Abstract

Research on green spaces and well-being is
a relatively new field, and there is a lack of
understanding of the socio-spatial effects of
green areas on specific populations, such as
university students. In particular, the
relationship between green spaces and the
psychological well-being of university
students in Istanbul has not been thoroughly
investigated. The aim of this paper is to
address this significant gap in knowledge by
exploring how campus green areas influence
students’ psychological well-being. The
study examines how students use these
areas, what they are used for, and how their
spatial location affects their accessibility and
usage. This paper’s contributions are
expected to provide empirical evidence on
the impact of campus green spaces on
student development and well-being and to
highlight the importance of campus green
spaces in urban planning and environmental
psychology.

Employing a mixed-methods approach, the
study initially involved extensive
observations across six diverse university
campuses in Istanbul to understand the
broader role of green spaces in university
environments. Subsequently, a detailed case
study was conducted on two prominent
campuses, Istanbul Technical University
(ITU) and Bilgi University, chosen for their
notable integration of urban greenery and
optimal student populations. The qualitative
phase involved semi-structured interviews
with 20 students from these two selected
campuses, exploring their socio-spatial
practices and perceptions of green spaces.
The findings indicate that accessible and
well-designed university green spaces are
essential for enhancing student well-being,
resulting in reduced stress, improved mood,
and cognitive restoration. Additionally, these
spaces promote social interaction and
contribute positively to students” overall
university experience and decision-making.
This study highlights the considerable
potential of integrating green infrastructure
within higher education institutions to
support student mental health and foster
more sustainable, human-centric campus
environments in rapidly urbanizing contexts.
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Genigletilmis Ozet

Yesil alanlarin sosyal ve psikolojik refah tizerindeki faydalar: giderek daha fazla kabul gorse de, yogun niifuslu kentsel ortamlarda
iiniversite dgrencileri iizerindeki spesifik etkileri hala yeterince arastirilmamigtr: Istanbul gibi hizla kentlesen metropollerde iini-
versite 6grencilerinin psikolojik refahi iizerindeki spesifik etkilerine yogunlasan ¢alismalarda énemli bir bosluk bulunmaktadir. Bu
calisma, kampiis yesil alanlarinin égrencilerin psikolojik refahini nasil sekillendirdigi sorusuna odaklanmaktadir. Ogrencilerin
kampiis yesil alanlarin nasil kullandigini, hangi amaglarla kullandigint ve bu alanlarin mekansal konumlarinin erisilebilirligi
nasil etkiledigini sorgulayarak, kampiis yesil alanlarimin tasariminin ve kullaniminin égrencilerin sosyal ve psikolojik gelisimini
nasil olumlu yonde destekleyebilecegine dair ampirik bulgular sunulacaktir.

Psikolojik refah i¢in dogamn rolii iizerine yapilan kapsaml arastirmalar, yesil alanlarda bulunmanin stres seviyelerini diigiiriip,
yasam memnuniyetini artirarak ruh saghgi ve refahi iizerinde olumlu bir etkiye sahip oldugunu gostermistir. Arastirmalar, yesil
alanlarin sosyal baglantilart ve toplumsal baglari nasil giiglendirdigini, bireysel refahin yani sira toplumsal uyumu da tesvik
ettigini gostermektedir (Maas vd., 2006; Cervero ve Kockelman, 1997). Grinde ve Patil (2009) ve Heschong (2002) tarafindan
belirtildigi iizere, yesil alanlarin refah ve ekolojik faydalar iizerindeki etkilerini vurgulayan sayisiz avantaji da bu dénemde yesil
alan tasarimina yeniden odaklanilmasina yol agmistir. Bu derleme, yesil alanlarin kentlere dahil edilmesinin ve éneminin devam
ettigini vurgulamaktadir. Kaplan ve Kaplan'in (1989) Dikkat Geri Kazanim Teorisi (Attention Restoration Theory) ve Ulrich’in
(1984) Stres Azaltma Teorisi (Stress Reduction Theory), dogal ortamlarla etkilesimin zihinsel yorgunlugu ve stresi nasil
azaltabilecegi, biligsel performansi ve duygusal refahi nasil iyilestirebilecegini anlamak i¢in ¢alismalara bir temel saglar. Bu
calisma, Istanbul kampiislerindeki yesil alanlarin 6grencilerin ruh saghgint ve refahint nasil etkiledigini arastirmakta ve
ogrencilerin bu alanlarla ilgili algilarina, kullamimlarina ve memnuniyetlerine odaklanmaktadr: Istanbul 'un hizla kentlesen ve
yogun niifusa sahip bir sehir olmasu, iiniversitelerdeki yesil alanlart daha da énemli hale getirmektedir.

Kampiislerin analizinde karma yontem yaklagimi kullamlmigtir. Nicel asama, yesil alanlarin iiniversite ortamlarindaki roliinii
aydinlatmak igin alti farkli kampiiste kapsamli gozlemlere day ktadir: Bu as da, kampiisler arasinda iiniversite niifusu ve
yesil metrik gostergeleri gibi temel ozellikler karsilastirilmis; ayrica égrencilerin yesil alanlarla etkilesimleri izlenmis ve ogrenci
basina diisen yesil alant belirlemek i¢in bir “yesil metrik” kullanilmistir.

Bu karsilastrmali analizin ardindan, nitelikli arastirma kisminda iki iiniversite se¢ilmistir: Istanbul Teknik Universitesi (ITU) ve
Bilgi Universitesi. Bu iiniversiteler, 6grenci basina kampiis ici yesil alan kullanim orani yiiksek olmast ve optimum égrenci
sayilarina sahip olmalari nedeniyle ozellikle se¢ilmis olup, yesil alanlarin psikolojik etkilerini arastirmak icin iyi bir ornek teskil
etmektedir. ITU, alti kampiisii ve 40.000 den fazla 6grencisi ile Tiirkiye nin énde gelen iiniversitelerinden biridir. Bu ¢alismada,
ITU niin, toplam alanin %40 "1 olusturan bahgeler, ormanlik alanlar ve biiyviik bir gél ile yesil alanlariyla taninan Maslak
Kampiisii secilmistir. Bilgi Universitesi ise, ti¢ kampiisii ve 15.000 den fazla 6grencisi olan dzel bir iiniversitedir. Calisma igin
agik hava egitimini, sosyal aktiviteleri ve huzurlu diigiinmeyi tesvik eden yesil alanlara, parklara ve bahgelere sahip olan Santral
Kampiisii se¢ilmistir. Alan ¢alismast olarak segilen iki kampiiste, farkli béliimlerden olan 20 égrenciyle yart yapilandirilmig
goriismeler yapilmigtir. Goriismelerde 6grencilerin yesil alan algilar, kullamim sekilleri ve yesil alanlarin ruhsal esenlik iizer-
indeki etkileri arastirilmistir. Katitlimcilart belirlemek i¢in amagl 6rnekleme yontemi kullanilmis ve kampiiste yesil alanlart kul-
lanan 18 ila 30 yas arast 6grencilere odaklanilmistir. Kayitli olmayan kisiler, sadece ¢evrimigi egitim alan égrenciler ve 18 yasin
altindaki kisiler arastirma disinda tutulmugstur.

Bulgular, goriismelerde dort tema vurgulamaktadir:

-Yesil Alanlarla Etkilesim: Ogrenciler yesil alanlarda énemli miktarda zaman gegirmis (giinde 2-4 saat) ve ¢ogu giinliik etkilesimi
tercih etmistir. Aktiviteler arasinda rahatlama, sosyallesme, fiziksel aktivite ve ders ¢alisma yer almaktadir:

-Ruh Saghigi Uzerindeki Psikolojik Etki: Ogrenciler yesil alan kullanimi ile ruh saghg arasinda giiglii bir korelasyon oldugunu
bildirmistir. Faydalar arasinda stresin azalmasi, ruh halinin iyilesmesi ve biligsel restorasyon yer almaktadir. “A¢ik alanlar”
rahatlama ve sosyal toplantilar i¢in en ¢ok tercih edilen ders disi mekanlar olmustur.

-Yesil Alan Kullanimi: Ogrenciler ¢esitli yesil alanlart tercih ederken, acik alanlar uyarlanabilirlikleri ve erisilebilirlikleri ned-
eniyle en ¢ok tercih edilen alanlar olmustur. Bilgi Universitesi 6grencileri bahgeleri ve agik alanlart esit oranda tercih ederken,
ITU égrencileri merkezi konumu ve biiyiikliigii nedeniyle actk alanlar tercih etmistir.

-Ogrencilerin memnuniyeti: Yesil alanlar ayrilmaz sosyal alanlar olarak islev gormiis, arkadas¢a bulusmalar en cok tercih edilen
etkinlik olmustur. Bilgi Universitesi 6grencileri, yesil alanlart giinliik olarak daha fazla kullandiklarint belirtmistir. Bu durumun
nedenleri arasinda daha esnek bir akademik program veya diizenli etkilesimi tegvik eden kampiis tasarimi olabilir.

Bu ¢alisma, tiniversite yesil alanlarimin asagidakiler de dahil olmak iizere sayisiz faydasini vurgulamaktadur: Stresin azalmasi ve
zihinsel saghgn iyilesmesi, ruh halinin ve bilissel restorasyonun artmasi, ve 6grenci memnuniyetinin ve sosyal etkilesimin artmast.
Bulgular, yesil alanlarin iiniversite tasarim ve planlamasina entegrasyonunun, 6grenci refahin ve genel tiniversite deneyimini
zenginlestirmedeki kritik roliinii vurgulamaktadir. Gelecekteki arastirmalar; farkli tiniversite ortamlarindaki yesil alanlarin
karsilagtirmal analizleri ile 6grenci tercihlerini ve katilimini daha derinlemesine kesfetmelidir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Yesil alan, Kamusal Alan, Istanbul, Universite Ogrencisi
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Introduction

In a world increasingly characterized by
urbanization, rising mental health issues
among the youth, and concerns over urban
livability, the role of green space in urban
life has been rekindled. On university
campuses, where students encounter chan-
ging academic, social, and psychological
pressures, access to nature has assumed a
crucial role in promoting mental well-being.
While environmental psychology and urban
studies have highlighted the restorative and
stress-reducing potential of green spaces
(Lindemann-Matthies, 2021; Ulrich et. al.,1991),

the ways they are experienced and used by
university students, particularly in dense
urban settings, remain underexplored. As
Istanbul undergoes urban transformation,
facing challenges like population growth
and diminishing green areas, these changes
directly impact student life, limiting access
to open and restorative environments and
reducing opportunities for social interac-
tion, recreation, and outdoor learning on and
around campuses.

Recent research has highlighted the nume-
rous benefits that green spaces provide to
urban populations, including psychological
restoration, improved social cohesiveness,
and increased physical activity (Hartig et

al., 2014; Kaplan, 1995). These benefits are
particularly enhanced in university settings
due to the unique stressors and academic
pressures that students face. Attention
Restoration Theory (4RT) (Kaplan & Kaplan,
1989) and Stress Reduction Theory (SRT)
(Ulrich, 1984) are theoretical frameworks that
provide a foundation for understanding how
social interactions within natural environ-
ments can reduce mental fatigue and stress,
thereby improving cognitive performance
and emotional well-being.

This study investigates the impact of

green spaces on two different campuses in
Istanbul by focusing on students’ mental
health and well-being. The research focuses
on student perceptions, use, and satisfaction
with these areas to evaluate their role in
student well-being. Istanbul, as a rapidly
urbanizing and densely populated city,
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makes its university green spaces even

more crucial. By examining the campuses
of Istanbul Technical University and Bilgi
University, both recognized for their success
in incorporating green spaces into their
campuses, this study explores how these
spaces contribute to student psychological
development and success.

This study adds to a growing body of
literature emphasizing the importance

of green spaces in urban environments,
particularly in educational settings. By
focusing on Istanbul, a city renowned for
its historical blend of natural beauty and
urban expansion, this study offers a distinct
viewpoint on the discussion of urban green
spaces. The findings are intended to inform
policy and design strategies that prioritize
the incorporation of natural habitats into
urban planning, with a focus on improving
student well-being and academic achieve-
ment. Within the scope of this research, this
study examines the subject according to the
following questions:

1. How and where do students utilize green
spaces, and for what purposes?

2. What is the impact of green environments
on the psychological well-being of univer-
sity students?

3. How does the location of green areas
affect their usage?

The content of this paper is structured

to present a comprehensive overview.
Following this introduction, a literature
review explores existing theoretical fra-
meworks and empirical evidence on the
connections between nature and psycho-
logical well-being, as well as the impact

of campus green spaces. Subsequently, the
research design and methodology are detai-
led, explaining the selection criteria for the
campuses and the data collection methods.
The findings from both the observational
and interview phases are then presented,
followed by a discussion that interprets
these results in the context of the research
questions and existing literature. The paper
concludes with a summary of key insights
and implications for practice and future
research.
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Green Spaces on Campus

The term “green environment” in the
context of higher education refers to the
integration of natural elements, such as
green spaces, into university campuses.
This conceptualization is essential for
understanding how nature affects learning
environments (van den Bogerd et al., 2018).

Extensive research on the role of nature for
psychological well-being has shown that
being in green spaces has a positive effect
on mental health and well-being by lowering
stress levels and increasing life satisfaction.
According to Wilson’s (1984) biophilia hypo-
thesis, humans have an inherent connection
to nature. Research demonstrates how green
spaces can foster social connections and
communal bonds, promoting individual
well-being as well as community cohesion
(Maas et al., 2006, Cervero and Kockelman, 1997).
The numerous advantages of green spaces,
as noted by Grinde and Patil (2009) who
stressed their influence on well-being and
ecological benefits, also led to a renewed
focus on green space design. This review
highlights the ongoing incorporation

and importance of green spaces in cities.
Two key theories—Attention Restoration
Theory (4RT) and Stress Recovery Theory
(SRT) by Ulrich (1984, 1991) and Kaplan and
Kaplan (1989, 1995)—provide a framework
for understanding the psychological effects
of green spaces on urban life. According

to SRT, exposure to green spaces causes

an automatic emotional response that is
beneficial for relieving stress and promoting
relaxation. Similarly, Attention Restoration
Theory (4Rr7) by Kaplan and Kaplan (7989)
explains how natural environments alle-
viate cognitive stress and facilitate mental
restoration.

Universities occupy a considerable amount
of space in cities, hosting green spaces
with reduced noise and pollution. Urban
university campuses with green spaces are
complex combinations of environmental,
architectural, and psychological concepts.
Together, these components produce
campuses that are aesthetically beautiful
while also promoting social engagement

and cognitive renewal. As integral parts

of larger metropolitan systems, campuses
also bear responsibility for environmental
preservation. Turner (1984) emphasizes how
native vegetation, water conservation, and
habitat creation are some of the ways that
green campus designs support sustainabi-
lity. The concept of biophilia, or the natural
human connection to nature, is fundamental
to the design of green campuses (Kellert et al.,
2008). By incorporating natural elements into
campus architecture, this method creates
visually beautiful and mentally healthy
settings. In urban campuses, well-kept green
spaces are essential for improving mental
health and fostering creativity.

In the development of higher educational
settings, the campus model with large green
spaces is a relatively new model. The first
universities in Europe were founded and
firmly embedded in the urban context in the
12th century (Brockliss, 2000, 165). They were
city universities that were organically dis-
persed across different locations. However,
from the 19th century onwards, universities
in the United States were designed in
campus settings that featured large green
and natural surroundings. The first campus
typology was also seen in the University of
Virginia, built in 1817 by Thomas Jefferson,
with a spatial concept of designing a green
academic village in which students and
academics could study and concentrate, far
from the distractions of city life (Turner, 1984,
12). Turner’s research (1984) emphasized the
early incorporation of green spaces into
university settings, with a particular focus
on improving academic experience and
mental health.

Green spaces on urban university campuses
provide valuable social and mental relief
from the rapid pace of city life, allowing
students to relax, reflect, and recover from
academic stress. Extensive research in envi-
ronmental psychology (Berto, 2014; Ulrich et al.,
1991; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) demonstrates that
green settings improve mental health and
well-being. According to Ulrich et al. (1991),
green spaces may promote relaxation while
decreasing stress and anxiety levels, which
is critical for students under academic
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pressure. Han (2009) discovered that students
who spent more time in green settings
reported lower stress levels and improved
academic satisfaction. Similarly, Hipp et

al. (2016) discovered a positive relationship
between students’ impressions of green spa-
ces and their quality of life. The design of
open spaces on campuses has a substantial
impact on students’ physical, mental, and
social well-being (Mohamed, 2023; Alshimaa,
2019), improving academic performance and
fostering mental rejuvenation. According

to Jiang, Chang, and Sullivan (2014), green
spaces facilitate a range of student activities,
including leisure and academic endeavors.
These various needs should be accommoda-
ted in green space design.

Green spaces in universities are important
for fostering social bonds among students.
They play an important role in influencing
campus social dynamics, thereby contribu-
ting to the optimal educational experience.
University campuses are sites for both aca-
demic and social activities. Students engage
in lectures, extracurricular activities, and
socializing, with green spaces playing an
important role in these interactions. Ulrich
(1984) discovered that exposure to natural
components such as plants benefits students,
particularly in stressful situations such as
exams. Kuo et al. (1998) discovered that
green spaces improve a sense of community
and belonging, especially in urban settings
with more extensive vegetation. According
to Chawla et al. (2014), green spaces play

an important role in facilitating different
activities and high-quality social interac-
tions among students, increasing mutual
understanding and trust.

Green spaces on campuses provide two
sorts of interactions: active and passive.
Each type addresses specific goals and
psychological demands of students. Active
interactions are direct interactions with
nature, such as walking, sports, or group
studies outside. Pretty et al. (2005 discove-
red that such physical activities in natural
settings reduce stress, anger, and weariness,
hence providing psychological benefits.
Passive interactions entail less direct intera-
ction, such as sitting or reflecting in green
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places. According to Kaplan and Kaplan
(1989), these interactions rejuvenate cognitive
talents and aid students in recovering from
mental tiredness. Students’ interactions with
green spaces differ; some favor physical
activity, while others prefer quiet thought or
relaxation. This diversity is critical to their
overall mental health and academic per-
formance. Campus green spaces should be
designed to allow for both active and passive
interactions, taking into account students’
diverse preferences. This technique helps to
maximize the educational and psychological
benefits of contact with nature.

Ancxiety, depression, and stress are all
common psychological concerns among uni-
versity students nowadays. These concerns,
which are often caused by academic expec-
tations and life challenges, have a substan-
tial impact on students’ well-being. Due to
the complex and multifaceted characteristics
of depression and anxiety, this study focuses
specifically on stress and the ways in which
green space aids in its management among
the student population.

Research indicates that university students
have significant rates of anxiety (up to

50% - Stallman, 2010) and depression (up to

36% - Eisenberg et al., 2013). Stress is also a
widespread issue, with a sizable proportion
of students reporting high levels of stress.
Psychological concerns can cause physical
symptoms, social disengagement, relational
difficulties, and even substance abuse. They
are connected to decreased life satisfaction
and increased stress (Beiter et al., 2015).

Regular connection with green places can
help university students manage their stress.
Ward Thompson et al. (20/2) emphasize the
value of easily accessible green space in
stress reduction, highlighting its potential as
a resource for psychological relaxation and
well-being in academic settings.

The inclusion of green spaces on university
campuses has received attention due to

its potential to improve the educational
experience. Coles and Bussey (2000) found
that such surroundings can have a impact on
students’ social engagement and community
development. Furthermore, Maas et al. (2006)
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Table 1: Comparative Metrics of the Six Observed Th le of th G
ses. e scale of the reen
Universitics’ Canpiscs Name of the . . Number of | Total Area of the
Ne . . University Type . . green space space per
University Students University tudent
studen
Istanbul Technical | Public, 2167
1 | University Maslak | campus 30 000 2.64mln m2 650 000 m2 2
m
Campus university
Yildiz Technical Publi
ublic, campus
2 | University Besiktas | . P 4000 170 000 m? 70 000 m? 17.5 m?
university
Campus
Bilgi Uni it Privat
3 | Cretemwersiy o Fvate Gampus 4600 118 000 m2 60 000 m2 20.0 m2
Santral Campus university
Sabanci University | Private, distinct 5 5 5
4 . . 5000 1.26mIn. m 630 000 m 126 m
Main Campus university
o) in University | Private, 15 000
5 zyegin University rl.va e . campus 280 000 m2 112 000 m2 747 m2
Cekmekdy Campus | university
Yeditepe University . 2 2 )
6 B Private, campus 17 000 125 000 m 68 000 m 4.00 m
Agustos Campus

and Cervero and Kockelman (1997) found
that green spaces play an important role in
building a sense of community and encou-
raging physical and social activities, both of
which are critical for student well-being and
academic achievement.

Research Design

The study is based on a mixed and two-
stage method to explore the psychological
effects of green spaces on university
students in two university campuses. The
quantitative phase began with the selection
of six university campuses that have a
considerable amount of green space within
the campuses in Istanbul. They are Istanbul
Technical University (Maslak Campus), Yildiz
Technical University (Besiktas Campus),
[stanbul Bilgi University (Santral Campus),
Sabanci University, Ozyegin University
(Cekmekay Campus), and Yeditepe University
(Agustos Campus). The analysis of these six
campuses is based on a comparison of some
key features, including university popula-
tion and the use of an indicator on the green
metric for campuses. This indicator is based
on total open space area divided by total
campus population (7able 7). The amount of
green space accessible for each student was
an important consideration, with a mini-
mum of 10 square meters set as the baseline.

A Statistical Descriptive Analysis of Green

Spaces. The findings derived from the quan-
titative analysis of green spaces across six
university campuses in Istanbul provided
valuable insights into the accessibility and
distribution of such spaces for students. The
analysis was performed utilizing Microsoft
Excel, relying on its comprehensive features
to generate a range of descriptive statistics.
(table 2)

*  Mean (Green space Per Student on
Average): Across all campuses, the
average green space per student -
32.78 square meters. This indicates a
predominantly positive distribution
of green space per student among the
universities.

» Standard Deviation: The calculated
standard deviation for the green space
per student is 46.21 square meters.
Although certain campuses have
adequate green spaces, others offer
substantially lower.

*  Minimum and Maximum Green Space:
The minimum space per student is
4 square meters and a maximum is
126 square meters. The considerable
variation highlights the wide range in
green space offerings throughout the
universities.

*  Median (Middle Value): An average
of 18.775 square meters of green
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Green space — ‘ 2:):: fgﬁ iftltixtical Descriptive Analysis of
Name per student Statistic Calculation
Istanbul Technical University Maslak Campus | 21,67
Yildiz Technical University Besiktas Campus | 17,55
Bilgi University Santral Campus 20
Sabanci University Main Campus 126
Ozyegin University Cekmekdy Campus 7,47
Yeditepe University Agustos Campus 4
Mean 32,78166667
Std. Dev 46,21161387
Minimum 4
Maximum 126
Median 18,775

space per student was calculated as
the median. This value signifies that
fifty percent of the universities offer
a lesser quantity of green space per
student than this value, emphasizing
the asymmetrical distribution in favor
of campuses with limited green space
availability.
This comparison revealed that the green
space per student at Yeditepe and Ozyegin
Universities are relatively limited. At
Sabanci University and Yildiz Technical
University, the total number of students is
relatively low, so these campuses were exc-
luded from the second part of the analysis
in order to avoid skewed interpretations of
student interaction. This decision highlights
an important point: it is not enough for
academic institutions to simply provide
green space—these spaces must also be
actively used by students. The World Health
Organization (WHO) recommends a mini-
mum of 9 square meters of green space per
person in urban settings to ensure adequate
access to nature. In this regard, both
Istanbul Technical University (/70) and Bilgi
University meet this criterion, demonst-
rating a strong commitment to supporting
student well-being through accessible
green space. This selection emphasized the
significance of optimum natural space and
student numbers using the campus regularly
in improving campus life.
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Universities Selected for Qualitative
Analysis

The qualitative phase of the study concent-
rated on Istanbul Technical University (170)
and Istanbul Bilgi University, following a
thorough quantitative investigation of six
universities. These universities were chosen
expressly for their high student involvement
with on-campus green spaces, as measured
by the ratio of green spaces to students, pro-
viding a good foundation for investigating
the psychological effects of green spaces.

Secondly, a further in-depth case study is
based on the observations and interviews on
these two campuses. Visits to each campus
allowed for a thorough evaluation of green
spaces, including their size, design, and
facilities. The observational focus extended
to student interactions in these places,
analyzing their preferences and activities.
This phase was crucial in finding potential
interviewees for the following study phase.
Photographic evidence (figure 1) demons-
trated how green spaces were integrated
into the fabric of campus life, combining
intellectual and recreational functions.

ITU and Bilgi University were found to
have a substantial amount of green space
per student—21.67 square meters and 20.0
square meters, respectively—which aligns
with World Health Organization criteria for
adequate natural area access. This strategic



tasafii,.,

Beyond Scenery: Exploring the Socio-spatial Benefits of Green Spaces for University Students in Istanbul

Figure 1: Showing the green space use in a) ITU
campus b) Bilgi University Santral campus.

LW

the many environmental contexts and their
influence on student well-being.

We made observations on the green spaces
in Istanbul Technical University (17U) and
Bilgi University to explore the active and
diverse student use and experience. At ITU,
students were spending time on grassy
areas (see figure 1) for leisure activities such
as sitting, hanging (alone or in groups), and
engaging in social interactions. Similarly, at
Bilgi University, students actively used the
green spaces for leisure practices, including
playing games and socializing together.
These observations indicate that students
on both campuses actively integrate green
spaces into their daily routines for various
forms of leisure, physical activity, and social
interaction.

In order to learn more about students’
daily spatial practices and perceptions of
green spaces, as well as their impact on
well-being, we conducted semi-structured
interviews with 20 students from different
departments in the Bilgi and ITU Maslak
campuses. By combining observation and
targeted interviews, the technique provides
complete insights into how green space
influences student life, emphasizing the
value of such spaces in fostering emotional
and social health among university students.
Purposive sampling was used to identify
participants, with a focus on students aged
18 to 30 who were engaged with campus
green spaces. Non-enrolled persons, onli-
ne-only students, and those under the age of
18 were all excluded. Purposive sampling
guaranteed that a wide range of experien-
ces and viewpoints were gathered, which
strengthened the study’s findings.

The interviews, which lasted around 30

decision allows for a thorough evaluation of

R rat

minutes, covered topics such as students’
interactions with green spaces and their
psychological effects. This technique aimed
at revealing a deeper understanding of the
importance of green spaces in the academic
environment than quantitative measures
could show. Semi-structured interviews
were evaluated qualitatively, mostly using
thematic analysis, to uncover patterns and
themes about students’ interactions in green
space.

The analytical journey began with the accu-
rate transcription of interviews, which were
transcribed verbatim by using NVivo. The
topics were methodically identified using
NVivo’s querying tools, which highlighted
the abundance of phrases and patterns
connected to the psychological advantages
of green environments by thematic analysis.

Case study

Istanbul Technical University (170), a
leading Turkish university with over 40,000
students and six campuses, is well-known
for its combination of academic and envi-
ronmental excellence, particularly on its
Maslak campus. This campus, located in
central Istanbul, is ITU’s largest, covering
over 650.000 m2 of green space. It includes
a variety of faculties and sports facilities

in a green-space-oriented setting, with
gardens, woodlands, and recreational areas
accounting for about 40% of the total area.
ITU is famous for its green and sustainable
campus, ranking 47th globally in the Ul
GreenMetric rankings and first among
Turkish universities. The campus has huge
forested areas, strategic green pockets, and a
large lake, which improves its ecological fo-
otprint and provides a peaceful environment
for its population. These green features are
not only visually beautiful, but they also
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promote relaxation, informal relationships,
and local biodiversity.

Istanbul Technical University (/70), as de-
picted in Figure 2, positions itself not only
as a center of academic excellence but also
as an ecological marvel hidden in Istanbul’s
bustling metropolis. This convergence of
nature and infrastructure, particularly the
extensive vegetation, presents an exceptio-
nal case study for incorporating sustainable
practices into educational settings. The most
prominent feature of the university is that

a substantial portion of its area is devoted
to green spaces. There are also a number
of informal naturalistic areas of woodland,
grassland, long grass, and recreation areas.
The sports facilities consist of a tennis
court, a football field, and an all-weather
pitch area with floodlighting (figure 2).

The campus of Istanbul Technical
University serves as a prime example of a
well-planned integration of academic facili-
ties and natural surroundings. Six gates are
primarily located on the northern border,
forming a prominent north-south axis that
marks the main pedestrian pathway.

To the east, the campus stretches horizon-
tally from the north to the east, gradually
transforming into significant forested
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terrain. The large forest area, located next to
the water, plays a crucial role in providing a
place for relief from the academic pressures
faced by the university community.

In contrast, the western part of the campus
is filled chiefly with academic buildings
that are scattered over the open spaces. The
MAT area, an open space located in front of
the Faculties of Mathematics and Computer
Sciences, is frequently used by students for
stationary activities and is a popular spot on
campus (see figures 2 and 3). This open field
functions as a central hub where academic
and leisure practices converge, emphasizing
its importance as a multifunctional social
and learning space.

This design exemplifies iITU’s commitment
to academic excellence and environmental
sustainability, showcasing how urban
campuses can successfully integrate nature.
The strategic placement of green spaces
and academic facilities across campus
fosters both academic success and student
well-being, proving that urban development
and environmental conservation can indeed
coexist.

Similarly, Bilgi University, a notable private
university in Istanbul with over 15,000
students and three campuses, is known for

Figure 2: Map Istanbul Technical University
showing open spaces, main campus.
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Figure 3: Main axis arca (a); the park area (b);
and the MAT area behind cafes (c) at ITU.

Figure 4: Map of Bilgi University showing open
spaces, Santral Campus.

its modern architecture and natural spaces,
particularly at its Santral Campus in the
Eyiip area. Situated on a 60.000 m2 green-
field site near the Golden Horn, this campus
seamlessly blends nature with academic and
recreational areas. It also uniquely houses
Turkey’s first power plant, now an Energy
Museum, and is celebrated for its lush
greenery, which significantly enhances both
student well-being and the campus’s overall
aesthetic.

These green spaces, filled with trees, parks,
and gardens, provide a respite from urban
life, fostering outdoor education, social
activities, and peaceful reflection. They also
contribute significantly to environmental
sustainability and serve as varied spaces for
university activities, study areas, and social
gatherings, making them an integral part of
the Bilgi University experience.

The campus topology of Bilgi University is
defined by three primary entrances (figure
4): two located on the western side, with an

Legend
Camapus boundaries
Buildings

Formal green spaces

Green space - Park

Green space - sport pitches

additional entrance situated on the southeast
side, which borders the city. The western
boundary of the campus is defined by a
noticeable longitudinal axis that serves as
the pivot point for both academic and social
activities, providing a central point for the
daily routines of the university.

The central axis is reinforced by a variety
of educational facilities that are deliberately
arranged in a way that maximizes accessibi-
lity and promotes interdisciplinary coope-
ration. The primary open field (b in Figure

5), situated in close proximity to the central
axis on the western side, functions as the
core of the campus and is where the student
body gathers to participate in a variety of
academic and social activities.

The southeastern entrance acts as a porous
boundary between Bilgi University and
the city, fostering a symbiotic relationship
between the academic environment and its
urban surroundings. The campus design
itself embodies an educational structure
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that prioritizes both a dynamic student body
and the dissemination of knowledge. With
its thoughtful arrangement of open spaces
and strategic entrances, the campus creates
an intellectual environment that is both
compact and outward-looking—a sanctuary
for learning and a hub for social connection.

Results of interviews

Responses from twenty university students
revealed four broad themes, which were
broken down into 46 subthemes to explore
their complicated experiences.

Engagement of Students with Green Spaces.
“Engagement with Green Spaces” provides
an in-depth knowledge of how students
incorporate these tranquil zones into their
daily lives by examining the nature of stu-
dent interaction with campus green spaces.
Through the expansion of three subthemes,
namely “Duration,” “Frequency,” and
“Activities,” we are able to comprehend both
the depth and scope of these interactions.
The findings demonstrate a significant con-

Figure 5: Main Axis arca (a); parl area (b); To the
southeast gate (c).

sistency with the existing body of literature.

The duration of student visits (figure 6)
provides insight into the significance and
utility of green spaces in their daily acade-
mic and recreational activities. The majority
of students spend 2 to 4 hours in green
spaces in a day, as indicated by 9 mentions,
followed by 1 to 2 hours, with 8 mentions,
and one mention of spending more than 4
hours. The majority of students prefer to
spend a moderate amount of time in green
spaces. This finding is supported by Hartig
et al. (2014), explaining the stress-relieving
and cognitive benefits of prolonged intera-
ction with nature. Students’ perceptions of
green spaces as “places of relaxation from
academic life” reflect this argument.

The frequency of visits (figure 7) indicates
the importance of these green spaces to
student life. The N'Vivo analysis of student
engagement with green spaces reveals
numerous patterns and preferences. The
results indicate a distinct tendency toward
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S
O

S
Less than 1 hour

Over 4 hours

Row

1-2 hours

2-4 hours

Over 4 hours

Less than 1 hour

Figure 6: Bar graph showing students’
engagement with green spaces and duration at two
universities.

.Less than 1 hour
.Over 4 hours
2-4 hours
1-2 hours

0

-
N}

Coding references count

Say1 45, Mart 2026




Beyond Scenery: Exploring the Socio-spatial Benefits of Green Spaces for University Students in Istanbul

tkuram
Figure 7: Bar graph showing students’ engage-
ment with green spaces and frequency of visits at Sty @Phisical Activities
two universities. tudying .Relaxing
Socializing
Socializing
Studying
r‘,\\’{
\\\é Relaxing
\)(\
<\0
Phisical Activities
B3
&
Studying
Socializing
‘;\d
.\4?5 Relaxing
N
%
Phisical Activities
Coding references count
daily engagement with green spaces, as campus green spaces for stress relief and
it was mentioned 13 times, while weekly mental restoration, with relaxation emerging
engagement was mentioned 6 times and as the dominant activity. Although studying
rare engagement was mentioned only once. is mentioned less frequently, mentioning
This suggests that the majority of students this activity shows the multifunctionality
interact daily with green spaces. The high of these spaces, serving not only as leisure
daily usage of green spaces supports the zones but also as alternative learning
findings of Ward Thompson et al. (2012) environments. This diverse range of uses
about the stress-relieving benefits of regular  reflects the adaptability and social value of
nature interaction, highlighting the impor- green spaces in meeting students’ varying

tance of convenient access to these locations  peeds throughout the day. This supports
to improve urban sustainability and student  Jjang Chang, and Sullivan’s study (2014)

well-being. explaining that nature heals and promotes
Figure 8 shows that students primarily use social and physical well-being.
Figure 8: Bar graph showing students’
engagement with green spaces and activities at two .Rarely
universities. Daily B Weekiy
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The Psychological Impact of Green Spaces
on Students’ Mental Health. The issue of
“Psychological Impact” was prominently
evident in the students’ comments, as they
effectively conveyed a strong correlation
between their engagement with the natural
environment on campus and their mental
well-being. Two discrete subthemes were
identified within this overarching theme:
“Overall Well-being” and “Positive
Emotions.”

The subtheme of “Overall Well-being”
encompasses the comprehensive mental
and emotional conditions that students
directly associate with physical interactions
on the campus. These emotions are not
merely temporary but rather appear to be
substantial changes that could potentially
have enduring effects on the daily lives

of students. Figure 9 shows that students
most frequently mentioned the benefit of
green space as ‘Reduced Stress,” which was
cited 11 times in total. The term ‘Enhanced
Mood’ was cited six times, while ‘Cognitive
Restoration” was specifically mentioned five
times. The idea of “cognitive restoration,”
which is supported by Kaplan’s Attention
Restoration Theory (1993), highlights the
importance of nature exposure for resto-
ring mental clarity and meeting students’
cognitive needs. Moreover, the subtheme of
“Enhanced Mood” aligns with the findings

164 | Say: 45, Mart 2026

of Hartig et al. (2014), indicating that natural
settings can regulate mood.

A computer engineering student explains,
“During exam periods, I feel exhausted
because there are too many exams, and

the amount of work that we are doing is, |
think, too high, and when I feel like this, I
go to natural places like forests and lakes

in the campus area. It’s a good chance to

be free from stress factors.” This quotation
indicates that green spaces are commonly
acknowledged for their ability to alleviate
stress, but they also have a notable impact
on improving students’ emotional well-be-
ing and aiding in cognitive rejuvenation.
The existence of these green spaces thereby
fulfills various aspects of students’ psycho-
logical well-being.

Additionally, the ‘Positive Emotions’
subtheme highlights how green spaces on
university campuses contribute to students’
emotional well-being (Figure 10). The most
frequently mentioned emotion was ‘relaxed,’
cited 11 times by participants. The feeling
of being ‘rejuvenated’ appeared seven times,
while ‘energized’ was noted five times. One
student expressed, “Personally, the presence
of greenery makes me relaxed. When [ am
in a closed area, I cannot concentrate. But
when I spend time in green spaces, my thou-
ghts feel more organized, and I feel calm.”

This statement underscores the dual benefit

Figure 9: Bar graph showing psychological impact
of green spaces on students’ overall well-being.
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Figure 10: Bar graph showing psychological
impact on students’ positive emotions.

Figure 11: Bar graph showing students’ preferences
and usage patterns for types of green spaces at two

universities.
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of green spaces—not only as sources of
emotional relief but also as environments
that enhance mental clarity and focus. The
participant links the physical qualities of
greenery with a psychological state of being
calm, suggesting that natural settings offer a
form of mental restoration.

The feelings of being “energized” and
“rejuvenated” also emerged as common
emotional responses in the interviews.
These expressions of positive emotion
support Wilson’s Biophilia Hypothesis
(1984), which emphasizes the innate human
affinity for nature and its role in promoting

emotional well-being.

Usage Patterns of Students. The topic of
“Preferences and Usage Patterns” exten-
sively explores the way in which students
utilize and perceive green spaces inside
their university. The main theme includes
two primary subthemes, namely “Types
of Green Spaces Preferred” and “Social
Interaction.”

Figure 11 shows that students most frequ-
ently prefer ‘Open Fields’ (13 mentions),
followed by ‘Gardens’ (6 mentions), while
‘Water Bodies’ are the least favored (2
mentions). Based on the available data, it is

Open Fields
& Gardens
&
&
S
N
= Water Bodies
2
o
[-4
Open Fields

N
< Water Bodies

& Gardens
Q/@\
S

.Water Bodies

.Gardens

Open Fields

o
-
N
w

Coding references count

IS
w
o
~
©

Say1 45, Mart 2026 165



166

+kuram

Berna Yaylaly, Sevara Ahmedova

evident that students exhibit a preference
for diverse green habitats. However, open
fields, due to their adaptability to different
uses and accessibility, emerge as the most
favored option.

Outdoor spaces are used and valued diffe-
rently on the campuses of ITU and Bilgi
University, as students at both institutions
show varying preferences between open
fields and gardens. At ITU, most students
prefer the open field, which is centrally
located among academic departments and
often serves as a venue for student events.
Its large size and strategic placement

make it ideal for socializing, relaxing, and
studying.

In contrast, students at Bilgi University
show a more balanced preference between
open fields and gardens. The campus’s open
field, situated near academic buildings but
at the edge of the campus, provides access
to both a vast field and nearby smaller
gardens. The proximity of the gardens to
academic units appeals to students seeking
quieter, more secluded spaces for study

or rest. These preferences may also be
influenced by the size and layout of each
space. While ITU’s centrally located open
field functions as a vibrant student hub,
Bilgi’s campus culture supports both active
social engagement in open areas and a more
tranquil atmosphere in garden spaces.

Two campuses have significantly different
green space visit frequencies. Most Bilgi
University students visited green spaces
daily. This persistent interaction suggests

a campus culture that actively incorporates
green spaces into student life, either due

to a more flexible academic schedule or

a campus design that encourages regular
encounters. Lack of vegetation in the previ-
ous facility made it more confined and less
appealing. This testimony shows how green
spaces improve campus life and students’
well-being.

At ITU, many students use green places
weekly, a smaller percentage daily, and

one rarely. The difference may be due to
this university’s dense academic program,
typical of a public university. ITU students
may visit green spaces less due to academic
pressure. These data highlight the link
between academic duties and students’ use
of green spaces.

The interviews (figure 12) also show that
students mostly prefer friendly gatherings,
which was cited 20 times. Additionally,
there were 5 mentions of “Solitary Time”
and 3 mentions of “Group Studies.” Based
on the aforementioned evidence, it can be
concluded that green spaces serve a purpose
beyond simple leisure areas, since they fun-
ction as integral social areas. The platform
provided serves both social activities and
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Figure 12: Bar graph showing students’ preferen-
ces and usage patterns for social interaction.
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Figure 13: Bar graph showing students’ satisfac-
tion regarding the functional use of the campus.

Figure 14: Bar graph showing students’
satisfaction regarding accessibility and availability
of green spaces.
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personal reflection, with friendly gathe-
rings being particularly favored by users.
According to Coles and Bussey (2000), green
spaces provide opportunities for social
contact in urban contexts. This argument
supports the potential for campuses that
offer green spaces between academic units
to create a community for students. In ad-
dition, group studies, as mentioned, include
interviews as a part of student activities in
open spaces, though less prevalent, and de-
monstrate how green spaces could enhance
academic activities.

Satisfaction with Campus Green Spaces.

The theme emerged as a key topic among
students, offering insight into the various
reasons that shape their experiences of these
areas. Analysis of the responses revealed
two distinct subthemes: “Functional Use”
and “Accessibility & Availability.”

The “Functional Use” subtheme (Figure 13)
highlights the practical and purposeful role
of green spaces in meeting students’ needs
and preferences. The most frequently men-
tioned use was for recreational activities (10
times), followed closely by their use as spaces
for socialization (8 times). These findings
suggest that students not only value green
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spaces for relaxation and leisure but also re-
cognize their importance in fostering social
interaction and community on campus.

The “Accessibility & Availability” subtheme
(Figure 14) relates to how easily students can
access green spaces and whether there are
enough of them across the campus. The
most discussed aspect was the adequate
number and size of green areas, with seven
mentions, indicating general satisfaction.
However, the issue of ease of access recei-
ved only three mentions, suggesting concern
for improvement in terms of the physical
accessibility of these spaces.

Conclusion

This study focuses on exploring how green
spaces on university campuses influence
students’ psychological well-being. We
conducted a case study using observations
and interviews at two university campuses
in Istanbul to explore how green spaces
contribute to stress reduction, cognitive
recovery, and emotional enrichment.
Previous findings revealed a strong link
between green space and various psycho-
logical well-being factors, including sensory
experiences and emotional attachments. To
address the research questions, we emplo-
yed a mixed-methods approach, combining
quantitative green space evaluations with
qualitative student experience. The flexible,
semi-structured interviews provided in-
depth, personalized accounts, illuminating
the importance of green spaces beyond their
visual appeal.

According to the interviews, green spaces
on these campuses are an integral part of
students’ academic life. Students use these
areas daily, typically spending 2 to 4 hours
there each day. Green spaces offer a variety
of uses—including recreational, leisure,
and social activities—whether alone or

in groups. Their proximity to academic
buildings enhances accessibility, providing
students with convenient places to take

a break and escape from their academic
routines.

One of the most important findings of this
study is that green spaces significantly en-
hance student mental health, promoting not
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only physical well-being but also reducing
stress, supporting cognitive recovery, and
fostering emotional balance. They create
supportive areas in the learning environ-
ment that boost both academic performance
and emotional resilience. Open spaces near
to academic units, in particular, contribute
to cognitive and physical health due to their
adaptability; students can relax directly on
the grass or bring chairs, demonstrating
their practicality and popularity. The ex-
pansive and inclusive nature of these spaces
enriches the educational experience by
providing physical renewal and encouraging
mental flexibility and openness—qualities
especially valuable in the often stressful
university setting.

The findings align with Kaplan and
Kaplan’s (7989) Attention Restoration
Theory, which suggests that aesthetically
pleasing environments such as gardens and
water bodies facilitate mental restoration
from cognitive fatigue. From an evolutio-
nary perspective, humans have an innate
affinity for natural elements like plants,
trees, and water, which not only offer visual
appeal but also historically increased survi-
val chances (Wilson, 1984). Additionally, the
preference for open fields supports Ulrich’s
(1984) assertion that larger, open natural
areas are particularly restorative, offering

a sense of freedom and escape from urban
constraints.

Another critical issue is that the presence
of green spaces significantly influences
students’ university choices, underscoring
their importance to the overall university
experience. Students who prioritize a green
environment often cite aesthetic value,
wellness benefits, and the inherent impor-
tance of natural spaces as key factors in
their decision.

In conclusion, green spaces within a campus
play a critical role in shaping the university
environment. The value of these spaces is
closely tied to understanding that university
students’ habits differ significantly from
those of city residents. Unlike city dwellers,
students typically follow rigid academic
schedules, which creates a unique rhythm of
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campus life. This underscores the need for
adaptable and easily accessible open areas
within the campus that support socializing,
relaxation, and various activities, ideally
positioned near academic buildings.

In two campuses, open spaces are centrally
located among academic units, enhancing
accessibility for students. This spatial
arrangement highlights the importance of
thoughtful design in educational instituti-
ons, where the layout directly influences
student well-being and social interaction.
The findings emphasize the need for
adaptive, comprehensive design strategies
in campus development, suggesting that
recognizing open fields as flexible spaces
that cater to diverse student needs can
significantly enhance campus life.

Possible future study areas may involve
doing a comparative examination of green
space in various university environments,
investigating potential differences in student
involvement and preferences. This study
concluded that while green spaces are
universally admired for their aesthetics,
students subjectively acknowledge their
psychological benefits. However, the
positive effects were widely recognized,
emphasizing the importance of environ-
mental considerations in campus design
and policy. This study shows the relevance
of green spaces in improving university

life and recommends prioritizing them in
educational planning and growth to support
and enrich student well-being.
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