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Introduction

The World Bank estimates that after 2007, the nation of Turkey transi-
tioned from experiencing levels of net emigration to net immigration.1 
Turkey thus follows Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Finland, which under-

went similar transitions during the 1980s and 1990s.2 In a recent issue of In-
sight Turkey, Franck Düvell describes these changes as ushering in a paradigm 
shift of “enormous social, economic and political relevance,”3 which will re-
quire an increased research focus. Indeed, the transition from receiving more 
immigrants than it sends makes Turkey an interesting research context, not 
only locally, but for the study of immigration in general. I heed Düvell’s call for 
a greater focus on Turkey as a recipient of immigrants by analyzing how accu-
rately Turkish respondents perceive their immigrant population and whether 
misperceptions are connected to anti-immigrant attitudes.

While discussing Turkey’s immigration shift, Düvell notes that “Academics 
were the first to highlight these developments… However, the Turkish public is 
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ABSTRACT With Turkey’s recent transition from a nation of net emigration 
to one of net immigration, it becomes important to understand how the 
country is adapting to an increasing presence of foreigners. The current 
study contributes to this end with a focus on the knowledge level of ordi-
nary Turkish respondents regarding their immigrant population. Quan-
titative analysis of the 2013 Transatlantic Trends Survey indicates a high 
level of immigrant population innumeracy in Turkey, such that the typical 
citizen overestimates the foreign born population size by up to 20 percent-
age points on average. This innumeracy is also associated with various 
attitudes toward immigrants, but in the opposite direction as has been 
observed in the U.S. and Europe. Misperceptions are more often associated 
with positive assessments of immigrants, suggesting that while innumeracy 
exists in Turkey, as of now, it seems to be of little consequence.
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probably less aware of this shift…” (emphasis added).4 The italicized statement is 
reasonable, but it contradicts a recent line of scholarship within the intergroup 
attitudes literature. There is a well-documented tendency, known as immigrant 

population innumeracy, wherein most ordinary citi-
zens wildly over-estimate immigrant population siz-
es.5 However, this phenomenon has only been con-
sidered in detail in the U.S. and Europe, which have 
been contexts of net immigration for several decades. 

With this in mind, Turkey is a useful context for 
analysis. Such a project would mark the first assess-
ment of innumeracy in the Middle East and the first 
in a majority Muslim country. It would also be the 

first detailed analysis in a nation that sits on the cusp of an immigration transi-
tion. This unique characteristic may help us to understand various phenomena 
related to immigration in general. For one, when and how do citizens develop 
their perceptions and beliefs about immigrants? Focusing on the Turkish con-
text at the beginning of its paradigm shift will elucidate this question. My goal 
is to examine innumeracy among Turkish citizens, and in doing so, inform the 
wider literature on misperceptions about immigrants.

Do Turkish respondents display innumeracy like those in the U.S. and Europe? 
If Düvell’s assumption is correct, Turks may actually underestimate their im-
migrant presence. Further, if misperceptions exist, do they result in any con-
sequences in terms of attitudes about immigrants? Using data from the 2013 
Transatlantic Trends Survey, the current study considers Turkish innumeracy 
levels in detail, focusing on (1) how much exists, (2) where it is most common, 
(3) among whom it is most likely to be expressed, and (4) whether it is associ-
ated with anti-immigrant attitudes.

Immigrant Population Innumeracy

When researchers ask how many immigrants they think are living in their 
country, respondents usually offer an inflated estimate. In the most recent data 
from Ipsos MORI,6 respondents in all of the 14 countries considered overes-
timated the immigrant population size on average. For example, in the U.S., 
where immigrants represent roughly 13 percent of the country, the average 
guess was 32 percent.7 In other words, the typical American thinks the immi-
grant population is about three times its actual size. With an average level of 
incorrectness of 19 percentage points, the U.S. ranks behind only Italy, where 
respondents were wrong by 23 percentage points.8 In Australia and Sweden, 
which displayed the greatest accuracy, respondents still believed that the im-
migrant population was seven percentage points larger than the reality. Thus, 

Regardless of the 
context, immigrant 
populations are 
larger in the minds 
of citizens than in 
reality
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regardless of the context, immigrant populations are larger in the minds of 
citizens than in reality.9 

Nearly all of our knowledge about immigrant population innumeracy comes 
from European and American samples. Thus, to advance this research, it is 
important to examine whether the same patterns exist in other parts of the 
world. A unique exception is found in the same Ipsos MORI survey, which 
indicated that respondents in Japan and South Korea also inflate immigrant 
population size by about 8 percentage points on average.10 Thus, while there is 
evidence that innumeracy exists outside of the West, more research is needed 
to understand in what other parts of the world these misperceptions flourish, 
why such inaccurate knowledge exists, and whether there are consequences to 
widespread ignorance. 

Why Innumeracy?

Interest in innumeracy among social scientists developed from its connec-
tion to other variables. After all, if innumeracy were unassociated with de-
mographic, social or attitudinal factors, then it could be attributed to simple 
random ignorance and would be of little consequence.11 However, fully ran-
dom innumeracy has never been the case in the literature. Rather, overesti-
mation is frequently linked to various demographic variables. In both the U.S. 
and throughout Europe, women generally inflate population sizes more than 
men, younger people tend to overestimate more than older generations, and 
the more highly educated tend to offer more realistic size estimates.12 Because 
of such associations, researchers generally accept that innumeracy represents 
more than simple random ignorance.

Beyond demographic characteristics, scholars have also theorized psycho-
logical sources of innumeracy related to the widespread use of heuristic de-
cision-making.13 These mental shortcuts allow individuals to quickly make 
judgments and come to decisions with minimal effort. In particular, the cogni-
tive availability heuristic, introduced by Tversky and Khanneman,14 describes 
cases in which individuals use familiar examples in their minds as evidence 
to answer questions of fact. For example, if one has many acquaintances that 
have been through a divorce, he or she is more likely to overestimate the rate 
of divorce. Transferring this logic to questions of immigrant population size, 
those with more interpersonal contact with immigrants (friends, neighbors, 
coworkers, etc.) will have a larger perception of the immigrant population. 
Previous research in Europe confirms this pattern.15

Of paramount interest to researchers has been innumeracy’s connection to neg-
ative attitudes about the groups being estimated. There is concern that warped 
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perceptions about the reality of immigration will be used to justify or generate 
anti-immigrant actions and policy preferences. Individuals may conclude that 
immigrants are too numerous or pose a threat to citizens based on incorrect 
information. Consistently across studies, larger size estimates are associated 
with more negative attitudes toward immigrants and support for hypothetical 
policies designed to curtail immigration or limit immigrants’ rights.16

Given the lack of research on innumeracy in the Turkish context, it is unknown 
whether these same patterns will hold. If innumeracy exists among ordinary 
Turks, is it simple random ignorance or is it associated with other factors? Fur-
ther, is innumeracy connected to negative attitudes? I consider these questions 
below after discussing the Turkish immigration context. 
	

Immigration and Innumeracy in Turkey

For several decades, Turkey has been characterized as a country of emigration. 
Turkish citizens have settled as labor migrants throughout the world, partic-
ularly in Germany, other parts of the European Union, and the Persian Gulf 
states.17 Subsequent individuals have also emigrated through family reunifica-
tion policies.18 Many continue to emigrate today, although in smaller numbers 
than in the past. Consequently, emigration still characterizes Turkey for many, 
despite the fact that the country now receives more immigrants than it sends.19 

Turkey’s shift toward immigration can be attributed to a number of factors. 
Economic growth and higher levels of political stability have led to increased 
opportunities for labor migrants.20 Its position on the crossroads of two con-
tinents has made it a frequent site for transit migrants destined for Europe.21 
Further, its proximity to areas of conflict in the Middle East has made Tur-
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key a stable and accessible place for those seeking refuge from violence and 
oppression.22

Turkey’s recent emergence as a net immigration country does not mean that 
immigrants are a new phenomenon. Rather, individuals have been settling in 
Turkey from abroad in significant numbers since the last century of the Otto-
man Empire.23 These “old wave” immigrants were often individuals of Turk-
ish origin returning to their ancestral homeland.24 Also included were some 
non-Turkish Muslim populations who were given non-foreigner status.25 
These groups were privileged in the 1934 Law on Settlement as part of a na-
tionalistic push to homogenize the country in terms of ethnicity, language and 
culture.26 Other populations, including non-Turkish Muslims, Christians, and 
Jews were subject to forced resettlement and were unable to obtain immigra-
tion paperwork.27

However, the reality of global migration began to change toward the end of 
the Cold War with the emergence of new migration sources. As a result and 
because of a desire for closer ties to the European Union, Turkey’s immigration 
rules became less restrictive.28 The current “new wave” of immigration has ush-
ered in the net immigration transition. Most current arrivals are non-Turkish, 
often non-Muslim, and would have been classified as ineligible “foreigners” 
under the old Law on Settlement. The initial changes began in the late 1970s 
when Turkey accepted asylum seekers fleeing the Iranian revolution.29 Flows 
of refugees continued over the following decades with Iraqis in the 1990s and 
those fleeing the ongoing Syrian civil war today.30 It is estimated that nearly 2 
million Syrians have sought “temporary protection” in Turkey since 2011.31 In 
addition, with economic development, Turkey has received many labor mi-
grants seeking opportunities, particularly from Eastern Europe and the former 
Soviet Union.32 Labor migrants also arrive from throughout Asia and Africa, 
but in smaller numbers.33 Finally, Turkey is host to many retirees from Western 
Europe, who are attracted by the lower cost of living and the beautiful scenery 
on the Mediterranean coast.34 

The diversity in types of immigrants and countries of origin is impressive, with 
settlers arriving from 176 different countries.35 To put this in perspective, ac-
cording to data from the UN, the largest single source of immigration to Tur-
key is Serbia, which sends only 5.88 percent of all immigrants.36 Compare this 
with the U.S. where Mexico sends 28.3 percent, France where Algeria sends 
19.6 percent, or Germany where Turkey supplies 15.7 percent.37 The diverse 
and global nature of immigrant sources may lead to confusion about the true 
extent and character of immigration to Turkey.

Estimates vary regarding the actual size of Turkey’s immigrant population.38 
The most recent estimate from the World Bank indicates that roughly 1.9 per-



192 Insight Turkey

DANIEL HERDAARTICLE

cent of individuals living in Tur-
key are immigrants.39 According to 
the U.N., the percentage may be as 
high as 5.3 percent if one includes 
refugees and irregular migrants.40 
Regardless, this is a relatively small 
number compared to countries that 
have been receiving immigrants for 

a long time like the U.S., the U.K., and Germany, where about 13 percent of 
the population is foreign born.41 Turkey’s immigrant percentage is more com-
parable to nations like Japan (2 percent), Hungary (2 percent), Poland (1.75 
percent), or perhaps Italy (7 percent) for the U.N. estimate.42 Regardless, we 
currently know little about how knowledgeable ordinary Turks are about their 
immigrant population, the reasons why they might be wrong, or whether be-
ing wrong indicates anything about their attitudes toward immigrants.

Data, Variables, Methodology, and Analytical Sample

Data
I analyze my research questions regarding Turkish innumeracy patterns using 
data from the 2013 Transatlantic Trends Survey (TATS).43 The data cover in-
dividuals aged 18 and over with access to a landline telephone. Respondents 
were selected via multi-stage probability sampling and have a response rate of 
51 percent.44 Face-to-face interviewers were conducted between March and 
July of 2013.45 The total sample size was 1002 individuals; however, I focus 
mainly on the 664 who responded to the innumeracy question.46

Variables
The survey measures immigrant population size perceptions with the follow-
ing question: “In your opinion, what percentage of the total [Turkish] popula-
tion are immigrants?”47 Participants were directed to fill in any number from 
zero to 100. The responses to this question represent my dependent variable. 
I describe the Turkish innumeracy patterns in detail in the analysis section.

I also consider the association between innumeracy and various demographic 
factors. Gender is measured dichotomously. Age is measured with six catego-
ries ranging from “18-24” to “65+”. Education is measured with four catego-
ries: (1) primary school or less; (2) secondary school degree; (3) college degree; 
and (4) still studying. Occupation includes five job sector categories: (1) man-
ual laborer; (2) professional; (3) self-employed; (4) service sector employee; 
and (5) not working. Political party measures the respondent’s voting intention 
in the next election. I include categories for the two most popular parties in the 
sample (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi and Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), an “other” 

Maintaining a Muslim identity 
while synthesising western 
values as a Muslim democracy 
has resulted in the coining of 
the term, the “Turkish Model”
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category that combines less popular parties,48 and a “none” category for those 
who intend not to vote, to submit a blank ballot, or did not respond. 

To assess where innumeracy is most common, I consider a variable measuring 
the respondents’ region of the country. The indicator included in the TATS 
covers seven major geographic regions: (1) Marmara; (2) Aegean; (3) Medi-
terranean; (4) Central Anatolian; (5) Black Sea; (6) Eastern Anatolian; and (7) 
South Eastern Anatolian. I also include an eighth category for those living in 
the major metropolitan areas of Istanbul, Izmir, and Ankara. 

I capture the respondents’ cognitive availability regarding immigrants with a 
measure of immigrant friendships. The variable has three categories: (1) “no, 
none”; (2) “yes, a few”; and (3) “yes, many.” Immigrant friendships have proven 
to be an important predictor of innumeracy in Europe as greater contact with 
immigrants provides more examples that one can recall when attempting to 
estimate population size.49

I consider 11 measures of attitudes toward immigrants and immigration, 
which may be related to innumeracy. The first six measure agreement or 
disagreement with the following statements: (1) immigrants take jobs away 
from native born Turks; (2) immigrants are a burden on social services; (3) 
immigrants are a threat to our national culture; (4) immigrants fill jobs with 
shortages of workers; (5) immigrants create jobs as they set up new businesses; 
and (6) immigrants enrich our culture. These questions are similar to those 
used by sociologists trying to measure perceptions of group threat.50 Further, 
I consider two dichotomous variables measuring whether respondents worry 
about (7) legal immigration and (8) illegal immigration. I also consider (9) 
the respondents’ perception of the appropriateness of current amount of im-
migration. The variable has three categories ranging from “too many” to “not 
too many.” Given Turkey’s unique position as a recent nation of emigration, I 
consider (10) a dichotomous variable measuring whether respondents agree or 
disagree that emigration is a problem for Turkey. Finally, I analyze a question 
assessing (11) the government’s performance in handling immigration. Re-
sponses include either “good job” or “poor job.”

Methodology
I begin by describing the patterns of innumeracy in Turkey through a univar-
iate analysis. I then examine how innumeracy varies across my independent 
variables using bivariate means tables. I assess statistical significance using two 
sample grouped t-tests. These provide a standard method for gauging whether 
differences in innumeracy indicate a true pattern in the data or can be attribut-
able to random sampling error. As a standard of significance I use a two-tailed 
p-value of .05 throughout. All analyses replace the missing values of the inde-
pendent variables through multiple imputation of 20 datasets.51 Additionally, 
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all analyses apply sample weights to ensure that the data are representative of 
the Turkish population.52 

Analytical Sample
The column titled “Weighted Prop.” In Table 1 provides a basic description of 
the analytical sample. Of the 664 individuals included, 52 percent are male 
and 48 percent are female. The sample tends to be younger with 20 percent 
in the “18-24” category and 25 percent in the “25-34” category. There are less 
than 10 percent in the “65+” category. Primary school or less is the modal 
education category with 47 percent of the sample. Given the relatively young 
sample it is not surprising that nearly 20 percent are still studying. Finally, 
those who are not working represent the modal occupation category. These 
include the unemployed, but also retirees, homemakers, students, and the 
disabled. Of those working the largest percentage (24 percent) are service em-
ployees, which includes office clerks, salespeople, nurses, and civil servants. 

	 Weighted	 Mean Size
Variable	 Prop.	 Estimate

Gender		
men (ref.)	 .52	 19.88
women	 .48	 22.98
Age		
18-24 (ref.)	 .20	 19.53
25-34	 .25	 21.94
35-44	 .20	 22.36
45-54	 .15	 19.94
55-64	 .11	 21.38
65+	 .09	 22.27
Education		
primary school or less (ref.)	 .47	 23.05
secondary school 	 .22	 21.04
college 	 .12	 21.28
still studying	 .19	 16.85*
Occupation		
manual laborer (ref.)	 .17	 22.68
professional	 .05	 20.35
self-employed	 .12	 23.68
service employee	 .24	 18.39
not working	 .41	 21.67
Political Party		
AKP (ref.)	 .40	 21.27
CHP	 .19	 19.80
none	 .26	 22.36
other	 .15	 20.91
Immigrant Friends		
no, none (ref.)	 .71	 19.74
yes, a few	 .21	 22.39
yes, many	 .09	 31.15*

Table 1: Weighted Sample Proportions and Mean Innumeracy 
Levels – Demographic and Cognitive Availability Variables

* indicates a significant (p<.05) difference relative to the reference category.
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Professionals, which include doctors, lawyers, and managers, are the least 
common (5 percent).

Analysis

Describing Turkish Innumeracy
The bar chart on the left side of Figure 1 compares the mean estimates of the 
immigrant population size in Turkey with the actual sizes estimated by the 
World Bank and the U.N. The typical Turkish respondent believes that the 
country is 21.2 percent immigrant. This is relative to the actual size estimates 
of 1.9 and 5.3 percent. Thus, overall Turkish innumeracy is between 15.9 and 
19.3 percent. This level of innumeracy is quite extreme, with the higher esti-
mate placing Turkey on par with the U.K. as the third most wildly overesti-
mating nation of the 13 included in the 2013 TATS data.53 Put another way, 
the typical Turkish respondent perceives the immigrant population between 
3.3 and 10 times larger than the reality, depending on the estimate of the 
truth. 

Figure 1: Perceived Immigrant Population Size in Turkey – Weighted Means and Proportions

To get another perspective on the level of Turkish innumeracy, I divide esti-
mates into categories and present them in the pie chart on the right side of 
Figure 1. The first category captures those who underestimate, or are roughly 
correct in their estimate (guesses between 0 and 6.3 percent).54 Such individ-
uals constitute a small minority of about 7 percent of the sample. “Overesti-
mators” guess that the immigrant population is between 6.3 and 21.2 percent 
(the sample mean estimate). These individuals constitute the modal category 
with 38 percent of the sample. “High Overestimators” guess higher than the 
sample average and represent 21 percent of the sample. Combined, a clear 
majority of Turkish respondents, about 60 percent, demonstrates an inflated 
perception of the immigrant population size. The widespread levels of uncer-
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tainty are further evidenced by the one third who did not know and therefore 
could not provide a response. Innumeracy non-response also represents ig-
norance regarding the immigrant population size, but in a less interpretable 
form.55

Explaining Turkish Innumeracy
In Table 1, I consider the size estimate means across independent variable cat-
egories under the column “Mean Size Estimate.” Consistent with the idea that 
innumeracy is simply random ignorance, there are few significant differences 
across the predictors. Size estimates are statistically equivalent across gender, 
age, occupation, and political party. The unique exception for the demograph-
ic variables is education, where those who are still studying offer significantly 
(t = −3.489; p = .001) lower and more accurate estimates. This may have to do 
with the recency of study rather than the respondent’s amount of education. 
Adult students may be more likely to keep track of current social and political 
events, which could explain their greater accuracy relative to those with col-
lege degrees. 

Further, there also appears to be a cognitive availability effect. Although they 
are rare with only nine percent of the sample, those with many immigrant 
friends offer significantly (t = −3.569; p = .000) higher immigrant population 
size estimates. This pattern suggests that regular contact with immigrants 
makes Turkish respondents perceive immigrants to be more common. Such 
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individuals likely have more available examples of immigrants to use as evi-
dence when formulating estimates. 

Locating Turkish Innumeracy
I consider the geographic distribution of size misperceptions in Figure 2, 
which maps mean size estimates in the eight Turkish regions considered in the 
TATS. Areas are color-coded such that lower mean estimates are lighter and 
higher estimates darker. The metropolitan region (Istanbul, Izmir, and Anka-
ra) acts as the reference category. This region, along with Marmara and the 
Black Sea, offer the lowest and most accurate size estimates. The former is par-
ticularly interesting given that Istanbul has the largest concentration of immi-
grants in the country.56 Based on cognitive availability, one might assume that 
those living in urban areas where immigrants tend to settle would offer the 
highest estimates.57 Rather, those in the Central Anatolian and Mediterranean 
regions offer the highest and least accurate estimates. The latter is the most 
popular among European retirees, particularly the city of Antalya.58 Further, it, 
along with the Southeastern Anatolian region, have the highest concentrations 
of Syrian refugee camps.59 These individuals may be more visible to ordinary 
Turks, a factor which produces larger size estimates. Both the Mediterranean 
and Central Anatolian regions, as well as the moderately innumerate Aegean 
and Southeast Anatolian regions, offer mean estimates that are significantly 
(p<.05) higher than the metropolitan region.

Figure 2: Innumeracy across Turkish Regions

Potential Consequences of Turkish Innumeracy
The connection between immigrant population size estimates and attitudes to-
ward immigrants have been particularly intriguing to social researchers. Gen-
erally, the pattern in the U.S. and Europe is that the more inflated one’s percep-
tion of the immigrant population, the more negatively he or she will perceive 
immigrants. I consider this possibility with my Turkish sample in Table 2. 

* indicates a significant (p<.05) difference relative to the reference category.
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Table 2: Weighted Proportions and Mean Innumeracy Levels – Attitudes toward Immigrants/
Immigration

First, the column titled “Weighted Prop.” provides a basic description of Turk-
ish attitudes toward their immigrant population. Overall, despite their being 
a small population, the typical Turkish respondent does not view immigrants 
positively. Nearly three-quarters agree that immigrants take jobs from natives 
and are a burden on social services. Further, nearly 60 percent view immi-
grants as a threat to Turkish culture. Clear majorities disagree that immigrants 
create jobs and enrich Turkish culture. However, a small majority concedes 
that immigrants fill jobs with shortages of workers. Most Turks are worried 
about both legal and illegal immigration, and they think their government has 
done a poor job of handling these populations. Despite a general negativity, 
only about 27 percent of Turkish respondents feel that there are too many im-
migrants in the country. This percentage is the sixth lowest relative to other 

* indicates a significant (p<.05) difference relative to the reference category.

	 Weighted	 Mean Size
Question	 Prop.	 Estimate

Immigrants take jobs away from native born Turks
Disagree (ref.) 	 .26	 23.48
Agree	 .74	 20.42
Immigrants are a burden on social services
Disagree (ref.) 	 .27	 20.73
Agree	 .73	 18.77
Immigrants are a threat to our national culture
Disagree (ref.) 	 .41	 21.21
Agree	 .59	 21.20
Immigrants fill jobs with shortages of workers
Disagree (ref.) 	 .45	 18.27
Agree	 .55	 23.71*
Immigrants create jobs as they set up new businesses
Disagree (ref.) 	 .53	 19.61
Agree	 .47	 23.34+
Immigrants enrich our culture
Disagree (ref.) 	 .65	 20.01
Agree	 .35	 23.75
Worried about legal immigration?
Worried (ref.)	 .64	 19.39
Not Worried	 .36	 24.52*
Worried about illegal immigration?
Worried (ref.)	 .74	 20.98
Not Worried	 .26	 21.82
How many?
Too many (ref.)	 .27	 21.08
A lot, but not too many	 .34	 22.22
Not many	 .39	 20.37
Emigration is a problem?
Problem (ref.)	 .51	 23.95
Not a problem	 .49	 18.52*
Government’s handling of immigration
Good job (ref.)	 .33	 23.99
Poor job	 .67	 19.69*
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countries included in the TATS.60 Finally, about half 
believe that emigration is a problem.

Interestingly, there appears to be no evidence for the 
consistent innumeracy-attitudes association that 
has been observed in Europe and the U.S. Converse-
ly, Turks who view immigrants more positively as 
creating jobs (t = −2.106; p = .036) and filling jobs 
with work shortages (t = −4.118; p = .000), actually 
offer significantly more inflated size estimates com-
pared to those with more negative perceptions. Fur-
ther, those worried about legal immigration express 
significantly (t = −3.167; p = .002) lower and more 
accurate size estimates than those expressing no 
concern. These patterns run counter to commonly 
held assumptions about innumeracy and suggest 
that Turkey represents a unique case relative to other contexts. Finally, those 
who offered lower and more accurate size estimates are also significantly more 
likely to think that emigration is not a problem (t = 5.959; p = .000) and that 
the government is doing a poor job handling immigration (t = 2.192; p = .029).

Discussion and Conclusion

As Turkey emerges as a destination for immigrants more so than a source of 
emigrants, it becomes important to understand how the country is adapting 
to its growing immigrant population. The current study examined how ac-
curately Turkish citizens perceive their immigrant population. Research on 
such perceptions throughout the U.S. and Europe have revealed high levels 
of ignorance as well as potential consequences if inflated perceptions become 
widespread. The preceding analysis offers multiple findings and implications 
for future research, which I highlight below. 

Innumeracy is Quite High in the Turkish Context
Overall, there are high levels of immigrant population innumeracy among 
Turkish respondents. This follows previous research demonstrating high lev-
els throughout Europe and the U.S. It is also somewhat counter to Düvell’s 
assumption that ordinary Turkish citizens are not aware of the transition to 
net immigration.61 While the current data do not directly prove widespread 
awareness of the actual transition, they do suggest that ordinary Turks view 
their immigrant populations as being much more substantial than the reality.
To put these numbers in context, one can compare them to the results from 
countries with comparable immigrant population sizes. In the 2013 TATS, the 
closest matches for Turkey are Poland (about 2 percent immigrants) and Slova-

Overestimating 
the immigrant 
population does not 
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more threatened 
by immigrants or 
more worried about 
immigration in 
general
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kia (about 4 percent immigrants).62 On average, respondents overestimate by 
ten percent in the former and five percent in the latter. Turkey’s 19.3 percent-
age points of incorrectness on average places the country on par with the U.K. 
(19 percentage points incorrect on average), which has a much larger immi-
grant population and a more established history as a nation of immigration.63

Innumeracy in Turkey is not Completely Random
If independent variables yield no statistically significant associations with in-
numeracy, it would suggest that these misperceptions are simply random ig-
norance. While the current study found few such associations, the existence of 
some indicates that Turkish innumeracy is not completely random. The lowest 
levels of innumeracy were found among those still in school. This is likely due 

to current students being more recently exposed to 
politics and national demographics through their 
studies. The highest levels of innumeracy were 
found among those living in Central Anatolia and 
the Mediterranean region and among those claim-
ing to have many immigrant friends. The latter fol-
lows hypotheses from the previous innumeracy lit-
erature regarding cognitive availability.64 Those with 
immigrant friends have more personal examples of 
immigrants that come to mind when attempting to 
formulate an estimate.

Unfortunately, the current study can only scratch 
the surface of possible factors that might account for 
Turkish innumeracy. Being limited to the questions 
included in the 2013 TATS, I am unable to consid-
er measures of immigrant neighbors, immigrant 

co-workers, or immigrant classmates, which may all be additional sources of 
cognitive availability. Further, previous innumeracy research highlights media 
exposure as another important source of information. Where do respondents 
get their information about immigrants: newspapers, television, the internet, or 
some other source? Previous research suggests that the former often produces 
the most accurate perceptions.65 Overall, more data and research are needed to 
understand Turkish innumeracy patterns completely.

Innumeracy in Turkey Appears to be Innocuous 
Despite ranking among the most innumerate countries, innumeracy among 
Turkish respondents was unrelated to negative attitudes toward immigrants. 
Overestimating the immigrant population does not make respondents more 
threatened by immigrants or more worried about immigration in general. The 
opposite was true in some cases. This sets Turkey apart from other nations as 
this pattern is contrary to most of the existing research on innumeracy from 

The long history 
of emigration has 
made Turks more 
understanding 
of those seeking 
opportunities 
abroad and more 
willing to accept an 
immigrant presence 
despite negative 
attitudes
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the U.S. and Europe.66 I do note that this unexpected pattern should be inter-
preted with caution until it can be confirmed with additional data from the 
Turkish context.

Regardless, the lack of an association between innumeracy and negative at-
titudes does not mean that Turkish respondents are completely comfortable 
with immigrants. On the contrary, the current data indicate that feelings of 
threat from immigrants and concern about immigration are common. How-
ever, Turks display a degree of ambivalence toward foreigners as, despite the 
negativity and the inflated perceptions, relatively few are willing to declare that 
there are too many immigrants. Perhaps the long history of emigration has 
made Turks more understanding of those seeking opportunities abroad and 
more willing to accept an immigrant presence despite negative attitudes.

It is also possible that more time is needed for the innumeracy and anti-im-
migrant sentiment relationship to fully crystallize. Turkey’s immigrant pop-
ulation remains small and relatively recent. The paradigm shift discussed by 
Düvell is still in its early stages. Taken together, patterns may change as for-
eign-born populations grow and Turkey begins to view itself as an immigrant 
destination. Intergroup contact between immigrants and natives should in-
crease with time. Intergroup competition for jobs and neighborhoods, which 
can engender negative attitudes, may increase as well. Both of these are related 
to innumeracy in other contexts and may need time to develop. Thus, it is 
necessary for researchers to continue monitoring innumeracy and its connec-
tion to attitudes in Turkey as it emerges on the world stage as an immigrant 
destination. The current study is an important first step, but continuing with 
such an endeavor may elucidate why innumeracy is so often linked to dislike 
of immigrants.

High levels of innumeracy and of dislike for immigrants are troubling even 
if they are not currently linked. It suggests a general level of ignorance and 
discomfort regarding immigrants in Turkey that may worsen in the future. If 
anti-immigrant political parties and claims-makers begin to emerge, as has oc-
curred in Europe, a highly innumerate population may be easily convinced by 
their arguments and willing to use immigrants as scapegoats for social prob-
lems. It is important for policy makers to be aware of this possibility, but it will 
require further research and monitoring from social scientists.

A final possibility and another avenue for future research lies in the diversity 
of Turkey’s immigration sources. With so many sources one must question 
whom Turks have in mind when they estimate. European retirees? Laborers 
from Eastern Europe? Refugees from Syria? Is any particular group more or 
less threatening than the others? For example, it is possible that if respondents 
picture refugees from neighboring Syria, they may be more sympathetic. Un-
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doubtedly, such a large influx of foreigners over a short period of time will 
affect how Turks view immigrants, likely generating negative attitudes67 and 
misperceptions about size of the foreign-born population. However, Syrian 
refugees are fleeing circumstances outside of their control, are intended to 
be temporary in status, and share a religion with the host society. This could 
explain why innumeracy is high, but overestimation is unrelated to negative 
attitudes. However, the vast array of possible groups that respondents could 
have in mind makes innumeracy difficult to interpret on its own. We may learn 
more if surveys begin to ask ordinary Turks where they think most immigrants 
are coming from and why they are here, along with their size perceptions. Ig-
norance regarding the qualitative character of immigration has proven infor-
mative in the U.K.68 and Finland,69 and may also help us to understand the 
Turkish context.

Conclusion
Turkey’s transition to net immigration is recent and their foreign born popu-
lation is small. Despite this, if you ask the typical Turkish individual, they will 
tell you that immigrants represent one fifth of their country. The seemingly 
ubiquitous phenomenon of immigrant population innumeracy is confirmed 
to exist in Turkey, but seems to be relatively innocuous. Whether this will re-
main true as Turkey asserts an identity as an immigrant receiver will be an in-
teresting task for future research to determine. At some point innumeracy may 
begin to link to negative attitudes in Turkey, as it has in many other contexts. 
Determining if and how this occurs will help researchers to better understand 
the phenomenon of innumeracy in general. 
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