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ABSTRACT This article argues that Turkey is going through a paradigm tran-
sition regarding its migration characteristics and has changed from an 
emigration to an immigration country. It briefly reviews the history of im-
migration of mostly ethnic Turks or other Muslims to Turkey, but then 
concentrates on contemporary non-Turkic and non-Muslim immigrants. 
In the first part, it distinguishes between flows of travelers and migrants 
and stock of immigrants. Notably, it illustrates national diversity, assess-
es the quantitative level of immigration to Turkey, including estimates on 
irregular immigration. In the second part, it analyzes the macro-level eco-
nomic, political and social factors and discrepancies between Turkey, its 
neighbors and other countries in the wider region. It concludes that im-
migration to Turkey is still comparably low but that due to macro-level 
factors, it could grow. In order to develop adequate policy responses, more 
research must be done.

Turkey’s Transition to  
an Immigration Country:  

A Paradigm Shift
FRANCK DÜVELL*

Anybody visiting or living in Istanbul, Antalya and certain other places 
in Turkey will recognize the visible presence of foreigners – e.g., Saudi 
shoppers, Western business people, African street vendors and Syrian 

refugees – some of whom do not just visit but also live and work in Turkey. 
In literature and the media, there are references to German, Dutch, British 
or Swedish retirees, Russian and Ukrainian businessmen and women, Geor-
gian construction workers, Armenian nannies, Moldovan domestic workers 
and caretakers, Uzbeks and Kirgiz workers, Nigerian street vendors, African 
football players, Syrian gardeners, Afghans, Egyptian and Somali shop owners 
or Azerbaijani and other students. A World Bank report even suggests that 
at some point after 2007, Turkey – after decades of being a sending country 
for labor migrants and refugees –became a net immigration country, hosting 
a comparably small but increasing number of immigrants plus a significant 
number of refugees. This implies that Turkey, fuelled by economic growth 
and relative political stability, went through a migration transition from an 
emigration to an immigration country. Academics were the first to highlight 
these developments;1 meanwhile, this became widely acknowledged in Turkish 
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policy circles.2 However, the Turk-
ish public is probably less aware of 
this shift and Western observers are 
still largely concerned with Turkey’s 
image as an emigration country. In 
any case, this paradigm shift is of 
enormous social, economic and po-
litical relevance and is of historical 
significance.

For Turkey, the increasing interna-
tional mobility and immigration of 
non-ethnic Turks or non-Muslims 

represents a new cultural and political challenge, which requires a fresh ap-
proach to studying Turkey and migration as well as innovative political re-
sponses. Notably for ‘the West’ and in particular the EU, it is time to rectify 
the ever more inappropriate perception of Turkey as an emigration country 
and reconsider the long-lasting fear of a potential ‘flood’ of Turkish migrants. 
Assessing Turkey’s actual migration situation is thus not only an academic ex-
ercise, but also a politically relevant undertaking that contributes to the knowl-
edge base of Turkish domestic politics and clarifies Turkey’s position in the 
global migration order, which should be relevant to the international relations 
stakeholder.

This paper thus sets out to explore the level and diversity of immigration to 
Turkey, notably that of non-ethnic Turks. It also considers some of the so-
cio-politico-economic discrepancies between Turkey, its neighbors and major 
migrant-sending countries that are usually understood as drivers of migration.

Immigration to Turkey

Modern migration in the territory that is now Turkey went through four his-
torical stages. During Ottoman times, the Ottoman Empire was a space of mi-
gration within the empire as well as of immigration from more distant regions; 
the arrival of Polish, Spanish, Jewish or Tatar migrants and refugees are only 
the most prominent examples.3 In the early to mid-20th century, during the 
break-up of the Ottoman Empire and the founding of the Republic of Tur-
key, it was an immigration country fuelled by population exchanges mostly 
with Greece and then the immigration of ethnic Turks from other parts of the 
former empire. From the 1960s to the 1990s, movements in Turkey were dom-
inated by emigration, first of labor migration to the EU which ended in the 
early 1970s and later the Gulf countries, among others. Although labor emi-
gration continues today, for example, to North Africa or Russia, it is now down 
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to only a few ten thousand. Second, after the 1970s, the so-called guest-worker 
emigration was followed by family-related emigration, which also continues 
today, though on lower levels. Third, there was then also forced migration of 
refugees, but this faded out by the early 2000s. Finally, during the late 20th cen-
tury, the country slowly turned into an immigration country again.

“Immigration has been an essential and constitutive element since the early days of 
Turkey’s existence as a nation-state, with international migration to Turkey being al-
most exclusively constituted of ethnic-Turkish population from bordering countries.”4

The recent period of immigration to Turkey still includes ethnic Turks, either 
first generation returnees or second generation ethnic Turks from Germany 
and other so-called guest-worker countries. It is estimated that from the early 
1920s to late 1990s, 1.7 million ethnic Turkish Muslims, mostly from the Bal-
kans, moved to Turkey.5 This included 200,000 Turks and Pomaks who were 
expelled from Bulgaria in 1989 (another 100,000 eventually returned to Bul-
garia). In addition, a large portion of the 38,000 Muslim refugees that arrived 
in the mid to late-1990s from Bosnia and Kosovo and the 17,000 or so Ahiska 
or Meskhetian Turks from various parts of the former Soviet Union stayed in 
Turkey.6 Finally, during the emigration period, Turks also returned to Turkey, 
sometimes after having spent many years abroad. Throughout the 1980s and 
1990s, an average of 45,000 Turks returned annually from Germany, which 
dropped to just over 35,000 during the 2000s.7 In recent years, this has also 
included ethnic Turks who hold foreign nationalities and were born or spent 
most their lives in other countries. The majority of these more recent ethnic 
migrants or returnees are 25 to 50 years old and thus still economically active.8 
However, the recent period is also characterized by an increasing number of 
non-ethnic Turkish and/or non-Muslim immigrants arriving in Turkey for 
various purposes, such as business, employment, education, recreation, retire-
ment and international protection. This paper mainly deals with this category 
of international, non-ethnic Turkish immigrants.
 
In migration studies, a distinction is made between flows, inflows and outflows, 
and migrant stock, meaning the number of foreign-born migrants who reside 
in a given country. However, national and local data on flows and immigration 
to Turkey is imprecise and incomplete. The Turkish Statistics Institute (Turk-
Stat) explains that “flow data, immigration and emigration statistics cannot be 
produced from ABPRS [addressed-based registry] or any other administrative 
data sources.”9 This is partly due to insufficient record-taking but also to mi-
grants’ often irregular strategies which hinders effective monitoring. Further-
more, “settled foreigners [did] not acquire a residence permit. They can choose 
to stay in the country having just a tourist visa and it [was] easy to extend the 
duration of this visa.”10 They are thus not recorded as de facto immigrants but 
as tourists. The new Law on Foreigners and International Protection (2013) is 
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going to change this and thus will contribute to better statistics. Nevertheless, 
implementation will take time.

Migration Flows
The travel of foreigners to and from Turkey has almost tripled over the last 
decade, from 23 million arrivals and departures in 2001 to around 63 million 
in 2011; in addition, Turkish citizens made a recorded 23 million journeys. 
Mobility to and from Turkey increased across all countries, whether it is from 
or to the UK, Ukraine or South Korea. However, flows from Germany are the 
highest, with 9.5 million movements, while citizens from Britain, the Nether-
lands and France account for 5 million, 2.4 million and 2.2 million travelers, 
respectively. Travel to and from the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS) has quadrupled to almost 13 million visitors, while another 5 million 
from Asian countries, 4 million from the Middle East and Gulf countries, 1.5 
million from the U.S. and .9 million from African countries were recorded. 
Notably flows from Russia have almost quintupled from just 1.5 million in 
2001 to almost 7 million in 2011. Indeed, Russia is now the second most im-
portant country of origin of travelers. Flows from China have also quadrupled, 
although it remains low (192,000).11

A small proportion of these flows represent emigrants from and immigrants to 
Turkey. According to the World Bank, net immigration – the balance between 
emigration and immigration - between 2009 and 2013 was +350,000 and up 
from -50,000 in 2007.12 This suggests that on average 70,000 more people per 
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year immigrated than emigrated. For instance, in 2010, net immigration was 
supposed to be 62,000, a number that includes work permits holders (11,800 
in 2011) and 8,400 new foreign students.13 On the other hand, by the early 
2000s, there were fewer than 50,000 people, one-third of which was family-re-
lated migration, while the others were students or workers who went to the 
European Union. In 2011, another 53,800 mostly temporary labor migrants 
were officially recorded by the Turkish Employment Office (IŞKUR).14 From 
these numbers, it can be calculated that at least 175,000 people annually enter 
Turkey to stay for longer periods of time, outnumbering emigration and turn-
ing Turkey’s migration balance positive. Other sources claim that even up to 
“250,000 people …enter Turkey each year with the intention of staying longer, 
be it for education, employment, or retirement.”15 Finally, there is some over-
lap between short-term visits on tourist and labor visas and other forms of 
migration: some short-term visits, notably from CIS countries but also from 
Africa, are actually one-off or repeated entries for economic purposes, either 
for suitcase trade or for short-term or seasonal employment, and can subse-
quently lead to longer stays. Short-term visits can also disguise transnational 
practices where the traveler actually lives or pursues economic activities in two 
countries and is thus not a mere visitor.

A specific flow consists of migrants who enter Turkey legally or clandestinely 
with the intention to move on to an EU country, denoted as transit migrants. 
However, whilst intending to move on, they often stay for considerable peri-
ods of time. Those who entered legally might overstay the limits set in their 
visa and thus slip into irregularity, some applying for asylum to regularize 
their status. It is increasingly observed that onward migration is prevented, 
but also that people realize that there are opportunities in Turkey and thus 
stay. Hence, transit migration, which is initially considered a migration flow 
can become part of the migrant stocks, this is another signal of a migration 
transition. Scope and statistics are considered below in the irregular migra-
tion section.

Migrant Stock
In 2000, there were 1,278,671 foreign-born persons in Turkey,16 most of these 
were assumed to be ethnic Turks; two-thirds were born in one of the top five 
countries of origin (Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Macedonia and Romania). By 
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2010, the total stock of foreign-born 
persons was assumed to have risen 
to just over 1.4 million individu-
als.17 However, as many of these 
individuals would have acquired 
Turkish citizenship18 - from 1997 to 

2009, 355,865 persons were naturalized19 - they would not be recorded as for-
eigners. Remarkably, the majority of these individuals are of non-Turkish and/
or Muslim background.20

In contrast, in 2000, there were only 234,111 immigrants in Turkey according 
to TurkStat,21 while TurkStat recorded 776,000 foreign-born people in the 2011 
Population and Household Survey.22 Between 2001 and 2004, around 160,000 
residence permits were issued annually, which then increased to around 
180,000 from 2006 to 2010. Of these, an average of 20,000 permits were issued 
for the purpose of employment and another 30,000 for studying.23 By 2013, 
the number of student permits had risen to 50,683.24 In addition, the number 
of work permits issued by the Ministry of Labor and Social Security increased 
from around 7,000 in 2004 to 14,200 in 2010 and 32,271 in 2013.25 According 
to the National Police Records, on 1st March 2007, there were 202,085 foreign 
holders of residence permits in Turkey.26 According to the 2013 OECD report, 
this increased to 220,000 in 2011.27 The OECD (2012)28 reports that in 2009, 
residence permit holders originated from 176 different countries. The greatest 
number of permit holders were from Bulgaria, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Russia, 
Germany, the United States, Former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Kazakhstan and 
Greece.

In addition, Turkey has received an increasing number of asylum seekers and 
displaced persons from many parts of the world. Hence, we must add 66,574 
international refugees (2014) from Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Somalia and else-
where to the above figures. By the end of 2014, another 81,000 Iraqis had 
sought shelter in Turkey.29 From 1997 to 2011, 101,067 people applied for asy-
lum.30 Some of these refugees were displaced a second time, as Iranians came 
from Iraq, Afghans from Iran and Pakistan or Iraqis from Syria. At the end of 
2014, there were also 1.623 million registered displaced persons from Syria, 
who fall under temporary protection regulations.31 Refugees - because Turkey 
maintains a geographic limitation on the 1951 Geneva Refugee Convention 
– are expected to only reside in Turkey temporarily and are designated for re-
settlement or return if their asylum claim is rejected; thus, their numbers fluc-
tuate. However, asylum procedures, resettlement and return can take a long 
time. Moreover, return of refused asylum seekers cannot always be enforced 
and not all refugees can be resettled or will be able to return home, as may be 
the case for many Syrians. For instance, from 1997 to 2011, 38,071 refugees 
were resettled, which accounted for only 38 percent of all persons who had ap-
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plied for asylum in the same period;32 However, it should be noted that many 
asylum seekers move on to other countries, usually irregularly. In any case, 
many refugees will be staying in Turkey for longer periods of time and should 
be considered de facto immigrants.33

There are several immigrant nationalities that stand out. The estimates of the 
number of German migrants permanently living in Turkey ranges from 86,374 
German nationals in 2000,34 5,000-20,000 in 2013 (according to the German 
embassy35) to 70,000 in 2010 (according to a German property broker36) or 
even 90-120,000 in 2012.37 There are assumed to be another 80,000-90,000 EU 
citizens in Turkey,38 although some sources claim there are up to 40,000 Brit-
ish nationals alone.39 Russian sources refer to 33,000 Russians in Turkey,40 but 
whether much higher newspaper estimates of 100,00041 are realistic cannot be 
verified. Moreover, Macedonians were assumed to represent a significant com-
munity of over 33,000 in 2005.42 Mat (2012)43 estimates that there are 10,000-
20,000 Armenian migrant workers, an overwhelming portion of which are 
female migrants representing the proverbial “Armenian nanny.” In previous 
years, Hoffmann44 had estimated the total number of Armenians at 72,000, 
which probably included the 60,000 Armenian minorities in Turkey. There are 
also estimates of at least 50,000 Africans, one-third of which migrated from 
Sub-Saharan Africa, while the others are from northern Africa.45 Further pub-
lications suggest there are approximately 30,000 Afghans,46 20,000 Ukraini-
ans47 and 13,000 Georgians48 as well as many smaller groups of migrants.

Immigrants are both dispersed and concentrated across various regions and 
specific urban districts. Police records imply that in 2008, there were 106,156 
residence permit holders in Istanbul, 16,772 in Bursa, 13,832 in Antalya and 
12,157 in Ankara.49 Currently, Syrians are mostly concentrated in southern 
Turkey, whereas 350,000 are estimated to live in Istanbul.50 Russian sources 
claim that Russian communities live in Istanbul (18,000), Antalya (around 
10,000), and Ankara (5,000).51 Similar settlement patterns are reported for 
Ukrainians.52 Saul (2013)53 argues that there are between 5,000-7,000 mi-
grants from West and Central African from French and English-speaking 
countries. He asserted that the greatest number of migrants are from Nigeria, 
Senegal and the DRC, with at least 1,000 migrants each. Salvir (2008)54 sug-
gests that in Istanbul alone there were 8,597 Moldovan migrants in the mid 
2000s; of these, 81.5 percent are supposedly women, mostly caretakers and 
domestic workers.55 Afghans are mostly concentrated in the Zeytinburnu dis-
trict in Istanbul. Other districts in Istanbul such as Tarlabaşhı and Kumkapı 
are rather mixed.

Finally, there are also a significant numbers of irregular immigrants in Turkey. 
For the purpose of this article, they can be distinguished by three main types. 
First, there are transit migrants who enter Turkey legally but then overstay their 
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visa or enter clandestinely with the intention of moving on to other countries, 
usually the EU; though they rather stay short periods of time and can often not 
be considered immigrants. Second, there are long-term, irregular immigrants 
such as individuals who overstay their visa, clandestine entries, unregistered 
refugees or rejected asylum seekers, and stranded transit migrants. Third, 
there are circular or transnational migrants who enter legally either visa-free 
or on a visa, some of whom may engage in irregular economic activities; these 
migrants may leave the country within the terms set by their visa but re-enter 
again or even frequently. Thus, whilst statistically these people are recorded 
as visitors, they are de facto temporary70 or transnational immigrants. This 
latter includes business people, (shuttle) traders and (circular) workers alike,71 
as well as lifestyle and retirement migrants. Içduygu and Aksel (2012) suggest 
that due to changes in the migration characteristics of Turkey as well as visa 
politics and migration legislation, transit migration and the inflow of irregular 
immigrants have dropped significantly by four-fifths since the early 2000s;72 
simultaneously, the “the use of illegal migrant labor is rapidly increasing,” no-
tably in domestic work, construction and agriculture.73

It is difficult to quantify the flow and stock of irregular immigrants. With re-
spect to the numerical dimension, Içduygu and Aksel (2012) note that there 
were almost 797,000 apprehensions by the police, gendarme and coast guard 
between 1996 and 2009. Annual apprehensions dropped from 94,000 in 2000 
to 34,345 in 2009, and then increased again to 94.045. By 2014, the total num-
ber rose to around 1 million. These numbers included the apprehension of in-
flowing and outflowing migrants at the border and in the country; two-thirds 
were reportedly transit migrants and one-third were labor migrants, with the 
largest groups coming from Moldova, Georgia, Romania, the Russian Feder-
ation and Ukraine. These were on average 47,000 transit migrants and 22,000 
labor migrants per year between 1996 and 2014. However, Içduygu (2008) 

5 
 

Table 1: Estimates of international immigrants in Turkey by country or region56 
 
Country/Region Estimates/Year Survey Foreign-born 

population 201157 
 

Bulgarians 51,787 (2008)58 409,00059  
Greeks 6,191 - 62,46360 33,000  
Africans 50,000 n/a  
Macedonians 33,242 (2005) 83,000  
Germans 5-20,000, 90-120,000 156,00061   
Russians 30,000; 100,000 13,000  
Afghans <30,000, incl. 9,000 refugees 16,000  
Ukrainians 20,000 5,000  
Armenians  10-20,000; 72,000 (2002) n/a  
Iranians 13,667 (2005)62; 8,624 (only refugees, 2010)63 9,000  
Azerbaijan 10,879 (2005)64 25,000  
UK 7,94065 - 40,000 8,000  
Georgians 6,868 (2005)66, 13,000 (2010) 5,000  
Iraqis 5,927 (permits, 2006)67; 10,000 9,000  
Philippines  5,00068   
Moldovans 4,674 (2006)69; >8,600 (2008) 5,000  
Total (lowest/highest est.) 262,132/538,578 776,000  
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and then increased again to 94.045. By 2014, the total number rose to around 1 million. These numbers 
included the apprehension of inflowing and outflowing migrants at the border and in the country; two-thirds 
were reportedly transit migrants and one-third were labor migrants, with the largest groups coming from 
Moldova, Georgia, Romania, the Russian Federation and Ukraine. These were on average 47,000 transit 
migrants and 22,000 labor migrants per year between 1996 and 2014. However, Içduygu (2008) suggests that 
over time the balance of transit migration versus labor migrants and/or those who overstay their visa changed 
and that by the late 2000s, the proportion of immigrant workers and/or others who overstayed their visa had 
increased to 60 percent of all apprehensions.74 However, in a later report, he suggests the contrary.75 
Nevertheless, these numbers only represent those who are apprehended, whilst the total number, including 
those who remain undetected, is higher. In 2003, Içduygu and Kirisci in separate publications estimated that 
the total number of irregular immigrants was between 500,000 and one million, but Içduygu has later 
suggested that the number has since decreased.76 Pusch (2012) suggests that the number of irregular 
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suggests that over time the balance of transit migra-
tion versus labor migrants and/or those who over-
stay their visa changed and that by the late 2000s, 
the proportion of immigrant workers and/or others 
who overstayed their visa had increased to 60 per-
cent of all apprehensions.74 However, in a later re-
port, he suggests the contrary.75 Nevertheless, these 
numbers only represent those who are apprehend-
ed, whilst the total number, including those who 
remain undetected, is higher. In 2003, Içduygu and 
Kirisci in separate publications estimated that the 
total number of irregular immigrants was between 
500,000 and one million, but Içduygu has later sug-
gested that the number has since decreased.76 Pusch 
(2012) suggests that the number of irregular immi-
grants is several times higher than the 180,000 per-
mit holders.77 This discussion confirms that: (a) a migration transition is ongo-
ing, in which more irregular immigrants chose Turkey as their destination or 
are compelled to stay as a result of enhanced controls on Western borders; and 
(b) it can be assumed that the level of irregular immigrants in Turkey is no less 
than 400,000 and well below the one million threshold.

According to the various figures discussed in this article, immigrants (1.4 mil-
lion) constitute 1.93 percent of Turkey’s total population (75 million) using 
World Bank estimates,78 2.5 percent if taking UN figures,79 4.1 percent if ref-
ugees are included (3.2 million), or 4.8-5.3 percent (3.7 to 4 million) if irreg-
ular immigrants are added. However, according to the 2011 Population and 
Housing census, 100,000 of the 3.2 million households surveyed (3.15 percent) 
identified themselves as immigrants, meaning that they were residing abroad 
one year prior (which off course includes returning Turks).80 But the census 
was conducted before the influx of displaced people from Syria and thus seems 
to roughly coincide with the above calculations. In any case, the proportion 
of the foreign-born and immigrant population is low compared to countries 
such as Germany (11.9 percent) or Spain (13.8 percent); only the eastern EU 
member states have equally low or even lower proportions.81 Furthermore, the 
proportion of irregular immigrants is similar or even lower than several EU 
countries. While the irregular immigrant population is 0.53-1.06 percent in 
Turkey, it accounts for 0.7-1.37 percent in the UK (2009) and 1 percent in Italy 
(2008), whereas in Germany, it is around or less than 0.5 percent.82 However, 
the proportion of irregular immigrants to all immigrants (11-19 percent) is 
high compared to Germany’s 1.5-5.9 percent but similar to Italy’s 15 percent. 
These figures imply that Turkey does not have a numerically significant prob-
lem with irregular immigration, but rather a problem with properly regulating 
immigration.

Finally, the fact that 
Turkey’s permit 
holders are from 176 
countries implies that 
Turkey has a hugely 
diverse immigrant 
population and is well 
integrated into the 
global migration order
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Finally, the fact that Turkey’s per-
mit holders are from 176 countries 
implies that Turkey has a hugely di-
verse immigrant population and is 
well integrated into the global mi-
gration order. Furthermore, the fact 
that the majority of naturalized cit-
izens are of non-Turkish and partly 
non-Muslim background illustrates 
a certain diversification of Turkey’s 
population. While this diversity is 
lower in scale than in other immi-

gration countries, its breadth is nevertheless similar to the diversity found in 
many other OECD countries such as Germany or the UK.

Determinants of Migration to Turkey

There are four main drivers of international migration: (1) political unrest; (2) 
economic disparities; (3) social forces such as chain migration and migration 
networks further fuelled by migration industries; and (4) individual ambi-
tions, aspirations and perceptions. Related to this are macro-level structures, 
represented by migration systems and meso-level structures such as migra-
tion networks. Moreover, politico-legal opportunities and constraints shape 
migration flows.83 Of the 16 regional and sending countries, only three have 
higher GDPs and GNIs per capita than Turkey – Greece, Russia and Kazakh-
stan – whereas all others have significantly lower GDPs and GNIs per capita 
(see table 2).

Table 2: GDP and GNI per capita in $ and HDI, Turkey compared with its neighbors and some 
relevant sending countries (2012)84

7 
 

Table 2: GDP and GNI per capita in $ and HDI, Turkey compared with its neighbors and some relevant sending countries 
(2012)84 
 
Country GDP per capita Difference with 

Turkey in % 
GNI per capita Difference with Turkey 

in % 
HDI 

Greece 22,083 220 25,460 254 0,86 
Russia 14,037 140 12,700 127 0.788 
Kazakhstan 11,935 120 9,750 97 0.754 
Turkey 10,666 100 10,830 100 0.722 
Azerbaijan 7,392 74 6,030 60 0.734 
Bulgaria 6,986 70 15,390 153 0,782 
Iran 6.815(2011) 68 4,290 (2009) 43 0.742 
Iraq 6,455 65 5,870 59 0.59 
Ukraine 3,867 39 3,500 35 0.74 
Georgia 3,508 35 3,280 32 0.745 
Armenia 3,338 33 3,720 37 0.729 
Syria 3,289 33 2,610 (2010) 26 0.648 
Morocco 2,902 29 2,950 30 0.591 
Moldova 2,038 20 2,250 22 0.66 
Pakistan 1,290 13 1,260 13 0.515 
Senegal 1,032 10 1,040 10 0.47 
Afghanistan 687 0.6 570 0.6 0.175 
 

There are also significant discrepancies in the economic participation rate; it is lower than Turkey in eight 
countries in the region. Furthermore, total unemployment rates as well as youth unemployment rates 
between Turkey, its neighbors and other sending countries differ significantly; eight out of 17 countries have 
higher unemployment levels and nine have higher youth unemployment rates than Turkey. 

Table 3: Unemployment and participation rate (figures for last available year)85 
 
Country Participation rate Unemployment in % Youth not employed or in education in % 
FYR Macedonia 55.5 31 55.3 
Greece 42.2 (2001) 24.2 44.4 
Armenia 63 17.3 45.5 
Iraq 41.3 15.3 (2008) n.d. 
Georgia 65.2 15 35.6 
Iran 38.3 13.5 26 
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Syria 44.3 (2008) 8.6 (2010) 19.2 (2010) 
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Ukraine 48.3 (2007) 7.5 18.6 
Azerbaijan 64.4 5.9 (2011) 14.7 
Russia 67.7 5.6 15.5 
Moldova 40.7 5.6 14.9 
Pakistan 45.8 (2010) 5.5 (2009) 7.7 
Kazakhstan 71.2 5.3 3.8 
 

These figures, however, are of limited use as they do not take into account other factors. For instance, they do 
not reflect individuals who are recorded unemployed even though they are employed in the shadow economy, 
which is particular widespread in Turkey. It also fails to consider employed individuals whose income is so low 
that they are nevertheless considered poor. Indeed, a significant portion of workers are poor in several of 
these countries – more than 15 percent in Ukraine, Armenia and Georgia. Other employed people might still 
be working below the level of their education and thus earn less than what they could. Hence, even if the 
discrepancy between employment opportunities is low, as it is between Turkey and Ukraine, jobs in Turkey 
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There are also significant discrepancies in the economic participation rate; 
it is lower than Turkey in eight countries in the region. Furthermore, total 
unemployment rates as well as youth unemployment rates between Turkey, 
its neighbors and other sending countries differ significantly; eight out of 17 
countries have higher unemployment levels and nine have higher youth un-
employment rates than Turkey.
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unemployed even though they are employed in the shadow economy, which is 
particular widespread in Turkey. It also fails to consider employed individuals 
whose income is so low that they are nevertheless considered poor. Indeed, a 
significant portion of workers are poor in several of these countries – more 
than 15 percent in Ukraine, Armenia and Georgia. Other employed people 
might still be working below the level of their education and thus earn less 
than what they could. Hence, even if the discrepancy between employment 
opportunities is low, as it is between Turkey and Ukraine, jobs in Turkey might 
still be more attractive because they offer a higher status and better salary. 
Thus, unemployment levels are no more than an indicator.

In addition, 13 of the countries in Turkey’s neighborhood display lower levels 
of happiness, while only four display a higher happiness index (see table 4). 
However, these figures are not entirely convincing, notably the high-level of 
happiness in Syria and Iraq, which contradicts intuitive assumptions and are 
now outdated anyway.

Table 4: Happiness Index86
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Table 4: Happiness Index86 
 
Country Happiness 
Pakistan 54.1 
Iraq 49.2 
Moldova 48 
Morocco 47.9 
Turkey 47.6 
Syria 47.1 
Georgia 46 
Armenia 46 
Iran 41.7 
Azerbaijan 40.9 
Greece 40.5 
Ukraine 37.6 
Afghanistan 36.8 
Kazakhstan 34.7 
Russia 34.5 
Bulgaria 34.1 
Senegal 33.3 
FYR Macedonia 28.3 
 

Turkey is also embedded in an extremely politically volatile region. There is civil war in Syria, continuous 
violence in Iraq and Afghanistan, a failed state in Libya, a strong Hamas presence in Lebanon and Palestine, 
rising influence of radical Sunni forces, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, instability in Ukraine and tensions 
between Moscow and Kiev, frozen conflicts in Georgia, Azerbaijan and Moldavia, some uncertainties in Egypt, 
and occasional troubles in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Bulgaria. Relevant for the purpose of this article is that 
these troubles generate short-term and long-term forced migration (refugees) of individuals seeking shelter in 
one of the safe countries in the region, including Turkey. 

Furthermore, Turkey has introduced a rather liberal, though complex, visa regime.87 So far, Turkey offers visa-
free entry or issues a nearly condition-free e-visa to citizens from 55 countries. Citizens from other nations 
who already hold another OECD country visa are exempted from Turkish visa requirements or can obtain an e-
visa. Thus, for many it is easier to enter Turkey than the EU, which further increases its attraction. This mobility 
is also facilitated by the rapid and continuous expansion of the Turkish Airline flight network; there are 
currently over 200 destinations in 105 countries. This expansion is driven by the idea “that we first have to 
connect Turkey to the rest of the world...a strategy that was initiated by top management and endorsed by the 
Turkish government... to improve our import/export economy and our relations with other countries.”88 
Hence, it is a strategic decision to facilitate economic growth and improve Turkey’s international relations, 
which entails greater cross-border mobility. Finally, migrants already in the country generate what is called a 
migration network effect, meaning that they attract or facilitate further migration.89 

In any case, macro-level factors, such as GDP, GNI, unemployment and the happiness index, suggest that 
Turkey offers better economic opportunities than most of the other countries in the region. However, it is 
meso- and micro-level factors, such as the social and human capital of potential migrants, the availability of 
legal migration channels and travel infrastructure that bring about actual migration. 

Turkey is also embedded in an extremely politically volatile region. There is civil 
war in Syria, continuous violence in Iraq and Afghanistan, a failed state in Libya, 
a strong Hamas presence in Lebanon and Palestine, rising influence of radical 
Sunni forces, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, instability in Ukraine and ten-
sions between Moscow and Kiev, frozen conflicts in Georgia, Azerbaijan and 
Moldavia, some uncertainties in Egypt, and occasional troubles in Bosnia-Her-
zegovina and Bulgaria. Relevant for the purpose of this article is that these trou-
bles generate short-term and long-term forced migration (refugees) of individ-
uals seeking shelter in one of the safe countries in the region, including Turkey.

Furthermore, Turkey has introduced a rather liberal, though complex, visa re-
gime.87 So far, Turkey offers visa-free entry or issues a nearly condition-free 
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e-visa to citizens from 55 countries. 
Citizens from other nations who 
already hold another OECD coun-
try visa are exempted from Turkish 
visa requirements or can obtain an 
e-visa. Thus, for many it is easier to 
enter Turkey than the EU, which 
further increases its attraction. This 
mobility is also facilitated by the rapid and continuous expansion of the Turk-
ish Airline flight network; there are currently over 200 destinations in 105 
countries. This expansion is driven by the idea “that we first have to connect 
Turkey to the rest of the world…a strategy that was initiated by top manage-
ment and endorsed by the Turkish government… to improve our import/ex-
port economy and our relations with other countries.”88 Hence, it is a strategic 
decision to facilitate economic growth and improve Turkey’s international re-
lations, which entails greater cross-border mobility. Finally, migrants already 
in the country generate what is called a migration network effect, meaning that 
they attract or facilitate further migration.89

In any case, macro-level factors, such as GDP, GNI, unemployment and the 
happiness index, suggest that Turkey offers better economic opportunities 
than most of the other countries in the region. However, it is meso- and mi-
cro-level factors, such as the social and human capital of potential migrants, 
the availability of legal migration channels and travel infrastructure that bring 
about actual migration.

Conclusion

Turkey is situated in or near regions of great economic and political disparity 
and volatility; it is in reach of the affluent but illiberal Gulf countries, poor re-
publics in the Caucasus and Central Asia, troubled post-communist countries 
around the Black Sea, the war zones of the Middle East and unstable North 
African nations. On the macro-level, Turkey displays characteristics that are 
attractive to many citizens in these countries who see migration as an opportu-
nity to improve their situation, as well as to citizens from more affluent nations 
for whom Turkey offers better living conditions and better value for their mon-
ey. Thus, in structural terms, Turkey displays a significant propensity to attract 
different kinds of immigration, as one category is more affluent, another is 
poorer, and a third consists of forced migrants who, due to their circumstanc-
es, may be destitute. This is reflected by real but still comparably low levels of 
immigration from many countries in the region. If Turkey’s economy contin-
ues to grow while remaining politically stable, the country is likely to continue 
to attract immigration. Each different type of migrant – affluent or poor, high 
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or low-skilled, European or non-European, Muslim or non-Muslim, perma-
nent or temporary, regular, irregular or refugee, men or women, young or old 
– represents specific policy challenges. However, understanding of immigra-
tion in Turkey remains rather scarce and sketchy. Notably, we do not know the 
exact number or dispersal of immigrants across the country, migrants’ skills, 
education levels and economic performance, the economic, fiscal or social im-
pact on Turkey or their (transnational) relations with their countries’ of origin. 
This calls for a comprehensive research program. 
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This study examines the case of European foreign fighters by employing a 
threefold analytical framework of identity-claims, meaning-making/motives 
and means of radicalization.

The phenomenon of foreign fighters is highly topical and hotly debated 
by almost everyone including journalists, pundits, and top public 
officials. There are a number of vital questions to which the global 
society desperately and hastily seeks answers: Who are these young men 
and women joining the civil war in Syria? What are their motivations 
to fight a foreign war? What is their emergent ‘hypergood’? What is 
the role of social media in their radicalization? How can a radicalized 
Muslim self be contained? This study examines the case of Europe-
an foreign fighters by employing a threefold analytical framework of 
identity-claims, meaning-making/motives and means of radicalization. 
First section briefly investigates identity and motives of the European 
citizen fighters for joining the Syrian civil war. Second section analyzes 
the impact of social media in the radicalization process, the threats they 
pose to their home countries and the role of Turkey’s borders play as a 
gateway into the Syrian War theatre. Last section, provides a discussion 
of the findings and offers a set of responses necessary to counter and 
withstand the tribulations of life with foreign fighters. Rather than a 
pedantic enquiry, this study hence also seeks to provide a set of practi-
cal answers to pressing questions above.

The Making 
of European 
Foreign 
Fighters

Read the 
analysis online:

setav.org




