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The interna*onaliza*on of higher educa*on has become a crucial tool used by countries in 
global compe**on since 1990s. A=rac*ng young people for knowledge and human capital, 
along with economic, geopoli*cal, and cultural factors, has become a significant driving force for 
universi*es in terms of pres*ge and funding. The literature indicates that geographical loca*on, 
history, economy, culture, and tradi*ons influence and shape the different manifesta*ons of 
interna*onaliza*on in various regions of the world. Un*l the early 2000s, interna*onal student 
life was concentrated in certain Western countries, but today it is spread across very different 
geographical areas. The decision-making process for interna*onal students regarding which 
university to a=end involves various "place"-based factors such as country and city image, 
ins*tu*onal reputa*on, and program quality. Local and central governments, as well as various 
civil ins*tu*ons and organiza*ons, priori*ze the interna*onaliza*on of their ci*es in terms of 
student numbers within the context of global compe**on. The literature suggests that factors 
influencing interna*onal student flow are posi*vely related to the quality of higher educa*on, 
economic factors, and historical *es between countries, while geographical distance and 
linguis*c proximity are discussed as poten*al hinders of interna*onal student mobility. Higher 
educa*on ins*tu*ons, par*cularly whose loca*ons are peripheral significantly differen*ate 
their policies in many ways. In peripheral regions, in non-metropolitan contexts, universi*es 
have u*lized a localized approach coupled with populist poli*cal discourse.  

The geography of higher educa*on in Türkiye has dras*cally changed with the spreading of 
higher educa*on ins*tu*ons from the center to periphery since 1990s. Large state investments 
for new public universi*es covering en*re country has gone hand in hand with mushrooming 
private universi*es, especially in Istanbul. Today higher educa*on in Türkiye is formed by a 
complex system of 208 universi*es with approximately 20,000 departments, accommoda*ng 
more than 8.2 million university students (of which 4.6 million are undergraduate and half a 
million are graduate students). This dispersion of higher educa*on ins*tu*ons all over the 
country generates a vibrant yet obscure landscape. Coupled with a=rac*ng interna*onal 
students, this dis*nc*ve geography of higher educa*on ins*tu*ons in Türkiye produces urban 
rela*onal systems that call for new analyses.  

Since the last decade, Türkiye has emerged as a strong educa*onal hub, par*cularly for students 
from Muslim-majority countries. Majority of interna*onal students come from Muslim-majority 
countries (80 %); 65 % are from Asia, including the Middle East, and 14 % are from Africa. Since 
universi*es have been largely endowed by the government’s insistent interna*onaliza*on policy 
in higher educa*on, the number of interna*onal students in Türkiye has increased by 251 



percent in the last decade. Reaching to 379,000 in the 2025-2026 academic year, this number 
represents 5.5 % of total higher educa*on enrollments in the country. While the spa*al 
distribu*on is uneven, gender and origin country agglomera*ons have shown large 
dispropor*ons.  

This paper aims at exploring this imbalanced spa*ality of interna*onaliza*on of higher 
educa*on ins*tu*ons and social characteris*cs of Turkish ci*es. Understanding these unique 
pa=erns and formula*ng new perspec*ves to analyze the complexity of this landscape have 
become an interes*ng research topic for us. A novel database is compiled for the research. Data 
covers the 2024- 2025 enrollments of all interna*onal students by universi*es, published yearly 
by the Higher Educa*on Council and TurkStat 2024 census. The analysis is conducted on a 
provincial level in order to locate clusters of specializa*ons, densi*es and agglomera*ons that 
describe the dis*nc*ve characteris*cs of the interna*onal higher educa*on nodes and 
corresponding ci*es. Analyzing and represen*ng placements of interna*onal students reveal 
unique spa*al typologies in rela*on to different provincial structures. The paper adopts a 
rela*onal mapping perspec*ve, i.e. quan*ta*ve inquiry for iden*fying clusters of higher 
educa*on ins*tu*ons and social characteris*cs of ci*es. The paper indicates an alterna*ve 
forma*on of urban regions and hierarchies in Turkey, based on higher educa*on clusters, social 
capaci*es, and interna*onal students.  

 

 


