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With the eruption of the conflict in Syria in 2011, Turkey started receiving Syrian 
refugees. Turkish people’s reactions towards these refugees varied from negative to 
positive which continues to the present day. For instance, “I don’t want Syrians in 
my country” (#Idontwantsyriansinmycountry) was a trending hashtag in Turkey 
on Twitter at the beginning of 2019. The hashtag was circulated after the post of a 
video that shows Syrians celebrating the new year in Taksim Square in İstanbul, 
waving flags of the Free Syrian Army, dancing, and chanting the name Syria. The 
hashtag reached 150,343 tweets in two weeks since its first use and elicited many 
negative reactions towards Syrian refugees (Erdoğan-Öztürk & Işık-Güler, 2020):

#idontwantsyriansinmycountry being a guest is only OK for a certain period, 
I think everyone is happier in his/her land, it would be indecent for us as 
their host to push them out forcefully. But everyone should go home (Er-
doğan-Öztürk, 2020, p.7).
#idontwantsyriansinmycountry While sons of the Turks die as martyrs in 
Syria by fives, Syrians give birth by fives in Turkey (Erdoğan-Öztürk, 2020, 
p. 7)
#idontwantsyriansinmycountry While I sit at home unemployed and think 
of my future, those men celebrate the new year, shame on them (Erdoğan-Öz-
türk, 2020, p. 6)

In contrast, there were also positive reactions from Turkish people. For instance, 
a Turkish woman described offering help after witnessing the deprived situation 
of a friendly Syrian women:

“Madina welcomed us in and offered us tea. I remember even now: all they had 
in the apartment was a couch, six tea glasses, a bag of clothes, and a kettle. They 
had nothing else! Nothing! We mobilized immediately and found everything they 
needed in a day or two” (Alkan, 2021, p.180).

Further, there was an increase in the number of Turkish families who applied 
to legal entities to adopt Syrian orphans (Uçtu, 2015). Additionally, various projects 
tried to foster positive relations between Turks and Syrians, and “Friendship Table” 
is one of these. Initiated by the Red Crescent, “Friendship Table” brings together 
Turkish and Syrian people to cook and share their traditional food. A Turkish par-
ticipant in the initiative said: “I’m very happy and proud to cook with Syrians and 
to keep our culture alive” (Boztepe, 2021). Further, in the first years of the Syrian 
conflict, 64% of Turkish people agreed with the statement that “Admission of Syr-
ians without any differentiation regarding their language, religion, and ethnical 
background is a humanitarian obligation on our part”. In addition, 53% of Turkish 
people defined Syrian refugees as their religious, Islamic, brothers (Erdoğan, 2015), 
and this was also communicated by the Turkish state.

As the examples above illustrate, there were both negative and positive atti-
tudes and behaviours of Turkish people towards Syrian refugees. My aim in this 
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dissertation is to describe and understand the variation in these positive and neg-
ative attitudes and the related behavioural intentions. Theoretically, I use the social 
identity approach (Reicher et al., 2010), intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), and 
intergroup threat theory (Stephan & Stephan, 2000), and empirically I examine (1) 
attitudes towards Syrian refugees and whether Turkish people make a distinction 
between positive and negative behavioural intentions, (2) key correlates that can 
explain these attitudes and intentions, and (3) conditions under which people have 
more positive or rather more negative attitudes towards Syrian refugees in Turkey. 
These three research questions relate to the “what” “why” and “when” of the atti-
tudes of Turkish people.

The “what” question concerns whether there is a difference in the feelings and 
processes behind attitudes towards refugees and non-Muslim minorities, as well 
as whether people differentiate between positive and negative behavioural inten-
tions towards Syrian refugees: “Are feelings towards refugees target-specific or do 
they reflect more general minority group attitudes, and can a distinction be made 
between positive and negative attitudes (RQ1)?

 The second key question is “why do people have positive or negative attitudes 
towards Syrian refugees?” (RQ2). The research on this question is concerned with 
identifying key social psychological correlates that are expected to be associated di-
rectly, and indirectly, with positive and negative attitudes of Turkish people towards 
Syrian refugees. Specifically, the focus is on national and religious identifications of 
Turkish people, their endorsement of multiculturalism, perceived outgroup threat 
and negative emotions, intergroup contact, and perceived similarities between 
Turkish people and Syrian refugees.

The “when” question relates to the qualifying (i.e. moderating) roles of some 
constructs in the associations that are investigated: “when are positive and nega-
tive attitudes of Turkish people more strongly or more weakly associated with key 
correlates?” (RQ3). Specifically, it is examined whether the association between 
endorsement of multiculturalism and feelings towards Syrian refugees depends on 
the strength of national commitment. Further, it is examined whether the associ-
ation between outgroup threat and attitudes towards Syrian refugees depends on 
endorsement of humanitarian concerns, on perceived descriptive social norms, and 
on whether Syrian refugee settlement is perceived to be temporary or permanent. 
Furthermore, it is examined whether negative emotions towards Syrian refugees 
play a moderating role in the association between injunctive norms (what is morally 
right or wrong) and support for Syrian refugees.

In examining these three broad questions, I try to contribute to the literature in 
three ways. First, most of the existing research on attitudes towards newcomers is 
on voluntary migrants (e.g. Ceobanu, & Escandell, 2010; Davidov & Meuleman, 2012; 
Voci & Hewstone, 2003; Ward & Masgoret, 2006), and research on attitudes towards 
refugees remains relatively scarce (e.g. Esses et al., 2017; Haslam & Holland, 2012; 
Pedersen et al., 2005). However, attitudes towards refugees and immigrants may 
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differ (De Coninck, 2020a; Gieling et al., 2011; Verkuyten et al., 2018a). For instance, re-
search shows that host societies tend to have less favorable attitudes towards immi-
grants compared to refugees (De Coninck, 2020a; Hatton, 2016) because immigrants 
are perceived as less deserving than refugees (Meidert & Rapp, 2019). Furthermore, 
people having to flee their country is often considered a humanitarian crisis: refu-
gees are perceived as a more vulnerable group than voluntary immigrants (Bansak 
et al., 2016) which could mean that humanitarian concerns are important for the 
way that host society members respond to refugees. My focus on attitudes towards 
refugees thus adds to our understanding of how this understudied and vulnerable 
group of migrants is perceived.

Second, the majority of the research on reactions of host society members to-
wards immigrants and refugees focuses on negative attitudes (e.g., Landmann et 
al., 2019; Lee & Fisk, 2006; Rucker et al., 2019). Considering the positive-negative 
asymmetry – which indicates that positive evaluations and intentions tend to differ 
from negative ones (Mummendey & Otten, 1998; Otten & Mummendey, 2000) – and 
the scarce studies on positive attitudes towards refugees, it is unclear whether 
the processes behind positive and negative attitudes are similar or not. Because 
there are both negative and positive reactions towards Syrian refugees in Turkey 
(Erdoğan, 2020; Human Development Foundation & Bilgi University Faculty of Com-
munication, 2020), I seek to develop a broader understanding of attitudes towards 
refugees by investigating both types of reactions.

Third, the majority of the research on attitudes towards immigrants and refu-
gees has been conducted in Western contexts (i.e., Western Europe, North America, 
Australia). There are only a few examples of research conducted in non-Western 
contexts such as the Middle East (e.g., Al-Srehan, 2020; Ceyhun, 2020; Tartakovsky & 
Walsh, 2016) and the Caucasus (Makashvili et al., 2018). Further, research conducted 
in Western contexts shows that perceived threat and a competitive setting (Land-
mann et al., 2019), strong national (Anderson & Ferguson, 2018) and ethnic majority 
group identifications (Vanbeselaere et al., 2006; Verkuyten, 2009a), economic decline 
(Coenders et al., 2008), and high numbers of immigrants are some of the important 
predictors of negative attitudes towards newcomers (McLaren, 2003; Semyonov 
et al., 2006; Kunovich, 2004). Additionally, frequency of contact (De Coninck et al., 
2021a; Tropp et al., 2018), superordinate identities (Bassett & Cleveland, 2019; Has-
bun-Lopez et al., 2019), and multiculturalism (Whitley & Webster, 2019) are some of 
the predictors of positive attitudes towards immigrants.

However, it is unclear whether these correlates of positive and negative attitudes 
towards immigrants generalize to non-Western settings, and the Turkish context in 
particular. Most of the literature on attitudes towards Syrian refugees in Turkey is 
descriptive and only a few studies have focused on correlates of positive and nega-
tive attitudes towards immigrants and refugees, such as intergroup contact (Aktaş 
et al., 2021), perceived realistic threat (Uysal & Çakır, 2020), and national belonging 
(Koçak, 2021). Turkey differs from Western countries in having a relatively fragile 
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economy with very high numbers of Syrian refugees creating competitive social 
situations (De Coninck et al., 2021b), and in being a relative collectivist country 
(Mango, 2004; Oyserman et al., 2002) with citizens having a particularly strong 
attachment to the Turkish nation and its self-defining national values (Konda Re-
search & Consultancy, 2010). In addition, Turkey does not grant refugee status to 
non-European asylum-seekers (Adalı & Türkyılmaz, 2020) which means that there 
is not a permanent non-Turkish immigrant minority group, and there are many 
perceived similarities (Islamic religion and culture) between Turks and Syrians. 
Thus, I want to contribute to the limited research on attitudes towards refugees 
that has been mainly conducted in western societies, and thereby contribute to 
the Turkish public debate and policies concerning the relations between Turkish 
citizens and Syrian refugees.

In this introductory chapter, I will first give an overview of Syrian refugees in 
the world, followed by a description of the Turkish socio-political context. Second, 
I will review the broader literature on attitudes towards immigrants and refugees 
that mainly focuses on the negative aspect of intergroup attitudes, and also review 
the mainly descriptive findings on the attitudes towards Syrian refugees in Turkey. 
Third, I will discuss the theoretical frameworks in relation to the what, why, and 
when questions. The ‘what’ question is concerned with the literature on generalized 
vs. target-specific prejudice and the positive-negative asymmetry; the ‘why’ ques-
tion relates to the social identity approach, intergroup threat theory, endorsement 
of multiculturalism, intergroup emotions, contact, and perceived similarity. The 
‘when’ question is also considered in terms of these theoretical approaches, and in 
addition to the endorsement of humanitarian concerns, group norms, and perceived 
temporary versus permanent residency of Syrian refugees. Fourth, I will give an 
overview of the empirical chapters in this dissertation and how these address the 
research questions. Finally, I will share my insights about the findings and the main 
lessons I attained from these empirical studies, and I will discuss some limitations 
and possible directions for future studies.

1.1.  REFUGEES IN THE WORLD

Migration is a continuing process that at times comes with peaks and is consid-
ered an important and sensitive issue around the world. Currently, the number of 
international migrants is estimated at around 281 million (United Nations Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights [OHCHR], 2022). The terms ‘migrants’, 
‘immigrants’ and ‘refugees’ are not always used in the same way, and the first 
term is sometimes used as incorporating the latter two. Migrant populations are 
extremely diverse, but all migrants have a place of origin. An immigrant is gen-
erally considered to be someone who “moves into a country other than that of his 
or her nationality or usual residence so that the country of destination effectively 
becomes his or her new country of usual residence” (United Nations Department 
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of Economic and Social Affairs [DESA], 1998). And a refugee is “someone unable or 
unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group, or political opinion”, and whose refugee status is approved (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2022a). An asylum-seeker is 
someone who migrates involuntarily and is waiting for approval of their refugee 
status (UNHCR, 2022b).

Every year there are around 4.1 million asylum-seekers in the world and as of 
mid-2020, there are currently 26.3 million refugees and 68% of these refugees come 
from Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Myanmar. Furthermore, 
refugees are concentrated in low and middle-income countries (DESA, 2021) and 
only less than 1% of the refugees worldwide are resettled in their country of origin 
(UNHCR, 2022c).

Since the outbreak of the civil war in Syria in 2011, the number of Syrian refugees 
worldwide has reached 5.7 million (UNHCR, 2022d). There is a number of Syrians 
that resettled in third countries such as Germany, Sweden, Austria, Greece, and the 
Netherlands (UNHCR, 2022e). Resettlement to third countries means that Syrian 
refugees obtain legal status eventually and can become integrated into the host 
country (European Union Commission, 2021). However, the majority of Syrians live 
in the neighbouring countries Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq (UNHCR, 
2022d), where they are not granted refugee status (Sadek, 2013), and also not the 
citizenship of the country they are living in.

Migration affects displaced people in various and profound ways and also has 
an impact on the relations between newcomers and members of the host societ-
ies. Various studies and reports indicate that negative stereotypes about refugees, 
discrimination against refugees, and conflicts between refugees and host society 
members occur (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights [FRA], 2016, 2019; 
Nwabuzo, 2018), and even more so when the status and future of the refugees are not 
clear (Hartley & Pedersen, 2015). Yet, there are also many people with positive atti-
tudes and who welcome immigrants and refugees (De Coninck et al., 2021b; Demp-
ster & Hargrave, 2017), and these are equally important to consider and examine. For 
instance, a public survey conducted in 2017 shows that 52% of Europeans and 39% 
of Americans want immigration to decrease, but also that one in five people agreed 
that immigration had a positive impact on their country (Dempster & Hargrave, 
2017). Furthermore, substantial numbers of people are involved in efforts and ini-
tiatives to help, support, and accommodate refugees and migrants (Bermudez, 2020).

Hence, examining attitudes and behavioural intentions towards refugees is a so-
cietally relevant issue, especially in the context of Syrian refugees in Turkey. Turkey 
is one of the unique contexts due to the influx of Syrian refugees: the number of 
Syrian refugees has increased from 148,000 to 3,763,000 in almost 10 years (UNHCR, 
2022f). In addition, Turkey is one of the countries where the majority of Syrian 
refugees neither has an official refugee status nor Turkish citizenship, and where 
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negative reactions are relatively widespread (Erdoğan, 2020). Yet, in Turkey there 
are also positive reactions towards Syrian refugees (Erdoğan, 2020; Human Devel-
opment Foundation & Bilgi University Faculty of Communication, 2020). For in-
stance, a national survey finds that 34% of Turkish people offered help to Syrians, 
35% think that Syrians are victims who escaped from war/oppression, and 20% of 
Turkish people think that Syrians and Turks are Muslim brothers (Erdoğan, 2020). 
However, 75% of Turkish people do not believe that they can live peacefully with 
Syrians in Turkey (Erdoğan, 2020), and only 12% think that Turks should strive to 
help Syrians integrate into Turkey (Human Development Foundation & Bilgi Univer-
sity Faculty of Communication, 2020). In addition, although 48.7% believe that none 
of the Syrians will return to Syria (Erdoğan, 2020), 65% want Syrians to actually 
return (Human Development Foundation & Bilgi University Faculty of Communica-
tion, 2020). Furthermore, 66% of Turkish people are worried about Syrian refugees 
becoming Turkish citizens and thereby also being able to decide about the fate and 
future of Turkey (Erdoğan, 2020).

Thus, there is evidence that Turkish people perceive Syrian refugees as a threat. 
A recent public survey demonstrates that 74% of Turkish people worry that Syrians 
will have negative effects on the Turkish economy and 65% are worried that Syrians 
are taking away jobs from Turkish people (Erdoğan, 2020). A different poll indicates 
that 59% of Turkish people believe that Syrian tradesmen do not pay taxes, and 76% 
think that Syrians receive a salary from the state (Human Development Foundation 
& Bilgi University Faculty of Communication, 2020). Furthermore, 71% of Turkish 
people think that Syrian refugees undermine Turkish culture, 46% think that Syr-
ians will not adapt to the Turkish way of living (Erdoğan, 2020), and 82% think that 
they do not have a cultural affinity with Syrians (Kınıklıoğlu, 2020).

1.2.  THE TURKISH SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT

In order to understand people’s reactions towards Syrian refugees, it is relevant 
to consider Turkey’s refugee policies and its minority populations. According to 
the 1923 Lausanne Treaty, the official minority groups of Turkey are the non-Mus-
lim communities (Türkmen & Öktem, 2013). Today there are around 2,500 Greeks, 
60,000 Armenians, and 21,000 Jews who all have been living in Turkey for centuries 
(United States Department of State, 2014). There is an ongoing discussion about their 
rights and entitlements and in Turkey multiculturalism is discussed in relation to 
the rights of these groups (Heper, 2007; Kaya, 2013), as well as of Kurds (Keyman, 
2012; Özkırımlı, 2014). However, more recent discussions about multiculturalism 
are also related to the accommodation of Syrian refugees (Gezer, 2019; Kirişçi, 2014; 
Koçak, 2021).

Turkey is at the crossroads of migration movements and historically has hosted 
various refugee populations (Kaya & Erdoğan, 2016). Yet, the asylum seekers that 
Turkey has hosted in the past either had Turkish kinship and were integrated into 
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the Turkish society or they were non-Turkish asylum-seekers who stayed in Turkey 
for a temporary period to be resettled to third countries or returned to their country 
of origin (Kirişçi & Karaca, 2016). As Turkey was part of the 1951 Geneva Convention 
and approved the 1967 Protocol on the Legal Status of Refugees with a geographical 
limitation, it granted refugee status and the right to asylum only to those coming 
from European countries (Adalı & Türkyılmaz, 2020). For instance, Turkey hosted 
50,000 Kurdish refugees in 1988 and 500,000 refugees coming from Northern Iraq in 
1991, but these people were not granted refugee status. The refugees that came from 
Northern Iraq returned to Iraq and only 14,000 of them stayed in Turkey and were 
eventually resettled to third countries (Kirişçi & Karaca, 2016). Today there are in 
total around 368,400 asylum-seekers coming mostly from Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, 
and Somalia who are waiting to be resettled to third countries (Erdoğan, 2020). 
This implies that Turkey did not have a permanent, non-Turkish, large group of 
immigrants until the Syrian refugees arrived.

Turkey and Syria share a border of 911 km (Erdoğan, 2020) and Turkey hosts a 
very high number of refugees from Syria (3.7 million) (UNHCR, 2022d). Living for 
400 years together during the Ottoman era, the two neighbouring countries have 
a long history of economic and cultural ties. Despite some conflicts such as the 
annexation of Hatay province in 1939 and water disputes, the two countries are 
similar in various ways. For instance, the great majority of the Turkish and Syrian 
populations are Muslim (Erdoğan, 2020). Additionally, in Turkey, there is an Arab 
population, especially in the cities close to the Syrian border who have family ties 
in Syria, and there is a Turkmen population in Syria (Sever, 2020). Furthermore, 
there are economic ties, especially on the Turkish – Syrian border. In the 2000s, 
Turkey and Syria established economic cooperation, initiated joint river water man-
agement, and increased trade and investment (Hinnebusch, 2015). Thus, there are 
similarities and connections between Turkey and Syria in terms of religion, culture, 
and economic interests.

When in 2011 the Syrian conflict started, Turkey accepted Syrian asylum seekers 
in trying to be an ansar (‘helpers’ in Arabic) and out of humanitarian concerns (Kaya 
& Kuyumcuoğlu, 2019). Turkey adopted an open-door policy that envisaged “accep-
tance to the country with an open border, no sending back to the country of origin, 
and the provision of emergent and fundamental needs of arrivals” (Konda Research 
& Consultancy, 2016). Upon arrival, almost all Syrians were settled in refugee camps 
at first (İçduygu, 2015) where they were provided with education and health services 
and with no restrictions on travel within Turkey (Adalı & Türkyılmaz, 2020). Yet, the 
Syrian asylum-seekers did not have any legal status and were considered “guests”, 
rather than “refugees” or “migrants” (İçduygu, 2015).

Although Turkey initially approached the Syrian refugee crisis as a temporary 
situation, later the country had to consider a more permanent approach to the re-
ception of refugees (Adalı & Türkyılmaz, 2020). The number of Syrians fleeing to 
Turkey increased in 2012 and reached 660,000, of which 450,000 were living outside 
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the refugee camps. Therefore, in 2013 Turkey established the Directorate General of 
Migration Management (DGMG) under the Ministry of Interior which became re-
sponsible for managing Syrian migration to Turkey, besides the DEMP. Furthermore, 
Turkey’s regulations do not enable Syrian refugees to apply for Turkish citizenship. 
The Regulation on Temporary Protection defines them as:

“The citizens of the Syrian Arab Republic, stateless persons, and refugees 
who have arrived at or crossed our borders coming from the Syrian Arab 
Republic as part of a mass influx or individually for temporary protection 
purposes due to the events that have taken place in the Syrian Arab Repub-
lic since 28 April 2011 shall be covered under temporary protection even if 
they have applied for international protection. Individual applications for 
international protection shall not be processed during the implementation 
of temporary protection” (Erdoğan, 2020, p. 6).

This means that Syrians have the right to stay in Turkey for an unlimited period 
of time and have the right to get an education, the right to work, and have access 
to health services, but do not in principle have a right to stay in Turkey as Turkish 
citizens. However, around 110,000 Syrian refugees were granted Turkish citizen-
ship through ‘exceptional citizenship’ (Erdoğan, 2022) which is granted to those 
who make an economic, scientific, cultural, or technological contribution to Turkey 
(Directorate General of Population and Citizenship Affairs, 2020).

Despite the legal restrictions, the majority of the Syrian refugees have started a 
life in Turkey. For instance, almost 98% of the Syrian refugees are scattered mostly 
in the cities bordering Syria and in the major cities such as Istanbul, Bursa, İzmir, 
Adana, and Mersin (Erdoğan, 2020). Although the conflict in Syria has de-escalated 
and between January and June 2021 only around 40,000 Syrians who fled from 
Syria arrived, the number of Syrians in Turkey is still increasing. Every year ap-
proximately 100,000 Syrian babies are born (Erdoğan, 2020), which means that there 
is a new generation of Syrians who have never been to Syria, and around 684,800 
Syrian children are enrolled in Turkish schools (only 13% of them attend tempo-
rary education centers; Erdoğan, 2020). Additionally, 31,185 Syrian refugees have 
been granted work permits (Human Development Foundation & Bilgi University 
Faculty of Communication, 2020), and approximately 1.2 million Syrians are work-
ing in the illegal labor market, like construction, production, and service sectors 
(Erdoğan, 2020). Overall, the very high numbers of Syrian refugees, their visibility, 
and their participation in Turkish society increase intergroup contact opportunities 
but might also fuel feelings of intergroup threat and competition. Indeed, a recent 
public survey shows a gradual change in the direction of more negativity in atti-
tudes towards Syrian refugees in Turkey (Erdoğan, 2022).

1
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1.3.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Many factors at different levels may be important for Turkish people’s attitudes 
towards Syrian refugees, including political, economic, and cultural conditions, re-
gional and city characteristics (e.g., diversity), intergroup settings (e.g., competition), 
and individual characteristics (e.g., open-mindedness). For example, more positive 
immigration attitudes may exist in larger cities compared to smaller cities because 
residents of smaller cities might perceive asylum seekers as a greater threat (Max-
well, 2019). Furthermore, males, lower educated people and politically right-wing 
oriented people tend to have more negative attitudes towards refugees (Cowling 
et al., 2019) than females, higher educated and those with a left-wing orientation 
(Albada et al., 2020).

It is not possible in the context of my research to empirically consider all these 
types of factors and conditions that can be conceptualized and examined at differ-
ent levels of analysis. Rather, I will focus on the key social psychological constructs 
of national and religious identities, group interests, intergroup contact, values, and 
beliefs, and perceived normative influences. These constructs are likely to be rele-
vant for understanding attitudes towards Syrian refugees in Turkey.

Theoretically, I will use various intergroup perspectives that can shed light on 
my three key questions of ‘what, why, and when’. Specifically, I will refer to the gen-
eralized vs. target-specific prejudice literature (Akrami et al., 2011; Bergh & Akrami, 
2017; Bergh et al., 2016; Duckitt & Sibley, 2007), the positive-negative asymmetry in 
outgroup attitudes (Buhl, 1999; Mummendey & Otten, 1998; Otten & Mummendey, 
2000), the social identity approach (Reicher et al., 2010), intergroup threat theory 
(Stephan & Stephan, 2000), intergroup emotions theory (Mackie et al., 2008), inter-
group contact theory (Allport, 1954; Dovidio et al., 2011; Pettigrew et al., 2011) and 
perceived similarity. Additionally, I will look at the role of endorsement of human-
itarian concerns (Nickerson & Louis, 2008), multiculturalism (Whitley & Webster, 
2019), and social norms (Cialdini et al., 1990).

The main reason for considering these various theoretical frameworks and fo-
cusing on various constructs is that my central aim is to try to provide a broad-rang-
ing understanding of Turkish people’s attitudes towards Syrian refugees, rather 
than to systematically test a particular theoretical model or set of theoretical propo-
sitions. In other words, the explananda of this dissertation are positive and negative 
attitudes that are studied from several social psychological perspectives and by 
considering various possible roles of several key constructs. In this way, I hope to 
contribute to an extensive understanding the diverse and complex ways in which 
Turkish people react to Syrian refugees, and when and why these reactions are 
less or more positive.

I will first discuss how I use the different intergroup perspectives for systemati-
cally examining my three questions. In doing so I will not discuss in detail the dif-
ferent theories or specific expectations. This will be done in the empirical chapters 
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and it would become repetitive to also do this here. So, in this introductory chapter, 
I will only introduce the different theories and related constructs and explain how 
I have used these in the different empirical investigations.

1.3.1.  The what question
Concerning the ‘what’ question (RQ1) – whether attitudes towards Syrian refugees 
are target-specific or general minority attitudes - I examine in Chapter 2 if there is 
a difference in the attitudes and related correlates towards Muslim Syrian refugees 
and national non-Muslim minorities, and in Chapter 3 I examine the distinction 
between positive and negative behavioural intentions.

1.3.1.1.  Generalized vs. target-specific prejudice
Understanding attitudes towards refugees benefits from an investigation into 
whether these attitudes are more generalized minority attitudes or rather tar-
get-specific. According to the literature on generalized prejudice, someone who is 
prejudiced towards a specific target minority group tends to be prejudiced towards 
other minority groups as well (Allport, 1954; Bergh & Akrami, 2017; Bergh et al., 2016; 
Duckitt & Sibley, 2007). However, generalized prejudice does not tend to explain all 
target-specific attitudes because of the differences between various minority groups 
(Akrami et al., 2011). For instance, a study conducted in New Zealand shows that 
people may feel less warmth towards a specific target group to the extent that they 
perceive this group as threatening, regardless of how much they dislike minority 
outgroups in general (Meeusen et al., 2017). Similarly, a study conducted in Bel-
gium shows that there is a common denominator of prejudice towards immigrants, 
Muslims, Jews and homosexuals, but that each attitude also has unique aspects 
(Meuleman et al., 2019).

For my research, this means that it is useful to examine the attitude towards 
Syrian refugees in comparison to the attitudes towards other minority groups in 
Turkey. This allows me to assess whether the former attitudes are target-specific or 
rather (also) reflective of a positive or negative orientation towards ethno-religious 
minority groups in general. To my knowledge, no research has examined attitudes 
towards both refugees and established minorities, such as non-Muslims (Greeks, 
Jews, and Armenians). There are a few recent studies in Turkey that investigate 
attitudes towards Syrian refugees and also attitudes towards other minorities such 
as Alawites, Kurds, and LGBT members (Bağcı et al., 2020; Taşdemir, 2019). Howev-
er, there is no comparative research on established non-Muslim ethnic minority 
communities in Turkey. Thus, I will examine whether the attitudes and their cor-
relates are similar or rather different in relation to Syrian refugees and non-Muslim 
minorities.

1
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1.3.1.2.  Positive and negative attitudes
The literature on generalized prejudice focuses on the associations between the at-
titudes towards different minority groups. However, strong associations do not have 
to indicate similar negativity, but might also imply similar neutrality or similar 
positive attitudes towards the various minority groups (Vanbeselaere et al., 2006). 
Therefore, I examine in Chapter 3 the distinction between positive and negative 
behavioural intentions as the conative aspect of attitudes. According to the posi-
tive-negative asymmetry in intergroup relations, positive evaluations may differ 
from negative ones (Buhl, 1999; Mummendey & Otten, 1998; Otten & Mummendey, 
2000), as these two involve different normative expectations and moralities. For 
instance, positive attitudes are concerned more with what one should do whereas 
negative attitudes may beget social concerns about the appropriateness of the atti-
tude and tend to involve what one should not do (Janoff-Bulman et al., 2009). There 
are rather few studies that examine positive as well as negative attitudes towards 
refugees (e.g., Tartakovsky & Walsh, 2016; Thravalou et al., 2020). However, opin-
ion polls indicate that Turkish people can have combinations of both positive and 
negative attitudes towards Syrian refugees (Erdoğan, 2020), making it relevant to 
study both. Thus, I will examine whether people differentiate between positive and 
negative behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees and whether important 
correlates of these attitudes differ.

1.3.2.  The why question
In order to understand why Turkish people might have positive and/or negative 
attitudes towards Syrian refugees, I will investigate both the correlates of these 
attitudes and constructs that as mediating mechanisms might account for the 
associations between these correlates and attitudes. Specifically, I will examine 
group identifications, endorsement of multiculturalism, frequency of contact, and 
perceived similarity as key social psychological correlates of attitudes towards 
Syrian refugees. Besides, I will examine national attachment, perceived threat, and 
negative emotions as mediators that may explain these associations.

1.3.2.1.  Group identifications
First, in Chapter 2 I examine whether national and religious group identifications 
are associated with feelings towards Syrians refugees residing in Turkey, and to-
wards national non-Muslim minorities. According to the social identity approach, 
group identification plays an important role in attitudes towards outgroups. People 
strive for a positive sense of social self and therefore are inclined to have a more 
favorable view of their ingroup compared to relevant outgroups (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). Furthermore, individuals with stronger group identification tend to view their 
ingroup more strongly as a reflection of themselves and will be more strongly com-
mitted to and emotionally involved in their group which can result in stronger 
intergroup bias (Ellemers et al., 2002; Hewstone et al., 2002).
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Various studies find that stronger ingroup identification is associated with more 
negative attitudes towards immigrants (Finell et al., 2013; Espinosa et al., 2018). 
However, according to the social identity approach, people identify with a range of 
groups and the meaning attached to group identities may differ depending on the 
intergroup context (Reicher et al., 2010). In order to understand what kind of group 
identifications are associated with positive and negative attitudes towards Syrian 
refugees, I will focus on the role of religious and national group identifications.

In one study it was found that a similar religious identity to refugees is associat-
ed with lower perception of economic and cultural threats among Muslims in West 
European countries (De Coninck, 2020b). Yet, studies examining attitudes towards 
an immigrant population with similar cultural values and beliefs are still scarce. 
I will examine whether stronger religious group identification is associated with 
more positive feelings towards Syrian refugees who are also Muslims.

Another important social identity relates to the national ingroup and there are 
several studies showing that higher national identification is associated with more 
negative attitudes towards immigrants, and refugees in particular (e.g. Cowling et 
al., 2019; Nickerson & Louis, 2008). There is also experimental research revealing 
that so-called blind patriotism is negatively associated with attitudes towards both 
refugees and immigrants, especially when the nation was made salient (Finell 
& Zogmaister, 2015). Yet, according to the social identity approach, the meaning 
attached to national identities may differ depending on the context (Reicher et al., 
2010). In Turkey, there are a few studies that have examined the association between 
national identification and attitudes towards Syrian refugees, and the findings are 
contradictory. While one study shows that stronger Turkish national identification 
is associated with more positive attitudes towards Syrian refugees (Koçak, 2021), 
another study demonstrates a negative association (Aktaş et al., 2021). In order 
to contribute to the research on the association between national identification 
and attitudes towards refugees, I will examine whether stronger Turkish national 
identification is associated with more positive or rather negative attitudes towards 
Syrian refugees.

1.3.2.2.  Endorsement of multiculturalism
In Chapter 2, I also examine the role of endorsement of multiculturalism as a possi-
ble correlate of attitudes towards refugees. Research shows that those who endorse 
multiculturalism tend to have more positive attitudes towards immigrant groups in 
western societies (e.g., Whitley & Webster, 2019), and also in non-Western contexts 
(See et al., 2020) especially when thinking about the broad goals of multicultural-
ism (Mahfud et al., 2018). As the main goal of multiculturalism is to affirm group 
identities, to accept outgroup members (Rattan & Ambady, 2013), and to create confi-
dence among people living in a plural society (Berry, 2006), someone who endorses 
multiculturalist values is likely to be more open to minority outgroups. Research 
conducted in Turkey showed that the spirituality of the Turkish people – a sense of 
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closeness to God - was associated with less negative attitudes towards Syrian refu-
gees through the endorsement of multiculturalism and social contact (Koçak, 2021).

This connection with ‘spirituality’ indicates that the meaning that is attached 
to multiculturalism in the Turkish context can differ from that in Western coun-
tries. The western discourse about multiculturalism can differ from how people 
in non-western countries understand what multiculturalism means (Guimond et 
al., 2014; Ng Tseung-Wong & Verkuyten, 2014) and whether it should be practiced 
in policies and everyday life, and in relation to immigrant groups. However, the 
endorsement of multiculturalism as a correlate of attitudes towards refugees has 
hardly been studied in Turkey and, therefore, I will examine whether Turkish cit-
izens who more strongly endorse multiculturalism have more positive feelings 
towards refugees.

1.3.2.3.  Intergroup threat theory
Chapter 3 builds on the second chapter by examining whether the association be-
tween national identification with behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees 
are explained by perceived intergroup threat. According to the group identity lens 
model, higher identifiers are more likely to see the world through the lens of their 
group identity (Turner et al., 1987; Verkuyten, 2009a). Further, according to social 
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), feeling part of an ingroup may increase sen-
sitivities about anything that might harm the ingroup. Thus, higher national iden-
tification may be associated with more negative attitudes towards immigrants, via 
stronger perceived threats (Badea et al., 2018; Caricati, 2018).

Yet, the majority of the research on the strength of national identification and 
perceived threat has been conducted in Western countries and generally only fo-
cuses on negative attitudes towards outgroups (Landmann et al., 2019; Lee & Fisk, 
2006; Rucker et al., 2019). There is little research on relatively more nationalistic 
non-Western countries like Turkey (Hercowitz-Amir et al., 2017). Turkey is a country 
where people are relatively strongly committed to the Turkish nation and demon-
strate strong national pride (Konda Research & Consultancy, 2010). This makes 
the Syrian refugee issue sensitive, as Turkish people may be concerned about pre-
serving the Turkish culture and identity, especially while hosting Syrian refugees 
who are perceived by the majority of the Turkish population as competitors and 
culturally dissimilar (Erdoğan, 2020). Thus, based on the group lens model, I will 
examine whether perceived symbolic and security threats mediate the expected 
association between national identification and behavioural intentions towards 
Syrian refugees.

1.3.2.4.  Intergroup emotions
In Chapter 4, I further focus on the association between perceived threat and support 
for Syrian refugees by examining whether this threat elicits negative emotions with 
the related negative action tendencies. According to intergroup threat theory, the 
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presence of immigrant groups can lead to perceived realistic and symbolic threats. 
While realistic threat relates to a group’s resources, welfare, and power, symbolic 
threat is concerned with a group’s religion, cultural, moral values, and worldview 
(Stephan & Stephan, 2000). Many studies show that both symbolic and realistic 
threats are associated with more negative attitudes towards minority groups in-
cluding refugees (e.g., Schweitzer et al., 2005; Silva et al., 2018), and with less support 
for granting refugees asylum (Von Hermanni & Neumann, 2019).

However, most of these studies have not examined threat-related emotions that 
are likely to be important for understanding why exactly perceived threat is asso-
ciated with more negative outgroup attitudes. Perceived threat is likely to trigger 
negative emotional reactions such as feelings of anger, fear, anxiety (Cottrell & 
Neuberg, 2005; Renfro et al., 2006), resentment, disgust (Mackie et al., 2000), and 
vulnerability (MacLeod & Hagan, 1992). According to intergroup emotions theory 
(Mackie et al., 2008), intergroup behaviours are driven by these sorts of emotions 
that are triggered by threatening outgroups. For instance, a study conducted in 
Germany shows that emotions that are elicited by perceived threats are correlated 
with more negative attitudes towards refugees (Landmann et al., 2019).

Yet, the associations between perceived threat, emotions, and attitudes are 
understudied in countries where there is an economic decline, high numbers of 
refugees, and high perception of competition over resources. In Turkey, there is to 
my knowledge only one study showing that negative emotions are associated with 
more prejudices towards Syrian refugees and higher support for policies opposing 
Syrian refugees (Erişen, 2018). There are no studies in Turkey that examine the 
mediating role of negative emotions in the association between perceived threat 
and support for Syrian refugees. Relying on intergroup emotions theory, I will ex-
amine whether higher perceived outgroup threat is associated with more negative 
emotions and, in turn, with less support for Syrian refugees.

1.3.2.5.  Intergroup contact theory and perceived similarity
In Chapter 5, I further examine important correlates of attitudes towards Syrian 
refugees by considering whether intergroup contact and perceived similarity are 
associated with social acceptance of these refugees, and if these associations can be 
explained by reduced threat perceptions. According to intergroup contact theory, in 
positive contact situations - such as with equal status of groups, intergroup cooper-
ation, common goal, and support from authorities (Allport, 1954) - intergroup contact 
is especially effective in fostering more positive intergroup attitudes (Dovidio et al., 
2011; Pettigrew et al., 2011). There are, for example, studies showing that positive 
contact is associated with more support for granting rights to asylum seekers in 
Israel (Hercowitz-Amir et al., 2017), and with less negative attitudes towards ref-
ugees (De Coninck et al., 2021a; Kotzur et al., 2018). Further, intergroup contact is 
found to improve attitudes towards refugees among Turks (Özaydın et al., 2021). Still, 
research examining the role of intergroup contact for positive attitudes is limited 
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and societal acceptance is not examined as a specific outcome. Hence, relying on 
intergroup contact theory, I will examine whether higher intergroup contact is as-
sociated with higher social acceptance of Syrian refugees.

Not only intergroup contact but also perceived similarity might play a role in 
outgroup attitudes. Many studies focus on the role of dissimilarity for negative 
intergroup attitudes (Brown & Lopez, 2001; Jetten & Spears, 2003), and according to 
similarity–attraction theory people are attracted more to similar others as these 
people confirm their worldview (Montoya et al., 2008). Also, as belief-congruen-
cy theory suggests, similarity in beliefs between ingroup and outgroup members 
trigger more positive intergroup attitudes (Rokeach, 1960). Research that examines 
perceived similarity in attitudes towards refugees is mostly conducted in western 
countries where the host societies and refugee groups are typically quite different 
culturally and especially in terms of religion (De Coninck et al., 2021b). For example, 
a study conducted in the Netherlands shows that perceived dissimilarity is associ-
ated with less positive attitudes towards refugees (Reches & Feddes, 2019), and this 
has also been found in other countries in relation to attitudes towards immigrants 
(Ford, 2011; Heath & Richards, 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2017).

To my knowledge, in Turkey, there is only one study that has examined shared 
Muslim identity as a form of similarity and superordinate identity for both Turkish 
people and Syrian refugees (Güler et al., 2022). Yet, there is no research that exam-
ines the association between perceived similarity, specifically, and attitudes to-
wards Syrian refugees. Considering the cultural proximity between Turkish people 
and Syrian refugees and their similar religion, perceived similarity may play a role 
in attitudes towards these refugees. Hence, I will examine whether higher perceived 
similarity is associated with more positive attitudes and behavioural intentions 
towards Syrians.

The reasons why intergroup contact and perceived similarities might be asso-
ciated with attitudes towards Syrian refugees are examined in various studies. For 
instance, a recent study on intergroup contact revealed that having friends with a 
migrant background decreases perceived threat and therefore predicts more posi-
tive attitudes towards refugees (De Coninck et al., 2021a). Intergroup contact is also 
associated with less social distance and more positive attitudes towards refugees 
through lower perceived threat (De Coninck et al., 2021a), and similarly vicarious 
contact is associated with less social distance through lower intergroup anxiety 
(Koç & Anderson, 2018). Also, intergroup contact is associated with fewer prejudices 
towards Syrian refugees through reduced perceived realistic threat (Çırakoğlu & 
Demirutku, 2020). Yet, the mediating role of symbolic threat in the association be-
tween intergroup contact and attitudes towards refugees is little studied in Turkey. 
Relying on intergroup contact theory, I will examine whether perceived symbolic 
threat mediates this association.

Furthermore, for intergroup similarity it has been found that higher perceived 
similarity is associated with lower threat feelings and to more intergroup inter-
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actions (West et al., 2014), and that interactions with similar others are associated 
with less stress than with dissimilar others (Dovidio et al., 2002; Pearson et al., 
2008; Trawalter et al., 2009). Yet, it is not clear whether, and what type of, reduced 
threat mediates the association between perceived similarity and attitudes towards 
refugees. I will examine the mediating role of symbolic as well as realistic threat 
in the expected positive association between perceived similarity and favorable 
attitudes towards refugees.

1.3.3.  The when question
Associations between social psychological constructs and intergroup attitudes in-
dicate which factors are relevant and important for understanding these attitudes. 
But the associations will hardly ever be the same independent of, for example, 
situations, circumstances, social norms, and perceived intentions of outgroups. 
For instance, whether people who differ in perceived threats also differ in negative 
attitudes towards refugees might depend on the level of diversity in their neighbour-
hood, regional immigration policies, local integration initiatives, the social norms 
of their community and family members, whether immigrants are considered to 
want to stay permanently in the country, and how strongly one is concerned about 
and committed to society. In some contexts, and under some conditions (e.g. high 
ethnic diversity; assimilation policies; negative social norms) those who perceive 
higher threat may respond more negatively towards newcomers than in other con-
texts and conditions (e.g., low ethnic diversity; multicultural policies; positive social 
norms). There are many possible factors at various levels of analysis that are likely 
to have an impact on the associations proposed and found. In my research I focus 
on four intergroup constructs that might play a conditional role in the associations 
discussed above: national commitment, humanitarian concerns, perceived social 
norms, and perceived residence intentions. Considering the possible moderating 
roles of these constructs can improve our understanding of when and for whom 
negative and positive attitudes towards Syrian refugees are more likely.

1.3.3.1.  National commitment
In general, commitment to national values and to Turkish culture is quite strong in 
Turkey (Konda Research & Consultancy, 2010). Turkish citizens tend to be proud of 
being a Turk and those who have a stronger sense of belonging and commitment 
are more focused on national interests and the value of Turkishness. National iden-
tification does not only function as a lens for perceiving the world but also as a form 
of group commitment that determines whether people are more likely to react more 
strongly towards outgroups (Verkuyten, 2009a). The ‘lens’ interpretation is in line 
with self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), while the ‘commitment’ one 
corresponds more with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In Chapter 2, 
I examine whether the association between the endorsement of multiculturalism 
and attitudes towards refugees depends on how strongly people feel committed to 
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the Turkish nation. This allows me to consider whether the role of endorsement 
of multiculturalism in the acceptance of newcomers differs for higher and lower 
national identifiers which contributes to the research that tries to understand for 
whom multiculturalism is related to positive or negative outgroup attitudes (Whitley 
& Webster, 2019). Various studies show that multiculturalism can be considered a 
source of threat to the status and self-defining values of the majority group (Ginges 
& Cairns, 2000; Verkuyten, 2005), but other studies find that multiculturalism is 
associated with more positive outgroup attitudes (Berry, 2006; Ward & Masgoret, 
2008). One possible reason for these different findings is that the participants in 
these different studies might differ in their sense of national belonging and commit-
ment. I will therefore investigate whether the association between endorsement of 
multiculturalism and feelings towards refugees depend on the strength of Turkish 
national commitment.

1.3.3.2.  Humanitarian concerns
The situation of refugees is often described and interpreted as a humanitarian crisis 
and research has shown that people who emphasize humanitarian concerns more, 
also tend to have more positive attitudes towards outgroups (McFarland et al., 2012). 
A stronger endorsement of humanitarian values appears to be an important reason 
for a more supportive and welcoming attitude. Additionally, a stronger endorsement 
of humanitarianism might interfere with the tendency of perceived threat to be 
associated with more exclusionary and rejecting attitudes towards refugees. In 
Chapter 3, I therefore examine the moderating role of endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns in the association between perceived threats and positive and negative 
behavioural intentions towards refugees.

According to the common ingroup identity model (CIIM), people may feel part 
of an overarching category which reduces intergroup bias and conflict (Gaertner 
et al., 1989; Gaertner et al.,1993). For example, people might identify with a super-
ordinate human category with implies that outgroup members are perceived as 
similar human beings with the related moral responsibility to help them (Nickerson 
& Louis, 2008). Some studies show that identification with humanity is associated 
with less support for collective action against refugees (Hasbun-Lopez, et al. 2019), 
and more support to help refugees through feelings of compassion and a sense of 
moral obligation (Bassett & Cleveland, 2019). Yet, these studies do not investigate 
the moderating role of the human level of identity and the important possibility 
that the endorsement of humanitarian concerns makes that perceived outgroup 
threats are less likely to be translated into negative attitudes towards Syrian ref-
ugees. Therefore, I will examine this possible moderating role of endorsement of 
humanitarian concerns in the associations between perceived threats and positive 
and negative behavioural intentions.
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1.3.3.3.  Descriptive norms
In Chapter 4, I further examine the conditional relevance of perceptions of threat for 
attitudes towards Syrian refugees by considering the role of descriptive norms. Ac-
cording to group norms theory, descriptive norms describe the common or normal 
actions of significant others and thereby indicate what is appropriate or effective 
(Cialdini et al., 1990; Cialdini et al., 1991; White et al., 2009). Some studies demon-
strate the role of intolerant social norms on negative attitudes towards minorities 
and immigrants (Visintin et al., 2020), as well as the role of hateful comments on 
donation behaviour towards refugees (Ziegele et al., 2018) and asylum-seekers (Louis 
et al., 2007). However, there is to my knowledge no research on the role of descrip-
tive norms conducted in Turkey as a society with relatively strong communal and 
family ties that are typical for a more collectivistic culture (Mango, 2004; Oyserman 
et al., 2002). Considering the strong emphasis on the importance of close social rela-
tions in Turkey, I will therefore examine whether the association between perceived 
threat and feelings towards Syrian refugees depends on negative descriptive norms 
of significant others such as family members and friends.

1.3.3.4.  Perception of temporary and permanent settlement of Syrian refugees
Finally, I examine in Chapter 5 whether the perception of Syrian refugee settlement 
matters for the association between intergroup threat and the social acceptance 
of these refugees. The settlement of Syrian refugees is a topic of societal debate 
with some Turkish people claiming that they will settle permanently in Turkey 
and others thinking that they will be temporarily located in the country (Erdoğan, 
2020). It is likely that if Syrian refugees are considered permanent settlers they are 
more easily seen as long-term competitors for scarce resources as well as exerting 
more influence on the Turkish culture and society. Further, research shows that the 
associations between perceived similarity and positive attitudes towards outgroups 
depend on the competitive context that ingroup members experience (Brown, 1984, 
Gaertner et al., 1989; Gonzales & Brown, 2003; Grant, 1993). A more competitive con-
text might trigger more negative attitudes towards outgroups (Blalock, 1967; Brown, 
1984; Schuleter & Scheepers, 2010).

The high numbers of Syrian refugees in Turkey, the economic situation of Turkey 
and Turkish citizens’ perception of Syrian refugee settlement as permanent or tem-
porary make it relevant to study the possible moderating role of settlement percep-
tions. Thus, I examine whether perceived threat is more strongly associated with 
less social acceptance of Syrian refugees when these refugees are considered to 
stay permanently rather than temporary in the country.

1.4.  EMPIRICAL CHAPTERS

In order to understand the positive and negative attitudes of Turkish people towards 
Syrian refugees, I conducted four empirical studies which are presented in Chapters 
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2 to 5 (for an overview, see Table 1.1). The three questions relating to the “what, why, 
and when” of the attitudes of Turkish people are examined in these chapters. The 
first question concerns the variation in attitudes: “Are feelings towards refugees 
target-specific or do they reflect general minority group attitudes and can a distinc-
tion be made between positive and negative attitudes?” (RQ1). The second question 
is “why do people have positive and negative attitudes towards Syrian refugees?” 
(RQ2), and the third question is “when do the examined constructs show a stronger 
or weaker association with people’s attitudes towards Syrian refugees?” (RQ3).

In Chapter 2, I examine attitudes towards Syrian refugees by comparing the 
feelings and correlates of these feelings towards Syrians and established minorities 
of Turkey: Jews, Armenians, and Greeks (RQ1). In doing so I investigate whether 
national and religious identifications are similarly associated with feelings towards 
refugees and towards these non-Muslim minorities (RQ2). I also investigate wheth-
er the strength of national commitment weakens or strengthens the association 
between endorsement of multiculturalism and feelings towards Syrian refugees 
and non-Muslims (RQ3).

Having found that national identification predicts more negative feelings to-
wards refugees in Chapter 2, I investigate in Chapter 3 whether perceived threat 
explains this association (RQ2). Also, I examine whether endorsement of humani-
tarian concerns weakens or strengthens the association between national identifi-
cation and positive and negative behavioural intentions (RQ3). By doing so, I further 
investigate the nature of attitudes towards Syrian refugees by comparing feelings 
towards them with the feelings towards non-Muslim minorities in Turkey (RQ1), 
and whether there is a difference in the related correlates of positive and negative 
behavioural intentions (RQ2).

Chapter 3 shows that there is an empirical distinction between positive and 
negative behavioural intentions, and in contrast to the large literature examining 
negative attitudes, I therefore focus on positive behavioural intentions in Chapters 4 
and 5. In Chapter 4, I investigate whether negative emotions explain why perceived 
threat is associated with lower behavioural support for Syrian refugees (RQ2). Also 
in Chapter 4, I examine whether descriptive norms strengthen the association be-
tween perceived threat and negative emotions (RQ3). In addition, I examine whether 
negative emotions explain why norms are associated with support for Syrian ref-
ugees (RQ2), and whether the association between norms and support for Syrian 
refugees depends on negative emotions (RQ3).
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In Chapter 5, I present 3 studies. The first one investigates whether lower per-
ceived threat statistically explains why intergroup contact is associated with social 
acceptance of Syrian refugees (RQ2). In the second study I investigate whether 
lower perceived threat explains why perceived similarity is associated with social 
acceptance, support for Syrian refugees’ integration, and actual helping intentions 
(RQ2). In Study 3 I investigate whether perceived similarity is associated with more 
social acceptance via lower threat when Turkish citizens perceive Syrian refugees 
as temporary rather than permanent residents (RQ3). Also, Chapter 5 examines the 
correlates of Turkish people’s social acceptance. While in Study 1, social acceptance 
- similar to positive behavioural intentions in Chapter 3 - refers to giving support 
and help to Syrian refugees as well as accepting them into one’s wider social circle, 
in Studies 2 and 3 it relates to Turkish people’ acceptance of Syrian refugees into 
their more private circles.

The data that I use in this dissertation are from surveys among self-identified 
Turkish adult citizens. The findings in Chapters 2 to 4 are based on a survey that 
we developed and for which the data have been collected by the research company 
‘Optimar’ among 605 Turkish citizens. A two-stage cluster sampling method was 
used from six cities in Turkey that vary in terms of the ratio of the Syrian popula-
tion. In Chapter 5, I additionally used national data collected by research company 
Konda with 2564 respondents as well as a survey conducted by Anar with 1949 
respondents.

1.5.  INSIGHTS

1.5.1.  The what question
In Chapter 2, I examined the nature of feelings towards Syrian refugees by compar-
ing these with the feelings towards the established minorities of Turkey: Greeks, 
Armenians, and Jews. The findings show that feelings towards refugees and 
these non-Muslim groups are negative and quite similar. Yet the feelings towards 
non-Muslims are slightly more negative than feelings towards refugees. Further, the 
associations between the feelings towards non-Muslim groups and Syrian (Muslim) 
refugees are substantial but not fully similar, because they share not more than 
50% of the variance. This implies that the feelings towards Syrian refugees and to-
wards the non-Muslim groups are connected but (in part) also empirically distinct. 
Additionally, both feelings differed in their associations with group identifications. 
While national identification was negatively associated particularly with feelings 
towards Syrian (Muslim) refugees, religious identification was negatively associat-
ed particularly with feelings towards non-Muslim minorities. These results show 
that Turkish people tend to make an intergroup distinction based on their social 
identities, namely national and religious. Overall, these findings further suggest that 
the attitudes towards refugees and established minority groups are connected but 
not fully similar: they are both negative but the processes behind these attitudes 
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appear to differ with different social identities playing somewhat different roles 
with respect to feelings towards refugees and non-Muslim minorities.

I also investigated whether there is a distinction between positive and negative 
behavioural intentions. Findings in Chapter 3 show that Turkish people do indeed 
make such a distinction and suggest that the processes behind positive and neg-
ative behavioural intentions are distinct. For Turkish citizens who more strongly 
endorse humanitarian concerns perceived threat was translated into less negative 
behavioural intentions. However, interestingly, when endorsement of humanitarian 
concern was strong, perceived threat was associated with less positive behavioural 
intentions. These findings imply that there is a distinction between positive and 
negative behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees.

1.5.2.  The why question
After finding out that higher national identification is associated with more negative 
feelings towards Syrian refugees in Chapter 2, I investigate whether it is also asso-
ciated with behavioural intentions, and if so why. The study conducted in Chapter 
3 revealed that stronger national identification was associated with more perceived 
threat and in return with more negative and less positive behavioural intentions. 
This indicates that Turkish people who have stronger national identification have a 
stronger tendency to perceive Syrian refugees as a threat which can translate into 
more negative and less positive behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees.

Chapter 4 shows that perceived threat was associated with negative emotions 
such as fear, anger, anxiety, and disgust, which, in turn, were associated with lower 
support for Syrian refugees’ rights. This suggests that Turkish people’s perception of 
Syrian refugees as spreading diseases, harming the Turkish economy, and threat-
ening societal values are translated into negative emotions, but these emotions 
only partly explained why perceived threat was associated with attitudes towards 
Syrian refugees. This indicates that there are other factors that account for the 
association between perceived threat and attitudes towards Syrian refugees.

In order to find out which factors are important for positive feelings towards 
refugees, I examined whether intergroup contact and perceived similarity were 
associated with higher social acceptance of Syrian refugees (accepting Syrian ref-
ugees into their private sphere such as sharing the same table with them, becoming 
friends with them and adding them as a friend on social media). The first study of 
Chapter 5 revealed that intergroup contact between Turkish citizens and Syrian 
refugees was associated with higher social acceptance of Syrian refugees through 
reduced symbolic threat. The second study of Chapter 5 showed that perceived 
similarity predicted not only social acceptance and support for Syrians’ societal 
integration but also self-reported actual behaviour, namely helping Syrian refugees. 
In addition, perceived realistic and symbolic threats accounted for the association 
between perceived similarity and social acceptance. These three studies indicate 
that those who have more frequent contact and who perceive Syrian refugees as 

1
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culturally more similar tend to experience less threat from Syrian refugees and 
therefore tend to accept Syrian refugees more into their private sphere. Thus, even 
in a country with a fragile economy and very high numbers of Syrian refugees, 
intergroup contact, as well as perceived similarity, are associated with more social 
acceptance through reduced perceived threat.

1.5.3.  The when question
Asking the ‘why’ question is important in understanding which relevant constructs 
are associated with positive and negative attitudes towards Syrian refugees. Yet, it is 
also important to ask when these associations are weaker or stronger. For instance, 
findings in Chapter 2 show that endorsement of multiculturalism is associated with 
more positive feelings towards refugees, but only for Turks with a relatively low 
national commitment. This implies that endorsement of multiculturalism does not 
always foster more positive attitudes towards refugees but rather depends on the 
strength of national commitment of Turkish citizens. Additionally, high identifiers 
may be more sensitive about their national culture and might perceive endorsement 
of multiculturalism as a threat to the national culture and identity.

Furthermore, Chapter 3 shows that for Turkish citizens who more strongly 
endorsed humanitarian concerns, perceived threat was less strongly associated 
with negative behavioural intentions. However, interestingly, when endorsement 
of humanitarian concerns was strong, national identification was more strongly 
associated with positive behavioural intentions through perceived threat, than with 
negative behavioural intentions. This suggests that in a context of perceived threat, 
endorsement of humanitarian concerns may backfire and that the moderating role 
of the endorsement of humanitarian concerns may work out differently for positive 
and negative behavioural intentions.

Additionally, in Chapter 3 I found that perceived threat was associated with less 
support for Syrian refugees, but in Chapter 4 this association was found to depend 
on perceived descriptive norms. For Turkish citizens who think that their friends 
and family members do not support Syrian refugees (negative descriptive norms), 
perceived threat was more strongly associated with negative emotions and, in turn, 
with less support for Syrian refugees’ rights. Furthermore, descriptive norms were 
not directly associated with negative emotions but moderate the association be-
tween perceived threat and negative emotions. This suggests that one’s perceived 
threat from Syrian refugees is confirmed and validated by the perception that one’s 
family and friends think the same, resulting in perceived threat being translated 
into more negative emotions towards Syrian refugees, and negative emotions being 
translated into less support for Syrian refugees.

In Chapter 5, I examined whether Turkish people’s perception of Syrian refugee 
settlement weakens or strengthens the association between perceived similarity 
and social acceptance. The findings show that those who think that Syrian ref-
ugees will permanently stay in Turkey perceive Syrian refugees as less similar 
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to themselves, experience more threat, and accept Syrian refugees less to their 
social circles. This suggests that Turkish citizens who perceive Syrian refugees 
as permanent settlers in Turkey see them more strongly as competitors. Further, 
the indirect association of perceived similarity with social acceptance through 
perceived threat was stronger for Turkish citizens who think that Syrians will 
stay in Turkey temporarily. This implies that for temporary perceivers, perceived 
similarity matters more for reducing perceived threat, and threat matters more for 
social acceptance of Syrian refugees compared to the Turkish citizens who think 
Syrian refugees will stay in Turkey permanently.

1.6.  LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS

My dissertation is one of the very first that has tried to provide a broad-ranging 
social psychological understanding of the positive and negative attitudes that 
Turkish people have towards Syrian refugees. The empirical chapters have made 
a much-needed contribution to the very limited research in Turkey, and to the liter-
ature on attitudes towards refugees more generally. However, as with all research, 
there are also some limitations that should be acknowledged and that provide di-
rections for future research. Here I will briefly discuss three general issues. More 
specific limitations of the various studies and analyses are discussed in the differ-
ent empirical chapters.

First, data for the four studies are based on surveys which has various strengths 
such as relatively large samples and suggesting plausible directions of influence as 
well as being able to examine the role of various possible correlates, mechanisms 
and conditions in attitudes towards refugees. The directions of influence that are 
tested were all theoretically based and in line with both experimental and other 
empirical research. Yet, using survey data has obvious limitations. For instance, it 
is not possible to make inferences about the Turkish population as most of the data 
(but see Chapter 5) is not based on random sampling but on a two-stage clustering 
method. Future studies could collect more representative data of the Turkish pop-
ulation. Furthermore, political ideology, educational and income level, region and 
various other demographic and sociological features were not considered. Future 
studies could include this sort of factors in the analyses and survey design, and 
examine their role in understanding Turkish attitudes towards Syrian refugees 
(e.g., Adam-Troian & Bağcı, 2021; Bağcı, et al. 2020; Koçak, 2021). In addition, experi-
mental and longitudinal designs could further test the findings in this dissertation, 
in particular to develop a better understanding of the – probably – various mutual 
directions of influence.

Second, this dissertation is based on the perceptions of Turkish people and I 
did not examine the perceptions of Syrian refugees, and also not the possible role 
of local circumstances such as neighbourhood, city, or region. Future studies could 
examine Syrian refugees’ perspectives and attitudes and use multilevel research 

1
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for examining situational features and their importance for intergroup relations 
between Turkish people and Syrian refugees. For example, differences in Turkish 
attitudes towards Syrian refugees at the neighbourhood or regional level could be 
investigated (Crawley et al., 2013; Gregurovic et al., 2019). In addition, cross-national 
comparisons between the Turkish context and similar non-western, as well as 
western, contexts could be made in order to assess how specific the Turkish context 
is for understanding positive and negative attitudes towards refugees, and Syrian 
refugees in particular.

Third, the literature on generalized vs. target-specific prejudice, the positive-neg-
ative asymmetry, the social identity approach, intergroup threat theory, intergroup 
contact theory, and group emotions theory are used in this dissertation. The main 
reason for using multiple theoretical frameworks is to try to provide a broad-rang-
ing social psychological understanding of Turkish people’s positive and negative 
attitudes towards Syrian refugees. My focus is on trying to understand these at-
titudes and not on systematically testing a particular theoretical proposition or 
single model.

Furthermore, these theoretical frameworks not only propose different roles 
for various constructs but also for the same construct, and this is reflected in my 
dissertation. For example, group identification, and also perceived threats, mul-
ticulturalism and social norms, are conceptualized in the literature on outgroup 
attitudes as predictors, mediators and moderators. For instance, group identification 
can function as a group lens determining perceptions and feelings (Turner et al., 
1987), but also as a factor that makes people less or more sensitive and responsive to 
threatening circumstances (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Similarly, the literature indicates 
that the endorsement of multiculturalism can be directly associated with outgroup 
attitudes, can play a mediating role, and that its relevance for outgroup attitudes also 
depends on the degree of national commitment (Whitley & Webster, 2019). These 
different conceptualizations and empirical findings indicate that specific social 
psychological constructs can work out in various ways and can play different roles 
for people’s attitudes. Higher group identification affects not only how one looks at 
the social world, but is also dependent on the intergroup setting, and further deter-
mines how one responds to specific situations.

Future research could also consider additional social psychological constructs 
and theoretical approaches that may further improve our understanding. Specif-
ically, constructs such as social dominance orientation, open-mindedness, and 
authoritarianism might also be important for Turkish attitudes towards Syrian 
refugees. Thus, future research can consider these and other constructs to further 
investigate the diverse and complex ways in which Turkish people react to Syrian 
refugees and when and why these reactions are less or more positive.
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1.6.1.  Policy implications
The findings of this dissertation hopefully provide relevant input and even sugges-
tions for public debates and policies in Turkey. First, this dissertation shows that 
although attitudes towards non-Muslim minorities and refugees are quite similar, 
the processes in the formation of these attitudes seem to be partly different as dif-
ferent group identifications - such as religious and national identifications - play 
different roles in these attitudes. Therefore, policies that aim to improve negative 
attitudes towards refugees will probably not simply transfer to improved attitudes 
towards non-Muslim minorities, and vice versa. Furthermore, Turkish people tend 
to make an intergroup distinction between “Turks” and “refugees” when they iden-
tify strongly with their national identity. In order to reduce the negative outcomes 
of this distinction – such as intergroup bias - policymakers may try to promote 
policies that aim to acknowledge cultural diversity and emphasize multiculturalism 
within a common Turkish nation. Yet, as this dissertation shows, endorsement of 
multiculturalism is associated with more positive feelings towards refugees only for 
lower national identifiers. For higher national identifiers, policymakers might take 
into consideration the possibility that emphasizing the positive aspects of cultural 
diversity and multiculturalism may not contribute to positive feelings towards ref-
ugees. Therefore, they may need to reassure higher identifiers that living together 
with refugees will not pose a threat to the Turkish people’s national identity and 
to the country’s unity.

Second, in order to reduce perceived threats from Syrian refugees, policymakers 
may want to try to foster a sense of commonality such as shared humanity that em-
braces both refugees and Turkish people. This dissertation shows that the endorse-
ment of humanitarian concerns weakens the association between perceived threat 
and negative behavioural intentions. Additionally, the findings indicate that a factor 
that weakens negative attitudes does not necessarily mean that it also strengthens 
positive attitudes. In fact, endorsement of humanitarian concerns did not weaken 
the association between lower perceived threat and positive behavioural intentions, 
probably because positive behaviour requires more personal effort or investment. 
Besides, policymakers could take into consideration the positive-negative asym-
metry and the different processes behind positive and negative attitudes, which 
means that a policy that aims to reduce negative attitudes does not lead to more 
positive behavioural intentions towards refugees.

Third, this dissertation shows that positive social norms are associated with 
more positive attitudes towards Syrian refugees, but this association depends on 
negative emotions. For this reason, in order for positive norms such as “We should 
be helping Syrian refugees” to be effective, policymakers could try to reduce nega-
tive emotions towards Syrian refugees, such as anger, fear, disgust, or anxiety. One 
way to do so is to reduce perceived threats about Syrian refugees, for example, by 
trying to question and challenge stereotypical perceptions of refugees spreading 
diseases, increasing the unemployment rate, or changing cultural values in Turkey. 

1
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Furthermore, this dissertation shows that perceived threat is translated into more 
negative emotions when there are strong negative social norms. Therefore, it seems 
important that these norms are addressed and replaced by more positive norms, 
for example, by presenting and discussing Syrian refugees as contributing to the 
Turkish society rather than posing a threat.

Lastly, this dissertation shows that perceived similarity is associated with more 
social acceptance, but less so in a competitive context. If people think that refugees 
will stay in Turkey permanently, they are likely to perceive more competition which 
may hamper the positive role of perceived similarity for social acceptance of refu-
gees. Therefore, it seems important to be open and clear about the fact that a certain 
proportion of refugees is likely to stay in Turkey permanently, and in view of this, 
it is important to create policies that emphasize the ways in which Syrian refugees 
can make different and valuable contributions to Turkish society and its economy 
and culture. This is not only important in the context of Turkey but probably also 
in other national contexts that are faced with the question of how to accommodate 
increasing numbers of refuges that will settle permanently in the country.
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CHAPTER 2

Comparing feelings towards 
Syrian refugees and  
non-Muslim minorities1

1

11 The data and related statistical syntax used in that chapter are stored in the faculty 
storage facility. A slightly different version of this chapter is published as Yitmen, Ş. 
& Verkuyten, M. (2017). Feelings towards refugees in Turkey: The roles of national and 
religious identifications, and multiculturalism. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 
48, 90-100. Şenay Yitmen co-designed the study, conducted the analyses, and drafted the 
paper. Maykel Verkuyten was involved in the study design and theorizing, and critically 
reviewed the manuscript.
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2.1.  INTRODUCTION

Worldwide there are currently some 21 million refugees who predominantly have 
fled to and live in neighbouring countries (United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees [UNHCR], 2022d). Hosting large numbers of refugees is a major challenge 
for receiving societies. It raises important political and policy questions and leads 
to strong public debates. Some sections of the public are likely to resist the accom-
modation of refugees, while other sections of the population will tend to support 
and help refugees to settle in. Various social psychological factors might underlie 
these individual differences such as intergroup contact (e.g., Cameron et al., 2006), 
perceived symbolic and realistic threat (e.g., Landmann et al., 2019; McKay et al., 
2012), and shared humanity (e.g., Nickerson & Louis, 2008). For example, authori-
tarian beliefs and perceptions of symbolic and realistic threats might drive unfa-
vourable attitudes towards refugees (Murray & Marx, 2013; Nickerson & Louis, 2008; 
Schweitzer et al., 2005), whereas equality beliefs and the endorsement of cultural 
diversity might underlie more favourable attitudes (Anderson et al., 2015; Perry et 
al., 2015).

The arrival of a great number of refugees implies increasing cultural diversity 
and social psychological research has examined the intergroup consequences of 
ethnic, racial, and religious diversity in terms of social categorization processes 
(Dovidio et al., 2009), group identifications (Verkuyten, 2006), and diversity ideol-
ogies (Plaut, 2010). The social identity perspective provides a coherent theoretical 
framework that emphasizes the role of group identification and ideological beliefs 
in intergroup relations (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner & Reynolds, 2001). Based on 
this perspective, the current study examines among self-identified Turkish citizens 
the associations between feelings towards refugees with national and religious 
group identification and the endorsement of multiculturalism (Morrison et al., 2010; 
Quezada et al., 2012). In so doing, we want to make a contribution to the scarce lit-
erature on attitudes towards refugees and to the social psychological research on 
multiculturalism that predominantly has been conducted in North America and 
Western Europe (see Deaux & Verkuyten, 2014; Guimond et al., 2014; Whitley, 2016).

For understanding the nature of Turkish people’s feelings towards refugees we 
make a comparison with their feelings towards national minority groups in Turkey. 
The reason is that feelings towards refugees might be specific or rather reflect more 
general feelings towards minority groups. Therefore, we compared the feelings 
towards refugees with those towards the three officially recognized non-Muslim 
minority groups in Turkey, namely the Greeks, Jews, and Armenians (Türkmen & 
Öktem, 2013).

2.1.1.  Group identifications
Social identity theory argues that individuals tend to show intergroup bias in which 
they favor ingroup members over outgroup members (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social 
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identities are defined in comparative terms and groups that differ on a particular 
categorization dimension (e.g., religion, ethnicity, nationality) are appropriate out-
groups. Intergroup bias occurs within a specific category and in relation to a specific 
comparison group (e.g., nationals vs. non-nationals; religious vs. non-religious). Bias 
is especially likely for higher ingroup identifiers who view their group as an import-
ant reflection of the self and therefore are motivated to think and act in their group’s 
best interest. And under conditions of perceived outgroup threat, group identifiers 
tend to show not only ingroup positivity but also outgroup negativity. There is a 
substantial body of research in support of this theoretical reasoning (see Ellemers 
et al., 2002; Hewstone, et al., 2002). Group members who more strongly identify 
with their ingroup are more likely to have negative attitudes towards relevant and 
threatening outgroups.

While some parts of the Turkish society are supportive towards Syrian refugees 
(Erdoğan, 2015; European Commission Against Racism and Intolerance [ECRI], 2011; 
Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016), there also are intergroup tensions in commu-
nities hosting Syrian refugees (İdiz, 2015; Özden, 2013; Yalçın, 2014). Public surveys 
indicate that Syrians are often seen as a symbolic and realistic threat to the country 
(Orhan, 2014; Özden, 2013), and 86% of the Turkish people want the government to 
stop the intake of refugees and 30% support the view that refugees should be sent 
back to their home country (The Center for Economics and Foreign Policy Studies, 
2014). Therefore, it can be expected that stronger national identification is associ-
ated with more negative attitudes towards non-national Syrian refugees, but not 
necessarily towards the established national minority g roups.

Research on the worldview-conflict and religious values conflict proposition 
demonstrates that dissimilar values, beliefs, and morals between groups contrib-
ute to outgroup rejection (Brandt et al., 2015; Brandt & Van Tongeren, 2017). People 
seek to affirm the validity of their own beliefs and worldviews and therefore tend 
to reject groups whose beliefs and worldviews are dissimilar to their own. This 
has been found among individuals high and low on measures of religious identity 
(Brandt & Van Tongeren, 2017), but the rejection is stronger among those with stron-
ger religious group identification. This leads to the hypothesis that higher Muslim 
identifiers will be more negative towards non-Muslim national minorities but not 
towards Muslim refugees.

Additionally, we explored whether the interaction between national identifi-
cation and religious group identification predicts outgroup attitudes. Research on 
social identity complexity (Roccas & Brewer, 2002) has shown that the combina-
tion of relatively strong ethnic and strong religious group identifications implies 
a simplified or exclusive identity structure that is related to less positive outgroup 
attitudes (Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2012). Individuals with a relatively simplified 
structure perceive a strong overlap and interrelation among their identities which 
strengthens the distancing from outgroup members and increases the cognitive 
basis of ingroup bias (Brewer & Pierce, 2005).

2
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2.1.2.  Multiculturalism
Social identity theory emphasized from the start the role of ideological beliefs in 
relation to minority groups (Tajfel, 1978, 1981). The theory argues that an account of 
intergroup relations needs to examine the beliefs that people use “to make sense of, 
explain, justify, and rationalize their intergroup relations” (Turner & Reynolds, 2001, 
p. 147). Multicultural ideology is about group identities and intergroup relations and 
research has examined its intergroup consequences from a social identity perspec-
tive (e.g., Verkuyten, 2006). Yet, multiculturalism is a difficult and controversial issue 
and there are various understandings. In general, multiculturalism views cultural 
groups as a valuable source of difference between people which should not be ig-
nored but rather celebrated (Rattan & Ambady, 2013). Multiculturalism combines 
the recognition of minority identities with the advancement of intergroup equal-
ity (Hahn et al., 2015), but there are country differences in the specific forms that 
multiculturalism takes (Guimond et al., 2014; Ng Tseung-Wong & Verkuyten, 2014).

In Turkey, multiculturalism is typically discussed with regard to the rights of 
the Kurds (Keyman, 2012; Özkırımlı, 2014) and of non-Muslim minority communities 
(Heper, 2007; Kaya, 2013). Furthermore, there is increased discussion about the equal 
rights of Syrian refugees in relation to employment, education, and cultural practic-
es (Kirişçi, 2014). According to a survey research, 64% of the Turkish people agrees 
that cultural minorities in Turkey should be able to maintain their own traditions, 
and 70% indicates that newcomers should adapt to the majority’s culture but should 
also be able to maintain their heritage culture (Çarkoğlu & Kalaycıoğlu, 2013). Ma-
jority members endorsing multiculturalism tend to be more accepting and positive 
towards minority outgroups (see Deaux & Verkuyten, 2014; Rattan & Ambady, 2013; 
Whitley, 2016, for reviews). Thus, we expected stronger endorsement of multicul-
turalism to be associated with more positive feelings towards both Syrian refugees 
and non-Muslim national minority groups. Yet, these expected associations are 
likely to differ for lower and higher national identifiers and for lower and higher 
religious identifiers.

Research has demonstrated that majority group members can perceive multi-
culturalism as a source of threat to their own values and dominant position (Ginges 
& Cairns, 2000; Verkuyten, 2005). High ingroup identifiers are more likely to show 
group-level responses relative to the responses of low identifiers, especially under 
conditions of threat (Ellemers et al., 2002; Hewstone et al., 2002). For example, highly 
identified majority group members have been found to support hierarchical in-
tergroup relations more when their perceived ingroup’s interests, status, or core 
values are threatened (Morrison & Ybarra, 2009; Morrison et al., 2009). Multicultur-
alism calls for a more equal and culturally heterogeneous society and this might be 
threatening or relatively high national and high religious majority group identifiers 
(Morrison et al., 2010; Verkuyten, 2005). Furthermore, in Turkey higher compared to 
lower national identifiers are more concerned about state unity and anything that 
might undermine this unity, such as minority cultural demands (Bilali, 2014; Çelebi, 
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et al., 2014). Additionally, for many Turkish people, there is a very strong association 
between Muslim group identification and Turkish identity (e.g., Bilali, 2014; Çelebi, 
et al., 2015). This means that for higher national identifiers and for higher religious 
identifiers, multiculturalism might not have beneficial effects on outgroups and 
thus is not associated with more positive feelings towards refugees and minority 
outgroups. In contrast, for lower national identifiers and for lower religious identi-
fiers, stronger endorsement of multiculturalism can be expected to be associated 
with more positive outgroup feelings. Thus, we predicted that stronger support for 
diversity and preserving cultural identities (multiculturalism) will be relevant for 
feelings towards Syrian refugees and non-Muslim minorities for lower national 
identifiers and for lower religious identifiers, but not for higher national identifiers 
and higher religious identifiers.

2.1.3.  Refugees and non-Muslim minorities in Turkey
For years, Turkey has been an attractive route for refugees and asylum-seekers 
who escaped conflicts and wars in Iraq and Syria. Turkey has declared an open-
door policy for these refugees and provides them temporary protection since April 
2011 (Krajeski, 2012). Currently, there are around 3.7 million Syrian refugees in the 
country, making Turkey the largest host of Syrian refugees in the world (UNHCR, 
2022d). However, Turkey does not grant Syrians a refugee status which would imply 
legal rights (Başak, 2011). Turkey follows an open-door policy and for humanitarian 
reasons accepts Syrian refugees as guests upon their arrival (Orhan, 2014). Syrian 
refugees receive temporary protection status by which they are not required to 
get a visa to come to Turkey and will not be deported to Syria (Krajeski, 2012). Yet, 
these people are referred to as refugees in the media, in daily conversations, and in 
politics. It is estimated that no more than 1.5% of the Syrian refugees live in refugee 
camps and the others live in almost all the cities of Turkey (Erdoğan, 2022).

Public opinion research shows that the reactions of Turkish people towards 
Syrian refugees vary (Erdoğan, 2015; Orhan, 2014; Özden, 2013). Some studies indi-
cate that Turkish people think that accepting Syrian refugees is a humanitarian 
duty (Erdoğan, 2015) and that some Turkish people have positive attitudes towards 
refugees (Erdoğan, 2015; ECRI, 2011; Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016). However, 
refugees themselves do not only indicate that they are thankful for the support 
and hospitality that they receive from Turkish people (International Crisis Group, 
2016; Kocalar, 2017), but also report facing aggression, hostility, and a failure to take 
account of their specific needs (ECRI, 2011).

In order to understand the feelings of Turkish people towards (Syrian) refugees 
who are predominantly Muslim, we make a comparison with the feelings towards 
Greeks, Jews, and Armenians as the three main established non-Muslim minority 
communities of Turkey. According to the 1923 Lausanne Treaty, these three com-
munities are the only officially recognized minority groups in Turkey (Türkmen & 
Öktem, 2013) and we used these target groups to be able to determine whether Turk-
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ish people’s feelings towards Syrian refugees are specific or rather more reflective of 
general minority feelings. Furthermore, multiculturalism in Turkey is discussed in 
relation to the rights of the non-Muslim minorities (Heper, 2007; Kaya, 2013) which 
makes it interesting to also focus on these minority communities. Since we focus 
on non-Muslim minorities and because the Kurdish question in Turkey is politically 
sensitive, we did not ask people about their feelings towards Kurds.

Examining the feelings towards Greeks, Jews, and Armenians allow us to assess 
whether the outgroup feelings are specific towards refugees or rather more general 
towards minority groups. It is possible that established minority groups living in 
Turkey elicit similar outgroup feelings, but it might also be the case that the feelings 
towards refugees differ. For example, familiarity with established minority groups 
due to mass media and actual contacts with these groups might make the feelings 
of Turkish people towards these groups more positive than towards refugees (Petti-
grew & Tropp, 2006). Moreover, this comparison allows us to examine whether sim-
ilar processes of group identification are involved in the feelings towards refugees 
and minority communities. More specifically, Turks with relatively high national 
identification might be less positive towards non-Turkish refugees than towards 
established Greek, Armenian, and Jewish Turkish communities. In contrast, Turks 
with relatively strong Muslim group identification might be more positive towards 
Muslim refugees than towards the non-Muslim minority communities in Turkey. 
In addition, the endorsement of multiculturalism might differ in its importance for 
the feelings towards refugees and national minority groups that have a history of 
living in Turkey.

2.1.4.  To summarize
Using survey data among a relatively large sample of Turkish people we will first 
examine to what extent feelings towards the predominantly Muslim refugees in 
Turkey are similar or different from the feelings towards the non-Muslim Greek, Ar-
menian, and Jewish national minorities of Turkey. Second, we investigate whether 
the feelings towards refugees are related to national and religious group identifica-
tions and to the endorsement of multiculturalism and whether these associations 
are similar to the feelings towards the non-Muslim national minorities. Third, we 
examine whether the associations between the endorsement of multiculturalism 
and feelings towards refugees and non-Muslim minorities are moderated by na-
tional or religious group identifications.

In our statistical analyses, we will control for regular demographic character-
istics that might be associated with the different constructs and therefore might 
be responsible for the associations found. Specifically, we considered age, gender, 
ethnic group, and city, whereby the latter served as a proxy for the opportunity of 
intergroup contact with Syrian refugees. Intergroup contact is important to consid-
er because it has been found to be associated with outgroup feelings (Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2006). Contact can be positive but also negative and therefore can result in 
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more positive or rather more negative attitudes (Graf et al., 2014). Thus, those who 
live in the cities where there is a relatively high number of Syrian refugees might 
have more positive or more negative feelings towards Syrian refugees because they 
have more opportunities for positive and negative contact.

2.2. METHOD

2.2.1.  Participants
The study was conducted by the research company Optimar in May and June 2015 
among 605 Turkish Muslim participants between 18 and 81 years of age (M = 39.6, 
SD = 14.4). The addresses of the participants were selected by the Turkish Statisti-
cal Institute from six cities in Turkey. There are seven regions in Turkey and the 
selected cities are the largest ones of the four regions that vary in the ratio of the 
Syrian population. The data are from community samples gathered by a two-stage 
clustering method. The first stage involved clusters that were composed of 100 
addresses that were selected by applying probability proportional to size by taking 
into account the sample size and the number of addresses in each cluster. In the 
second stage, 10 addresses were selected by systematic sampling from each cluster 
in the sample. The respondents came from Istanbul (33.4% of participants), Antalya 
(22.3%), Gaziantep (13.7%), Adana (13.4%), Samsun (8.9%), and Kilis (8.3%). These cities 
differ in the ratio of the Syrian refugee population with Samsun and Antalya having 
a relatively low number of Syrian refugees (0.1% and 0.5%, respectively), Adana and 
Istanbul having a somewhat higher ratio of Syrian refugees (2.5% and 2.6%, re-
spectively), and Gaziantep and Kilis having a relatively high number of Syrian 
refugees (14% and 41%, respectively) (Directorate General of Migration Management, 
2017; Turkish Statistical Institute, 2006). Of the participants, 43.6% were male and 
56.4% were female. Furthermore, 87.6% self-identified as Turks, 6.9% as Kurds, 1.5% 
as Arabs, 0.8% as Zaza, and 3.1% was from other ethnic groups. The respondents 
participated in the survey voluntarily and after providing informed consent and 
a survey-taker administered the paper-and-pencil questionnaires in the houses of 
the participants. It took about 20–25 min to complete the questionnaire.

2.2.2.  Measures
Outgroup feelings were measured with the well-known feeling thermometer that 
has been validated and used in many studies (e.g., Cairns et al., 2006; Verkuyten, 
2005). The respondents were asked to indicate their feelings towards the different 
minority groups on a scale from 0 to 100. The introduction was:

Please use the feeling thermometer to indicate whether you have positive or neg-
ative feelings towards the Syrian refugees, the non-Muslim communities of Turkey 
(Greeks, Jews, and Armenians), and the refugees in Turkey other than Syrians. 
While 50 degrees represent neutral feelings, markings above 50 represent positive 
or warm feelings and markings below 50 represent cold or negative feelings.
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Religious group identification was measured with three items that reflect the 
importance of religion for Turkish national identity: “I strongly identify with people 
of my religion”, “My religion gives me the feeling that I am a member of the Turkish 
state”, “My religion is what keeps Turkey united”. All items were rated on a 5-point 
scale (1 = certainly not agree and 5 = certainly agree). An average score of these 
items was computed (α = .85).

National identification was measured by three items that focus on Turkish citi-
zenship and that have been used in previous studies (e.g., Çelebi et al., 2014; Verkuy-
ten & Yıldız, 2007): “I am proud to be a citizen of Turkey”, “Being a citizen of Turkey 
is an important part of who I am”, “I strongly feel that I am a citizen of Turkey”. All 
items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = certainly not agree to 5 = certainly agree). 
An average score of these items was computed (α = .91).

Table 2.1.  Percentages, mean scores, and standard deviations for the thermometer ratings 
of the five outgroups

Thermometer Ratings

Outgroups  0 10-40  50 60-90  100  M  SD

Greeks 34.2% 30.2% 19.1% 13.9%  2.5%  27.8a 27.7

Jews 41.8% 34.5% 13.6%  8.3%  1.8%  22.1b 26.0

Armenians 42.5% 32.4% 13.7%  9%  2.3%  21.3b 26.9

Syrian refugees 31.3% 41.7% 15.4%  8.7%  2.8%  24.9c 26.6

Non-Syrian refugees 22.0% 46.6% 19.5%  9.1%  2.8%  28.9a 26.0

Note. Mean scores with different superscripts differ significantly (p < .02) from each other.

Factor analysis with maximum likelihood extraction and oblimin rotation 
showed that the national identification and religious group identification items 
formed two distinct empirical constructs. National identification items loaded high 
on the first factor (> .78; on the second factor highest load = .09) that explained 55.7% 
of the variance, and the religious identification items loaded high on the second 
factor (> .70; highest load on the first factor = .06) that explained 25.8% of the vari-
ance.

Endorsement of multiculturalism was measured with three items taken from 
previous research (e.g., Levin et al., 2012): “Immigrant parents must encourage their 
children to retain the culture and traditions of their homeland”, “A society with 
different ethnic and cultural groups can better address its societal problems”, “We 
should help ethnic and cultural minorities to preserve their cultural heritage in 
Turkey”. All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = certainly not agree to 5 = cer-
tainly agree). An average score of these items was computed (α = .72).
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2.3.  RESULTS

A one-sample t-test showed that the mean score of national identification (M = 4.29, 
SD = .76) was significantly above the neutral mid-point of the scale, t(597) = 41.66, 
p < .001. The mean score of religious group identification (M = 3.87, SD = .91) also 
was above the neutral mid-point of the scale, t(598) = 23.46 p < .001. Thus, on aver-
age respondents had relatively strong national and religious group identifications 
whereby the former was stronger than the latter, t(592) = 10.53, p < .001. Furthermore, 
national and religious identifications were positively associated (r = .37, p < .001). 
The average endorsement of multiculturalism (M = 3.28, SD = .89) was around the 
midpoint of the scale, t(590) = 7.77, p < .001, and this endorsement was not associated 
with national identification (r = .01), and was associated negatively with religious 
group identification (r = -.10, p = .019).

2.3.1.  Feelings towards different outgroups
Table 2.1 shows the percentages and mean scores for the feelings towards the differ-
ent target groups. One-sample t-tests indicated that the feelings towards all target 
groups were significantly (ps < .001) below the neutral mid-point of the scale (50), 
indicating quite strong negative feelings towards all outgroups. In general, around 
64% to 76% of the sample reported negative feelings (< 50). More than 40% of the 
participants reported the strongest negative feelings (0 degree) towards Jews and 
Armenians, and this was the case for more than 30% in relation to Greeks and 
Syrian refugees.

A repeated measures analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted with the 
five groups’ ratings as a repeated measures factor. This analysis yielded a significant 
within-subjects effect for group ratings, F(4, 598) = 18.523, p < .001, partial η2 = .030. 
The least negative feelings were towards the non-Syrian refugees in Turkey. The 
second least negative feelings were towards the Greek community, followed by 
feelings towards the Syrian refugees, the Jewish community, and the Armenian 
community. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons (Bonferroni) showed that there were 
statistically significant differences between the Syrian refugees and all the other 
target groups (ps < .02). The feelings towards Syrian refugees were more negative 
than towards non-Syrian refugees and the Greeks, and less negative than the feel-
ings towards the Armenians and the Jews. Furthermore, the feelings towards the 
non-Syrian refugees were less negative than towards the Jews and Armenians but 
similar as towards the Greeks. The feelings towards the Jews and Armenians were 
equally negative and significantly more negative than towards all the other groups.
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As shown in Table 2.2 there were relatively high correlations between the feel-
ings towards the various target groups. In particular, the associations between the 
three non-Muslim national minority groups and the association between the two 
Muslim refugee groups were high (>.70). In order to reduce the number of outcome 
variables and because of these relatively high correlations, factor analyses with 
maximum likelihood extraction and oblimin rotation were conducted. The feelings 
towards the three non-Muslim communities (Greeks, Jews, and Armenians) loaded 
on one factor (explaining 60.51% of the variance; lowest factor loading = .85; highest 
factor loading on the second factor = .10), and the feelings towards Syrian refugees 
and non-Syrian refugees loaded on a second factor (explaining 26.27% of the vari-
ance; lowest factor loading = .73; highest factor loading on the second factor = .09). 
The feelings towards the three non-Muslim communities formed a reliable scale 
(α = .93) and the average feelings were negative (M = 23.70, SD = 25.07) with 45% 
of the sample indicating very negative feelings (< 10) and 77.5% indicating nega-
tive feelings (< 50). The two items for the refugee groups also had high reliability 
(α = .83) and the average feeling towards these groups was also negative (M = 26.83, 
SD = 24.27) with 38% indicating very negative feelings (< 10) and around 3 in 4 re-
spondents scoring on the negative side of the scale (< 50). The feeling scores for the 
two outgroups were moderately associated (r = .35, p < .001).

2.3.2.  Feelings towards refugees
A sequential regression analysis was conducted with feelings towards refugees as 
the predicted outcome variable. In a first step the demographic control variables age, 
gender, ethnicity (Turkish as reference category), and city of residence (Istanbul as 
reference category) as a proxy for the opportunity of intergroup contact with Syrian 
refugees, were entered. In a second step national identification, religious identifi-
cation, and endorsement of multiculturalism were entered (all centered scores). In 
a third step, the interactions between national identification and religious identifi-
cation; national identification and endorsement of multiculturalism; and religious 
identification and endorsement of multiculturalism were added.

As shown in Table 2.3 the regression equation in Step 1 accounted for 11% of the 
variance. Self-identified non-Turkish respondents had more negative feelings than 
Turkish respondents, and residents of Antalya, Adana, Samsun, and Kilis had more 
positive feelings than the residents of Istanbul. The model in Step 2 accounted for 
an additional 7% of the variance. As expected, higher national identification was 
related to more negative feelings, whereas stronger endorsement of multicultural-
ism was independently related to less negative feelings towards refugees. Religious 
group identification had no independent statistical main effect. The entry of the 
interactions in Step 3 accounted for an additional 1% of the variance. The interaction 
between national identification and multiculturalism made a significant contribu-
tion to the prediction of feelings towards refugees, whereas the interaction between 
religious identification and multiculturalism was not significant.
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Table 2.3.  Sequential multiple regression analysis predicting feelings towards refugees in 
Turkey

 Step 1  Step 2  Step 3

Variables  β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE)

Age  .04 (.07)  .05 (.07)  .05 (.07)

Gender  .06 (1.97)  .05 (1.91)  .05 (1.90)

Non-Turkish  -.18 (2.95)***  -.12 (2.97)**  -.12 (2.95)***

Antalya  .30 (2.61)***  .23 (2.63)***  .25 (2.68)***

Adana  .21 (3.14)***  .15 (3.22)***  .19 (3.37)***

Samsun  .13 (3.57)**  .05 (3.69)  .06 (3.70)

Kilis  .12 (3.82)**  .09 (3.71)*  .12 (3.76)**

Gaziantep  .05 (3.21)  -.01 (3.18)  .02 (3.28)

National identification  -.18 (1.43)***  -.16 (1.59)**

Religious identification  .00 (1.16)  .01 (1.19)

Multiculturalism  .22 (1.12)***  .24 (1.13)***

National Identification x
 Religious Identification

 .00 (1.05)

National Identification x
 Multiculturalism

 -.10 (1.66)*

Religious Identification x
 Multiculturalism

 -.05 (1.35)

R2  .11  .18  .20

∆R2  .11  .07  .01

∆F  9.08*** 15.65*** 3.28*

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 2.1.  Interaction effect between endorsement of multiculturalism and strength of na-
tional identification on feelings towards refugees.

To examine the significant interaction and thereby the moderating role of na-
tional identification on the association between endorsement of multiculturalism 
and feelings towards refugees, simple slope analysis was performed. As expected, 
this analysis demonstrated that for respondents with a relatively low level of na-
tional identification (-1 SD) the positive association between multiculturalism and 
feelings towards refugees was stronger than for respondents with a relatively high 
national identification, B = 9.32, SE = 2.27, t = 4.11, p < .001, 95% CI [4.86, 13.78], and 
B = 4.61, SE = 1.56, t = 2.96, p = .003, 95% CI [1.55, 7.68], respectively. For the mean level 
of national identification there also was a significant positive association between 
multiculturalism and feelings, B = 6.88, SE = 1.16, t = 5.91, p < .001, 95% CI [4.59, 9.17]. 
Thus, as shown in Figure 2.1, for low, compared to high, national identifiers the 
endorsement of multiculturalism was relatively more important for their feelings 
towards refugees.

Although we had no theoretical reasons, we added in a fourth step the three-way 
interaction between national identification, religious identification, and multicul-
turalism to the regression equation. This explained an additional significant part 
of the variance 1% with B = .12, SE = 1.37, t = 2.65, p = .008. Furthermore, the findings 
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were substantially similar when the non-Turkish respondents were not includ-
ed in the analysis. The only difference was that the interaction between national 
identification and multiculturalism was not significant (p < .05). Additionally, a 
regression analysis without the demographic control variables yielded somewhat 
stronger coefficients for the different social psychological constructs but a similar 
pattern of findings. In this analysis, the interaction between national identification 
and multiculturalism also was not significant.

2.3.3.  Feelings towards non-Muslim minorities
A similar sequential regression analysis was performed for explaining the feelings 
towards non-Muslim minorities in Turkey. As shown in Table 2.4 the model in Step 
1 accounted for 12% of the variance. Age and gender had no effects while non-Turk-
ish respondents had more negative feelings than the Turkish respondents, and 
residents of Antalya, Adana, Samsun, and Gaziantep had more negative feelings 
than residents of Istanbul. The model in Step 2 accounted for an additional 9% of the 
variance. As expected, stronger religious identification was associated with more 
negative feelings towards the non-Muslim minorities, while stronger endorsement 
of multiculturalism was associated with less negative feelings. National identifica-
tion was not associated with outgroup feelings. The model in Step 3 accounted for 
an additional 2% of the variance and indicates that only the interaction between 
national identification and multiculturalism contributed to the explanation of feel-
ings towards the non-Muslim communities in Turkey.

Table 2.4.  Sequential multiple regression analysis predicting feelings towards non-Muslim 
communities of Turkey

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Variables β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE)

Age  .03 (.07)  .06 (.07)  .06 (.07)

Gender  .01 (2.05)  -.02 (1.95)  -.03 (1.94)

Non-Turkish  -.12 (3.09)**  -.05 (3.07)  -.05 (3.05)

Antalya  -.23 (2.70)***  -.33 (2.68)***  -.29 (2.72)***

Adana  -.24 (3.25)***  -.28 (3.28)***  -.23 (3.42)***

Samsun  -.03 (3.70)  -.15 (3.77)***  -.13 (3.76)**

Kilis  -.07 (3.95)  -.10 (3.78)*  -.07 (3.82)

Gaziantep  -.27 (3.33)***  -.34 (3.25)***  -.30 (3.33)***

National identification  -.07 (1.47)  -.02 (1.62)

Religious identification  -.27 (1.19)***  -.25 (1.23)***
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Table 2.4.  Sequential multiple regression analysis predicting feelings towards non-Muslim 
communities of Turkey (continued)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Variables β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE)

Multiculturalism  .13 (1.14)***  .15 (1.15)***

National Identification x
 Religious Identification

 .07 (1.07)

National Identification x
 Multiculturalism

 -.12 (1.71)**

Religious Identification x
 Multiculturalism

 -.04 (1.44)

R2  .12  .21  .23

∆R2  .12  .09  .02

∆F 9.33*** 21.66*** 5.11**

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

As shown in Figure 2.2, simple slope analysis showed that for respondents with 
a relatively low level of national identification there was a positive association 
between multiculturalism and feelings towards non-Muslim minorities, B = 9.84, 
SE = 2.41, t = 4.09, p < .001, 95% CI [5.11, 14.56], while for higher national identifi-
ers there was no significant association between these two constructs, B = -1.47, 
SE = 1.43, t = -1.03, p = .305, 95% CI [-4.29, 1.34]. For the mean level of national identi-
fication there was a significant positive association between multiculturalism and 
feelings, B = 3.99, SE = 1.24, t = 3.22, p = .001, 95% CI [1.56, 6.42].
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Figure 2.2.  Interaction effect between endorsement of multiculturalism and strength of na-
tional identification on feelings towards non-Muslims.

The three-way interaction between strength of national identity, strength of 
religious identity, and endorsement of multiculturalism did not make a signifi-
cant contribution to the feelings towards non-Muslims in Turkey. Furthermore, 
the findings were substantially similar when the non-Turkish respondents were 
not included in the analysis, including the significant interaction between national 
identification and multiculturalism. Also, an additional regression analysis without 
the demographic control variables yielded a similar pattern of findings, including 
the significant interaction between national identification and multiculturalism.

2.3.4.  Feelings towards different outgroups
We further examined the differences in strength of the associations of national and 
religious identification with feelings towards Muslim refugees and national minori-
ties. We found that the association between national identification with feelings to-
wards Muslim refugees was significantly stronger compared to the association with 
feelings towards national minorities, z-value = 1.936, p = .026. Similarly, religious 
identification was more strongly associated with the feelings towards national 
minorities compared to feelings towards Muslim refugees, z-value = 4.618, p < .001.
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2.4. DISCUSSION

Turkey is hosting many refugees from neighbouring countries and from Syria in 
particular. The current research is one of the very few studies examining attitudes 
towards refugees outside of North America, Western Europe, and Australia, and one 
of the first on people’s feelings towards refugees from a neighbouring country. In 
order to assess whether these feelings are specific or rather more similar to the ways 
in which national minority groups are perceived, we made a comparison between 
people’s feelings towards Muslim refugees with their feelings towards established 
non-Muslim national minority communities of Greeks, Armenians, and Jews.

Overall, the feelings towards the different target groups were very negative and 
this might result in negative outgroup behaviour, depending on the social, economic, 
and political circumstances. Thus, although refugees and national minority com-
munities are in many ways very different outgroups, the feelings towards these 
groups were quite similar. Yet, the participants did make a distinction between 
their feelings towards refugee groups and national minority groups. Their feelings 
towards the two refugee groups were strongly associated, as were their feelings 
towards the three national minorities. Thus, although the average outgroup feelings 
were quite similar, a distinction between the two categories of outgroups could be 
made. This indicates that similar negative feelings can have different underlying 
meanings and reasons.

In support of this interpretation, we found that higher national identification 
was significantly associated with more negative feelings towards the non-national 
refugees, and higher religious group identification was significantly associated with 
more negative feelings towards non-Muslim minority groups. Furthermore, national 
identification was more strongly associated with feelings towards non-national 
refugees than towards national minorities, whereas religious identification was 
more strongly associated with feelings towards non-Muslim national minorities 
than towards Muslim refugees. This means that national and religious group iden-
tification played a different role in the feelings towards refugees and non-Muslim 
minorities. These findings are in line with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979) which argues that higher ingroup identifiers are inclined to make an inter-
group distinction towards a relevant outgroup, that is to say, an outgroup on the 
same categorization dimension (nationality or religion). This pattern of findings 
further suggests that the difference in feelings between the non-Muslim national 
minorities and the Muslim refugees is not simply due to the distinction between 
co-nationals and other-nationals, or co-believers and other-believers. If that were 
the case then national identification could be expected to be associated with more 
positive feelings towards co-nationals and religious identification with a more pos-
itive attitude towards co-believers (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000).

Social identity theory further emphasizes the importance of ideological beliefs 
for understanding intergroup relations (Turner & Reynolds, 2001). The endorsement 
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of multiculturalism was found to be associated with less negative feelings towards 
both Muslim refugees and non-Muslim minorities. This finding is in line with 
survey research and experimental studies in other countries that have found that 
multiculturalism has positive implications for attitudes towards minority outgroups 
(see Deaux & Verkuyten, 2014; Rattan & Ambady, 2013; Whitley, 2016). However, this 
research also has shown that majority members sometimes see multiculturalism 
as threatening to their own cultural identity and dominant position (e.g., Morrison 
et al., 2009; Verkuyten, 2005). We found that the positive association between en-
dorsement of multiculturalism and outgroup feelings predominantly existed for 
lower national identifiers and not, or less strongly, for higher national identifiers 
(see also Morrison et al., 2010). Higher national identification implies stronger sen-
sitivity to anything that could harm the unity of the nation, while multiculturalism 
calls for a more heterogeneous society (Richeson & Nussbaum, 2004; Takaki, 1993). 
In Turkey, high national identifiers are less tolerant of ethnic groups that they view 
as “the other” (Konda Research & Consultancy, 2012) which is difficult to reconcile 
with cultural diversity and minority rights (Çelebi et al., 2015). For lower national 
identifiers, multiculturalism probably is less of a threat to the nation and to their 
national identity. As a result, the beneficial role of multiculturalism for outgroup 
feelings exists most clearly for lower national identifiers. Religious group identi-
fication was not found to moderate the positive role of endorsement of multicul-
turalism for outgroup feelings. A possible reason for this is that multiculturalism 
is typically understood in relation to ethnic and cultural differences rather than 
religious group differences (Rattan & Ambady, 2013), and this is reflected in the items 
we used to measure multiculturalism. So, the emphasis was on the importance of 
the recognition of ethnic and cultural minorities within the country and not on the 
recognition of religious differences.

However, it should be noted that the interaction effect between national iden-
tification and multiculturalism was robust in explaining the attitude towards 
non-Muslim minorities but not in explaining the attitude towards refugees. Addi-
tional analyses without non-Turkish respondents and also without the demographic 
control variables did not show a significant interaction effect for the latter attitude. 
This pattern of findings might indicate that the issue of national belonging with 
the recognition of cultural diversity is more meaningful in relation to non-Mus-
lim minority groups than towards refugees. It might also indicate that especially 
non-Turkish minority group respondents find it difficult to reconcile national iden-
tification with the acceptance of minority rights for refugees. One reason might be 
that non-Turkish minority members perceive the cultural recognition of refugees 
as threatening to their own minority position.

2.4.1.  Limitations
Some study limitations should be mentioned. First, the survey research does not 
allow to determine directions of influence. In principle, it is possible that more pos-
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itive outgroup feelings lead to weaker group identifications. However, this seems 
less likely compared to the direction of influence that we examined and that was 
theoretically derived.

Second, it should be acknowledged that there is a possible confound in the study 
because a comparison of attitudes towards Muslim refugees versus non-Muslim 
minority groups corresponds to the distinction between non-established and estab-
lished minority outgroups. This latter distinction might be more important than the 
religious one. However, and in line with the social identity perspective, we found 
that stronger national identification was associated with more negative feelings 
towards non-national Muslim refugees, and stronger religious group identifica-
tion was associated with more negative feelings towards non-Muslim national 
minorities. This suggests that the non-Turkish national background of the refu-
gees and the non-Muslim background of the Greeks, Jews, and Armenians were 
the relevant intergroup differences. This is further suggested by the finding that 
the interaction between religious and national identification as an operationaliza-
tion of social identity complexity (Roccas & Brewer, 2002; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 
2012) was not associated with outgroup feelings. Low social identity complexity 
means that different social identities are embedded in a single ingroup represen-
tation making an individual who is an outgroup member on one dimension also 
an outgroup member on another dimension. This increases the ingroup-outgroup 
distinctions and thereby strengthens the distancing from outgroup members. In 
the current study, however, we found that the different group identifications were 
independently associated with specific outgroup targets.

Third, we were able to collect data from a variety of cities by using a two-stage 
cluster sampling but we do not know how far the current findings reflect the situa-
tion in Turkey as a whole. Turkish cities differ in various respects (e.g., geographical 
location, size, ethnic composition) and it is unclear how far these differences are 
relevant for people’s attitudes towards minority groups. Further, it might be argued 
that the presence of a survey-taker raises social desirability concerns. However, the 
feelings towards the different target groups were very negative which suggests that 
respondents did not have any difficulties in expressing their views.

Fourth, there are other possible factors and moderating conditions that we did 
not consider, such as perceived threats that might play a role in the feelings towards 
refugees and non-Muslim communities. And although the ratio of Syrian refugees 
in the different cities can be seen as a proxy for intergroup contact opportunities, 
we did not have information on actual contacts. Additionally, there are various 
economic, political, and sociological factors that could be examined. For example, 
household income, political ideology, and education level of the respondents were 
not asked in the survey and these might play a role in people´s feelings towards 
refugees and non-Muslim communities.

2
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2.5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the current research shows that the Turkish respondents had very 
negative feelings towards (Syrian) refugees, similar to the negative feelings that 
they had towards established minority groups in Turkey. Further, higher national 
identifiers were more negative towards non-national refugees, and higher Muslim 
group identifiers were more negative towards non-Muslim minorities. Stronger en-
dorsement of multiculturalism was associated with less negative feelings towards 
refugees and minority groups, but predominantly among lower national identifiers. 
Thus, an emphasis on cultural diversity and multicultural values might lead to 
more positive feelings towards refugees and other minority groups. Yet, for strong 
national identifiers, the intergroup benefits of multiculturalism were weaker or did 
not exist. In general, the current findings indicate that in Turkey there are important 
intergroup tensions and that it is a real challenge to develop future positive rela-
tions between the Turkish majority and the different minority groups, including 
refugees. Endorsement of multiculturalism was found to be associated with less 
negative attitudes both towards refugees and non-Muslim minorities but especially 
for low identifiers. Thus, promoting multiculturalism might be a way to improve 
these outgroup feelings for some sections of the population. Yet, research has shown 
that multiculturalism might be perceived as a threat for high identifiers (Ginges & 
Cairns, 2000; Verkuyten, 2005), and further studies could investigate other factors 
that are related to why endorsement of multiculturalism is not associated with 
less negative feelings towards outgroups for high identifiers. If multiculturalism 
is indeed perceived as a threat, then we suggest that both civil society organiza-
tions and government officials can foster public campaigns about the positive sides 
of living together with people with culturally different backgrounds. Also, future 
studies should investigate what other factors might be important for reducing the 
negative feelings of high identifiers.
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CHAPTER 3

Understanding the distinction 
between positive and negative 
behavioural intentions 
towards Syrian refugees:  
A different interplay of 
national identification, threat, 
and humanitarian concern2

1

21 The data and related statistical syntax used in that chapter are stored in the faculty 
storage facility. A slightly different version of this chapter is published as Yitmen, Ş., & 
Verkuyten, M. (2018). Positive and negative behavioural intentions towards refugees in 
Turkey: The roles of national identification, threat, and humanitarian concern. Journal of 
Community and Applied Social Psychology, 28, 230–243. Şenay Yitmen co-designed the 
study, conducted the analyses, and drafted the paper. Maykel Verkuyten was involved in 
the study design and theorizing, and critically reviewed the manuscript.
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3.1.  INTRODUCTION

The past decade has seen a dramatic increase in the number of people who are 
forced to flee their homes because of conflicts and wars (Edwards, 2015). The re-
sulting adaptation challenges for both host societies and refugees have become 
a crucial issue that receives increasing attention in the social and behavioural 
sciences, including social psychology (see Esses et al., 2017). Research has reported 
that some members of the hosting societies perceive refugees as a symbolic, secu-
rity, and economic threat and as a result have negative attitudes towards refugees 
(Cowling et al., 2019; Landmann et al., 2019; Schweitzer et al., 2005). Yet, other host 
society members endorse humanitarian concerns that make them care about the 
fate of the innocent victims of conflict and disaster (e.g., Nickerson & Louis, 2008).

 This study, conducted in Turkey, examines among self-identified Turkish cit-
izens positive and negative behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees and 
whether these intentions are associated with national identification, perceived 
threat, and endorsement of humanitarian concerns. It is investigated whether stron-
ger humanitarian concern is associated with more positive behavioural intentions 
and less negative behavioural intentions. Additionally, we examined whether per-
ceived threat mediates the relationship between national identification and pos-
itive and negative behavioural intentions and whether the role of threat depends 
on endorsement of humanitarian concerns. This allows us to find out whether 
national identification is related to positive and negative behavioural intentions 
because of perceived threat, and whether this is conditional upon endorsement of 
humanitarian concerns (moderated mediation model; see Figure 3.1). The test of the 
conditional effect is based on the reasoning that feelings of threat will be less likely 
to be associated with (negative) behavioural intentions when there are at the same 
time humanitarian concerns about the welfare of Syrian refugees.

 Figure 3.1.  Moderated mediation model being tested.
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3.1.1.  Refugees in Turkey
The conflict in Syria escalated rapidly in 2012 especially when efforts to negotiate a 
ceasefire failed (İçduygu, 2015). As a result, the number of Syrian refugees increased 
dramatically from 8,000 to 2.7 million in 5 years (UNHCR, 2022f). Although legally, 
the Syrians were not refugees and did not benefit from refugee rights because of 
Turkey’s geographical limitation to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees, Turkey granted temporary protection status that included three main 
principles: an open-door policy to Syrian refugees, no forced return to Syria, and 
unlimited length of stay in Turkey (Kaya, 2016). Turkey settled refugees in camps 
neighbouring the Turkish-Syrian border (Kaya & Kıraç, 2016), but by late 2014 the 
vast majority of the Syrian refugees moved to the bigger cities (İçduygu, 2015). Today, 
Syrian refugees live across Turkey and only 1.5% of the Syrian refugees live in ref-
ugee camps (Erdoğan, 2022).

In the beginning of their arrival to Turkey, Syrian refugees were welcomed and 
considered as “guests” (Kaya, 2016; Orhan, 2014). Turkey enacted a new Temporary 
Protection Legislation in 2014 which grants Syrian refugees a legal stay in Turkey 
until safe return is possible, and entry to social services like health, education, and 
labor market (İçduygu, 2015). Yet, there are also political and public discussions 
about the challenges that refugees pose and the possible naturalization of Syrian 
refugees fuels negative reactions among the Turkish public (Erdoğan, 2015). Re-
flecting these developments there are people having a more welcoming attitude 
towards Syrian refugees and people having a more negative attitude (Konda Re-
search & Consultancy, 2016; Erdoğan, 2015). For example, there are many Turkish 
citizens who view Syrian refugees as an economic and as security threat. In a 
public opinion survey, 60% of the respondents indicated that “Cities are less secure 
because of the presence of refugees”, 58% of the respondents agreed with “Refugees 
are affecting Turkish economy negatively”, and 61% thought that “There are fewer 
employment opportunities because of the presence of refugees.” (Konda Research 
& Consultancy, 2016). However, there are also more positive attitudes based on hu-
manitarian principles. For example, a public opinion survey showed that 46.6% of 
Turkish respondents agreed with the statement that “Admission of Syrians without 
any discrimination regarding their language, religion, and ethnic background is a 
humanitarian obligation on our part.” Another public survey revealed that around 
56% agreed that it is a humanitarian duty to accept Syrian refugees and that there 
shouldn’t be any discrimination against them (Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016).

3.1.2.  Positive and negative behavioural intentions
Most studies examine people’s (prejudicial) beliefs and feelings towards refugees 
and immigrants (Esses et al., 2001; Esses et al., 2017; Plener et al., 2017; Schweitzer 
et al., 2005) and do not consider behavioural intentions. Yet, these intentions are 
closest to people’s actual behaviour and research has demonstrated, for example, 
that protest intentions and actual behaviour tend to be associated (Van Zomeren 
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et al., 2008). Refugees receive various sorts of assistance but often they also face 
discrimination and social exclusion. Thus, both positive and negative behavioural 
intentions are important to study and people might demonstrate a mixture of both. 
The positive-negative asymmetry in intergroup relations indicates that positive 
evaluations and intentions differ from negative evaluations and intentions (Buhl, 
1999; Mummendey & Otten, 1998; Otten & Mummendey, 2000). A less positive orien-
tation towards an outgroup compared to the ingroup is consistently found on eval-
uation dimensions and behaviour with positive connotations, but not on negatively 
valued dimensions or negative behaviour. One reason for this is that, in general, the 
differential evaluation of negative traits and behaviour is socially less acceptable 
than the differential evaluation of positive traits and behaviour (see Mummendey 
& Otten, 1998; Otten & Mummendey, 2000). Wenzel and Mummendey (1996) showed 
that negative valence increases the social concern with the legitimacy and appro-
priateness of unequal group distinctions. Furthermore, the domains of positive and 
negative actions and behavioural intentions have been found to involve different 
moralities with distinct motivational and regulatory systems (Janoff-Bulman et 
al., 2009). Positive behaviour that focuses on advancing others’ well-being raises 
questions of prescriptive morality which indicates what one should do, whereas 
negative behaviour involves proscriptive morality which indicates what one should 
not do. Prescriptive morality is abstract, commendatory, and discretionary, whereas 
proscriptive morality is concrete, condemnatory, and duty-based resulting in greater 
moral blame (Janoff-Bulman et al., 2009). This means that negative actions and 
behavioural intentions against disadvantaged people are likely to be morally more 
difficult than not assisting or helping them. In the present study and considering 
the normative and moral implications we expected that Turkish respondents make 
a distinction between positive and negative behavioural intentions towards Syrian 
refugees.

3.1.3.  National identification and the mediating role of perceived 
threat

There is substantial empirical literature that shows that stronger national identifi-
cation is associated with more negative attitudes towards immigrants and minority 
groups (e.g., Blank & Schmidt, 2003; De Figueiredo & Elkins, 2003; Esses et al., 2004; 
Esses et al., 2006). Higher compared to lower national identifiers are more focused 
upon and concerned about their national ingroup. According to self-categorization 
theory (Turner et al., 1987), group identity functions as a group lens which increases 
the sensitivity of people to anything that could harm their ingroup. Higher identifi-
ers tend to view the social world in terms of their group membership and therefore 
are more focused upon and stronger inclined to perceive possible threats. For exam-
ple, a research among native Dutch participants found that national identification 
was positively associated with perceived outgroup threat and via threat to a stron-
ger rejection of cultural rights for immigrant minorities (Verkuyten, 2009a). Further, 
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in the context of Israel and Germany, it was found that perceived socio-economic 
threat fully mediated the association between national identification and exclu-
sionary attitudes towards immigrants (Hochman et al., 2016). Following self-cate-
gorization theory and these empirical findings, we expected that higher national 
identifiers will perceive Syrian refugees as more threatening to Turkish security 
and identity, and as a result will have more negative and less positive behavioural 
intentions towards these refugees.

3.1.4.  Humanitarian concerns
People can not only feel threatened and demonstrate prejudicial reactions towards 
refugees, but they also can act favourably towards this group. There are many ex-
amples of assistance and help being provided to refugees and, as indicated by the 
Turkish opinion polls discussed, these acts can be based on humanitarian concerns. 
Endorsement of humanitarian concerns involve a sense of compassive care and 
moral responsibility for the welfare of fellow human beings, especially when they 
are in need. These concerns have been found to be associated with stronger support 
for refugees (Verkuyten et al., 2018) and are based on shared humanity. The human 
level of identity defines Turks and Syrian refugees as forming part of the same hu-
manity. The common ingroup identity model (CIIM, Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) sug-
gests that a superordinate identity makes subgroup boundaries less salient and that 
former outgroup members will be part of the ingroup resulting in more favourable 
attitudes and behaviours (e.g. Beaton & Deveau, 2005). There is extensive empirical 
evidence supporting this model in a range of settings and among various groups 
(see Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), including the positive effect of shared humanity on 
attitudes towards asylum seekers (e.g., Nickerson & Louis, 2008). Endorsement of 
humanitarian concerns reflects an identification with other human beings with 
the related moral responsibility to help them in times of need. Shared humanity 
has been found to be associated with the endorsement of human rights, intergroup 
empathy, and providing humanitarian aid and relief (e.g., McFarland et al., 2012; 
Reysen & Katzarka-Miller, 2013). Thus, it can be expected that stronger endorse-
ment of humanitarian concerns is associated with stronger positive behavioural 
intentions towards these refugees and weaker negative behavioural intentions.

In addition to endorsement of humanitarian concerns being expected to be as-
sociated with behavioural intentions towards refugees, we also examined whether 
these concerns moderate the association between feelings of outgroup threat and 
positive and negative behavioural intentions. In relation to the so-called refugee 
crisis, host societies often struggle with finding a balance between humanitarian 
considerations and societal interests (Verkuyten et al., 2018b). People might not only 
be concerned about the threats that refugees can pose to the unity and safety of 
society but can also feel a sense of compassion and moral responsibility towards 
refugees. This could mean that the expected link between perceived threats and 
behavioural intentions depends on the level of endorsement of humanitarian con-
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cerns. The perceived threat might be less strongly associated with behavioural 
intentions among individuals with stronger endorsement of humanitarian con-
cerns. Research has demonstrated that moral norms can influence the expression 
or suppression of prejudices (Crandall et al., 2002). When people feel threatened by 
an outgroup but also consider members of this outgroup as fellow human beings, 
this might increase the intention to act positively towards them and suppress the in-
tention to act negatively. Endorsement of humanitarian concerns makes it possible 
that feelings of threat are less likely to translate into lower positive behavioural in-
tentions and into higher negative behavioural intentions. Thus, the negative associ-
ation between perceived threat and positive behavioural intentions can be expected 
to be weaker for Turkish participants with stronger endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns. Correspondingly, for these respondents, the positive association between 
threat and negative behavioural intentions can be expected to be weaker.

3.1.5.  The current study
We examined whether the perceived threat mediates the association between na-
tional identification and negative and positive behavioural intentions of Turkish 
citizens towards Syrian refugees and whether the role of threat depends on the 
level of endorsement of humanitarian concerns. First, Turkish respondents were 
expected to differentiate between positive and negative behavioural intentions. 
Second, higher national identification was expected to be associated with more 
negative and less positive behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees and per-
ceived threat was expected to mediate this relationship, because higher identifiers 
will perceive Syrian refugees more strongly as a threat to the Turkish identity and 
security. Third, Turkish respondents with stronger endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns were expected to have more positive behavioural intentions and less neg-
ative behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees. Fourth, these concerns were 
expected to moderate the association between perceived threat and behavioural 
intentions towards Syrian refugees.

3.2.  METHOD

3.2.1.  Participants
This study was conducted with 605 Turkish citizens (43.6% male and 56.4% female) 
between 18 to 81 years of age (M = 39.6, SD = 14.4). The addresses of the participants 
were selected by the Turkish Statistical Institute from six cities in Turkey which 
vary in terms of the ratio of Syrian refugees to the population of the city. The se-
lected cities were: Istanbul (33.4% of participants), Antalya (22.3%), Gaziantep (13.7%), 
Adana (13.4%), Samsun (8.9%), and Kilis (8.3%). Of the participants, 87.6% ethnically 
self-identified as Turks, 6.9% as Kurds, 1.5% as Arabs, 0.8% as Zaza, and 3.1% were 
from other ethnic groups. The ratio of the Syrian refugee population to the popula-
tion of the cities they reside differs with Samsun and Antalya having a relatively 
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low number of Syrian refugees (0.1% and 0.5%, respectively), Adana and İstanbul 
having a somewhat higher ratio of Syrian refugees (2.5% and 2.6% respectively), and 
Gaziantep and Kilis having a relatively high number of Syrian refugees (14% and 
41% respectively) (Directorate General of Migration Management, 2017; Turkish Sta-
tistical Institute, 2016). The study was conducted by the research company Optimar 
in May and June 2015. The respondents participated in the survey voluntarily in 
their homes and it took about 20-25 minutes to complete the survey. A survey-taker 
administered the paper-and-pencil questionnaires.

3.2.2.  Measures
The dependent variable – positive behavioural intentions - was measured by 
asking the respondents to indicate the likelihood (5-point scale, 1 = very unlikely 
and 5 = very likely) of engaging in eight positive behaviours: “Help a Syrian refugee 
when I am asked to”, “Share the same table with a Syrian refugee”, “Become friends 
with a Syrian refugee”, “Add a Syrian refugee on Facebook as friends”, “Participate in 
a protest in favour of Syrian refugees”, “Sign a petition infavour of Syrian refugees”, 
“Donate money for improving the living conditions of Syrian refugees”, and “Try to 
get other people helping Syrian refugees.”

The other dependent variable - negative behavioural intentions - was measured 
in terms of the likelihood of engaging in two forms of negative behaviour: “Partici-
pate in a protest against Syrian refugees”, and “Sign a petition against Syrian refu-
gees.” All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = very unlikely and 5 = very likely).

Table 3.1. Correlations, means and standard deviations of the main constructs

Constructs 1 2 3 4 M SD

1. National identification  — 4.29  .76

2. Perceived threat  .19**  — 3.65 1.04

3. Humanitarian concerns -.04 -.38**  — 3.10 1.08

4. Positive behavioural intentions -.17** -.59**  .57**  — 2.21 1.07

5. Negative behavioural intentions  .06  .32** -.37** -.22** 2.05 1.41

**p < .01.

We expected that the respondents make a distinction between positive and neg-
ative behavioural intentions. Factor analysis with maximum likelihood extraction 
and oblimin rotation showed that the positive behavioural intentions and negative 
behavioural intentions items loaded on two separate factors. Positive behavioural 
intentions items loaded high on the first factor (> .71; on the second factor highest 
load = .18) that explained 54.12% of the variance. The two negative behavioural in-
tentions items loaded very high on the second factor (> .96; highest load on the first 
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factor = -.02) that explained 19.70% of the variance. An average score for positive 
behavioural intentions was computed (α =.93) and also an average score for negative 
behavioural intentions (r = .95, p < .001) with a higher score indicating more negative 
behavioural intentions. As shown in Table 3.1 both measures were negatively but 
not strongly (r = -.22, p < .001) associated which further supports their empirical 
distinctiveness.

Turkish national identification was measured with three items that did not 
focus on ethnicity but rather on Turkish citizenship which includes various ethnic 
groups. These items have been used in previous studies in Turkey (e.g., Çelebi et al., 
2014): “I am proud to be a citizen of Turkey”, “Being a citizen of Turkey is an important 
part of who I am”, “I strongly feel that I am a citizen of Turkey”. All items were rated 
on a 5-point scale (1 = certainly not agree and 5 = certainly agree) and an average 
score of these items was computed (α = .92).

Perceived outgroup threat was assessed by focusing on symbolic and security 
threats using items that were adapted from previous studies (Stephan & Stephan, 
1996a; Stephan et al., 2000): “The cultural identity of Turkey is being threatened by 
the increasing number of Syrian refugees”, “The norms and values of Turkey are 
being threatened due to the presence of Syrian refugees”, “The Syrian refugees are 
undermining the culture of Turkey”, “I worry that violent conflicts between Syrian 
refugees and people living in Turkey may happen”, “I worry about the rise of stealing, 
begging, and attacking of the people living in Turkey”, and “I worry about Syrian 
refugees spreading diseases”. All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = certainly 
not agree and 5 = certainly agree). An average score of these items was computed 
(α = .91).

Humanitarian concerns were measured in relation to Syrian refugees and with 
three items that focused on compassive care and felt moral responsibility: “I pity 
Syrian refugees because they are also humans”, “I should help Syrian refugees be-
cause they are also humans”, and “As a human being I feel responsible for taking 
care of Syrian refugees”. All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = certainly not 
agree and 5 = certainly agree) and an average score was computed (α = .85).

3.3.  RESULTS

3.3.1.  Descriptive findings
As shown in Table 3.1, the mean scores of positive and negative behavioural in-
tentions were similar, t(590) = 1.91, p = .056, and both were significantly below the 
neutral mid-point of the scale t(592) = -18.12, p < .001 and t(601) = -16.51, p < .001, re-
spectively. This indicates that Turkish respondents reported no clear inclination for 
positive behaviour but also not for negative behaviour towards Syrian refugees. One 
sample t-test showed that the mean scores of national identification, humanitarian 
concerns, and perceived threat were significantly above the mid-point of the scales 
t(597) = 41.66, p < .001, t(603) = 2.29, p = .022, and t(594) = 15.10, p < .001, respectively.
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National identification and perceived threat were negatively correlated with 
positive behavioural intentions. Humanitarian concern was positively correlat-
ed with positive behavioural intentions. As shown in Table 3.1, higher national 
identification and stronger perceived threat were associated with more negative 
behavioural intentions, whereas humanitarian concern was negatively associated 
with negative behavioural intentions.

3.3.2.  Positive behavioural intentions
To test the moderated mediation hypothesis presented in Figure 3.1, we used Model 
14 in process macro (Preacher et al., 2007) with 10,000 bootstraps. However, we first 
conducted a regression analysis to examine whether the demographic variables 
age, gender, city, and ethnicity (Turkish versus non-Turkish) should be included 
as control variables.1 This analysis indicated that gender, city, and ethnicity were 
significant predictors and therefore these demographics were added as control vari-
ables in the moderated mediation analysis.

Table 3.2.  Multiple regression analyses predicting positive and negative behavioural 
intentions

Positive 
behavioural 
intentions

Negative 
behavioural 
intentions

Variables β (SE)

Gender  .14 (.07)*  -.02 (.11)

City  -.08 (.02)***  -.03 (.04)

Non-Turkish  -.14 (.10)  -.68 (.16)***

National identification -.07 (.05)  .08 (.07)

Humanitarian concern  .40 (.03)***  -.33 (.05)***

Perception of threat  -.41 (.03)***  .34 (.06)***

Perception of threat x humanitarian concern  -.07 (.03)*  -.15 (.05)**

R2  .51  .20

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Results of this analysis showed that higher national identification was asso-
ciated with stronger perceived threat, B = .21, SE = .06, t = 3.48, p < .001, 95% CI [.091, 
.327] and as shown in Table 3. 2 higher threat was associated with lower positive 
behavioural intentions, B = -.41, SE = .03, t = -11.94, p < .001, 95% CI [-.474, -.340], while 
stronger humanitarian concern was associated with more positive behavioural 
intentions, B = .40, SE = .03, t = 12.64, p < .001, 95% CI [.338, .463]. The direct effect 
of national identification on positive behavioural intentions was not significant 
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B = -.07, SE = .05 , t = -1.51, p = .132 with a 95% CI [-.157, .021], but the indirect effect of 
national identification through perceived threat on positive behavioural intentions 
was -.015 which is significant as the 95% CI [-.034, -.003] does not contain zero. This 
mediation effect was qualified by a significant interaction between perceived threat 
and humanitarian concern, B = -.07, SE = .03, t = -2.47, p = .014 with a 95% CI [-.126, 
-.014]. Unexpectedly, however, and as shown in Figure 3.2 simple slope analyses 
of the interaction effect indicated that the conditional indirect effect of nation-
al identification on positive behavioural intentions through perceived threat was 
somewhat stronger for relatively high level of humanitarian concern (+1 SD) B = -.10, 
SE = .03, p = .007 , 95% CI [-.171, -.038], compared to low level of humanitarian concern 
(-1 SD) B = -.07, SE = .03, p = .007 , 95% CI [-.127, -.027]. Thus, although the difference in 
association is small, higher perceived threat tended to have a stronger association 
with less positive behavioural intentions for those participants who had stronger 
humanitarian concerns compared to those with weaker humanitarian concerns.

Figure 3.2.  Interaction effect between perception of threat and endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns on positive behavioural intentions.
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3.3.3.  Negative behavioural intentions
In a regression analysis gender, city, and ethnicity were significant predictors 
of negative behavioural intentions and the different variables explained a lower 
amount of the total variance than for positive behavioural intentions. We added the 
demographic variables as controls in the moderated mediation analysis. Findings 
of this analysis indicated that higher national identification was associated with 
stronger perceived threat, B = .23, SE = .06, t = 3.97, p < .001, 95% CI [.116, .343] and as 
shown in Table 3.2 higher perceived threat was associated with more negative 
behavioural intentions, B = .34, SE = .06, t = 5.99, p < .001, 95% CI [.227, .449]. Stronger 
humanitarian concern was associated with lower negative behavioural intentions, 
B = -.33, SE = .05, t = -6.38, p < .001, 95% CI [-.434, -.230]. Furthermore, perceived threat 
was found to mediate the relation between national identification and negative 
behavioural intentions. The direct effect of national identification on negative be-
havioural intentions was not significant B = -.08, SE = .07, t = 1.11, p = .266, whereas 
the indirect effect of national identification through perceived threat was -.034 
which was significant as the 95% CI [-.069, -.011] does not contain zero. This media-
tion was again qualified by a significant interaction effect between perceived threat 
and humanitarian concern, B = -.15, SE = .05, t = -3.10, p = .002 with a 95% CI [-.238, 
-.054]. As expected and as shown in Figure 3.3, the conditional indirect effect of 
national identification on negative behavioural intentions through perceived threat 
was less strong for high humanitarian concern (+1 SD) B = .04, SE = .02, p = .001, 95% 
CI [.016, .088], compared to low humanitarian concern (-1 SD) B = .11, SE = .04, p = .001, 
95% CI [.050, .201].
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Figure 3.3.  Interaction effect between perception of threat and endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns on negative behavioural intentions.

3.3.4.  Additional analyses
Although we had theoretical reasons for testing our moderated mediation model 
we conducted two additional analyses to investigate alternative models. Table 3.1 
shows that national identification was not associated with endorsement of hu-
manitarian concerns which means that the latter does not mediate the effect of the 
former on behavioural intentions. However, endorsement of humanitarian concerns 
might moderate the relationship between national identification and perceived 
threat. The test of this model (Model 7, Preacher et al., 2007) showed that the interac-
tion between national identification and humanitarian concern on perceived threat 
was not significant (B = -.01, SE = .05, p = .818 for positive behavioural intentions and 
B = -.02, SE = .05, p = .715 for negative behavioural intentions).

Additionally, we used Model 2 (Preacher et al., 2007) to examine whether en-
dorsement of humanitarian concerns and perceived threat both moderate the direct 
link between national identification and positive and negative behavioural inten-
tions. Results showed that perceived threat moderated the association between 
national identification and positive behavioural intentions (B = .10, SE = .04, p = .02), 
whereas humanitarian concern did not moderate the association between national 
identification and positive behavioural intentions (B = -.01, SE = .04, p = .760). Fur-
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thermore, there were no significant interaction effects with national identification 
for negative behavioural intentions (with perceived threat, B = .10, SE = .07, p = .123; 
with humanitarian concern, B = -.03 SE = .06 p = .689).

3.4.  DISCUSSION

The so-called “refugee crisis” has led to fierce societal debates and many people 
have ambivalent feelings about the refugee question. On the one hand, people tend 
to sympathize and empathize with the difficult plight of refugees and there are 
many voluntary and organized initiatives to offer help and support. On the other 
hand, the arrival of refugees makes people insecure and feel threatened leading to 
opposition. Turkey is at the forefront of the “refugee crisis” hosting around 3 mil-
lion Syrian refugees and our research is one of the first to assess Turkish citizens’ 
positive and negative behavioural intentions towards these refugees.

We found that participants make a distinction between positive and negative 
behavioural intentions and that higher national identification was associated with 
more negative behavioural intentions and less positive behavioural intentions. In 
addition, these associations were explained by perceived threat. These findings 
are in line with previous studies (Hochman et al., 2016; Verkuyten, 2009a) and with 
self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987). This theory argues that group iden-
tity – in this case, national identification – functions as a group lens that increases 
the sensitivity of people to anything that could harm their ingroup. This pattern 
of findings suggests that Turkish citizens who have higher national identification 
perceive Syrian refugees as more threatening to the national identity and security 
and as a result have more negative and less positive behavioural intentions towards 
Syrian refugees.

In contrast to research on the importance of national identification and threat to 
outgroup attitudes, few studies have examined the role of humanitarian concerns 
(Nickerson & Louis, 2008; Verkuyten et al., 2018b). The findings of the current study 
show that stronger endorsement of humanitarian concerns was associated with 
less negative behavioural intentions and more positive intentions towards Syrian 
refugees. Endorsement of humanitarian concerns implies identification with other 
human beings with the related moral responsibility, which is likely to translate 
into more positive behavioural intentions and less negative ones. This is especially 
likley in the early periods of a refugee crisis, but humanitarian concerns might 
become less important for positive behavioural intentions when the numbers of ref-
ugees continue to increase and feelings of threat become more prominent over time. 
This possibility could be examined in, for example, future longitudinal research.

In addition to the direct effect of humanitarian concerns, we examined the 
possibility that these concerns make perceived threat less important for one’s be-
havioural intentions towards Syrian refugees. For negative behaviours, the results 
indeed show that endorsement of humanitarian concern has a small buffering 
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effect on the association between threat and behavioural intention. This indicates 
that when people feel threatened by refugees but at the same time also have a 
sense of compassive care and moral responsibility for the welfare of Syrians as 
fellow human beings, this reduces their intention to act negatively towards this 
outgroup. Thus, Syrian refugees can be perceived as a threat but when people also 
feel a humanitarian concern they are less inclined to protest and rally against them.

Surprisingly, however, we also found that higher perceived threat is more strong-
ly associated with lower positive behavioural intentions when endorsement of hu-
manitarian concerns was relatively strong. Thus respondents who felt more threat-
ened and also more strongly felt pity and a moral responsibility towards Syrians as 
fellow human beings indicated a lower inclination to help and assist these refugees. 
This is an intriguing finding that might indicate that under conditions of perceived 
threat an appeal to humanitarian concerns can backfire. Humanitarian consider-
ations have been found to be especially important for the support of refugees among 
those who do not find the topic of immigration very important (Verkuyten et al., 
2018b). People who feel threatened by refugees can be expected to be concerned 
about immigration and for them, a humanitarian appeal might lead to reactance. 
Yet, another, perhaps more likely, interpretation is to understand the interaction 
effect in the reversed way. What our findings then show is that feelings of threat 
can reduce the positive behavioural intentions that endorsement of humanitarian 
concern implies. However, such a reversed interpretation cannot explain the inter-
action found for negative behavioural intentions. Thus, the pattern of findings for 
positive and negative behavioural intentions suggests that the interaction between 
perceived outgroup threat and endorsement of humanitarian concerns can work out 
differently and future studies should examine the different moralities involved in 
positive and negative behaviour in relation to refugees more closely (Janoff-Bulman 
et al., 2009). Helping behaviour raises questions of prescriptive morality whereas 
proscriptive rules underlie the blameworthiness of harmful or unfair behaviour. 
Although harming someone is almost always blameworthy, not helping others is 
not. Furthermore, it might be easier to reduce negative behavioural intentions be-
cause people view negative behaviour as socially less acceptable, especially when 
humanitarian concerns are involved (Mummendey & Otten, 1998; Otten & Mum-
mendey, 2000). In contrast, stimulating positive behaviour might be more difficult 
because it implies personal costs, such as time, effort, and investment.

3.4.1.  Limitations
There are some limitations to the current study that we want to draw attention to. 
First, the data was collected from a variety of cities through a two-stage clustering 
sampling method which means that the findings cannot be generalized to the whole 
population of Turkey. Yet, we managed to collect data across the country and in a 
society that, as a neighbouring country, hosts many Syrian refugees. Furthermore, 
we examined theoretically derived associations between key social psychological 
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constructs. Future studies should try to collect more representative data and could 
use a longitudinal or experimental design (see Verkuyten et al., 2018b) for system-
atically testing the proposed directions of influence.

Second, we measured behavioural intentions so we do not know whether these 
translate into actual behaviour. Additionally, the fact that positive behavioural in-
tentions were measured with seven items and negative behavioural intentions with 
two items and that the kind of behaviours differs means that we cannot compare 
the mean levels of intention. However, for a comprehensive understanding, it is 
important to consider both positive and negative behavioural intentions. Further-
more, the pattern of associations can be examined and these were central in our 
reasoning and statistical tests.

Third, we measured endorsement of humanitarian concerns specifically with 
regard to Syrian refugees and not in general terms. This could mean that there is 
some overlap with the questions on the intentions to help these refugees. However, 
we found associations with both positive and negative behavioural intentions. Fur-
ther, additional analyses without the humanitarian concern item that mentioned 
helping (“I should help Syrian refugees because they are humans”) yielded exactly 
the same results (see Appendix).

Fourth, there are other possible processes and moderating conditions that might 
have an impact on the behavioural intentions towards Syrian refugees that we 
did not examine. For example, level of income, educational level, political ideolo-
gy, and intergroup contact might be important factors and conditions to consider. 
Furthermore, individual differences in for example social dominance orientation, 
right-wing authoritarianism, and perceived competition for scarce resources are 
likely to be important (Esses et al., 2017).

3.5.  CONCLUSION

In contrast to the existing research on (negative) beliefs and feelings towards ref-
ugees (Esses et al., 2017) we focused on both positive and negative behavioural 
intentions. Furthermore, we examined these intentions in relation to national 
identification and perceptions of threat as well as endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns. We conducted our study in an underresearched national context that is 
highly relevant for understanding how people react towards the arrival of refugees. 
It was found that stronger national identification was associated with more negative 
behavioural intentions and less positive behavioural intentions towards Syrian 
refugees via perceived threat. Additionally, stronger endorsement of humanitarian 
concerns was associated with a stronger intention to help and support refugees and 
a weaker intention to protest against them. Furthermore, the findings suggest that 
the combination of perceived threat and endorsement of humanitarian concerns 
can work out differently for positive and negative behavioural intentions towards 
Syrian refugees. This could mean that when people feel threatened by refugees, 
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an emphasis on humanitarian concerns might not always have beneficial conse-
quences for refugees: it might reduce negative behavioural intentions but also the 
inclination to offer help and support. This possibility has practical implications. 
Public campaigns and social policies that appeal to humanitarian concerns for 
improving intergroup relations between Syrian refugees and Turkish people should 
be managed cautiously. People might understand these campaigns and appeals 
as ignoring their genuine feelings of threat and as implying a moral accusation 
of failing to meet humanitarian standards. Thus, to them, these campaigns and 
appeals might be threatening their sense of moral self which leads to justifications 
for their behaviour (Ellemers, 2017). This means that people’s feelings of threat 
should be taken seriously and not dismissed as being misguided and prejudicial. An 
appeal to humanitarian concerns might be more effective when feelings of threat 
are considered and reduced, This means that future studies should investigate the 
correlates and causes of feelings of threat and the ways in which these hamper the 
inclination to offer help and support. In doing so it is important to develop a more 
detailed understanding of the similar as well as different processes involved in 
positive and negative behavioural intentions.
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NOTES

Additional analyses without the control variables did not change the findings of 
the moderated mediation model for both the positive and negative behavioural 
intentions. For example, the direct effect of national identification on positive be-
havioural intentions was significant B = -.11, SE = .04, t = -2.52, p = .012, whereas the 
indirect effect of national identification through perceived threat was -.018 which 
is significant as the 95% CI [-.037, -.005 ] does not contain zero. This mediation was 
again qualified by a significant interaction effect between perceived threat and 
humanitarian concerns, B = -.08, SE = .03 , t = -2.67, p = .008 with a 95% CI [-.133, -.020].
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CHAPTER 4

Why and when is perceived 
threat associated with support 
for Syrian refugees?:  
The qualifying roles of 
descriptive and injunctive 
norms3

2

32 The data and related statistical syntax used in that chapter are stored in the faculty 
storage facility. A slightly different version of this chapter is published as Yitmen, Ş., 
& Verkuyten, M. (2020). Support to Syrian refugees in Turkey: The roles of descriptive 
and injunctive norms, threat, and negative emotions. Asian Journal of Social Psycholo-
gy,23, 293-301. Şenay Yitmen co-designed the study, conducted the analyses, and drafted 
the paper. Maykel Verkuyten was involved in the study design and theorizing, and crit-
ically reviewed the manuscript.
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4.1 INTRODUCTION

In 2022, the number of Syrian refugees reached to 5.7 million (UNHCR, 2022d) and 
3.7 million of them live in Turkey (UNHCR, 2022f). Public surveys have shown that 
some Turkish people tend to welcome and help Syrian refugees (Erdoğan, 2015; 
Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016), but others perceive Syrian refugees as a threat 
(Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016; Taştan et al., 2017; Topal et al., 2017). Research 
has indicated that perceived outgroup threat is associated with less support for 
refugees and immigrants more generally (Chiricos et al., 2014; Stansfield & Stone, 
2018; Unnever & Cullen, 2012). Yet the questions of why and when exactly perceived 
threat is associated with less support for refugees remains largely unexplored.

In this study, we investigate among self-identified Turkish citizens the “why” 
question by examining the mediating role of negative emotions in the association 
between perceived threat and support for social provisions and the rights of Syrian 
refugees. The “when” question is examined by considering the role of perceived 
negative descriptive (‘what is’) and positive injunctive norms (‘what ought to be’) 
from one’s family and friends in the associations between threat, negative emo-
tions, and support for refugees (Cialdini et al., 1991). We expected the association 
between threat and negative emotions to depend on perceived descriptive norms, 
and that the association between positive injunctive norms and support to depend 
on negative emotions towards Syrian refugees. Furthermore, we expected negative 
emotions to play a mediating role in the relationship between perceived threat and 
support for Syrian refugees. Also, we expected injunctive norms to be associated 
with more support for Syrian refugees.

4.1.1.  Perceived threat and emotions
There is much evidence for the association between perceived outgroup threat and 
rejection of refugees and immigrants (e.g., Semyonov et al., 2004; Stansfield & Stone, 
2018; Verkuyten, 2009a). However, research has focused less on why exactly threat is 
associated with negative attitudes. One likely reason is that threat elicits negative 
emotions that influence how people think and act. Studies on people’s attitudes 
towards refugees have found that negative emotions such as anger predict less 
support for refugee groups and immigrants (Montada & Schneider, 1989; Verkuyten, 
2009b).

According to appraisal theories (Ellsworth, 2013; Frijda, 2007; Lazarus, 1991; Rose-
man, 2013; Scherer, 2009) emotions are reactions to specific situations or events and 
imply action tendencies (Frijda, 2007; Roseman & Smith, 2001). People interpret a 
situation or event in terms of whether it is harmful or dangerous and whether one 
is able to cope with it. This cognitive appraisal triggers an emotional experience 
(Ellsworth, 2013; Moors, 2014) with the related tendency to act (Frijda, 2007; Roseman, 
2013). For example, anger towards an outgroup may result in a desire to confront 
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the outgroup by opposing governmental policies that benefit that group (Mackie 
et al., 2008).

Perceived threats can elicit specific emotions depending on the threatening out-
group (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Neuberg et al., 2000), but a particular outgroup can 
also trigger a range of negative emotions. For instance, an outgroup can be perceived 
as forming a realistic, symbolic and security threat and can also evoke feelings 
of intergroup anxiety (Stephan & Stephan, 1996b, 2000). We examine whether the 
perception of Syrian refugees as posing a threat to Turkish society is associated 
with various negative emotions such as anger, annoyance, hatred, fear, and disgust 
and whether these negative emotions, in turn, are associated with less support for 
Syrian refugees in Turkey. Thus, we expected negative emotions to mediate the 
relation between perceived outgroup threat and support for Syrian refugees.

4.1.2.  Roles of descriptive and injunctive norms
Feelings of threat and the related negative emotions are likely to play a role in 
attitudes and behaviours, but so are social norms (Mackie et al., 2008). Norms can 
have different implications when they are situationally salient (Jacobson et al., 
2011) and can function, for example, to suppress the expression of prejudicial atti-
tudes (Crandall et al., 2002; Crandall et al., 2013; Paluck, 2009). However, in contrast 
to research on collective action tendencies towards refugees and immigrants (e.g., 
Saab et al., 2017; Schmid et al., 2014), there is very little research examining whether 
and how norms are related to responses to refugees (e.g., Schindler & Reese, 2017). 
In considering normative influences it is relevant to distinguish between descrip-
tive norms (what is done) and injunctive norms (what ought to be done) because 
both have separate motivational implications. Thus, for a proper understanding of 
normative influences, it is important to consider them separately, especially in situ-
ations where both might be simultaneously meaningful. Furthermore, we focus on 
negative descriptive norms and positive injunctive norms. What is commonly done 
in relation to refugees can be negative, whereas what is morally approved tends to 
be positive. Additionally, we examine the importance of perceived descriptive and 
injunctive norms of significant others (family and friends) rather than in society in 
general because Turkey is considered a more collectivistic society in which people 
tend to rely on family and close friends (Mango, 2004; Oyserman et al., 2002).

Descriptive norms describe what most people actually do and, thus, what is the 
typical or normal reaction. These norms provide information about what in a spe-
cific situation or towards a particular event is the likely and common reaction and 
thereby help to make sense of one’s own experiences. When people feel a certain 
way and their significant others have similar feelings, this provides evidence for 
the adequacy and appropriateness of their feelings. Descriptive norms provide input 
for adequate information processing and personal decision-making (Cialdini et al., 
1990; Cialdini et al., 1991; Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Hence, we argue that the extent to 
which family and friends are perceived to feel threatened by Syrian refugees has an 
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impact on the negative emotions that one experiences, particularly on the associa-
tion between one’s own perceived threat and negative emotions. More specifically, 
the feeling of outgroup threat is expected to be more strongly associated with neg-
ative emotions when people perceive that more family members and friends also 
feel threatened by Syrian refugees. In that case, the descriptive norm validates one’s 
own feeling of threat with the related negative emotions, making these normal and 
understandable: “I feel threatened, my family and friends also feel threatened, so it 
is understandable that I have negative emotions”.

Injunctive norms do not specify what others actually do but what ought to be 
done. They refer to rules and beliefs of what constitutes morally (dis)approved con-
duct and entail the promise of social and moral sanctions. Injunctive norms serve 
the interpersonal goal of maintaining social relationships (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) 
and tend to relate to moral issues such as harm and fairness (Haidt, 2013; Turiel, 
2002). These norms stipulate what is morally right and wrong, and although they 
have an all-or-nothing quality (Aramovich et al., 2012; MacCallum et al., 2002), their 
impact in terms of sanctions can be expected to be stronger when more family 
members and friends subscribe to them. Thus, the injunctive norm to help refugees 
is probably stronger when a higher number of one’s friends and family members 
consider it a moral duty to help and support refugees. A stronger injunctive norm 
can be expected to be associated with stronger personal endorsement of support 
for Syrian refugees.

Negative emotions towards Syrian refugees might undermine the positive 
impact of injunctive norms. Due to their negative emotions, people cannot live up 
to the moral demands of injunctive norms. The negative emotions might overpower 
their moral concerns and justify their lack of support. Social concerns about one’s 
moral image are taxing, and moral lapses are likely when people feel emotionally 
involved (Ellemers, 2017). This is more likely for the refusal to support and help 
someone, which as an omission rather than a commission, may be perceived as 
less blameworthy compared to actively engaging in harmful and unfair behaviour 
(Janoff-Bulman et al., 2009).

4.1.3.  Refugees in Turkey
Turkey has been a hot spot for refugees for decades, with people arriving mainly 
from Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Somalia, and Syria (Turkish Grand National Assembly, 
2018). However, the refugee issue became particularly controversial with the flow 
of Syrian refugees to Turkey starting in 2011. As Turkey is part of the 1951 Geneva 
Convention on the status of refugees, Syrian refugees were not considered refugees 
in legal terms and hence did not benefit from refugee rights. Yet, as a neighbouring 
country, Turkey granted temporary protection status to the Syrian refugees with 
an open-door policy, no forced return to Syria, and an unlimited length of stay in 
Turkey (Kaya, 2016). Additionally, although refugee camps were built specifically 
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for the Syrian refugees, today the majority of them live in various parts of Turkey, 
leaving only 1.5% of the refugees in camps (Erdoğan, 2022).

With the increasing number of Syrian refugees, the debates on their integration 
and permanent stay in Turkey increased as well. One debate evolved around the 
question of whether the support provided to Syrian refugees is at the expense of 
the state’s support to Turkey’s citizens (Taştan et al., 2017). Today, Syrian refugees 
can work legally, can get treatment at state hospitals, can get an education at state 
schools or in temporary education centres, and can establish their own businesses. 
Additionally, municipalities organize activities for supporting refugees and provide 
food, clothing, and blankets. Although the Syrian refugees do not have the right 
to apply for Turkish citizenship, 110,000 of them benefited from the ‘exceptional’ 
citizenship right – which is granted to those who made an economic, scientific, 
or academic contribution in Turkey – and obtained Turkish citizenship (Erdoğan, 
2022). In light of these developments, the perception of Turkish people regarding 
the support given to Syrians tends to be rather negative (İçduygu, 2015). According 
to a public opinion survey, 56% of the Turkish public indicated to be not in favour 
of giving any support to the Syrian refugees, neither directly nor through a relief 
foundation (Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016). Public opinion surveys also re-
vealed that there is a significant percentage of Turkish people had perceived Syrian 
refugees as a threat. For example, a recent study showed that 87% of the respondents 
agreed that unemployment had increased in Turkey after the arrival of Syrian ref-
ugees and 62% agreed that crime had increased (Taştan et al., 2017). Other research 
that investigates the representation of Syrian refugees on social media showed that 
the majority of people view Syrian refugees as a threat to the future and welfare of 
Turkey (Özdemir & Özkan, 2016).

4.2.  METHOD

4.2.1. Participants
The current study was conducted by the research company Optimar in 2015 (May- 
June). A survey-taker administered the paper-and-pencil questionnaire. The re-
spondents participated voluntarily and it took about 20-25 minutes to complete 
the survey. This study was conducted with 605 Turkish citizens (43.6% male, 56.4% 
female). The respondents ranged in age from 18 to 81 years (M = 39.6, SD = 14.4). Ad-
dresses of the respondents were selected by the Turkish Statistical Institute from 
the following cities which vary in terms of the ratio of Syrian refugees to each city’s 
population: Istanbul (33.4% of participants), Antalya (22.3%), Gaziantep (13.7%), Adana 
(13.4%), Samsun (8.9%), and Kilis (8.3%). Samsun and Antalya have a low number of 
Syrian refugees (0.1% and 0.5%, respectively), Adana and İstanbul have a somewhat 
higher ratio of Syrian refugees (2.5% and 2.6% respectively), and Gaziantep and Kilis 
have a relatively high number of Syrian refugees (14% and 41% respectively) (Direc-
torate General of Migration Management, 2017; Turkish Statistical Institute, 2016). 
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In total, 87.6% of the participants ethnically self-identified as Turks, 6.9% as Kurds, 
1.5% as Arabs, 0.8% as Zaza, and 3.1% was from other ethnic groups.

4.2.2. Measures
Perceived threat items measured realistic threat which is likely to elicit emotional 
reactions. The following items were used based on previous research (Stephan & 
Stephan, 1996a; Stephan et al., 2000): “Because of the Syrian refugees in Turkey, the 
people living in Turkey have more difficulties in finding a job,” “Because Syrian 
refugees are taking jobs away from the people living in Turkey, unemployment will 
increase in Turkey,” “Because of Syrian refugees the people living in Turkey have 
more difficulties in finding or renting a house,” “I worry about the rise of stealing, 
begging, and attacking of the people living in Turkey,” and “I worry about Syrian 
refugees spreading diseases.” All items were rated on a 5-point agree-disagree scale 
(1 = certainly not agree and 5 = certainly agree) and an average score of these items 
was computed (α = .85).

Negative emotions were measured by asking participants about their feelings 
towards Syrian refugees using the following emotion terms: “Anger,” “Annoyance,” 
“Hatred,” “Fear,” “Disgust.” All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all and 
5 = very much) and an average score of these items was computed (α = .85)4

3.
The dependent variable – support for Syrian refugees – was measured with five 

items: “Syrian refugees should be accepted as citizens of Turkey,” “Syrian refugees 
can open Syrian stores, restaurants, real state agencies, and other business,” “Syrian 
refugees need to be able to reside in Turkey permanently,” “Syrian refugees need 
to be able to legally work in Turkey,” and “Children of Syrian refugees should be 
allowed to go to regular schools.” All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = very 
unlikely and 5 = very likely) and an average score of these items was computed 
(α = .86).

Descriptive norms were measured by asking participants how many of their 
friends and how many of their family members think that Syrian refugees in 
Turkey “Are working illegally in Turkey,” and “Are affecting Turkish economy badly.” 
These four items refer to negative views about Syrian refugees and were rated on 
a 5-point scale (1 = none and 5 = all of them; α = .86).

Injunctive norms were measured by asking participants how many of their 
friends and how many of their family members think that Syrian refugees in 
Turkey: “Ought to be helped,” “Their children ought to be allowed to go to regular 
schools,” and “Ought to be able to benefit from state hospitals” (5-point scale; 1 = none 
and 5 = all of them). An average score of these six items was computed (α = .91).

The items for the perceived descriptive norms and for perceived threat were 
similar in content; therefore, we examined whether these items formed two sep-

43 The ‘fear item’ showed the weakest load (.33) on the underlying factor of negative emo-
tions.
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arate factors. A factor analysis with maximum likelihood extraction and oblimin 
rotation showed that the descriptive norm items loaded on the first factor (> .43; on 
the second factor highest load = .29) that explained 44.29% of the variance. Perceived 
threat items loaded on the second factor (> .51; on the first factor highest load = .03) 
that explained 24 % of the variance.

Further, we examined whether the items for perceived descriptive norms and 
injunctive norms loaded on two separate factors. This was found to be the case 
with the descriptive norm items loading on the first factor (> .53; on the second 
factor highest load = .25) that explained 43.72% of the variance and the injunctive 
norms loading on the second factor (> .65; on the first factor highest load = .11) that 
explained 28.62 % of the variance.

Last, because the items for injunctive norms and those measuring participants’ 
own support for Syrian refugees were similar in content, we examined their em-
pirical distinctiveness. Injunctive norms loaded on the first factor (> .56; on the 
second factor highest load = .29) that explained 51.23 % of the variance. Support for 
Syrian refugees’ items loaded on the second factor (> .53; on the first factor highest 
load = .31) that explained 18.54% of the variance.

4.3.  RESULTS

4.3.1. Descriptive findings
Table 4.1 shows the means and standard deviations of each construct as well as 
their intercorrelations. One sample t-tests indicate that perceived threat and the 
perception of descriptive norms are above the midpoint of the scales, t(598) = 30.69 
and p < .001, t(589) = 16.98, p < .001, respectively, and that negative emotions, injunc-
tive norms, and support for Syrian refugees are below the midpoint of the scales, 
t(600) = -17.10, p < .001, t(591) = -4.12, p < .001, and t(597) = -.19.19, p < .001, respectively. 
While perceived threat is positively correlated with descriptive norms and with 
negative emotions, it is negatively correlated with support for Syrian refugees. De-
scriptive norms are also positively correlated with negative emotions and nega-
tively associated with support for Syrian refugees. Injunctive norms are negatively 
correlated with perceived threat and positively with descriptive norms. Negative 
emotions are negatively correlated with injunctive norms as well as with support 
for Syrian refugees. Perceptions of descriptive and injunctive norms are not sig-
nificantly associated.
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Table 4.1.  Correlations, means, and standard deviations of the main constructs

Constructs  1  2  3 4 5  M  SD

1. Perceived threat  — 4.08  .09

2. Descriptive norms  .30**  — 3.80 1.14

3. Injunctive norms -.39**  .06  — 2.81 1.12

4. Negative emotions  .49**  .17**  -.42**  — 2.25 1.07

5. Support for Syrian refugees -.59** -.24**  .50** -.45** — 2.23  .99

**p < .01.

4.3.2.  Descriptive norms and support for Syrian refugees
To test our model for descriptive norms and following recent recommendations for 
(moderated) mediation analyses (Yzerbyt et al., 2018), we first used stepwise regres-
sion analyses to examine the path from perceived threat to negative emotions, and 
then the indirect path from negative emotions to support for Syrians.

Table 4.2.  Stepwise multiple regression analysis predicting negative emotions towards Syrian 
refugees in Turkey

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Variables β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Age  -.01 (.00)  -.02 (.00)  -.02 (.00)

Gender  -.10 (.09)*  -.04 (.08)  -.04 (.08)

Non-Turkish  -.05 (.13)  -.00 (.12)  -.01 (.12)

Antalya  -.21 (.12)***  -.11 (.11)  -.09 (.11)*

Adana  -.13 (.14)**  .02 (.14)  .04 (.14)

Samsun  -.26 (.16)***  -.19 (.14)***  -.19 (.14)***

Kilis  .00 (.17)  .02 (.15)  .03 (.15)

Gaziantep  -.02 (.14)  .02 (.13)  .05 (.13)

Perceived threat   .45 (.06)***  .48 (.06)***

Descriptive norms  .05 (.04)  .04 (.04)

Perceived threat x
 Descriptive norms

   .13 (.05)**

R2  .09  .29  .30

∆R2  .09  .19  .02

∆F  7.32*** 77.00*** 11.81**

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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First, in predicting negative emotions towards Syrian refugees we added in Step 
1 age, gender, cities (dummy variables, with Istanbul as the reference category), and 
ethnicity (Turkish reference category) as demographic control variables. In Step 
2, we added perceived threat and perceived descriptive norms, and in Step 3 the 
predicted interaction between threat and descriptive norms. As shown in Table 4.2, 
perceived threat predicts negative emotions, and this association was moderated 
by descriptive norms. As expected, and shown in Figure 4.1, simple slope analysis 
showed that the relationship between perceived threat and negative emotions is 
stronger when descriptive norms are stronger (+1 SD) B = .78, SE = .08, p < .001, 95% 
CI [.625, .927], as compared to weaker descriptive norms (-1 SD) B = .44, SE = .06, p < 
.001, 95% CI [.327, .561].

Figure 4.1.  Interaction effect between perceived threat and descriptive norms on negative 
emotions.

Subsequently, we tested the full moderated mediation model by using the pro-
cess macro (Model 7) with 10,000 bootstraps (Preacher et al., 2007). The results indi-
cated that higher perceived threat is associated with more negative emotions, B = .61, 
SE = .05, t = 12.23, p < .001, 95% CI [.507, .702] and that stronger negative emotions are 
associated with lower support for Syrian refugees, B = -.18, SE = .03, t = -5.34, p < .001, 
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95% CI [-.245, -.113]. The indirect statistical effect of perceived threat on support for 
Syrian refugees through negative emotions is significant (-.03), as the 95% CI [-.050, 
-.012] does not contain zero. The direct effect of perceived threat on support for 
Syrian refugees is also significant, B = -.50, SE = .04, t = -11.93, p < .001, 95% CI [-.583, 
-.419]. This means that there is partial mediation through negative emotions and 
that there are other factors that also explain the association between perceived 
threat and support for Syrian refugees. As expected, the mediation relationship 
was qualified by a significant interaction between perceived threat and descriptive 
norms, B = .15, SE = .04, t = 3.53, p <.001 with a 95% CI [.066, .233]. When descriptive 
norms are strong (+1 SD) the indirect statistical effect of perceived threat on support 
for Syrian refugees through negative emotions is stronger B = -.14, SE= .03, CI [-.203, 
-.083], than when descriptive norms are weak (-1 SD) B = -.08, SE= .02, CI [-.115, -.047].

Table 4.3.  Stepwise multiple regression analysis predicting support for Syrian refugees in 
Turkey

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Variables β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Age  -.02 (.00)  -.01 (.00)  -.01 (.00)

Gender  .02 (.08)  -.06 (.06)**  -.07 (.06)*

Non-Turkish  .12 (.12)**  .09 (.09)**  .08 (.09)*

Antalya  .35 (.10)***  .22 (.08)***  .21 (.08)***

Adana  .38 (.12)***  .41 (.10)***  .42 (.10)***

Samsun  .20 (.14)***  .13 (.12)***  .13 (.12)***

Kilis  .09 (.15)*  .11 (.12)**  .18 (.10)***

Gaziantep  .12 (.12)**  .18 (.10)***  .18 (.10)***

Negative emotions  -.22 (.03)***  -.25 (.03)***

Injunctive norms  .45 (.03)***  .44 (.03)***

Injunctive norms x
 Negative emotions

   -.11 (.03)***

R2  .18  .48  .49

∆R2  .18  .30  .01

∆F  15.56***  164.88***  12.96***

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

4.3.3.  Injunctive norms and support for Syrian refugees
We conducted a regression analysis predicting support for Syrian refugees. In Step 1, 
we again added age, gender, cities, and ethnicity as demographic control variables. 
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In Step 2, we added negative emotions and injunctive norms, and in Step 3 the inter-
action between both smeasures. As shown in Table 4.3, stronger perceived injunc-
tive norms are associated with higher support, whereas more negative emotions are 
associated with lower support for Syrian refugees. Additionally, negative emotions 
moderate the association between injunctive norms and support for Syrian refu-
gees. As shown in Figure 4.2, simple slope analysis indicates that the relationship 
between injunctive norms and support for Syrian refugees is weaker when negative 
emotions are stronger (+1 SD) B = .28, SE = .04, p < .001, 95% CI [.195, .365], compared to 
lower negative emotions (-1 SD) B = .48, SE = .04, p < .001, 95% CI [.402, .559]5

4.

Figure 4.2.  Interaction effect between injunctive norms and negative emotions on support 
for Syrian refugees.

54 The values of the confidence intervals differ a bit from the values reported in the published 
article.
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4.3.4.  Alternative models
We tested three alternative models to further investigate our predictions about the 
roles of descriptive and injunctive norms in the association between perceived 
threat, negative emotions, and support for Syrian refugees.

First, we used Model 8 (Preacher et al., 2007) to examine whether descriptive 
norms not only moderate the association between perceived threat and negative 
emotions but also the direct association between perceived threat and support for 
Syrian refugees. Results showed that the latter interaction is not significant B = .05, 
SE = .03, p = .126. Second, we used Model 14 and tested if descriptive norms moderate 
the association between negative emotions and support for Syrian refugees, and 
the interaction effect also was not significant B = .02, SE = .03, p = .517. Third, we 
used Model 7 and examined if injunctive norms moderate the association between 
perceived threat and negative emotions and this interaction was not significant 
B = -.08, SE = .04, p = .062. Furthermore, injunctive norms also did not moderate the 
direct association between perceived threat and support for Syrian refugees B = -.05, 
SE = .03, p = .120; Model 15 (Preacher et al., 2007).

4.4.  DISCUSSION

The relatively high number of refugees residing in Turkey has led to debates about 
the extent to which there is societal support for Syrian refugees. While some Turk-
ish people try to help Syrian refugees (Konda Research & Consultancy, 2016) others 
are more hostile and reluctant to do so (İçduygu, 2015). The aim of this study was to 
examine why and when Turkish people support Syrian refugees. The why question 
was examined in terms of perceived threat and the related negative emotions, and 
the when question in terms of the moderating roles that descriptive and injunctive 
norms might play in the association of threat-based negative emotions and support 
for Syrian refugees.

Regarding why perceived threat was associated with less support for Syrian 
refugees, our findings show that this association was partly explained by nega-
tive emotions. This is in line with previous research demonstrating that perceived 
threat is associated with more negative emotions towards outgroups (Montada & 
Schneider, 1989; Verkuyten, 2009b), and that, negative emotions are associated with 
less support for refugees and other minority groups (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Neu-
berg, et al., 2000). This pattern of findings suggests that the cognitive appraisal 
of Syrian refugees - as spreading diseases, affecting Turkish economy and social 
peace negatively - are associated with negative emotions that in turn is related to 
lower willingness to support Syrian refugees. However, the fact that there remains a 
significant direct effect of perceived threat on support for Syrian refugees indicates 
that not only negative emotions are responsible from this association. For example, 
negative beliefs and stereotypes about Syrian refugees might also be important for 
the association between perceived threat and support for Syrian refugees.
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Regarding when perceived threat is associated with less support for Syrian ref-
ugees, we found that stronger descriptive norms were not associated with negative 
emotions but rather strengthened the association between perceived threat and 
negative emotions. This pattern of findings is consistent with research showing 
that descriptive norms provide information about the appropriateness of one’s own 
feelings and help to provide input for decision-making (Cialdini et al., 1990, 1991; 
Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Thus, the extent to which family and friends are perceived 
to feel threatened by Syrian refugees was not associated with one’s own emotional 
reactions but rather moderated the association between perceived threat and nega-
tive emotions. For the Turkish participants, feelings of threat from Syrian refugees 
seem to be validated and normalized by the perception that family and friends also 
feel threatened by Syrian refugees. This perception confirms the appropriateness 
of their own negative feelings towards Syrian refugees.

We also examined the possibility that perceived injunctive norms - whether 
family and friends think that one ought to help and support Syrian refugees - is 
associated with people’s support, and this was found to be the case. The stronger 
the perceived injunctive norms the more strongly people supported Syrian refugees. 
This suggests that people’s own support is influenced by what friends and family 
find morally right, but it might also, in part, indicate that people believe that their 
friends and family have the same moral views as they do. However, perceived in-
junctive norms were less strongly associated with support when participants had 
more negative emotions towards Syrian refugees. This is an important finding that 
indicates that negative emotions towards refugees make it more difficult to follow 
positive injunctive norms of significant others.

4.4.1.  Limitations
Some limitations should be considered. First, the data was collected through a two-
stage cluster sampling method which means that it is not possible to generalize the 
results to the Turkish population. However, we collected data from six cities that 
vary in terms of the ratio between the hosting population of the city and the Syrian 
refugees who are being hosted, and we found theoretically derived associations be-
tween the constructs that were examined. Future studies could apply a longitudinal 
design and use more representative data. Additionally, the focus was on attitudes 
towards support for Syrian refugees in Turkey and future research could investigate 
the same model for attitudes towards other refugee groups and in other countries.

Second, we did not consider societal norms, positive emotions, and moral con-
cerns that theoretically could also be relevant for people’s responses to refugees. 
For example, not only significant others but also the perception of what is com-
monly done (descriptive norms) and commonly approved (injunctive norms) in 
Turkish society might be important for people’s emotional reactions to Syrian 
refugees and their willingness to support them. Furthermore, the role of positive 
descriptive norms (i.e., information about helping initiatives) and whether these 
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motivate people to support refugees or rather lead to social loafing could be stud-
ied (Schindler & Reese, 2017). Additionally, future research could examine support 
for refugees in relation to other factors and processes such as intergroup contact, 
humanitarian considerations, and empathy, and also education, religiosity, and 
political orientation.

4.5.  CONCLUSION

This study is the first to assess the associations between perceptions of threat, neg-
ative emotions, descriptive and injunctive norms, and support for Syrian refugees 
in a key geographical context that hosts the highest number of Syrian refugees. 
Our aim was to examine when and why perceptions of threat are associated with 
less support for Syrian refugees. The findings make three relevant contributions 
to the literature. One is that negative emotions are partly responsible for the as-
sociation between perceived threat and less support for Syrian refugees. Second, 
perceived negative descriptive norms can normalize one’s own perceived threat and 
its association with one’s negative emotions. Third, the perceived moral norms of 
family and friends are important for people’s support for refugees but one’s negative 
emotions towards Syrian refugees reduce the importance of injunctive norms for 
support. In the light of these findings, a policy priority for civil society organizations 
and political campaigns trying to improve the relations between Turks and Syrian 
refugees is to address the threat perceptions of Turkish people about Syrian refu-
gees. Additionally, people are sensitive to positive injunctive norms, meaning, for 
example, that policies emphasizing humanitarian concerns might stimulate people 
to care about the fate of the innocent victims of conflict and disaster (e.g., Nickerson 
& Louis, 2008; Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2018). However, to be effective, these policies 
should address the negative emotions (anger, annoyance, disgust) that people can 
have because of feeling threatened by Syrian refugees.
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CHAPTER 5

Attitudes and helping 
behaviour towards Syrian 
refugees: The roles of contact, 
similarity, and settlement 
intentions6
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5.1.  INTRODUCTION

There are 5.7 million Syrian refugees worldwide and Turkey hosts the highest 
number of these refugees in the world (UNHCR, 2022d). The instability in Syria 
escalated especially after 2012 (İçduygu, 2015) and the number of Syrians in Turkey 
increased dramatically (UNHCR, 2022d). At the beginning of the Syrian civil war, 
Turkey adopted an open-door policy in accepting Syrians into the country. In its 
10th year, the presence of Syrian refugees in Turkey raises many urgent questions, 
especially regarding Syrians’ future stay in Turkey. It is still unclear whether most 
Syrian refugees will return to their country or stay in Turkey permanently. Accord-
ing to a recent survey among Syrian refugees (N = 1418), 57.7% want to have both 
Turkish and Syrian citizenship, and 51.8% think that they will not return to Syria. 
A survey among Turkish citizens (N = 2271) also shows that 48.7% believe that none 
of the Syrian refugees will return to Syria (Erdoğan, 2020).

Considering the forced stay of Syrian refugees and the uncertainty about their 
future presence in Turkey, an important question is whether Turkish people have 
an ‘open-door’ attitude towards Syrian refugees. Recent research shows that around 
three in five Turkish citizens are hesitant to accept Syrians into their own social cir-
cles (Erdoğan, 2020). And some reports reveal that Syrians are the new target group 
for hate speech in Turkey (Kaya & Kıraç, 2016). Research on how people react towards 
immigrants and refugees tends to focus on these sorts of negative reactions, prej-
udicial attitudes and discriminatory behaviour in particular (e.g. Landmann et al., 
2019; Lee & Fisk, 2006; Rucker et al., 2019). In contrast, in this Chapter, we discuss 
our research that examines the willingness of Turkish citizens to accept Syrian 
refugees into their social circles, support their integration, and their intention to 
provide help.

Studying positive attitudes and behavioural intentions towards refugees is im-
portant because the well-known positive-negative asymmetry indicates that pos-
itive evaluations and behaviours differ from negative ones (Mummendey & Otten, 
1998; Otten & Mummendey, 2000). For Turkish reactions towards Syrian refugees, 
researchers have found that positive attitudes and intentions are not simply the 
counter-image of negative attitudes and intentions (Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2018). 
Thus, studying only negative reactions and ignoring more positive ones is one-sided 
and does not present a fuller picture of how Turkish citizens respond to the pres-
ence of Syrian refugees (Pettigrew & Hewstone, 2017). Furthermore, research shows 
that not all host-refugee dynamics are negative and that there are opportunities for 
positive interactions between members of both groups (e.g., Thravalou et al., 2020). 
For instance, intergroup contact can be important for more positive reactions and 
considering a host population that shares cultural similarities with Syrian refugees 
might help us to understand under what conditions cultural similarity predicts 
more positive attitudes. The perceived permanent or rather temporary stay of Syrian 
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refugees in Turkey might be especially important for understanding whether and 
why Turkish people tend to socially accept these refugees.

The aim of the current research, therefore, is to investigate whether intergroup 
contact and perceived similarity between Turkish citizens and Syrian refugees 
are associated with social acceptance (Erdoğan, 2015), whether lower perceived 
threat accounts for this association, and whether the association between perceived 
similarity and social acceptance depends on Turkish citizens’ perception of Syrian 
refugee settlement (permanent, temporary). We will explain the different theoreti-
cal propositions in the next sections and we tested these empirically by analyzing 
three large sample surveys.

5.1.1.  Intergroup contact and perceived similarity
There are various reasons why people accept and support refugees, such as feelings 
of sympathy (Thravalou et al., 2020) and empathy (Glen et al., 2019; Vassilopoulos 
et al., 2020), and the endorsement of humanitarian values (Verkuyten et al., 2018b; 
Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2018). In addition, intergroup contact and perceived intergroup 
similarities might be particularly relevant (Allport, 1954; Callens et al., 2019; Petti-
grew & Tropp, 2010; Poslon & Lasticova, 2019). Syrian refugees increasingly live in 
urban areas where they have more contact with Turkish citizens (Erdoğan, 2020) 
and this might lead to more positive attitudes among the Turks (Bağcı et al., 2020). 
Additionally, perceived similarity is likely to be important because people might 
perceive Turks and Syrian refugees as sharing their Islamic religion with the related 
cultural values and practices (Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2017). Focusing on both contact 
and similarity allows us to examine whether these two intergroup factors play a 
similar role in predicting social acceptance of Syrian refugees.

Most research to date has examined the role of intergroup contact in outgroup 
attitudes and these studies predominantly focus on the reduction of prejudice 
(Hewstone, 2009; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011; Turner et al., 2007). There are only a few 
empirical studies that show that intergroup contact can actually increase positive 
reactions such as outgroup helping intentions (Johnston & Glasford, 2018), support 
for migrants (Graf & Szcesny, 2019), and social acceptance (see Güler et al., 2022; Koç 
& Anderson, 2018). According to intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954; Hewstone, 
2015; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011), contact enables group members to learn about each 
other and to improve outgroup feelings and beliefs In line with this reasoning, we 
expect that more frequent contact between Turkish citizens and Syrian refugees 
will foster mutual understanding and acceptance and will therefore be associated 
with higher acceptance of Syrians in one’s own social circles.

Similar to studies on intergroup contact, research on perceived similarity often 
focuses on the negative effect of dissimilarity on intergroup attitudes such as in-
creased group distinctiveness (Brown & Lopez, 2001; Jetten & Spears, 2003) and 
ingroup favouritism (Roccas & Schwartz, 1993). However, perceived similarity is 
also found to improve attitudes towards immigrants (Ford, 2011; Heath & Richards, 
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2019; Rodriguez et al., 2017) and more so than actual similarity (Mallett et al., 2008; 
Pinel & Long, 2012). One explanation for the association between perceived simi-
larity and positive attitudes is offered by belief-congruence theory (Rokeach, 1960) 
which posits that similarity in beliefs between the self and others triggers more 
positive intergroup attitudes and behaviours. This is in line with similarity-attrac-
tion theory which suggests that similarity confirms our worldview which makes 
similar others more attractive (Montoya et al., 2008). Further, self-categorization 
theory posits that people expect to agree with those who are considered similar to 
the self (Turner, 1991). Therefore, we expect perceived similarity to be associated 
with Turkish citizens’ social acceptance of Syrian refugees.

5.1.2.  Perceived threats
Refugees typically need settlement services, affordable housing, access to health-
care and jobs and may require other scarce resources that can invoke feelings of 
threat in members of the host society (McLaren, 2003; Schneider, 2008). In addition, 
refugees might have a different cultural identity and other traditions and beliefs 
than members of the host community. Perceptions of threat are one of the most 
important predictors of negative outgroup attitudes (Croucher et al., 2013; Stephan 
et al., 2005; Velasco Gonzalez et al., 2008), and different potential sources of threat 
(whether real or imagined) can affect people’s attitudes and behavioural intentions 
towards refugees (Blinder, 2015; Landmann et al., 2019). For example, if members of 
the receiving society believe that immigrants take away jobs and other economic 
resources, they tend to have more negative attitudes towards newcomers (Card et 
al., 2005; Esipova et al., 2015). Thus, investigating whether intergroup contact and 
perceived similarity are associated with reduced feelings of perceived threat is 
relevant for understanding and fostering more positive attitudes.

Additionally, contact promotes mutual understanding and familiarity between 
groups (Hewstone, 2015) and reduces uncertainty and anxiety about how to behave 
towards outgroup members (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Stephan & Stephan, 2000). 
For example, a study by Koç and Anderson (2018) showed that (vicarious) contact 
increases social acceptance through reduced intergroup anxiety among Syrian 
refugees and American citizens. Another study found that intergroup contact be-
tween Turkish people and various outgroups in Turkey reduced perceived threat 
which in turn increased social acceptance of these outgroups (Bilali et al., 2018). 
Hence, we expect that intergroup contact will be associated with reduced feelings 
of threat from Syrian refugees which, in turn, will be associated with higher social 
acceptance.

Likewise, feelings of threat are less likely if one considers someone to be sim-
ilar to oneself and thereby more familiar. For instance, one study revealed that 
perceived similarity led to group-level interactions by reducing feelings of anxiety 
(West et al., 2014). Other studies also found that intra-group interactions pose less 
stress and anxiety than inter-group interactions (Dovidio et al., 2002; Pearson et 
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al., 2008; Trawalter et al., 2009). In line with this reasoning, we expect perceived 
similarity to be related to lower feelings of threat which, in turn, will be associated 
with increased social acceptance of Syrian refugees, support for their rights, and 
helping intentions towards them.

5.1.3.  The role of perception of refugee settlement
Research has examined if the associations between perceived similarity and con-
tact with social acceptance of minority groups depend on whether the intergroup 
context is competitive or not (Brown, 1984, Gaertner et al., 1989; Grant, 1993; Gonzales 
& Brown, 2003; Kuchenbrandt et al., 2013). Intergroup contact theory suggests that 
when ingroup and outgroup members are not in a competitive relationship, contact 
is more likely to lead to more positive intergroup attitudes because of lower feelings 
of threat (Allport, 1954; Kalogeraki, 2019).

If Syrian refugees are seen as permanent residents of Turkey, Turkish citizens 
may view them more as long-term competitors for scarce resources, as having a 
greater cultural impact on Turkish society, and as being more likely to claim equal 
rights and challenge the social status of Turkish citizens. In contrast, if Turks be-
lieve that refugees are only temporarily in Turkey, they may not consider these 
refugees as long-term competitors, for example, on the labour market and for various 
provisions. Furthermore, when Syrian refugees are perceived as temporary resi-
dents, short term concerns – such as being hospitable and wanting to help Muslim 
brothers (Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2018) - may be more important than long term com-
petitive considerations (Thravalou et al., 2020). And the perception of Syrian refugee 
settlement as temporary may go together with the belief that one’s ingroup position 
and status is stable and that the group boundaries are not challenged.

This reasoning implies that we can expect Turkish citizens to show more social 
acceptance of Syrian refugees when they perceive these refugees as temporary 
rather than permanent settlers. Perceiving Syrians as temporarily or permanent-
ly settled is also likely to have an impact on the expected associations between 
similarity, threat, and acceptance. Specifically, perceived permanency of Syrian 
refugee settlement can imply that Turkish citizens view a more competitive future 
relationship with Syrians, compared to Turkish citizens who think that Syrians will 
only stay in Turkey temporarily. Therefore, it is likely that perceived similarity is 
more strongly associated with reduced feelings of Syrian refugee threat and there-
fore with higher social acceptance among Turkish citizens who think that Syrian 
refugees will stay temporary in Turkey, compared to those who think that they 
will settle permanently in the country. Thus, even though Turkish citizens might 
perceive Syrian refugees as being culturally similar, this may not translate into 
social acceptance if they perceive Syrian refugees as permanent settlers in Turkey.
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5.1.4.  The current research
We investigated whether intergroup contact and perceived similarity between 
self-identified Turkish citizens and Syrian refugees are associated with social 
acceptance through perceived threat and whether the association between per-
ceived similarity and social acceptance depends on Turkish citizens’ perception 
of Syrian refugee settlement. We empirically tested the different predictions with 
three large sample surveys. Study 1 (N= 605) focused on the frequency of contact 
between Turkish citizens and Syrian refugees and whether contact predicts more 
social acceptance through perceived threat. Study 2 (N= 2649) goes beyond Study 1 
and focuses on whether perceived similarity is associated with social acceptance, 
support for integration and actual behaviour (help). Study 3 (N= 1861) examines 
whether perceived similarity translates into less perceived threat which, in turn, 
relates to less social acceptance, especially for those who view Syrian refugees as 
temporary rather than permanent settlers.

5.2. STUDY 1

In Study 1 we examined whether more frequent contact with Syrian refugees is 
associated with higher social acceptance of these refugees and whether perceived 
outgroup threat accounts for the association between contact and social acceptance.

5.2.1.  Method

5.2.1.1. Data and participants
Data were collected by the research company Optimar in 2015 (April and May) by

means of face-to-face surveys that took about 20 minutes to complete. Ethical 
approval for the study was obtained from Utrecht University’s ethical board. Re-
spondents (N = 605), all of whom participated voluntarily, were Turkish citizens 
aged between 18 and 81 (M = 39.6, SD = 14.4) and 56.4% were female. A large majority 
(87.6%) ethnically self-identified as Turks, but other ethnicities were also represented 
(6.9% Kurds, 1.5% Arabs, 0.8% Zaza, and 3.1% other).

Participants were reached through a two-stage cluster sampling method and the 
addresses of the participants were obtained from the Turkish Statistical Institute. In 
the first stage, clusters were formed that involved 100 addresses and in the second 
stage, 10 addresses were selected through a systematic sampling from each cluster. 
Data were collected in six Turkish cities, namely, Istanbul (33.4% of participants), 
Antalya (22.3%), Gaziantep (13.7%), Adana (13.4%), Samsun (8.9%), and Kilis (8.3%). 
These cities vary in terms of the ratio of the Syrian refugee population to the host 
population: Gaziantep and Kilis have a relatively high number of Syrian refugees 
(14% and 41% respectively), Adana and İstanbul have a lower ratio of Syrian refugees 
(2.5% and 2.6% respectively), and Samsun and Antalya have a much lower number 



99Attitudes and helping behaviour towards Syrian refugees

of Syrian refugees (0.1% and 0.5%, respectively) (Directorate General of Migration 
Management, 2017; Turkish Statistical Institute, 2016).

5.2.1.2. Measures
Our data consisted of one single-item measure (frequency of contact) and two latent 
constructs (perception of outgroup threat and social acceptance of Syrian refugees). 
The questions were first formulated in English and then translated to Turkish. 
Frequency of contact was measured by the following item: “How often do you meet 
and get in contact with a Syrian refugee?” Participants responded to this item on a 
5-point scale (1 = never, 2 = once, 3 = a few times, 4 = regularly, and 5 = often).

Perceived threat was assessed with the following items based on previous re-
search and which assess the cultural dimension of threat (Stephan & Stephan, 1996a; 
Stephan et al., 2000;): “The cultural identity of Turkey is being threatened by the 
increasing number of Syrian refugees,” “The norms and values of Turkey are being 
threatened due to the presence of Syrian refugees,” “The Syrian refugees are un-
dermining the culture of Turkey.” Participants responded to the items on a 5-point 
agree-disagree scale ranging from (1) = certainly disagree to (5) = certainly agree, 
and an average score for these items was computed (α = .94).

The dependent variable social acceptance was measured by the following three 
items adapted from the social distance scale (Bilali et al., 2018; Bogardus, 1967; Koç 
& Anderson, 2018) to capture positive behavioural intentions: “I would share the 
same table with a Syrian refugee,” “I would become friends with a Syrian refugee,” 
“I would add a Syrian refugee on Facebook as a friend.” Participants responded to 
the items on a 5-point agree-disagree scale ranging from (1) certainly disagree to 
(5) certainly agree, and an average score for these items was computed (α = .87).

Control variables were age, gender (1= male, 0 = female), city of residence (1= Is-
tanbul, 0 = other cities), and ethnicity (1= Turkish, 0= other ethnicities) as these are 
found to be associated with contact and attitudes towards refugees and therefore 
might as third variables account for the associations found (e.g., Yitmen & Verkuy-
ten, 2018).

5.2.2.  Results

5.2.2.1. Measurement model
To check whether the items measuring perceived threat and social acceptance 
form separate latent constructs, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis using the 
Maximum Likelihood estimator in Mplus version 8.4 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2017). 
The two-factor model had a good fit: χ²(8) = 14.872; CFI =.997; SRMR = .013; RMSEA 
[90% CI] = .038 [.00, .067]. All items loaded on the designated factor with standardized 
loadings higher than .72. This shows that perceived threat and social acceptance 
are two empirically distinct constructs.

5
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5.2.2.2. Descriptive results
The mean scores and correlations of the variables are displayed in Table 5.1. One 
sample t-tests showed that perceived threat of Syrian refugees was significant-
ly above the mid-point of the scale t(596)= 9.08, p<.001. Furthermore, frequency of 
contact with Syrian refugees and social acceptance were below the mid-point of 
the scale t(604) = -.18.16, p<.001 and t(596) = -.15.60, p<.001, respectively. This means 
that participants on average had a low frequency of contact with Syrian refugees, 
that they perceived them as a cultural threat, and were reluctant to socially accept 
them. The correlations between the main constructs were significant and in the 
expected direction.

Table 5.1.  Correlations, means, and standard deviations of the main constructs, Study 1

Constructs  1  2  3 Range M SD

1. Frequency of contact  — 1-5 2.02 1.33

2. Perceived threat  -.17***  — 1-5 3.46 1.25

3. Social acceptance  .36***  -.46***  — 1-5 2.22 1.22

Note. The means of multiple-item measures were obtained based on averaged observed scores, 
***p < .001.

5.2.2.3. Social acceptance
To determine whether frequency of contact is associated with social acceptance 
indirectly via perceived threat, we estimated a mediation model in Mplus version 
8.4 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2017).

The standardized coefficients from the mediation model are shown in Figure 
5.1. The total effect of frequency of contact on social acceptance was positive and 
significant. Furthermore, both the association between frequency of contact and 
perceived threat and the association between perceived threat and social accep-
tance were negative and significant. The indirect effect of frequency of contact on 
social acceptance through perceived threat was positive and significant, B = .056, 
SE = .017, p = .001, and the 95% confidence interval did not include zero [.024, .089]. 
The remaining direct effect of frequency of contact on social acceptance was still 
positive and significant. Thus, we found evidence for partial mediation of perceived 
threat in the association between frequency of contact and social acceptance.
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Figure 5.1.  Mediation model, Study 1 (N = 605).

Note. Standardized estimates are displayed, with standard errors in round brackets and the 
total effect in square brackets. Latent variables are displayed in ovals, ***p < .001.

5.2.3.  Discussion
In line with the theoretical expectations, the findings demonstrate that Turkish 
citizens who have more frequent contact with Syrian refugees show more social 
acceptance of this group of refugees. This is partially explained by perceptions of 
outgroup threat: those with more contact tend to perceive Syrian refugees as less 
threatening to the Turkish culture, and in turn are more willing to welcome Syrian 
refugees into their social circle. Yet, we did not examine whether constructs that 
conceptually replicate frequency of contact also predict social acceptance of Syrian 
refugees.

5.3.  STUDY 2

In Study 2 we tried to conceptually replicate these findings by, first, focusing on 
perceived similarity as a less examined construct compared to intergroup contact 
on which there is a very large literature (Dovidio et al., 2011; Hewstone, 2009; Petti-
grew & Tropp, 2011). We expected that perceived similarity would also be positively 
associated with social acceptance via lower perceived threat. Second, we focused 
on realistic, rather than cultural, threat to examine whether the findings generalize 
to this form of threat. Furthermore, in Study 2 we considered social acceptance 
and support for refugee rights as measures of positive attitudes towards Syrian 
refugees, and we additionally focused on the provision of help to Syrian refugees 
as a self-reported retrospective behavioural measure.

5.3.1.  Method

5.3.1.1. Data and participants
Data were collected by the research company Konda in February 2016 by a pa-
per-and-pencil questionnaire that took about 12 minutes to complete. Respondents 
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(N = 2649) were Turkish citizens aged between 17 and 88 (M = 41.02, SD = 14.7), 47% 
were female, and they all participated voluntarily. A large majority (80.9%) ethnically 
self-identified as Turkish, but other ethnicities were also represented (12.1% Kurds, 
1.7% Arab, 1.6% Zaza and 2.6% other). For this national sample, twenty-seven cities 
and surrounding villages from 12 subregions of Turkey were selected and house-
holds were randomly selected by the interviewers. Participants were reached in 
136 villages and neighbourhoods across these 27 cities.

5.3.1.2. Measures
Perceived similarity was measured by the following item (Ionnou et al., 2017): “I 
think Syrians have a similar culture as us.” Participants responded to this item on 
a 6-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = partially disagree, 4 = partially 
agree, and 5 = agree, 6= strongly agree).

Perceived threat was a latent variable with the following items based on previ-
ous research (Stephan & Stephan, 1996a; Stephan et al., 2000) that tap into realistic 
threat, and specifically the economic and safety aspects of it: “Asylum-seekers are a 
threat to the economy in Turkey,” “Employment opportunities decreased because of 
the Syrian asylum-seekers,” “Cities are more insecure because of asylum-seekers.” 
Participants responded to the items on a 6-point agree-disagree scale ranging from 
(1) = strongly disagree to (6) = strongly agree and they formed a reliable scale (α = .70).

Social acceptance was measured by the following four items based on previous 
research in Turkey (Bilali et al., 2018; Bogardus, 1967; Koç & Anderson, 2018): “Is it 
OK if there are Syrians in your city?” “Is it OK if there are Syrians in your neigh-
bourhood, in your place of work or at your school?” “Is it OK if there are Syrians in 
your apartment building or in your friends’ circle?” “Is it OK if there are Syrians in 
your household or in your family?” The response category was yes (1) and no (2). 
We counted the number of yes (1) responses and obtained a scale ranging from 0 to 
4, they formed a reliable scale (α = .79).

The second dependent variable support for refugee rights was a latent variable 
and measured by the following items (Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2019): “Asylum-seekers 
should be granted a work permit”, “Asylum-seekers should be granted a residence 
permit”, “Asylum-seekers should only dwell in the camps.” Participants responded 
to the items on a 6-point agree-disagree scale ranging from (1) = strongly disagree 
to (6) = strongly agree and, after reversing the third item, they formed a reliable 
scale (α = .71).

The third dependent variable was help, which was a categorical variable mea-
sured by the following item (Thravalou et al., 2020): “Have you provided any assis-
tance to Syrian asylum-seekers directly or through an organization?” The responses 
were: (1) = “I donated money, food, clothing via an organization”, (2) = “I helped the 
Syrians whom I saw in my neighbourhood”, (3) = “I did not offer any help”. Partic-
ipants could only select one answer and those who selected either the first or the 
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second answer were coded as (1) ‘having provided help’, whereas those who selected 
the third answer were coded as (0) ‘not having provided help’.

We again controlled for age, gender (1= female, 0 = male), city of residence (1= Is-
tanbul, 0 = other cities), ethnicity (1= Turkish, 0= other ethnicities). In contrast to 
Study 1, in Study 2 a measure of education was available and we additionally con-
trolled for it as education is typically associated with attitudes towards immigrants 
(Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2015).

5.3.2.  Results

5.3.2.1. Descriptive results
The mean scores and correlations are displayed in Table 5.2. One sample t-tests 
showed that perceived threat of Syrian refugees was again significantly above 
the mid-point of the scale t(2587)= 35.68, p< .001. Perceived similarity with Syrian 
refugees and support for refugee rights were below the mid-point of the scale 
t(2602) = -28.40, p<.001 and t(2578) = -13.71, p<.001, respectively. These findings 
demonstrate that respondents on average perceived little similarity saw refugees 
as a realistic threat, and were not very supportive of their rights. Social acceptance 
of Syrians was rather low as well, with people on average accepting Syrians in less 
than two out of four given contexts. However, almost half of the participants said 
to have provided help to refugees. The correlations between the main constructs 
were significant and in the expected direction.

Table 5.2.  Correlations, means, and standard deviations of the main constructs, Study 2 

Constructs  1  2  3 4 Range M SD

1. Perceived similarity  — 1-6 2.60 1.61

2. Perceived threat  -.31***  — 1-6 4.44 1.34

3. Social acceptance  .27***  -.42***  — 0-4 1.81 1.41

4. Support for refugee rights  .29***  -.47*** -.44***  — 1-6 3.11 1.46

5. Help  .11***  -.16***  .22*** .19*** 0/1  .48  .50

Note. The means of multiple-item measures were obtained based on averaged observed scores, 
***p < .001.

5.3.2.2. Explanatory results
We again estimated a mediation model by using Maximum Likelihood estimator 
in Mplus version 8.4 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2017) to investigate whether per-
ceived threat mediates the association between perceived similarity and social 
acceptance, support for refugee rights, and helping intentions. We controlled for 
gender, city, ethnicity, age, and education in relation to the mediator and the de-

5
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pendent variables. Due to missing values on observed variables, our final sample 
consisted of 2564 participants. We again estimated confidence intervals with 5000 
bootstraps (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). We also allowed for the dependent variables to 
correlate with each other. The model had a good fit χ²(39) = 198.660 p < .001; CFI = .935; 
SRMR =.034; RMSEA [95% CI] = .040 [.035, .046].

Figure 5.2 shows the standardized coefficients from the mediation model. The 
total effects of similarity on social acceptance, support for refugee rights, and help 
were positive and significant. Furthermore, the association between perceived sim-
ilarity and perceived threat was negative and significant. The associations between 
perceived threat and social acceptance, support for refugee rights, and help were 
also negative and significant. The indirect effects of perceived similarity on social 
acceptance, support for refugee rights, and help through perceived threat were pos-
itive and significant and the 95% confidence intervals did not include zero, B = .146 
[.123, .171], SE = .012, p < .001, B = .164 [.136, .194], SE = .014, p < .001, and B = .046 [.031, 
.063], SE = .008, p < .001, respectively. The mediation was only partial in relation to 
social acceptance and support for refugee rights as the remaining direct effects of 
perceived similarity on these two outcomes were positive and significant. However, 
perceived threat fully mediated the association between perceived similarity and 
help as evidenced by a non-significant remaining direct effect.

5.3.3.  Discussion
Focusing on perceived similarity instead of contact we conceptually replicated 
the findings of Study 1. Turkish citizens who think that they are more similar to 
Syrian refugees perceive these refugees less as a threat to the economy and secu-
rity of Turkey, and hence tend to show higher social acceptance of this group of 
immigrants. Importantly, we found the same pattern of results for another outcome 
measure, namely, support for refugee rights, showing that perceived similarity and 
threat guide not only attitudes about acceptance of Syrian refugees as neighbours, 
colleagues, and friends but also attitudes about their rights to get a permit and live 
in decent conditions. Furthermore, the findings also replicated to self-reported help 
offered to refugees, indicating that perceptions of similarity and threat are also 
relevant explanations for (self-reported) positive behaviour.
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5.4.  STUDY 3

In Study 3 we examined whether the association between perceived similarity 
and social acceptance through perceived threat (both cultural and realistic threat) 
depends on whether people perceive Syrians’ settlement in Turkey as temporary 
or permanent. We expected perceived temporary stay to be associated with higher 
social acceptance compared to the perception that Syrian refugees will stay perma-
nently in the country. Furthermore, we expected that similarity would be particular-
ly strongly related to social acceptance via lower perceived threat for Turkish people 
who perceive Syrian refugees’ stay in Turkey as temporary. Thus, we expected the 
associations between the main constructs to depend on whether Syrian refugees 
were seen to settle temporarily or permanently in Turkey.

5.4.1.  Method

5.4.1.1. Data and participants
Data were collected by the research company Anar in April 2017 by means of com-
puter-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). Participants (N = 2089) voluntarily 
agreed to take part in the survey. They were adult Turkish citizens (18.9% aged 
18-24, 27% aged 25-34, 23.7% aged 35-44, 17.9% aged 45-54, 8.1% aged 55-64, and 4.4% 
above 65) and 49.3% were female. A large majority (81.9%) ethnically self-identified 
as Turkish, 13.5% were Kurds/Zaza, and 2.9% belonged to other ethnic minorities. 
Data were collected in 26 cities located in 12 subregions of Turkey, and 19.6% of the 
participants lived in cities close to the Syrian border where Syrian refugees are 
more densely concentrated.

5.4.1.2. Measures
Perceived similarity was measured with the same item as in Study 2. Perceived 
threat was a latent variable and was assessed with the following items based on 
previous research (Stephan et al., 2000; Stephan & Stephan, 1996a) that tap into both 
cultural as well as economic and safety threats: “To what extent do you feel the fol-
lowing concern with respect to Syrian refugees: I think that they will harm me, my 
family and my kids”, “I think that they are going to harm our society,” “I think that 
they are going to harm Turkish economy,” “I think that they are going to take away 
our jobs from us,” “I think that they are going to harm the socio-cultural structure of 
Turkey,” “I think that they harm societal morality and peace by engaging in crimes 
like violence, stealing, smuggling, and prostitution.” Participants responded to the 
items on a 5-point scale (1 = I don’t feel at all, 2 = I don’t feel, 3 = I neither feel nor don’t 
feel, 4 = I feel, 5 = I feel very much) and the items formed a reliable scale (α = .81).

To measure social acceptance and similar to Study 1 (Bilali et al., 2018; Bogar-
dus, 1967; Koç & Anderson, 2018), participants were asked whether they agreed or 
disagreed with the following social distance questions regarding Syrians: “I could 
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marry a Syrian,” “I would not mind if my brother/sister married a Syrian,” “I’d allow 
my kid to get married to a Syrian,” “I don’t mind if Syrian families move to the 
neighbourhood I live,” “I would not mind moving to a neighbourhood which is pop-
ulated densely by Syrians,” “I would not mind living in the same apartment with 
a Syrian,” “I would not mind if Syrian children attended at the same school as my 
kids,” “I would not mind working at the same place with a Syrian,” “I could estab-
lish a business partnership with a Syrian.” Participants responded to the items on 
a 3-point scale (1 = I agree, 2 = I partly agree, 3 = I disagree) and the items formed a 
reliable scale (α = .86).

Settlement perception of Syrians was measured by the following item: “Do you 
believe that the Syrians will go back to their country when the war is over?” Par-
ticipants responded to the item on a 5-point scale (1 = None of them would return, 
2 = Although some of them would return, the majority would stay in Turkey, 3 = Half 
would return, half would stay in Turkey, 4 = The majority would return, less than 
half would stay in Turkey, 5 = Almost all of them would return, very few would 
stay in Turkey).

We again controlled for age, education, gender (1= female, 0 = male), city of res-
idence (1= Istanbul, 0 = other cities) and ethnicity (1= Turkish, 0= other ethnicities).

5.4.1.3. Analysis
To test our hypothesis that the path in the mediation model from similarity to threat 
differs depending on settlement perceptions, we grouped the participants into three 
categories: 1) people who think that none of the Syrian refugees will return to Syria 
(“permanent settlement perception”), (2) people who think that some or half of the 
Syrian refugees will return to Syria (“mixed settlement perception”), and (3) people 
who think that most or all of the Syrian refugees will return to Syria (“temporary 
settlement perception”). We first fitted a measurement model and then estimated a 
multiple-group mediation model. Next to testing the hypothesized moderation, this 
method allowed us to inspect whether the remaining two paths from similarity to 
acceptance and from threat to acceptance differ across the three groups of partici-
pants. In addition, we conducted two robustness checks, one with two alternative 
categorizations of the participants, and one with a latent interaction model in which 
settlement perception was used as a continuous scale. Due to missing values on ob-
served variables (N = 140), our final sample for the multiple-group mediation model 
was reduced to 1949, with 767 participants in the permanent, 878 in the mixed, and 
304 in the temporary settlement perception group.

5.4.2.  Results

5.4.2.1. Measurement model
Perceived threat was again treated as a latent variable, and to find out whether this 
construct has the same meaning for the three groups of participants that differ in 
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their perception of Syrian refugee settlement, we constrained the loading of the 
items to be the same across the groups, thereby testing for metric invariance. Es-
tablishing metric invariance is a precondition for testing the structural paths for 
meaningful group comparisons (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). The metric model had 
a good fit χ²(37) = 295.750 p < .001; CFI = .971; SRMR =.034; RMSEA [95% CI] = .102 [.091, 
.113], and this fit was not significantly worse than the fit of the configural model in 
which the loadings were allowed to vary across groups (∆χ²(10) = 14.567, p = . 149). So 
there is evidence of metric invariance, which means that the latent factor perceived 
threat has the same meaning across the three groups. Therefore, we use the metric 
model as a basis for estimating a multi-group mediation model.

Table 5.3.  Correlations, means, and standard deviations of the main constructs presented 
for the whole sample as well as separately for the three subgroups that differ in 
settlement perception, Study 3

Constructs  1  2  3 Range N M SD

All participants

1. Perceived similarity  — 1-5 2023 1.84  .91

2. Perceived threat -.39***  — 1-5 2077 3.31 1.05

3. Social acceptance  .41***  -.49***  — 1-3 2072 1.63  .63

4. Settlement perception  .28**  -.27** .31** 1-5 2040 2.12 1.22

Permanent Settlement Perception  1  2  3 Range N M  SD

1. Perceived similarity  — 1-5 781 1.56  .78

2. Perceived threat -.25***  — 1-5 789 3.27 1.23

3. Social acceptance  .29***  -.34***  — 1-3 793 1.41  .50

Mixed Settlement Perception  1  2  3 Range N M  SD

1. Perceived similarity  — 1-5 889 1.93  .89

2. Perceived threat -.33***  — 1-5 913 3.00 1.27

3. Social acceptance  .36***  -.46***  — 1-3 913 1.65  .63

Temporary Settlement Perception  1  2  3 Range N M  SD

1. Perceived similarity  — 1-5 314 2.22 1.03

2. Perceived threat -.47***  — 1-5 328 2.43 1.19

3. Social acceptance  .42**  -.57***  — 1-3 324 1.95  .69

Note. The means of multiple-item measures were obtained based on averaged observed scores, 
**p < .01., ***p < .001.
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5.4.2.2. Descriptive results
One sample t-tests showed that perceived threat of Syrian refugees was again sig-
nificantly above the mid-point of the scale t(2076)= 13.473, p< .001. In contrast, per-
ceived similarity with Syrian refugees, social acceptance of Syrian refugees, and 
settlement perception were below the mid-point of the scale t(2022)= -57.476, p< .001, 
t(2071) = -27.46, p<.001, and t(2039) = -32.60, p<.001, respectively. These findings reveal 
that respondents on average had a low perception of similarity, that they perceived 
refugees as a threat, were not very willing to accept them and thought on average 
that most Syrian refugees will stay in Turkey permanently.

As shown in Table 5.3 the correlations between the main constructs are signif-
icant and in the expected direction. Importantly, participants who more strongly 
think that Syrian refugees will stay only temporarily in Turkey consider Syrians 
as being more similar, perceive less threat from Syrians, and accept Syrians more. 
We additionally compared the three groups of participants with different settlement 
perceptions with one-way ANOVAs and found significant differences in the means 
of perceived threat, perceived similarity, and social acceptance, F (2, 2027) = 57.319, p 
< .001, F(2,2027) = 75.017, p < .001, and F(2,2027) = 90.698, p < .001, respectively. Post-hoc 
Tukey’s tests revealed that all three groups differed significantly from each other 
(ps < .001). Perceived threat was highest whereas perceived similarity and social ac-
ceptance were lowest among those who believed that Syrian refugees would settle 
permanently in Turkey, followed by the group with mixed settlement perceptions, 
and then by those who believed that the refugees’ stay will be temporary.

5.4.2.3. Explanatory results
We fitted a multi-group mediation model in Mplus version 8.4 (Muthen & Muthen, 
1998-2017). We examined whether the indirect association between perceived sim-
ilarity, perceived threat, and social acceptance differs in strength for Turkish re-
spondents who perceive Syrian refugee settlement as permanent, temporary or a 
mixture of both. Perceived threat was a latent construct and social acceptance and 
perceived similarity were observed variables. We regressed social acceptance on 
perceived similarity and perceived threat, and we regressed perceived threat on 
perceived similarity. We controlled for age, education, gender, city, and ethnicity 
in relation to the mediator and the dependent variables. We estimated confidence 
intervals with 5000 bootstraps (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The model had a good fit 
χ²(112) = 444.353, p < .001; CFI = .964; SRMR =.031; RMSEA [95% CI] = .068 [.061, .074].

Figure 5.3 shows the standardized coefficients for the mediation model. For all 
three groups and similar to Study 2, the total effect of perceived similarity on social 
acceptance was positive and significant. Furthermore, the association between 
perceived similarity and perceived threat was negative and significant for all three 
groups, and so was the association between perceived threat and social acceptance.
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Figure 5.3.  A multi-group mediation model, Study 3.

Note. Standardized estimates with standard errors in round brackets and the total effect 
in square brackets are displayed separately for the permanent (N = 767) / mixed (N = 878) 
/ temporary settlement perceptions (N = 304). Latent variable is displayed in an oval, 
***p < .001.

However, when comparing the strength of the associations, we found that the 
negative path from perceived similarity to perceived threat was the weakest for 
participants who saw refugees as permanent settlers and the strongest for partici-
pants who saw them as staying temporary, while being in-between for participants 
who thought about half of the refugees would return home (the mixed settlement 
perception). Similarly, the negative path from perceived threat to social acceptance 
was the weakest for participants who saw refugees as permanent settlers and the 
strongest for the participants who saw them as staying temporary. The mixed set-
tlement perception was again in-between.

The indirect effects of perceived similarity on social acceptance through per-
ceived threat were positive and significant for all three groups, but the weakest for 
participants who saw refugees as permanent settlers B = .043, SE = .009, p < .001, and 
strongest for participants who saw them as staying temporary B = .162, SE = .025, p 
< .001, with the mixed settlement perception being in the middle, B = .090, SE = .012, 
p < .001. The 95% confidence intervals for these indirect paths did not include zero 
for any of the three groups, 95% CIpermanent [.041, .097], 95% CImixed [.085, .149], and 95% 
CItemporary [.142, .267]. The mediation was only partial in relation to social acceptance 
as the remaining direct effects of perceived similarity on social acceptance were 
positive and significant for all three groups and these did not differ significantly 
from each other, as Wald test statistics indicate (Wald permanent vs. mixed = .003, p = .959, 
Wald permanent vs. temporary = .611, p = .434).

5.4.3.  Discussion
Study 3 conceptually replicates the findings of Study 2 and demonstrated that 
higher perceived similarity is related to more social acceptance of Syrian refugees 
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through lower perceived outgroup threat. Furthermore, Study 3 also showed that 
the strength of this indirect association depends on Turkish citizens’ perception of 
Syrian refugee settlement in Turkey. Thus, the indirect association between per-
ceived similarity and social acceptance differed for the two perceived settlement 
groups. Even though the indirect path via threat was found also for participants who 
see Syrian refugees as permanent settlers, perceived similarity was particularly 
strongly related to less threat and hence to more social acceptance for those who 
believed that Syrian refugees would stay temporarily.

5.5.  GENERAL DISCUSSION

Most of the studies that investigate attitudes towards immigrants and minority 
outgroups focus on the negative aspects (Landmann et al., 2019; Lee & Fisk, 2006; 
Rucker et al., 2019). The current research goes beyond this by focusing on the pos-
itive attitudes and behaviours towards Syrian refugees in Turkey. We argued that 
frequency of contact and perceived similarity would likely be important for these 
attitudes and behaviours as both are expected to be associated with lower perceived 
threat (Bilali et al., 2018; Koç & Anderson, 2018; West et al., 2014).

Our findings, first, show that higher intergroup contact predicted more social 
acceptance through reduced perceived threat. This is in line with research that 
shows that intergroup contact increases social acceptance (Bilali et al., 2018; Koç & 
Anderson, 2018). In support of the intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954) it seems 
that contact between Turkish citizens and Syrian refugees weakens feelings of 
threat which in turn fosters social acceptance of Syrian refugees. These findings 
indicate that intergroup contact is a relevant predictor of social acceptance, also 
in a country with a fragile economy and with high numbers of Syrian refugees.

Second, and as a conceptual replication of our intergroup contact finding, we 
investigated whether cultural similarity is related to more positive attitudes via 
reduced feelings of threat. Our findings showed that stronger perceived similarity 
was indeed associated with more social acceptance, more support for the rights of 
Syrian refugees, and actual helping intentions through perceived threat. These re-
sults imply that perceived similarity not only explains intergroup attitudes such as 
social acceptance and support but also actual (self-reported) behaviour and support 
for refugee rights. The findings of Study 2 are in line with previous research that 
shows that perceived similarity matters for positive outgroup attitudes (Havekes 
et al., 2011; Rodriguez et al., 2017; West et al., 2014). Based on the belief congruence 
theory (Rokeach, 1960), similarity–attraction theory (Montoya et al., 2008), and 
self-categorization theory (Turner, 1991) we argued and found that perceived sim-
ilarity between Turkish citizens and Syrian refugees is associated with less per-
ceived outgroup threat. This finding implies that perceived similarity might foster 
social acceptance in a country where there are religious and cultural similarities 
between the host society and the immigrant group.

5
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We further examined the role of the perceived future stay of Syrian refugees in 
Turkey. When Syrian refugees are considered to become permanent residents of 
Turkey, they are more likely to be seen as cultural and economic competitors, which 
makes it more difficult to accept these refugees. The correlational findings show 
that higher perceived permanent settlement is indeed associated with lower per-
ceived similarity, higher threat and lower social acceptance. Furthermore, the mean 
levels of perceived similarity and social acceptance were lower among participants 
who believed that Syrians will settle permanently in Turkey compared to those 
who believe that they will stay temporary, and the mean level of threat was higher. 
These findings suggest that Syrian refugees are more strongly seen as competitors 
if Turkish citizens believe that these refugees will settle permanently in Turkey.

However, in the mediation model, the negative associations between similarity, 
threat, and acceptance were found to be weaker among the group with ‘permanent’ 
compared to the group with ‘temporary’ settlement perceptions. This indicates that 
among the latter group of Turkish citizens similarity matters more for feelings of 
threat, and threat matters more for social acceptance. One reason might be that the 
belief that Syrian refugees are temporary in Turkey implies that they are guests who 
need to be taken care of and treated well, in line with the central value of positive 
host-guest relations in Turkish culture (Chemin, 2016). For participants who believe 
that Syrian refugees will settle permanently in Turkey other factors than perceived 
similarity are likely to be more important for feelings of threat, such as intergroup 
competition. Additionally, their social acceptance of Syrians might depend more 
strongly on beliefs about entitlements and having made societal contributions, 
rather than on threats per se. According to the threat-benefit model, immigrants 
could be considered as both posing a threat as well as contributing to the receiv-
ing society and these appraisals differently affect people’s support for immigrant 
policies (Tartakovsky & Walsh, 2016).

5.5.1.  Limitations
Some limitations need to be considered. First, we used correlational data. This 
means that the associations between perceived similarity and perceived threat 
as well as between intergroup contact and perceived threat do not demonstrate 
directions of influence. Lower perceived threat might also predict more intergroup 
contact and higher perceived similarity. Future studies could use longitudinal data 
to investigate the (mutual) directions of influence in Turkish citizens’ social accep-
tance of Syrian refugees. In doing so, it would also be interesting to examine the role 
of people’s political ideology which might have an impact on intergroup contact, 
perceived similarities as well as feelings of outgroup threat and the acceptance of 
refugees (e.g. Rowatt, 2019).

Second, for capturing the complexity of the different constructs more extended 
measures could be used instead of single measures of frequency of contact and 
perceived similarity. For example, also the quality of contact could be measured be-
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cause contact quality might be especially important for outgroup attitudes and help-
ing (e.g., Johnston & Glasford, 2018). Additionally, we examined perceived similarity 
in terms of culture but a sense of shared faith (Islam) might also be an important 
basis for the perception of similarity (Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2017). Also, we could not 
test intergroup contact and perceived similarity within the same study to see if they 
exert independent effects or influence each other. Future studies could investigate, 
for instance, whether intergroup contact is associated with less perceived threat 
through higher perceived similarity. In addition, perceived threat fully accounted 
for the relationship between perceived similarity and helping intentions towards 
Syrian refugees, while there could be other factors than perceived threat that ex-
plain the relation between similarity with social acceptance and support for Syrian 
refugee rights. Thus, future studies could consider other mediating constructs, such 
as perceived contribution, which could have an effect on the association between 
intergroup contact and perceived similarity and social acceptance (Thravalou et 
al., 2020).

5.6.  CONCLUSION

In spite of these limitations, our research sheds light on the important and timely 
question of why and when Turkish citizens are more willing to socially accept 
and support Syrian refugees. The study has three important contributions to the 
literature. First, it shows that both intergroup contact and perceived similarity play 
similar roles in social acceptance through perceived threat. This implies that per-
ceived similarity can probably be used as a way for Turkish citizens – who don’t 
have the opportunity to have contact with Syrian refugees – to accept Syrian ref-
ugees into their social circles. Second, perceived threat plays an indirect role both 
in the associations between intergroup contact and social acceptance, as well as 
between perceived similarity and social acceptance. Furthermore, even when dif-
ferent measures of perceived threat are used, such as economic or cultural threat, 
intergroup contact and perceived similarity are, via lower feelings of threat, related 
to more social acceptance. This underlines the significance of perceived threat in 
attitudes towards refugees. Third, this research is the first to show that the associ-
ation between perceived similarity and social acceptance through perceived threat 
is weaker for Turkish citizens who view Syrian refugees as permanent residents in 
Turkey. This indicates that attitudes towards Syrian refugees depend on Turkish 
citizens’ perceptions of Syrian refugee settlement. Policymakers could take into 
consideration the changing attitude that Turkish citizens have towards Syrian 
refugees and that this change may be linked to the competitive context that Syrian 
refugees may present.

5
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ADDITIONAL ANALYSES FOR CHAPTER 3

In Chapter 3 additional analyses without the humanitarian concern item that men-
tioned helping (“I should help Syrian refugees because they are humans”) yielded 
the same results. The mediation analysis without control variables for predicting 
positive behavioural intentions was qualified by a significant interaction effect 
between perceived threat and humanitarian concern, B = -.057, SE = .03, t = -1.98, 
p = .048 with a 95% CI [-.115, -.001]. The conditional indirect effect of national identi-
fication on positive behavioural intentions through perceived threat was stronger 
for high humanitarian concern (+1 SD) B = -.12, SE = .03, p = .050, 95% CI [-.189, -.056], 
compared to low humanitarian concern (-1 SD) B = -.09, SE = .03, p = .050 95% CI [-.154, 
-.041].

The mediation without control variables for predicting negative behavioural 
intentions was qualified by a significant interaction effect between perceived 
threat and humanitarian concern, B = -.14, SE = .05, t = -2.91, p = .004 with a 95% CI 
[-.233, -.045]. The conditional indirect effect of national identification on negative 
behavioural intentions through perceived threat was less strong for high human-
itarian concern (+1 SD) B = .05, SE = .002, p = ., 95% CI [.019, .094], compared to low 
humanitarian concern (-1 SD) B = .13, SE = .04, p = .002, 95% CI [.063, .213].

The mediation analysis with control variables for predicting positive be-
havioural intentions was qualified by a significant interaction effect between per-
ceived threat and humanitarian concern, B = -.052, SE = .03, t = -1.79, p = .073 with 
a 95% CI [-.108, .005]. The conditional indirect effect of national identification on 
positive behavioural intentions through perceived threat was stronger for high 
humanitarian concern (+1 SD) B = -.10, SE = .03, p = .077, 95% CI [-.172, -.038], compared 
to low humanitarian concern (-1 SD) B = -.08, SE = .03, p = .077, 95% CI [-.142, -.028].

The mediation with control variables for predicting negative behavioural inten-
tions was qualified by a significant interaction effect between perceived threat and 
humanitarian concern, B = -.13, SE = .05, t = -2.81, p = .005 with a 95% CI [-.227, -.040]. 
The conditional indirect effect of national identification on positive behavioural 
intentions through perceived threat was less strong for high humanitarian concern 
(+1 SD) B = .05, SE = .02, p = .003, 95% CI [.020, .098], compared to low humanitarian 
concern (-1 SD) B = .12, SE = .04, p = .003 95% CI [.053, .206].
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De afgelopen tien jaar is de wereld getuige van een grote toename van het aantal 
vluchtelingen. Tegenwoordig woont het grootste aantal vluchtelingen, voornamelijk 
afkomstig uit Syrië, in Turkije, wat de vraag oproept hoe Turkse mensen reageren op 
deze groep nieuwkomers: of ze hulp en ondersteuning bieden of hen eerder afwijzen. 
Mijn doel in dit proefschrift is om de variatie in positieve en negatieve attitudes en 
de bijbehorende gedragsintenties te beschrijven en te begrijpen. Theoretisch gebruik 
ik de sociale identiteitsbenadering (Reicher et al., 2010), intergroep contact (Allport, 
1954) en intergroep dreiging (Stephan & Stephan, 2000), en empirisch onderzoek ik 
(1) attitudes ten opzichte van Syrische vluchtelingen en of Turken een onderscheid 
maken tussen positieve en negatieve gedragsintenties, (2) belangrijkste factoren 
die met deze attitudes en intenties samenhangen en daarmee eventueel kunnen 
verklaren, en (3) omstandigheden waaronder mensen een meer positieve of juist 
meer negatieve houding hebben ten opzichte van Syrische vluchtelingen in Turkije. 
Deze drie onderzoeksvragen hebben betrekking op het “wat”, “waarom” en “wan-
neer” van de houding van Turken tegenover vluchtelingen uit Syrië.

De ‘wat’-vraag gaat over de vraag of er een verschil is in de gevoelens en houdin-
gen tegenover vluchtelingen en tegenover niet-moslim minderheden, en of mensen 
onderscheid maken tussen positieve en negatieve gedragsintenties jegens Syrische 
vluchtelingen: “Zijn gevoelens jegens vluchtelingen groeps-specifiek of weerspiege-
len ze meer algemene attitudes tegenover minderheden, en kan een onderscheid 
gemaakt worden tussen positieve en negatieve attitudes (RQ1)?

De tweede vraag is “waarom hebben mensen een positieve of negatieve houding 
ten opzichte van Syrische vluchtelingen?” (RQ2). Het onderzoek naar deze vraag 
richt zich op  belangrijke sociaal-psychologische constructen die naar verwacht-
ing direct en indirect verband houden met positieve en negatieve houdingen van 
Turkse mensen tegenover Syrische vluchtelingen. De aandacht gaat in het bijzonder 
uit naar nationale en religieuze identificaties van Turkse mensen, hun steun voor 
multiculturalisme, waargenomen dreiging en negatieve emoties, contact tussen 
groepen, en veronderstelde overeenkomsten tussen Turkse mensen en Syrische 
vluchtelingen.

De “wanneer”-vraag heeft betrekking op de kwalificerende (d.w.z. modererende) 
rol van sommige factoren in de onderzochte associaties: “wanneer houden de rele-
vante constructen sterker of zwakker verband met positieve en negatieve attitudes 
tegenover Syrische vluchtelingen?” (RQ3). Specifiek wordt onderzocht of het verband 
tussen steun voor multiculturalisme en gevoelens jegens Syrische vluchtelingen 
afhangt van de sterkte van nationale verbondenheid. Verder wordt onderzocht 
of het verband tussen de waargenomen dreiging en de houding ten opzichte van 
Syrische vluchtelingen afhangt van humanitaire overwegingen, beschrijvende 
sociale normen en van de vraag of de vestiging van Syrische vluchtelingen als 
tijdelijk of permanent wordt gezien. Verder wordt onderzocht of negatieve emoties 
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jegens Syrische vluchtelingen een modererende rol spelen in de associatie tussen 
morele normen en steun aan Syrische vluchtelingen.

Bij het onderzoek naar deze drie brede vragen probeer ik op drie manieren bij te 
dragen aan de literatuur. Ten eerste gaat het bestaande onderzoek meestal over de 
houding ten aanzien van ‘vrijwillige’ migranten (bijv. Ceobanu, & Escandell, 2010; 
Davidov & Meuleman, 2012), en er is relatief weinig onderzoek naar de houding ten 
aanzien van vluchtelingen (bijv. Esses et al., 2017). De houding ten opzichte van 
vluchtelingen en ‘vrijwillige’ immigranten kan echter verschillen (De Coninck, 
2020a; Verkuyten et al., 2018a). Daarom draagt mijn focus op de houding tegenover 
vluchtelingen bij aan ons begrip van hoe deze onderbelichte en kwetsbare groep 
migranten wordt gezien.

Ten tweede richt het merendeel van het onderzoek zich op negatieve attitudes 
tegenover immigranten en vluchtelingen (bijv. Landmann et al., 2019; Rucker et al., 
2019). Gezien de positief-negatieve asymmetrie – die aangeeft dat positieve eval-
uaties en intenties vaak verschillen van negatieve (Mummendey & Otten, 1998; 
Otten & Mummendey, 2000) – en de schaarse studies naar positieve houdingen 
ten opzichte van vluchtelingen, is het onduidelijk of de processen achter positieve 
en negatieve attitudes vergelijkbaar zijn of niet. In dit proefschrift probeer ik een 
breder inzicht in de houding ten opzichte van vluchtelingen te ontwikkelen door 
beide soorten reacties te onderzoeken.

Ten derde is het grootste deel van het onderzoek naar de houding tegenover im-
migranten en vluchtelingen uitgevoerd in westerse contexten (d.w.z. West-Europa, 
Noord-Amerika, Australië), met uitzondering van enkele studies die zijn gedaan in 
niet-westerse contexten zoals het Midden-Oosten (bijv. Srehan, 2020; Ceyhun, 2020) 
en de Kaukasus (Makashvili et al., 2018). Het is echter onduidelijk of de gevonden 
verbanden ter verklaring van positieve en negatieve attitudes in westerse contexten 
generaliseren naar niet-westerse situaties, en de Turkse context in het bijzonder. 
Turkije verschilt van westerse landen doordat het een relatief fragiele economie 
heeft met zeer grote aantallen Syrische vluchtelingen die competitieve sociale sit-
uaties creëren (De Coninck et al., 2021b), en doordat het een relatief collectivistisch 
land is (Mango, 2004; Oyserman et al., 2002) met burgers die een bijzonder sterke 
band hebben met de Turkse natie en haar nationale waarden (Konda Research & 
Consultancy, 2010). Bovendien kent Turkije geen vluchtelingenstatus toe aan ni-
et-Europese asielzoekers (Adalı & Türkyılmaz, 2020), wat betekent dat er geen per-
manent niet-Turks immigrantenminderheid is en ook zijn er veel overeenkomsten 
(bijv. islamitische religie en cultuur) tussen Turken en Syriërs. Met mijn onderzoek 
wil ik bijdragen aan het beperkte onderzoek dat buiten westerse landen is uitgevo-
erd en daarmee ook aan het Turkse publieke debat en beleid met betrekking tot de 
relaties tussen Turkse burgers en Syrische vluchtelingen.
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INZICHTEN

In hoofdstuk 2 heb ik de aard van gevoelens jegens Syrische vluchtelingen onder-
zocht door deze te vergelijken met de gevoelens tegenover gevestigde minderheden 
in Turkije: Grieken, Armeniërs en joden. De bevindingen laten zien dat de over-
eenkomst tussen de gevoelens tegenover niet-moslimgroepen en jegens Syrische 
(moslim)vluchtelingen aanzienlijk is, maar niet volledig samenvallen. Dit impliceert 
dat de gevoelens jegens Syrische vluchtelingen en tegenover de niet-moslimgroepen 
met elkaar verband zijn, maar (deels) ook empirisch verschillend. Bovendien is het 
zo dat sterkere nationale identificatie verband houdt met meer negatieve gevoelens 
jegens Syrische (islamitische) vluchtelingen, terwijl religieuze identificatie vooral 
negatief verbonden is met gevoelens tegenover niet-islamitische minderheden. Deze 
bevindingen suggereren dat de houding tegenover zowel vluchtelingen en geves-
tigde minderheidsgroepen negatief is, maar de processen achter deze houdingen 
lijken te verschillen, aangezien verschillende sociale identiteiten verschillende 
van belang zijn voor de gevoelens jegens vluchtelingen en die tegenover niet-mos-
limminderheden.

Ik heb verder onderzocht of er een onderscheid wordt gemaakt tussen positieve 
en negatieve gedragsintenties. De bevindingen in hoofdstuk 3 laten zien dat Turken 
inderdaad een dergelijk onderscheid maken en suggereren dat de processen achter 
positieve en negatieve gedragsintenties verschillend zijn. Voor Turkse burgers die 
humanitaire overwegingen sterker onderschrijven, ging de waargenomen dreiging 
gepaard met minder negatieve gedragsintenties. Interessant is echter dat sterkere 
humanitaire overwegingen er ook voor zorgde dat waargenomen dreiging geasso-
cieerd was met minder positieve gedragsintenties. Deze bevindingen impliceren 
dat er een onderscheid is te maken tussen positieve en negatieve gedragsintenties 
jegens Syrische vluchtelingen.

De resultaten in Hoofdstuk 3 laten verder zien dat sterkere nationale identifi-
catie samengaat met meer waargenomen dreiging en als gevolg daarvan met meer 
negatieve en minder positieve gedragsintenties. Dit geeft aan dat Turken met een 
sterkere nationale identificatie een sterkere neiging hebben om Syrische vluchtelin-
gen als een bedreiging te zien, wat zich kan vertalen in meer negatieve en minder 
positieve gedragsintenties jegens Syrische vluchtelingen.

Hoofdstuk 4 laat verder zien dat waargenomen dreiging samengaat met negati-
eve emoties zoals angst, woede, en walging, en die gevoelens gaan op hun beurt 
samen met een lagere steun voor de rechten van Syrische vluchtelingen. Dit geeft 
aan dat de perceptie van Turkse mensen dat Syrische vluchtelingen ziektes verspre-
iden, de Turkse economie schaden en maatschappelijke waarden bedreigen, kan 
worden vertaald in negatieve emoties en verminderde steun. Maar deze emoties 
verklaarden statistisch gezien slechts gedeeltelijk waarom waargenomen dreiging 
verband hield met houdingen ten opzichte van Syrische vluchtelingen: dit geeft 
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aan dat er meerdere factoren zijn die verantwoordelijk zijn voor het verband tussen 
waargenomen dreiging en houding ten aanzien van Syrische vluchtelingen.

Om erachter te komen welke factoren belangrijk zijn voor positieve gevoelens 
jegens vluchtelingen, heb ik onderzocht of intergroepscontact en gepercipieerde 
gelijkenis samenhangen met meer sociale acceptatie van Syrische vluchtelingen 
(het accepteren van Syrische vluchtelingen in de privésfeer en vriendschappen). De 
eerste studie van Hoofdstuk 5 liet zien dat meer intergroepscontact tussen Turkse 
burgers en Syrische vluchtelingen samengaat met een sterkere sociale acceptatie 
van Syrische vluchtelingen als gevolg van verminderde symbolische dreiging. De 
tweede studie van Hoofdstuk 5 toonde aan dat waargenomen gelijkenis niet alleen 
samengaat met sociale acceptatie en steun voor de maatschappelijke integratie 
van Syriërs, maar ook met zelf-gerapporteerd feitelijk gedrag, namelijk het helpen 
van Syrische vluchtelingen. Bovendien verklaarden realistische en symbolische 
bedreigingen het statistische verband tussen waargenomen gelijkenis en sociale 
acceptatie. Dus ook in een land met een fragiele economie en een zeer groot aantal 
Syrische vluchtelingen, zijn intergroepscontact en waargenomen gelijkenis, ver-
bonden met meer sociale acceptatie door verminderde waargenomen dreiging.

Naast het ‘waarom’ is het ook belangrijk om te vragen wanneer deze associaties 
zwakker of sterker zijn. De bevindingen in hoofdstuk 2 laten bijvoorbeeld zien dat 
het onderschrijven van multiculturalisme samengaat met meer positieve gevoel-
ens jegens vluchtelingen, maar alleen voor Turken met een relatief lage nationale 
identificatie. Dit houdt in dat instemming met multiculturalisme niet altijd een 
positievere houding ten opzichte van vluchtelingen bevordert en dat dit afhangt van 
de kracht van de nationale betrokkenheid van Turkse burgers. Bovendien kunnen 
hoge identifiers gevoeliger zijn voor hun nationale cultuur en zouden ze multicul-
turalisme kunnen zien als een bedreiging voor de nationale cultuur en identiteit.

Verder laat Hoofdstuk 3 zien dat voor Turkse burgers die humanitaire over-
wegingen sterker onderschreven, waargenomen dreiging minder sterk geasso-
cieerd was met negatieve gedragsintenties. Interessant is echter dat wanneer de 
humanitaire overwegingen relatief sterk waren, nationale identificatie sterker werd 
geassocieerd met positieve gedragsintenties door waargenomen dreiging, dan met 
negatieve gedragsintenties. Dit suggereert dat in een context van gepercipieerde 
dreiging het onderschrijven van humanitaire overwegingen averechts kan werken 
en dat de matigende rol van het onderschrijven van deze overwegingen anders kan 
uitpakken voor positieve en negatieve gedragsintenties.

In Hoofdstuk 3 vond ik dat waargenomen dreiging verband hield met minder 
steun voor Syrische vluchtelingen, maar in Hoofdstuk 4 bleek dit verband af te 
hangen van beschrijvende sociale normen binnen de eigen familiare kring. Dit 
suggereert dat de waargenomen dreiging van Syrische vluchtelingen kan worden 
bevestigd en gevalideerd door de perceptie dat de meeste familieleden en vrienden 
dezelfde opvattingen hebben, waardoor de waargenomen dreiging wordt vertaald 
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in meer negatieve emoties jegens Syrische vluchtelingen en daarmee in minder 
steun voor Syrische vluchtelingen. 

In hoofdstuk 5 heb ik onderzocht of de perceptie van Turkse mensen over de 
tijdelijke of permanente vestiging van Syrische vluchtelingen de samenhang tussen 
waargenomen gelijkenis en sociale acceptatie verzwakt of versterkt. De bevindin-
gen laten zien dat degenen die denken dat Syrische vluchtelingen permanent in 
Turkije zullen blijven, Syrische vluchtelingen als minder overeenkomstig zien, meer 
dreiging ervaren en hen minder opnemen in hun sociale kringen. Dit suggereert dat 
Turkse burgers die Syrische vluchtelingen als permanente bewoners van Turkije 
zien, hen sterker als concurrenten ervaren.

Concluderend laat dit proefschrift zien hoe een zeer kwetsbare groep migranten 
(Syrische vluchtelingen) wordt gezien en beoordeeld in een weinig bestudeerde 
maar geopolitiek relevante (Turkse) setting; dat vergelijkbare negatieve attitudes 
nog geen vergelijkbare processen hoeft te impliceren; dat positieve en negatieve at-
titudes niet simpelweg de twee kanten van dezelfde medaille hoeven te zijn; dat be-
langrijke sociaal psychologische constructen direct en indirect samenhangen met 
de houding ten opzichte van Syrische vluchtelingen; en dat deze verbanden kunnen 
afhangen van verschillende overtuigingen, overwegingen en omstandigheden.
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