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Newly built environments in cities whose features have 
changed due to neoliberal policies and priorities have 
often been criticized for their lack of aesthetic qualities. 
This criticism has made the aesthetic assessment of such 
environments more important, raising two crucial ques-
tions: how such an assessment can be performed, and how 
it can be incorporated into legislation. This article focuses 
on both questions in the case of Istanbul by determin-
ing and ranking formal aesthetic factors using factor and 
ANOVA analyses of the results of a survey conducted 
with three different sampling groups (scholars, designers, 
and officials) in Istanbul in 2017. The results of the anal-
yses show that scholars’ views in evaluating urban formal 

aesthetics are different from those of officials and design-
ers. In addition, the analyses reveal that “character and 
identity”, “green design”, and “incompatibility between 
identity and design” are three important factors affect-
ing urban formal aesthetics in newly built environments. 
These results are then followed by a discussion on how 
these factors can be incorporated into legislation in the 
case of Istanbul.
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1 Introduction

Studies related to urban neoliberalism emphasize how neolib-
eral policies have led to the reconfiguration of spaces in cities 
the world over. Under such policies, “competitiveness” is con-
sidered indispensable to the economic prospects of a city (Kar-
aman, 2013). Urban space has become one of the most profit-
able sources of investments, leading cities to adopt aggressive 
place-marketing strategies to attract capital  (Swyngedouw 
et al., 2002; Kuyucu & Unsal, 2010). Large-scale (mega) pro-
jects, mass housing projects, and the construction of shopping 
malls, five-star hotels, and business centres began to shape ur-
ban environments  (Kuyucu  & Unsal, 2010; Özalp  & Erkut, 
2016). Newly built environments in cities whose features have 
been changed due to neoliberal policies and priorities have 
often been criticized for their lack of aesthetic qualities. This 
criticism has made discussions of urban aesthetics increasing-
ly important, raising two crucial questions: how to perform 
aesthetic assessments of newly built environments, and how to 
incorporate such assessments into legislation. This article fo-
cuses on both questions in the case of Istanbul. Various studies 
in the literature have demonstrated that the aesthetic assess-
ment of the built environment depends on both subjective 
and formal parameters  (Strenberg, 1991; Nasar, 1994). This 
study, however, takes into consideration only formal aesthetic 
parameters, using urban design criteria that are more concrete 
and easily incorporated into legislation.

Istanbul is Turkey’s most important economic, cultural, and 
tourism centre, occupying a strategic location between Asia 
and Europe. At the same time, Istanbul is a city world-famous 
for its natural beauty and monuments left over from its status 
as the capital city of the Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman 
empires  (Kuban  & Yalçın, 2010). However, Istanbul has un-
dergone radical and dramatic restructuring since the beginning 
of the 2000s under a neoliberal regime (Lovering & Turkmen, 
2011; Karaman, 2013). This restructuring has been shaped by 
a construction boom that depends on the real estate and prop-
erty markets  (Balaban, 2012). Istanbul has thus been rapidly 
losing its unique nature (Barfu Candan & Ozbay, 2014). The 
neoliberal policies in force since the 2000s have physically en-
larged the city and at the same time led to many new physical, 
social, environmental, and ecological problems, among which 
are squatter settlements (Tur. gecekondu), tall mass residential 
structures and mega projects and their integration into the city, 
transportation systems and traffic problems, infrastructure, and 
overcrowded areas. Naturally, Istanbul has also been harmed 
in terms of urban aesthetics. In particular, the construction 
boom has seriously damaged the formal aesthetics of the city, 
especially its skyline (Figure 1). Therefore, the factors affecting 
urban aesthetics in newly built environments in Istanbul need 

Figure 1: Construction boom in Istanbul (source: GYODER, 2015).

to be determined in order to inform policies that contribute 
to improving the city’s formal aesthetics. This study can be 
useful for other cities facing the same construction dynamics.

The following section is a review of the literature related to 
urban aesthetics. The third section of the paper focuses on the 
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aesthetic assessment of built environments. The fourth section 
examines the urban design factors involved in the aesthetic as-
sessment of newly built environments and is divided into four 
subsections: the first subsection outlines the research design, 
the second includes data and sampling, the third contains the 
results of the study’s analyses, and the fourth examines the ur-
ban design factors involved in the aesthetic assessment of newly 
built environments in existing legislation. The last full section 
is devoted to a general evaluation and conclusions.

2 Literature review: urban aesthetics

In literature, the definitions, research methodologies, and in-
dicators related to urban aesthetics differ from one study to 
another, according to the research aim. Despite this diversity 
in conceptualization, there is a consensus that urban aesthetics 
is a multidimensional concept. As Teymur (1981: 81) has ex-
plained, “aesthetic” is a semantically ubiquitous term. It func-
tions as an adjective to qualify other qualifying terms such as 
“quality”, “dimension”, “value”, and so on. It is invariably a “pos-
itive” adjective. It implies “good”, “beautiful”, “nice”, and not 
“bad” or “ugly” and so on. “Aesthetic” and “aesthetics” also refer 
to the appreciation or criticism of the beautiful, the philosophy 
or science of taste, or the perception of beauty (Norton, 1967; 
Teymur, 1981). Traditional definitions of aesthetics refer to 
the perception of beauty in the arts and may imply extreme 
and intense feelings such as the sublime (Nasar, 1997: 152).

The urban aesthetic is a subjective consideration beyond quan-
tification  (Sternberg, 1991:  70). Pehlivanoğlu  (2011:  1) de-
scribes urban aesthetics as a complex subject that needs to go 
beyond the evaluation of a city’s physical characteristics and 
requires the consideration of individuals’ experiences as a sig-
nificant part of urban quality. Although some in the literature 
consider structure and meaning the basis of urban aesthetics, 
others also take into account the contributions of natural set-
ting, land use, traffic and pedestrian flows, the built form, and 
people’s behavioural patterns. In brief, the defined relation-
ships between buildings and the environment, well-structured 
spatial transitions, and harmony determine the nature of urban 
aesthetics (Erdoğan, 2006: 72; Xiangzhan, 2008: 63; Mowla, 
2011: 169). These parameters have helped planners understand 
the multidimensional nature of urban aesthetics.

There are various approaches to the evaluation of aesthetics 
in urban areas. For example, Nasar  (1994:  382) distinguish-
es between the formal and symbolic aesthetics of a city. 
The former includes parameters such as shape, proportion, 
rhythm, scale, complexity, colour, illumination, shadowing, 
and hierarchy, which describe the physical characteristics of 
buildings. Symbolic aesthetics is defined by parameters such 

as the human experience of building exteriors through medi-
ating content variables that are not defined solely by physical 
attributes. In some studies, urban aesthetic concerns are di-
vided into two spheres: architectural values and urban aes-
thetics  (King, 1997). Whereas architectural aesthetics has 
more to do with the physical qualities of buildings and the 
space around them, urban aesthetics comprises a much wider 
range of values, conditions, and criteria, such as economics, 
traffic, and pollution. These phenomena, while not necessarily 
visual, have an impact on how one perceives the city and they 
play an important role in aesthetic perceptions. Also among 
these issues are the cultural and social values that a society or 
community brings to the urban area (King, 1997). According 
to Onaran  (1995:  24), people’s aesthetic experience of their 
surroundings cannot be independent from the meaning they 
attribute to and the attachments they form with the surround-
ing environment. Aesthetic substance thus depends on the con-
cepts of the “aesthetic subject”, “aesthetic object”, and “aesthetic 
value”. The aesthetic object refers to the natural setting, space 
and mass, surface, and skyline of a city. The dimension, form, 
location, and distance and direction relations between objects 
influence the aesthetic values of an urban space (Pehlivanoğlu, 
2011: 11). The aesthetic subject is defined as a matter of taste 
in environmental aesthetics. Similarly, Nasar (1990) describes 
the evaluation of the urban environmental image as depend-
ing on a person’s biology, personality, sociocultural experience, 
adaptation levels, goals, and expectations. Because people are 
unique, with different senses, needs, and requirements that give 
shape, meaning, and function to a place, their identification 
with and perception of a place are also different. Another 
study has argued that the investigation of urban aesthetics 
takes place at four levels  (Alcock, 1993, cited in Pehlivanoğ-
lu, 2011: 17): aesthetics of proportion, aesthetics of the plan, 
artistic aesthetics, and social aesthetics. Here, the aesthetics of 
proportion refers to the reaction of viewers to visual stimuli of 
high aesthetic quality, the aesthetics of the plan is related to 
the objective value of the geometrical arrangements of forms 
such as geometrical hierarchies, artistic aesthetics involves the 
expression of ideas in an abstract way with the help of urban 
design, and social aesthetics is concerned with the subjective 
experience of space (Pehlivanoğlu, 2011: 17).

Urban aesthetics is a multidimensional and complex subject 
that can be evaluated both formally and symbolically, requir-
ing assessments of individuals’ experience, behaviour patterns, 
and subjective consideration and meaning at the same time 
as those of physical characteristics, natural setting, land-use, 
circulation systems, and built forms. Because the aim of this 
study is to examine urban aesthetics in a way that can be in-
corporated into urban laws and regulations, only the formal 
aesthetic parameters are taken into consideration because leg-
islation requires the inclusion of more concrete parameters. 

Urban design factors involved in the aesthetic assessment of newly built environments /.../ : The case of Istanbul



Urbani izziv, volume 29, no. 2, 2018

86

Therefore, aesthetic considerations such as matters of taste in 
environmental aesthetics, biology, personality, adaptation lev-
els, goals, expectations, and the social, economic, and cultural 
circumstances and values that a society brings to the urban 
area, none of which are defined solely by physical attributes, 
are excluded from the scope of this study.

3 Aesthetic assessment of built 
environments

Studies on the aesthetic assessment of built environments are 
quite limited in the literature. Although the aims of most of 
these studies are almost similar, the methodologies through 
which they attempt to quantify urban aesthetics vary greatly.

There are some perception-based studies concerning the 
measurement of the aesthetic quality of the built environ-
ment  (Strenberg, 1991; Pehlivanoğlu, 2011; Gomeshi  & 
Mohd Jusan, 2013; Ahmad Nia et  al., 2017; Gjerde, 2017). 
For example, Ahmad Nia et al. (2017) evaluated the aesthetic 
characteristics of urban spaces from a morphological point of 
view. In this study, urban aesthetics was quantified through 
a consideration of the chronological development of urban 
expansion through a city’s history. The study selected four 
neighbourhoods from different periods of urban growth in 
a city, using both subjective and physical parameters in eval-
uating urban aesthetics. According to this research, people’s 
perception of the aesthetics of an urban environment changes 
along with their aesthetic values and characteristics. Another 
study (Gjerde, 2017) evaluated the visual aesthetic perceptions 
of urban streetscapes using surveys conducted with the public 
and design and planning professionals. Gomeshi et al. (2013) 
investigated the different aesthetic preferences of architects 
and non-architects in residential facade designs. Pehlivanoğ-
lu  (2011) evaluated perceptions related to the aesthetics of 
urban public space by considering the relationship between 
the aesthetic subject, object, and value.

Some studies related to urban aesthetics have focused on the 
aesthetics of the urban landscape. Sahraoui et  al.  (2016) ex-
amined aesthetic judgements of landscapes using a set of land-
scape visibility metrics as spatial data in their survey research. 
In another study (Chen et al., 2009), the aesthetic quality of 
an urban green space was evaluated using quantitative holistic 
evaluation techniques. Cats-Baril and Gibson (1987) evaluat-
ed landscape aesthetics using design experts.

There are other studies of urban aesthetics based on different 
perspectives. For example, Çelik and Açıksöz  (2017) exam-
ined how sustainability in urban aesthetics can be ensured 
using urban design guidelines. Crippen  (2016) and Mada-

nipour (1996) examined urban aesthetics from the perspective 
of the political aspects of urban design. Mokhtar (2007)’s study 
criticized the unaesthetic monotony of modern environments 
through a comparative study. Nasar (1997) evaluated new de-
velopments in aesthetics for urban design using historiometric 
inquiry and aesthetic programming methods. In another study, 
Dimitrovska Andrews and Butina Watson (2001) performed 
a critical analysis of successful urban design initiatives to pro-
mote high-quality urban design. For this purpose, they pro-
posed basic principles of good urban form at three levels of 
planning and design: context and general compatibility (site, 
land use, setting  / urban tissue characteristics, and scale), ar-
rangement and external effects  (the layout-related quality of 
the public realm, the quality of physical space, and landscap-
ing), and architecture and detailed design (the most sensitive 
area of urban design: building types, style, facade/height de-
tails, and materials).

The literature review thus demonstrates that the aesthetic 
assessment of built environments is generally based on the 
perception and judgment of various aspects of the urban en-
vironment. Although aspects as wide-ranging as the aesthetics 
of residential facades, streetscapes, public space, landscapes, or 
urban green spaces have been evaluated, the aims of the stud-
ies are generally the same. In such studies, the methodologies 
comprise the selection of case studies, the setting of metric 
parameters, and the formation of design guidelines for evalu-
ating aesthetic quality. Such studies have also employed public 
officials, design and planning professionals, architects, and or-
dinary people in their methodologies. As seen above, studies 
related to the aesthetic assessment of newly built environments 
that can provide input to legislation are limited.

4 Urban design factors in the 
aesthetic assessment of newly built 
environments

4.1 Research design

The research design of this study consists of two stages. In the 
first stage, the urban design factors involved in the aesthetic 
assessment of newly built environments are determined and 
ranked using factor analysis and ANOVA analyses. The sec-
ond stage examines how these factors can be incorporated into 
legislation in the case of Istanbul.

Urban aesthetics is mainly related to the external image of 
an object and place in a given urban context, the position of 
buildings, and harmony and suitability in composition. The 
urban design principles used to increase the aesthetic qualities 
of the built environment have been defined in various ways 
by different sources  (Porteous, 1996; Nasar, 1997; DETR, 
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2000; Taylor, 2009; Celik  & Acıksoz, 2017). Among these 
principles are the urban design parameters of DETR (2000). 
These parameters have been defined as character (“a place with 
its own identity”), continuity and enclosure  (“a place where 
public and private spaces are clearly distinguished”), quality 
of the public realm  (“a place with attractive and successful 
outdoor areas”), ease of movement  (“a place that is easy to 
get to and move through”), legibility (“a place that has a clear 
image and is easy to understand”), adaptability  (“a place that 
can change easily”), and diversity  (“a place with variety and 
choice”; DETR, 2000: 15). The parameters of this document 
are used as guidance for best practice and government. A 
questionnaire was thus prepared taking into consideration 
the urban design parameters of DETR, as well as the formal 
parameters obtained from the literature.

The research questionnaire was designed with thirty specific 
questions to help determine urban design factors in the aes-
thetic assessment of newly built environments. These questions 
were divided into three parts. They are presented in greater 
detail in Section 4.2. The results of the surveys were analysed 
using the SPSS software  (Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences) version  21. The collected survey data were added 
manually into the SPSS program. Then factor analysis was em-
ployed to determine these design factors with consideration 
paid to the relative importance of their components.

4.2 Sampling and the database

The evaluations of experts in urban design areas were required 
to determine the urban design factors involved in the aesthetic 
assessment of newly built environments because any parame-
ters must be clearly defined. The terminology involved would 
not have been clear to the general public or laypeople. There-
fore, three groups of experts were selected to participate in the 
study: scholars, officials, and various urban designers. All the 
selected participants have lived in Istanbul and are familiar 
with the situations of newly built environments in the city, 
especially after the 2000s. Because selecting the entire body 
of scholars, officials, and designers in fields related to urban 
design in Istanbul was impossible, a sample was taken to rep-
resent them.

Scholars were chosen from the architecture and design depart-
ments of universities in Istanbul. According to the Council of 
Higher Education site (2017), there are fifty universities with 
thirty-two departments of architecture, interior design, urban 
design and planning, and landscape architecture in the city. 
Sixty participants from 5% of the total department members 
were engaged as scholar participants.

The second participant group consisted of designers working 
in design bureaus. Registered design bureaus were selected 
to provide participants. According to the chambers of archi-
tects, planners, and landscape architects in October 2017 there 
were 102 city planning bureaus, 2,506 architectural design bu-
reaus, and twenty-one landscape architecture bureaus. Thir-
ty-seven participants from  10% of these offices were selected 
as designers.

The third participant group consisted of officials working in 
municipal governments. According to the Istanbul Metropoli-
tan Municipality’s site, in October 2017 there were thirty-nine 
district municipalities and one metropolitan municipality. 
Forty participants, one from each municipality, were selected 
as officials. The characteristics of all three participant groups 
are shown in Table 1.

The survey form consisted of two main sections. The first sec-
tion of the survey included questions designed to determine 
the characteristics of the participant groups. The second and 
main section contained specific questions about urban formal 
aesthetics. Most of these questions were designed to elicit 
judgments concerning urban formal aesthetic parameters that 
could be defined solely by physical attributes. These questions 
were selected to define more specific formal design parameters 
on building, design, and planning scales to be included in leg-
islation. This section consisted of three parts and contained 
questions at the building  (design) scale  (three-dimensional 
variables) and the planning scale  (two-dimensional variables; 
see Figure 2). Participants were asked to indicate to what extent 
they agreed or disagreed with the statements in the survey. The 
coding of the five-point Likert scale for all questions was as 
follows: 5 = Strongly Agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Dis-
agree, 1 = Strongly Disagree. Through this method, the urban 
design factors involved in the aesthetic assessment of newly 
built environments were determined in order of importance.

The first twelve questions of the second section concerned aes-
thetic parameters on building and design scales and three-di-
mensional design data, including questions about dimension, 
hierarchy, order, rhythm, proportion, ratio, scale, mass, bulk, 
architectural motif, solid and void ratio, facade design, form 
and interior design of buildings, colour, texture, pattern, and 
materials. Questions 13–18 concerned two- and three-dimen-
sional formal design parameters at both the building (design) 
and planning scale, emphasizing the most prominent features 
of newly built environments in recent years, especially in the 
case of Istanbul: the effects of the predominance of tall build-
ings, disharmony between building heights, form relationships 
between buildings, diversity, and ecological landscape design. 
Questions 18 through 29 concerned planning-scale data, with 
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two-dimensional variables: plot area ratio, grid planning, com-
patibility between the parcel and surroundings, project-based 
developments, green design, circulation, and building orien-
tations. The last variable of the survey was the relationship 
between urban identity and urban aesthetics (Figure 2).

4.3 Results of the analyses

In order to evaluate the reliability of the survey scale, a reliabil-
ity analysis was performed using the SPSS software, which was 
developed to assess the reliability and authenticity of the tests, 
surveys, or scales used in measurements. The results of this test 
are expressed through Cronbach’s alpha (α), which in the case 
of these thirty questions was 0.808. If 0.80 ≤ α ≤ 1.00, then the 
scale is a reliable measure at a high level (Kalayci, 2005: 405); 
the test thus indicated a high level of reliability for the survey.

The analysis of variance  (ANOVA) revealed that the partic-
ipants agreed with  87% of the questions. Table  2 shows the 
frequencies of parameters on agreeing or disagreeing from the 
participant responses. The means for each of the three groups 
for these parameters are shown on the right side of Table  2. 
ANOVA analysis determined that scholars evaluate urban for-
mal aesthetics differently than officials and designers.

A factor analysis was performed using the SPSS program to 
determine which urban design factors are the most impor-
tant in the aesthetic assessment of newly built environments. 
The aim of this analysis is to reduce the amount of data and 
to summarize and categorize related parameters in order to 
more easily interpret and understand relationships and pat-
terns  (Yong  & Pearce, 2013:  79). The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin 
Measure of Sampling Adequacy was used to test the suitability 
of research data for factor analysis. The results of the test, with 
a value of 0.772, determined that a factor analysis was useful 
with the given data.

According to the results of the factor analysis in Table 3:
• The first factor  (F1) is labelled “character and identity” 

and accounts for  21.874% of the common variance. It 
generally indicates the physical features of buildings and 
comprises observational measurements of the character 
or identity of built environments.

• The second factor  (F2) is labelled “green design” and 
accounts for  13.599% of the common variance. It gen-
erally indicates ecological features in planning and design, 
comprising planning scale measurements for ecological 
design.

• The third factor  (F3) is labelled “incompatibility be-
tween identity and design” and accounts for  9.294% of 

Table 1: Characteristics of participant groups.

Participant

characteristics

Scholars

(n = 60)

Designers

(n = 37)

Officials

(n = 40)

Total

(n = 137)

Sex

Female 42 (70%) 25 (66%) 24 (60%) 91 (34%)

Male 18 (30%) 12 (34%) 16 (40%) 46 (66%)

Age

25–30 13 (22%) 10 (27%) 6 (15%) 29 (21%)

30–35 8 (13%) 16 (43%) 13 (33%) 37 (27%)

35–40 1 (1%) 1 (2%) 14 (35%) 16 (12%)

40–45 13 (22%) 5 (14%) 7 (17%) 25 (18%)

Over 45 25 (42%) 5 (14%) 0 (0%) 30 (22%)

Position

Architects 38 (64%) 19 (51%) 21 (53%) 78 (57%)

Interior architects 6 (10%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (4%)

Landscape architects 2 (3%) 2 (5%) 2 (5%) 6 (4%)

Urban planners 12 (20%) 15 (41%) 15 (37%) 42 (31%)

Urban designers 2 (3%) 1 (3%) 2 (5%) 5 (4%)

Monthly income

TL 2,500–3,000 8 (14%) 3 (8%) 1 (3%) 12 (9%)

TL 3,500–4,500 8 (14%) 10 (27%) 1 (3%) 19 (14%)

TL 4,500–5,500 17 (28%) 12 (32%) 25 (62%) 54 (39%)

TL 5,500–6,500 10 (16%) 4 (11%) 10 (25%) 24 (18%)

Over TL 6,500 17 (28%) 8 (22%) 3 (7%) 28 (20%)
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the common variance. It generally indicates plot features 
in planning and design, and it comprises planning and 
building scale measurements in the built environment.

• The fourth factor (F4) is labelled “lack of protection for 
continuity and the natural environment” and accounts 
for  5.569% of the common variance. It generally indi-
cates plot features in design and comprises planning scale 
measurements for the built environment.

• The fifth factor  (F5) is labelled “tall buildings” and ac-
counts for 5.235% of the common variance. It generally 
indicates the planning features in built environments.

• The sixth factor  (F6) is labelled “plan-based versus pro-
ject-based development” and accounts for 4.176% of the 
common variance. In Turkey, urban planning is prac-

ticed through a regulatory planning system. Although 
grid planning is often used, project-based developments 
outside of the existing planning system have increased, 
especially since 2000 (Ozkan & Turk, 2016). F6 gener-
ally indicates the planning features in built environments.

• The seventh factor  (F7) is labelled “harmony between 
groups of buildings” and accounts for 3.942% of the com-
mon variance. It generally indicates planning features in 
built environments.

• The eighth and last factor  (F8) is labelled “building in-
terior design” and accounts for  3.857% of the common 
variance. It generally indicates the building features in 
built environments.

DEPENDENT VARIABLES

Building and design scale  
(three-dimensional variables)

Building (design) and planning scale  
(two- and three-dimension variables)

Planning scale 
(two-dimensional variables)

1
Dimension and continuity have a 
positive effect on the urban aesthetic

13
Predominance of tall buildings in the 
skyline has a negative effect on the 
urban aesthetic

19
The plot area ratio directly affects the 
urban aesthetic

2
Order and hierarchy have a positive 
effect on the urban aesthetic

14
Disharmony between building heights 
has a negative effect on the urban 
aesthetic

20
Grid plans have a positive effect on 
the urban aesthetic

3
Proportion, ratio, and rhythm have a 
positive effect on the urban aesthetic

15
Formal relationships between building 
groups have a positive effect on the 
urban aesthetic

21
Incompatibility between plot and 
surroundings identity has a negative 
effect on the urban aesthetic

4
Scale, mass, and bulk have a positive 
effect on the urban aesthetic

16
Uniform type of mass housing has a 
negative effect on the urban aesthetic

22

Incompatibility of project-based de-
velopments with detailed local plans 
has a negative effect on the urban 
aesthetic

5
Architectural motif repetition has a 
positive effect on the urban aesthetic

17
Diversity and visual wealth have a 
positive effect on the skyline

23
Green areas have a positive effect on 
the urban aesthetic

6
Solid and void ratio in the facade 
design has a positive effect on the 
urban aesthetic

18
Ecological landscape design has a posi-
tive effect on the urban aesthetic

24
Integration with the main pedestrian 
paths has a positive effect on the 
urban aesthetic

7
Facade-mass mismatch with local 
land-use plans has a negative effect 
on the urban aesthetic

25
Disharmony between building height 
and path width has a negative effect 
on the urban aesthetic

8
The incompatibility of form with 
structure has a negative effect on the 
urban aesthetic

26
Closed and isolated design has a neg-
ative effect on the urban aesthetic

9
Colour harmony between buildings 
has a positive effect on the urban 
aesthetic

27
Solid and void ratio between build-
ings has a positive effect on the ur-
ban aesthetic

10
Incompatibility of textures, patterns, 
and materials has a negative effect 
on the urban aesthetic

28
Lack of protection for the natural 
environment and ecosystem has a 
negative effect on the urban aesthetic

11
Building interior design has an effect 
on the urban aesthetic

29
The proper orientation of the build-
ings has a positive effect on the ur-
ban aesthetic

12
The use of ecological materials has a 
positive effect on the urban aesthetic

30
The creation of urban identity 
through urban aesthetics

Figure 2: Dependent variables: questions used in the survey.
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Table 2: Results of the analysis of variance.

Variables Agree Disagree Means

n % n % Scholars Officials Designers

1 55 40.1 68 49.7 2.40 3.62 3.24

2 79 57.7 42 30.6 3.85 2.72 3.08

3 84 61.3 36 26.3 3.91 2.92 3.35

4 69 50.4 44 32.1 3.78 2.32 3.02

5 34 24.8 55 40.2 3.10 2.35 2.62

6 62 30.3 50 36.5 3.20 2.90 2.94

7 108 78.9 12 8.7 4.23 3.90 4.10

8 111 81.0 12 8.8 4.26 4.20 3.91

9 61 44.5 40 29.1 3.41 3.05 2.86

10 103 75.8 10 7.3 3.98 3.85 4.38

11 35 25.6 72 52.6 2.30 2.80 2.89

12 66 48.2 40 29.2 2.90 3.72 3.43

13 121 88.3 6 4.3 4.43 4.45 4.16

14 123 89.8 9 6.6 4.36 4.65 4.18

15 77 56.6 14 10.3 3.81 3.56 3.27

16 110 80.3 12 8.8 4.33 4.02 3.94

17 72 52.6 38 27.7 3.88 2.70 3.10

18 97 70.8 17 12.4 3.98 3.82 4.08

19 113 82.5 7 5.1 4.21 4.27 4.05

20 45 33.1 44 32.3 3.31 2.89 2.51

21 114 83.2 6 5.8 4.20 4.15 4.21

22 105 76.7 9 6.5 4.25 4.17 3.86

23 102 74.5 16 11.7 4.20 3.80 4.02

24 94 68.6 24 17.5 3.46 3.95 3.91

25 114 83.2 10 7.3 4.13 4.45 4.35

26 98 71.6 13 9.5 4.05 4.05 3.97

27 88 64.2 31 22.6 3.91 3.25 3.40

28 119 86.8 7 5.1 4.20 4.37 4.56

29 78 56.9 32 23.4 3.30 3.77 3.72

30 104 75.9 17 12.4 4.30 3.90 3.86

4.4 Urban design factors for aesthetic 
assessment of newly built environments in 
existing legislation

According to the results of the factor analysis, “character and 
identity” is the first and most important parameter that affects 
urban formal aesthetics. This factor is followed by the factors of 
green design, incompatibility between design and identity, lack 
of protection for continuity and the natural environment, tall 
buildings, plan-based versus project-based development, har-
mony between building groups, and building interior design. 
Whether these factors are present in the existing legislation is 
examined below.

Legislation related to aesthetic assessment can be divided into 
three levels in Turkey and Istanbul: the national level, the city/
town level, and the local level (see Figure 3).

The articles related to urban design and aesthetics that concern 
land plots, paths, structures, and the skyline are summarized in 
Figure  4. The relationships between these laws and the eight 
determined factors are shown in Figure  5, which shows the 
laws and regulations containing provisions related to the eight 
factors. It also tries to show current legal approaches to the 
problems related to these factors.

A consideration of the legislation related to newly built envi-
ronments along with a comparison of Figure  4 and Figure  5 
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Table 3: Factors and parameters.

Factor analysed Factor content

F1: Character and identity

1. Proportion, ratio, rhythm

2. Scale, mass, bulk

3. Order, hierarchy

4. Dimension and continuity

5. Diversity and visual wealth

6. Solid and void ratio in facade design

7. Colour harmony

8. Architectural motif 

9. Urban identity

F2: Green design

1. Ecological landscape design

2. Integration with the main pedestrian path

3. Use of ecological materials

4. Proper orientation of buildings

5. Green areas

F3: Incompatibility between identity and design

1. Incompatibility between the forms of structures

2. Relationship between parcel and building

3. Plot and surroundings identity

4. Texture/pattern/material relationships

5. Uniform mass housing

F4: Lack of protection for continuity and the natural envi-
ronment

1. Building height / road width

2. Lack of protection for the natural environment and ecosystem

3. Closed and isolated design

F5: Tall buildings
1. Building height / road width

2. Effects of the predominance of tall buildings

F6: Plan-based versus project-based development
1. Incompatibility of project-based development with detailed local plans

2. Grid plan

F7: Harmony between groups of buildings 1. Relationships between groups of buildings

F8: Interior design 1. Building interior design

National level
Development Law no. 3194

Regulation on Planned Areas

Directive on the Preparation 
of Spatial Plans

Special-purpose laws 

Administrative laws

Province/municipal level
Municipal development regulations

Top-level land-use plans

Top-level land-use plan notes

Local land-use plans

Local land-use plan notes

Local level
Detailed local plans

Detailed local plan notes

Design guidelines

Architectural aesthetics committee 
decisions

LEGISLATION RELATED TO AESTHETIC ASSESSMENT

Figure 3: Legislation related to aesthetic assessment in Turkey.
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Articles related to urban design and aesthetics in the urban laws and regulations on newly built environments (the case of Istanbul)

Laws and regulations Articles related to urban design and aesthetics

Land development laws and regulations

Development Law
Forms, plot and expropriation, land readjustment, 
setback from the street, facade size, height

Regulation on Planned Areas

Standards about plot size and depth, standards 
about yard distance from the road, buildings 
depth and height, facade principles, construction 
standards, the effect of facades on the character 
of the area, number of floors and height

Directive on the Preparation of Spatial Plans
Standards about different area size, width of 
the pedestrian and vehicle ways, urban design 
guidelines

Istanbul Development Regulation
Forms, plot standards for yard distance from the 
road, construction standards

Special-purpose laws

Environmental Law
Sustainable development, protecting the envi-
ronment

Mass Housing Law Plot and expropriation, sustainable development

Tourism Promotion Law
Sustainable development, protecting the envi-
ronment

Law on Restructuring Areas at Risk of Natu-
ral Disasters

Plot, land adjustment, sustainable development, 
protecting the environment

Administrative laws

Metropolitan Municipality Law
Creating harmony within the plan, building 
facades, standards for streets and boulevards, 
standards for advertisements’ size and shape

Municipal Law
Standards for advertisements’ size and shape, 
land and house development, regular urbaniza-
tion.

Other legal tools
Architectural aesthetics committee’s princi-
ples

Deciding whether architectural projects express 
original ideas (According to the Development 
Law, relevant authorities can establish an ar-
chitectural aesthetics committee based on the 
guidelines set by the ministry)

Design guidelines Form, plot, width of streets, skyline

Figure 4: Articles related to urban design and aesthetics in Istanbul.

Legal tools in the case of Istanbul Relations between laws and regulations, and the eight factors  
established

None Partly

Land development laws 
and regulations

Development Law F2, F3, F4, F7, F8 F1, F5, F6

Regulation on Planned Areas F3, F7, F8 F1, F2, F4, F5, F2, F6

Directive on the Preparation of Spatial 
Plans

F1, F4, F7, F8 F2, F3, F5, F6

Istanbul Development Regulation F7, F8 F1, F2, F3, F4, F5, F6

Plan notes F3, F4, F5, F6, F7, F8 F1, F2

Special-purpose laws

Environmental Law F1, F2, F3, F5, F6, F7, F8 F4

Mass Housing Law F5, F6, F7, F8 F1, F2, F3, F4

Tourism Promotion Law F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, F7, F8 F1

Law on Restructuring Areas at Risk of 
Natural Disasters

F3, F4, F5, F6, F7, F8 F1, F2

Administrative laws
Metropolitan Municipality Law F1, F3, F5, F6, F7, F8 F2, F4

Municipal Law F1, F3, F5, F6, F7, F8 F2, F4

Other legal tools
Architectural aesthetics committee  
principles

F2, F5, F6, F7, F8 F1, F3, F4

Design guidelines F7, F8 F1, F2, F3, F4, F5, F6

Figure 5: Relations between laws and regulations on newly built environments and the eight established factors in Istanbul.
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demonstrates that most of these legal approaches give a gen-
eral description of these factors. For example, there are some 
general articles in the Development Law (Tur. İmar Kanunu)
and its provisions concerning scale, mass, facade design, colour 
harmony, and ecological landscape, all of which are related to 
Factor 1 (character and identity). Some of the other parameters 
can be found in the Directive on the Preparation of Spatial 
Plans, referred to as “design guidelines”. Similar references can 
be found in the special-purpose laws, administrative laws, and 
other legal tools. These brief appearances demonstrate the frag-
mentary nature of various provisions concerning issues of ur-
ban formal aesthetics, with no detailed statements about how 
the urban formal aesthetic for newly built environments must 
be created. In general, it can be said that there are no detailed 
legal tools related to urban formal aesthetics.

5 Conclusion

In the reconfiguration of urban spaces under neoliberal poli-
cies and priorities, changing urban features have been criticized 
for their lack of aesthetic quality. This situation, especially after 
the 2000s, has affected the newly built environments because 
the identity and texture of these areas were not taken into 
account in the plan. The concept of urban aesthetics has thus 
become much more important in this period. Although there 
are many studies concerning urban aesthetics, studies of urban 
formal aesthetics related to newly built environments are very 
rare. In this study, the most important factors affecting urban 
formal aesthetics have been determined using factor analysis, 
revealing which factors are lacking in the legislation and should 
be added to in order to regulate formal urban aesthetics in 
newly built environments. A comparison of these factors in 
the case of Istanbul demonstrates that there are fragmented 
articles inside different laws related to urban aesthetics, and 
that there are serious shortcomings concerning some factors 
in the legislation.

Moreover, this analysis demonstrates which factor components 
should be added in the legislation, and to what extent. Al-
though some of the parameters are general, others are detailed. 
These parameters, in accordance with their scope, can be incor-
porated into legislation at the national level, city/town level, 
and local level. The parameters “character and identity” (F1), 
“green design”  (F2), “protection of continuity and the natu-
ral environment”  (F4), “tall buildings”  (F5), and “consisten-
cy between plan-based and project-based development”  (F6) 
are generally issues at the national level that should be added 
to the Development Law and special-purpose laws. Parame-
ters such as “proportion, scale, hierarchy, dimension, diversi-
ty” (F1), “form of structures” (F3), and “building height / road 
width” (F5) should be added to the Development Law and its 

provisions at a general level, and “solid and void ratio in facade 
design, colour harmony, architectural motif ” (F1), “ecological 
landscape design, integration with the main pedestrian path, 
proper orientation of buildings, green areas, ecological ma-
terials”  (F2), “texture/pattern and materials”  (F3), “building 
height  / road width, controlling the effect of the predomi-
nance of tall buildings” (F5), “relationships between building 
groups” (F7), and “building interior design” (F8) are the sub-
jects of detailed local plans and related plan notes, as well as 
design guidelines and the decisions of architectural aesthetic 
commissions at the local level. The parameter “project-based 
developments, grid plan, compatibility of project-based devel-
opments with detailed local plans”  (F6) should be provided 
for in the Development Law. Likewise, “uniform mass hous-
ing” (F3) is a current problem that should be solved in the Mass 
Housing Law  (a type of special-purpose law) at the national 
level. The parameter “protecting the natural environment and 
ecosystem”  (F4) can be added to the Municipal Law at the 
national level. The parameters “urban identity”  (F1) and “re-
lationship between parcel and building, plot and surroundings 
identity” (F3) are issues at the city/town level that should be 
added to top-level land-use plans, local land-use use plans, and 
detailed local plans and their plan notes. However, most im-
portantly, there should be compatibility between these laws 
and regulations. Another important subject is the capacity, 
level, and planning and design knowledge of professionals in-
volved in planning and design processes. These should be con-
sistent with each other in giving instructions, implementation, 
and management. As the analysis has pointed out, scholars’ 
views in evaluating urban formal aesthetics are different from 
those of officials and designers.

These goals can be achieved by paying attention to and apply-
ing these parameters on both building design and planning 
scales in newly built environments. There is a significant need 
for the rearrangement of legislation, especially in the case of 
cities like Istanbul, which is Turkey’s most important econom-
ic, cultural, and tourism centre. The knowledge gained from 
the Istanbul case may be useful for other countries facing the 
same dynamic development processes in their cities.
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