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Abstract
The current study investigated the effectiveness of an online-based, empathy-focused intervention program that is developed 
for Turkish local society to increase their positive attitudes towards refugees. The sample of the four-week intervention 
program consisted of 52 participants that were randomly assigned to experimental (n = 26) and control groups (n = 26). 
Participants completed the Attitudes towards Syrians Scale in both groups before and after the intervention program. In the 
control group, no implementation was provided, only the individuals filled the pre-test and post-test questionnaires within 
the same periods as the experimental group. Participants in the experimental group also filled a sentence completion activ-
ity at the end of the program. The results of the study showed that Empathy Focused Intercultural Communication Program 
for Turkish Local Society showed a positive promissory approach for increasing positive attitudes towards Syrian refugees, 
increasing emphatic and altruistic approach. Lastly, these results, limitations, and suggestions for future research were dis-
cussed and the possible implications were shared.
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After the Syrian civil war that started in 2011, millions of 
people had to migrate both within and out of the country. The 
conflict in Syria has resulted in the internal displacement of 
more than six million people and the long-term mass displace-
ment of more than five million people abroad (IOM, 2020). 
Turkey is one of the countries hosting the largest Syrian refu-
gee population in the world (Çavlin, 2021). More than 3.7 
million Syrian refugees live in Turkey and the government of 
the Republic of Turkey has granted temporary protection sta-
tus to Syrians (Presidency of Migration Management, 2021). 
Hosting such a large number of refugees brings about some 
important social problems, especially in establishing harmoni-
ous relationships between the local community and refugees.

Due to the high number of Syrians and their increased 
visibility in the public sphere, social tensions between the 
local community and Syrians occasionally increase. Sharing 
of the limited resources, security threats, prejudices, and the 
perception about huge cultural differences damage the rela-
tions between the two communities (Bakioğlu et al., 2018; 
Ekici, 2019; Göker & Keskin, 2015; Lemos, 2005; Navruz & 
Çukurçayır, 2015). Although the Syrians feel close to the Turk-
ish community, it is not the same case for the Turkish local 
community. According to the results of the comprehensive 

There is a concept confusion regarding the status of immigrants 
in the host countries and the meanings of refugee, asylum seeker 
and immigrant are used interchangeably. While migrants leave 
their country voluntarily for better living conditions, refugees 
lose their trust in their country and try to seek asylum in another 
country (UNHCR, 2002 cited in Gümüşten, 2017). While the 
security of the refugees in their country is in danger; immigrants 
may not have any security problems or even ask their country to 
continue to protect them. According to the Law on Foreigners and 
International Protection, people coming to Turkey from outside 
of Europe are not accepted as refugees. People from outside 
Europe are allowed to temporarily stay in Turkey with conditional 
refugee status until they are resettled in a third country. People 
coming from Syria with mass influx are called as “temporary 
protection owners” (Law No. 6458 on Foreigners and International 
Protection, 2013). In Turkish legal system, on the other hand, the 
concept of asylum seeker is not encountered (Kaya & Eren, 2015 
cited in Gümüşten, 2017). Considering the above definitions, 
Syrians were called as "refugees" shortly in the current article 
instead of using temporary protection owners in long expression.
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research conducted by Erdoğan (2020); while Syrians think 
that they are 57.1% similar or very similar to Turkish people 
in terms of culture, the rate of those who think they are not 
similar to Turkish people at all is only 3.6% (Erdoğan, 2020). 
In addition, it has been shown in this study that Syrians feel 
their social distance is really low towards Turkish society and 
they are eager to establish close social relations. Similar stud-
ies indicate that Syrians are culturally satisfied with being in 
Turkey (Apak, 2014; Karasu, 2016; Kaya, 2015).

However, from the Turkish local community’s point of view, 
the scenario is far from similar. Although there is no serious 
tension between the local community and Syrians, the rate of 
those who agree with the idea that the local community can live 
together with Syrians in peace is only 11.4%. When the har-
monization (integration) issue of Syrians is asked from Turkish 
society, 64.4% think that Syrians can integrate into the society 
very little or not at all (Erdoğan, 2020). This picture indicates 
that research and intervention programs should focus on the 
local community from now on. The social, cultural, and emo-
tional dynamics of the Turkish host community and their sen-
sitivities should be understood properly to create a harmonized 
and peaceful society. Despite the attempts to manage migration, 
anti-immigrant discourse and prejudice remain major concerns 
at the individual and societal levels. One of the explanatory fac-
tors for widespread anti-immigrant attitudes is threat perception 
(Croucher, 2017). Host community members worry about the 
economic burden of immigrants and the potential danger that 
they represent towards dominant host culture and the society 
(Çalışkan-Sarı & Yalçınkaya-Alkar, 2018). Overall, research 
shows that other cultures are threats to one’s own culture and 
this threat perception leads to prejudice and discrimination 
(Croucher, 2017). Integrated threat theory (ITT) developed by 
Stephan and Stephan brings an explanation about the sense of 
threat against out-groups (1993). ITT suggests that prejudice 
and negative attitudes towards migrants and out-groups can be 
explained by realistic threat, symbolic threat, negative stereo-
type, and intergroup anxiety. In the studies of the perception 
of threat towards Syrian refugees in Turkey, it is observed that 
there is a special emphasis on realistic threat and symbolistic 
threat (Karaoğlu, 2015; Keleş et al., 2016). This theory consti-
tutes one of the bases of the current intervention study, as well.

The current migration situation and social tension in Turkey 
make it necessary to develop and implement some intervention 
programs to reduce the negative attitudes, intergroup anxiety, 
and prejudices of the local community towards refugees, espe-
cially towards Syrians, and to strengthen them in the context 
of intercultural communication. In international literature, it is 
seen that school-based curriculum programs are applied mostly 
to student samples in the context of multicultural life, breaking 
prejudices against refugees and preventing racism (Mansfield 
& Kehoe, 1994; Vrij et al., 2003; Walker & Crogan, 1998).

Besides school-based curriculum programs, anti-racist inter-
vention programs are also widely used. According to literature, 

anti-racist intervention programs have been more beneficial and 
effective for children and young people than implementing a 
multicultural curriculum in reducing intergroup prejudices, as 
they include in-group discussions, activities such as role-playing, 
and allow them to rethink existing thoughts and attitudes (Aboud 
& Levy, 2000; Dei, 1996; McGregor, 1993; Spencer, 1998). In 
addition, it is seen that many promising classroom programs 
have been developed especially for refugee children in recent 
years (Ingleby & Watters, 2002; Rousseau et al., 2014; Sullivan 
& Simonson, 2016). In a school-based prevention program, the 
socialization processes of refugee children in the host country 
with their peers and adults were examined in both primary and 
high schools. Teachers were informed about the developmental 
characteristics of refugee children and possible adaptation prob-
lems they may experience. In addition to providing education for 
teachers with multimedia-supported materials for all levels of 
development, education was provided to support refugee children 
in establishing a social bond at school (Ingleby & Watters, 2002). 
All of these can be considered inspiring developments. However, 
considering the adaptation of the refugees in the Turkish sample, 
it would be much more beneficial to conduct studies, mostly for 
children, young people, and adults who are members of the local 
community. Because it can be accepted that the main problems 
in Turkey are increasing prejudice against Syrian refugees, social 
distance, and perception of cultural differences (Erdoğan, 2014). 
Thus, the subject of the current intervention program consists of 
adult local community members.

The vicarious contact method was used in another interven-
tion program for children to reduce prejudices against Syrian 
refugees in Turkey. Some contact-based stories about Syrian 
refugees were read to Turkish primary school students and it 
was measured that the children in the experimental group were 
more willing to help outgroup members than the control group. 
This result was more common in children who initially had 
higher negative attitudes (Tercan et al., 2020). It can be consid-
ered as an efficient method that can be used when direct contact 
is not possible. An intervention program has also been imple-
mented for adult local community members living in Australia 
to reduce prejudices against Aborigines (Hill & Augoustinos, 
2001). In the program, which was applied to 62 public services 
employees between the ages of 22 and 70, the stereotypes and 
prejudices of the participants against Aborigines were meas-
ured 3 times as just before the program, immediately after the 
program, and 3 months after the program ended. According 
to the results, there was a significant decrease in negative ste-
reotypes and prejudices, along with an increase in knowledge 
about Aborigines. However, in the measurement after 3 months, 
there was no statistically significant difference with the baseline 
in prejudices and stereotypes. In other words, it was seen that 
the positive change in prejudices was not permanent.

In the light of the literature, a program similar to the 
content of anti-racist and prejudice reduction programs 
has been prepared and implemented for young adults in the 
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current study. The rationale behind the current program is 
the anti-racist approach which has a stronger theoretical 
basis and interactive structure including role play and in-
group discussions about empathy, intercultural communica-
tion, prejudice, and discrimination (Dei, 1996). It aimed to 
form a mindset that enables participants to understand the 
characteristics of different cultures with the help of empathy-
based role playing and activities that can help review exist-
ing prejudices and possible discriminative behaviors.

The Aim of the Study

The present study aims to change the attitudes of Turkish 
local society members in a positive way towards all migrant 
groups, especially Syrian groups with the help of the inter-
vention program. Individuals participating in this program 
understand what culture is and learn the features of culture 
and gain awareness regarding cultural differences. They 
also comprehend the importance of empathy in intercultural 
communication with the help of role-playing, gaining deep 
knowledge of ethnocentrism, prejudice, discrimination, and 
learning about types of discrimination.

When societies from different ethnic backgrounds are more 
integrated and the channels of dialogue, cooperation, and inter-
action are open, some groups' conscious efforts to promote 
hate and highlight differences will not be successful. Programs 
developed for local communities to increase social cohesion 
also strengthen the resilience of states and societies, so soci-
eties can adapt to the challenges of the twenty-first century 
such as forced migration. While many studies were aiming to 
increase the social adaptation of Syrians to the Turkish local 
community, as we know there has not been any intervention 
program for Turkish local society to increase their social 
acceptance of Syrians (Karasu, 2016; Yıldırımalp et al., 2017).

Hypothesis

There will be a difference between the attitudes of people 
participating in the empathy and intercultural communi-
cation training program for the local community aimed at 
increasing the social acceptance of migrants than those who 
do not participate in this program (control group).

Method

Research Pattern

The quantitative research method was used in this study. 
When the research is analyzed in terms of revealing the 
effects of independent variables (participation in the 

intervention program) on the dependent variables (attitude 
towards Syrians); it is an experimental model. This model 
was carried out by using a quasi-experimental design with 
pre-test and post-test comparison groups. The pre-test and 
post-test comparison group designs are taking measure-
ments from the participants before and after the experimen-
tal study regarding the dependent variable (Karasar, 1999). 
In this model, participants are divided into two groups as 
experimental and control groups. While a four-week online 
training program was applied to the experimental group, the 
control group was included as a waiting list group and did 
not receive any training.

Measures

A demographic form, A Scale for Attitudes towards Syr-
ians Living in Turkey, the expectation from the program, 
sentence completion activity on attitudes towards Syrians, 
and related empathy can be considered as the data collec-
tion forms. The items of the measurement tools are shown 
in Table 1.

A Demographic Form

A demographic form that consists of questions such as 
gender, age, education level, the place of birth as village, 
township, and province, abroad experience, and the com-
munication experience with Syrian refugees were asked to 
participants to fill out.

A Scale for Attitudes towards Syrians Living 
in Turkey

This scale was developed to assess the attitudes of Turkish 
local people towards Syrians (Çalışkan-Sarı & Yalçınkaya-
Alkar, 2018). The scale consists of 25 items and it is Likert 
type. According to the factor analysis conducted with the 
data of this study, the three-factor structure explained 53% 
of the variation. These three subscales are called attitudes 
about marriage relationships with Syrians, attitudes about 
crime relations of Syrians, and general attitudes towards 
Syrians about daily issues, respectively. Cronbach alpha 
reliability score is calculated as 0.73. As the scores are 
taken from the scale increase, it means that people’s atti-
tudes towards Syrian migrants are more positive.

Short Answer Form Related to Expectations 
for Training Program

Before starting the training program, the participants in the 
intervention group were asked questions that they could give 
an open-ended answer about what they expect from the pro-
gram and what they hope to learn. Below is a summary of the 
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opinions answered by a total of 16 participants regarding the 
expectations from the training program: First of all, people had 
expectations about confronting differences with common sense 
and breaking people's prejudices against different cultures and 
identities. In addition, according to the people in the experiment 

group, there is a lot of negative criticism against immigrants, 
especially against Syrians. They would like to be informed to 
approach these criticisms with more effective answers.

Furthermore, they would like to understand the immi-
grants living in our country and to understand what kind 

Table 1  Explanations for measurement tools

A Demographic Form Gender: ( ) Female ( ) Male

Age:

Education level: ( ) elementary ( ) secondary school ( ) high

school ( ) university ( ) post-graduate 

Where you grew up: 

( ) Village ( ) Township ( ) City center

Have you ever been abroad? ( ) yes ( ) no

If you have been abroad, please indicate why you have been abroad.

business travel ( ) education ( ) touristic ( ) residence permit ( ) other

Have you ever communicated with Syrians in Turkey?

( ) Yes ( ) No

If so, for what purpose did you communicate?

( ) work related ( ) friendship ( ) neighborly relationship ( ) other

Would you describe yourself as a “religious/believer”?

1 2 3 4 5 6

7

A Scale for Attitudes towards Syrians

Living in Turkey

1. Migrants living in Turkey mainly consist of good people.

2. I am not disturbed by the fact that migrants have free

access to health services

3. Efforts should be made to ensure that migrants are 

adapted to our country.

4. I can become friends with a migrant.

5. I am not disturbed living in the same apartment with a

migrant.

6. I am not disturbed by the acceptance of migrants in our

country.

7. I am not disturbed working at the same workplace as a

migrant.

8. I can be a business partner with a migrant.

9. I am not disturbed by migrants getting a work permit in

Turkey.

10. Migrants harm the country’s economy.

11. I am not disturbed that migrant children benefit from

Turkey’s educational institutions.

12. The attitude of migrants about cleanliness disturbs me.

13. I am disturbed by the fact that migrants make too much

noise.

14. Migrants increase the risk of terrorism in our country.
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of difficulties they have and what they think. They are also 
expected to assess individually whether they have any 
prejudices against migrants. Besides, they would like to 
strengthen their communication skills with people from 
other cultures by increasing their ability to use empathy 
skills. That is, they hope to respect beliefs and thoughts 
in different cultures and to become able to empathize with 
these individuals. They would like to be a more open-minded 
person in approaching people from different cultures in their 
professional life. Some participants from the experimental 

group think that Turkish local society treats immigrants from 
the west and immigrants from the east differently in general. 
They hope that this issue can also be addressed in the cur-
rent training. In addition, participants aimed to verify the 
accuracy of the information they have acquired about immi-
grants and their lives, to correct what they know wrong, or 
to learn about issues they do not know at all. Lastly, some 
participants aimed to break their prejudices against people 
who are different and to get information about people from 
different cultures.

Table 1  (continued)

15. Migrants coming to our country should be able to live in 

city centers.

16. I am not disturbed moving to a neighborhood where 

migrants live heavily. 

17. I am not disturbed by the fact that migrants are allowed 

to acquire property in our country.

18. Migrants are more likely to commit crimes.

19. I am not disturbed to do my shopping at the stores of 

migrants.

20. I think that migrants are often involved in theft and 

snatching.

21. I think that migrants are often involved in harassment and 

molestation.

22. I think that migrants are often involved in rape.

23. I am not disturbed by my brother marrying a migrant.

24. I am not disturbed marrying a migrant.

25. I am not disturbed with my sister marrying migrants.

Short Answer Form Related to 

Expectations for Training Program

What do you expect from the program and what do you hope to learn?

Sentence Completion Activity Form 1. My views about Syrians since I attended the education program…..

2. I can empathize with Syrians…..

3. People belonging to different cultures…..

4. If I meet a Syrian person in my life from now on…..

5. My prejudice against different ethnic groups…..

6. If I see a Syrian in need of help …..

7. If I had to leave my country suddenly during a conflict in my 

country, I would feel …..

8. What advice would you give to people who have not received this 

training (e.g. friends or family members)?
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Sentence Completion Activity Form

The participants in the experimental group completed the 
sentences in Table 1 prepared by the researcher in the form 
of short answers according to their opinions at the end of the 
intervention program.

Recruitment

Adult local community members over the age of 18 were 
reached through an announcement about the program on online 
platforms. Being over the age of 18 and not working profes-
sionally in the field of migration are the necessary conditions 
for participating in the program. Apart from that, it was stated 
in the announcement that participants attending all sessions will 
be given a certificate of participation at the end of the program 
and a book gift card will be given to a person with a draw. In 
this context, 52 people in total stated that they would like to par-
ticipate in the program and register by sending an e-mail to the 
researcher. A WhatsApp group consisting of these people was 
formed and randomly divided into two groups as experimental 
and control groups. In this context, 26 people were assigned 
to the experimental group and 26 people to the control group.

Condition

All of the experimental groups attended the 4-week pro-
gram, but a 5-person drop out occurred in the control group. 

In the pre-test and post-test applications, people were asked 
to create an id number (nickname) in order not to get real 
name information for confidentiality, and participants were 
asked to note this id to remember. In the control group, 2 
people did not complete the final test, and the other 3 people 
could not participate in the sampling because the id num-
bers did not match. Finally, a follow-up study was carried 
out with the people in the experimental group, 2 months 
after the post-test, the participants were asked to fill in the 
Attitude towards Syrians Scale again, and all individuals in 
the experimental group answered the form.

Participants

While determining the number of participants, a g power 
analysis was used. According to the result, it was necessary 
to collect data from 52 participants with 80% power and 0.8 
effect size. Recent research was completed in January 2021 
with the participation of 47 people over the age of 18. When 
determining the experimental and control group, a random 
assignment was made. The application was conducted with a 
total of 47 participants, 26 of whom were in the experimental 
group (21 females, 5 males) and 21 people (15 females—6 
males) in the control group. The mean age for the experi-
mental group was 26 while the mean age of the control group 
is 32. The diagram below has shown the number of partici-
pants in the intervention and control groups.

N=52

Completed pre-intervention measures

N=26                                                                                      N=26

Assigned to intervention condition                      Assigned to control condition     N=2 Dropped out the study

N= 3 Not matched their ID

N=26                                                                                       N=21

Completed post-intervention measures               Completed post-test measures

N=26          N=21

Completed follow up measures                             Completed all time points
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Procedure

In the experimental group, an online intervention program 
called "Empathy Focused Intercultural Communication Pro-
gram for Turkish Local Community to Increase Their Social 
Acceptance towards Migrants" was conducted for 4 weeks 
and progressed to one hour each week. In the control group, 
no implementation was made, only the individuals filled the 
pre-test and post-test questionnaires within the same periods 
as the experimental group. Details of each week’s imple-
mentation are as follows:

Week 1:
In the first week of the intervention, initially participants got 
to know each other and the researcher. Then, the researcher 
informed the group about the content of the training pro-
gram. The purpose, duration, and rules of the program were 
shared. After that, the researcher collected the expectations 
from the program as written and implemented the pre-test. 
Finally, the researcher informed the group about the what 
is the culture and culture’s components.
Week 2:
The second week of the program started with a warm-
up activity whose name is now and here. Then, the 
researcher informed the group about empathy in the con-
text of intercultural communication.
Week 3:
In the third week, after the researcher repeated the content 
from the previous week, she informed the group about 
ethnocentrism, prejudice, and discrimination. Then, the 
researcher made some explanations and exercises about 
the types of prejudice and discrimination.
Week 4:

In the last week, the main purpose was to increase the 
sensitivity of the group regarding cultural differences. In this 
way, after the researcher explained Bennet's Intercultural 
Sensitivity Development Model, she had the individuals in 
the group talk about which step of the model they were in. 
Another purpose of the week was to increase the awareness 
of the group on incomplete or misinformation about Syrians 
that can cause intergroup anxiety. Lastly, participants were 
instructed to complete a post-intervention test (the scale of 
attitudes towards Syrians) and sentence completion activity 
about the program.

Statistical Analysis

2 (intervention vs. control) × 2 (Time 1 vs. 2) mixed design 
ANOVA was used to determine whether there was a signifi-
cant difference between the pre-test and post-test scores of 
the experimental and control groups. Follow-up measurement 

was also taken for the experimental group and the mean score 
for it was reported. SPSS 20 package program was used for 
statistical analysis The data obtained as a result of the research 
were evaluated at a 0.05 significance level.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Summary statistics were calculated for each interval and 
ratio variable. Frequencies and percentages were calculated 
for each nominal variable. Frequencies and percentages are 
presented in Table 2.

The average age of participants was 27.13 (SD = 4.03, 
Min = 18.00, Max = 36.00). The most frequently observed 
category of the group was experimental (n = 26, 55%). 
Females constituted the majority of the participants (n = 36, 
77%). Most of the participants were university graduates 
(n = 35, 74%). The most frequently observed category of 
being abroad before consisted of no answer (n = 26, 55%). 
In addition, the most frequently observed category of social 
contact experience with the Syrians in Turkey consisted 
of a yes answer (n = 29, 62%). Finally, the most frequently 
observed category of the place where participants grew up 
was a city center (n = 41, 87%).

Table 2  Demographic and attitudes towards syrians related character-
istics of the sample

Note. Due to rounding errors, percentages may not equal 100%

Variable Experimental
(n = 26)

Control
(n = 21)

N % n %

Gender
  Female 21 80.8 15 71.4
  Male 5 19.2 6 28.6

Education Level
  Secondary school 0 0.0 1 4.8
  High school 1 3.8 4 19.0
  University 21 80.8 14 66.7
  Master 4 15.4 2 9.5

Abroad Experience
  No 16 61.5 10 47.6
  Yes 10 38.5 11 52.4

Social Contact Experience with Syrians
  No 9 34.6 9 42.9
  Yes 17 65.4 12 57.1

The place where you grew up
  Township 4 15.4 2 9.5
  City center 22 84.6 19 90.5
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Impact of the Empathy Based Intervention Program

Summary statistics were calculated for pre-test, post-test, 
and follow-up scores of attitudes towards Syrians. The sum-
mary statistics can be found in Table 3.

For the experimental group, the observations for pre-
test had an average of 78.81 (SD = 24.37, Min = 41.00, 
Max = 125.00). The observations for post-test had an average 
of 94.23 (SD = 22.93, Min = 28.00, Max = 123.00). The obser-
vations for follow up had an average of 95.85 (SD = 20.85, 
Min = 48.00, Max = 123.00) for the experimental group.

For the control group, the observations for pre-test had an 
average of 69.71 (SD = 22.10, Min = 32.00, Max = 117.00). 
The observations for post-test had an average of 66.57 
(SD = 22.85, Min = 32.00, Max = 115.00).

Mixed Design ANOVA Results

A mixed-design analysis of variance (ANOVA) with one 
within-subjects factor and one between-subjects factor was 
conducted to determine whether significant differences exist 
between pre-test and post-test scores of the levels of group-
ing. Table 4 presents the ANOVA results.

The main effect for the group was significant, F (1, 
45) = 8.44, p = 0.006, indicating that there were significant 
differences in pre-test and post-test between the levels of 
grouping. The experimental group's total pre-test and post-
test scores are significantly higher than the total pre-test and 
post-test scores of the control group.

The main effect for the within-subjects factor was sig-
nificant, F (1, 45) = 6.20, p = 0.017, indicating there were 
significant differences between the values of pre-test and 
post-test. The total post-test scores of the experiment group 
for positive attitudes towards Syrians were higher than the 
pre-test scores of the experiment group. However, the total 
post-test scores of the control group were lower than the 
total pre-test scores.

The interaction effect between the within-subjects fac-
tor and group (Condition x Time) was significant, F (1, 
45) = 14.17, p < 0.001, indicating that the relationship 
between pre-test and post-test differed significantly between 
the levels of grouping. The significance of the interaction 
effect indicates that the experimental-group participants’ 

training was effective at increasing positive attitudes towards 
Syrians. In other words, attitudes towards Syrian refugees 
changed between the pre-test and post-test in the interven-
tion condition but did not change between pre-test and post-
test in the control condition. The variation in mean attitudes 
towards Syrians scores for the pre-test and post-test scores 
is shown in Fig. 1.

The Results of Sentence Completion Activity

At the end of the 4-week online training program, a sentence 
completion activity was applied to the participants to give 
open-ended answers. 20 participants completed the sentence 
completion activity. Below are the frequencies and percent-
ages of 8 sentence completion activities classified according 
to similar answers: (See Table 5).

1st Sentence: The sentence that started with the expres-
sion that "My views towards Syrians……" was com-
pleted with the statement that 15 (75%) of the participants 
changed positively, while 2 (10%) people did not change 
their views. 1 person (5%) did not already have negative 
thoughts while 2 (%10) participants also stated that they 
partially changed.
2nd sentence: In the sentence that begins with the state-
ment that "….I can empathize with Syrians", 18 (90%) 
of the participants used a positive expression as I think 

Table 3  Summary statistics 
table for pre-test, post-test, and 
follow up scores of attitudes 
towards syrians

Experimental
(n = 26)

Control
(n = 21)

Variable M SD Min Max M SD Min Max

Pre-test 78.81 24.37 41.00 125.00 69.71 22.10 32.00 117.00
Post-test 94.23 22.93 28.00 123.00 66.57 22.85 32.00 115.00
Follow up 95.85 20.85 48.00 123.00

0

20

40

60

80

100

Time 1 (pre-test) Time 2 (post-test)

Attitudes towards Syrians

Interven�on Control

Fig. 1  Variation in intervention and control groups mean positive atti-
tude towards Syrians scores
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or felt, while 2 (10%) stated that I think but I know it is 
not enough.
3rd sentence: In the sentence that begins with the state-
ment that "People from different cultures….", While 
4 people (20%) completed this sentence as should not 
be exposed to negative discrimination and prejudice, 8 
people (40%) completed it as diversity. While 2 people 
(10%) completed the sentence saying they are no differ-
ent, 2 people (10%) completed the sentence as we should 
respect. 4 people (20%) completed it with sentences that 
can manage to live together.
4th sentence: The sentence that begins with the phrase 
that "If I meet a Syrian person in my future life …." 
was completed by 8 participants (40%) as I would be 
careful enough to behave understandingly. While 6 
people (30%) said that I would not think of anything 
positive or negative, 2 people (10%) answered that I 
would behave the same way I behave a Turkish person. 
One participant (5%) replied that I would smile, and 1 
person (5%) said I would ask more careful questions 
(non-traumatic). One participant (5%) answered that I 
take care to help whenever he/she needs help. Finally, 
one participant (5%) completed the sentence saying, I 
can live in the same environment.
5th sentence: The sentence that started as "My bias 
against different ethnic groups …." was completed by 
5 participants (25%) as are not while 8 people (40%) 
completed it as is decreasing. 4 people (20%) answered 
that I am trying to overcome this from time to time, 
and 2 people (10%) said that it was very few before the 
training. 1 participant (5%) completed the sentence as 
can be, but it depends on the ethnic group.
6th sentence: While 17 people (85%) complete the 
sentence that begins with "I see a Syrian in need of 
help…." as I can help, 2 people (10%) inform someone 
who can help (such as social aid organizations, police). 
1 participant (5%) completed the sentence as I behave 
as I do he/she is a Turk in need.
7th sentence: The sentence saying that "If I had to leave 
my country suddenly in a conflict, I would feel … " was 
completed by 11 participants (60%) as I would feel bad 
and anxious. 5 people (25%) completed it as frightened 
and desperate. One person (5%) completed the sentence 

saying that I would feel lonely and weak while 2 partici-
pants (10%) would feel bad, but I would not leave my 
country, even if I was going to die.
8th sentence: Finally, to the question of "What advice 
can you give to people who have not received this train-
ing (for example, friends or family members)", 9 people 
(45%) advised them to empathize with immigrants, and 
2 participants (10%) to attend similar training. 5 partic-
ipants (25%) answered that I would like to explain their 
involuntary or deliberate prejudices and discrimination 
to them through examples. 4 people (20%) replied that I 
recommend that they evaluate their existing judgments 
to gain awareness.

Proof of Hypothesis

According to the above results and observations, the 
hypothesis has been proved.

Discussion

A recent study has investigated the effectiveness of online-
based, empathy-focused intercultural communication 
programs for young adults. Within the framework of the 
hypothesis, the results of the current intervention study 
demonstrated that participation in an online-based, empathy-
focused intercultural communication program gave rise to an 
increase in Turkish local society’s positive attitudes towards 
Syrian refugees and their emphatic and altruistic approach.

In international literature, similar results were observed 
when intervention programs aimed at reducing prejudice 
against refugees were examined (Turner & Brown, 2008; 
Vassilopoulos et al., 2020). However, most of the studies 
were conducted with student samples in the classroom envi-
ronment. For example, according to the results of the inter-
vention program conducted with the participation of 106 
young adolescent students in Greece, the attitudes of the 
students in the intervention program were found to be more 
positive towards refugees compared to the control group, 
while their general empathy capacities were also increased. 

Table 4  Mixed design ANOVA 
results

Source of Variance df SS MS F p η
p

2

Between-Participants 
Group (Experimental/Control) 1 7845.93 7845.93 8.44 0.006 0.16
Residuals 45 41842.62 929.84
Within Participants (pre-test/post-test) 1 875.95 875.95 6.20 0.017 0.12
Intercept (Group x Measure) 1 2002.16 2002.16 14.17  < 0.001 0.24
Residuals 45 6357.46 141.28
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In addition, the tolerance of the students in the intervention 
group increased and they showed less xenophobia. The pop-
ular and most preferred approach in intervention programs 
relating to increasing positive attitudes towards different 

ethnic groups is based on recognizing the racism that exists 
in individuals and in the society they live in, and raising 
the level of awareness required to combat this racism (Dei, 
1996; Short & Carrington, 1996; Walker, 1989).

Table 5  Summary statistics for sentence completion activity

Answer Sentences N = 20 %

1st sentence: "My views towards Syrians……"
  changed positively 15 75
  did not change their views 2 10
  did not already have negative thoughts 1 5
  partially changed 2 10

2nd sentence: "….I can empathize with Syrians"
  I think or felt 18 90
  I think but I know it is not enough 2 10

3rd sentence: "People from different cultures…."
  should not be exposed to negative discrimination and prejudice 4 20
  are diversity 8 40
  can manage to live together 4 20
  they are not different 2 10
  we should respect 2 10

4th sentence: "If I meet a Syrian person in my future life …."
  I would be careful enough to behave understandingly 8 40
  I would not think of anything positive or negative 6 30
  I would behave the same way I behave a Turkish person 2 10
  I would smile 1 5
  I would ask more careful questions (non-traumatic) 1 5
  I take care to help whenever he/she needs help 1 5
  I can live in the same environment 1 5

5th sentence: "My bias against different ethnic groups …."
  are not 5 25
  is decreasing 8 40
  I am trying to overcome this from time to time 4 20
  it was very few before the training 2 10
  can be, but it depends on the ethnic group 1 5

6th sentence: "I see a Syrian in need of help…."
  I can help 17 85
  inform someone who can help (such as social aid organizations, police) 2 10
  I behave as I do he/she is a Turk in need 1 5

7th sentence: "If I had to leave my country suddenly in a conflict, I would… "
  feel bad and anxious 12 60
  feel frightened and desperate 5 25
  feel lonely and weak 1 5
  feel bad, but I would not leave my country, even if I was going to die 2 10

"8th sentence: What advice can you give to people who have not received this training (for example, friends or family members)"
  to empathize with immigrants 9 45
  I would like to explain their involuntary or deliberate prejudices and discrimination to them through examples 5 25
  I recommend that they evaluate their existing judgments in order to gain awareness 4 20
  to attend similar training 2 10
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Besides, some intervention programs aiming to increase 
positive attitudes towards different ethnic groups are imple-
mented as curriculum programs that emphasize multicultur-
alism (Mansfield & Kehoe, 1994). Multicultural curriculum 
programs are based on the assumption that prejudice stems 
from ignorance. Therefore, informing the participants about 
the lifestyle and culture of minority groups reduces preju-
dice and changes participants' behavior towards minority 
groups (Aydin, 2013). To summarize, education initiatives 
with the help of multicultural curriculum programs foster 
positive relationships by challenging stereotypes and myths 
about the outgroups. The current intervention program con-
tinued the lessons interactively with the participants, using 
the themes from both two approaches to alleviate negative 
attitudes towards refugees. For example, ethnocentrism and 
prejudices that can cause discrimination and racism were 
frequently emphasized and the participants were asked to 
give examples of the types of discrimination they see in their 
lives and environments, as well.

A similar intervention program for adolescent students in 
Greece was carried out with primary school children in Eng-
land (Turner & Brown, 2008). 87 primary school students 
aged between 9 and 11 participated in the study, aiming to 
increase positive attitudes towards refugees with a multi-
cultural curriculum and an anti-racist intervention program 
in the school environment. At the beginning and the end 
of the program, students' attitudes towards refugees, their 
empathy levels, and their preferred acculturation strategies 
were measured. The attitudes of the students at the end of 
the program were turned positive at the end of the program, 
but when the attitudes were measured again after 7 weeks, 
it was seen that the same result as the pre-test was obtained. 
In other words, it has been observed that the positive effect 
of the intervention program on attitudes is not permanent. 
When the acculturation model preferred by the students was 
examined, it was observed that the students in the experi-
mental group adopted less assimilation and more integration 
models in the post-test, while the control group remained 
constant in the assimilation acculturation model both in the 
pre-test and the post-test. There was no difference in the 
empathy levels of the students before and after the program 
(Turner & Brown, 2008).

An interesting intervention program aimed to increase 
advocacy for diversity, equality, and social inclusion was 
also conducted with the participation of faculty members 
from different universities in the United States (Chen et al., 
2020). The content of the intervention program which was 
carried out with 29 faculty members consisted of recog-
nizing and defining ethnic differences, equality, and social 
inclusion. The intervention program included a 3-day work-
shop and three journal clubs. Participants were followed 
for 1 year and self and collective efficacy measurements 
were taken from time to time to define and examine ethnic 

differences, equality, and inclusion. According to the results 
of the research, it was seen that there was a significant differ-
ence between pre-test and 5 months after the pre-test meas-
urements in the self-efficacy and collective efficacy levels. 
After the intervention program was implemented, people's 
self-and collective competencies to recognize equality, 
diversity, and social inclusion increased significantly. In 
the measurements after 1 year, it was observed that self-
efficacy was considerably higher than the pre-test measure-
ments (Chen et al., 2020). To sum up, this intervention study 
that has been carried out recently with an adult sample has 
also effective and important results that emphasize ethnic 
diversity and equality.

As we know, there has not been any intervention program 
designed to change the local society’s attitudes toward the 
Syrian refugees positively in Turkey. It is thought that the 
current study will make a great contribution to the literature 
in this sense. In addition, the current study is innovative in 
terms of applying for the empathy-focused intercultural com-
munication program in adult samples and online. Before the 
intervention program started, expectations about the training 
were collected from the participants in writing. In general, it 
has been revealed that there is an expectation that there will 
be an education aimed at reducing prejudice against different 
cultures and identities. In addition, some participants have 
expectations to get information about immigrants and their 
lives and to correct misunderstood facts about Syrians. In 
this context, it can be said that study is carried out with a 
group that is open to learning and has a high awareness level. 
Despite this, a significant increase in the positive attitudes 
of the experimental group towards Syrians compared to pre-
test scores is reported. That is, a ceiling effect on positive 
attitudes is not observed. This indicates that the content of 
the program is very strong in changing attitudes towards 
Syrians.

The current intervention program not only led to an 
increase in people's positive attitudes but also an overall 
increase in participants' empathy levels and altruistic behav-
ior towards Syrians. This result is reached through the sen-
tence completion task applied at the end of the program. In 
the sentence completion task which with the participation of 
20 people from the experimental group, the general subject 
of the sentence completion task is about the increase in their 
empathy levels. In addition, displaying less prejudiced and 
more benevolent behavior towards Syrians in their daily life 
after the program is one of the topics that are frequently 
written in sentence completion tasks. Based on these results, 
the intervention program not only changed the attitudes of 
the local community towards Syrian refugees positively but 
also increased their empathic approach and increased their 
sense of humanitarian approach. The importance of social 
and cognitive phenomena in reducing prejudices cannot be 
underestimated (Aboud, 2008; Rutland et al., 2010). There 
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are studies with successful results that focus on changing 
the intergroup attitudes of children, adolescents, and adults 
by using social, cognitive, and moral skills such as social 
categorization, perspective-taking, empathy, which are also 
used in the current study (Levy et al., 2016).

In line with the findings of the recent study, suggestions 
that can shed light on future studies and help psychologists, 
social workers, psychological counselors, migration experts, 
migration managers, and other experts working in interna-
tional organizations or non-governmental organizations 
can be reported. First of all, migration is a very challenging 
field of study in terms of managing intergroup relations and 
developing positive relations. In this context; the psychologi-
cal and sociological dimensions of migration should never 
be overlooked and the perceptions and reactions of the local 
community should always be taken into account and evalu-
ated. If the people from different groups make feel connected 
with certain universal human values and the perception that 
there are more similarities than differences, a more positive 
picture will emerge in the context of intergroup relations. 
Of course, it is a reality that there are some cultural differ-
ences between Turkish local society and Syrians and these 
differences should be known in order not to cause interper-
sonal misunderstanding and conflict. However, it should be 
emphasized that differences are diversity and there are many 
similarities between people from different groups.

In addition, making over-generalizations about the people 
from different nationalities just because of group membership 
also strengthens the prejudices. It is important to avoid generali-
zations and emphasize that people have their unique behavioral 
patterns and these patterns make them "special" or "unique" in 
the world they live in. An approach that overemphasizes the dif-
ferences between groups and ignores individual differences will 
create difficulties in finding peace and coexistence. Perceiving 
the refugees not as individuals but as groups such as Syrians or 
Afghans prevents people from seeing the unique characteristics 
of the individuals. In future intervention programs, it will be 
beneficial to prepare the module contents in a way that prevents 
over-generalizations about different groups.

Apart from over-generalization about different groups, 
local people have some anxieties about Syrians because of 
the threat that these groups may change the demographic 
structure and create an economic burden for the host coun-
try. It is a very reasonable situation to have some anxie-
ties about different groups due to economic and security 
reasons (Ulukütük, 2017). One of the ways to reduce 
these intergroup anxieties is to provide accurate informa-
tion quickly and before the rumors about these groups are 
well penetrated. People who are constantly exposed to false 
information about a group remember them correctly over 
time (Horowitz, 2001). For this reason, it is necessary to 

be transparent for the authorities that manage the migration 
policies to prevent information pollution, especially about 
Syrians, by providing accurate information for the local 
community periodically.

Limitations and Recommendations 
for Future Research

Online Empathy Focused Intercultural Communication 
Program for Turkish Local Society had promising results 
for decreasing negative attitudes towards Syrian refugees 
and increasing emphatic approach. However, further studies 
should be carried out to assess the efficacy of this program in 
larger and different age groups with different socioeconomic 
statuses. Since the study’s sample consists of young adults 
between the ages of 18–36 and mostly university graduates 
and females, there may be some problems in terms of gen-
eralizability. However, since the intervention study is online 
and requires internet literacy and continuity (4 weeks), it 
is an expected result to attract the attention of young and 
female groups with a high level of education.

In addition, it was not possible to conduct this inter-
vention study face-to-face during the Covid-19 outbreak, 
where there was a complete obstruction from time to time 
and schools were mostly closed in Turkey. After the Coro-
navirus outbreak, this program can also be applied face to 
face. In this way, some negative effects of online programs 
like possible problems with the internet or technology use 
can be reduced and more interaction with the participants 
can be achieved. Furthermore, when the announcements of 
such intervention programs are made through social media 
platforms, it is not possible to reach individuals who do not 
have internet access or who do not have computer/internet 
literacy. This decreases the generalizability of the study. In 
future studies, the comparison of the effects of both online 
and face-to-face programs for changing attitudes towards 
refugees will make a great contribution to the literature. In 
this way, the effect of methodological differences in atti-
tude change will also be recognized.

Lastly, in the present study, no intervention was imple-
mented in the control group and the group was considered 
as a waiting group. Only pre-test and post-test were per-
formed for the control group. However, in future studies, 
two types of control groups can be used. One of them will 
be the waiting group and no program will be implemented, 
while the other control group can be trained on any subject 
independent from empathy, prejudice, and discrimination 
themes. Comparing these three groups in terms of attitudes 
towards migrants can provide stronger data.
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Conclusion

To conclude, despite the limitations of the current inter-
vention program, it has had a positive impact on attitudes 
towards refugees in a limited time and has led to positive 
changes in local people's empathy and intercultural com-
munication. In the countries like Turkey where the ratios 
of migrants are high, it is essential to implement interven-
tion programs for the local community members that will 
strengthen empathy and intercultural communication. In 
most countries, such programs have been implemented in 
secondary and high schools. However, it is necessary to 
increase the number of programs aimed at reducing preju-
dices towards migrant groups in the adult sample, as well.
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