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1 Executive Summary 
 

Turkey is officially a secular country, but the general public remains uninformed about non-
Muslim minorities and a sense of separation and difference prevails. Despite recent reforms, 
much is yet to be done to ensure constitutional guarantees on freedom of religion; and to 
eradicate the harassment, intimidation, physical assault and property damage which continue 
to plague minorities in some parts of Turkey.  A socially focused strategy is needed to provide 
civic education, to build cooperation and to support minority groups to realize their rights as 
Turkish citizens. This research has been carried out to inform interventions that might 
contribute in this area and which might increase tolerance and understanding in Turkish 
society. 

The survey explores current public perceptions regarding the Christian minority in Turkey. The 
questions examine respondents’ level of knowledge about Christianity, their attitudes towards 
Christians and their actual interactions with Christians. 1500 respondents from 26 cities have 
participated in this nationally representative survey, which was conducted by Computer 
Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) methodology in July and August 2015.  

The results confirm a low level of knowledge about Christians. The term ‘Christian’ is mostly 
associated with Armenians, Greeks and Assyrians. However, only 4% of respondents claim a 
high level of knowledge about these groups, and 60% on average have none or very little 
knowledge about them.  

For the vast majority of respondents, Christianity is not associated with being Turkish. Whilst 
it is associated with ethnic minorities, only 7% of the public believes that there are followers of 
Christianity amongst Turks.      

At the same time, there is a significant difference between the public’s perception of the 
proportion of Christians in Turkey at around 7% and the estimated actual proportion at 0.2%. 

For a society where people of different beliefs have lived together for centuries, the level of 
knowledge about Christians is resoundingly low. With regard to Christian history and tradition, 
only 10% of respondents claim to have either ‘a lot’ or ‘a good amount of knowledge’; a further 
30% claim to have ‘some knowledge’. ‘Christmas’ is known by the majority, and two thirds of 
respondents recognise the terms ‘Confession’ and ‘Easter’. Of all of the terms surveyed, the 
lowest levels of awareness are reported for ‘Eucharist’, ‘Lent’ and ‘Pilgrimage’. 

The general public believes that Turkish Christians enjoy a good level of freedom both to 
practice their religion and to express their views. The majority also feel that Christians share 
equal social rights with Muslims. 71% believe that Christians’ security of life and property is 
protected in Turkey.  These positive views may be due to the public’s low levels of knowledge 
and low levels of social interaction with Christians. 
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When participants are asked about the level of impartiality shown towards non-Muslims in 
Turkey, more than half state that neither the media nor the public is objective in its treatment 
of non-Muslims.  

Christians’ perceived contribution to society is highest in commercial affairs. Their 
contribution to artistic patrimony is also well recognised. Conversely, Christians’ perceived 
contribution to politics is relatively low.  The general public is comfortable with Christians 
taking roles in commerce and professional services where their achievements are most 
acknowledged. Acceptance levels are lowest for Christians taking positions in the national 
security, judiciary and in the army.  

Just over half of the respondents say they are willing to build relations with Christians as 
friends, neighbours and business partners. The willingness to have a Christian friend is 
significantly higher in metropolitan provinces, İstanbul, İzmir and Ankara, and amongst those 
with higher levels of education. However, there is much lower willingness to have a Christian 
spouse and the majority would not approve of their child marrying a Christian. The survey 
indicates that the closer the relationship with the Christian and the greater the impact on the 
family unit, the higher the level of discomfort. Despite the stated willingness to build relations, 
in actual practice only 34% of respondents have a Christian friend or acquaintance, 13% have 
a Christian neighbour, 6% a Christian business partner and 1% a Christian spouse. Current 
levels of interaction with Christians in Turkey are very low.   

In the public sphere, the majority do feel comfortable with their children sharing the same 
class with Christian children, but only 65% are comfortable if the teacher is a Christian. Those 
living in rural areas are less comfortable with this exposure to Christians in schools. 

The presence of a church in the neighbourhood is accepted either positively or neutrally by the 
majority. Respondents also express support for the re-opening of the closed Christian 
seminaries and for non-Muslim religious clerics to be paid by the government for their 
services. However, missionary activity is perceived negatively by two thirds of the sample.  

Levels of approval regarding conversion are also queried. Whilst respondents are nearly five 
times more likely to approve of non-Muslims converting to Islam than the reverse, 13% do 
approve of the right of Muslims to convert to another religion.  

Respondents state that their main sources of information about Christianity are the Internet 
(34%) and TV/radio (25%). Awareness regarding the existence of a Christian television channel 
in Turkey is low. Whilst 13% of respondents are aware of a Christian channel, only 5% have 
watched it and 29% have expressed some interest in watching it. Two out of ten respondents 
say they have read the Bible before, and this rate increases amongst university graduates 
(36%) and those living in urban areas (25%).  
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2 Background 
 

According to Turkish government estimates, more than 99 percent of the Turkish population 
is Muslim, with the majority being Hanafi Sunni. Other religious groups are mostly 
concentrated in Istanbul and the larger cities, together making up less than 1 percent of the 
population.1   

Although there is no exact information about the non-Muslim minority, estimates provided in 
the 2013 International Religious Freedom Report suggest that Christians account for 
approximately 0.2% of the total Turkish population. The largest Christian minority group in 
Turkey is the Armenian Orthodox. It is estimated that there are 90.000 Armenians, 25.000 
Roman Catholics, 20.000 Syrian Orthodox, 15.000 Russian Orthodox, 3.000 Iraqi Chaldeans, 
2.500 Greek Orthodox and around 7.000 Protestants residing in Turkey.   

From the 14th to the 20th century, the Ottoman Empire was relatively tolerant towards 
Christian minorities and allowed limited autonomy in self-government under the millet system. 
In 1923, the Treaty of Lausanne was signed between the newly founded Turkish republic and 
the European countries. Only limited legal recognition was available to minorities stemming 
from the Treaty of Lausanne, and this was narrowly applied to just three groups: the 
Armenians, the Greeks and the Jewish. No provision for protection existed for many Muslim 
minorities and Christian denominations.  

Turkey’s current position on minority issues originates from its 1982 Constitution which in 
theory provides for freedom of belief and worship, the private dissemination of religious ideas 
and forbids discrimination on religious grounds. However, the 1982 Constitution does not 
ensure full legal status for minorities and all rights are subject to state control. The Turkish 
government has recently implemented some reforms in order to raise religious freedom in the 
areas of minorities’ property rights, religious dress and education, but large areas for 
improvement remain. The government still restricts religious groups’ rights to own and 
maintain their places of worship, and to offer religious education.2 

The application process for EU membership has affected human rights practice positively to 
date. The rights and freedoms of minorities are an essential element for Turkey’s EU 
candidacy and Turkey’s National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis has been 

                                                      
 

1
 United States Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (2013). International 

Religious Freedom Report 
2 United States Commission on International Religious Freedom. (2014). Annual Report of Turkey 
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accompanied by improved reform packages, including constitutional amendments and 
legislative reform3.  

Despite this, the 2008 Pew Global Attitudes and Trends Survey reported the acceleration of 
unfavourable views regarding Turkish Christians over the preceding four years,4 and a series 
of adverse events impacted the Christian minority during this period and beyond.5   

Social responses have been heavily influenced by media and education, both of which play an 
important role in shaping and reflecting opinions. In Haede’s study of five Turkish newspapers 
in 2004-2005, he found that ordinary people were warned against dialogue or closeness with 
Christians, and that the word ‘missionary’ was purposefully used to fuel negative emotions.6 
School text books also contributed to the spread of inaccurate or derogatory information 
about minorities.7  

                                                      
 

3 Nurcan Kaya and Clive Baldwin, (2004). “Minorities in Turkey, Submission to the European Union and the 
Government of Turkey”, Minority Rights Group International 
4 The Pew Research Centre Global Attitudes and Trends Project, (2015). 
http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/09/17/chapter-1-views-of-religious-groups/ 
5 A series of adverse events have marked recent social memory:  

 In 2001, the National Security Council published in the daily newspaper Sabah, that missionary activities 
were a great danger for the country.  

 In February 2006, the Italian Catholic priest Andrea Santoro was killed in his church in the Black Sea City 
of Trabzon by a young Turkish man.  

 Several evangelical churches were set on fire, and a Protestant church leader in the city of Adana was also 
severely beaten in 2006. 

 On 19 January 2007, respected Armenian human rights campaigner Hrant Dink was shot dead in Istanbul. 
The suspect was a teenager who told police that Dink was Armenian and ‘had insulted Turkishness.’ The 
killing of Dink inspired more than 100,000 people to demonstrate, carrying placards which read ‘We are all 
Armenian.’  

 In April 2007, three men working for an evangelical Christian publishing house in Malatya were murdered 
‘in defence of Islam’. The trial of the five perpetrators continues today. 

 In January 2013, 13 people were charged with conspiracy to assassinate the pastor and carry out a large 
scale attack against the Izmit Protestant Church.  

The above as reported by:  Mehmet Çetingüleç, (7 December 2001). “Misyoner alarmı” (“Missionary Alarm”), Sabah, 
http://tinyurl.com/missionaryalarm; Schleifer, Yigal (24 April 2007). “Murders Shine Spotlight on Evangelical 
Activity in Turkey”. http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/eav042507.shtml ; Wolfgang, H. 
(2013). Perceptions of Christians in Turkey A study of the climate of accusations against Christians in Turkish 
newspapers. IJRF Vol 6:1/2; Kurban, D. (2007). A Quest for Equality: Minorities in Turkey, Minority Rights Group 
International; United States Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (2013). 
International Religious Freedom Report 
For a more complete history of the incidents of violence and intimidation against religious minorities, readers 
should consult the International Religious Freedom Reports and the records of other monitoring organisations. 
6 Wolfgang, H. (2013). Perceptions of Christians in Turkey A study of the climate of accusations against Christians 
in Turkish newspapers. IJRF Vol 6:1/2 
7 United States Commission on International Religious Freedom. (2014). Annual Report of Turkey. 

http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/09/17/chapter-1-views-of-religious-groups/
http://tinyurl.com/missionaryalarm
http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/eav042507.shtml
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In February 2015, the Pew Research Center reported that Turkey ranked ‘very high’ in the level 
of government restrictions on religion and continued to rank ‘high’ in the level of social 
hostilities involving religion.8  

Published research which explores Turkish public opinion about Christians or Christianity in 
general is rare. Most research has been qualitative in nature, specific to sub-groups like the 
Armenians or dedicated to specific topics in relation to minorities9. Only one published study 
has been found which collates general views about Christians. Pascal Kluge conducted 
interviews with 100 Turkish citizens in 2007 to gather Turkish observations about Christians, 
the Armenian question of 1915, and the desirability of Christians as friends, neighbours and 
marriage partners.10  The little data that exists has not been disseminated widely. 

As a result, this study addresses an important gap in the available research by surveying 
current public perceptions regarding the Christians in Turkey.  

  

                                                      
 

8 The Pew Research Centre “Latest Trends in Religious Restrictions and Hostilities” 26 February 2015, 
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/02/26/regions-and-countries/ 
9 For example, the Yeniköy Panaia Greek Orthodox Church and School Foundation conducted a survey with 746 
non-Muslims to explore the usage of social media by non-Muslims in Turkey. The aim of the research was to 
understand the extent of the discrimination and hate speech that non-Muslims encounter and the current legal 
framework which surrounds this. See Yeniköy Panayia Greek Orthodox Church and ve School Foundation, “Social 
Media and Minorities”, 2015 http://survey.konda.com.tr/rapor/Sosyal_Medya_ve_Azinliklar_Rapor.pdf  
10 Kluge P. (2008). “Turkish Views on Christians: Implications for Armenian-Turkish Relations”. Iran and the 
Caucasus 12, 363-376 

http://survey.konda.com.tr/rapor/Sosyal_Medya_ve_Azinliklar_Rapor.pdf
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3 Objective and Methodology 
 

This is a formative survey, conducted to assist civic education efforts for both international 
and local actors supporting minority groups and minority rights, with a specific emphasis on 
the Christian groups residing in Turkey.  

The survey has been structured to explore the knowledge, attitudes and practices of the 
Turkish public with regard to the Christian minority.  Through the insights the research 
provides, it is hoped that practitioners may be better placed to design appropriate and specific 
development interventions which build tolerance, acceptance and understanding of the 
Christian community in Turkey.  

The survey may also serve as a baseline, which can be repeated in future years to monitor 
public perceptions and assist in the evaluation of interventions. 

The survey was administered by Xsights Research and Consultancy using Computer Assisted 
Telephone Interviewing (CATI) between 24 July and 21 August 2015. This was carried out at 
Xsights’ premises in Istanbul.  A total of 12 interviewers were trained for this survey and 
conducted the interviews. All interviews were automatically recorded for quality purposes. A 
supervisor was present at all times to assist with any technical problems or methodological 
questions.  

A nationally representative sample of 1500 respondents from 26 cities participated in the 
survey. The questionnaire included filter questions which provided the required sample, 
demographic questions and KAP (Knowledge Attitudes and Practices) questions. The quotas 
for the nationally representative sample were based on gender, age, socio-economic status 
and urban/rural location.  
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4 Sample Structure 
 

 A nationally representative sample was used in this survey.  Quotas were set in order to make 
sure a fully representative sample was achieved at the end of the fieldwork. All data about the 
breakdown of the Turkish population was obtained from the Turkish Statistical Bureau’s 
publicly available databases.  Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) Level 
Two was used to achieve the representativeness through interviews in 26 cities. NUTS is a 
geocode standard for referencing the subdivisions of countries for statistical purposes. The 
standard is developed and regulated by the European Union11.  

 

 

In 2012, the Turkish Government changed the status of more than 16,000 villages by merging 
them with the nearest municipality.  

According to this new standard, only 5% of the entire Turkish population is classified as ‘rural’, 
referring to a population of less than 10,000 inhabitants. It is important to note that this 
administrative rural/urban divide is not applicable to population studies, as the level of 
exposure in terms of cultural activities or the type of economic activity remains largely the 
same as before. Therefore this study employs the previous urban/rural proportions in line with 
other large scale surveys in Turkey; that is, communities of less than 20,000 inhabitants are 
defined as ‘rural’.  

 

                                                      
 

11 TURKSTAT. tuikapp.tuik.gov.tr. Ana Sayfa < Sınıflama Türleri > Coğrafi Sınıflamalar 

NUTS-1 NUTS-2

Istanbul Region (TR1) Istanbul Subregion (TR10)

Tekirdağ Subregion (TR21)

Balıkesir Subregion (TR22)

Izmir Subregion (TR31)

Aydın Subregion (TR32)

Manisa Subregion (TR33)

Bursa Subregion (TR41)

Kocaeli Subregion (TR42)

Ankara Subregion (TR51)

Konya Subregion (TR52)

Antalya Subregion (TR61)

Adana Subregion (TR62)

Hatay Subregion (TR63)

Kırıkkale Subregion (TR71)

Kayseri Subregion (TR72)

Zonguldak Subregion (TR81)

Kastamonu Subregion (TR82)

Samsun Subregion (TR83)

East Black Sea Region (TR9) Trabzon Subregion (TR90)

Erzurum Subregion (TRA1)

Ağrı Subregion (TRA2)

Malatya Subregion (TRB1)

Van Subregion (TRB2)

Gaziantep Subregion (TRC1)

Şanlıurfa Subregion (TRC2)

Mardin Subregion (TRC3)

Northeast Anatolia 

Region (TRA)

Central East Anatolia 

Region (TRB)

Southeast Anatolia 

Region (TRC)

West Marmara Region (TR2)

Aegean Region (TR3)

East Marmara Region (TR4)

West Anatolia Region (TR5)

Mediterranean Region (TR6)

Central Anatolia 

Region (TR7)

West Black Sea Region (TR8)

Turkey NUTS1 Map 
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4.1 Demography 
 

4.1.1 Gender, Age, Marital Status and Socio Economic Status 
 
The sample was equally divided between male and female participants. The average age of 
respondents was 38, and 58% of the sample was married.   

11% of the sample belonged to socio-economic levels A 
and B, 48% were middle class and the remaining 41% were 
from less advantaged classes. ‘SES’ is a combined 
economic and sociological measure that is computed to 
reflect the economic and social wellbeing of populations 
by region, in terms of income, education and employment 
characteristics of individuals and households12. 

                                                      
 

12 TUAD, Turkish Researchers' Association. (2012). tuad.org.tr/upload/dosyalar/SES_2012-Lansman-Sunum-
REV.ppsx   Some characteristics of SES groups in Turkey: 

 ‘A’ type households are small sized, have highly educated members for at least 2 generations, have 100% 
newspaper readership, have first-hand motor vehicle ownership, use telephone and internet banking, etc.  

 ‘B’ type households are one generation behind ‘A’ Group in terms of education, half with motor vehicle 
ownership, 10% do sport activities, etc. 

 ‘C’ type households have no college graduate members, their family size can exceed 4 with 3-5 children, 
have almost no leisure time, ¾ read daily newspaper, ¾ do not eat out. 

 ‘D’ & ‘E’ type households are larger sized, their reproduction level is high, the majority of them has one 
income earner, children may even also earn, their education level is lowest with 1/3 no education at all, 
only 1/3 go for holidays at hometown, etc. 
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4.1.2 City and Location 
 
Respondents were contacted in 26 cities.  22% of the respondents were from rural areas while 
the rest came from urban backgrounds.  
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5 Results of the Survey 
 

The survey consists of three main parts. The first focuses on levels of knowledge about non-
Muslim minorities and Christianity. The second examines respondents’ attitudes towards 
Christian minorities. The final section explores actual behaviour and personal relations with 
Christians.   

 

5.1 Level of Knowledge about Non-Muslim Minorities and Christianity 

5.1.1 Associations with the term ‘non-Muslim’ 
 

The term non-Muslim simply implies ‘people other 
than Muslims’ for more than half of the sample 
(53%). This ındiscriminate definition is more 
prominent among those who are aged between 18 
and 34 and those who are residents of İstanbul. 
‘Christian’ is mentioned by 10% of the sample, while 
6% name the ‘Armenians’ and 3% name the ‘Greeks’ 
as non-Muslims.  

Smaller percentages of respondents identify ‘Jews’ 
and ‘Assyrians’ as non-Muslims. 1% of the sample 
considers those who are not born into a Muslim 
family, but convert to Islam later in their lives, as 
non-Muslims.  

 

5.1.2 Top of Mind Recall about the term ‘Christian’  
 

The public are asked to share the first minority group which comes to mind when ‘Christians’ 
are mentioned. The results suggest that Christian minorities in Turkey are mostly associated 
with the Armenians who are mentioned by 27% of respondents, followed by the Greeks who 
are mentioned by 13% of respondents. Assyrians, Jews, Catholics and Orthodox are also 
mentioned by a small fraction of respondents. Notably, most respondents (46%) state that 
they do not have enough knowledge about Christians and refrain from answering the 
question.  
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When asked a second time about which Christian groups they could think of, 18% of the 
respondents said ‘Assyrians’, 17% mentioned ‘Greeks’ and 14% mentioned ‘Armenians’.   

  

5.1.3 Spontaneous and Prompted Recall about the term ‘Christian’  
 
In terms of spontaneous recall, ‘Armenians’ were the most prominent in respondents’ minds 
(an aggregate 41%); followed by ‘Greeks’ (30%) and ‘Assyrians’ (22%).  

Respondents were then read a list of different Christian denominations and were asked to 
name the ones they recognized. Once prompted in this way, the level of awareness about 
‘Armenians’ increased to 87%, four percentage points ahead of ‘Greeks’ (83%), and 13 
percentage points ahead of ‘Assyrians’ (74%). 
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5.1.4 Depth of Knowledge about Christianity in Turkey 
 

46% of the respondents claim to have some level of knowledge about ‘Armenians’; 44%, about 
‘Greeks’ and 39%, about ‘Assyrians’. Fewer respondents (31%) report having knowledge about 
Turkish people converted to other faiths from Islam.  

 

However, only a small fraction of the sample (4%) exhibit confidence in their level of 
knowledge about Christians, while 60% on average have none or very little knowledge about 
these groups. There appears to be a void when it comes to information about the non-Muslim 
minorities in Turkey. It is perhaps worth noting that this lack of information and knowledge 
can be exploited by different groups for propaganda purposes, as has happened in the past. 

After being presented with the names of different 
Christian denominations, three out of four 
respondents recognize at least one. Those who do 
not know any of the denominations are more likely 
to be women or respondents from rural areas.  

Seven out of ten respondents state they are aware 
of the Catholic denomination, while 66% have 
heard of the Orthodox and 60% know of the 
Protestants. 24% of respondents are not aware of 
any denominations at all.  
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When asked to estimate the percentage of non-
Muslim citizens living in Turkey, respondents in 
this survey estimate the ratio to be around 14% of 
the general population. This is much higher than 
the actual proportion. The extent of the 
discrepancy between the actual and estimated 
figures is indicative of Turkish people’s level of 
knowledge about non-Muslims in Turkey. The 
lack of publically available information may also 
cause people to have very different estimations 

about the minorities. Only 12% correctly estimate the non-Muslim population to be less than 
1%. The percentage of those providing the accurate estimate is higher among respondents 

with a high school or university degree. 

When asked about the Christian citizens living in 
Turkey, respondents also over-estimate. On 
average, respondents say that Christians make 
up 7% of the general population, whilst the 
current actual proportion of Christians in Turkey 
is estimated to be only 0.22%13. Unlike the 
earlier ratio for non-Muslim citizens, no 
statistically significant differences are observed 
for respondents in terms of education level for 
this question. 

When asked specifically about the history and traditions of Christian minorities, only 10% of 
respondents claim to have ‘a lot’ or ‘a good amount of knowledge’. A further 30% of the 
sample claim to have ‘some knowledge’. Of those with knowledge, men know more about 
Christian culture than women; and those who live in urban areas know more than those who 
live in rural areas.   

It seems that the completion of a basic education in Turkey does not assure knowledge about 
Turkey's ancient Christian sites and heritage. 63% of respondents educated to elementary 
level say they have 'little’ or ‘no knowledge at all' about Christian history and traditions.  

With regard to Christian practices, Christmas is by far the most well-known Christian 
celebration, while two thirds of respondents recognise the terms ‘Confession’ and ‘Easter’. Of 

                                                      
 

13 United States Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (2013). International 
Religious Freedom Report; Turkish Statistical Institute http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/PreHaberBultenleri.do?id=15974    
 

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/PreHaberBultenleri.do?id=15974
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the terms surveyed, lowest levels of awareness are reported for ‘Pilgrimage’, ‘Lent’ and 
‘Eucharist’.  11% of the sample is not aware of any of the religious rituals or customs.  

 

The survey also explores public perceptions regarding the New Year celebration, which many 
consider to be related to Christmas. Even though the New Year celebration is not a Christian 
tradition, more than half of the respondents think that it is. Only 29% recognise that it is not. 
59% of respondents celebrate the occasion. Those who regularly observe religious activities 
such as fasting in Ramadan and visiting the mosque are less likely to celebrate the New Year. 
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5.2 Turks and Christianity 

5.2.1 Association between Nationality and Christianity 
 

Respondents were asked to share the first word which comes to mind to describe their 
national identity. They were then prompted with a list of possible terms. The graph below 
displays the respondents’ feedback.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later in the survey, respondents were asked whether certain nationalities have members 
believing in Christianity in Turkey. 70% of those surveyed think that amongst Armenians there 
are believers in Christianity; 65% say that there are Christians amongst Greeks in Turkey; 47% 
know there are Christians amongst Assyrians; but only 7% say that amongst Turks there are 
believers in Christianity. It seems that for most respondents, Christianity is a concept which is 
foreign to Turkish culture.  
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5.3 Attitudes towards Christians in Turkey 

5.3.1 Perceptions about Christian Civil Rights and Freedoms 
 

Respondents are asked to what extent they agree with certain statements about Christians’ 
civil rights and their place in society. Almost 80% agree that the government is responsible for 
Christians' security and the security of their properties. 71% believe that Christians can 
practice their religion freely. This ratio rises to 77% for respondents who think that others' 
religion is important and to 76% for those who have a non-Muslim friend or acquaintance.  

The majority believe that Christians can express their religious views freely, and that 
Christians share equal social rights with Muslims (67% and 66% respectively). Six out of ten 
respondents disagree with the statement that Christians are excluded in Turkey. These 
positive views regarding conditions for Christians may be influenced by the relatively low 
levels of knowledge and social interaction with Christians. 

 

When probed to what extent Christians’ security of life and property is actually protected in 
Turkey, 7 out of 10 respondents believe that Christians’ lives and properties are safe.  
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5.3.2 Impartiality towards Christians in Turkey 

 
When queried about the level of objectivity of certain institutions towards Christians in Turkey, 
only 30 % believe that they are treated objectively by the media; 33 % think that Christians are 
treated objectively by the general public; and 40 % take the view that the government is 
impartial in its treatment of Christian minorities. The perceived level of objectivity seems to 
vary based on the level of information held about  Christian minorities;  the respondents who 
report more knowledge about Christianity are more likely to point to a lack of impartiality than 
those who do not know about Christianity.  
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5.3.3 Public Attitudes towards Christian Minorities 
 

When asked about societal attitudes towards Christian minorities in Turkey, participants are 
most positive about the Greeks (38%); followed by the Assyrians (35%) and the Armenians 
(29%). Respondents are least positive about Turkish nationals who convert to other faiths 
from Islam (13%).  
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5.3.4 Involvement of Christians in Turkish Society 
 

The general public is most comfortable with Christians taking positions and responsibility in 
commerce, health services and academia. Acceptance levels are lowest for Christians taking 
positions and responsibility in the national security, judiciary and in the army.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Christians’ perceived contribution is highest in commerce and business. Their contribution in 
artistic patrimony is also found to be significant. The low level of Christian participation in 
politics is reflected in the results of this survey with 48% of respondents believing Christians' 
contribution to politics is noteworthy. 
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5.3.5 Importance attached to Religion in the Context of Personal Relations 

 

When asked directly, only 28% of 
those participating in this survey 
admit that others’ religion is an 
important factor in their personal 
relations, and 53% state that it 
does not play an important role. 
For the rest, religion is neither 
important nor unimportant.  

For those who find religion 
important, it can influence their 
interaction with others. For many, 
the reference to religion may 
simply be understood in terms of 
Islamic observance.  

Amongst those who do not find others’ religion important, 64% are from the ‘AB’ socio-
economic group, which consists of educated people. It is also noted that 77% of those who 
neither fast in Ramadan nor go to the mosque frequently tend to place less importance on 
others’ religion.  

Respondents’ self reported religious behavior is reflected in the pie charts below.  
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5.3.6 Personal Relationships with Christians  
 

Respondents are asked in turn whether they would like to have a Christian friend, a Christian 
neighbour, a Christian business partner. In response 57% of the sample indicates willingness 
to build friendships with Christians; 53% say they are happy to have a Christian neighbour; and 
50% are willing to have a Christian business partner. The willingness to have a Christian friend 
is significantly higher in metropolitan provinces, İstanbul, İzmir and Ankara and among those 
who have enjoyed a higher education level.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the relationship moves to the family unit, the acceptance level decreases. Only 31% of 
respondents approve of their daughter being married to a Christian, and only 28% find it 
acceptable for their son to be married with a Christian. We note that this slightly higher 
approval level for daughters is in contrast to prior research which reports the opposite.14   
Similarly, only 31% of respondents would consider marrying a Christian themselves.  The rate 
of disapproval for inter-religious marriages increases to 77% in rural areas and 63% among 
less educated groups.  

 

 

 

 

                                                      
 

14 For example: “A majority of the respondents who would object to their daughter marrying a Christian man, 
though, said they would not object to their son marrying a Christian woman.” p363, Kluge (2008) 
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Interaction with Christians in education is viewed more favourably as this is not a personal but 
a public space. 81% of the sample is comfortable with their child sharing the same class with 
a Christian child. However, only 65% are comfortable if their teacher is a Christian. Those living 
in rural areas are less comfortable with this exposure to Christians in schools.   

5.3.7 Religious Education 

 
Just over half of all respondents believe that the Religious Culture and Moral Knowledge 
course, which is compulsory for grades 1-3, should be an elective one. On the other hand, 36% 
wishes it to be compulsory, whilst only 5% would like to see the course excluded from the 
curriculum.  

The opinion about the content of the course is divided. 52% would like the course to include 
other religions as well as Islam, while 48% would like separate religious courses all included 
within the curriculum. 
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5.3.8 Christian Places of Worship, Seminaries and Clergy  

 

The presence of a church in one’s neighbourhood is perceived either positively or neutrally by 
70% of respondents.  Participants with urban backgrounds are somewhat more positive about 
having a church in the neighborhood than those with rural backgrounds.  

With regard to the Christian educational institutions which were closed15, 44% of respondents 
think that the government should support them to be re-opened. This rate is higher among 
those who have a personal relationship with a member of the Christian community and 
amongst those who live in İstanbul.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
 

15 For example, the Halki Seminary, which was the main school of theology of the Eastern Orthodox Church's 
Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, was closed by a law banning private higher education institutions in 
1971. 
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Nearly half of the respondents agree that non-Muslim religious clerics should be paid for their 
services by the government. Those who have some level of knowledge about Christianity and 
those with Christian connections have expressed higher levels of support on this subject. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.9 Perceptions about Missionary Activity 
 

The majority of respondents (61%) do not have any understanding of the term “missionary”. 
26% of respondents describe it as promulgation of a religion.  9% describe it as promulgation 
of Christianity.   
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After listening to a definition, missionary 
activity is perceived negatively by two thirds of 
respondents. Those from rural heritage or 
currently living in rural areas find missionary 
activities more wrong than those with urban 
family backgrounds or those currently living in 
urban areas. Those in lower socio economic 
groups (SES C and D) also find it more wrong 
than those in higher socio economic groups 
(SES A and B). Those who are less educated 
appear to be more religiously conservative, 
which in turn affects their level of tolerance 
towards non-Muslims and their perceptions 
regarding missionary activity.   

 

5.3.10  Attitudes regarding Conversion 

Levels of approval regarding conversion are queried in the survey. Whilst respondents are 
nearly five times more likely to approve of non-Muslims converting to Islam than the reverse, 
13% do approve of the right of Muslims to convert to another religion. A further 31% of the 
sample is ambivalent, neither approving nor disapproving. 

Those who are less educated are more negative about Muslims’ conversion to other faiths 
than those who are highly educated.  
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5.4 Interaction with Christians  

5.4.1 Relationships 

One in three respondents has a non-Muslim friend or acquaintance. 13% have a non-Muslim 
neighbour and 6% a non-Muslim business partner. When asked about the religious beliefs of 
their non-Muslim friends, 53% say their friend is a Christian and 24% that their friend is 
Armenian. 

 

5.4.2 Visits to Christian Churches 

One third of the sample has visited a Christian church before mainly for personal and tourism 
reasons. This percentage drops significantly to 13% in rural areas. Conversely it increases to 
60% among those who have completed higher education.  
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5.4.3 Sources of Information about Christianity 

Those who shared awareness about Christian history and traditions earlier in the survey were 
asked about their main sources of information on Christianity.  

The primary sources of information are reported to be the Internet (34%) and broadcast 
television/radio (25%). These are followed by the press (22%), educational books (19%) and 
social circles (16%). Only 8% say that they receive information from contact with Christians 
and 7% refer to communities and religious institutions for information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two out of ten respondents say they have read the Bible before. This rate is higher among 
university graduates and those who live in urban areas.   
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Awareness regarding the existence of a Christian television channel in Turkey is low. Whilst 
13% of respondents are aware of such a channel, only 5% have watched it and 29% are 
interested to watch it. The public expects religious channels to broadcast religious 
programmes. Only 4% of respondents say they are interested to watch programmes about 
Christian culture or Christian traditions and customs. 3% are interested in the lives of 
Christians. Only 1% expresses an interest in such a channel broadcasting news. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.4.4 Exposure to Missionary Activity 
 
When asked whether they have ever been invited to a meeting or offered a booklet about 
Christianity, 14 % of the sample said ‘yes’. Of these, 35% said that their reaction to the 
invitation was positive.  

Amongst those who have not been exposed to this type of activity, the vast majority (80%) 
state that their likely reaction would be negative. However, 10% say that they would find the 
invitation normal, react positively or be interested to hear more. 
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6 Conclusions 
 

The survey confirms the general public's low level of knowledge about Christians and 
Christianity, especially in rural areas. There are also low levels of awareness regarding the 
challenges faced by Christian minorities in terms of social rights, legal protections for life and 
property, freedom to educate clergy and freedom to express religious views.  

The report reveals that for most respondents, Christianity is a concept that is foreign to 
Turkish culture. Whilst this situation is a consequence of the low numbers of Christians, it is 
also influenced by educational content and the media. Despite the rich history of Christianity 
in Turkey, the existence of numerous ancient Christian sites and centuries of living side by 
side, only a fraction of the public has a good level of knowledge about Christian history and 
practice. More creative and holistic inclusion of Christianity in formal education curricula and 
in the mass media can contribute to improved understanding and the public’s ability to recoup 
and value its lost heritage.  

More than half of the respondents state that neither the media nor the public is objective in its 
treatment of non-Muslims. It may be helpful to develop a deeper understanding of this 
reported partiality in future research. Questions also arise regarding the public’s significant 
over-estimation of the proportion of Christians in the general population and whether this is  
linked to fear or perceptions of bias.  

Improved media representation may be assisted by tailored capacity building for Turkish 
journalists and editors. Training coupled with relationship building between journalists and the 
Christian community, can support the growth of factual and objective reporting, the publishing 
of positive stories and the profiling of positive role models.      

Encouraging personal interaction with Christians may be one of the most effective ways of 
building  tolerance. As the survey results indicate, there is a level of discomfort and resistance 
to establish personal or family connections. This stigma may be reduced through education, 
consistent information flow and the sharing of positive interactions. Participation in mixed 
community activities can also assist.  Further research is needed to understand the barriers to 
personal change in greater depth and to determine the best ways of overcoming them.  

Despite the low levels of knowledge and objectivity, public support for change exists in certain 
key areas. The proportion of respondents who approve the right to select or change one's 
religion; the levels of public support for including other religions in addition to Sunni Islam in 
the Religious Culture and Knowledge Course, for the reopening of religious seminaries and for 
payments to non-Muslim clergy – each bode well for progress in religious freedoms in Turkey.  
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7 Appendix 

7.1 Questionnaire 

7.1.1 Turkish Version 
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7.1.2 English Version 
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