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Abstract
Thousands of refugees have immigrated to Turkey because of the current Civil War in neighboring Syria. This is causing tensions
between refugees and locals. These increasingly negative attitudes towards the incoming victims of conflict are of particular interest.
The present study, therefore, aimed at determining the premises of the emergence of such negative attitudes. The research sample
consisted of university students who all studied at various faculties at Cumhuriyet University in the Turkish province of Sivas. Data
were collected by the Attitude Scale Towards Refugees, the Patriotism Attitude Scale, the Interpersonal Reactivity Index, and the
Cirhinlioğlu Religiosity Scale. Data were analyzed by Independent Sample t-tests as well as using Stepwise Regression Analyses.
Results showed that the feeling of empathy correlated negatively with negative attitudes towards refugees, while blind patriotism,
religiosity, and having nationalist/conservative orientations, correlated positively. Men were found to be more negative than women.
The feeling of empathy was the most prominent factor in predicting the nature of attitudes towards refugees. Religious doctrine and
distancing oneself from conservative and patriotic perspectives appeared to be effective in potentially preventing the development of
negative attitudes. In conclusion, research results are discussed in the light of relevant literature.
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The phenomenon of immigration, generally defined as
the temporary or permanent movement of individuals or
groups from one place to another for a variety reasons
(Hagen-Zanker 2008), is likely to have an impact on the
demographic, cultural, socio-economic, and psychologi-
cal characteristics of any society. As the immigration
phenomenon is a vast field of research, this study fo-
cused on refugees as only one separate aspect of the
immigration problem. The research was aimed at identi-
fying factors potentially affecting the attitudes towards
refugees in the Turkish Sivas Province. As defined by

the United Nations (Bodvarsson and Van den Berg
2013; UN High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR]
2011; Wikipedia 2017), a refugee is

a personwho has reasonable grounds for fearing oppres-
sion because of his or her race, religion, nationality,
membership to a specific social group or political views;
thus leaving a country of residence and not to return
because of fear.

The number of refugees worldwide has been gradually
increasing in recent times. Millions leave their ancestral
home for reasons of political corruption, war, conflict, or
authoritarian regimes consistently violating their human
rights. Living in fear because of ethnicity or political
views are the main reasons for leaving everything they
hold dear behind to seek security elsewhere (Deniz
2014; Doğan et al. 2017).

According to the Global Trends Report of 2016 (UN High
Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR] 2017, 19 June) the
number of people globally who were displaced for reason of
oppression, conflict, violence or persecution was 59.5 million
in 2014. This number increased to 65.3 million a year later,
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and increased even more to 65.6 million by the end of 2016.
Not surprisingly, the refugee problem is one of the most press-
ing political issues of our time.

Turkey has been regarded as a country of both reception
and transit for refugees because of its geographical proximity
to Syria. Turkey has been subject to international immigration
for asylum seekers, refugees, and transit immigrants, for a
long time. However, Turkey has also served as a goal for
illegal labor, since the Turkish economy has been more afflu-
ent and better organized in comparison to neighboring coun-
tries troubled by social and political conflict (İçduygu and
Aksel 2012; Güneş 2013). The current Syrian Civil War has
caused a tremendous increase in refugee influx. By the end of
2016 Turkey had become host to 2.9 million refugees, the
majority of whom had escaped from the Syrian Civil War
(UNHCR 2017, 19 June). According to the European
Commission ( 2017, December 11) there are currently more
than 3.4 million refugees registered in Turkey of different
ethnicities originating in Syrian, Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran,
Somalia, and from elsewhere. In comparison, Turkish census
data for 2016 published by the Turkish Statistical Institute
[TIS] this substantial number of refugees roughly equals the
population of 17 medium-sized Turkish cities. No other coun-
try currently hosts more refugees than Turkey. Needless to say,
this has been commented on in Turkish media. With the in-
crease of number of refugees, they argue, there is also an
increase in violence against the refugees. There have for ex-
ample been reports of alarming tensions in Ankara in 2017 as
well as of fighting in Beyşehir in 2016 (Girit 2015).
Skirmishes between locals and Syrians in the Hatay
Province in 2013were alsomade headline news (Yolcu 2014).

The higher the number of refugees in a country the more
important it is to understand how to possibly prevent negative
attitudes leading to discrimination, hate crime, social exclu-
sion and, as shown, also to increasing conflict between the
local population and incoming refugees (Deniz 2014; Doğan
et al. 2017). Integration, however, is a complex process.
Bringing different cultures together is a two-edged sword.
On the one hand, contact and familiarization is possible as
well as desirable to achieve. But, on the other hand, it is also
ground for possible conflict. Refugees and settled citizens are
made to share the same available economic means and oppor-
tunities. When these become increasingly scarce rivalry en-
sues. This, in turn, is likely to generate conflicts of interest,
prejudice, alienation, and xenophobia (e.g., Stephan, Ybarra
& Bachman, 1999). Over a longer period of time such tension
may also develop into national security threats, which have
much wider ramifications in terms of affecting political, eco-
nomic, and socio-cultural structures, adversely (Lohrmann,
2003; Türkoğlu 2011).

Several studies on immigration and integration emphasize
that both xenophobia and ethnic discrimination add to the
complexity of the integration process. They contribute to

making the situation for already troubled and emotionally
exhausted refugees even worse (Aktaş and Persson 2017;
Bunar 2007; De los Reyes 2008; Lemaître 2007; Rydgren
2004). It is a reasonable assumption to make, therefore, that
the negative attitudes of local citizens towards refugees is an
important and worthwhile study.

The psychological processes, and emotional responses
in particular, to unexpected hostility upon arrival to an
assumed safe haven has been pursued as a special field of
research in recent years. Most studies point towards the
ability to empathize as a key mechanism to muster neces-
sary support for settling refugees (Newman et al. 2015;
Sirin et al. 2016; Verkuyten et al. 2017). Empathy in this
research is generally defined as the emotional and cogni-
tive ability to vicariously understand the observed experi-
ences and emotional situations of others (Davis 1983). This
definition describes an another-oriented feeling. It contrib-
utes to developing positive social behavior and, important-
ly, also lessens aggressive behavior (Anderson et al. 2010;
Carreras et al. 2014; Greitemeyer 2011; Tamura and
Sugiura 2017). In addition, many studies stress the signif-
icance of empathy in defusing conflicts between groups
(Dovidio et al. 2010; Eisenberg et al. 2010). Individuals
capable of a high level of empathy generally make an in-
tentional effort to eliminate the worries of refugees
(Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Murphy at el. 1999). In line
with the current research field, therefore, we are assuming
that the degree to which people understand the refugee
predicament will also correlate with their measured level
of empathy. This, too, has been shown to be significant in
determining attitudes towards refugees. There exists, how-
ever, research which has suggested that attitudes also cor-
relate with individual characteristics such as gender, age,
level of education, political leanings, religious convictions,
and patriotism. For example, men tend to be more negative
towards refugees than women are (Bentsen 2017; Bloom
2011; Hernes and Knudsen 1992; Short 2004). A few stud-
ies suggest that age does not correlate with such attitudes
(e.g., Short 2004), whereas other studies have concluded
either the opposite (e.g., Hernes and Knudsen 1992), or
that there is a negative correlation between age group and
a positive attitude towards refugees (e.g., Bentsen 2017;
Bloom 2011; Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2009). On the
other hand, studies focusing on the relationship between
level of education, political views and attitudes, have gen-
erally concluded that negative attitudes towards refugees
show a tendency to decrease as the level of education in-
creases (Billiet 1995; Bloom 2011; Hainmueller and
Hiscox 2007; Hernes and Knudsen 1992; Jolly and
DiGiusto 2014; Paas and Halapuu 2012). Also, individuals
adhering to right-wing and conservative political ideolo-
gies, as well as individuals over-emphasizing the impor-
tance of national identity, often adopt harsh and negative
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attitudes towards refugees (Chandler and Tsai 2001; Jones
et al. 2016; Semyonov et al. 2006; Short 2004).

Without a doubt, patriotism is the most significant predictor
of political affiliation (Depuiset and Butera 2005a). In its most
general sense, the construct is defined as group members’
undying commitment to their own group (Bar-Tal and Staub
1997). Patriotism enables characteristics indispensable for a
group, or indeed an entire nation, by prompting and facilitat-
ing cohesion, integrity, and within-group mobility.
Importantly, it generates a collective identity; a sense of both
belonging and commitment (Bar-Tal 1993; Bar-Tal and Staub
1997). Schatz et al. (1999), however, demonstrated that there
is a multi-dimensional structure to patriotism. They differen-
tiated between blind patriotism and constructive patriotism.
The difference between the two is related to the nature of
commitment. Blind patriotism is characterized by uncritically
accepting the policies and actions of one’s country; a firm
loyalty and a thriving intolerance. Constructive patriotism,
on the other hand, is rather characterized by critical loyalty,
which represents a commitment to one’s country but with a
maintained critical attitude. It allows for questioning policies
and actions with a purpose of achieving positive change. Such
change is called for when something threatens the basic values
of society, general human values, or threatens that which is in
the general interest of everyone (Schatz and Staub 1997;
Schatz et al. 1999). Blind patriotism tends to correlate posi-
tively with tradition and negatively with universalism.
Constructive patriotism, in contrast, does the exact opposite.
It correlates negatively with tradition and positively with uni-
versalism (Livi et al. 2014).

One would expect to find blind patriotism in rigidly
conservative groups set on safeguarding a political status
quo. Importantly, such groups resist change. They usually
ignore everything and everyone failing to be of interest to
their own ranks and stated objectives. Groups more in-
clined towards constructive patriotism do the opposite.
They will be concerned with issues which are not of in-
terest to themselves only. They do this if the general wel-
fare of everyone is at risk (Depuiset and Butera 2005a).
The research field uses a number of different labels to
describe these social phenomena, but they all tend to be
similar to blind patriotism as well as constructive patriot-
ism. For this reason, they could reasonably be categorized
as either blind or constructive patriotism for the sake of
clarity (e.g., Blank and Schmidt 2003; Blank et al. 2001;
Schatz et al. 1999).

Studies pursued in other countries than Turkey have found
that blind patriotism is likely to predict negative attitudes to-
wards foreigners such as refugees. Research has also demon-
strated a positive correlation between blind (or militant) patri-
otism and conservatism as well as xenophobia (Parker 2010;
Schatz and Staub 1997; Schatz et al. 1999). Correlations with
multi-culturalism, immigration, and refugee support,

however, were shown to be negative (Spry and Hornsey
2007). In one study, with a sample drawn from 31 different
countries, defined as Bhighly globalized,^Ariely (2012) found
a similar pattern. There appeared to exist a negative correla-
tion between constructive patriotism and xenophobia, but a
positive one between blind patriotism and xenophobia.

When religiosity and attitudes towards immigration are
added to this context complexity increases. For example, eth-
nic prejudice has been shown to surprisingly correlate posi-
tively with religiosity in Europe. One would perhaps have
expected the opposite given the professed charitable ethos of
most European religious traditions. But research has shown
that both Catholics and Protestants were likely to act with
more prejudice towards ethnic majorities than European
non-religious groups (Scheepers et al. 2002). In one
American study, non-religious individuals, adherents to non-
Christian faiths as well as non-white Christians, were all found
to have a positive attitude towards refugees. But white
Christians surprisingly adopted a more indecisive stance
(Jones et al. 2016). Adding further to complexity there is also
a difference between generations. While the younger genera-
tions of Protestant Christians are largely positive, the older
generations are often more negatively inclined (Jones et al.
2016). Perhaps, as suggested by Storm (2011), who studied
the relationship between religious affiliation and immigration
attitudes in England, Holland, Ireland, and Denmark, when
religiosity becomes an intrinsic part of one’s ethnic identity
by socialization, the likelihood of perceiving refugees as a
threat to national identity increases considerably. Note that
going to church regularly increased interest in, or perhaps
reawakened, the more charitable aspects of European religious
tradition. This, in turn, prompted increased tolerance (Billiet
1995; Eisinga et al. 1990).

It would have been reasonable to account for the relation-
ship between refugee attitudes and the values of Islam in this
context. To our knowledge, however, there are no such studies
published. On the other hand, Islam, like Christianity and
other faiths, tend to promote charity as an important value
for all to strive for and uphold (e.g., Smither and Khorzandi
2009). Under normal circumstances charity as well as
prosocial behavior are intrinsic values to the world’s largest
religions (Habito and Inaba 2006). The reason, we suggest, is
that spirituality, however defined, is a recognized universal
human behavior. The same is true of altruism, generosity,
and hospitality (Brown 1991). For the current study, therefore,
we have assumed that attitude formation in regard to refugees
is likely to be similar in both Christian and Muslim contexts.

As far as Turkey is concerned, the number of studies fo-
cusing on refugees and the attitudes towards them are few. But
they are increasing in numbers. They tend to focus on either
Syrian students at Turkish universities or on Syrian children in
Turkish state schools (e.g. Coşkun and Emin 2016; Erdem
2017; Karaoğlu 2015; Kılcan et al. 2017). Only a limited
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number of studies more generally focus on attitudes towards
refugees (Doğan et al. 2017; Kılcan et al. 2017; Kıratlı 2011;
Sağlam and Kanbur 2017; Sevi et al. 2016). These studies are,
in turn, devoted to developing measuring instruments rather
than focusing on attitudes directly. As far as we are aware,
there is only one study available with such a focus. The result
of this single study showed that factually correct information
about refugees communicated to locals correlated positively
with the attitudes towards them (Sevi et al. 2016).

Based on available published research and also based
on the premise that understanding negative attitudes to-
wards refugees is an important objective in developing
suitable policies aimed at facilitating the reception of ref-
ugees, the objective of this research was to study how,
and to what extent, such negative attitudes are related to
age, patriotism, empathy, and nationalism/conservativism.
Our assumption was that religious affiliation, empathy,
and constructive patriotism, would predict positive atti-
tudes while age, blind patriotism as well as nationalism/
conservatism, would rather predict negative attitudes.

Methodology

Sample Description

The sample for this study consisted of 457 university stu-
dents in total, 252 of whom were female (% 55.1) and 205
were male (% 44.9); all studying in different departments
at Cumhuriyet University at the city of Sivas in Turkey.
Participants were between 18 and 21 years of age (M = 21,
SD = 1.82). Of the participants 431 (94.3%) identified
with Islam, one with (0.2%) Judaism, six (1.3%) stated
they were Atheists, 14 (3.1%) identified with Deism,
and the remaining five (1.1%) selected the Bother^ option
of the administered questionnaire. In terms of political
views, 176 (38.5%) described themselves as nationalist/
conservative, 13 (2.8%) as liberal, 70 (15.3%) as center-
right, 26 (5.7%) as socialist/communist, 60 (13.1%) as
social democrat, and 24 (5.3%) as belonging to the polit-
ically center-left, while 60 (13.1%) participants reported
to be undecided. Twenty-eight participants (6.1%) decided
not to answer the question at all. Also, 114 (24.9%) were
reasonably acquainted with refugees and their situation in
Turkey, whereas 343 (75.1%) reported that they were not.

Data Collection Instruments

Attitude Scale Towards Refugees (ASTR) The original scale
was developed in Turkish by Doğan et al. (2017) to specifi-
cally identify attitudes towards refugees. It consists of one
single factor defined by 28 items and shows good internal
consistency. Each item was assessed by a five-point Likert

scale (from 1 signifying complete disagreement to 5 express-
ing full agreement). As an example, translated into English,
one of the scale items was this one: BI think that financial
resources allocated to refugees are a waste^. To prevent re-
sponse bias six items of the scale were reverse coded. The
higher the scoring the more negative the attitudes towards
refugees. Lower scores reflected more positive attitudes. The
shorter version of the scale, consisting of 16 items, was used
for the first time in this study. Its internal consistency was
acceptable (α = .94).

The Patriotism Attitude Scale (PAS) This scale was developed
by Schatz et al. (1999) to measure feelings of patriotism
among students. It consists of 20 items in total. The original
version has two sub-scales: Blind patriotism and Constructive
patriotism. A five-point Likert scale is used also in this instru-
ment to assess to what degree each respondent agrees or dis-
agrees. Internal consistency is reasonable for the Blind patri-
otism scale. It is lower, but still acceptable, for the
Constructive patriotism scale. A Turkish adaptation of the
scale was carried out by Yazıcı and Yazıcı (2010) resulting
in a 17-item scale. Three of the original items were eliminated
in the adapted version. This procedure slightly improved the
internal consistency of one scale but also lessened the consis-
tency of the other. A sample item from the adapted Turkish
Blind Patriotism Scale, translated back into English to dem-
onstrate the nature of the adaptation is, for example, the fol-
lowing: BPeople who do not support Turkey wholeheartedly
should live somewhere else.^ As for the Constructive patriot-
ism scale one sample item is this one: BIf I criticize the Turkish
Republic, I do this because of my love for the country.^ The
internal consistency for both scales in its Turkish adapted form
remained acceptable. Internal consistency was calculated also
for the current sample of students demonstrating a slightly
improved consistency for all three measures: Blind patriotism
(α = .84), Constructive patriotism (α = .82), and for both
scales together (α = .81).

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI)Davis (1983) developed an
instrument by which to measure the degree of empathy and
sensitivity to the feelings of others. This instrument was cho-
sen as a suitable measure. The original scale consisted of three
sub-scales: Empathy, Taking the perspective of others, and
Personal concern. Each of these consisted of seven items. A
five-point Likert scale is used also for this instrument allowing
respondents to assess their degree of agreement or disagree-
ment with each statement. ATurkish adaptation exists for two
of the three subscales by Kumru et al. (2004), namely for
Empathy, and Taking the perspective of others. The internal
consistency of the two scales improved to acceptable levels
when employed in the current study: Empathy (α = .79),
Taking the perspectives of others (α = .67), and for the two
scales together (α = .82). One example item from the
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Empathy scale is this one: BI want to provide help when I see
someone who is being scolded or ridiculed.^ An example also
from the Taking the perspective of others scale would be the
following: BI try to see the things from the perspective of each
party before making a decision about a conflict^.

Religiousness Scale (RS) A scale assessing levels of religious-
ness was developed by Cirhinlioğlu et al. (2016). It consists of
13 items rated by five-point Likert scales ranging from almost
never (1) to almost always (5). The higher the scores of an
individual assessed by the instrument, the higher their level of
religious adherence. A sample itemwould be the following: BI
often pray.^ Internal consistency for the current research sam-
ple was adequate (α = .90).

Administration and Ethics

Participants of this study were all students at different depart-
ments of Cumhuriyet University, Turkey. They were culled by
snowball sampling. Prior to collecting data participants were
duly informed about the aims of the research. We emphasized
strongly that their participation was voluntary. They were giv-
en assurances of complete anonymity if deciding to partici-
pate. Administering the data collection instruments took ap-
proximately 30 min.

Manner of Analysis

An independent sample t-test was employed to determine dif-
ferences in response patterns between men and women. A
predictor variable was then obtained through dummy coding
on the basis of responses to BWhat is your political view^ as
well as on other variables. A Stepwise Regression Analysis
was subsequently employed to determine which of the predic-
tor variables made a statistically significant contribution in
predicting attitudes towards refugees. Our chosen manner of
analysis is a model-building one rather than a model-testing
one (Tabachnick and Fidell 2001). This is an appropriate
choice for an explorative study like ours. There are of course
a number of different strategies for selecting variables for a
regression model. For this study, however, a stepwise selec-
tion was used, which is a combination of both forward and
backward selection technique.

Results

Gender Differences

An independent samples t-test analysis of participant groups
was performed to determine whether the obtained scores dif-
fered between genders (Table 1). A significant difference was
found. Men scored higher than women did regarding their

attitudes towards refugees. Hence, the men participating in
this study adopted a more negative attitude than women did.

Predicting Attitude Towards Refugees

In employing a stepwise regression analysis, the Empathy
variable showed the highest correlation with the dependent
variable. It predicted the Attitude towards refugees variable
negatively at the first stage (β = −.38, p < .001). At the second
stage, however, The Blind patriotism variable predicted
Attitude towards refugees positively (β = .29, p < .001),
whereas in the third stage Religiousness predicted Attitude
towards refugees positively (β = .22, p < .001). Finally, in
the fourth stage of the analysis the Nationalist/Conservative
variable predicted Attitude towards refugees positively
(β = .28, p < .001). Table 2 shows the Pearson correlation
coefficients between the different measured variables.

Age, Taking the perspective of others, and Constructive
patriotism did not make any statistically significant contribu-
tion to predicting the dependent variable. While Empathy
accounted for 7% of the variance, variance increased to 14%
as the Blind patriotism variable was added to the model.When
also Religiosity was added variance increased further to ac-
count for 18%. Finally adding he Nationalist/Conservative
variable to the model variance increased to 21%. Thus, the
higher the level of empathy, the lower the level of negative
Attitude towards refugees. And the higher the Blind patriot-
ism, Religiosity, as well as Nationalism/Conservatism levels,
the higher also the level of negative Attitudes towards refu-
gees (Table 3).

Discussion

This exploratory research aimed to study whether or not
Turkish university students’ age, empathy, nationalism/con-
servatism, patriotism, and religiosity could predict negative
attitudes towards Syrian refugees. Results showed that men
tend to be more negative towards refugees than women are.
This finding is also consistent with previous research (e.g.,
Hernes and Knudsen 1992; Short 2004). One possible reason
for the outcome, taking culture into account, is that differences
are related to learned gender roles. Men in Turkey are inclined
to uphold conservative traditions and see themselves as the

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for scores obtained from the Attitude
Scale Towards Refugees divided into scores for men and women
respectively (N = 457)

N M SD t p dCohen

Women 252 2.48 .77 −2.37 .018* 0.22
Men 205 2.66 .90

*p < .01
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primary breadwinner of their family. As such, when they look
for work away from home they may perceive refugees as
rivals in finding available work. This may prompt some men
to construe refugees differently than women do.

Immigration has been also been shown to affect men and
women in different ways and prompt changes in the gender
role relationship (Hernes and Knudsen 1992). When facing
increasing numbers of professionally qualified refugees,
some men may perceive themselves as less attractive to
women. Their chances of acquiring a decent job, they be-
lieve, could lessen because of construing well-educated ref-
ugees as potential rivals (cf., Puts et al. 2016; Sugiyama
2016). This gender-related perception could be understood
as relative deprivation, which could explain that men are
more prejudiced towards refugees than women are.
However, causality is more complex than this. Storm
(2011) found the same gender pattern in response to immi-
gration in Denmark and Holland. But it was surprisingly not
observed in England or Ireland. Since the findings of pub-
lished research tend to be inconsistent it would be unwise to
generalize our own results regarding gender differences in
attitudes towards refugees. Fur future research it would be
of interest to include demographic variables as moderator
variables such as age, educational level and income, to pos-
sibly determine which variables would generate more con-
sistent results. Thus, there is a need for more comprehensive

research to determine whether gender differences do exist in
the cultural setting of the current study.

The stepwise regression analysis demonstrated that
Empathy was an important predictor of attitudes towards ref-
ugees. The same was true of Blind patriotism, Religiosity, and
being a Nationalist/Conservative. However, Age, Taking the
perspective of others, and Constructive patriotism did not ap-
pear to predict attitudes towards refugees.

Our research demonstrated that when negative attitudes
decreased the level of empathy increased. A number of
published studies have suggested that the feeling of empa-
thy triggers an incentive to help others (Eisenberg et al.
2010; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Murphy at el. 1999).
Individuals scoring high levels of empathy are also likely
to act because of their empathy (Betancourt 1990; Davis
1994; Dovidio et al. 2010). Of importance to the current
study is that the feeling of empathy tends to lead to more
positive attitudes towards ethnic minorities encountering
both discrimination and injustices (Stephan and Finlay
1999). Syrian refugees arriving to the Sivas Province in
Turkey exist under relatively difficult conditions. In addi-
tion, they carry with them a terrible burden of war and
conflict. There are many reasons, therefore, to trigger feel-
ings of empathy in others. We found that this was indeed
the case. Students in the research sample with high levels
of empathy also demonstrated feelings of empathy towards

Table 3 Results of the stepwise
regression analysis (N = 457) Model Predictors R2 F p β t p

1 Empathy .07 34.08 .001 −.38 −5.84 .000

2 Empathy .14 36.82 .001 −.43 −6.69 .000

Blind patriotism .29 6.07 .000

3 Empathy .18 33.68 .001 −.36 −5.62 .000

Blind patriotism .35 7.36 .000

Religiosity .22 4.87 .000

4 Empathy .21 29.51 .001 −.34 −5.47 .000

Blind patriotism .30 6.13 .000

Religiosity Total .22 5.06 .000

Nationalist/conservative-other .28 3.76 .000

Table 2 Pearson correlation
coefficients between variables
(N = 457)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Attitudes towards refugees 1

Religiosity .18** 1

Empathy −.26** −.24** 1

Perspective Tacking −.24** −.19** .51** 1

Blind Patriotism .23** −.30** .11* −.06 1

Constructive Patriotism −.04 −.15** .37** .24** .08 1

Nationalist/conservative-other .23** −.11* −.02 −.11* .29** .02 1

Age −.05 .08 .03 .08 −.14** −.05 −.02 1

* p < .05; ** p < .01
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the exiled Syrians in the Sivas Province. However, empa-
thy is a multi-dimensional construct (Cuff et al. 2014;
Davis 1994; Smith 2006). A distinction is often made be-
tween the learned skill to take the perspective of others
(cognitive empathy) and the ability of sharing another’s
feelings (emotional empathy). In our study, helping others
as well as the skill of taking the perspective of others—
both defining a more cognitive dimension of social behav-
ior—did not correlate with a positive attitude towards the
refugees. For this reason, we suggest that participants in
general were more oriented towards emotional empathy.

The fact that this study found no statistically significant
relationship between age and attitudes towards refugees is
partly in line with published research (e.g., Short 2004).
Some studies have suggested that individuals between 30
and 40 years of age are more positive towards refugees, while
the younger generation (younger than 20), and also individ-
uals aged 50 or more, tend to adopt a more negative attitude
(Hernes and Knudsen 1992). Some studies have also conclud-
ed, more generally, that age and negative attitudes towards
refugees correlate positively (Bentsen 2017; Bloom 2011;
Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2009). The results of the current
study should therefore be interpreted with some caution. Our
participants were between 18 to 27 years of age (M = 21).
Further research is needed to establish whether or not age is
a determinant factor in this context.

Similarly, religiosity predicted negative attitudes towards
refugees positively. This, too, is consistent with previous stud-
ies (Coenders and Scheepers 2003; Jones et al. 2016;
Scheepers et al. 2002). One possible explanation for these
results is that participating students placed more emphasis
on the social and humanistic aspects of the obvious plight of
refugees rather than on the doctrines and traditions of their
professed religion. Religion tends to constitute an important
part of cultural identity (Storm 2011). Our findings, however,
nevertheless need cautious interpretation here as well. We do
not know how religion was construed by participants and why
(see Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; Jones et al. 2016).
Specific research is needed to untangle the influences of reli-
gion on attitudes towards refugees.

As far as individuals professing nationalist/conservative
ideals or perceive themselves as blind patriots, are concerned,
they adopted a mainly negative attitude. This also agrees with
already published research (Chandler and Tsai 2001;
Espenshade and Hempstead 1996; Jones et al. 2016; Short
2004; Semyonov et al. 2006). While constructive patriots are
often positive (Blank and Schmidt 2003), individuals with no
or limited education tend to be oriented towards the political
right. They embrace a more patriotic view and, as a result,
often regard refugees as a threat no matter what (Raijman
et al. 2008). Blind patriotism is related to authoritarianism
characterized by a tendency to show respect and provide un-
conditional support to figures of authority. Authoritarians, not

surprisingly, are therefore inclined to be more conservative. In
consequence, blind patriotism is often to be found among the
politically conservative (Schatz et al. 1999). A number of
studies have found a relationship between conservatism and
xenophobia thus predicting negative attitudes towards refu-
gees also (Ariely 2012; Parker 2010; Schatz and Staub 1997;
Schatz et al. 1999; Spry and Hornsey 2007). When empathy
and positive social values correlate positively with construc-
tive patriotism, but are simultaneously related negatively to
blind patriotism, also blind patriots are likely to adopt negative
attitudes. When emotional empathy together with positive so-
cial values correlate positively with constructive patriotism,
and simultaneously correlates negatively with blind patriot-
ism, blind patriots still adopt a negative attitude towards refu-
gees (Depuiset and Butera 2005b; see also Schatz 1995). In
the current study, blind patriotism predicted attitudes towards
refugees, but constructive patriotism did not. This outcome
can most likely be explained by participant characteristics.
Most students at Cumhuriyet University, located in the rela-
tively conservative Sivas province, have grown up in smaller
towns and communities rather than in larger and more cosmo-
politan cities. It is a fair assumption that local conservatism
has affected also the current sample and their general outlook
on life. If so, an emphasis on blind patriotism is to be expect-
ed. This assumption has some culturally appropriate and em-
pirical support (Ercan 2017).

Finally, empathy, blind patriotism, religiosity, and
nationalist/conservative views, respectively, were all found
to correlate significantly with some discriminatory attitudes.
In addition, the feeling of empathy was observed to predict
attitudes towards refugees negatively while blind patriotism,
religiosity, and nationalist/conservative views, predicted atti-
tudes towards refugees positively.

Research Results and What they Suggest

Based on the results of the current exploratory study, albeit
tentative, they nevertheless suggest the value of training
programs aiming to engage participants in activities which
would enable them to learn to develop empathy. Individuals
scoring high on both conservatism and religiosity would
present a particular challenge. More than anything these
individuals would need to be made aware of the values that
they uncritically hold on to; values which they probably
have adopted without much personal reflection. They need
to understand what potential consequences rigid and uncon-
sidered attitudes might have.

To raise awareness and encourage reflection such a training
program will need to include interaction with individuals from
a variety of cultures. It will also need to focus on the societal
values of equality and respect. The use of appropriate religious
texts emphasizing these values would be important in
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establishing general legitimacy of such a program, and also to
make it more attractive to a largely conservative population.

Research Limitations

While this research succeeded in demonstrating the signifi-
cance of feeling empathy, blind patriotism, religiosity, and
nationalist/conservative adherence in predicting negative atti-
tudes towards refugees, there are also limitations to be consid-
ered in understanding the research results.

Firstly, this study relied on a cross-sectional design making
it more difficult to consider cause, effect, and the direction of
studied behaviors. A more appropriate design would have
been a proper longitudinal study.

The research group of only students is another limitation due
to their relatively young age. Attitudes towards refugees are
known to vary depending on whether an individual is older or
younger. To study age as a factor in explaining how and why
attitudes develop a sample of different age groups is necessary.

Different levels of education were also not considered. All
participants were university students and shared both the same
education level and a narrow age range (18–21 years of age).

The location of the study may also be of some concern. The
Sivas Province, together with its capital city of Sivas, is a
relatively conservative part of Turkey. It would have been an
advantage to sample participants more widely and from addi-
tional regions in Turkey allowing for a more heterogenous
sample and a more reliable generalization.

In conclusion, this study collected data by means of a
paper-and-pencil questionnaire. Self-reporting will always
present a challenge in terms of reliability. Future research
needs to consider additional data collection methods among
which observations and interviews over a longer period of
time would be the most suitable. These would help avoid, or
at least minimize, possible response biases. As with all current
research, however, chosen methods, sampling, and the nature
of posed research questions, are all subject to time and budget
constraints. These are always an integral part of planning any
research effort. Choices made on how to operationalize any
study are therefore always the result of some compromise.
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