiencing rapid economic development, the 
expanding urbanization is one of the significant phenomena facing the nation. The economic growth has 
occurred through the rapid growth of different sectors of which the tourism industry is currently the second 
largest foreign exchange earner, after manufacturing. Furthermore, Malaysia is endowed with an abundance of 
attractions for tourists including natural and heritage resources that are particularly suitable for sustainable 
tourism (Mazumder et al., 2009). This specific situation provides an exclusive foundation to expand the 
Malaysian tourism industry as well as introduce Malaysian culture. The review of census data indicates that 
inbound tourism has grown extensively over the last three decades. This puts into perspective the importance of 
improving the tourist attractions.  

One of the major parts of Malaysia’s tourist attractions includes its cultural institutions, which are located in 
heritage areas. As surrogate representations, they are emphasized as representing Malaysia’s culture heritage. 
Hence, the improvement and enhancement of heritage areas should be considered as a fundamental function for 
the development of Malaysia’s tourism industry (Manaf & Ismail, 2010). With regard to the exclusive character 
including a combination of religious pluralism, historic townscapes, and living heritage, this study selected 
George Town, the capital of Penang state, as the case study to examine the impact of livability in this area 
(Figure 1). The review of related reports indicates that George Town has been designated as a World Heritage 
Site due to some Outstanding Universal Values (OUV), which are classified into three major parts: 

- Multicultural trading port; 

- Multicultural community, which refers to the living testimony of the multicultural heritage and tradition 
of Asia, and European colonial influences; and 

- A unique architecture, culture and townscape multi-trading Port (Shop-houses and Town-houses 
(UNESCO, 2008).  
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Figure 1. Site plan for George Town heritage area 

 

Consequently, the nomination of George Town as a ‘World Heritage Site’ has provided a great opportunity to 
develop cultural tourism. The World Heritage Site status has expanded the potential to boost the market and 
investment in tourism related businesses and real estate as well as other fields that were influenced by the jump 
in the market in George Town after its nomination. Hence, the improvement of George Town heritage area is 
necessary to maximize the opportunity for more tourist arrivals. As there is a significant correlation among 
tourism services, tourist satisfaction and livability, increasing livability can assist the improvement of George 
Town heritage area. Furthermore, George Town is located in the central part of Penang Island where there is an 
overlap among the commercial, administrative and heritage buildings, as well as religious activities. This 
position of George Town heritage area is a boost because city centers reflect the social context of cities due to the 
diversity of people in different positions, such as retailing, housing, entertainment, and a mix of civic, 
administrative and professional services (Balsas, 2004). 

3. Livability Concepts and Principals 

Nowadays, the concept of livability has been focused on by a large body of studies that have revealed the 
significance of livability for communities including the requirements for more consideration by planners, 
designers and policy makers throughout the developed countries (Schomberg et al., 2011). Livability is 
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recognized as a holistic concept (Andrews, 2001; Saitluanga, 2013) and is close to the human concept (Wyatt, 
2009). It has been described by different meanings depending on the place, time, and focus of the study (Pacione, 
2003) with no universally agreed interpretation (NRC, 2002). Throughout the review of the literature, livability 
has been considered as people’s needs for public amenities (Anderson et al., 1997; Besser et al., 2012; Frey et al., 
2007) and is recognized as a major element to create social welfare (Anderson et al., 1997; Smith, 1973). 
Moreover, there is a considerable conceptual overlap between livability and sustainability (Allen, 2010; Sanford, 
2011), and the quality of life as well (Hovey, 2008; McCann, 2007; Saitluanga, 2013; Schomberg et al., 2011), 
albeit their meanings are dissimilar, and their effects and views are on different scales (Hovey, 2008). In 
summary, livability is defined as a collection of characteristics that explain the attractive elements of a place for 
people to live and rest. Regarding the concept of livability, the environment is the basic aspect of the community 
to increase livability as it assembles other aspects of the community and affects people’s behavior (Linden, 
1996).  

From another angle, urban livability is a complicated idea and directs attention to the different attributes that 
contribute to an urban community's overall quality of life (Loewus, 2008). Urban livability attempts to motivate 
urban areas towards an ideal level (McCann, 2008) and is applied in three aspects of the community: 
environmental quality, neighborhood amenity and individual well-being (S. Lennard & H. Lennard, 1995). In 
addition, urban livability considers reaching the appropriate motivation level in cities through focusing on 
economic and social concerns of urban life as well as environmental aspects including urban design and public 
space usage.  

The urban livability concepts have been debated by researchers and scholars and they have extracted different 
characters to create a livable city based on their perspectives. Kevin Lynch (1981, p. 1) introduced five elements 
– vitality, sense, fit, access and control – for making good cities; however, after two decades, Balsas (2004) 
endorsed Lynch’s belief and added the element of viability. Douglass (2000) argued that the realization of a 
livable city could be achieved through increasing the quality of life. In this light, he believes that urban livability 
is founded on four cornerstones: (1) to enjoy widening life chances through direct investment in talent and 
well-being, (2) access to meaningful work and livelihood opportunities, (3) having a safe and clean environment, 
and (4) establishing good governance. Moreover, in another body of literature, the livability principles have been 
concluded and summated into six major domains (Partnership for Sustainable Communities, 2011):  

(1) Provide more transportation choices to decrease household transportation costs, reduce dependence on 
oil, improve air quality and promote public health. 

(2) Expand location- and energy-efficient housing choices for people of all ages, incomes, races and 
ethnicities to increase mobility and lower the combined cost of housing and transportation. 

(3) Improve the economic competitiveness of neighborhoods by giving people reliable access to 
employment centers, educational opportunities, services and other basic needs. 

(4) Target federal funding for existing communities – through transit-oriented and land recycling – to 
revitalize communities, reduce public work costs, and safeguard rural landscapes. 

(5) Align federal policies and funding to remove barriers to collaboration, leverage funding and increase 
the effectiveness of programs to plan for future growth. 

(6) Enhance the unique characteristics of all communities by investing in healthy, safe and walkable 
neighborhoods, whether rural, urban or suburban. 

Generally, the body of literature indicated that the livability principals seek to describe different strategies in 
several domains including social, environmental, and economic to achieve sustainability goals in communities. 

4. The Impact of Community Issues on Livability 

As mentioned in past, the research objective is to show the necessity of increasing livability on the George Town 
heritage area in Penang state. Although, the concept of livability is broad to debate in different aspects of 
knowledge but some the prominent concerns such as built environment, safety, and public participation have 
extremely influenced on the heritage area livability and urban tourist in Asia pacific countries such as Malaysia 
(Anuar et al., 2010; Douglass, 2000; Yung & Chan, 2011). According to the review of the literature, the study 
emphasized on three aforementioned elements to indicate the effect of these three elements on livability and how 
these components can growth tourist industry in George Town heritage area. Finally, current study verifies 
necessity of heritage areas to increasing livability to play their roles in social, cultural, and economic aspects of 
comunities. 
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4.1 Built Environment and Livability 

With respect to the new urban planning concepts, a large body of literature concerning the built environment has 
focused on the relationship among people’s behavior and their perceptions with urban land use distribution, 
public space, and urban spatial patterns (Badoe & Miller, 2000; Barton, 2009; Hostetler et al., 2003; Joh et al., 
2012; Lee & Moudon, 2006; Wilhelmi & Hayden, 2010). Studies have revealed that there are considerable 
connections between people’s behavior and the built environment as well as urban land use (Handy et al., 2002; 
Joh et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2006). The built environment is formed based on the people’s decisions whilst the 
people’s behaviors are influenced by the built environment, especially in cities. The results of several studies 
indicated that the distribution of landmark land use (public space, shopping complex, traffic junction, square) 
and urban connectivity through a transportation network are effective elements for shaping people’s lifestyle and 
their perceptions (Boarnet et al., 2011; Joh et al., 2012; Krizek, 2003). Some research also presented that the 
distribution of land use and the connectivity influences people’s behavior such as walking trips (Ewing & 
Cervero, 2010; Frank & Pivo, 1994). These studies concluded that people’s activities in public spaces largely 
depend on the connectivity and distribution of land use in cities, inasmuch as these elements have an effect on 
people’s safety and security. On the other hand, there is a strong link among walking, people’s activity in public 
spaces, and health (Joh et al., 2012; McMillan, 2007; Zhu & Lee, 2009) whilst health is a key indicator in the 
urban livability. Therefore, the built environment plays a major role in people’s activities and increases the 
livability in communities, especially in cities. 

4.2 Safety and Livability 

Safety as a basic human right has been emphasized by developed and developing countries, and the safety and 
perception of safety are involved in assessing the overall health in communities. Usually, safety covers several 
aspects of people’s lives and activities in communities, such as home, public areas, shopping complexes, and 
private and public organizations. Hence, the needs for a safe physical environment have been highlighted more 
in urban areas after the cities grow, with the concomitant increase in urban population, and distance social levels.  

Over the last five decades, the link between the built environment and crime has been primarily emphasized by a 
number of researchers and scholars, such as Jane Jacobs’ (1961) “eyes on the street” theory and Oscar Newman’s 
(1972) “defensible space” concept. Both Jacobs and Newman focused on the role of the built environment on 
crime and social activates, and consequently the impact of social activities on safety of the environment. The 
results of their studies emphasize the importance of the environmental aspect including land use and street 
pattern in respect of crime and safety. They believed that the establishment and development of natural 
surveillance ensures safe communities and increases the satisfaction of residents (Hedayati et al., 2012). 
Hedayati and colleagues (2012) concluded that the characteristics of the built environment play a major role in 
promoting and improving safety in urban settings with reference to their assessment on crime prevention through 
environmental design. From another angle, a body of literature argued that there is a high crime rate and even 
fear of crime in specific nodes at public spaces, such as bus stations at the cities known as crime hotspots (Joh et 
al., 2012; Loukaitou-Sideris, 1999; Nasar & Fisher, 1993). In accordance with this debate, the results of a study 
in South East Asia revealed that there is a positive relationship between crime rate and fear of crime in 
residential areas (Hedayati, 2012).  

Furthermore, the impact of the fear of crime and people’s activity in public areas and streets has been examined 
in several studies. The evidence showed that there is a positive association between the fear of crime and 
people’s activity (McDonald, 2008). Thus, neighborhood safety can be improved by promoting more people’s 
activity in public areas (Abdullah et al., 2013; Joh et al., 2012). However, as the elements mentioned are a major 
part of people’s lives, any changes thereto will modify their level of living satisfaction and urban livability for 
which health and safety are two indicators to measure livability.  

4.3 Public Participation and Livability  

Over the last few decades, public participation has been a common recommendation of several of the 
environmental planning approaches to improve the quality of the environment. Basically, public participation is 
recognized as a set of functions by people to determine and make decisions in different social fields. Gerson 
(1993) explained that public participation is a process through which people present their opinions about policy 
formulation, planning alternatives, investment options, and management. The comprehensive planning methods 
applied in different countries in the 1970s emphasized linear and top-down approaches, and, hence, people and 
the private sector were not involved in the decision-making and decision-taking processes. However, 
disempowerment of people and the local communities in decision-making has been noted by several studies 
(such as Harris, 1994). After several decades, other planning concepts introduced different approaches for the 
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preparation and implementation of plans or policies that were established through the idea of participation and 
down-top method. Thus, the comprehensive planning approach, as one of the effective planning approaches in 
the environmental scope, has been declining in most countries since the 1980s when the strategic planning 
approach came to the fore in developed countries, since when it has been widely employed by authorities in 
environmental planning (UN-Habitat, 2007). 

From another angle, public participation is fundamental to the growth of the social aspect in different 
communities. A body of literature promotes the public participation idea for making a better environment based 
on four major reasons: (1) community involvement makes the goals of the plans or policies achievable, (2) the 
results of the plans or policies are accepted by the community stakeholders, (3) people’s participation provides 
support to the relevant authorities to reduce the cost of implementing the plan or policies as they play their part 
with more willingness, and (4) public participation increases social cohesion in the community (Hedayati et al., 
2012; Rydin & Pennington, 2010). 

Furthermore, people’s involvement and their participation have been recognized as two effective elements in the 
economic process inasmuch as public participation creates opportunities for bringing different expertise and 
comprehensive information (Wateco, 2002). There have been different results from enabling public participation 
in the decision process in several aspects of communities and it is considered as an indicator to evaluate the 
process of community development, quality of life, and livability. Taken as a whole, public participation has 
considerable ability to improve social cohesion, economic growth, enabling accessibility to the decision 
processes, and people’s willingness. Thus, public participation has been accepted as one of the instruments and 
strategies to increase livability in the communities. Furthermore, improvement of public participation can 
increase livability through reducing crime in the communities as it creates public surveillance and neighborhood 
watch. 

4.4 Tourist Satisfaction and Livability 

As mentioned above, the tourism industry has a key role in Malaysia’s economic structure. Based on the 
available census, Malaysia received 25.03 million inbound international tourists and a revenue of approximately 
60.6 billion ringgit (US$20 billion), of which 3 million tourists visited the state of Penang in 2012 (Ministry of 
tourism Malaysia, 2011). The number of and the amount of revenue from the tourists reveal how vital the role of 
this industry is in respect of Malaysia’s development. While the tourism industry relies on the expansion of 
adequate and modern infrastructure and facilities to establish a world-class tourist attraction (Jawong, 2013), the 
idea is only achievable when tourists and residents have high satisfaction with their quality of life. Muller (1996) 
explained that improving the livability also modifies the level of tourist satisfaction. Kruger and Petzer (2008) 
argued that livability can influence the level of tourist satisfaction based on four different components: 
satisfaction with travel/tourism services, satisfaction with travel/tourism experiences, satisfaction with leisure 
life, and satisfaction with life in general. Referring to the aforementioned components, tourism service is a 
unique component that is objective and tangible, while the other components are subjective such as fear of 
well-being. Consequently, the tourism authorities must focus on improvement to the tourism service and 
infrastructure when attempting to increase tourist numbers. However, there is a challenge to establish or upgrade 
tourism services in developing and undeveloped countries, which relates to the financial limitations. 

4.5 Heritage Area and Livability  

Basically, a heritage area is recognized as a quarter including historical elements that have been inherited from 
previous decades or centuries to the current time (Imon et al., 2007). Nuryanti (1996) described heritage as a 
component of the cultural tradition in each settlement and community. Moreover, heritage has been recognized 
as a significant element for social and community well-being (Tweed & Sutherland, 2007). From another angle, 
the built heritage as a part of cultural heritage presents the chronological fundamentals of a community, therefore, 
architectural concepts and historical worth can be seen in built heritage. Hence, heritage areas including built 
heritage are studied and esteemed by people who like to know about past times, such as tourists and researchers. 

Consequently, heritage areas have been broadly considered as being able to embrace people with different 
perspectives. Tweed and Sutherland (2007) believe that heritage mainly refers to increasing people’s sense of 
belonging and their enthusiasm for the subject of cultural identity. As identity and sense of belonging are 
recognized as two effective elements in community livability, heritage areas can influence the livability. 
Therefore, there is a positive correlation between heritage areas and livability inasmuch as heritage areas 
increase livability in communities, such as cities. Therefore, heritage areas can play a role in increasing the 
livability when the area strengthens the sense of belonging. These areas also can design culture identity through 
employing appreciate conservation approach to achieve strong sense and imaging. 
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In Malaysia, heritage areas make a considerable contribution to the national economic growth through heritage 
tourism. However, UNESCO has emphasized that several elements threaten the heritage in Asia (UNESCO, 
2009). Heritage tourism also promotes Malaysia’s culture and creates an opportunity to appreciate, maintain and 
conserve the heritage areas, which are the focus of tourists. This chance is highlighted in both George Town and 
Melaka as two world heritage areas in Malaysia. The prospect can encourage planners and authorities to boost 
the sense of belonging and cultural identity, which improves livability and increases tourist arrivals in Malaysia’s 
heritage area. In addition, while heritage areas in Malaysia have a major role and ability to participate in the 
progress of national development, they need to be reviewed and the policy and approach to conserve and boost 
cultural identity evaluated.  

5. Conclusions  

The results achieved from this study present a set of remarkable perspectives for researchers and relevant 
authorities that contribute to the objectives in heritage areas, the tourism industry and social concerns. According 
to Palmer (2005), there is a knowledge gap concerning the built heritage and collective belonging, hence, the 
current study has attempted to concentrate on increasing livability in the George Town heritage area and 
addressing the impact of livability on the social cohesion, economic growth, and cultural identity. As foreseen, 
the Malaysian heritage areas are appropriate elements for transforming the quality of the environments at their 
periphery, which has several positive effects on the Malaysian built environment. The effects include wide 
domains from economic growth to debates about cultural identity. Indeed, the George Town heritage area, as a 
world heritage site, has been focused on by UNESCO due to its outstanding universal value, which can be 
considered as an engine of growth for Malaysia. Hence, its contribution influences different aspects of existence 
on Penang Island including social, economic and physical. Due to the unique role, this research has reviewed the 
concept of livability and its relationship with certain social concerns, such as crime, public participation, and the 
built environment. From the review of the literature, a series of barriers, such as traffic congestion, crime, and 
social fragmentation, has prevented the increasing livability in communities. As a consequence, the current study 
concludes that the livability can be increased in the George Town heritage area through some effective actions 
that promote safety, compatible land use distribution, friendly environmental design, and boost public 
participation. The article explained that the increasing livability ensures growth, development at Penang Island 
through improving different aspects of life and increasing tourist arrivals as the major key for development in 
Malaysia. The increase in livability is influenced by a number of factors in the community, such as 
decision-making power, economic conditions, and social cohesion. Generally, the potential of the George Town 
heritage area provides a chance to develop the Penang tourism industry as a hotspot among the other tourist 
attractions in Malaysia whilst relying on increasing the livability.  

To conclude, it seems that Malaysia is in the distinguished position of possessing a unique, multi-cultural 
community, which, although prominent, has been neglected. However, it appears that the livability in the 
heritage area is key to the future development of Malaysia. Malaysia should attempt to further embrace tourists 
in a way that focuses on a livable environment. Thus, the concept of livability must not be neglected as a means 
of fostering heritage attractions and the level of social satisfaction, but, instead, should be used as an opportunity 
to develop the Malaysian community towards achieving the One Malaysia programme. 
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