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Discussion paper: The problems of experiencing heritage in a planning and development context
Introduction and summary
This paper is part of a broader research project, which aims to understand how “heritage assets” are experienced, to clarify, challenge and improve how the historic environment is assessed in a planning a development context in the UK, and improve how heritage policies are applied by decision-makers in that context. Heritage asset (“historic asset” in Wales and Scotland) is the term used in planning policies across the UK to refer to buildings, archaeological sites, objects, and places considered to have a level of heritage interest which merits some form of protection from impacts or consideration before they are affected by development activities. In addition to protecting physical buildings and remains, heritage policies, and in the case of listed buildings laws, in the UK also protect the setting of heritage assets and require that this is given weight in planning decisions. In the case of listed buildings, the weight afforded to their protection is high.[footnoteRef:1] The setting of heritage / historic assets is a key concept in planning policy and law, with wide ranging real-world implications, and the key aspect of the setting of a heritage asset is one’s experience of it. [1:  The UK courts have clarified that where it is found that a development would result in harm to the setting of a listed building, this would trigger a strong presumption against the granting of planning consent, absent powerful overriding considerations. The key recent case which provides caselaw in this matter is Barnwell Manor, especially paragraph 28 of the judgment: Maurice Kay, Jeremy Sullivan, and Anne Rafferty, Barnwell Manor Wind Energy Limited vs East Northamptonshire District Council (Court of Appeal Civil Division February 18, 2014).] 

The overall research project will entail a phenomenological study of people’s experience of heritage assets, informed by an analysis of the heritage policy and legal context in the UK, and by philosophical and neurological work on the nature of human experience. The overall project will provide important clarifications, which will affect how setting is assessed and weighed in decision-making. The purpose of this paper is to explore whether there are elements to the structure of human experience that should form part of the research design of the overall project.
The paper will start by reviewing the definitions of setting in the policy and legal framework in the UK. This will be followed by a review of philosophical and practical issues with how setting is assessed in the UK, and a discussion of why current research on the experience of heritage assets/sites is not adequate to inform the issues highlighted. The paper will conclude with a discussion of potential distinctions in human experience which could contribute to the overall research design for the project.


Defining setting
Setting refers to an area around a heritage asset in which the asset can be experienced, for example the churchyard provides an experience of the church building which is not afforded elsewhere. All four nations in the UK have different but similar definitions for setting (emphasis added):
England: 
The surroundings in which a heritage asset is experienced. Its extent is not fixed and may change as the asset and its surroundings evolve. Elements of a setting may make a positive or negative contribution to the significance of an asset, may affect the ability to appreciate that significance or may be neutral.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, “National Planning Policy Framework,” July 20, 2021, www.gov.uk/government/publications, p. 71.] 

Northern Ireland:
The term ‘setting’ applies to the physical space that is part of – and contributes to – the significance and distinctive character of a heritage asset, and through which the asset may be seen, experienced, understood and enjoyed.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Historic Environment Division, Guidance on Setting and the Historic Environment Historic Environment Division (Belfast: Department for Communities, 2018), https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/guidance-setting-and-historic-environment, p. 7.] 

Scotland:
‘Setting’ is the way the surroundings of a historic asset or place contribute to how it is understood, appreciated and experienced.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Historic Environment Scotland, Managing Change in the Historic Environment: Setting (Edinburgh: Historic Environment Scotland, 2016), https://pub-prod-sdk.azurewebsites.net/api/file/3c15b3e9-b447-4b4e-801f-a67800be22c5, p. 6.] 

Wales:
The setting of an historic asset includes the surroundings in which it is understood, experienced, and appreciated embracing present and past relationships to the surrounding landscape. Its extent is not fixed and may change as the asset and its surroundings evolve. Elements of a setting may make a positive or negative contribution to the significance of an asset, may affect the ability to appreciate that significance or may be neutral.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Welsh Government, “Planning Policy Wales Technical Advice Note 24: The Historic Environment,” 2017, https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-09/tan24-historic-environment.pdf, p. 10.] 

As can be seen from the elements of the definitions which have been highlighted, all the definitions essentially describe setting as the experience provided of an asset by its surrounding environment. The key element is the located experience of the asset. Setting is, often by definition, recognised as contributing to the significance of heritage assets, and the mechanism by which it contributes is by containing physical elements associated with the heritage asset in question, or by providing an appreciation of the heritage significance of the asset.[footnoteRef:6] This element of setting overlaps with key conceptions of intangible heritage, not as a traditional activity, but as the current interaction with a heritage site, where “the tangible is experienced through the intangible”.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  See, for example p. 4 in Historic England, Historic Environment Good Practice Advice in Planning Note 3 – the Setting of Heritage Assets (Second Edition) (London: Historic England, 2017).]  [7:  Dawson Munjeri, “Tangible and Intangible Heritage: From Difference to Convergence,” Museum International 56, no. 1-2 (May 2004): 12–20, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1350-0775.2004.00453.x.] 

Problems with setting
In broad terms the definition of setting seems unproblematic. However, the incorporation of one’s experience in the definition of setting, while perhaps necessary, means that as a concept, the setting of heritage assets includes within it a contested and complex idea. 
A review of philosophical inquiry into the nature of human experience reveals a complex area of scholarship, where there is much disagreement about whether we can experience the external world, whether what we sense is information from the external world or merely mental representations of an unknowable world, or what the nature of the things we experience are (Are they qualia?[footnoteRef:8] Sense-data?[footnoteRef:9]). While there are few areas of complete agreement, it is generally accepted that we observe an external world, but that our experience is mediated by our understanding, ideas, and other factors to degrees and in forms which are seldom agreed to in detail.[footnoteRef:10] Taken broadly there is agreement that the relationship we have with the external world, which seems to us to be straightforward, is in fact a complex process, entailing multiple factors and processes, many of which we are not aware of. In his work exploring how the structure of the human brain affects our understanding of the world around us, McGilchrist lucidly captures this interrelationship between our perception and the world around us when discussing the attentive nature of our experience at a phenomenal level: [8:  Michael Tye, “Qualia,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2021 Edition) (2021), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/qualia/.]  [9:  Gary Hatfield, “Sense Data,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Stanford, CA: The Metaphysics Research Lab, Philosophy Department, Stanford University, August 19, 2021), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/sense-data/.]  [10:  For an overview of current philosophical debates on human perception see: Tim Crane and Craig French, “The Problem of Perception,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Stanford, CA: The Metaphysics Research Lab, Philosophy Department, Stanford University, 2021), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/perception-problem/.] 

Our attention is responsive to the world. There are certain modes of attention which are naturally called forth by certain kinds of object. We pay a different sort of attention to a dying man from the sort of attention we’d pay to a sunset, or a carburettor. However, the process is reciprocal. It is not just that what we find determines the nature of the attention we accord to it, but that the attention we pay to anything also determines what it is that we find.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Iain Mcgilchrist, MASTER and HIS EMISSARY : The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World. (2009; repr., Yale University Press, 2010), p 133.] 

Given the complexity of defining and understanding the structure of human experience it is surprising, and perhaps unsurprising, that none of the guidance documents produced by the UK Government’s advisory heritage bodies quotes any research which seeks to provide evidence or structure which help to define what is meant by the term experiencing a heritage asset. This lack of evidential and philosophical underpinning has meant that there is confusion within the guidance about what elements constitute the experience of a heritage asset and how. For example, the Historic England guidance note on setting provides a list of attributes under the headings “The asset’s physical surroundings” and “experience of the asset”. Under the experience heading it lists elements such as ‘landscape character’ alongside ‘views’ and ‘smells’.[footnoteRef:12] However, this is to conflate two distinct areas of our experience; how we experience, as opposed to what we experience. Irrespective of one’s philosophical position on the ontological status of our experiences, it is clear that we think that we see, feel, smell and hear the world around us. These senses are examples of how we experience. By contrast the character of a landscape is an example of what we experience through our senses, mediated by our past experiences and cultural conditioning. The list lists several other attributes, which are a mix of the two categories of experience noted (the how and what), with no analysis of how these interrelate, or could come together to inform an assessment of setting, and its relationship to the significance of a heritage asset. The other guidance notes on setting have less proscriptive guidance on potential elements of experience, but nonetheless share many of the same issues, not least in failing to refer to any evidence or research. [12:  Historic England, Historic Environment Good Practice Advice in Planning Note 3 – the Setting of Heritage Assets (Second Edition) (London: Historic England, 2017), p. 11.] 

The result of this lack of evidential and philosophical underpinning in the guidance has resulted in no small measure of confusion in the practice of assessment of heritage assets, with arguments about which elements of the experience are most important commonplace, based on nothing more than the opinion of the professionals involved. Often significant development schemes are refused planning consent due to a finding that there would be harm to a heritage asset due to a change to its setting. Given the prevalence of heritage matters in planning applications in the UK,[footnoteRef:13] significant investment could be scuppered because of this issue, and without adequate evidence it is not possible to assess with confidence whether these decisions have been justified, particularly in marginal cases. [13:  Marwa Ahmed, “The Heritage Dimension of Planning Applications” (London: Historic England, 2018), https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current/planning-research/.] 

Current research on the experience of heritage
Research has been undertaken on people’s experience of heritage sites. Many studies are focussed on assessing visitor experience and satisfaction at cultural tourism sites.[footnoteRef:14] Laurajane Smith undertook a qualitative study of visitors to historic houses, and how members of a community (Castleford) understood and used their heritage to give meaning and engender a sense of place.[footnoteRef:15] While these studies provide valuable insights into how people experience heritage, they do not address the questions needed to clarify the issues highlighted above. The reason for this is that the practice of heritage within a planning and development context is distinct from other parts of the heritage industry, such as museums or other attractions. With destination heritage sites questions would cover accessibility, satisfaction, or perhaps what learning or meaning was derived from the visit. Even in Smith’s studies, which are more broadly focussed, and are designed to test how heritage discourses and activities interact with meaning making and the formation of cultural identity[footnoteRef:16], do not directly address the questions at hand. [14:  See for example: Ching-Fu Chen and Fu-Shian Chen, “Experience Quality, Perceived Value, Satisfaction and Behavioral Intentions for Heritage Tourists,” Tourism Management 31, no. 1 (February 2010): 29–35, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2009.02.008.]  [15:  Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage (London; New York, N.Y.: Routledge, 2006), 195-275.]  [16:  Ibid.] 

At a policy and legal level, heritage practice in a planning context is not concerned with what meaning making may be taking place in a particular heritage location, although that can be important. It is focussed on understanding whether a change to the setting of a heritage asset would affect future appreciation of that asset, and by extension its significance. It is not enough to ask “what does this heritage mean to you” to inform this question. Additional questions are needed, such as “how are you experiencing this heritage asset?” and “what is it that you are experiencing of the heritage asset?” Without answers to these questions, it is not possible to further understanding on how changing the context of a heritage asset would affect appreciation or its significance, or to shed light on which elements of the experience of heritage assets are most important to their appreciation.
Another difference of how heritage practice differs in a planning and development context is that it must be strategically focussed, rather than individually focussed. Therefore, the focus at a policy level is not on understanding what meaning a particular person, or even type of person may have a heritage asset. Rather, the concern is on whether any person’s ability to experience and appreciate a heritage asset could be affected by a change to the setting of a heritage asset and understanding the implications of this. The question is therefore structural: are there structural elements to the experience which apply to all experience which need to be considered in decision making? Current research cannot answer or speak to this question, which is why new research is needed.
The way forward
Now that it is clear that current heritage practice with regard to setting is lacking in evidence and rigour, and that this is causing potentially poorly evidenced and unsound decisions which affect significant projects and investment, it is hoped that the need for clarity and further research is equally clear. The question now is, what manner of research is most appropriate to provide adequate and robust evidence which can help to clarify this issue?
Given that the focus of the research would be to understand human experience of heritage assets, the research would need to consist of a qualitative study, which captures participant’s views, feelings and reflections for further analysis and assessment. It is also important, for the study to capture a fair representation of people’s experience of heritage assets, that the study allows freedom for participants to express spontaneously and fully their understanding of their experiences, and it is important that the research team do not pre-judge or phrase questions in a way which would lead participants in a particular direction which would not be aligned with their “natural” experience. On this basis it is considered that a phenomenological study would be the best means by which to obtain this information. Phenomenological research has been described as:
In simple terms, phenomenology can be defined as an approach to research that seeks to describe the essence of a phenomenon by exploring it from the perspective of those who have experienced it. The goal of phenomenology is to describe the meaning of this experience—both in terms of what was experienced and how it was experienced.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Brian E. Neubauer, Catherine T. Witkop, and Lara Varpio, “How Phenomenology Can Help Us Learn from the Experiences of Others,” Perspectives on Medical Education 8, no. 2 (April 5, 2019): 91, https://doi.org/10.1007/s40037-019-0509-2.] 

However, the phenomenological study on its own will not be sufficient and would need to be supported by a further analysis of the intention and development of heritage policies and laws, and on the impact of their application on perceptions of heritage. Philosophical and neurological theoretical frameworks will also need to be refined to ensure the relevance of highlighting the how and what of experience in the structure of experience is justified, and to determine whether additional elements of the structure of experience need to be considered.
The research design for the study would need to consider to what extent the theoretical framework should be included within the questions asked. If we ask participants what they are experiencing and how, are we gaming the results?
Finally, the results would need to be analysed and their implications for current policy and practice explored and articulated.
Discussion points
Comments are invited on:
1. The analysis of setting and the issues arising.
2. The assertion that existing research cannot adequately speak to the issues highlighted; is this fair and is there research which has been overlooked?
3. The appropriateness of using a phenomenological study as the main means of gathering information on the nature and structure of the experience of participants. Are there research methods that have been overlooked?
4. The distinction between the how and what of experience; does this chime with your own experience?
5. The importance of a philosophical and neurological theoretical framework; is this necessary?
6. Any other aspect of the paper.
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