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A Point-Based Methodology for Integrity Analysis of Historic Districts 

Introduction 

 Integrity analysis is an essential part of the process in the creation of a historic district. 

This involves collection and evaluation of field data about alterations to character-defining 

features of individual property parcels and the cumulative impacts of documented changes. 

ArcGIS is currently utilized for mapping historic resources, but is often limited to a manual 

allocation of property status to color-code contributors to a historic district. My project attempts 

to explore further ways in which to use ArcGIS to visually document integrity issues in a 

collection of historic resources when evaluating their eligibility. This exploration aims to develop 

tools that will expedite the evaluation of data, allow for isolation of specific alterations for 

further analysis and limit subjectivity in the evaluation process.  

 I chose to focus on the results of Survey LA, a citywide historic resources survey in the 

City of Los Angeles. Several neighborhoods of modern tract houses in the San Fernando Valley 

were identified as potential historic districts. These resources provide a tangible link to the post-

World War II population boom in the San Fernando Valley and nationwide trends in architecture 

for single-family housing. Among the most notable of those identified were the Living 

Conditioned Homes, designed by master architects Palmer and Krisel, for the community of 

Northridge. A detailed exploration of the field data collected for this neighborhood seeks to 

expand upon the initial survey results to verify qualification and potentially standardize the 

approach to tackle evaluation of the modern single-family house, which poses unique challenges 

in assessment due to materials integrity.  
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FIGURE 1.1 AN EXAMPLE OF A “LIVING CONDITIONED” HOME 

 A points-based methodology, with a total value of one hundred points allocated for each 

property, was used to process field data and map results. The inspiration for this style of integrity 

evolution was based upon the method used for the Eichler tract housing, modern districts 

landmarked in recent years in Northern California, that provided one of the most comprehensive 

looks at integrity issues of this architectural style. Translation of this points-based system to 

produce maps in ArcGIS combine these powerful tools for thorough and precise processing of 

field data.  

Background and Context 

 In the City of Los Angeles, a historic district is called a Historic Preservation Overlay 

Zone (HPOZ) and evaluation is based on the Criteria for Significance established for the 
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California Register of Historical Resources and the Seven Elements of Integrity as outlined by 

the National Park Service in National Register Bulletin #15. The seven Elements of Integrity are 

as follow: 

Location 

Location is the place where the historic property or district was constructed or the place 

where the historic event occurred. 

Design 

Design is the combination of elements that create the form, plan, space, structure, and 

style of a property or district. 

Setting 

Setting is the physical environment of a historic property or district, constituting 

topographic features, vegetation, manmade features, and relationships between 

buildings or open space. 

Materials 

Materials are the physical elements that were combined or deposited during a particular 

period of time and in a particular pattern or configuration to form a historic property or 

district. 

Workmanship 

Workmanship is the physical evidence of the crafts of a particular culture or people 

during any given period in history or prehistory. 

Feeling 

Feeling is a property’s or district’s expression of the aesthetic or historical sense of a 

particular period of time. 

Locke !3



Association 

Association is the direct link between an important historic event or person and a 

property or district. 

 Alterations to individual properties collectively determine how the district as a whole 

meets the Aspects of Integrity. Character-defining features are outlined and properties are 

individually accessed for division into one of three categories: Contributors, Altered Contributors 

and Non-Contributors. Generally, more than 40% of non-contributors would result in 

disqualification of the proposed HPOZ. Manual input of these qualifications results in color-

coded maps used to demonstrate results, but through development of a points-based system 

created imported from Excel into ArcGIS allows for further manipulation and visualization of 

data. Individual character-defining features can be isolated, threats to specific elements of the 

district can be identified and the results may reveal strategies for managing historic resources.  

Data Collection and Methodology 

 Using the Los Angeles County Data Portal, I obtained the shapefiles necessary to 

construct the initial map. Specific features from tract, parcel and street data were extracted for a 

focused area of study: the Living Conditioned Homes, a neighborhood to the northeast of the 

intersection of Devonshire Street and Reseda Boulevard in the community of Northridge. The 

data was further processed to trim streets to show only what was necessary for the project area. 

The attribute table for the parcel layer data was modified to include a field to isolate the Living 

Conditioned properties. Labels were adjusted under the Symbology tab and a Python expression 

was created to display the address numbers only and only for parcels within the defined 

boundary for the proposed district. The A polygon feature was digitized to define the district 

boundary, outlined with a dark blue line. A field was again added to the attribute table and 
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manually populated for color-identification of property status: Contributor, Altered Contributor 

and Non-Contributor.  

Figure 1.2 ADDITION OF PROPERTY ATTRIBUTE FIELD YIELDS MANUAL COLOR IDENTIFICATION 
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 This manual method of identification yields the basic results necessary for 

communication of property status and overall integrity. Twenty-eight properties of the fifty-two 

parcels (54%) in the proposed district qualify for Contributor or Altered Contributor status before 

the points-based methodology was applied. 

 To further synthesize the field data, the point-based methodology involved creation of an 

Excel spreadsheet that assigned a numeric value for each character-defining feature that 

contributes to overall integrity. A total of one hundred points was possible for each property, with 

unaltered properties receiving the highest value. Once these point values from the Excel 

spreadsheet were imported into ArcGIS, it was joined with the parcel data layer to override the 

manual color identification and implement the points-based analysis instead. This method 

eliminates some of the subjectivity by providing consistency across properties in assignment of a 

numeric value. It also aids the researcher in identification of properties that require further 

review to determine their property status. 

FIGURE 1.3 AMONG COMMON ALTERATIONS, GARAGE DOORS ARE ADDED TO CARPORTS 
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 FIGURE 1.4 THE POINT-BASED METHODOLOGY ISOLATES POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTORS 
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 The creation of additional layers based on the Excel data also allow for isolation of 

individual character-defining for further study. For example, what is the most commonly altered 

feature and how crucial is it for overall integrity? Severity of alterations can be shown using a 

color ramp and locations within the tract can be documented for closer examination and aid in 

development of strategies to manage future change. The following figure showcases alterations 

to open post-and-beam carports, a character-defining feature of the Living Conditioned Homes. 

Researchers can see that most houses have had this alteration and access its importance. Garage 

doors are typically considered a reversible alteration as long as the opening has not been severely 

altered. Enclosure for interior space is more dramatic and warrants a lower point value assigned 

to that property. Color mapping allows for documentation of the variety of alterations 

homeowners have made to their carports. Similarly, a color ramp is used to display distribution 

and severity of roof alterations (Figure 1.6). Rooflines are given a high point value, as they are 

usually not reversible if altered and as a character-defining feature, the flat, wide-gable, or 

butterfly roofs (a Palmer and Krisel signature) rank high among the more important 

characteristics of the properties. In both cases, the point distribution allows for the creation of 

categories of to represent severity. 

Conclusion 

 This exercise was beneficial in that I learned how to use ArcGIS for color identification 

of property status and other basic mapping skills that will prove to be beneficial in data analysis 

as a heritage conservationist. I attempted to stretch beyond the basic capabilities of the software 

for more in-depth analysis of field data to see how a points-based methodology and visual 

mapping of the results could encourage fresh ways to look at integrity analysis of historic 

districts.  

 Ultimately, the points-based methodology yielded similar results to the less specific 

integrity assessment previously completed where properties were manually color-coded. 

However, a value system such as this could ensure consistency and limit subjectivity in integrity 

analysis. Moving forward with the designation of more modern resources, specifically tract 

housing, this could prove to be especially useful in providing direction to researchers attempting 
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to sort of materials integrity. The point system could be fine-tuned to further account for 

reversibility of altered features and thoroughly examine the importance of specific materials. For 

example, historic masonry is more difficult to replicate than board-and-batten cladding. By 

closely examining this type of nuance, properties can be fairly evaluated and treated equally in 

assessing the severity of their alterations.  

 To see the individual character-defining features mapped side-by-side is a powerful tool 

to see the interrelationship between features, better understand collective change in historic 

districts and arrive at educated decisions about our resources. In working with larger data sets, 

this methodology could be especially useful in evaluating districts that have thousands of 

properties. Understanding location-specific data or varieties of alterations could be crucial. 

Within modern tract housing, and certain other property types, this method is effective because 

of the consistent character-defining features found from property to property.  

 The potential benefits of ranking features using a points-based system, mapping the 

results to assess each character-defining feature based on variables such as frequency and 

severity, and mapping location of alterations within districts can assist in the initial evaluation of 

the district, fine-tuning of data analysis to better understand our historic resources and managing 

future change through drafting preservation plans for historic districts. 

Data Limitations 

 The basic data for my project was available from the Los Angeles County Data Portal. I 

supplemented this data with the creation of my own Excel spreadsheet to implement a points-

based valuation system to assess integrity. No further data was needed for this exploration, 

however, future exploration of the capabilities of ArcGIS for integrity analysis and future 

planning in historic districts is warranted. This might include data for property owners and home 

values to evaluate the impacts of multiple owners or benefits to retaining historic features to 

maintain property value.  
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FIGURE 1.5 A COLOR RAMP SHOWS LOCATION AND SEVERITY OF CARPORT ALTERATIONS
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FIGURE 1.6 A COLOR RAMP SHOWS LOCATION AND SEVERITY OF CARPORT ALTERATIONS
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