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Abstract

This study delves into the surge of Turkish cat popularity on social media, particularly in the after-
math of the pandemic. Its primary focus is to investigate the conjecture that Turkish cats have
evolved into a tourist magnet, igniting an organic phenomenon of cat tourism in Tirkiye.

The study aims to investigate international visitors’ impressions and opinions about Tirkiye
by analyzing user-generated content on Instagram**, which focuses on Istanbul cats within
the context of communication. It also aims to assess how the relationship between Turkish people
and stray cats in Tiirkiye has developed into the iconic image of Turkish cats in the eyes of travelers
and their impact on the country’s tourism as a unique attraction for tourists from abroad. Addition -
ally, the study seeks to gauge the impression of Turkish cats as a compelling element for tourists
through the lens of international travelers. Utilizing content analysis, 1,393 Instagram** posts tagged
“Istanbul cats” were selected for scrutiny, with an analysis of 145,000 comments based on predefined
themes and codes. The study concluded that international users mainly developed positive feelings
and thoughts toward Istanbul cats, the subjects of storytelling in Instagram** posts, while solidifying
their position as a valuable component of cultural attraction. A majority of international users
expressed a desire to visit Tirkiye or even relocate solely because of cats.

** — A social network owned by “Meta”, which is recognized as extremist in Russia
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AHHOTaA U4

DTO ncciefoBaHue MOCBAILIEHO BO3POCIIEH IIOIYJIIPHOCTU TYPELKUX KOIIEK B COLMAJIbHBIX CETSIX,
0co6eHHO 1ocsie naHaeMun. OCHOBHOE BHUMaHUE YAESIEeTCs TUIIOTe3e, YTO TYPeLKre KOIIKU CTald
TYPUCTUYECKOI JOCTONPHMEYATeIbHOCTBIO, BbI3BAB OPraHUYECKOe SIBJIEHUE «KOIIAuybero Typu3ma»
B Typuuu. llesnp uccnenoBanusi — U3y4UTb BIIEYATIEHUS U MHEHUS MEXIYHAPOIHbIX I1OCETUTeeN
o Typuuu yepe3 aHanM3 MOJIb30BATEIbCKOTO KOHTEHTA B Instagram**, MoCBSIIEHHOTO MCTaMOYJb-
CKMM KOIIKaM B KOHTEKCTe KOMMYHMKalluu. VcciemoBaHMe Takoke HANpaBlIeHO Ha TO, YTOOBI
OLIEHUTh, KaK OTHOUIEHUS] MEXIY TypPeLKUM HacejieHHeM U Ge3JOMHBIMU KOIIKaMH IIpeBPaTUIIU
TYPELIKMX KOIIEK B KyJIbTOBBII 00pa3 B I71a3ax ITyTELIeCTBEHHMKOB U MOBJIMSUIM Ha TypU3M B CTpaHe,
CTaB YHUKAJIbHOI TIPUBJIEKATEIBHOCTBIO 711 TYPUCTOB M3-3a pybeska. B oMnosiHeHne K 3TOMY, Ucciie-
JIOBaHUE CTPEMUTCS OLIEHWUTb BOCIIPUSTHE TYpPELKHX KOLIEK KaK BaKHOIO 3JIEMEHTA /il TYPUCTOB
Yyepes Mpr3My MEKAyHAPOIHBIX IyTeleCTBeHHMKOB. C TIOMOIIBIO aHAIN3a KOHTEHTA 6bL7I0 0TOOGPaHO
1 393 nocra B Instagram** ¢ Terom “Istanbul cats”, a Takke npoaHanuaupoBaHo 145 000 KoMMeHTa-
pPUEB Ha OCHOBE 3apaHee ONpEeNesIEHHBIX TeM U KOJOB. lccienoBaHue MoKasano, YTO Y MEXIyHa-
POJIHBIX TI0JIb30BaTEJIEN B OCHOBHOM C(HOPMUPOBAJIUCH MOJOKUTEIIbHbBIE YYBCTBA U MBICJIU 110 OTHO -
IMIEHUIO K CTaMOYJIbCKUM KOIIKaM, O KOTOPBIX PacCKasblBaeTcs B MocTax Instagram**, 4yTo yKperiser
WX CTaTyC KaK 3HAYMMOTI'O dJIEMEHTA KyJIbTYPHOTO IpuBjieYeHusl. BObIIMHCTBO NHOCTPAHHBIX I10JIb -
30Baresieil BbIPA3WIM KeJlaHUe IOCeTUTb TYpUMI0 WM [Ke Iepeexarb Tyla UCKIIOYUTEIbHO
13-3a KOIIeK.

** — CouuazbHasi ceTh, NPUHAJJEXalIas KoOMIaHuu “Meta’, KoTopasi IpU3HaHA SKCTPEMUCTCKOMN
Ha Tepputopuu Poccuiickon ®eneparnyn
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Introduction

Human beings have consistently interacted with animals throughout history,
integrating them into their daily lives and cultural practices since early hunter-
gatherer societies. Animals fulfill essential human needs, such as providing food,
clothing, and shelter. Due to their physical strength and the benefits they offer, they
have been both revered and associated with malevolence in their interactions with
humans (Begi¢ & Kocabasg Altintas, 2024, p. 36). The impact of human-animal inter-
action on different countries and societies has been varied, leading to two distinct
perspectives on the issue. The first perspective, anthropocentrism, posits that
humans are central to everything and that the universe exists to serve them.
This viewpoint emphasizes the need to protect the environment as it is essential
for sustaining and enhancing the quality of human life. (Urgtiplii Korkmaz, 2015,
p. xviii). The rise of anthropocentrism and urbanization has led people to adopt
a more practical philosophy, distancing themselves from the animals they once lived
closely with as they asserted their dominance over nature. This shift has resulted
ina growing population of “stray animals” - animals without shelter, roaming
beyond the confines of their owner’s property, and lacking direct supervision or
control from their owners. (Abdulkarim et al., 2021; Aydogdu & Meral, p. 2131).
The second perspective, deep ecology, challenges anthropocentrism and empha-
sizes the importance of respecting the rights of all living things. It places the envi-
ronment at the center and argues that humans should not cause harm to any living
creature. Deep ecology asserts that it is unacceptable for stray animals, which have
inhabited cities long before humans, to be unwanted or excluded by human beings.
It contends that cities should not only accommodate inanimate beings and humans
but also the animals that have coexisted with humans for centuries. (Urgiiplii, 2013,
p. xviii-1). The Turkish approach to animals aligns closely with deep ecology.
Throughout Turkish history, from Central Asia to Anatolia, Turkish societies have
coexisted with animals, holding a deep-seated respect, compassion, and interest
for all creatures, regardless of gender or species. (Sahin, 2018; Hilagii, 2021).

1 This study examines the relationship of stray cats - known as Istanbul Cats
on social media - with Turkish society, how they are reflected on social media
through the eyes of tourists visiting Turkiye, and the impressions of their
international followers about Tirkiye, Turkish people and Turkish stray cats. By
analyzing user-generated content on Instagram** focusing on Istanbul cats in the
context of communication, the study aims to investigate international visitors’
impressions and opinions about Tirkiye and to examine whether this impression
leads to their desire to visit Turkiye. It also aims to assess how the relationship
between Turkish people and stray cats in Tirkiye is transformed into the iconic
image of Turkish cats' in the eyes of travelers/tourists and the impact of Turkish

1 Despite the absence of a specific feline genre like “Turkish cats’, cats living in Tiirkiye are referred to as Turkish
cats on Instagram**. For this reason, cats living in Tiirkiye will be denoted as Turkish cats throughout the text.
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cats on the country’s tourism as a unique cultural attraction for tourists from
abroad.

Cats and Stray Cats in Turkish Culture

Cats have held symbolic significance across various cultures throughout
history. In ancient Egypt, they were revered and worshipped, while in the Christian
world of the Middle Ages, they were often associated with the devil and persecuted
alongside women. With their enigmatic nature and diverse attributes such
as appearance, color, breed, and lifestyle, cats have played a significant role
in Turkish history and culture. Given the rich and diverse heritage of the Turkish
people, shaped by interactions with different cultures, civilizations, societies,
and religious systems, understanding the importance of cats in this context requires
a multifaceted perspective. Pre-Islamic Turks were influenced by their shamanic
beliefs and deeply respected nature and all living beings. Some Turkish tribes, living
nomadic lifestyles in harmony with nature, believed in their kinship with animals,
while others attributed spiritual significance to animals in their cultural practices.
(Menekse, 2022, p. 85; Catalbag, 2011, p. 49).

With the introduction of Islam, the affection that Prophet Muhammad had
for cats became a noteworthy example for Muslims. The association between Islam
and cats can be traced back to the time of the Prophet Muhammad. It is said that
Muhammad himself was a cat lover and had a beloved cat named Muezza. There is
a well-known story that one day, Muezza was sleeping on the sleeve of
Muhammad’s prayer robes. Rather than disturb her, he chose to cut off the sleeve of
his robe before going to pray. This story has established a precedent for treating
cats, which is still observed today. (Mundy, 2023). However, the centuries-old bond
between cats and humans is beyond what faith alone can explain.

The Ottoman Empire deeply appreciated animals, as reflected in their caring
and protecting practices. Stray animals were accepted as part of urban life,
and special foundations were established to feed them. Wills were also issued
to ensure their continued care. Additionally, Ottoman architecture included
the construction of “Bird Pavilions” in the most favorable locations to provide bird
shelter. Notably, the worlds first animal hospital, “Guraba-hane-i Laklakan,’
was founded in Bursa to care for injured migratory birds, particularly those
on the stork migration route. (Sungurbey, 1993; Urgiiplii, 2013, p. 60). During that
era, travelers were not mere observers of this compassion; they chronicled
the affection and care directed mainly toward cats, dogs, and birds in their literary
works. (Akbulut, 2023, p. 89). In Turkish culture, the feeding of wild birds by placing
them on barges full of grain, the protection and feeding of stray cats and dogs
by the public (by buying liver from liver shops, bread from bakeries,
or by establishing foundations that provide food), the provision of straw for female
dogs that have puppies to lie on and old boxes for shelter, and the purchase
and release of cage birds are examples frequently cited (Turkish Museums, 2022).
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Among the animals mentioned, cats have been Turks’ closest companions from
the past to the present.

In ancient days, urban centers grappled with the pervasive issue of rats, mice,
and other vermin. The presence of open waste pits, widespread carcasses,
and limited storage options facilitated the spread of disease by these pests, as they
infiltrated food stores and left their feces behind. Keeping cats helped citizens
protect their food supplies, resulting in reduced losses and minimized disease
outbreaks. Additionally, scholars in society faced challenges due to rats and mice.
Before the advent of the printing press, rare and invaluable paper books were
at risk, as these rodents used them for sustenance and nesting material. This led
to significant damage in libraries and educational institutions. Teachers and
librarians thus relied on cats to safeguard these precious books. This bond between
scholars and cats is often portrayed in depictions of Arabic scholars, accompanied
by feline guardians preserving their knowledge (Travel Atelier, 2024).

Cats have been cherished and safeguarded for centuries in Tirkiye, enjoying
their freedom in the company of humans, which provides a comfortable living space
for felines. As a result, stray cats in Tirkiye have become accustomed to urban life
and living harmoniously with humans (Celik Sezer & Ozgetin, 2016). Today,
in numerous Turkish households, stray cats that have been adopted are treated with
reverence and compassion. The ones that continue to live on the streets receive
essential sustenance in the form of food and water as a gesture of love and respect.
This demonstrates the widespread societal commitment of most Turkish people
to the welfare of stray animals in Tirkiye. The affection also captivates the interest
of international tourists visiting the country, who then engage with it through social
media platforms.

Popular Cultural Attractions for Tourists as Storytellers: Stray Cats

Stray cats are a significant cause for concern and are often a source of
complaints in many countries. They are not confined to an owner’s property
and lack direct supervision, which can lead to inadequate access to food, water,
and shelter, as well as injuries and diseases from interactions with vehicles, other
animals, and humans. Additionally, people’s indifference and lack of love and
interaction contribute to the challenges associated with managing stray cats.
(Matter & Daniels, 2000; Slater, 2002; Slater, 2007; Lord, 2008). Despite
the challenges, Turkiye has been able to mitigate some of these concerns, at least
it can be said that there are values and thoughts that contain a positive approach
to cats in Islam and Turkish culture. Cats freely roam the streets of Tirkiye,
particularly in Istanbul. For instance, it's not uncommon to find hotels in Istanbul
named after cats or to see cats lounging alongside humans in Cihangir, resting
on awnings, or casually strolling from one shop to the next (Laeeq, 2018).
For example, as seen in Figure 1, Tombili was a well-known cat in Kadikoy.
He became famous for his distinctive sitting style, close relationships with local
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shopkeepers, and his air of nonchalance. He was memorialized with a statue
in the very place he lived after his passing in 2016.

Figure 1. Tombili, one of Kadikoy’s famous cats,
and the statue erected where he lived after his death

Turkish culture also embraces cats, as they are often depicted in food and
clothing designs, symbolizing their cherished presence. Urban residents leave out
food and water for these feline friends, allowing them to rest on their doorsteps and
taking on responsibility for their well-being. In many ways, cats represent
the opulent and indulgent lifestyle that the Turkish people adore (Laeeq, 2018).
Moreover, this storytelling can take on a transnational character by reaching
millions of users worldwide through social media. In this context, with storytelling
that transcends borders, stray cats are not only the inhabitants of the city but also
social media phenomena and can sometimes become a touristic attraction of
Tirkiye.

Before discussing stray cats as a part of local culture, it is necessary to focus
on the concept of storytelling. A story portrays various elements’ existence,
functionality, and prospects in conjunction with and independent of each other.
It represents objects and actions that aid in comprehending the world (Saydam,
2024, p. 10-11). This portrayal is instrumental in deciphering the events that impact
human beings. Traditional storytelling involves open and direct two-way
communication between the narrator and the audience, allowing interaction among
those present (Barel, Gurwicz & Packer, 2024, p. 15). The interaction mentioned is
one of the critical elements of empathy and persuasion. Successful interaction
with the audience can help build strong and lasting relationships. Likewise,
compelling storytelling engages the target audience and creates an emotional
connection.

22



https://doi.org/10.46539/gmd.v6i4.565

Galactica Media: Journal of Media Studies. 2024. No 4 | ISSN: 2658-7734
Animals in Contemporary Media | https: //doi.org/10.46539 /¢md.v6i4.565

In which media would storytelling be suitable for disseminating cultural
values? The response to this query encompasses all media, including social media,
which is extensively utilized and provides an ideal platform for crafting and
disseminating new stories. From the first story told throughout human history,
stories have transcended traditional boundaries and evolved to reach a wider
audience. The first storytelling festival took place in 1973 in Jonesborough,
Tennessee, with tellers from diverse backgrounds (Stone, 1998, p. 622). The event
marked a pivotal moment, expanding the reach of storytelling. The enduring nature
of storytelling has remained intact despite evolving forms of expression and has
extended its influence into the digital realm. “Stories can be of different forms:
educational, emotional, motivating, influential, or comic. It helps organizations
create leads to connections to influence and gauge the crowd’s attention” (Joshi
et al., 2022, p. 10). The primary consideration here lies not within the medium
through which the story is conveyed, but rather within the establishment of
a meaningful connection with the intended audience.

Today, both mass media and technology advancements have obliterated
geographical barriers, enabling stories from various industries, such as films, series,
advertisements, and performing arts, to connect with a global audience through
online platforms. According to Nixon (2023, p. 205), with the rise of the Web, social
networks, mobile and digital photography, a destination’s image is being less and
less determined by the destination’s own marketing and more by traveler user-
generated content posted and consumed globally on platforms such as Facebook**
and Instagram**. Kimmel and Kitchen point out that engagement with the target
audience through social media cannot succeed if the message is merely cursory or
sporadic (2014, p. 16). At this point, well-crafted stories should consistently resonate
with the target audience. For instance, Joshi et al. (2022, p. 11) highlight that
storytelling in marketing communication has existed for a while - advertisers are
aware of its advantages in creating an emotional connection with consumers,
building customer engagement, increasing brand recall value, etc. This effort is
achieved through various means. In our case, stray cats are considered to be
a cultural attraction that supports Turkish cultural values by being the subject of
social media posts that organically disseminate destination branding messages
for travelers - in other words, modern storytellers. Tourists, as the target audience,
visit Turkiye and spend time with cats, subsequently sharing this experience
on social media. As a result, they organically contribute to WOM efforts. Whether
the interaction occurs face-to-face or online, the essence of WOM is that
communication occurs among peers who do not expect to receive compensation
for the communication (Kang, Hong & Hubbard, 2020, p. 48). Thus, disseminating
the message through traditional media or online channels facilitates its rapid
transmission among similar groups characterized by considerable persuasive
influence.
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Stray Cats as a Cultural Attraction in Istanbul

Cultural attractions and tourism have a symbiotic relationship, where each
enhances and supports the other. Tourism, which constitutes a significant
economic value for countries, causes various concerns with the dangers it creates
in social and environmental dimensions (Dilek, 2017, p. 4-16). Severe changes in the
tourist profile and the saturation of some types in the tourism sector also play a role
in this concern. Accordingly, tourists’ preferences have become increasingly
polarized; their search and desire for innovation and diversity, comfort, and
adventure have increased, and “3E (exciting-entertainment-educational) criteria
have tended to dominate in product development instead of ‘3S (sea-sand-sun)
(Ulusoy, 2015, p.79). The commodification of animals in recreational activities within
the scope of the “excitement and entertainment” criterion has added a new one
to the ethical debates on issues such as food, fur/teeth/skin trade, medical and
cosmetic product experiments. Therefore, the use of animals for tourism purposes
has started to be mentioned more and more day by day due to their place
in the tourism sector and the contribution of the tourist-animal relationship
to touristic activities (Dilek & Kiugutkaltan, 2017, p. 4). This situation has led
to the inclusion of domestic and wild animals in tourism activities in different ways,
which has paved the way for the neglect of their welfare / rights from time to time
and their being seen as “commodities” and has opened the moral responsibility of
tourism to discussion (Ashm et al., 2020, p. 124). On the other hand, it is noteworthy
that many tourists, who take advantage of the opportunities offered to them by
many tourism businesses that disregard this responsibility, do not avoid being
involved in tourism activities based on the use of animals just because they love
animals, without knowing that there is great suffering behind it. Thus, even tourists
who care about animal rights and welfare participate in tourism activities where
animals are used, unwittingly participating in this commercial relationship
established based on demand and supporting this cycle, thus ensuring
the continuation of the paradox (Yenisehirlioglu & Cihangir, 2021, p. 3885).

However, Istanbul cats, the subject of this study, fall far outside the ethical
debates on animal use. Even though they are not consciously used in tourism
activities, Istanbul cats stand out with their structure that can turn into an organic
subject in the narration of urban stories through the bond they establish with
tourists visiting touristic locations and city residents (Figure 2). To summarize,
the role of Istanbul cats in the promotion of cities that complement storytelling,
which is emphasized throughout the study and spontaneously transforms into
a touristic attraction, is independent of the ethical concerns focused on animal use.
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Figure 2. Cats resting in cafés

It is noteworthy that stray cats, like other cultural attractions, are utilized
in country promotional activities and effectively attract tourists. For example, Japan
promotes itself with animal-themed attractions such as rabbit cafes in Tokyo, pets
roaming around Nara, the snow monkeys of Jigokudani bathing in hot springs,
and “Cat Islands (Neko-Shima)” (Bilgi Vitrini, 2021). However, research indicates that
organic word-of-mouth communication (WOM) has a more significant impact
on shaping a destination’s image than meticulously planned marketing strategies.
Similarly, Mariani, Felice, and Mura (2016, p. 322) summarize that “social media sites
facilitate user-generated content such as blogs, photos, videos, wikis, or reviews
and are widely used by online travelers, thereby marking a shift toward users rather
than organizations taking charge of the Internet content. Sometimes user-
generated content and online reviews might even challenge the authority of
established Destination Management Organizations (DMOs) and conventional
advertisements, by undermining their reputation”. Travelers, who concurrently
function as storytellers, engage in the generation of new narratives through
the production of content, which subsequently contributes to the visual branding
process. An excellent example of this phenomenon is the rise of “cat tourism,” which
has become synonymous with Tirkiye, particularly Istanbul. Turkiye has garnered
global attention for its fondness for cats without a deliberate national promotion
or marketing strategy. The streets of Istanbul, teeming with stray cats, have
captured tourists’ fascination and played a significant role in promoting the country.
Notably, the stray cats, estimated to exceed 200,000, have become the primary
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focus of social media influencers, effectively serving as unofficial ambassadors
for Turkiye and Istanbul, especially among cat enthusiasts. European social media
influencers consistently feature cats in their posts from Istanbul, and the cat-
related content garners widespread acclaim from millions of users. Additionally,
visitors to Turkiye showcase the genuine care and love extended to the cats
in Istanbul through their social media accounts, often sharing videos of well-cared-
for felines. (Oda TV, 2023). The Ministry of Culture and Tourism has opened a special
section on its website, www.goturkiye.com, dedicated to the cats that roam
the streets of Istanbul. Moreover, Ceyda Torun directed a documentary, namely
"Kedi” (The Cat), which tells the story from the eyes of seven Istanbul cats in 2016".
The section states, “Every visitor who wanders around any neighborhood of
Istanbul for 10 minutes will come to the same conclusion: Istanbul belongs to cats”
This initiative showcases the tourism effect of social media posts featuring stray
cats, which open the doors to a completely different world for potential visitors.
Cats on the streets, cities, and regions of Tirkiye capture attention. Turks’ loving
approach to cats adds to the country’s touristic appeal and contributes to achieving
tourism targets. (Halk TV, 2024). In Turkish culture, cats are deeply cherished and
celebrated for their presence in urban environments. Unlike many other countries,
Tiurkiye emphasizes the role of stray cats, recognizing their contribution
to the aesthetic and cultural appeal of city life. This unique cultural appreciation
extends to the tourism sector, where the presence of stray cats adds a distinctive
and endearing charm to Turkiye, making it a compelling destination for cat
enthusiasts and tourists alike.

Methodology

The Internet and access to online tools that enable individuals to engage,
share, and spread their ideas have leveled the playing field. They now have
the power to create something from nothing and reach out to the world through
a story (Jiwa, 2013, p. 163). Instagram** is considered one of the most preferred
applications in this crowded arena. Instagram**, which features user engagement
and content sharing as a natural characteristic, is a highly effective digital
communication platform where users share posts to express themselves. Groups
that come together based on friends or specific common interests in daily life
communicate, share mutual posts, and report their status. With these features,
where visual sharing is more intense, Instagram** is one of the channels of daily
life’s hot interpersonal communication flow on the digital platform (Yeygel Cakir,
2020, p. 230-231).

It is the audience who make the story, not the storyteller. The storyteller can
only guide them (Barel, Gurwicz & Packer, 2024, p. 17). The stories conveyed
by the storyteller gain meaning if only they can create interaction with the target

1  wwwyoutube.com
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audience. In this context, as much as the posts uploaded by Instagram** users,
the comments made as a result of the interaction of the posts gain importance.

As a methodology, content analysis allows researchers to quantify content —
whether it is the content of participant responses or the content of media texts
(Davis & Lachlan, 2017, p. 222). Its applications can include the careful examination
of face-to-face human interactions; the analysis of character portrayals in media
venues ranging from novels to online videos; the computer-driven analysis of word
usage in news media and political speeches, advertising, and blogs; the examination
of interactive content such as video gaming and social media exchanges; and so
much more (Neuendorf, 2017, p. 19). Hence, the most appropriate course of action
for this study would be to utilize the content analysis method, which involves
systematically categorizing and interpreting data to provide valuable insights.

Results

This study analyzes the hashtags “#catsofistanbul, #istanbulcats, #turkish-
cats, #catsofTurkiye, #istanbulstraycats, #istanbulcatslife, “#-citycatsofistanbul,
#istanbulunkedileri, #istanbulkitties, #meowistanbul, and #istanbulcatslove,’
which include videos and photos of stray cats in Ttrkiye, famous as Istanbul cats.
Although more than 10,000 posts were tagged in the analyzed hashtags, it was
observed that only the last 28 posts were published by Instagram**. The posts that
received the most comments under these tags and the accounts that shared
the most posts were selected, and the comments on the posts were collected
as data. In total, 1393 posts and 248,483 comments were analyzed. The languages of
the posts were translated by Instagram**, and the posts that Instagram** could not
translate, comments made by Turks, and those containing only emoji were excluded
from the coding. The remaining 145,751 comments were included in the analysis, and
10,093 codes were analyzed using the content analysis method within the frame-
work of the themes and codes determined by the Maxqda program.

In this study, the codebook was developed through an inductive process.
The analysis involved a comprehensive evaluation of both quantitative and qualita-
tive data. As seen in Figure 3, the main theme identified in the study and emerged
from the comments is ‘Turkish Cats as Storytellers, and the sub-themes are
‘Expression of Emotions, ‘Turkish Cat Tourism, and ‘Turkish Cat Culture’. Based
on these themes, a primary theme, three sub-themes, and 24 codes and sub-codes
were established, as illustrated in Figure 4. Besides, the diagrams in Figure 5 depict
the hierarchical organization and arrangement among themes, sub-themes, codes,
and sub-codes, demonstrating how they are interconnected and related.
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Figure 4. Theme and code model
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Figure 5. Hierarchical code model

The graph below, the Matrix Portrait in Figure 6, displays the sections refer-
enced in the text, color-coded according to the theme. White areas signify sections
that are either out of scope or not coded. It is noticeable that the segment related
to Turkish Cat Culture, highlighted in blue, has attracted more comments.

The results section thoroughly examines the different elements that emerged
while analyzing themes, codes, subcodes, and models. This thorough exploration
delves into the intricacies and nuances of the observed elements, offering
a comprehensive understanding of their implications.

One of the most significant findings from the analysis of ten thousand
comments is that emojis are predominantly used in expressions. Notably,
the Turkish flag and heart were used in 60 percent of the emojis excluded from
coding. Apart from these, most comments contain applause, laughter, cats, waving,
hearts, faces with hearts, and cats with heart eyes emojis. The comments made
by Turks include observations about the country, expressions of love, and responses
to negative comments from international users.
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Metin Portresi: yorumlar
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Figure 6. Matrix portrait

Quantitative Analysis of Codes

The research findings revealed that the highest theme identified was “Turkish
Cat Culture,” the most prevalent code was “Interpreting Turks’ love of cats,” as indi-
cated in Tables 1 and 2, which contain numerical data and percentages relating
to the coding.

Table 1. Sub-theme statistics

Categories Themes Percent (%)
Turkish Cat Culture 5.556 55,04
Expression of Feelings 2.628 26,03
Turkish Cat Tourism 1.909 18,9
Total 10.093 100
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In analyzing the code statistics about different themes, it is evident that
the highest number of comments were related to the cultural and religious aspects
influencing Turks’ affection for cats. Users associated this fondness with Turkish
culture. On the other hand, the theme of visiting Tirkiye for cats received
the fewest comments.

Table 2. Statistics of codes and sub-codes

- ‘ Frekans ‘ Yﬁzdeé Yiizde (gegerli)
Turkish Cats as a storyteller 0 0,0 0,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Expression of feelings 0 0,0 0,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Expression of feelings > Admiring Turkiye 591 59 59
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Expression of feelings > Expression of positive feelings 1.167 11,6 11,6
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Expression of feelings > Negative thoughts and feelings about Turkiye and cats 70 0,7 07
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Expression of feelings > The expression of love for Tiirkiye 800 59 79
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture 0 0,0 0,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Comparison of the countries with Tiirkiye 208 9,0 90
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Interpreting the Turks' love of cats 1.682 16,7 16,7
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > The significance of cats in Islam 101 1,0 1,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Turk Culture 0 0,0 0,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Turk Culture > Negative comments about culture 39 04 04
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Turk Culture > Possitive comment about Turkish culture 226 2.2 22
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Turkish cats 165 16 16
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Turkish cats > Happy Turkish cats 479 47 47
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > Tlrkiye as a cat paradise 693 69 69
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > impression about Turkey V] 0,0 0,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > impression about Turkey > Negative impression 109 11 1.1
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Culture > impression about Turkey > Positive Impressions on ... 1.154 11,4 14
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism 0 0,0 0,0
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > A cat-oriented trip to Tiirkiye 14 0,1 01
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > A cat-oriented trip to Turkiye > cat cafe 58 06 06
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Just for Cats Potential tourists who tend to come to ... 122 1.2 12
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Negative comments on animal care in Tirkiye 52 0,5 05
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Negative comments on cat tourism 66 07 07 |
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Potential tourists who tend to come to Tiirkiye 784 78 78
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > The brand value of Tiirkiye 230 23 23
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > The brand value of Tiirkiye > Ayasofya kedisi gli 120 1,2 1,2
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Tourists who traveled to Tiirkiye (as storytellers) 375 37 37
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Tourists who traveled to Tiirkiye (as storytellers) > ... 88 09 09
Toplam (gegerli) 10.093 100,0 100,0
Kayip 0 0,0

TOPLAM 10.093 100,0

Table 2 shows the statistics related to the codes and sub-codes. The frequency
numbers, percentages, and valid percentages of the codes are given in the table.
In Table 3, the keywords determined for the themes, codes, and sub-codes are
listed as follows:
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Table 3. The keywords for the themes, codes, and sub-codes

Expression of Feelings Admiring Tiirkiye

The expression of positive feelings

The expression of love for Tirkiye

Negative thoughts and feelings

Turkish Cat Culture Comparisons of the other

countries with Tirkiye

Interpreting the Turks’ love of cats

The significance of cats in Islam

Turkish culture

Turkish cats

Tirkiye as a cat paradise

Impressions about Tiirkiye

- incredible

- awesome

- jealous

- if only example

- what a wonderful country/society/ people/city

- made me feel pleasant/confident/ happy/comfortable
- feeling
- good feeling

- Ilove/ loved
- that's why
- for this reason

- made me feel bad /annoyed/sad/ angry/upset/not good/
- for PR

- If only Tirkiye was like a model
- course of education

- should learn

- example

- Turkish people
- People /society
- love of cats

- caring for cats

- Muhammad
- Islam

Positive comments about Turkish culture:
- Ottoman

- culture

- kind

- merciful

Negative comments about Turkish culture:
1. vegan /vegetarian

2. sacrifice /festival

3. cow/sheep

4. Kurd

5. Armenian genocide
6. regime

7. dictator

- Turkish cats
- Istanbul cats
- Turkish stray cats

Happy Turkish cats
- healthy

- happy

- comfortable
- safe

- peaceful

- cat paradise

- everywhere/ cats everywhere
- king paradise

- capital city

- cats rule the city

Positive impressions:
- excellent

- how magnificent

- how marvelous

- how beautiful

- marvelous country/society /city

Negative impressions:
- cats not neutered

- too many
- sick
- uncontrolled breeding
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Turkish Cat Tourism A cat-oriented trip to Tirkiye - cat trip
- flight
- trip
- tour
- cat tour

Cat Cafe

- cat café

- café

- Starbucks
- Catbucks
- starcat

Just for cats - only for cats/ only/ for cats
- to feed
- to love/ to pet
- to care for

Potential tourists who tend to - dream place
come to Tiirkiye - move/ [ can't wait to move
- travel
- visit
- list
- migrate
- go

Tourists who traveled to Tirkiye as - I went/ I've traveled /we visited
a storyteller - I'm there /I'm here/ I was here /I've been
- we're going
- we lived
- last time I saw
- long time

Storytellers who want to come back to Tiirkiye
- come again

- go again

- travel again

The brand value of Tiirkiye - ordinary/normal
- only in Tirkiye /only in Istanbul
- as expected
- say without saying
- catistanbul
- catstanbul

Hagia Sophia Cat Gli
- Gli

Negative comments on cat tourism - allergy
- odor
- feces /poop
- hygiene
- fleas

Negative comments on animal care - abuse

in Ttrkiye - sterilization
- sick
- injured
- throw stones
- kill
- medical care

In Table 3 and Figure 7, most comments revolved around Turks’ love for cats
and their interactions with them. Further analysis showed that the most prevalent
comments focused on Turks’ love for cats, while the least common were negative
views regarding Turkish culture.
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yorumlar
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© Admiring Turkive
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. The expression of love for Turkiye

. Interpreting the Turks’ love of cats
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Mutlak Frekans

. Happy Turkish cats
. Tiirkiye as a cat paradise

A cat-oriented trip to Tlrkiye
@ ctafe

. Just for Cats Potential tourists who tend to come to Turkiye

() Potential tourists who tend to come to Tiirkiye

. The brand value of Tirkiye

Belge bolumleri

. Ayasofya kedisi gli

Figure 7. Code trends

According to Figure 8, the theme “Turkish Cat Tourism” and the code “Cat
Tourism” attracted the fewest comments.

Turkish Cats as a storyteller | 0% 0)
Turksh Cts as a storytllr > Expression of feelings | 0% (0)
Turkish Cats & a toryeller > Expression of feeings > Admiring Turkye NN 5 (341)
Turkish Cats a3 astoryteler » Expression of feeings > Expression of postve feelngs IEEEG_—__—_—_—=— 17 1.1
Tutkish Cats s & storyteller > Expression of feelings > Negatve thoughts and feelings about Turkiye and cats M 15 70)
Turish Cats 2 a storytellr » Expression o feelings > The expression ofkove for Tirkye RN ¢ (3
Turkish Cats as a storyteller » Turkish Cat Culture | 0% [0)
Turksh Cats as & storyteler > Turkésh Cat Culture > Comparison of the countries with Tarkye RN ' (9)¢)
Turkish Cats as & storytelr > Turkish Cat Cuture > Interpreting the Turkslove of cats | 17 (1.562)
Turish Cats as a storyteler > Tursh Cat Cultre > The signficance of cats inflam 1550 1% {101)
Turkish Cats as a storyteler > Turksh Cat Culture > Turk Culture | 0% ()
Turkish Cas s a toryteller > Turksh Caf Cfure » Turk Cuure > Negative comments aboutcuture W 0% (39)
Turkish Cats as a storytellr > Turkish Cat Culture > Turk Culture > Possifive comment about Turkish culture I (2)
Turkish Cats s a storytller > Turkish Cat Cufture > Turksh cats TR 234 (165)
Turish Cats as a storyteller > Turish Cat Cuture > Turkih cats > Happy Torkish cats - RN 5 479)
Turish Cat as  storeller > Turkish Cat Culure » ke s a cat paradse | T (633)
Turkish Cats as a storytelle > Turkish Cat Culture > impression about Turkey | 0% {0)
Turkish Cats as a storyteler » Turksh Cat Culture > impression abaut Turkey > Negatie impression |1 19% 109)
Turkish Cats as a storgtelle > Turkish Cat Culture > impression about Turkey > Positive Impressians on Tirkje ¥ U115 (1154)
Turkish Cats s 2 storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism | 0% {0)
Turkish Cas 2 a storyller > Turkish Cat Tourism » A cat-orened tp to Tikge } 05 (14)
Turkih Cats as a storytllr > Turkish Cat Tourism > A cat-oriented trip to Tarciye > catcafe M 1% (55)
Turkish Cats 2 3 storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Just for Cats Potential tourists who tend to come to Tirkiye 1%122)
Turkish Cats as a storytellr > Turkish Cat Tourism > Negative comments on animal care i Turkiye | 1% [52)
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism » Negative commens on cat tourism | 1% (66)
Turkish Cats as a storyteller > Turkish Cat Tourism > Potential tourists who tend to come to Tdrkiye | 8% 784
Tuish Cats 2 astoryeller > Turkih Cat Tourim > The brand value of Tariye NI 2% (230)
Turkis Catsasastorylle > Tuksh Cat Toursm > The brand vl o Tikye > Ayasofya bedis I 13 120
Turish Cats a5 @ storylllr » Turkish Cat Tourism » Touriss who raveled to Tikie (s storytelers) NN 2% (375)
Turkish Cats 25 a storytellr » Tursh Cat Tourism > Tourists who traveled to Tirkiye (as storytellrs) > Storyellers who want to come backto Turkye | 1% (88)

Figure 8. Theme and code percentage statistics
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Table 4. Code statistics
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As shown in Table 4, the last part of the quantitative analysis, cat tourism
received the fewest comments. Given the study’s application of a mixed-method
approach, the subsequent section entails the inclusion of qualitative analysis.

Qualitative Analysis of Codes

The study revealed that users made comments from a wide range of countries,
including Japan, Iran, South America, Sydney, the United States of America, India,
Brazil, Morocco, Greece, Argentina, Uzbekistan, the United Kingdom, Azerbaijan,
France, Malaysia, Finland, Scotland, Austria, Italy, Spain, Russia, Mexico, Peru, China,
Dubai, Germany, Portugal, Iran, Bulgaria, Puerto Rico, Jordan, Indonesia, Kaza-
khstan, Africa, Chile, Korea, Crimea, Philippine Netherlands, Colombia, Tatarstan.

In recent years, Turkish cats have gained significant popularity, particularly
since 2021 and the onset of the pandemic. Interestingly, it has been observed that
users engage more with the posts of international users who have traveled
to Turkiye or live in Tirkiye compared to pages created by Turks focusing
on Istanbul cats or Turkish cats. Interactions with Turkish users primarily focus
on the cats’ cuteness. At the same time, international posts delve into various
themes such as the Turks’ relationship with cats, their love and respect for cats,
the value attributed to cats in Turkish culture and Islam, comparisons between
Turkiye and their own countries in terms of the treatment of stray animals, as well
as impressions of Tirkiye overall.

International users are often impressed by the sight of stray cats in Tirkiye
because it is rare to see stray animals freely roaming the streets in other countries.
These cats’ comfort, sociability, and friendliness fascinate tourists and potential
tourists. Thousands of comments have been made about this phenomenon,
including sentiments like “It's better to be a cat in Turkiye than a woman in Kaza-
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khstan” and “I want to be born as a cat in Tirkiye in my next life” Some have even
humorously suggested, “Let’s send all the cats in the world to Turkiye.”
A few comments are seen in Figure 9 below.

. GBPBOP® | have got to go to Turkey one of these

days!This is far more effective than any travel ad.

3}5 @8BS PP® ! ove your country and your

people!!! The best country for the cats

Figure 9. Comments from Instagram** users

Istanbul Cats has evolved into a “Turkish Cats” brand among international
users. Therefore, the theme was categorized as Turkish cats. The study reveals that
comments from international users about Turkiye, Turks, and Turkish cats encom-
pass both positive and negative feedback.

Table 5. Variable Statistics

| e positive 9,7%

) negative 3,3%
>_ TOPLAM 100,0%
4 N= Belgeler 1(100,0%)

In Table 5, 96.7 percent of the codes are covered by positive comments, while
negative comments cover 3.3 percent. The negative comments in Table 5 include

7w ”

codes such as “negative thoughts and feelings,” “negative comments about culture,

‘negative comments on cat tourism, “negative comments on animal care
in Tirkiye,” and “negative impression,” which are also shown in Figure 10.
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/ it
Negative comments on cat Negative impression (109) Negative thoughts and feelings Negative comments about
tourism (118) about Turkiye and cats (70) culture (39)

)

Negative comments on animal
care in Turkiye (52)

Figure 10. Negative variable model

Figure 11. Positive variable model

In Figure 11, it is revealed that positive comments make up 96.7 percent of all
comments. This indicates that international users perceive the relationship between
Turks and their cats very positively. Both negative and positive comments suggest
that the general impression of “Turks’ love for cats”, “their relationship with cats”,
and the positive emotions arising from these impressions are predominant.
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Table 6. Theme and code distribution according to variables

% Turkish Cat Tourism

¥ | g ke
W g Turkish Cals s @ stonghelisr ¥ w A cat-onepted kg te Tiiky L%
s ol cale &%
’ Hi:ﬂ"::: :T::: so o Just for Cabs Potensial touri 12%
Excprassinn of positve freln 1’r'r.ﬁ.'.i. L i :"';H'::uu;l:hﬁ::u !l:_'ﬂll'l :,::
Tz epression of love foe T 73% . :Aw"ﬂ: ::dm;:“}‘ i
iRt W g Tourists wha traveled bo Turl 3:'."5

# Comparnisen of the countrie

# Storytelless who want to [V
« Interpreting the Turks fove q_ﬁﬁ:=L 2

negabve
& Thesignificance ol cels in Iy & Hegebue impressian 11%
v g Ttk Culbure w g Megabye comments or cat boursm 0%
» Possitive cornimant aboi A% & Megatie comeents on animal 055
¥ a lurkeh cabs 15 » Megabye comments ahoul culiure 4%
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In Table 6, it is noticeable that positive comments are quite intense and almost
all themes and codes from Turkish culture, cat tourism, animal care to the impres-
sion of Turkiye are evaluated positively by international users.

The qualitative analysis of the comments from international users, evaluated
based on themes and codes, yields the following insights:

1. Expression of feelings: International users often conveyed their positive or
negative emotions and opinions in their posts about Turkish cats. The coding
identified four categories based on recurring topics in the comments under
this theme.

a) Admiring Tirkiye: The predominant comments expressed were admiration
for the Turks’ love of cats in Tirkiye. The feelings and thoughts shared about
this admiration can be summarized as follows:

= The comments express admiration and envy for the way animals,
especially cats, are treated in Turkiye, particularly in Istanbul.

= Many express a sense of longing and envy, wishing to firsthand experi-
ence Turkiye’s cat-centric culture.

= There is ample appreciation for the care, compassion, and freedom
given to stray cats in Turkiye, with a hope for other countries to follow
suit.

= The prevalence of cats in public spaces such as shops, cafes,
and transportation hubs, as well as the comfort and trust they exhibit.
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Recognition of the efforts by local authorities and citizens in providing
food, shelter, and veterinary care for stray cats.

A generally kind, patient, and appreciative attitude toward cats among
the Turkish people.

Commenters frequently express a desire for their own countries,
especially Japan, to become as animal-friendly as Tiirkiye.
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“ j
Figure 12. Turkish Cats lounging in cozy cafes and strolling through boutique shops

b) Expression of positive feelings: Turkish people’s affection for cats and their
interactions with them have gained positive attention from international users.
The coding of the comments in which users expressed their feelings can be
summarized as follows.

» Turkish cats are portrayed as calm, relaxed, and comfortable in
their environment, indicating a high level of trust and safety.

* The images and videos show cats freely roaming and interacting
with people in public spaces, suggesting a strong bond and accep-
tance between the cats and the local community.

» There is a recurring theme of the cats being ‘blessed’ and the
people being ‘blessed’ for their kindness and compassion towards
the animals.

+ The overall sentiment is one of warmth, contentment, and a deep
appreciation for the harmonious coexistence between the cats and
the human population in Turkiye.
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Figure 13. Turkish Cats in metro

c) The expression of love for Tiirkiye: International users often express their
love for Tirkiye, particularly for Istanbul, due to the kind treatment of stray
cats by the Turkish people. The love mentioned is summarized below.

« The comments express deep love and admiration for Turkiye, espe-
cially the city of Istanbul, due to the Turkish people’s kind, respectful,
and compassionate treatment of stray cats.

« Numerous commenters praise the Turkish culture and society for their
respect, care, and affection towards cats, which is seen as a model
for the rest of the world.

« Commenters highlight specific examples that demonstrate the Turkish
people’s dedication to feeding, sheltering, and providing veterinary
care for stray cats, which is highly appreciated.

« The comments express a feeling of amazement and joy when
observing cats freely roaming the streets, being welcomed in shops
and restaurants, and living peacefully alongside the human population.
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« The overall sentiment is one of deep fondness and respect for Tiirkiye,
its culture, and its people, primarily driven by the nation’s exceptional
treatment and care for its feline residents.

d) Negative thoughts and feelings: International users not only expressed
positive feelings about cat culture but also a small number of negative feelings
and thoughts were summarized as follows:

« Many negative sentiments were expressed about the treatment of
stray cats in Turkiye, with concerns about cruelty, neglect, lack of care,
suffering from hunger, disease, and abuse by some people.

« Calls for more spay/neuter programs, shelters, and humane popula-
tion control measures to improve the situation for stray cats.

2. Turkish Cat Culture: International users attributed Tirkiye’s love and
behavior towards cats to Turkish culture and the Islamic faith. Based on these
opinions, seven codes and five sub-codes were created under this sub-theme,
depending on the content of the comments.

a) Comparison of the other countries with Tiirkiye: International users,
especially the Japanese, envy the love, compassion, and behavior of Turks
towards stray cats, compare them with their own countries, and want their
countries to take Tirkiye as an example and model for cats.

« Turkish cats are seen as subjects of storytelling and companions
in Turkish culture, with people caring for and coexisting with stray
cats.

« Compared to other countries where cats are often considered pests
and mistreated, Tirkiye is described as a much more animal-friendly
country, where cats are welcomed and cared for by the public.

« Many commenters expressed a desire for their own countries to learn
from Turkiye’s compassionate approach to stray animals and adopt
similar practices of feeding, sheltering, and respecting cats and other
creatures.

« Many wish their own countries would emulate Turkiye’s model of
animal welfare and highlight Turkiye as a positive role model for how
a society can embrace and care for its stray animal population.

b. Interpreting the Turks’ love of cats: International users express the love,
compassion, and behavior of Turks towards stray cats with appreciation, love,
and respect.

« Turkish cats are highly valued and respected in Turkish culture, with
many Turks caring for and feeding stray cats.

43



https://doi.org/10.46539/gmd.v6i4.565

-

Galactica Media: Journal of Media Studies. 2024. No 4 | ISSN: 2658-7734 G :

JKuBoTHsle B coBpeMeHHbIX Meaua | https://doi.org /10.46539 /¢gmd.v6i4.565

« Cats are welcomed and cared for in public spaces like cafes, shops, and
parks, with Turks providing food, water, and shelter for them.

« Turks see cats as part of the community and treat them with the same
respect and affection as they do other people.

« This animal-friendly culture is seen as a reflection of the Turkish
people’s values of hospitality, compassion, and respect for all life.

c. The significance of cats in Islam: International users attribute the love,
compassion, and behavior of Turks towards stray cats to the value given
to animals by Islam and the Prophet Muhammad’s love for cats. The content of
the comments can be summarized as follows:

« Cats are highly respected in Islam and are allowed to enter mosques,
where they can freely roam and even pray alongside worshippers.

« Cats are considered sacred in many ancient civilizations, and Turks
have a deep love and respect for them.

« The reason for the reverence towards cats in Turkiye is believed to be
the Prophet Muhammad’s love and respect for them, which has influ-
enced Muslim attitudes.

« Islam teaches its followers to love and care for all of God’s creations,
including animals, and this is reflected in the way cats are treated in
Turkiye.

d. Turkish Culture: Many people believe that the Turks’ affection for cats is
a result of Turkish culture. While some comments commend Turkish culture
for its treatment of cats, others criticize it for its treatment of minorities,
different behavior towards tourists and some criticism of the political regime.
This can be categorized into two subcodes: negative and positive comments
about Turkish culture.

i. Positive comments about Turkish culture: Users praise Turkish
culture by considering Turks’ love for cats and their behavior towards
cats. Comments can be summarized as follows:

» Turkish culture has great respect and love for cats and animals.

» Cats have a long history and are an important part of Turkish
culture, emphasizing that Turkish people are kind and sensitive
towards the weak, helpless, and vulnerable animals.

* Turkish culture is exemplary in terms of animal love and respect
and can be a model for other countries.

ii. Negative comments about Turkish culture: In the analyses made
in the comments related to culture, it was observed that there were no _
negative evaluations about Turkish culture with the theme of cats, -~
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but there were comments criticizing the approach of Turks towards
minorities and tourists.

iii. Turkish Cats: International visitors appreciate that Turkish cats are
free to roam and are well-regarded by the Turkish people. When interna-
tional users label the stray cats in Turkiye as “strays,” Turkish users are
quick to correct them, stating that these cats are actually cared for by the
Turkish community. This code has one subcode.

Cats in Turkiye seem very happy and relaxed.

Street cats and dogs are healthy, well-groomed, and friendly.
Cats trust people and feel safe.

Cats in Turkiye “live like kings”; they are highly valued.

Turkiye is seen as the happiest country in the world for cats.

e. Happy Turkish Cats: International users envy Turkish cats for being free,
happy, healthy, relaxed, and friendly. The following is a summary of
the comments:

Turkish cats are very happy and relaxed, often seen napping
comfortably in public spaces without fear.

Cats in Turkiye are well-fed, healthy, and treated with great care
and affection by the people.

Cats are free to roam the streets and interact with humans,
who provide them with food and shelter.

Cats in Istanbul and across Turkiye appear to live very content,
stress-free lives, able to rest and relax without worry.

f. Tirkiye as a cat paradise: International users describe Tirkiye as a cat
paradise, cat capital, and cat kingdom because Turkish cats can go in and out
everywhere and are free and happy. The comments on this code can be
summarized as follows:

Turkish cities, especially Istanbul, are known for having large
populations of stray cats that are well-cared for by the local
people.

Cats are everywhere in Tirkiye — on the streets, in shops, cafes,
and even in government buildings. They are accepted as part of
the urban landscape.

Tirkiye is often called a “cat paradise” or “cat heaven” due to the
abundance of cats and the compassionate treatment they receive
from the locals.
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* Overall, the cat-friendly environment in Tirkiye is highly praised
and viewed as an example of how animals should be treated with
kindness and respect in urban areas.

g. Impression about Tiirkiye: Tourists visiting Turkiye or international users
who saw posts about Turkish cats on social media had positive and negative
impressions of Tirkiye’s love for cats.

i. Positive impression of Tiirkiye: Users’ positive impressions of Turkish
people’s love for cats include cats being happy, healthy, and free and local
governments providing services for their feeding, sheltering, and medical
care.

* Visitors are impressed by the large number of cats in Turkiye,
especially in Istanbul, and how well they are cared for by the local
people.

 The Turkish people are described as very kind, caring,
and respectful towards the cats, treating them like family
members.

» The local municipalities and residents make efforts to feed, shelter,
and care for stray cats, showing their compassion for animals.

» Istanbul is seen as a “cat city” where the felines are allowed to roam
freely and are protected by the community.

» Veterinarians in Istanbul are available 24 /7, specifically for cats,
and there are also cat ambulances.

» Overall, Tirkiye and Turkish people are praised for their animal-
friendly culture and the special status they give to cats in their
cities.

ii. Negative impression of Tirkiye: A small number of users believe that
due to the large population of cats, they may not receive adequate nutri-
tion and medical care, which could lead to illness.

+ Some social media users express concern about the treatment of
stray cats and dogs in Tirkiye, describing instances of abuse,
neglect, and lack of veterinary care.

» There is a perceived need for spay/neuter programs and shelters
to control the stray animal population and provide better living
conditions.

+ Some users claim the government and local authorities are not
doing enough to address the issue, with stray animals reportedly
suffering from hunger, illness, and violence.
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3. Turkish Cat Tourism: It is frequently seen in the comments that users want
to visit or live in Tirkiye because of their admiration for Turks’ love of cats and
the fact that there are cats everywhere. This sub-theme, which was created
based on these comments, has seven codes and three sub-codes.

a. A cat-oriented trip to Tirkiye: The code with the fewest comments
includes a visit to Turkiye, requested by Japanese users from the administra-
tors, who are also Japanese like themselves and share the ‘feline tourism’ trend
in their own country.

It is emphasized that every café in Tirkiye is like a cat café, and cats
are everywhere.

It is stated that Starbucks has also become a cat cafe in Tirkiye.

Some people are very positive about the cat cafe culture in Tirkiye,
while others say that they would like to have a normal cup of tea,
but everywhere, it is like a cat cafe.

i. Cat cafe: The sub-code with the fewest comments refers to remarks
from Japanese users about ‘cat café’- themed places in Japan. Japanese
users like these places for cat cafes because cats have free access to cafes
and restaurants in Turkiye and even refer to Istanbul as a giant cat cafe.

Many cafes in Turkiye seem to have cats, creating a cat cafe-like
atmosphere.

Some people express a desire to visit Turkiye.

Starbucks locations in Tirkiye are noted for having cats, almost
becoming cat cafes themselves.

The presence of cats in public spaces, including cafes, is widely
appreciated.

There is an interest in having more spaces that cater to both people
and cats, such as cat restaurants.

Japanese users are especially surprised to see cats roaming freely
in all restaurants and cafes in Tirkiye and ask if it is a cat cafe, refer-
ring to the cat-themed cafes used consciously in their own coun-
tries.

b. Just for cats: International users have made many comments stating that
they would like to come to Tirkiye only for cats. Comments can be listed
as follows.

Turkish cities, especially Istanbul, are popular destinations
for tourists who are passionate about cats. Many people express
a strong desire to visit Turkiye solely to see and interact with
the numerous stray cats that live on the streets.
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« The kindness and care that Turkish people show towards cats is
a major draw for these “cat tourists” They appreciate the country’s
reputation for being animal-friendly, particularly towards the feline
population.

« Exploring Istanbul's cat cafes, feeding the street cats, and simply
spending time with the city’s beloved feline residents are often cited
as the main reasons for wishing to travel to Ttrkiye. Cats are consid-
ered a vital part of cultural experience.

« Some potential tourists even consider moving to Turkiye perma-
nently to live among and care for the cats daily. The cats are viewed
as a source of joy and comfort and a vital factor in the Turkish way of
life.

« Overall, the stray cats of Turkiye, especially in Istanbul, are a major
tourist attraction and a significant factor in people’s desire to visit
the country, often overshadowing other cultural and historical draws.

c. Potential tourists who tend to come to Tiirkiye: Apart from the comments
in which international users stated that they wanted to go to Tirkiye only for
cats, many general comments include the desire to come and move to Tirkiye.
Comments can be listed below:

« Turkish cats are beloved by the people and seen as part of the
community in Turkiye, especially in Istanbul. Tourists are drawn to
the country to interact with and care for the many street cats.

« Potential tourists are eager to visit Tirkiye, especially Istanbul, to see
and interact with the friendly street cats. Many desire to move to
Turkiye, even to be surrounded by the cats.

- Tirkiye's compassionate treatment of animals, especially cats, is a
major potential tourist attraction. Many view Tirkiye as an animal-
friendly paradise and aspire to live there to care for the cats.

d. Tourists who traveled to Tiirkiye as storytellers: Tourists who have visited
Turkiye or are currently in Turkiye often note the special relationship between
Turks and cats. They share their experiences and stories about the place of
cats in Turkish culture, which in turn helps attract more tourists to Tirkiye.
Some of the comments include:

« Turkish cats are seen as one of Istanbul's symbols, with many
tourists reporting seeing large numbers of cats throughout the city,
especially in historical and tourist areas.

+ Tourists who have visited Tirkiye often comment on the high level
of care and respect shown by the Turkish people towards stray cats
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and dogs. Many describe seeing cats being fed, provided with shel-
ters, and treated with kindness.

Visitors are often surprised and delighted by the prevalence of cats
in Istanbul. Some even plan trips specifically to interact with and
photograph the city’s feline residents. The cats are seen as an inte-
gral part of Istanbul’s character and charm.

Overall, the presence and treatment of cats in Turkiye, especially
in Istanbul, are major attractions for many tourists and leave them
with positive impressions about the country and its people.

i. Storytellers who want to come back to Tiirkiye: The comments within
the code represent the thoughts of individuals who have visited Tirkiye,
interacted with cats, and wished to relive or miss that experience.
Summarized details are listed below:

Tourists who have visited Tirkiye express their fondness
for the country and its people, especially the cats they encountered.

Many of them miss the cats and the overall atmosphere of Istanbul
and eagerly anticipate returning to the city.

Some tourists have already revisited Turkiye and plan to do so again,
drawn by the warm hospitality and the delightful feline companions
they discovered there.

Turkiye is described as a “cat and dog paradise,” with tourists
expressing their joy at being able to interact with the friendly
animals during their visits.

The desire to reconnect with the cats of Istanbul and experience
the city’s unique charm is a common theme among tourists who
have traveled to Tirkiye.

e. The brand value of Tiirkiye: It has been observed that Turkish cats are now
recognized by international users, and in any cat video, it is understood
whether the cat is in Tirkiye or not. In this context, Turkish cats have become
a brand. This code has one subcode due to comments focusing specifically
on the cat named Gli.

Tirkiye’s love and interest in cats is known worldwide. Cats are
a natural part of daily life in Ttrkiye.

People observe that cats in Turkiye roam freely everywhere, live
intertwined with people, and are loved and protected by people.

In Tirkiye, cats can be seen in shops, cafes, mosques, parks, and
on the streets. People adopt and care for cats.
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Istanbul, the biggest city of Turkiye, is also known as “Catstanbul”
and is known as the city of cats.

The presence of cats in Turkiye and their intertwined life with
humans is considered normal and even expected.

Turkiye's love and interest in cats are seen as prominent features of
the country, unlike other countries.

Figure 14. Gli, the famous cat of Hagia Sophia

i. Hagia Sophia cats and Gli: The Hagia Sophia cat Gli is well-known
among tourists and was popular among international visitors long before
Turkish cats became a brand. Famous for Barack Obama’s visit, Gli has
earned the title of “the most photographed cat in the world, with
approximately 3.5 million tourists visiting him annually. (Haber Turk,
2020). Figure 14 shows Gli at Hagia Sophia.

Messages shared about Gli, Turkiye’s famous Hagia Sophia cat,
depict Gli as an adorable feline that has stolen the hearts of many.

Users state that they often visit Gli, have special moments with him,
and miss him very much.

Even after Gli's death, people continue to keep his memory alive
and remember other cats in Hagia Sophia with love.

f. Negative comments on cat tourism: It was observed that a small number of
users made comments that they would not or could not travel to Tirkiye
for reasons such as hygiene and allergies.
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» Users state that allergy sufferers cannot come to the country.
» They think the whole place might smell of cat urine.

* People who are uncomfortable with cats everywhere, especially
in cafes and restaurants, state that they will not come to Turkiye
for hygiene reasons.

» They are worried that cat poop can be everywhere.

g. Negative comments on animal care in Tiirkiye: It is seen that a small
number of users have thoughts and impressions that stray animals are
mistreated in Turkiye, that the cat population is increasing uncontrollably
because they are not sterilized, and that the state has a negative attitude
towards animals. Summaries of the comments are given below.

» There are widespread concerns about the mistreatment and abuse
of stray cats and dogs in Turkiye.

* Many commenters express outrage at the lack of animal welfare
protections in Turkiye, with animals often being killed or
neglected by authorities and the public.

» There are calls for the Turkish government and local authorities
to implement better programs for spaying/neutering, sheltering,
and caring for stray animals to address the growing population
and prevent further abuse.

* Some commenters note that while there are efforts to feed and
care for stray animals in tourist areas, the situation is much worse
in other parts of the country, with animals facing “hell
on the streets”.

In this study, it has been observed that Turkish street cats have evolved into
a brand and are now considered a crucial element of Turkish culture. International
users who recognize the reverence given to cats in Turkish culture and Islamic
tradition admire and envy the close relationship between Turks and cats. They are
astonished by the freedom, happiness, comfort, and good health of cats in Tirkiye,
freely moving in and out of various spaces. Many express a desire to visit or even
move to Turkiye just to experience this unique dynamic. They often compare
Turkiye to their own countries, where cats do not experience the same freedom,
and suggest that Turkiye sets a good example with regard to animal treatment.
While the general impression of animals in Turkiye is positive, a small percentage
holds a negative impression due to concerns about hygiene, uncontrolled cat
breeding, and allergies.
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Figure 15. Gli posing for a tourist during a tourist visit to Hagia Sophia

The presence of Turkish cats, often referred to as “Istanbul cats,” has become
synonymous with Tirkiye. Tourists quickly recognize these cats in posts about
Tirkiye, and they inspire international users to visit the country. Turkish cats are
seen as ambassadors of Turkish culture, adding to the allure of Turkiye as a tourist
destination. They have even become a new attraction for tourists who were previ-
ously drawn to Turkiye for its history, culture, natural beauty, and culinary delights.
Additionally, tourists who interact with Turkish cats and share their experiences
on social media play a significant role in promoting Turkish culture. Their posts are
found to be more effective in attracting potential tourists compared to those made
by locals, as they showcase a genuine connection between Turks and cats. Overall,
Turkish cats and tourists contribute to presenting Turkish culture and the nation’s
affection for animals, thereby enhancing Tirkiye’s appeal as a tourist destination
and increasing tourist traffic.

Discussion and Conclusion

Cats hold special cultural significance in Turkiye, symbolizing various mean-
ings across different traditions. Their comfortable lives, intertwined with urban life,
not only captivate the locals but also attract visitors who witness this unique aspect
of Turkish culture through online videos. In some cases, these glimpses of cat life
shared through social media inspire people to explore Tirkiye firsthand, making it
a compelling destination shaped by its feline inhabitants.
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This study examines the relationship of stray cats, known as Istanbul Cats on
social media, with Turkish society, how they are reflected on social media through
the eyes of tourists visiting Turkey, and the impressions of their international
followers about Turkey, Turkish people and Turkish stray cats. By analyzing user-
generated content on Instagram** focusing on Istanbul cats in the context of
communication, the study aims to investigate international visitors’ impressions and
opinions about Turkey and whether this impression leads to their desire to visit
Turkey.

In the analysis conducted using 24 codes and sub-codes derived from user
comments, it was found that Turkish cats serve as a cultural attraction element,
drawing tourists to Turkiye. International users’ comments on Instagram** posts
featuring Turkish cats indicated that these feline figures play a significant role in
capturing the interest of tourists.

It was seen that most of the comments of international users were about
Turks’ love and compassion for cats. The least comments are comments from Japa-
nese people about “cat/catting” tourism in their country and a request from a Japa-
nese page administrator and tourists like themselves to organize a feline tour
to Turkiye. In Japan, cat hotels, cat cafes, and other cat-oriented cultural attractions
serve cat tourism in a planned way. However, in Tirkiye, there are no such planned
and conscious places and tourism activities as cats can freely enter everywhere.
Even online courses are launched in Japan to improve cat tourism. For instance,
Hokkaido Summer Institute launched an online course called “Feline Tourism:
The Wonders of Traveling to Cats, Traveling for Cats, Cats that are Traveling,
and Cat Hospitality” in 2021. This course is based on the idea that cats play
an important role in human society and that this extends to the tourism industry
(HSI Report, 2021).

On the contrary, cats engage with tourists organically and authentically that
fosters a genuine connection that resonates across social media platforms.
This interaction significantly enhances Tirkiye’s positive brand perception and
strengthens its appeal to visitors worldwide. Hence, it is believed that assessing
the demand for cat tourism and cat cafes, particularly from Japanese tourists,
will be beneficial for effectively managing Turkish cat tourism and incorporating
it into a marketing strategy and tourism PR.

The comments prominently feature two variables: negative and positive.
The positive variable accounts for 96.7% of all 19 codes, while the negative variable
only represents five codes, making up 3.3% of all comments. The comments gener -
ally express positive sentiments and impressions about Turks and their affectionate
behavior towards cats. Furthermore, international users admire the Turkish
approach to cats, often expressing their desire for their own countries to emulate
Turkiye’'s model in handling stray animals. Negative comments, on the other hand,
which represent a fewer percentage, include unfavorable sentiments and opinions
about how Turks interact with animals (such as caring for cats while sacrificing
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cows and sheep during religious festivals, legislation regarding dogs, etc.), worries
about allergies and sanitation stemming from the free-roaming Turkish cat popula-
tion, adverse views on the health, care, and nutrition of cats due to their large
numbers, as well as concerns about animal rights.

Upon analyzing the various themes and codes, it becomes apparent that
the distinct storytellers emerge as tourists who visit Turkiye and interact with
Turkish cats while sharing their experiences and impressions of Turkish culture.
Within this framework, tourists are pivotal in inspiring other international individ-
uals to consider visiting Turkiye by engaging in WOM through their posts about
Turkiye and Turkish cats. This organically emerging situation in Turkiye is not
a planned tourism or marketing activity. On the contrary, it is a spontaneous contri-
bution to destination branding as a result of the posts made by cat lovers.

Turkish people’s fondness for cats has gained global popularity through social
media, particularly during the pandemic, and Turkish cats have become synony-
mous with “Istanbul cats” As a result, tourists visiting Ttrkiye and encountering
Turkish cats are introduced to Turkish culture, effectively positioning Tirkiye
as a hub for organic cat tourism through storytelling.

This study explores the hypothesis that ‘Turkish stray cats, popularized
on social media especially after the pandemic and branded as Istanbul cats, have
turned into a tourist magnet as a cultural attraction element, sparking an organic
cat tourism phenomenon in Turkiye. The study investigated international visitors’
impressions and opinions about Tirkiye by analyzing user-generated content
on Instagram** focusing on Istanbul cats in a communication context.
It is concluded that the popularization of Istanbul cats by international users and
sharing them with their followers creates a touristic mobility by arousing curiosity
about Turkish people, Turkish culture and Tirkiye. As a result of the tourists visiting
Tirkiye sharing the stray cats in Turkiye on their social media accounts, the cats of
Istanbul created positive emotions and thoughts in other international users, and
they expressed that they would like to come to Tirkiye to see the cats and even live
in Turkiye. Therefore, as a result of the findings obtained in line with the aim of the
study, it is possible to say that Istanbul cats have a positive impact on Turkish
culture and tourism in an organic way.

However, since this article focuses not directly on tourism, determining
whether tourists visiting Tiirkiye come to see cats or not is the subject of a different
research. Also, it is recommended to explore how the legislation concerning stray
dogs implemented in July 2024 will affect Ttrkiye’s image among international users
for further research.
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