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Abstract 

This study examines the city image of the Kocaeli as perceived by the international students studying at 

Kocaeli University. City image can be defined as the total of perceptions, beliefs, concepts, ideas and 

impressions people have toward a certain place. Perceptions of people about an image of the city is an 

important element of place branding. In this study, 476 international students filled out an online survey 

about their perceptions of Kocaeli in terms of social, cultural, economic and international parameters.  

The online survey had six main categories of questions: (1) prior knowledge about Kocaeli, (2) 

associations about Kocaeli (3) positive aspects of Kocaeli, (4) abstract image of Kocaeli, (5) negative 

aspects of Kocaeli, (6) opinions about the people of Kocaeli. The results of the study revealed that 

international students had mixed perceptions about the image of the city of Kocaeli and some important 

features of Kocaeli such as Kocaeli University, cotton candy (pishmaniye), Sekapark and Kartepe can be 

future trending brands of the city.  
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Introduction 

City of Kocaeli is located in Marmara Region of Turkey. It is about 100 kms away from Istanbul and it is 

a rapidly growing city in terms of industrial, commercial, social and cultural aspects. It attracts one of the 

highest numbers of internal migrants in Turkey (TUIK, 2013; Kumbul-Guler et al., 2015). It is also one of 

the biggest industrial regions of Turkey with its many top 500 companies. With its %13 contribution to 

the Turkey’s total manufacturing production, Kocaeli is the second important industrial city of the 

country after Istanbul for the last 20 years (Senlier et al., 2009). This significance is also perceived when 

we analyze the amount of foreign investment in the city of Kocaeli: entrepreneurs from 54 different 

countries have established 410 different business and enterprises in Kocaeli so far (MARKA, 2014). 

Kocaeli is also gaining international popularity due to its social, cultural and educational 

characteristics. In 2013, 82.007 tourists from other countries visited Kocaeli and stayed at least one night 

in a hotel. In 2014, the number of tourists who stayed at least one night in Kocaeli was 79.653. The two 

universities of Kocaeli, namely KOU and GTU, have more than 1600 international students from more 

than 100 countries. There are many other foreigners who work in factories and companies located in 

Kocaeli (MARKA, 2014). With these implications in mind, the city image of Kocaeli as perceived by 

international people living and/or staying in Kocaeli might yield important implications. However, to my 

best knowledge, no previous study has investigated this issue. To address the gap in the literature, in this 

study, I examined the perceptions of international students regarding the city image and I also discussed 

the importance of this image in the process of city branding. 

 

Place Marketing and City Branding 

Place marketing has become a commonplace activity of cities, regions and countries all over the world. It 

deals with the process of image communication to a targeted audience. It has shifted from the discipline 

of tourism to branding and business. Place branding is defined as “the practice of applying brand strategy 
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and other marketing techniques and disciplines to cities, regions and countries” (Harrison- Walker, 2012, 

p. 51). It is also regarded as the conceptualization of the brand as something that consumers can have a 

relationship with (Hankinson, 2004). Recently many well-known and popular cities all around the world 

have professionally worked on the issues of place marketing and city branding to reach more visitors and 

communicate a better image of their cities. 

 

City Image 

In modern world, the concept of a city is an issue of image and consumption. City image can be defined 

as the total of perceptions, beliefs, concepts, ideas and impressions people have toward a certain place. As 

Lynch (1960) asserts in his classical book about city images, “there is a public image of a given city 

which is the overlap of many individual images” (p. 46). Here, how these individual images are 

communicated with the target audiences and how this process is managed have vital importance. Many 

big cities around the world work with professional counseling companies to communicate a good image 

of their cities. This is regarded as city entrepreneurialism which roughly aims to gain competitive 

advantage to attract potential investors, customer and visitors (Young & Lever, 1997). 

  

City Image and University Relationship 

Universities contribute, both positively and negatively, to an image of a city. On a different level, they 

also provide their students with tools to comprehend the image of a city in a better way with the 

knowledge transmission and transformation they process. Many cities all around the world, and also in 

Turkey, are regarded as university or college towns due to the huge impact of the university on the life of 

the city. They also create many opportunities to other dwellers of the city in terms of social, cultural, 

economic and educational activities. From another perspective, how university students view the city or 

what they image of the city is an important question to ask (Demirel, 2014). 

  

City Image and Place Branding Studies from Turkey 

The studies on city images and place branding in Turkey can be grouped into three categories. In the first 

category, the city image of some Turkish cities, such as Burdur (Demirel, 2014); Afyon (Ozdemir & 

Karaca, 2009 ); Rize (Can & Kazancı-Başaran, 2014) have been studied by some scholars. In the second 

category, some other scholars focused on the city branding attempts of Antalya (Cevher, 2012), Konya 

(Gorkemli & Solmaz, 2012) and Istanbul (Tek, 2009). Another strand of studies examined the effects of 

different factors such as sports activities (Buyuker- Isler & Tufekci, 2014); university- industry and city 

interaction (Adiguzel & Ozkan, 2013); culture tourism (Saruhan, 2012). 

The first groups of studies examined the city images of Burdur, Afyon and Rize by distributing 

questionnaires to their target audiences. Demirel (2014) gave a face to face survey to 962 students 

studying at Burdur Mehmet Akif Ersoy University and found that image perceptions of students on the 

city of Burdur and its residents were moderate and it was necessary to work to improve the image of the 

city of Burdur urgently. Ozdemir and Karaca (2009) gave a face to face survey to 1072 participants and 

identified cream (kaymak), sausage, candies, thermal spas and historical castle as the potential brands of 

the city of Afyon.  

The second group of studies investigated how city branding process of cities such as Antalya, Konya 

and Istanbul were carried out. Cevher (2012) examined how the process of Antalya’s city branding 

attempts carried out with the help of a company specialized in city branding. She portrays the process 

with the help of the data from face to face interviews and surveys. Gorkemli and Solmaz (2012) 

investigated how the authorities of the city of Konya undertook the process of city branding and the 

contribution of science centers to this process. 
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The third group of studies identified a theme and examined the effects of these themes on the image of 

the cities. For example, Buyuker-Isler and Tufekci (2014) focused on the effects of sports marketing 

dimensions on their participant’s attitudes towards Isparta and found that the participant’s attitudes 

towards Isparta changed positively due to sports marketing. In another study, Saruhan (2012) focused on 

the impact of culture tourism on city branding and analyzed the case of the city of Antakya. Her analysis 

included many suggestions to increase the branding value of the city of Antakya from the perspective of 

foreign visitors. 

To my best knowledge, so far, no previous study has focused on the city image of the Kocaeli. 

Moreover, there was no prior study that focused on the perceptions of the international students regarding 

the image of a city in Turkey. This study aims to address these gaps in the literature about city images in 

Turkey by investigating the perceptions of the international students about the image of Kocaeli.  

  

Methodology 

To inquire about the perceptions of International students studying at Kocaeli University (KOU), an 

online survey was prepared using Google Forms. The link of this survey was sent to the emails of 743 

students whose e-mails were recorded in the Student Information System of KOU. 476 students 

responded to the email and filled out the online survey. Out of these 476 students, 286 of them were male 

(60%) and 190 were female (40%). Table 1 illustrates age, current educational status and length of stay of 

the participants.   in the city of Kocaeli. 

Table 1. Age, current educational status and length of stay of the participants.   

Age 18- 20 46 

  20-22 249 

  22- 24 151 

  >25 30 

Education- Current Status Prep School (Turkish- English) 92 

  Undergraduate 298 

  Graduate 86 

Length of stay Less than 1 year 42 

  1 to 3 years 388 

  More than 3 years 46 

   The online survey had 34 items composed of six main categories in addition to the Introduction section 

which asked about the demographic information about the participants. It included multiple choice, open-

ended and Likert-type questions and/or statements to collect the data. The statements and/or questions 

about the main categories were prepared based on the previous literature that focused on similar topics 

(Demirel, 2014; Ozdemir & Karaca, 2009), and when necessary, adapted to fit the needs and expectations 

of the target participants.   
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Findings 
The online survey had six main categories of questions: (1) prior knowledge about Kocaeli, (2) 

associations about Kocaeli (3) positive aspects of Kocaeli, (4) abstract image of Kocaeli, (5) negative 

aspects of Kocaeli, (6) opinions about the people of Kocaeli. I am going to discuss each of these 

categories in detail in the following section.  

  

Prior Knowledge 
When asked about any prior knowledge about the city of Kocaeli, 286 of the participants stated that they 

had known some form of prior information about the city (X%) before their arrival to the city whereas 

190 had no prior knowledge. The sources of prior knowledge of these 286 were Internet (n=78), printed 

media  ( n=62), friends (n=102) and other (n=44). Table 2 illustrates the sources of the prior knowledge.  

  

 Table 2. Information about participants prior knowledge about Kocaeli  

Any prior knowledge about Kocaeli Y 286 (60%) 

  N 190 (40%) 

Sources of prior knowledge Internet 78 (27%) 

  Printed media 62 (22%) 

  Friends 102 (36%) 

  Other 44 (15%) 

  

Associations about Kocaeli 
To identify associations about Kocaeli, the participants were asked to write down the words and/or 

concepts that come to their mind about the city of Kocaeli. They were asked to write as many words as 

possible. As it is portrayed in Table 3, Kocaeli University seems like the overwhelmingly most dominant 

association of the city of Kocaeli. Here, the participants reasons of being in Kocaeli (i.e., studying at 

Kocaeli University) might be an intervening factor which would warn the readers to be cautious while 

reading this result. The other concepts that are associated with the city are cotton candy, industry, 

sekapark (the central recreational park), gulf, ski tourism (or Kartepe) and sea tourism (Kandira area and 

Karamursel). In Table 3, associations about Kocaeli by international students are given.  
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Table 3. Associations about Kocaeli 

Association  Frequency  Percentage  

KOU  402  84% 

Industry, factories  180  38% 

Cotton Candy  230  48% 

Sekapark and other 

recreational parks 

 194  41% 

Gulf- Marmara Sea  86  18% 

Tourism- Ski  45  9% 

Tourism- Sea  48  10% 

Clock Tower  38  8% 

Earthquake  22  5% 

Istanbul  28  6% 

Old mosques  32  7% 

Fethiye Street  38  8% 

Transportation Problems  42 9% 

Air pollution  34  7% 

Shopping Centers- Outlet  28  6% 

Golcuk Navy Base  18  4% 

Municipality Services  38  8% 

   

Positive aspects of Kocaeli 
The third category in the online survey was the positive aspects of the city of Kocaeli. The participants 

were asked to write them what they liked about Kocaeli. The participants were pleased with the main 

campus of Kocaeli University most (n=240). International students enjoyed transportation (no traffic jam) 

(n=174) (cheap) (n=136), restaurants (n=110), educational opportunities in the city in general (n=104), 

accommodation  (new social housing in the city) (n=102) (cheap) (n=96), as well. Table 4 illustrates the 

positive aspects of the city of Kocaeli as perceived by international students by providing frequencies and 

percentages.  
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Table 4. Positive aspects of Kocaeli perceived by international students   

Positive aspect Frequency Percentage 

University Campus (Umuttepe)  240 50 % 

Transportation - No traffic jam  174  37% 

Transportation- cheap  136  29% 

Restaurants- Dining facilities  110  23% 

Educational opportunities  104  22% 

Accommodation- New social housing  102 21% 

Accommodation- cheap  96 20 % 

Nature  78 16% 

Health Services  66  14% 

Historical places  64  13% 

Shopping Centers  56  12% 

Location- proximity to big cities  44  9% 

Industry- job opportunities  24  5% 

Sports activities  14  3% 

Cultural activities  12  3% 

 

Abstract image of Kocaeli 
Online survey had a section about the abstract image of the city of Kocaeli as well. In this section, the 

participants were given some statements about the city and were asked if they agreed or disagreed with 

these statements. A five point likert-scale from 1 to 5 (1 strongly agree to 5 strongly disagree) was used in 

this section. Based on the results of the online survey, according to international students, city of Kocaeli 

is regarded as slow, safe and developed city. However, the participants thought that it was not cheap and 

modern. Regarding being clean, international and multicultural, the participants looked neutral mostly. 

Table 5 illustrates the opinions of the international students about the abstract image of Kocaeli.  
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Table 5. Opinions of the international students about the abstract image of Kocaeli (percentages).  

  SA A N D SD 

Kocaeli is a slow city for international students  18 42   12  18  10 

Kocaeli is a cheap city for international students  13  17  16  42 12  

Kocaeli is a clean city for international students  8  18  44  20  10 

Kocaeli is a safe city for international students  15  35  14  20 16  

Kocaeli is a developed city for international students  21  38  16  13  12 

Kocaeli is a modern city for international students  11  19  18 36  16  

Kocaeli is an international city  10  12  48  24 6  

Kocaeli is a multicultural city  11  9  46  23  11 

  

Negative aspects of Kocaeli 
The fifth category in the online survey inquired about the negative aspects of Kocaeli. Similar to the 

positive aspects section, this part had an open-ended question which asked about the issues that the 

international students were not pleased about the city. The most popular responses of this section were 

transportation problems (n=268), air pollution (n=186), life is expensive (n=112) and lack of social life 

(n=93). The responses of the international students about the negative aspects of the city of Kocaeli are 

given in Table 6.  
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Table 6. The negative aspects of the city of Kocaeli perceived by international students  

Negative aspect  Frequencies  Percentages 

Transportation problems  268  56% 

Air pollution  186  39% 

Life is expensive  112  24% 

Lack of social life  93  29% 

Industrial region  88  18% 

Environmental pollution  75  15% 

Lack of historical buildings  72  15% 

Sea pollution  65  14% 

Lack of cultural activities  61  13% 

Crowded city  53  11% 

City planning  51 11 % 

Too many immigrant  47  10% 

People are unfriendly  43  9% 

Campus is too far from the city center  41  9% 

Lack of shopping centers  33  7% 

Earthquake region  30  6% 

Limited ferry services  28  6% 

Lack of bookstores  28  6% 

Too many hills  23  5% 

Lack of dormitories for international students  21  4% 

Communication problems  18  4% 

Problems about language- signs  17  4% 

Problems about language- bus stops  11  2% 

Insurance is expensive- limited  9  2% 
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Opinions about the people of Kocaeli 
The final section of the online survey asked about the opinions of the international students regarding the 

people of Kocaeli. This section, similar to the fourth section, included a five point likert-scale from 1 to 5 

(1 strongly agree to 5 strongly disagree). There were nine statements about the people of Kocaeli. 

International students mostly agreed with the statements about being conservative, hard-working and 

friendly. They were neutral or had mixed views about being honest, sincere and polite. They also mostly 

think that the people of Kocaeli are not innovative and generous. Details of the responses about the 

opinions of international students regarding the people of Kocaeli are given in Table 7.  

 

Table 7. Opinions of international students about people of Kocaeli (percentages) 

Statements about people of Kocaeli SA A N D SD 

People of Kocaeli are conservative  9 52  13  16  10  

People of Kocaeli are hard-working  23  33  14 13   17 

People of Kocaeli are honest  12  13  35  19 21  

People of Kocaeli are sincere  11  27  28  24  10 

People of Kocaeli are friendly  34  28 7  17  14  

People of Kocaeli are generous  9  21  13  32  15 

People of Kocaeli are polite  16  21  31  22  20 

People of Kocaeli are innovative  10  17  22  28  23 

 

Conclusion  

This study examined the city image of Kocaeli perceived by international students studying at Kocaeli 

University. To my best knowledge, no previous study focused on the image of the city of Kocaeli. 

Moreover, no previous study from Turkey investigated the perceptions of the international students about 

the image of a city.  

Findings of the study revealed that international students remembered Kocaeli University, cotton 

candy, industry, sekapark, gulf, ski tourism and sea tourism first when they heard Kocaeli. The positive 

aspects of Kocaeli were the university campus, transportation, restaurants, educational opportunities in 

the city in general and accommodation opportunities in general. City of Kocaeli is regarded as slow, safe 

and developed city but not cheap and modern. Transportation problems, air pollution, life is expensive 

and lack of social life are the most negative sides of Kocaeli. Moreover, international students mostly 

agreed with the statements about being conservative, hard-working and friendly.  

Identification of the image of a city can be seen as the first step of the place branding. Place branding 

refers to the practice of applying brand strategy and other marketing techniques and disciplines to cities, 

regions and countries.  (Harrison- Walker, 2012). As Lynch (1960) claims, “there is a public image of a 

given city which is the overlap of many individual images” (p. 46). The positive and negative sides of 
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Kocaeli as perceived by our participants can be seen as the different layers of individual images and 

further studies about place branding regarding Kocaeli can use the findings of the current study.  
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