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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to investigate how international students
in Istanbul perceive and practice the city and what role technology plays
as a mediator in their mobility culture. Employing a multi-method
approach, researchers quantitatively derived a ‘funda-mental map’ from
a mass transit dataset, surveyed 208 international students for persona
analysis, and conducted qualitative inquiries including mental maps,
in-depth interviews, a diary study, and walk & talk sessions to reveal
mobility patterns and challenges. This comprehensive data was compar-
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network sociality (drawing on Castells, Simmel, and Wittel), and Lefebvre’s
theory of the social production of space, alongside Kevin Lynch’s legibility
analysis of five urban elements. Key findings reveal that students often
experience the city within a ‘mobility bubble, shaped by their transient
social connections and technologically mediated interactions. Furthermore,
this two-year study proposes the Bosphorus Strait, a dominant feature
in students’ urban experience, as a ‘super-element’ that extends Lynchian
typology, critically shaping their perception and navigation of Istanbul.

1. Introduction

Theoretically grounded in urban image, mobility culture, and the social production of space,
this two-year collaborative study with the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality (IBB) investigates
how international students experience this intercontinental city. As temporary residents, these
students, mediated by mobile technologies, intensively explore Istanbul. This research identifies
their prominent personas, examining their urban perceptions, mobility patterns, preferences,
and challenges, thereby illuminating the interactions between transient populations and urban
settings and enhancing understanding of mobility culture in a metropolitan context.

Cities, as expanding hubs of activity and flow (Jensen 2009), function as intercultural geog-
raphies shaped by constant contact and mobility. The interplay between permanent residents
and temporary inhabitants generates complex urban dynamics—intensifications, congestions,
and new forms of interaction within shared public spaces. These dynamics extend beyond
material interactions, constituting socio-spatial practices that require systematic examination
through mobility studies’ conceptual tools to unpack their multi-scalar complexities. Liminoid
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places, which are sites of encounter and threshold (Vannini 2010), exemplify how mobility
creates distinct cultural environments that transcend simple movement. Central to urban mobil-
ities framework, ‘mobility culture’ emerges as a critical analytic concept, a constellation of
symbolic and material practices governing travel behaviors, infrastructure design, and policy
discourses (Kuhnimhof and Feige 2013). This concept bridges individual perceptions of the city
(e.g. how people navigate and connect to spaces) and broader societal structures. These inter-
secting dynamics between mobility, perception and space necessitate an analytical approach
that bridges urban imaginaries with spatial production.

A multi-layered perspective is thus required, intertwining Lefebvre’s ([1974] 1991) production
of space with Lynch’s (1960) city image. Lynch posits that urban legibility, achieved through a
strong city image formed by elements like landmarks, nodes, paths, edges, and districts, is
crucial for residents’ connection to place. These elements are perceived and shaped by mobilities
(Bruns and Chamberlain 2019; Monteiro et al. 2021), and Lynch’s work offers a framework for
understanding place-making. Lefebvre’s spatial triad of perceived, conceived, and lived space
contextualizes these urban experiences beyond perception, grounding them in daily mobility
patterns and socio-political realities. This interplay of urban mobility, social space production,
and city legibility particularly affects temporary residents like international students, whose city
engagement, which is more sustained than tourists yet distinct from permanent dwellers, reveals
how mobility cultures transform contemporary place-making processes.

Existing literature shows limited comprehensive studies on international students’ analog and
digital interactions within urban systems, especially concerning technology’s role. We argue that
mobile technology significantly shapes these students’ urban perceptions and experiences,
adding novel dimensions to our understanding of their encounters with the city. Thus, our
research asks:

RQ1: How do international students in Istanbul perceive and practice the urban landscape?

RQ2: What role do locative media applications play in mediating their mobility culture?

To answer these, our comprehensive mixed-methods study included analyzing a mass transit
dataset to create a ‘funda-mental map, surveys for persona analysis, mental maps, in-depth
interviews, diary studies, and ‘walk and talk’ sessions. Data was analyzed using Lynch’s methods,
Lefebvre’s social production of space perspective, and the concept of mobility culture.

Mobility, as Cresswell (2010) argues, is a multi-layered social phenomenon encompassing
physical displacement, representation, and embodied practice, with its study revealing power
relations, spatial domination, and social inequalities. Sheller and Urry (2006) further note that
new technologies intensify mobilities, profoundly impacting spaces and diverse mobile popu-
lations—from international students to refugees—Ileading to consequences like cosmopolitaniza-
tion of local tastes, the concentration of power zones, multicultural enrichment or social exclusion.
Complementing this, Castells’ (1996) ‘network society’ concept posits cities as nodes in overlap-
ping economic, symbolic, and digital flows. This global circulation system can create local
ruptures, with social interactions increasingly reliant on networked forms of sociality rather than
fixed physical spaces. International students, as mobile subjects within these networks, navigate
their urban experiences influenced by global imaginaries and spatial narratives.

In experiencing a new city, international students engage with pre-coded urban narratives,
global imaginary (Steger 2008) and Lynch’s (1960) ‘city images, negotiating existing represen-
tations and contributing to the reproduction of space. Digital media, especially mobile tech-
nologies, are now crucial for understanding this mobile culture, place-making, and urban images
(Meenar, Afzalan, and Hajrasouliha 2022; Monteiro et al. 2021; Ozkul et al. 2014). Lynch's concepts
of imageability and legibility gain new relevance with smartphones and locative media like
Google Maps, reshaping urban design discussions and perceptions of cityscapes, particularly
among youth who heavily rely on these technologies for communication and identity expression
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(Meenar, Afzalan, and Hajrasouliha 2022; Tully and Alfaraz 2017). However, locative media can
also reshape urban space use and social practices, potentially reinforcing gentrification, segre-
gation, and consumption patterns (Jansson 2019; Ridell and Zeller 2013; Vuolteenaho, Leurs,
and Sumiala 2015).

Research on international student mobility has explored themes like informal place-making
(Collins 2010; Prazeres 2018), ‘studentification’ (Malet Calvo 2018), and socio-cultural adaptation
(Beaven 2012; Gebru and Yuksel-Kaptanoglu 2020) or cultural encounters (O’Connor 2020;
Robertson 2018). Students often integrate into commercial ventures, influencing urban lifestyles
and investment (Franca et al. 2023; Malet Calvo 2018). Yet, a gap remains in understanding how
their physical presence and mobile technology use jointly shape their urban perceptions and
mobility culture.

To address RQ1—how students perceive and practice the urban landscape—we drew on
studies examining their sense of belonging through residential choices (Prazeres 2018), com-
munity interactions (Collins, 2010), and the impact of urban travel, including public transport
(Monteiro et al. 2021) and walking (Wilkinson and Badwan 2021). These interconnected cultural
practices are intensified by mobile technologies, especially locative media, where the city
becomes content, contest, and context.

For RQ2—the mediating role of locative media in their mobility culture—Wittel’s (2001)
‘network sociality’ offers a key theoretical lens. He defines it as sociality that is ephemeral but
intense, informational and technological, it combines work and play, it is disembedded and
generic, and it emerges in the context of individualization (p. 51). This aptly describes the
transient, situational connections characteristic of international students, forming the basis for
our investigation into their digitally mediated urban experiences.

2. Research field and methodology

Turkey, ranking seventh globally for international student preference (UNESCO Institute for
Statistics 2021), sees Istanbul hosting 118,356 such students in 2024." As a populous global city
(18.3% of Turkey’s population), Istanbul’s transformation into a living space and tourist attraction
for foreign communities offers rich insights into how international students perceive and practice
its urban image. This necessitates revisiting the city’s background to set it as the research field.

Istanbul’s urbanization intensified with Western-inspired reforms in the 19th century, fostering
cosmopolitan neighborhoods like Galata and Pera (Bozdodan 2002; Hacihasanoglu and
Hacihasanoglu 2006). Economic growth and improved routes led to new, often class-segregated
neighborhoods like Nisantasi and Bosphorus shore settlements (Kurtulus 2003). By the early
20th century, spatial divisions were clear, but post-WWI, Istanbul lost its capital status and
diverse population (Kurtulus 2003). Following the foundation of the Republic of Turkey in 1923,
particularly from the 1930s onward, Istanbul, with its imperial heritage, contrasted with the new
capital, Ankara, which became the epicenter of national modernization (Bozdogan 2002).

Across the second half of the twentieth century, the city was reshaped by state-led redevel-
opment, land marketization, religious-secular contestation, mass migration, and shifting cen-
ter—periphery relations, setting the terms on which mobility is organized and perceived. Internal
migration tied to mid-century industrialization drove rapid expansion, informal settlements, and
housing shortages, deepening hierarchies along the core—periphery axis and leaving durable
exclusions in access to services and centrality (Bartu Candan and Kolluoglu 2008; Bugra 1998;
Keyder 2005; Kiray 1998; Kurtulus 2003; Tugal 2021). These dynamics were intensified by the
2010s arrival of large refugee populations; Istanbul alone hosted more than 500,000 registered
Syrians under temporary protection by 2016, with consequences for where temporary residents
live and how they traverse the city (Rottmann and Kaya 2021).

From the 1980s, neoliberal redevelopment reinforced selective centrality through property-
led renewal, branded precincts, and waterfront projects, often at the cost of dispossession
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(Enlil and Dinger 2022; Karaman 2013), a pattern scholars term ‘bulldozer neoliberalism’
(Lovering and Tirkmen 2011). Time-space compression along metro, metrobus, and Marmaray
corridors made high-value districts more reachable while many peripheral areas remained
slow and fragmented, conditions later visible as a mobility bubble. Governance cycles of
decentralization and recentralization concentrated national influence over metropolitan policy
and finance, shaping transit provision, nighttime mobility, and redevelopment priorities amid
partisan conflict (ikizer 2022; Sevkin and Giil 2025). Mega-projects such as Kanal Istanbul,
large-scale infrastructure, and consumption-oriented cultural venues further advanced a
world-city orientation and a transformed built form of high-rises, luxury amenities, and new
festivals by the mid-2000s (Bartu Candan and Kolluoglu 2008; Dogan and Stupar 2017; Keyder
2005; Oncii 1997).

Public culture and contention have continually recalibrated how districts are performed and
perceived. Struggles over visibility, norms, and acceptable uses of space code places as com-
fortable, authentic, or off-limits for newcomers (Gokariksel and Secor 2015; Secor 2001). Episodes
such as the 2013 Gezi protests reasserted claims to public space and democratic participation
in planning, leaving repertoires of action and urban imaginaries that circulate through the same
digital platforms students use to discover and evaluate places (Abbas and Yigit 2015;
Houston 2022).

Across these mechanisms, platforms may translate planning and market logics into everyday
legibility: default routes and popularity rankings seem to amplify corridorized centrality and
boost consumption zones, while rendering low-ranked peripheries less visible. For international
students, this yields a city that is highly imageable yet selectively so. Our analysis leverages
this context to explain why a bounded ‘mobility bubble’ emerges and how students, through
their urban user experience, participate in the ongoing production of Istanbul. These mecha-
nisms inform our operationalization of conceived space and motivate our focus on corridor and
waterfront effects.

As a transnational hub in the 2020s, Istanbul attracts tourists and skilled migrants, drawn by
global job opportunities and its East-West cultural blend (Erginli and Baycan 2025; Tuncer 2024).
Expatriate settlement, post-Covid tourism, and ‘Airbnbzation’ have worsened the housing crisis
(Tuncer 2024), especially in central, historical districts like Besiktas, Sisli, Bakirkdy and Kadikdy,
driven by urban renewal and speculation. These areas, favored by transnational migrants and
upper-income groups (Guindliz et al. 2025; Istanbul Planning Agency 2021; Tuncer 2024), remain
vital for transport and social interaction. Conversely, peripheral districts like Esenyurt, Kagithane,
Sultanbeyli, Sancaktepe inhabited by low-income and migrant communities, are reconfigured
by state-corporate alliances with gated communities, squeezing existing low-income neighbor-
hoods (Bartu Candan and Kolluoglu 2008; Istanbul Planning Agency 2022).

Istanbul’s universities cluster centrally (Kadikdy, Besiktas, Fatih) while expanding to peripheries
(Esenyurt, Buylkcekmece, Bagcilar), according to Turkey’s Council of Higher Education
(Yuksekogretim Kurulu 2022). For international students,? this spatial distribution generates
distinctive mobility patterns. Their residential choices, transportation behaviors, and social hub
preferences reflect broader urban spatial practices while revealing how they navigate and
experience Istanbul’s multi-layered urban fabric alongside expat and migrant communities. Their
hybrid tourist-resident identities transform Istanbul into a dynamic space of exploration and
discovery, providing valuable perspectives on its evolving urban culture and image.

Mobility is simultaneously movement, representation, and embodied practice (Cresswell 2010).
Sheller and Urry (2006) note how techno-mediated mobilities reorganize socialities and spatial
inequalities, a point that resonates in Istanbul’s network society position (Castells 1996). We
extend this by specifying mechanisms through which Istanbul’s post-1980 restructuring intersects
with mobility culture: (1) selective centrality via metro/metrobus/Marmaray corridors that
compress time-space between high-value districts; (2) waterfront consumption-scapes where
cruise terminals, malls, museums, and branded public spaces reformat access and imageability;
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(3) short-term rentalization and studentification pressures that shift residential options and
rhythms; and (4) platform governance that ranks, routes, and renders places visible or invisible.

To systematically capture these mobility patterns, our research unfolded in phases. Phase 1
involved analyzing a 30GB IBB dataset of over 265 million Istanbulkart journeys by foreigners
(September 2021-September 2022) using Python libraries and Tableau. This analysis formulated
a ‘fundamental map’ of frequented stations/lines, delineating nodes, districts, paths, and edges,
focusing on student versus non-student patterns. Landmarks were identified by amalgamating
offline (tourist/travel guides) and online sources (e.g. OpenStreetMap, travel websites, search
engines) to complete the ‘fundamental map'

In Phase 2, we developed personas to structure and interpret recurring patterns in students
urban experiences. Grounded in human-computer interaction and cultural studies, a persona
is a research-informed, fictional profile that represents a specific user group’s behaviors, moti-
vations, and goals, enabling a deeper analysis of subjective and digital practices (Bounegru,
Devries, and Weltevrede 2022; Marshall, Moore, and Barbour 2015). To construct these personas,
we first distributed a custom-designed 28-question online survey to 208 international students,
analyzing 178 complete responses. We then applied a hybrid quantitative model: a principal
component analysis (PCA) reduced the data’s dimensionality, after which K-means clustering
identified three distinct persona groups based on shared traits (Almahri, Bell, and Arzoky
2019; Anaraki, Haeri, and Moslehi 2021). Finally, these data-driven profiles were validated and
enriched through in-depth interviews with representative students from each cluster, ensuring
the personas accurately reflected the lived experiences within Istanbul’s international student
population.

Phase 3 involved 15 Erasmus students drawing mental maps of Istanbul and their neighbor-
hoods using Lynch’s method (five elements). Five group sessions and exit interviews provided
deeper insights into their needs, expectations, locative media use, and persona alignment
(Figure 1).

Given that Google Maps was identified as the primary locative media used by students, we
focused on its mediating role. A novel gamified digital diary study, ‘Istanbul Incognita, was
conducted (April-May 2022) with 12 participants self-reporting routines via WhatsApp for two
weeks through game-like ‘quests’ designed to assess urban experiences (Figure 2).

The research culminated in ‘walk and talk’ sessions with four Erasmus students, following
their daily routes for one hour while they used their preferred locative media (Figure 3). These
ethnographic walks, with exit interviews and final mental maps, enriched persona analysis. Our
final analysis depicted international students’ urban experience via three personas.

We conceptualize international students’ urban experience at the junction of three strands:
Lynch’s imageability/legibility of urban form, Lefebvre’s production of space, and the mobilities
paradigm. Rather than citing these in parallel, we use Lefebvre's triad (perceived, conceived,
lived space) as the analytic scaffold for both data collection and interpretation. In our design,
perceived space corresponds to observable mobilities and infrastructural affordances captured
via the Istanbulkart dataset and the resulting fundamental map; conceived space refers to
planning logics, policy imaginaries, and platform algorithms that script movement and visibility;
lived space is elicited through personas, mental maps, diaries, and walk-and-talks, where mean-
ing, attachment, and tactics are articulated.

Within this frame, Lynch’s elements are treated as outcomes of infrastructures and platforms
that privilege particular connectors and sites. The triad then guides our questions: which con-
ceived abstractions are being inscribed in perceived space, and how do lived tactics qualify or
contest those inscriptions? Extending prior work on international students, we specify how
algorithmic curation and infrastructural tunneling co-produce a bounded field of action (Graham
and Marvin 2001), shaping what becomes legible and accessible in everyday practice.

Empirically, we document a tightly bounded mobility bubble concentrating student movement
within a small central triangle. Theoretically, we (i) provide evidence consistent with the idea

I
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Figure 1. Map sketching sessions. Note. Top left: photograph from a sketch-mapping session (participant face blurred).
Top right: a hand-drawn participant map. Bottom: collage of mental maps produced by international students.

that routing and ranking defaults may operationalize conceived space and channel perceived
space; (ii) identify the Bosphorus as a super-element that organizes orientation across all five
of Lynch’s elements; and (iii) illustrate how students make Istanbul through platform-mediated
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Figure 2. Diary study with gamification. Note. International students were invited to participate in the Istanbul Incognita
social research game through posters and other communication material distributed in university campuses (left). Participants
received achievements upon completing each quest, represented by virtual badges of honor and meme-like graphics that
present interesting facts about Istanbul’s history, culture and landmarks (right).

Figure 3. Walk and talk session. Note. Researchers accompanied participants as they shared their experiences and obser-
vations during the walk and talk session in the city (left). Participants also shared the images that they captured throughout
the digital diary phase (right).

contributions (reviews, images, and repeat patronage) that signal demand and feed back into
central consumption geographies.

To orient readers to Istanbul’'s complex urban geography, Supplementary Appendix A provides
an analytical description of the study’s key districts and neighborhoods, alongside a link to an
interactive map.

3. Results
3.1. Fundamental map of Istanbul

Analysis of IBB's mass transit dataset (25,627 stations; modes including metro, bus, ferry) com-
pared student and non-student foreign traveler usage (Figure 4(a)). Detailed map (Figure 4(b))
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Figure 4. Bubble map for student ratio at mass transit stations in Istanbul. Note. Overview (A) and detailed view (B) of Istanbul’s
mass transit dataset are shown. Bubble size corresponds to non-student visits per station, peaking at 44,033 in Aksaray tram
station. Blue hues denote student presence, ranging from 12.5 to 34.8% at stations with at least 1,000 visits monthly.

revealed higher student numbers and ratios in transport hubs and university areas, including
Besiktas, Halicioglu, Besyol, northern Golden Horn, and parts of Uskiidar (Fistikagaci, Baglarbasi).

Heatmaps (Figure 5), clustering spatial data to prevent overlap, corroborated higher student
usage in Besiktas, Uskiidar, and the northern Golden Horn, despite generally similar overall
mobility patterns.

Absolute usage numbers (Figure 6) showed students predominantly using the metrobus line
from western Istanbul (Beylikdiizli) towards city centers. At Yenikapi/Aksaray (Old City), paths
diverged: one across the Bosphorus to Uskiidar/Kadikdy (metro-ferry hub), the other across the
Golden Horn to Taksim/Besiktas.
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Figure 5. Heatmap for student ratio at mass transit stations in Istanbul. Note. The heatmaps in the first row illustrates
non-student (1) and student (2) usage of public transport stations in Istanbul. The second row of maps focuses on the
city centers, depicting non-students’ (3) and students’ (4) usage. Subtle differences can be observed with this method.

To manage data density (over 30 stations/2km? in some areas), stations <1,000m apart were
clustered (Figure 7). This clustering revealed a primary west-east student route to the Old City,
with extensions across the Bosphorus. However, the northern Bosphorus shores beyond Uskiidar
and the eastern Marmara shores past Kadikdy saw infrequent student visits. Notably, students
appeared to avoid Bakirkdy and Bahcelievler, which are heavily frequented by non-student
populations.

While this dataset shows student numbers and proportions, it doesn't explain motives. Initial
inferences suggest commutes (home-university, transit hubs) are primary drivers, with amenity
visits explored later. From this data, we constructed Istanbul’s fundamental map using Lynch’s
framework. The fundamental map (Figure 8) strikingly shows nodes, landmarks, and paths con-
centrated within a<50km? triangle in Istanbul (total area 5,461km?2). Students primarily navigate
three districts within this confined space, hosting <10% of Istanbul’s population. The main
metrobus line links western Istanbul to the Bosphorus’s Asian shores; Marmaray railway connects
to inner-city metros at Yenikapi. Key student nodes include Yenikapi, Taksim, Aksaray,
Uskiidar-Kadikéy, and Besyol-Sirinevler.

Distinct districts (identified by color in Figure 8) are: Yellow (Beyoglu, Sisli, Besiktas, parts of
Kagithane) featuring Galata Tower, Taksim Monument, Dolmabahge Palace, Bosphorus Bridge,
Ortakdy Mosque; Pink (Fatih/Old City) with Hagia Sophia, Sultanahmet Mosque, Topkap! Palace,
Sitleymaniye Mosque; and Green (Usk(jdar/Kadlkéy shores) with Maiden’s Tower, Beylerbeyi Palace.*

Vast areas (purple on map)—northern Bosphorus, western inner-city neighborhoods, eastern
Marmara shores—remain largely unexplored by students. This concentration aligns with a discon-
nected, ‘tunneled’” mobile culture. It mirrors Graham and Marvin's (1996, pp. 58-60) ‘tunnel effects,
where infrastructure prioritizes central, high-value areas while bypassing peripheries. Istanbul’s
transit networks (Marmaray, metrobus, metro) reinforce this dynamic, with major lines like
Yenikapi-Levent and Sirinevler-Sisli-Zincirlikuyu creating rapid corridors between landmarks, tourist
sites, and affluent districts, while vast areas—such as the northern Bosphorus, western inner-city
neighborhoods, and eastern Marmara shores—remain largely unexplored, effectively terra incognita
in students’ spatial practices. This infrastructural conditioning shapes international students’ urban
perceptions, compelling concentrated interaction with select regions while structurally excluding
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Figure 6. Number of students using mass transit stations in Istanbul’s centrum. Note. A general map (1) and a detailed
view focusing on the city centers (2), illustrating the absolute number of students using public transportation.

others. The resulting ‘fundamental map’ not only highlights Istanbul’s two natural edges (the seas
and the Bosphorus) as boundaries but also underscores how transit systems enforce a cognitive
dichotomy between high-engagement zones and bypassed territories, privileging connectivity to
historical centers and higher-income districts over peripheral exploration.

This leads to refined research questions: In a metropolis confining student mobility to such
a narrow, bounded space, how do temporary foreign residents perceive and experience Istanbul
daily, and how do locative media mediate this?
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a detailed view focusing on the city centers (2), depicting both the student ratios and the absolute number of unique
students using public transport stations. Stations are clustered together if they are within a proximity of 1,000 meters,
resulting in 514 the most popular locations.?

3.2. Erasmus student personas in Istanbul

Our analysis of the survey data using K-means clustering revealed three distinct personas among
Istanbul’s international students (Figure 9). These groups—the Spontaneous Explorer, the
Well-Planned History Connoisseur, and the Social Connector—exhibit unique characteristics related
to their urban mobility, technology use, and social patterns. The profiles for each persona are
detailed below (Table 1), incorporating demographics, motivations, and frustrations drawn from
both the survey data and the follow-up interviews.
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Figure 8. Istanbul’s fundamental map derived from data on international students. Note. The funda-mental map of Istanbul’s
international students, derived from public transport data, includes the five elements of the city: lines denote paths, dashed
lines represent edges, stars indicate landmarks, colorful areas signify districts, and red circles mark nodes.

3.3. Istanbul as a mobility hub: international students’ impressions and experiences

Lynch (1960) defines paths as channels of movement. Mobile map users often struggle with
complex paths, highlighting needs for urban legibility (Ahmadpoor and Smith 2020). In Istanbul,
participants’ accounts show a complex mobility culture influenced by varied paths and transport
systems, differing across personas. Surveys indicated strong reliance on public transport (bus,
metro), with ferries popular for practicality and Bosphorus views. However, traffic congestion
and perceived bus unreliability led many to walk, showing adaptability amidst mobility chal-
lenges. Representative quotes illustrate preferences:

[I prefer] walking because | hate all other modes of transport in Istanbul except the ferry which is amazing.
But | also use the bus when | don't have other choices.

| always go in Bebek and to Besiktas. And if | want to go, you know, some further, so it's from Besiktas
that if | want to go to like the Asian side, so | will take ferry.

Mostly | use the bus to come to the university because there is no other transport to the university.

Nodes, often path intersections (Lynch 1960), confirmed from the funda-mental map included
transit hubs plus key ferry stops (Karakoy, Besiktas, Kadikdy). The Bosphorus itself acts signifi-
cantly beyond paths and nodes, encompassing ferry routes, port connections, and landmarks
like the bridges, used occasionally via bus/metrobus/dolmus for intercontinental travel. The
funda-mental map’s three core districts contrast with vaguely perceived outer areas (‘Far Far’
northwest, ‘Nice Forests’ northeast, ‘Nice Islands’ south) lacking strong character or known paths/
landmarks for students. Familiar districts, however, feature intersecting paths and nodes around
prominent landmarks: Galataport, historic mosques (Ortakdy), palaces (Dolmabahce), prominent
structures (a gigantic flagpole in Camlica), statues (the Kadikdy bull, the Besiktas eagle), cultural
hubs (Istanbul Modern), and personal spots (e.g. ‘beer place’). While edges delineate districts,
the Bosphorus consistently emerges as the predominant feature across paths, nodes, and land-
marks, frequently referenced in interviews and diaries for its multifaceted significance (Table 2).
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Figure 9. K-means clustering of international student survey responses post-PCA. Note. The three clusters — C1 (Blue),
C2 (Red), and C3 (Green) - were identified with the K-means method following PCA, visualizing distinct personas of inter-
national students, based on their survey responses.

Breaking down the aggregated mental image by persona (Figure 10) provides nuance beyond
Big Data generalizations, incorporating walking experiences and social contacts.

The Spontaneous Explorer's map is expansive, reaching Black Sea suburbs (Sile, Kilyos),
Riva-Beykoz, Belgrad Forest, and Princes’ Isles. They subdivide inner-city districts (e.g. Balat;
distinct Galata-Sisli areas; Kadikdy/Uskiidar/Kuzguncuk) and identify lesser-known landmarks
(Yoros Castle, Aqueduct), often using niche locative platforms (Spotted by Locals, blogs) along-
side walking. The Well-Planned History Connoisseur's map is zoomed-in, confined to the three
main districts. Their perception centers on a multimodal path (home-ferry-metro-walking) con-
necting Besiktas, Uskiidar, and the Old City, referencing historical landmarks (mosques, churches).
They heavily rely on Google Maps for planning, even abandoning trips based on review quantity
(e.g. the Anastasian Wall). The Social Connector's map is long and narrow, detailed on the
European side up to Sariyer via the Taksim-Levent metro. Southern districts are broadly defined.
Their map highlights social/entertainment spots (Galatasaray High School, Parkorman, istinye
Park), especially in upscale northern neighborhoods. Their use of locative media is socially
oriented (e.g. using Foursquare remnants to find friends/venues).

Adjective analysis reveals a strong, generally positive, yet contradictory image of Istanbul.
Frequent terms include 'huge/big, ‘crowded; ‘exciting; ‘beautiful, ‘chaotic, ‘cosmopolitan; ‘'noisy,
‘unique; and ‘polluted; as well as ‘amazing’ Unique mentions include ‘dynamic; ‘alive; ‘full of life,
‘welcoming, and ‘melancholic’ This duality (unique/beautiful vs. chaotic/polluted) reflects the
aesthetic contradictions of neoliberal cities (Walks 2006; Zukin 2009), evident even in temporary
student experiences. Perceptions are permeated by Istanbul’s historical layers, encompassing its
Ottoman heritage, Republican reforms, migration, and neoliberal interventions. Personas showed
similar overall perceptions, often contrasting Istanbul with their smaller, quieter hometowns
(Table 3).
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Table 1. Profiles of three distinct international student personas.

The well-planned history

Attribute The spontaneous explorer connoisseur The social connector
Age 21 23 22

Gender Female Female Male

Country of origin ~ Germany France Italy

Residence Kadikdy Besiktas Galata

Key characteristics  Prioritizes spontaneously
exploring the city and its
surroundings by usually
walking. Seeks authentic
experiences and
off-the-beaten-path
attractions. Values
communication with locals
and participation in cultural
activities.

Expects to discover unique
aspects of Istanbul’s culture
and nature. Anticipates
forming meaningful
connections with locals and
fellow students. Hopes to
encounter hidden gems and
lesser-known attractions off
the tourist path.

Expectations

Frustrations The difficulty of navigating
unfamiliar areas and
language barriers.
Disappointed when unable to
find authentic urban

experiences or genuine

Values organization,
preparation, and
practicality. Prefers public
transport. Prioritizes

efficient wayfinding, access

to information, and clear
communication. Seeks
structure, guidance, and
support in navigating the
study abroad experience.
Expects to receive clear and

comprehensive information

about logistics and public
transport. Anticipates
structured support for
navigating university
procedures and city life.
Hopes for efficient
wayfinding tools and
guidance to ease the
transition to a new
environment.

The lack of accessible
information or resources
for practical needs.
Overwhelmed by
bureaucratic processes or
unclear university

Highly social and outgoing,
prioritizing connections
and social interactions.
Values opportunities for
social integration, leisure
options, and cultural
exchange. Seeks a sense of
community, belonging, and
vibrant urban atmosphere.

Expects to find a vibrant
social scene with
opportunities for
networking and friendship.
Anticipates engaging social
activities, events, and
nightlife options in

Istanbul. Hopes for a
welcoming and inclusive
community of fellow
students and locals.

The difficulty in finding
like-minded individuals or
social groups. Disappointed
by limited opportunities
for social interaction
outside of organized

interactions. Upset by
overcrowded tourist-centric
experiences and the public

procedures. Stressed by the
complexity of navigating a
new city without adequate

events. Feeling isolated or
lonely due to challenges in
connecting with others or

transport.

Motivated by the desire to
broaden cultural horizons
and gain new perspectives.
Inspired by the opportunity
to document and share
unique experiences with
others. Driven by a sense of
curiosity and adventure to
uncover the secrets of
Istanbul.

Motivations

Key preferences Cultural heritage and natural

reserves
Locative app Spotted by Locals
Social media app  YouTube

Summarizing
quote

‘I'm discovering the city just by
walking and getting lost in
the streets. These places i
talked about are really
beautiful and authentic'

support.

Inspired by the opportunity to
challenge herself and adapt

to new environments.
Driven by a sense of
purpose to succeed
academically and
professionally during their
time abroad.

Historical landmarks and
districts

Google Maps

Twitter (X)

‘| have done some research
about the things to visit,
and | explore the city"

cultural differences.

Motivated by the opportunity
to expand social networks
and form meaningful
relationships. Inspired by
the prospect of
experiencing diverse
cultures and perspectives.
Driven by a desire for
personal growth,
self-discovery, and
memorable experiences
during their time in
Istanbul.

Music and entertainment
hubs, modern lifestyle

Foursquare

Instagram

‘| loved everything - nightlife,
culture, food... | was
disappointed about the
closure of alternative
music bars and the fact
that many famous bands
are leaving.

Note. The descriptions for the three personas; the spontaneous explorer, the well-planned history connoisseur, and the

social connector.
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Table 2. Participant perspectives on the elemental role of bosphorus.
Referred element

Participant’s remark

As path ‘The Bosphorus and the way it is used as a common road. When living on the European
side, going to the Asian side is quite distinctive as it is much calmer and more different’.

As edge ‘| need to cross the Bosphorus everyday to go from home to the school"

As district ‘To me, Bosphorus is the area with the most distinct feeling. It is “breath™

As node ‘With all the ports, like the one in Besiktas that | use every day, and many connection
options, the Bosphorus itself is like a transit hub'

As landmark

‘| knew the Maiden Tower, the Bosphorus Sea, and symbolic buildings as Ottoman mosques
[as the symbols of the city, before coming to Istanbul]’
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Figure 10. Mental maps of Istanbul from three student personas. Note. The mental maps of Istanbul, derived from the
inputs of three student personas, include: the Spontaneous Explorer's broader map (1a) and a detailed map focused on

the three main districts, subdivided into micro-districts by them (1b). These are followed by the Well-Planned History
Connoisseur's map (2) and the Social Connector's map (3).

4. Discussion

This section interprets our findings through network sociality and Lefebvre’s triad to explain
why international students experience a persistent mobility bubble in Istanbul. We show how
platform logics and infrastructure channel newcomers into dense central circuits, standardizing
discovery while still enabling digital placemaking. The three personas illuminate distinct modes
of uptake: the Well-Planned History Connoisseur aligns closely with platform defaults, the Social
Connector co-produces visibility through repeated patronage and sharing, and the Spontaneous
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Table 3. Adjectives used by a spontaneous explorer to describe home and host cities.

City Adjectives
Istanbul Very big, amazing, friendly people, crowded, very beautiful
Hometown Small, beautiful, ghost-town, friendly, touristic

Note. The adjectives that a Spontaneous Explorer chose to compare Istanbul with their Central
European hometown. They explained that their hometown is ‘ghost-town’ because there is 'no
one in the street at night’ in contrast to Istanbul that ‘lives 7/24.

Explorer pushes the bubble’s perimeter without redistributing flows. These patterned practices
converge at the Bosphorus, which functions as a super-element that couples conceived scripts,
perceived routines, and lived attachments, concentrating orientation, access, and meaning.
Popularity-driven rankings, tunnel effects along high-capacity corridors, and seasonal yet durable
affective cues reinforce centrality, while studentification and housing pressures mark social
consequences. At the same time, sensory moments, ‘vibes, and playful study-leisure blends
reveal how lived experience resists full closure.

4.1. Mobility bubble and network sociality

Both the fundamental map and participants’ maps and narratives show the confinement felt
by foreign residents in Istanbul. They portray dense concentrations of people, roads, vehicles,
buildings, and landmarks. This pattern is historically produced: the Old City’s peninsular siting
set initial limits, and twentieth-century policy choices (including where to place rapid-growth
transit lines and stations) reinforced them. Later decisions influenced by commercial priorities
(for example, privileging motorized traffic over pedestrians) and sociopolitical agendas (for
example, restricting nighttime public transport to entertainment districts under conservative
governments) further shaped spatial dynamics. Our goal is not a full sociopolitical analysis of
infrastructure. Rather, using network sociality, we examine the ‘mobility bubble), an overconcen-
tration of people and urban elements that can limit discovery and dampen ‘authentic’ experience
for newcomers.

4.1.1. Disembedded and generic

Following Simmel’s ([1908]1950) ‘Stranger’, a foreign student initially occupies a position of
otherness within urban anonymity. In the information age, however, relational dynamics exceed
physical boundaries, and identities are increasingly assembled through network ties in which
time and space are loosened (Castells 1996). ‘Network sociality is not based on a shared history
or a shared narrative. Instead, it is defined by a multitude of experiences and biographies’ Wittel
observes (2001, p. 65). Erasmus cohorts exemplify this disembeddedness in Istanbul: peers
connect through shared traits (European origin, English proficiency, consumption habits) and
sometimes perform ‘DIY-biographies’ (Wittel 2001, p. 66). Algorithmic filter bubbles then stabilize
superficial engagement, limiting local interaction and reproducing consumption-driven routines.
Yet students must still ‘make a home’ As Russo and Richards (2016) note, even temporary visitors
seek local embeddedness. Digital representations produced by similar foreign communities and
local imaginaries on social media, including locative media, shape that attachment. Work bridging
digital culture and sense-of-place research shows that place-based content circulation can
deepen understanding and belonging (Ozkul 2014; Schwartz 2014). Sharing local experiences,
reducing unfamiliarity anxiety, stepping outside social circles, and aligning with city mobility
patterns are strategies to challenge the bubble (see also Bork-Hiiffer 2016; Monteiro et al. 2021).
Our three personas trace distinct engagements with Istanbul’s mobility culture and the tension
between conceived space and lived experience.
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The Spontaneous Explorer relies on bodily movement, sensory cues, and serendipity. Their bubble
expands beyond dominant representations (Lefebvre’s conceived space; Lynch’s landmarks) into
peripheral zones such as Sulukule’s gentrifying areas and unmarked Bosphorus shores. Locative
media function as enablers of serendipity, connecting to local networks and uncharted paths with
affective potential. The Well-Planned History Connoisseur aligns more tightly with Lynch's paths and
edges, reproducing conceived space through planned itineraries and functional nodes, augmented
by digital information layers. The Social Connector constructs a relational digital-physical mobility
bubble in which platforms mediate not only navigation but also the formation of community.
Although consumption-oriented, this persona’s sociability generates new encounter logics.

Residential choices reflect similar dynamics. International students cluster in socially and
spatially distinct areas pre-identified through digital interfaces such as Google Maps. After arrival,
bonds amplify informal placemaking around shared lifestyles. Central locations distance them
from lower-income or migrant peripheries while aligning them with expat and upper-income
groups, producing a bubble with clear boundaries. In Lynch’s terms, paths and nodes (transit
stops, campuses, social neighborhoods) form its backbone; peripheral low-income districts or
areas lacking historical character define its edges. The result is a disembedded city experience
framed by touristic and commercial zones, with limited connection to suburban life. Ongoing
studentification in districts like Kadikdy and Besiktas (including price pressures on housing and
services) merits further study.

This process is a kind of ‘homemaking’ As Lynch (1960, p. 5) wrote, ‘the sweet sense of home
is strongest when home is not only familiar but distinctive’ Students value this familiar-yet-
distinct identity while acknowledging the city’s persistent unknowability: despite intensive
movement, vast areas remain terra incognita. Satisfaction depends on balancing exploration
with orientation. Urban infrastructure and locative media often underserve this liminal residency,
but students’ impacts extend beyond immediate adaptation. Digital platforms both standardize
urban experience and enable digital placemaking (Halegoua and Polson 2021). Through crowd-
sourced contributions (e.g. videos, photos, and reviews on Google Maps) temporary residents
transform their attachment to Istanbul and leave material-discursive traces that shape the city.

4.1.2. Informational and technological

Locative media mediate the student experience and perception of the city. Many participants
were long-time Google Maps users who relied less on it for navigation after two months in
Istanbul, turning to Google Search, social media, and friends for discovery. Even those who ignored
‘discovery’ features read user reviews. Instagram, although not primarily locative, shaped visual
engagement via geotags and maps. Students still leaned on Google Maps (particularly user-generated
photos) for finding venues and making decisions: ‘Pictures from this bar are very nice... the route
is clearly shown. Also, the menu, so we can check prices, one noted. Instagram curated discovery;
Google Maps supported wayfinding and choice. Participants typically followed default routes,
sometimes longer than necessary, and several criticized Google Maps’ omission of short-distance
public transport, preferring Moovit for its integration with the local network.

Algorithms that privilege popularity can steer temporary residents toward the most traveled
routes, creating digital ‘desire paths’ Location-based rankings render some places highly visible
while marginalizing low-scoring areas, sometimes coding them as unsafe (Ridell and Zeller 2013;
Quercia, as cited in Lettkemann and Schulz-Schaeffer 2020). Istanbul’s sociopolitical context and
spatial segregation are thus mirrored and reinforced on platforms (see also Jansson 2019). The
digitally integrated mobility bubble filters experience, obscuring the voices and spaces of mar-
ginalized neighborhoods and amplifying dominant imaginaries.

Smartphones act as cognitive extensions. During sketch-map exercises, many participants
reached reflexively for Google Maps to verify shapes, indicating how pragmatic wayfinding tools
become embedded in perception and behavior. As Wittel (2001, p. 68) argues, such technologies
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prioritize ‘mobility and speed’ over narrative depth, turning sociality into informational ‘catching
up’ One Social Connector remarked, ‘Foursquare was great because it was showing which venues
are popular right now’ highlighting the compression of social space into real-time metrics.
Constraints matter as well: limited mobile data, device capabilities, language barriers, mismatches
between app content and local knowledge, and enrollment in outlying campuses can restrict
access to digital urban information and socialization spaces, producing a digital divide.

4.1.3. Ephemeral but intense

Participants often described urban experience with the term ‘vibe] signaling affective atmospheres
made from material, sensory, and bodily cues and shared feelings through which identities are
expressed (Di Masso 2023; Gilli 2023; Heitz 2024). While ‘produced vibrancy’ is a strategy for
urban competitiveness (Nicodemus, as cited in Heitz 2024), our participants associated vibe
with human presence and happiness: ‘strangers’ chilling on the grass in Macka Park, visiting
Osmanbey’s night bazaar, or dancing at the terrace of a restaurant-bar in Taksim. These accounts
align with Anderson’s (2009) analysis of affective atmospheres.

Material interfaces matter. A participant preferred Galata’s cobblestones (‘nice; permeable)
despite harder, slippery walking. If cobblestones are a physical interface, Google Maps is a
digital one mediating presence and cognition. Because information dates quickly, current reviews
matter: one student skipped the Anastasian Wall after outdated comments. Such transience,
especially within semester-length stays, encourages intensive consumption of city and platform;
break-time group trips resembled Wittel's (2001, p. 66) ‘speed-dating’: brief, essence-seeking
encounters shared on social media.

4.1.4. Combining work and play

Positive experiences often centered on sensory moments: street-food aromas en route to class,
Bosphorus sunset light during commutes, playful encounters with stray cats and seagulls.
Commutes, as part of students’ ‘work”, became opportunities for ludic engagement. Like
creative-industry professionals (Wittel 2001, p. 68), students’ tight-knit communities blurred
schoolwork and leisure: co-organizing excursions, sharing homework, and treating joint study
in cafés as playful social events. These practices integrate academic routines with the city and
seek creativity and efficiency far from home.

In sum, transport infrastructure and technological interfaces sustain Istanbul’s mobility bubble
for Erasmus students and shape their urban experience. While exceptional and ephemeral
moments occur, network sociality’s emphasis on individualized projects over shared histories
limits the breadth of experience available to temporary residents.

4.2. Istanbul’s super-element: the bosphorus

Foreign observers have long emphasized Istanbul’s image, often highlighting the Bosphorus (for
example, Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq; see Supplementary Appendix B). Our findings show con-
tinuity: students treat the strait as a distinctive edge that signals cultural, social, and economic
contrasts and cluster in central Bosphorus neighborhoods for history, environmental qualities,
connectivity, and ease of integration (see also Collins 2010). This contributes to segregation and
heightens housing pressures for locals, even as some co-living arrangements create tactical
opportunities for local students. Ferries render the strait a path and ports a network of nodes;
the waterfront open-air mall Galataport, frequently cited by participants, exemplifies a global-
ization strategy that fuses tourism with curated consumption.

The Bosphorus also functions as a district where congested Istanbul ‘breathes’ Crossings can
become liminoid experiences enabled by individual agency and openings in the built
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environment (Lefebvre [1986-1992] 2004; Vannini 2010). For students, moving between shores
with ferries is not only a way to circumvent congestion but an encounter with a natural and
historical landscape charged with emotional, aesthetic, and symbolic meaning.

Acting as a ‘landmark of landmarks, the Bosphorus anchors imageable structures and seasonal
cues that heighten legibility, from Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, the Galata Tower, and the
Maiden’s Tower to bridges, promontories, and spring judas blossoms. References to rhythms of
light and breeze and to lesser-known vantage points indicate a shift from visual consumption
toward grounded placemaking. In this sense, the strait serves as a ‘system of orientation’ (Lynch
1960, 7), akin to Lynch’s historical examples (129-130). We therefore argue that the Bosphorus
warrants recognition as a context-sensitive ‘super-element’: it couples all five Lynchian elements
while exerting outsized influence on orientation and choice. It is simultaneously a path (ferries
and bridges), an edge (the continental divide), a district (contiguous waterfront bands with
distinctive activities), a network of nodes (piers as hinges), and a constellation of landmarks.
Compared with many global metropolises, Istanbul also maintains an unusually extensive munic-
ipal ferry network, which amplifies the Bosphorus's path-node functions (see Supplementary
Appendix C, Figure c1). It is also a site of infrastructural convergence, where metrobus and
Marmaray corridors feed waterfront interchanges and compress time-space toward central
shorelines, reinforcing tunnel effects in networked infrastructure (Graham and Marvin 1996).
Platform rankings, user images, and default routing further foreground waterfront venues and
vistas, while diaries and walk-along sessions register sensory cues that participants use to orient
and narrate the city. This account resonates with hydromorphology, waterscape, and
fluvial-urbanism research that treats rivers and shorelines as multi-scalar orientation devices
(Gurnell et al. 2016; Luo et al. 2022).

4.2.1. Conceived scripts, perceived practices, and lived attachments
The Bosphorus concentrates the effects of planning, marketization, and platform mediation
(conceived space), organizes everyday routing and access (perceived space), and anchors affect,
memory, and meaning (lived space). Three corridorized signatures recur: (i) node amplification
at shore-adjacent intermodal interchanges such as Kadikdy and Besiktas; (ii) origin-destination
narrowing along metrobus and Marmaray segments that compress time-space between
high-value districts and yield a limited set of preferred cross-city links; and (iii) platform-driven
visibility skew in discovery practices, whereby redeveloped waterfronts and nearby venues are
repeatedly surfaced and revisited because they are easy to find, evaluate, and coordinate around.
These patterns align with Istanbul’s cycle of selective centrality and waterfront consumption
(Bartu Candan and Kolluoglu 2008; Enlil and Dinger 2022; Keyder 2005; Lovering and Turkmen
2011), translating planning abstractions (representations of space) into routing and ranking
defaults (spatial practice) through a platform interface such as Google Maps that is itself a
representation of space yet, in use, participates in representational spaces (Lefebvre [1974]1991).
Corridor investments shortened trips among high-value districts while leaving peripheral links
comparatively slow, funneling flows toward the shore (Bartu Candan and Kolluoglu 2008; Keyder
2005). Waterfront redevelopment produced consumption-oriented precincts, such as cruise-terminal
and mall hybrids, that stabilize attention and repeat visitation (Enlil and Dinger 2022; Lovering
and Tirkmen 2011; Oncli 1997). Heritage branding and eventization along the Golden Horn
and the Bosphorus created dense strings of landmarks that platforms render highly imageable,
while governance choices over redevelopment, night service, and security shape waterfront
access (ikizer 2022; Sevkin and Gl 2025). Consistently, our qualitative materials show dense
circuits among the Besiktas—Karakoy-Kadikéy-Uskiidar axes, heavy reliance on shore-touching
interchanges, and comparatively sparse engagement with peripheral districts even where travel
times are similar, a channeling characteristic of abstract space oriented to quantification and
logistical control (Lefebvre [1974] 1991, 338-339).


https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2025.2585023
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2025.2585023

20 (&) E.KIZILKAYAETAL.

Alignment among conceived scripts, perceived practices, and lived attachments peaks at the
Bosphorus, but its modalities vary by persona. The Well-Planned History Connoisseur follows
platform-guided itineraries that string heritage nodes along the shore, with visit decisions hinging
on review volumes and ratings. The Social Connector co-produces alignment: repeated patronage
of ranked waterfront venues and events reinforces popularity and stabilizes centrality, while images,
check-ins, and reviews feed back into visibility metrics. The Spontaneous Explorer shows partial
misalignment: scenic ferries, peripheral shore walks, and niche blogs expand the bubble’s perimeter
and thicken edges into lived places, yet dispersed practices rarely exceed platform thresholds,
leaving the dominant conceived space intact. Thus, alignment-heavy modes harden corridorized
waterfronts, while tactical misalignments create localized novelty without redistributing flows.

4.3. Modalities of spatial production

Beyond the Bosphorus, personas function as analytic lenses for reading spatial production
through Lefebvre’s triad, clarifying how infrastructural and platform scripts are taken up or
refused, where practices reproduce centrality, and when tactics briefly reconfigure legibility.

Across the sample, perceived space comprises patterned movements along high-capacity
corridors (metro, metrobus, Marmaray) and ferry lines, expressing tunnel effects in which time-
space compression privileges central districts and waterfront nodes. All three personas share
the bubble’s geometry but vary in variance and destination mix: the Spontaneous Explorer
undertakes longer, higher-variance excursions (forests, Black Sea villages, peripheral shores) and
uses ferries as detours; the Well-Planned History Connoisseur follows default intermodal chains
linking central heritage sites; the Social Connector concentrates evening and weekend flows in
studentified and elite districts, where repeat visits stabilize a narrow, dense activity band.

Planning and platformization jointly script abstract space optimized for throughput and consump-
tion. Corridor investments, waterfront redevelopment, and venue clustering set the framework, while
locative platforms translate it into everyday heuristics via default routing, popularity rankings, and
visibility thresholds. Personas align differently with these scripts: the Spontaneous Explorer bypasses
defaults (choosing ferries or footpaths that do not minimize time; consulting niche blogs rather than
high-volume ratings), surfacing residual spaces that abstract space marginalizes; the Well-Planned
History Connoisseur aligns most tightly, letting user review counts and routing recommendations
structure visits; the Social Connector co-produces conceived space by repeatedly patronizing ranked
venues and broadcasting them through photos and check-ins, consolidating consumption corridors.

Lived space saturates movement with sensory attachment, memory, and meaning. Two results
stand out. First, the Bosphorus works as an affective orientation device across personas: sunset
ferries, seasonal blossoms, and emblematic vistas provide recurrent anchors for narrative and
wayfinding. Second, persona-specific tactics refract common infrastructures into different lived
experiences: the Spontaneous Explorer cultivates capaciousness through slow time, serendipity,
and embodied discovery; the Well-Planned History Connoisseur cultivates continuity by stitching
monuments and districts into coherent itineraries that support mnemonic legibility; the Social
Connector cultivates sociability by synchronizing with peers and events, turning nodes into
stages for collective performance and using the city as a networked calendar. Together, these
patterns underscore Lefebvre’s ([1974]11991, 26) claim that abstract space never fully closes over
lived space. Even within a bubble, difference is produced.

5. Conclusion

International students act as sensitive seismographs of Istanbul’s urban condition because their
practices are neither fully touristic nor fully resident. Read through network sociality and Lefebvre’s
triad, their traces make three features especially legible. First, algorithmically channeled urbanism:
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default routing and popularity-ranked discovery align with corridorized planning priorities, producing
a legible yet selectively imageable city and sustaining a mobility bubble. Second, a Bosphorus-centered
orientation regime: the strait couples paths, nodes, edges, districts, and landmarks, concentrating
attention and attachment along the central waterfront where historical imageability meets curated
consumption. Third, stratified accessibility under restructuring: residential and social concentrations
map onto high-value central districts and waterfronts, while peripheral districts remain cognitively
off-map, reproducing unequal geographies documented in Istanbul’s neoliberal transformation.

International students are not passive readers of these scripts. They produce space in at least
four interrelated ways. Platformed placemaking occurs as user photos, ratings, and reviews circulate,
extending lived space into metrics that feed back into conceived space. Concentrated patronage
in consumption-scapes stabilizes specific corridors and venues and contributes to studentification
in central districts. Route standardization reproduces tunnel effects, yet small-scale tactics such as
ferry detours, nature-fringe excursions, and niche-blog discovery constitute micro-innovations that
diversify imageability at the margins. Through online and offline networks, students also codify an
aesthetic of ‘'vibe’ and rhythm that reinforces the Bosphorus-centered orientation regime.

These patterns yield a shift from alignment and misalignment to spatial effects. Centrality is
reproduced when perceived practices track conceived scripts and lived attachments cluster in
the same places, as in the Social Connector's dense circuits and the Well-Planned History
Connoisseur's reliance on default routes. Ratings, images, and repeat visits then strengthen
visibility algorithms and attract venue investment, closing the loop into conceived space. By
contrast, the Spontaneous Explorer expands the bubble’s perimeter and thickens edges into lived
places, but dispersed, low-volume excursions rarely cross platform thresholds that would recode
the conceived, leading to micro-diversification rather than macro-redistribution. Across personas,
ferries interweave linear transport schedules with cyclical diurnal and seasonal flows, qualifying
corridor logic without abolishing it and helping to explain why the Bosphorus aggregates
Lynchian functions while sustaining strong lived attachments.

We distill three propositions for platformed mobilities in Istanbul. P1, platform translation: con-
ceived space is enacted not only by planners and developers but also by algorithmic ranking and
routing that canalize perceived practices, with super-elements serving as especially efficient trans-
lation zones. P2, thresholded inscription: the passage from lived to conceived space is mediated by
popularity thresholds, so dispersed tactics seldom alter rankings or routes unless they accumulate.
P3, convergence at super-elements: super-elements arise where corridorized redevelopment and
affective orientation couple, producing recurrent triadic closure and outsized presence in city images.

A few limitations temper these claims. Personas are heuristic lenses rather than ontological
types, and individuals shift modalities across weeks and tasks. University-mediated recruitment
likely overrepresents centrally located, Anglophone, and higher-SES students. Diary gamification
may induce reactivity, and walk-along sessions provide depth vignettes with a smaller sample
rather than saturation. We therefore treat cross-method persistence as suggestive.

In sum, situating international student personas within Lefebvre’s triad clarifies how a bounded,
platformed city is made and remade in practice. Istanbul’'s mobility bubble is the moving frontier
where conceived abstractions meet lived tactics, channeled by infrastructures and amplified or
muted by algorithms, with the Bosphorus functioning as the system’s hinge. Future work should
track modality transitions longitudinally, test P1 to P3 in comparative settings such as the
Thames in London, the Nile in Cairo, and the Han in Seoul, and examine gendered night mobility
and safety governance as additional alignment mechanisms.

Notes

1. According to 2024 data from the Council of Higher Education (YOK), the number of international students
arriving in the country is 338,161.

2. In this study, ‘international students’ primarily refers to Erasmus+ participants. The Erasmus+ program is
the EU’s flagship initiative supporting student mobility across European universities, enabling participants
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to study abroad for 3-12 months while earning academic credits. It fosters cross-cultural exchange, lan-

guage skills, and personal development within a structured international education framework.

Interactive version of the maps are available at [1].

4.  The three Lynchian districts somewhat overlap with the historical administrative districts surrounding the
Ottoman Constantinople: Galata, Eyiip, and Uskiidar. Historically, these were collectively referred to as
‘Bilad-1 Selase’ or ‘Three towns’ (inalcik 2019).

w

Acknowledgements

This research was supported by Galatasaray University Scientific Research Projects under the project titled “Locative
Media Applications for an Augmented Urban Travel Experience: Exploring Cities Through Technology” (Project ID:
1079, Project Code: SKA-2022-1079). The project was initiated under the partnership agreement between Galatasaray
University and the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality dated 14 June 2021 (Order E-59749965-030.01-2021.692847).
We thank the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality for facilitating access to mobility data, and we are grateful to
research assistant Robin Kanat and to all participants for their contributions.

Ethical approval

This study received ethical approval from Galatasaray University’s Ethical Board for Scientific Studies and Publications
on 27 November 2021 (Decision No. E-65364513-050.06.04-16.169). The study protocol covered the survey, in-depth
interviews, mental-map exercises, the WhatsApp-based diary study, and the ‘walk-and-talk’ observations. All partici-
pants were adults and provided informed consent before any data collection. For the survey, interviews, mental-map
exercises, and walk-and-talk sessions, participants signed written consent forms after receiving an information sheet
that described the aims, procedures, risks and benefits, voluntary nature of participation, and data handling. For the
WhatsApp-based diary study, written consent was obtained during enrollment; daily submissions were voluntary and
could be discontinued at any time. No deception or covert observation was used. Participants could withdraw without
penalty. Participants granted consent to publish anonymized quotations and research materials pertaining to them
in scholarly outlets. We do not publish any images, audio, video, or map sketches that could reasonably identify an
individual. Where a contribution could be indirectly identifiable, we obtained additional written consent to publish
that specific material. Personal names and direct identifiers were not recorded; pseudonyms are used throughout.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Anonymization and data handling

Direct identifiers were not collected. Indirect identifiers were minimized during transcription and cleaning. Interview
and diary data were assigned study codes and stored in encrypted form on institutional servers accessible only
to the research team. Consent forms are stored separately from data. Data will be retained for five years in
accordance with institutional policy and then deleted or archived in anonymized form.

Use of administrative and third-party/platform data

The Istanbulkart mobility dataset was provided by Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality under a data-sharing agree-
ment for research purposes. The dataset contained aggregated and de-identified records of card uses by
non-resident foreign and student users; no personal data were accessible to the authors. Analyses and reporting
comply with the agreement and applicable data-protection requirements. Any screenshots or schematic repro-
ductions of platform interfaces and public ferry network maps are used with permission or under applicable
exceptions; no personal platform data are disclosed. Our use of Google Maps and other locative services respects
the respective terms of service; we neither scraped nor redistributed platform data.

References

Abbas, T., and I. H. Yigit. 2015. “Scenes from Gezi Park: Localisation, Nationalism and Globalisation in Turkey.” City
19 (1): 61-76. https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2014.969070.


https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2014.969070

MOBILITIES 23

Ahmadpoor, N., and A. Smith. 2020. “Spatial Knowledge Acquisition and Mobile Maps: The role of Environmental
Legibility.” Cities 101: 102700. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102700.

Almahri, F, D. Bell, and M. Arzoky. 2019. “Personas Design for Conversational Systems in Education.” Informatics
6: 46. https://doi.org/10.3390/informatics6040046.

Anaraki, S., A. Haeri, and F. Moslehi. 2021. “A Hybrid Reciprocal Model of PCA and K-Means With an Innovative
Approach of Considering Sub-Datasets for the Improvement of K-Means Initialization and Step-by-Step Labeling
to Create Clusters with High Interpretability.” Pattern Analysis and Applications 24: 1387-1402. https://doi.org/10.
1007/510044-021-00977-x.

Anderson, B. 2009. “Affective Atmospheres.” Emotion, Space and Society 2 (2): 77-81. https://doi.org/10.1016/j
.emospa.2009.08.005.

Bardak¢i, M. 1998, January 4. “istanbul'da balon meraki [Balloon Curiosity in Istanbul]” Hirriyet. https://www.
hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/istanbulda-balon-meraki-39282185.

Bartu Candan, A., and B. Kolluoglu. 2008. “Emerging Spaces of Neoliberalism: A Gated Town and a Public Housing
Project in Istanbul” New Perspectives on Turkey 39: 5-46. https://doi.org/10.1017/50896634600005057.

Beaven, A. M. G. 2012. “An Exploration of Cross-Cultural Adaptation in the Context of European Student Mobility.”
Doctoral dissertation, University of Warwick.

Bork-Huffer, T. 2016. “Mediated Sense of Place: Effects of Mediation and Mobility on the Place Perception of
German professionals in Singapore” New Media & Society 18 (10): 2155-2170. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1461444816655611.

Bounegru, L., M. Devries, and E. Weltevrede. 2022. “The Research Persona Method: Figuring and Reconfiguring
Personalised Information Flows! In Figure: Concept and Method, edited by C. Lury, W. Viney, and A. Wernick,
77-104. Singapore: Springer Nature Singapore. https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-981-19-2476-7.

Bozdogan, S. 2002. Modernizm ve Ulusun insasi: Erken Cumhuriyet Tiirkiyesi'nde Mimari Kiiltiir [Modernism and Nation
Building: Architectural Culture in Early Republican Turkey]. Istanbul: Metis Yayinlari.

Bugra, A. 1998. “The Immoral Economy of Housing in Turkey.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
22 (2): 303-307.

Bruns, C. R, and B. C. Chamberlain. 2019. “The Influence of Landmarks and Urban Form on Cognitive Maps
Using Virtual Reality” Landscape and Urban Planning 189: 296-306. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.
2019.05.006.

Castells, M. 1996. The Rise of the Network Society - The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture (Vol. I). Oxford:
Blackwell.

Cavallari, A. 2013. “l Comaschi di Bologna e I'aeronauta Antonio Comaschi.” https://www.andreacavallari.it/Comaschi/
ComaschiBologna.htm.

Collins, F. L. 2010. “International Students as Urban Agents: International Education and sn in Auckland, New
Zealand." Geoforum 41 (6): 940-950. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2010.06.009.

Cresswell, T. 2010. “Towards a Politics of Mobility"” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 28 (1): 17-31.
https://doi.org/10.1068/d11407.

Demirci, A., A. Karaburun, and S. Kurt. 2009. “Assessment of Urban Growth in a Natural Protected Area Using
Multi-Temporal Satellite Data: A Case Study of the Strait of Istanbul (Bosphorus).” Fresenius Environmental Bulletin
18 (9a): 1701-1708.

Di Masso, A. 2023. “Sensing the Urban Scene’. In: Frosh, S., Vyrgioti, M., Walsh, J. (eds) The Palgrave Handbook of
Psychosocial Studies. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.

Dogan, E., and A. Stupar. 2017. “The Limits of growth: A Case Study of Three Mega-Projects in Istanbul” Cities 60:
281-288.

Enlil, Z,, and . Dinger. 2022. “Political Dilemmas in the Making of a Sustainable City-Region: The Case of Istanbul”
Sustainability 14 (6): 3299. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14063299.

Erginli, B. E., and T. Baycan. 2025. “Residential Segregation Patterns in Istanbul: Internal and International Migrant
Profiles!” The Annals of Regional Science 74 (1): 9. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-024-01348-0.

Franga, T, D. Cairns, D. Malet Calvo, and L. Azevedo. 2023. “Lisbon, the Portuguese Erasmus City? Mis-match
Between Representation in Urban Policies and International Student Experiences.” Journal of Urban Affairs 45
(9): 1664-1678. https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2021.1950544.

Gebru, M. S. and I. Yuksel-Kaptanoglu. 2020. “Adaptation Challenges for International Students in Turkey.” Open
Journal of Social Sciences 08 (09): 262-278. https://doi.org/10.4236/js5.2020.89021.

Gilli, L. 2023. “The 'Vibe": ‘Atmosphere’ and Its Temporality.” In Popular Music Climates: Proceedings from the XXI
Biennial Conference of IASPM, edited by Kimi Karki, 1-3, Turku: International Institute of Popular Culture.

Gokariksel, B., and A. Secor. 2015. “Post-Secular Geographies and the Problem of Pluralism: Religion and Everyday
Life in Istanbul, Turkey.” Political Geography 46: 21-30. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polge0.2014.10.006.

Goksel, C., and A. O. Dogru. 2019. “Analyzing the Urbanization in the Protection Area of the Bosphorus. International
Journal of Engineering and Geosciences 4 (2): 52-57. https://doi.org/10.26833/ijeg.446912.

Graham, S., and S. Marvin. 2001. Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities and the
Urban Condition. London: Routledge.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102700
https://doi.org/10.3390/informatics6040046
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10044-021-00977-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10044-021-00977-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emospa.2009.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emospa.2009.08.005
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/istanbulda-balon-meraki-39282185
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/istanbulda-balon-meraki-39282185
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0896634600005057
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816655611
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816655611
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-981-19-2476-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.05.006
https://www.andreacavallari.it/Comaschi/ComaschiBologna.htm
https://www.andreacavallari.it/Comaschi/ComaschiBologna.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2010.06.009
https://doi.org/10.1068/d11407
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14063299
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-024-01348-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2021.1950544
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2020.89021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2014.10.006
https://doi.org/10.26833/ijeg.446912

24 (&) E.KIZILKAYAET AL.

Graham, S., and S. Marvin. 1996. Telecommunications and the City: Electronic Spaces, Urban Places. London: Routledge.

Gurnell, A., M. Rinaldi, A. Buijse, G. Brierley, and H. Piégay. 2016. “Hydromorphological Frameworks: Emerging
Trajectories.” Aquatic Sciences 78 (1): 135-138. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00027-015-0436-1.

Glinduz, L., S. B. Tekin, M. Ozer, and I. H. Genc. 2025. “Exuberant Behaviour in the Istanbul Housing Market Before
and During the Time of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Evidence from the Aggregate and Disaggregate Levels.” Applied
Economics Letters 32 (5): 619-623.

Halegoua, G., and E. Polson. 2021. “Exploring ‘Digital Placemaking.” Convergence: The International Journal of Research
into New Media Technologies 27 (3): 573-578. https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565211014828.

Hacihasanoglu, I., and O. Hacihasanoglu. 2006. “Cultural Processes and Physical Change in Sisli—Istanbul” Habitat
International 30 (4): 902-915. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2005.04.005.

Heitz, K. 2024. “Feeling the Vibe: Relations and Praxes of a Black Sense of Place in Oakland, California.” Antipode
56 (4): 1327-1349. https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.13036.

Houston, C. 2022. “Social Movements and Urban Activism in Turkey." In The Routledge Handbook on Contemporary
Turkey, edited by J. Jongerden, 385-397. London: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. https://doi.
0rg/10.4324/9780429264030-31.

Istanbul Planning Agency. 2021. Istanbul Housing Guide. https://ipa.istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/
IPA_KONUT_REHBERI-web.pdf.

Istanbul Planning Agency. 2022. Summary Report and Final Declaration of the Istanbul Housing Summit. https://ipa.
istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ISTANBUL-KONUT-ZIRVESI-SONUC-RAPORU.pdf.

ikizer, i. 2022. “Weakening the Strong Mayor: Partisan Division and Presidential Intervention in Istanbul!’ State and
Local Government Review 54 (1): 32-51. https://doi.org/10.1177/0160323X211045356.

inalcik, H. 2019. Fetihten Sonra istanbul’'un Yeniden Insasi - Bilad-i Selase: Galata, Eyiip, Uskiidar [The Reconstruction
of Istanbul After the Conquest - Bilad-i Selase: Galata, Eyiip, Uskiidar]. Istanbul: Tiirkiye is Bankasi Kiiltir Yayinlari.

Jensen, O. B. 2009. “Flows of Meaning, Cultures of Movements-Urban Mobility as Meaningful Everyday Life Practice”
Mobilities 4 (1): 139-158. https://doi.org/10.1080/17450100802658002.

Jansson, A. 2019. “The Mutual Shaping of Geomedia and Gentrification: The Case of Alternative Tourism Apps.”
Communication and the Public 4 (2): 166-181. https://doi.org/10.1177/2057047319850197.

Kaplan, S. 2008. Istanbul in the Eyes of Western Travellers. 1st ed. Istanbul: Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality.

Karaman, O. 2013. “Urban Neoliberalism with Islamic Characteristics.” Urban Studies 50 (16): 3412-3427. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0042098013482505.

Keyder, C. 2005. “Globalization and Social Exclusion in Istanbul” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
29: 124-134. https://doi.org/10.1111/).1468-2427.2005.00574.X.

Kiray, M. B. 1998. Kentlesme Yazilari [Writings on Urbanization]. Istanbul: Baglam Yayincilik.

Kuictk, S. G. 2020. “Bosphorus Coastal Road and Settlements Between Besiktas and Bebek in 1939 Plan." Iconarp
International Journal of Architecture and Planning 8 (Special Issue): 54-80. https://doi.org/10.15320/
ICONARP.2020.143.

Kuhnimhof, T.,, and I. Feige. 2013. “Introduction” In The Diversity of Megacities Worldwide: Challenges for the Future
of Mobility. Megacity Mobility Culture: How Cities Move on in a Diverse World (XV-XXII), edited by R. Priester, J.
Kenworthy, and G. Wulfhorst. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer.

Kurtulus, H. 2003. “Mekanda billurlagan kentsel kimlikler: istanbul'da yeni sinifsal kimlikler ve mekansal ayrismanin
bazi boyutlar [Urban Identities Crystallising in Space: New Class Identities in Istanbul and Some Dimensions
of Spatial Segregation].” Dogu Bati 6 (23): 75-96.

Lettkemann, E., and |. Schulz-Schaeffer. 2020. The Appropriation of Public Places Through Locative Media: A Pilot
Study on Foursquare City Guide/Swarm. Berlin: TUTS Working Papers.

Lefebvre, H. (1947) 1991. Critique of Everyday Life, Volume I: Introduction (J. Moore, Trans.). London: Verso.

Lefebvre, H. (1974) 1991. The Production of Space (D. Nicholson-Smith, Trans.). Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Lefebvre, H. (1986-1992) 2004. Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life (S. Elden and G. Moore, Trans.).
Continuum.

Lovering, J., and H. Tirkmen. 2011. “Bulldozer Neo-Liberalism in Istanbul: The State-Led Construction of Property
Markets, and the Displacement of the Urban Poor” International Planning Studies 16 (1): 73-96. https://doi.org
/10.1080/13563475.2011.552477.

Luo, J,, T. Zhao, L. Cao, and F. Biljecki. 2022. “Semantic Riverscapes: Perception and Evaluation of Linear Landscapes
from Oblique Imagery Using Computer Vision” Landscape and Urban Planning 228: 104569. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2022.104569.

Lynch, K. 1960. The Image of the City. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Malet Calvo, D. 2018. “Understanding International Students Beyond Studentification: A New Class of Transnational
Urban Consumers. The Example of Erasmus Students in Lisbon (Portugal).” Urban Studies 55 (10): 2142-2158.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098017708089.

Manners, I. R. 1997. “Constructing the Image of a City: The Representation of Constantinople in Christopher
Buondelmonti’s Liber Insularum Archipelagi” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 87 (1): 72-102.
https://doi.org/10.1111/0004-5608.00042.


https://doi.org/10.1007/s00027-015-0436-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565211014828
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2005.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.13036
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429264030-31
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429264030-31
https://ipa.istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/IPA_KONUT_REHBERI-web.pdf
https://ipa.istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/IPA_KONUT_REHBERI-web.pdf
https://ipa.istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ISTANBUL-KONUT-ZIRVESI-SONUC-RAPORU.pdf
https://ipa.istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ISTANBUL-KONUT-ZIRVESI-SONUC-RAPORU.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0160323X211045356
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450100802658002
https://doi.org/10.1177/2057047319850197
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098013482505
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098013482505
https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1468-2427.2005.00574.X
https://doi.org/10.15320/ICONARP.2020.143
https://doi.org/10.15320/ICONARP.2020.143
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563475.2011.552477
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563475.2011.552477
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2022.104569
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2022.104569
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098017708089
https://doi.org/10.1111/0004-5608.00042

MOBILITIES 25

Marshall, P. D., C. Moore, and K. Barbour. 2015. “Persona as Method: Exploring Celebrity and the Public Self Through
Persona Studies.” Celebrity Studies 6 (3): 288-305. https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2015.1062649.

Meenar, M., N. Afzalan, and A. Hajrasouliha. 2022. “Analyzing Lynch’s City Imageability in the Digital Age” Journal
of Planning Education and Research 42 (4): 611-623. https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X19844573.

Monteiro, M. M., J. D. A. e Silva, S. Haustein, and J. P. de Sousa. 2021. “Urban Travel Behavior Adaptation of
Temporary Transnational Residents.” Journal of Transport Geography 90: 102935. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.
2020.102935.

O’Connor, S. 2020. “The Intersectional Geographies of International Students in Ireland: Connecting Spaces of
Encounter and Belonging.” Gender, Place & Culture 27 (10): 1460-1480. https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.
2019.1693342.

Oncii, A. 1997. “The Myth of the Ideal Home Travels across Cultural Borders to Istanbul!” In Space, Culture and
Power: New Identities in Globalizing Cities, edited by A. Oncu and P. Weyland. London: Zed Books.

Ozkul, D. 2014. “Location As a Sense of Place: Everyday Life, Mobile, And Spatial Practices in Urban Spaces” In
Mobility and Locative Media: Mobile Communication in Hybrid Spaces, edited by A. De Souza e Silva and M.
Sheller, 101-116. New York: Routledge.

Prazeres, L. 2018. “At Home in the City: Everyday Practices and Distinction in International Student Mobility.” Social
& Cultural Geography 19 (7): 914-934. https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2017.1323343.

Ridell, S., and F. Zeller. 2013. “Mediated Urbanism: Navigating an Interdisciplinary Terrain.” International Communication
Gazette 75 (5-6): 437-451. https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048513491891.

Russo, A. P, and G. Richards. 2016. Reinventing the Local in Tourism: Producing, Consuming and Negotiating Place.
Vol. 73. Bristol: Channel View.

Robertson, S. 2018. “Friendship Networks and Encounters in Student-Migrants’ Negotiations of Translocal Subjectivity.”
Urban Studies 55 (3): 538-553. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016659617.

Rottmann, S., and A. Kaya. 2021. “We Can't Integrate in Europe. We Will Pay a High Price if We Go There”: Culture,
Time and Migration Aspirations for Syrian refugees in Istanbul” Journal of Refugee Studies 34 (1): 474-490.
https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/feaa018.

Schwartz, R. 2014. “Online Place Attachment: Exploring Technological Ties to Physical Places. In Mobility and
Locative Media, 105-120. New York: Routledge.

Secor, A. 2001. “Toward a Feminist Counter-Geopolitics: Gender, Space and Islamist Politics in Istanbul.” Space and
Polity 5 (3): 191-211. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562570120104409.

Sevkin, E., and M. Gul. 2025. “Local Government Reform in Turkey and its Aftermath: The Urban Transformation
of Istanbul Between 1984 and 1989." Middle Eastern Studies 61 (4): 474-487. https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.
2024.2431008.

Sheller, M., and J. Urry. 2006. “The New Mobilities Paradigm.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 38
(2): 207-226. https://doi.org/10.1068/a37268.

Simmel, G. (1908) 1950. “The Stranger” In The Sociology of Georg Simmel, edited and translated by K. H. Wolff,
402-408. New York: Free Press. (Original work published)

Steger, M. B. 2008. The Rise of the Global Imaginary: Political Ideologies from the French Revolution to the Global War
on Terror. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Tully, C,, and C. Alfaraz. 2017. “Youth and Mobility: The Lifestyle of the New Generation as an Indicator of a
MULTI-LOCAL EVERYDAY LIFE Applied Mobilities 2 (2): 182-198. https://doi.org/10.1080/23800127.2017.1322778.

Tuncer, E. 2024. "Acceptable ‘Expats’ Versus Unwanted ‘Arabs’: Tracing Hierarchies Through Everyday Urban Practices
of Skilled Migrant Women in Istanbul” Global Networks 24 (3): e12473. https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12473.

Tugal, C. 2021. “Urban Symbolic Violence Re-Made: Religion, Politics and Spatial Struggles in Istanbul”” International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 45 (1): 154-163. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12853.

UNESCO Institute for Statistics. 2021. “Net Flow of Internationally Mobile Students.” http://data.uis.unesco.org

Vannini, P. 2010. “Mobile Cultures: From the Sociology of Transportation to the Study of Mobilities” Sociology
Compass 4 (2): 111-121. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2009.00268.x.

Vuolteenaho, J., K. H. A. Leurs, and J. Sumiala. 2015. “Digital Urbanisms: Exploring the Spectacular, Ordinary and
Contested Facets of the Media City.” Observatorio 9(1): 1-22. https://doi.org/10.15847/0bsOBS002015970.

Walks, R. A. 2006. “Aestheticization and the Cultural Contradictions of Neoliberal (Sub) Urbanism. Cultural
Geographies 13 (3): 466-475. https://doi.org/10.1191/1474474006eu3690a.

Wilkinson, S., and K. Badwan. 2021. “Walk This Way: The Rhythmic Mobilities of University Students in Greater
Manchester, UK. Mobilities 16 (3): 373-387. https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2020.1833565.

Wittel, A. 2001. “Toward a Network Sociality." Theory, Culture & Society 18 (6): 51-76. https://doi.org/10.1177/
026327601018006003.

Yiiksekoégretim Kurulu. 2022. “YOK Atlas!” Retrieved April 20, 2025, from https://yokatlas.yok.gov.tr/universite.php

Zukin, S. 2009. Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2015.1062649
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X19844573
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2020.102935
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2020.102935
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2019.1693342
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2019.1693342
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2017.1323343
https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048513491891
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016659617
https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/feaa018
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562570120104409
https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2024.2431008
https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2024.2431008
https://doi.org/10.1068/a37268
https://doi.org/10.1080/23800127.2017.1322778
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12473
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12853
http://data.uis.unesco.org
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2009.00268.x
https://doi.org/10.15847/obsOBS002015970
https://doi.org/10.1191/1474474006eu369oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2020.1833565
https://doi.org/10.1177/026327601018006003
https://doi.org/10.1177/026327601018006003
https://yokatlas.yok.gov.tr/universite.php

	Bosphorus is a super-element: mobility culture and urban perception of international students in Istanbul
	ABSTRACT
	1. Introduction
	2. Research field and methodology
	3. Results
	3.1. Fundamental map of Istanbul
	3.2. Erasmus student personas in Istanbul
	3.3. Istanbul as a mobility hub: international students impressions and experiences

	4. Discussion
	4.1. Mobility bubble and network sociality
	4.1.1. Disembedded and generic
	4.1.2. Informational and technological
	4.1.3. Ephemeral but intense
	4.1.4. Combining work and play

	4.2. Istanbuls super-element: the bosphorus
	4.2.1. Conceived scripts, perceived practices, and lived attachments

	4.3. Modalities of spatial production

	5. Conclusion
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Ethical approval
	Disclosure statement
	Anonymization and data handling
	Use of administrative and third-party/platform data
	References


