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Highlights

e Social media can convey the image of a city using cognitive maps.

¢ Social media offers more comprehensive analyses compared to classical methods, enabling the extraction of mental
images that encompass not only physical elements of space but also a broader range of non-physical aspects,
including meanings, environmental preferences, identity elements, activities, behaviors, and cultural and religious
events of the community.

e Social media facilitates remote measurement of mental images at any scale, thereby offering advantages in terms
of cost, time, and accuracy compared to traditional questionnaire and interview methods.

¢ The analytical framework developed from this study can be utilized to evaluate and advance the classical theory of
the image of the city in the digital age.

Extended Abstract
Introduction

The image of the city is a collection of citizens' beliefs, perceptions, and conceptions about their urban environment.
These mental images provide a framework for urban planners to offer better proposals for the city's future. In traditional
urban planning approaches, these images were typically examined through interviews and cognitive maps, which were
time-consuming, expensive, and limited to a small number of citizens. However, with the proliferation of smartphones,
ubiquitous internet, and social media, a new opportunity to study images of the city has emerged. Considering this
opportunity, this research aims to explore the potential of visual data from social media in studying citizens' mental
images of urban spaces through a survey. This raises the question: How can visual data from social networks inform
experts about users' mental images of urban environments? What are the advantages and limitations of examining the
representation of the image of the city from social networks? This developmental research can help evaluate and expand
classical theories of the city's mental image in the digital age.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this research is based on the concept of the “image of the city," first introduced by Kevin
Lynch in 1960. In his book "The Image of the City," Lynch described how people perceive and recognize the urban
environment, introducing key elements of this mental image: paths, edges, nodes, landmarks, and districts. These
elements help individuals form the structure and organization of urban space in their minds. With technological
advancements and the emergence of social media, some researchers have used these platforms to study the mental
image of the city. Recent studies can be divided into three categories: First, studies that have used Lynch's five elements
with minor modifications. Second, research focusing on environmental preferences and people's assessment of the
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environment based on form and visual elements that give identity to the space, such as spatial enclosure and
environmental details. Third, studies that have presented new classifications, focusing on the general and functional
characteristics of spaces. In this approach, in addition to physical elements, functional and semantic aspects and human
activities in urban spaces are also considered. Recent studies attempt to expand the concept of the city's mental image
beyond mere physical form and interpret environmental meanings and preferences.

Methodology

This research aims to examine the potential of visual data from social media in studying citizens’ images of the city.
The research method is developmental and uses the "categorical content analysis" technique. 4,919 images and videos
from Instagram within the historical context of Tabriz were collected over a year. The research process included three
main stages: 1. Data extraction based on location; 2. Coding images in five different categories (location, Lynch factors,
interior and exterior space, attention to details, and main elements of space); 3. Image analysis. The analyses included
descriptive examination of the frequency and percentage of each category, and spatial analysis using the kernel density
estimation function in GIS software. This method allowed for the examination and mapping of spatial patterns of
citizens' mental images through social media data.

Results & Discussion

The results show that in Instagram images, "landmarks™ play a more prominent role than other Lynch elements. The
informational nature of these landmarks goes beyond purely physical data and includes descriptive details, which
creates a significant distinction between Instagram's tagging system and Lynch's model. Instagram users tend to share
extensive images of space, while architectural complexities and details are well described in more limited places like
the Blue Mosque and the Grand Bazaar. The image represented from the historical context of Tabriz on Instagram
shows a relatively internal structure. While classical methods of analyzing the city's mental image mainly emphasize
the city's external views, this method seems to provide a more accurate mental image of the city. Over 60 percent of
Instagram’s visual data includes the presence of "humans™ as the main component of the image and video. This is a
novel aspect compared to previous studies. Recording a personal image with a specific location indicates the
individual's interest and positive feeling towards that space. On the other hand, social events and cultural activities also
play an important role in people's mental image and are clearly seen in images related to religious ceremonies and
public gatherings. This study, in addition to showing locations with the highest photography, also reveals neglected
areas. For example, the central part of the historical context, centered on Tabriz Grand Bazaar, has the highest
concentration of images, while the river had the least role in the image of Instagram audiences. It is also possible to
examine temporal patterns of events and changing occurrences in spaces.

Conclusion

Overall, the results of this study show that images shared on social media, in addition to the ability to represent the
image of the city as cognitive maps, can provide more comprehensive analyses compared to classical methods. This
data can show not only the physical characteristics of space but also non-physical features such as environmental
preferences, identity elements, behaviors, cultural events, and community beliefs; in other words, it largely expresses
the "meaning"” of space from the audience's perspective. Therefore, urban images based on social media can be a
valuable complement to traditional methods of mental image analysis such as Lynch's method.
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