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From social capital to social cohesion: Syrian refugees in
Turkey and the role of NGOs as intermediaries
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Middle East Technical University, Ankara, Turkey

ABSTRACT
Since the first Syrian refugees arrived in Turkey with the outbreak of
the Syrian Civil War in 2011, NGOs have been a crucial actor in first
distributing humanitarian aid and later facilitating refugees’ access
to education, employment, and healthcare services. More recently,
as intercommunal tension between Syrian refugees and the Turkish
community has been increasing, many NGOs shifted their focus in
building refugees’ social cohesion in Turkey. This study examines
these efforts from a social capital perspective. We interviewed a
total of twelve local/national, international and Syrian
community-led NGOs working with refugees in İstanbul. We
found that the intercommunal activities promoted by NGOs
provide a space for both the Turkish and Syrian communities to
meet, whose pathways would likely not cross otherwise.
However, our study showed serious limitations in building
bridging social capital as these activities attract participants
already open to intercommunal dialogue and the language
barrier hinders the sustainability of the relations. At the same
time, however, we found that projects connecting refugees with
people or institutions of authority have the potential to enhance
social cohesion. These activities can facilitate refugees’ adaptation
to the national system, which in turn entails more stable and
sustainable relationship with Turkish people.
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Introduction

Since the start of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, Turkey has become one of the main des-
tinations for Syrians seeking refuge, leading to a rapid surge in the number of refugees
entering the country. Nevertheless, Turkish society has displayed a high level of
support and sympathy for Syrian refugees over the years. However, intercommunal
relations between Syrian refugees and the Turkish community have changed over
time. Studies have detected a notable increase in intercommunal tension, with violent
incidents rising threefold in the latter half of 2017, compared with the same period
one year earlier (International Crisis Group, 2018). Indeed, a recent survey found that
48% of Turkish citizens perceived the Turkish-Syrian relationship to be among the
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most tense of social relations in Turkey (INGEV, 2019). This situation has led to a
growing scholarly interest in refugees’ social cohesion and integration in Turkey.

Since the Syrian refugees first arrived in Turkey, civil society actors have been playing
a major role in channelling support to and advocating for the rights of refugees. Their
efforts have been important in the distribution of humanitarian aid to refugees, as well
as in ensuring refugees’ access to education, employment, and healthcare services. A
few recent studies have explored the contributions of non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) to refugees’ social cohesion (Aras and Duman, 2018; Sunata and Tosun, 2019;
Rottmann, 2021). Nonetheless, we identified the need to explore refugees’ social cohesion
from a social capital perspective. The aim of this study is to explore whether and how
activities by NGOs for refugees in İstanbul produce social cohesion. To that end, we
examined the activities of NGOs for Syrian refugees in İstanbul and explored the
different types of social capital (bonding, bridging, and linking) produced. We, then
investigated the implications of social capital on refugees’ social cohesion. We found
that NGOs conducted various intercommunal activities, connecting the two commu-
nities. Moreover, although these intercommunal activities have serious limitations in
building bridging social capital, the relations that the NGOs intermediate between the
refugees and institutions of authority may offer pathways to improve social cohesion
by yielding both linking and bridging social capital. We broadly define social cohesion
as the peaceful coexistence among the Turkish and Syrian communities in Turkey.
Additionally, the NGOs’ intermediary role is understood as the process through which
the NGOs connect refugees with different actors that facilitate interaction and enable
them to build linkages and relationships. Finally, drawing on Putnam (2000), we use
social capital as connections among individuals available through relationships estab-
lished in social networks that facilitate social trust and cooperation.

This study contributes to the field through addressing three research gaps. First, the
literature regarding Syrian refugees has mostly focused on security, integration, and
human rights (Akdemir, 2019). Initial studies following the outbreak of the Syrian
Civil War and displacement of the Syrian population mostly focused on the legal
status of Syrians (Soykan, 2012) and explored the urgent need for regulations on edu-
cation, access to the labour market, and livelihood (İçduygu and Şimşek, 2016). This
was followed by debates on Syrians’ legal status and the implications of new legislation
(Erdem, 2017). As the Syrian Civil War protracted, new debates such as Syrians
having a more permanent status in the country (Erdoğan, 2016), schooling and the
special needs of Syrian children became predominant in the literature (Tunç, 2015;
Çelik and Erdoğan, 2017). There is still a lack of empirical work on issues concerning
the role of international NGOs (INGOs) in terms of Turkey’s social cohesion, with the
limited research undertaken being subject to scaling limitations. While some studies
have focused on specific neighbourhoods where various refugee-related NGOs have
operated (e.g. Sunata and Tosun 2019), others have conducted their research in a
wider geographic context, choosing different cities to examine the general opportunities
and challenges facing INGOs when assisting Syrian refugees in Turkey. The scale of our
fieldwork fills the gap between these two types of studies.

In addition, some scholars have thoroughly explored the lack of coherent integration
policies (Rottmann, 2020). Others have analysed the challenges for the integration and/or
harmonisation of Syrians in Turkey, with language barriers appearing as the foremost
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problem in this setting (Levent and Çayak, 2017; Şimşek and Çorabatır, 2016). Moreover,
the literature has often posed questions concerning the inclusion and exclusion of pol-
icies regarding Syrian refugees (Akçapar-Köşer and Şimşek, 2018; Biehl, 2017; Baban,
Ilcan, and Rygiel, 2017; Göksel, 2014). Finally, following the work permits given under
the framework of the Temporary Protection in 2017, we have observed a growing
amount of literature regarding social cohesion in terms of Syrian refugees’ access to
the labour market and concerning Syrian entrepreneurs (İçduygu, 2016; İçduygu and
Diker, 2017; Okyay, 2017; Kadkoy, 2020). This study adds a new dimension to these
perspectives.

Second, studies on NGOs working in refugee-related areas in Turkey have increased
considerably over the years. In its early phase, the literature on this topic was dominated
by NGO reports on their activities concerning Syrian refugees in Turkey, such as the
Research Centre on Asylum andMigration (İGAMDER) (2013) report on NGO activities
in relation to Syrian refugees in the border cities, and Mavi Kalem’s (2014) report on civil
society activities in relation to Syrian refugees. Both reports highlighted the role of NGOs
in assisting Syrian refugees and the challenges that NGOs faced while providing their ser-
vices. A broader study by Erdoğan (2015) analysed the capacity and role of NGOs and
described the differences between faith-based and human rights-based NGOs and their
respective activities. Sunata and Tosun (2019) proposed a new typology for NGOs
actively working on refugee-migrant-related issues in Turkey, and also demonstrated
how religion and specific beliefs have acted as factors affecting the foundation and pres-
ervation of certain types of NGOs. Our study contributes to this literature.

A growing scholarly debate concerning the role of civil society in social cohesion and
integration has emerged concerning the extent to which civil society bolsters integration
through complementing the actions of governments, focusing on various challenges and
unsuccessful policies and practices as revealed in a wide range of case studies in countries
such as Sweden, Germany, Netherlands, Myanmar and Turkey (see, for instance, Aras
and Duman, 2018; Easton-Calabria and Wood, 2020; Lundberg et al., 2011; Tan,
2020). Through providing a detailed analysis of how local, refugee-led, and international
NGOs have helped mediate social cohesion between Turkish and Syrian communities in
Turkey, this study contributes significantly to this literature.

Third, scholarly interest in Turkish civil society has grown considerably since the early
2000s. Specifically, while some studies have conducted a broader analysis (e.g. Heper and
Yıldırım, 2011), others have undertaken issue-based investigations, including on gender
(Eslen-Ziya and Kazanoğlu, 2020), ecology (Paker et al., 2013), external funding (Zihnio-
ğlu, 2020), and refugees (Sunata and Tosun, 2019), with all of them focusing on Turkish
NGOs. Additionally, new forms of civic organising that developed after the Gezi Protests
in 2013 have been explored (e.g. Akçalı, 2018; Ramazanoğulları, 2021; Zihnioğlu, 2019).
This article expands on this literature through focusing on refugee-related work, on
refugee-led organisations, and on INGOs active in Turkey.

We employed qualitative fieldwork data in relation to NGO activities. For data collec-
tion, we conducted face-to-face, in-depth, semi-structured interviews with representa-
tives of twelve NGOs located in İstanbul between August 2019 and September 2020
(see Annex 1). İstanbul was chosen for our fieldwork as it hosts the largest number of
Syrian refugees in Turkey (Directorate General of Migration Management, 2021). İstan-
bul is also the most favoured city among Syrian refugees to live and work in (Doğan et al.,
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2020, 134), making it more relevant with respect to building social capital. In the inter-
views, we asked questions regarding their activities involving refugees. Specifically, we
examined who the participants or beneficiaries were, how the refugees targeted were
selected, the intercommunal relations observed during the activities, the challenges
that arose, and how those challenges were managed. The interviews were conducted in
Turkish and English and each lasted for an hour on average. To evaluate whether the
activities generated or reinforced varied types of connections, and to explore their impli-
cations on social cohesion, we interviewed NGO representatives not only working with
refugees or on refugee issues but also those working in diverse areas such as mental
health, ecology, business and humanitarian aid. We also interviewed NGO representa-
tives working at divergent levels (i.e. international, local (Turkish), and Syrian commu-
nity-led NGOs). Since no officially confirmed list of NGOs working with refugees is
available, we used elements of purposive and snowball sampling based on earlier research
(e.g. Sunata and Tosun, 2019). We also reviewed NGO websites and publications to
collect possible background information. For data analysis, we used thematic content
analysis regarding social capital and its types. This study was approved by the University
of Liverpool’s ethics committee (reference no 6381). The participants were informed
about the study’s aims, methods, and ethical considerations through an information
sheet. They were specifically assured that confidentiality would be maintained, that par-
ticipation in the study was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time,
and that informed consent would be considered to have been given with the signing of
the consent form.

This paper is divided into five sections. Following this introduction, we include a
theoretical framework for the data analysis; specifically, we outline the concepts of
social capital (including its three types: bonding, bridging, and linking), and social cohe-
sion. As regards social cohesion, we explain how it has been operationalised for our
research. Section three provides background information on Syrian refugees and the
related work of civil society in Turkey. In section four, using evidence from the
fieldwork, we identify different types of social capital that are intermediated by the
NGOs’ activities and discuss their benefits and limitations in building bonding, bridging,
and linking social capital and social cohesion. The concluding section provides insights
into the implications of these activities and social capital on social cohesion.

Social capital and social cohesion

Since the 1980s, the concept of social capital has gained influence across numerous dis-
ciplines, including sociology, economics, and public health (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004;
Lin, 2001; Song, 2010). Accordingly, there have been multiple definitions for this term.
Coleman (1988) conceptualised it as a resource for action focusing on the family and
community. Putnam (1993, 2000) defined it in the context of civic engagement that
involved norms of cooperation, reciprocity, and mutual trust, and this understanding
of the term has influenced various studies in the social sciences. For our study aim
(i.e. examining refugees’ social cohesion), we deemed Putnam’s definition of social
capital to be the most useful. Accordingly, the use of social capital in this study should
be understood as connections among individuals that become available through
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relationships established in social networks that facilitate social trust and cooperation
(Putnam, 2000; Woolcock, 1998).

Scholars have also identified three primary different types of social capital: bonding,
bridging and linking social capital (Gittell and Vidal, 1998; Putnam, 2000; Woolcock,
1998). These types of social capital have also been referred to as its dimensions (Woolcock
and Narayan, 2000), functions (Gilbert et al., 2013), and forms (Schuller, 2007), all of
which are synonyms for the same understanding. This conceptual refinement is particu-
larly helpful for our study, which explores the social capital that NGOs intermediate for
refugees.

Bonding social capital refers to relationships within a group or community with a high
degree of similarity in some specific areas (Putnam, 2000); it describes connections
among people who typically know one another, have close relationships, and interact fre-
quently. Accordingly, it usually develops among people from similar backgrounds or
with similar interests, often implying closed networks (e.g. family, close friends, and
neighbours) (Claridge, 2018: 2). According to Putnam (2000: 22), the relations in
bonding social capital are inward- looking in nature, reinforcing exclusive identities
and homogenous groups. Studies have shown that bonding social capital can provide
support to people suffering from personal, emotional, or socioeconomic hardships
(Hawkins and Maurer, 2010). At the same time, excessive levels of bonding may evoke
bias, the notion of outgroups, and exclusion (Claridge, 2018: 3). Hence, although
bonding social capital may be an important source of social support for refugees, its
utility for social cohesion is less clear; this aspect warrants further examination.

Bridging social capital describes the associations among people who have shared inter-
ests but who also have dissimilar socio-demographic characteristics (e.g. age, ethnic
group, or class) (Pelling and High, 2005; Szreter and Woolcock, 2004: 655). Hence, the
links in bridging social capital come from weaker network connections (e.g. more
distant friends, associates, and colleagues). This type of social capital allows people to
exchange information and build consensus despite having diverging interests (Adler
and Kwon, 2002; Stone and Hughes, 2002). Accordingly, it tends to increase tolerance
and acceptance among people with weaker links (Paxton, 2002), making it particularly
relevant for our examination of refugees’ social cohesion with the host Turkish commu-
nity. Similar to this distinction between bonding and bridging social capital, Lin (2001:
47) delineated actor interactions as either homophilous or heterophilous: the first occurs
among actors with similar resources (e.g. wealth, reputation, power, and lifestyle), while
the latter occurs among actors with dissimilar resources.

Linking social capital (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004) describes the respect and trusting
relationships that people build with institutions or people who occupy a relative position
of power or authority. In that sense, linking social capital denotes a different type of social
capital resulting from connections with people and institutions beyond the community-
level, which is central to bonding and bridging social capital. Studies show that a lack of
linking social capital (e.g. links to law enforcement officers, social workers, or healthcare
providers) has a major bearing on the welfare of disadvantaged communities (Narayan,
2000; Krishna, 2002). Nonetheless, unlike bonding and bridging social capital, establishing
linking social capital is often more difficult, especially for disadvantaged groups standing
outside societal power structures. Accordingly, it is common for NGOs to work with dis-
advantaged communities to serve as intermediaries to help build linking social capital.
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It is debated whether social capital is an individual asset, a collective asset, or both
(Carpiano, 2005; Coleman, 1988). While NGO activities are often focused on small seg-
ments of refugee communities, the framework of social capital is more useful when
focused on the actions of individuals in relation to their communities (Hawkings and
Maurer, 2010: 1779). Hence, we consider that social capital is useful conceptually in
approaching both individual and collective fields of actions as it can be viewed as an
asset in either field.

Recent refugee studies have frequently referred to the concepts of social cohesion,
integration, and harmonisation. These concepts are often produced in different contexts
reflecting various priorities (Erdoğan, 2020: 12). We prefer to use the concept of social
cohesion because, as Demireva (2017) explains, it is usually associated with togetherness,
tolerance and harmonious coexistence, which is particularly relevant in contexts of inter-
communal tension such as that in Turkey.

Following the definition of Erdoğan (2020), this study understands social cohesion to
refer to the peaceful coexistence of foreigners (Syrian refugees) and the host (Turkish)
community, which provides a broad yet helpful means of examining NGO activities
regarding the cohabitation of Turkish and Syrian refugee communities as well as the
intercommunal relations that NGOs intermediate. This definition is particularly relevant
in the Turkish context involving intercommunal tension and it accords with definitions
used by humanitarian and development organisations. The World Food Programme
(2020: 5) defines social cohesion as the ‘absence of social tension between refugees and
host communities’, while the World Bank (2015: 11) describes it as the non-existence
of ‘widespread issues with social tension, violence and conflict’. Moreover, the trust
level between social groups is considered to be an important indicator when defining
and measuring social cohesion by these organisations (de Berry and Roberts, 2018), as
well as linking the concepts of social cohesion and social capital. In particular, bridging
social capital with an emphasis on consensus and harmonious interaction by different
groups can be seen as ‘in some senses, the practical tool to achieve social cohesion’
(Zetter et al., 2006: 22).

Syrian refugees in Turkey

Following the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War, Turkey adopted an open-door policy
toward Syrian refugees. This policy turned Turkey into the country with the world’s
largest refugee population. According to the latest figures of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2021), 3.6 million Syrians and approximately
330,000 asylum seekers of other nationalities reside in Turkey. Moreover, less than 2%
of the Syrian refugees live in the Temporary Accommodation Centres, indicating that
more than 98% live across Turkey. These refugees have been shown to be concentrated
in the south-eastern cities of the country, including Gaziantep, Urfa, and Hatay, and
metropolitan cities, such as İstanbul, İzmir, and Bursa. Currently, İstanbul hosts the
largest number of Syrian refugee populations in Turkey, with a total of 524,497 (Direc-
torate General of Migration Management, 2021).

Although Turkey is a state party to the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Proto-
col, Turkey has not yet lifted its geographical restrictions concerning refugees, which pre-
vents those coming from outside Europe from being granted refugee status in Turkey.
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Moreover, owing to the lack of legislation on international protection in Turkey, the 1994
Regulation, titled the ‘Procedures and Principles related to Possible Population Move-
ments and Aliens Arriving in Turkey either as Individuals or in Groups Wishing to
Seek Asylum either from Turkey or Requesting Residence Permission in order to Seek
Asylum from Another Country’, was for a long period the only document regulating
migration movements. Nevertheless, at the time of the Syrian Civil War, the 1994 Regu-
lation was not applied to Syrian nationals. Accordingly, the Ministry of Education and
the Ministry of Health issued secondary legislations within their competencies to
provide aid to and address the different needs of Syrian nationals, which meant that
the legal protection of Syrian nationals remained ambiguous between 2011 and 2014
(Şimşek and Çorabatır, 2016: 61). New legislation was adopted to deal with this issue:
the Law on Foreigners and International Protection, No. 6458 (hereinafter, LFIP),
which came into effect in April 2014. Within the LFIP, Article 91 regulates ‘Temporary
Protection’ in the case of a ‘mass influx situation’. Following the implementation of the
LFIP and to clarify applications of Article 91, the government passed the ‘Temporary
Protection Regulation’ in September 2014, which stipulated that only Syrian nationals,
stateless persons, and refugees from Syria who were displaced owing to the events of
28 April 2011 were to be provided with temporary protection. In addition to the LFIP
and the Temporary Protection Regulation, different ministries have promulgated
various forms of secondary regulations and administrative directives to clarify the
implementation of various policies regarding refugees in relation to healthcare, higher
education, and work permits (Şimşek and Çorabatır, 2016: 66-67).

This temporary protection status grants Syrian refugees access to the main public ser-
vices in Turkey, such as healthcare, education, and the labour market. Regarding word
choice in the LFIP, it does not use the term ‘integration’, preferring to use the concept
of ‘harmonisation’ instead; this word choice was intended to strengthen the social inclusion
of the refugees (UNHCR (2020), 3RP Turkey Country Chapter, 2020-2021, 4; Şimşek and
Çorabatır, 2016: x). Within this framework, to promote mutual harmonisation between
persons under temporary and international protection and the local community, Turkey
further adopted a National Harmonisation Strategy and Action Plan in 2018.

Furthermore, in 2015 and 2016, the Joint Action Plan and the European Union (EU)-
Turkey Statement were promulgated, with the EU providing six billion euros to support
the needs of refugees in Turkey. Projects funded by the EU include, inter alia, supportive
efforts to ensure refugees’ access to healthcare, education, and integration into the labour
market (European Commission, 2020). Nevertheless, policy ambiguity eventually arose
in this context, creating challenges for the integration of Syrian refugees and leading
to precarious situations (Ilcan et al., 2018). For example, there are practical problems
facing refugee integration that range from registration (long delays in registration) to
language barriers (low levels of proficiency in Turkish), which pose hindrances for
Syrians to exercise their rights, including rights to legal protection, healthcare, and edu-
cation. Studies have highlighted that, in addition to basic needs (e.g. language learning,
healthcare, education, and employment opportunities), social connections are also
important for the integration of refugees and locals (Easton-Calabria and Wood, 2020;
Doğan et al., 2020). In research led by the Municipality of İstanbul, the most prominent
reasons for Syrian refugees to settle in İstanbul were identified as employment opportu-
nities, social connections, and the feeling of security (Doğan et al., 2020: 16).
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As the refugee situation in Turkey developed, the number of NGOs and INGOs
working on refugee-migrant-related issues increased, particularly in the provinces
where the Syrian population was concentrated. Indeed, NGOs played a crucial role in
providing refugees with basic services, humanitarian aid, and supporting capacity devel-
opment in terms of registration, legal assistance and repatriation, education and language
learning, and employment and livelihood (Aras and Duman, 2018).

In the early phase of the Syrian Civil War, in 2011, NGOs and INGOs mainly con-
ducted humanitarian aid programmes to respond to the refugees in coordination with
the Disaster and Emergency Management Presidency (AFAD). Then, in 2014, the
Turkish government promulgated the Temporary Protection Law, which aimed to
ensure temporary protection to Syrian refugees through promoting an open-door
policy, protection from forced return, and the provision of fundamental needs. Accord-
ingly, we may infer that NGO projects focusing on humanitarian aid after 2014 in Turkey
were initially conducted in line with the Temporary Protection Law policy. Nevertheless,
over time, their projects diversified and began to cover other areas, including education,
employment, and social cohesion. In particular since 2015, developing social cohesion
has formed part of entered the NGOs’ agendas and they have started conducting projects
that complement state policies, for example, in education where the state has enabled
Syrians to access education and NGOs have developed anti-bias training for teachers
and students. NGOs have also started providing professional training to Syrian refugees,
which has facilitated their access to labour markets and complements the relevant regu-
lations. This complementary role of NGOs in the refugee crisis has been bolstered by
international funding channelled through the NGOs, such as the EU’s Facility for Refu-
gees in Turkey for which the NGOs are among the implementing partners (Landell Mills,
2021: 25)

Therefore, NGO activities in Turkey since the Syrian Civil War moved from crisis
response to state welfare support and finally to support the social cohesion of refugee
communities. Indeed, one study has shown that NGOs have emerged as the main
actors for the promotion of societal integration, being involved not only in basic
service provision but also in creating social connections between local and refugee com-
munities (Rottmann, 2021: 210).

Results and discussion: activities for refugees of NGOs in İstanbul

Intracommunal activities

Some organisations that we interviewed carry out activities only involving Syrian refu-
gees; this was particularly the case with Syrian community-led NGOs that provide con-
tinuous support to Syrian refugees in Turkey. One such organisation administrates
dormitories for Syrian youth and provides scholarships to them for study at Turkish uni-
versities because many of them cannot afford the cost of living in İstanbul; additionally,
their families often live elsewhere in Turkey. This NGO also promotes educational, cul-
tural, and sports activities aimed at bringing Syrian youth in İstanbul together, providing
a platform through which these students can interact frequently. Another Syrian commu-
nity-led NGO provides shelter for Syrian women who have lost their husbands in the
Civil War. These women have their own living spaces, which they share with their
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children, but they often socialise with and support one another. Their children attend
Turkish schools and receive Qu’ran and Arabic lessons provided by the NGO in their
free time. Moreover, other local NGOs in Turkey have opened community centres to
provide Syrian families and their children with a safe environment in which to spend
their time and attend training. Some NGOs run group therapy sessions for Syrians.
All these activities have helped Syrians to further their intracommunal social connec-
tions. Although these people may not share a past connection, these activities have
helped nurture closer intracommunal relations and foster closed networks. Conse-
quently, these intracommunal activities tend to be inward looking in character and con-
tribute to developing bonding social capital.

Intercommunal activities

In addition to intracommunal activities, the interviewed NGOs described various activi-
ties they promote to integrate the Turkish and Syrian communities. These activities aim
at building mutual understanding, tolerance, and acceptance between these two commu-
nities, fostering bridging social capital exchanges.

Specifically, some activities have involved direct interventions to improve intercom-
munal ties. One local NGO brings together the host community and the refugee commu-
nity through mediation training, ‘so that they can better understand one another and
provide resolution to disputes around them […] how to find solutions to problems
resulting from the refugee crisis, ensuring that the two communities can face them’
(NGO 1). Another NGO focuses on mitigating discrimination against refugees
through designing games for primary school children to help address discrimination
at school, as well as other games for training medical students to improve their skills
in interacting with patients, including refugees, without suffering discrimination.
These efforts are important because discriminatory behaviour can significantly impede
these communities in connecting and exchanging with one another. Therefore, addres-
sing discrimination not only improves intercommunity integration but also enhances
bridging social capital.

Except for Turkish lessons, which are targeted exclusively at the refugee community,
there is a growing tendency among NGOs to design and implement refugee-related
activities for mixed groups of Turkish and Syrians. Activities such as student clubs,
camps for children and the youth, sewing courses, cooking workshops for women,
trips, social activities, conferences, meetings, competitions, vocational skills, and other
types of training have been promoted for the general public among these communities.
One NGO organised joint music bands with Turkish, Syrian, Afghan, and Iranian par-
ticipants. These mixed-group activities increase bridging social capital as they facilitate
information exchange, potentially increasing mutual tolerance and acceptance.

Moreover, some activities are targeted not only at people but also at companies. One
NGO matched Turkish and Syrian small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), bring-
ing them together under a mentoring programme where the Turkish SME was supposed
to provide mentorship to the Syrian SME for several months. This initiative was aimed at
helping the latter better adapt to Turkish business and employment markets. Another
programme also matched Turkish and Syrian SMEs to initially introduce these compa-
nies to each other and, if possible, to facilitate business collaboration. Overall, these
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activities are often designed as tools for NGOs to promote integration between the
Turkish and Syrian communities. As one representative described it, NGOs mostly
create ‘a space for socialisations where different communities come together and learn
from one another, focusing on issues such as skill and information sharing’ (NGO 2).

Some larger NGOs even have specialised staff devoted to creating spaces linking the
local community and refugees. One NGO representative reported that, in such spaces,
‘a different dynamic emerges. Whether they are Turkish, or Syrian, or Afghan, they
see the possibility of doing something […] coming together to do something’ (NGO
1). Another representative said that, in these spaces, they ‘don’t feel that you are a
foreigner, a refugee’ (NGO 1).

Many interviewees reported that most participants in these NGO activities had not
previously met any members of the other community. Subsequently, the Turkish and
Syrian communities not only worked together during the activities but also chatted
and came to know one another during breaks. Thus, some of these activities showed a
clear positive effect on establishing exchanges between the Turkish and Syrian commu-
nities. One NGO representative reported that the Turkish participants said that they
‘thought that [the Syrian refugees] entered the universities without an exam, we
thought they got different scholarships, but we saw that [the reality] is nothing of the
kind’ (NGO 9). Another NGO representative noted that they ‘have heard a lot of
times [from the Turkish participants] that “we had not had a Syrian friend or imagined
the Syrians as being only like those that I see on TV”’ (NGO 6).

One NGO representative described how reluctant Turkish and Syrian women had
been towards one another’s food at the beginning of a cooking workshop:

Then, around the table, they slowly began to open up […] They became more curious and
asked more questions to the translator […] Initially, they would not say nice things, but then
there was a process; they were [all of a sudden] giving recipes, learning one another’s cuisine.
Later, they loved one another’s cuisine. They started to look more positively toward each
other (NGO 2).

Other NGO representatives reported similar experiences in which women had initially
kept their distance and had not wanted to come together:

However, as we progressed with these activities, a very different communication was devel-
oped. For instance, they started ‘sister’ families. In one of the provinces, the families [from
different communities] started to become voluntary sister families with one another […]
Then, these families started introducing their children, their spouses [to one another]
(NGO 3).

In some cases, the representatives reported that young people continued the relationships
that they had established through the NGO activities by ‘inviting one another to each
other’s universities’ activities; they met outside […] we contributed to strengthening
the communication among the young people’ (NGO 3). Several NGO representatives
also highlighted that it was easier to break down prejudices in the children, while activi-
ties also often helped correct erroneous perceptions about their respective communities
among adults.

Nevertheless, intercommunal activities also showed serious limitations. First, many
interviewees reported that the participants mainly comprised those already open to dia-
logue with the other community prior to the activities. One representative reported that
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when the NGOs make a call for an intercommunal activity, ‘a Turkish or a Syrian who
does not believe in social cohesion will not come’ (NGO 4). Indeed, some NGO repre-
sentatives noted that, on learning about possible Syrian participation, some Turkish par-
ticipants would react negatively, stating ‘then count us out. If there are refugees then we
are definitely not in this project’ (NGO 9). Some NGO representatives mentioned that
they advertised activities through regular channels, such as posters, leaflets, and social
media, which served to attract those already interested. Other NGO representatives
reported using institutional or personal networks to advertise activities, which for
some was a common practice. Furthermore, the interviewees highlighted that it was
mainly Turkish people who were less open to establishing intercommunal relations
and that considerably fewer Turkish people tended to be involved than Syrians (NGO
3, NGO 11). These factors constrained the activities’ potential for change.

Language barriers hindered the effectiveness of activities. Some Syrian refugees have
learnt Turkish over the years but language learning can be a slow process filled with epi-
sodes of failure. Moreover, many refugees live in multilingual neighbourhoods and cities,
lessening the urgency to reach fluency in Turkish (Catarci et al., 2020). Additionally, our
interviewees noted that Syrian refugees worked for long hours, so ‘they don’t have any
time for other things, even to learn the Turkish language’ (NGO 5). Sometimes, in activi-
ties targeting university students or children, these language barriers could be overcome
by using a common language (e.g. English for university students and Turkish for chil-
dren). However, in most cases, NGOs described their activities as bilingual, conducted in
both Turkish and Arabic. The language barrier not only limited interaction between the
two communities during activities, encouraging dependence on translators, but also
risked that connections made during the activities would be one-off episodes; thus
impeding the transformation of connections into social capital.

The NGO representatives also reported that their NGOs faced sustainability issues.
Most NGOs depend on external funds for their projects, and many interviewees
pointed to the EU’s diminishing interest in providing such funding and the Turkish gov-
ernment’s growing control of external funds for refugee projects (NGO 3, NGO 6),
leading to reduced funding and smaller NGOs. This development is in contrast with
the earlier exponential growth in NGOs, with a consequent reduction in intercommunal
projects. Indeed, we found that a major concern was the absence of the mainstreaming of
social cohesion. Although some NGOs said that their projects were open to everyone
subject to some criteria (e.g. age or location), there was often a lack of advertisement
in Arabic concerning available activities or of translators for the activities, rendering
refugee participation less likely, which further impeded the NGOs in supporting social
cohesion.

Activities with persons or institutions of authority

Numerous NGOs have initiated projects focused on establishing and improving relations
between Syrian refugees and people or institutions of authority. One theme common to
these projects has been the entry of Syrian entrepreneurs and business owners into
Turkish business space.

Several NGOs provide capacity-building training to Syrian entrepreneurs and
business owners, including modules on official dealings for businesses in Turkey.
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Some NGOs have also helped with new startups in their relations with relevant state
agencies, such as the tax office, particularly during the initial stages of these relations.
NGOs have also supported the establishment of links between Turkish chambers of com-
merce and business associations, aiming at improving Syrians’ employability and their
companies’ adaptation to the Turkish market and economy.

One NGO has aimed to improve Syrians’ relations with authorities by explaining to
them their rights and duties. With the support of local authorities, this NGO has
opened several social protection desks, where lawyers, doctors, psychologists, social
workers, and translators provide information and guidance for Syrians on a diverse
range of issues such as school enrolment, marriage, identity problems, security, and judi-
cial processes in Turkey. This NGO and its collaborators have guided Syrians on where to
go, whom to contact, and how to deal with relevant institutions.

Other NGOs have focused their activities on local state agencies through explaining
current legislation on refugees to stakeholders in these agencies and providing training
on the bureaucratic challenges faced by refugees. One NGO has organised coordination
meetings among local stakeholders, including local NGOs and INGOs, as well as among
local and international authorities active in the region where the NGO promotes its
activities. In these meetings, stakeholders discuss refugees’ affairs, problems, and sol-
utions, clarify what everyone is doing, and who has responsibility for what. One NGO
representative described the initial problem:

There are various agencies working in the provinces, but they are [these agencies] not aware
of one another. I come and say something to the refugee, [then] he or she says something, he
or she [representative of another agency] also says something, but that agency does not
know me and I do not know what they are doing. The refugee comes both to me and
also to them. There is serious information pollution (NGO 3).

NGO activities focusing on people or on institutions of authority are important because
they can help in developing a trusting relationship between those in authority and the
refugees, leading to the development of linking social capital. These activities are also
important because they can facilitate refugee adaptation to the official system and acqui-
sition of an official status within the national system. This official status, in turn, enables
the development of more stable and sustainable relations with Turkish people, which
may spill over into building bridging social capital and enhancing social cohesion.
One interviewee explained that, when refugees do business in a sector, ‘despite the
language barrier, they can come together [with Turkish companies] to do business,
partner in a business, or enter into supply chain relations’ (NGO 1). Hence, our study
participants suggested that the business environment can help break down commu-
nity-based prejudices, allowing for greater social cohesion. This process was described
in the following excerpt from an interviewee:

If you are going to the tax office with a Turkish person, this is already very important; or if
you are selling something to a Turkish person coming to your shop, or vice versa; or if you
can supply your goods from a Turkish or a Syrian. These are the most important drivers of
social cohesion in daily life. You do business together; you start to connect to one another
through certain relations; bonds in an ecosystem […] the things that connect are actually the
essential processes for people’s lives to move on […] if I buy my textile from you [a Syrian],
when exporting, someone comes and provides consultancy concerning my export; all of this
system triggers [social] cohesion (NGO 7).
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However, we observed certain limitations in the NGOs’ activities for establishing linking
social capital. First, their role in establishing linking social capital is indirect. Some
NGOs act as information providers, guiding refugees to the right people or institutions,
or explaining their rights and duties in the country. Other NGOs act as intermediaries
and facilitators for establishing connections, for example, through accompanying refugees
into public institutions and/or providing refugees with transportation and translators.

Second, our interviewees remarked that attitudes towards refugees in Turkish public
institutions varied significantly. One NGO representative noted that local officials in
Hatay province were telling refugee entrepreneurs that they ‘do not give permission
[to refugees] to establish a company; you [refugee] cannot get a tax certificate from
[us]; you [refugee] cannot get trade certificates from [us]’ (NGO 1). Meanwhile, the
local authorities in the neighbouring province of Gaziantep employed Arabic-speaking
staff to assist refugees and had opened a help desk in the chamber of commerce. Our
study participants also noted that some Turkish business associations ‘were reluctant
to promote Syrians’ [formal] employment in member companies as they benefitted
from their cheaper, informal employment’ (NGO 1). While such relationship issues
seemed to vary by person and institution of authority, they were not isolated cases
and are likely to adversely affect the development of linking social capital.

Conclusion

We consider that our findings can enhance our understanding of the work of NGOs with
refugees and of issues confronting the development of social cohesion among refugees. Pro-
moting refugee social cohesion has become more urgent among NGOs. While some NGOs
had organised intracommunal activities, including Turkish classes, most intracommunal
activities were isolated and formed a small part of the total number of activities. Although
such Turkish classes are not intrinsically intercommunal,1 they indirectly help refugees estab-
lish horizontal and vertical relations with host communities. Therefore, Turkish classes
should be seen as an activity that reinforces bridging and linking social capital, rather
than bonding social capital. NGOs have also sought to build bridging social capital using
intercommunal activities to bring Turkish and refugee communities together and improve
social cohesion. It would appear that intercommunal activities have indeed provided space
for both communities to meet in situations where otherwise their paths would not likely
have crossed. Such activities may have helped the two communities confront various miscon-
ceptions concerning each other, overcome their prejudices, and discover commonalities, as
well as provide an opportunity for relationships to form, especially among Syrians who want
to establish links with Turkish people. This positive impact may also extend beyond the
immediate outcome, particularly with younger participants; they may share their positive
experiences with their family, which may positively influence their families’ beliefs. In this
sense, we consider that the activities proposed and implemented by the NGOs have
clearly contributed to establishing connections and exchanges between the two communities.

However, building bridging social capital requires sustained relations, and these afore-
mentioned activities may be limited in bringing about long-term change, possibly owing
to language barriers. Additionally, our study showed that these activities and how they
are advertised tended to attract people who were already open to intercommunal dialo-
gue prior to the activities. Therefore, NGOs in their current approach (whether
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necessitated by cost or implemented by choice) are unlikely to be reaching or including
participants with very low levels of tolerance toward outgroups. Their approach curtails
the potentially transformative impact of such activities on social cohesion.

However, our data also showed that NGO activities often provided Syrian refugees with a
connection to people or institutions of authority, which offered them pathways to be incor-
porated into the national system and opportunities for relations to develop between these
people or institutions of authority and the refugees. These activities also helped refugees
develop more stable and sustainable connections with Turkish people, gradually building
bridging social capital. This process was most clearly exemplified in relation to Syrian
business entrepreneurs After beginning to work together with their Turkish counterparts
around a common interest, their business connections may eventually lead to distinctive
intercommunal bonds that foster opportunities for information exchange and building
acceptance towards each other, which would enhance social cohesion. Thus, we posit
that a peaceful coexistence between refugee communities and host communities in one
segment of life (i.e. work) bears the potential to facilitate a peaceful coexistence in other
aspects of life. Therefore, NGOs should focus their efforts on finding issues that are of
common interest to both Syrian refugees and the Turkish community. They should
design their activities in a way that will bring the two communities together around these
issues. Concurrently, the policy-makers and the local authorities should facilitate refugee
participation in the national system, particularly in relation to education system and work.

However, in some cases, negative attitudes of people or of institutions of authority
toward Syrian refugees may impede the transformation of these connections into trusting
relations, hindering the building of linking social capital and inhibiting the process of
creating and sustaining a peaceful coexistence. We hence see space for the government
to propose a clear and long-term official policy regarding the future of Syrian refugees
in Turkey. The current absence of a clear direction at the higher political level allows
varying and conflicting approaches to develop at lower levels of authority, posing
additional complications for NGOs in seeking to improve social cohesion in Turkey.

As Syrian refugees in Turkey are scattered across various cities, with some still living in
camps, it was beyond the scope of this study to examine the work of NGO in all these places.
We sought to mitigate this limitation through focusing our study on İstanbul as the city
most favoured by refugees to live and work in. In addition, we included in our study
those NGOs and INGOs with insight and experience gained from working with refugees
living in other cities. Future research should investigate the work of NGOs and its impli-
cations on the social cohesion of refugees in other areas, in particular the border cities
and camps where refugee life and relationships with the Turkish community may differ.

Geolocation information

The research was conducted in İstanbul, Turkey.

Note

1. Turkish classes may be offered to numerous and varying refugee communities with differing
native languages, but the term ‘intercommunal’ is used here in relation to Turkish and
Syrian (or other) refugee communities.
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Annex 1: List of Interviewed NGOs.

Name of the NGO Level of Organisation
BirIz Association Local/national
Damascus Orphanage Association Syrian community-led
Habitat Association International
Himma Youth Association Syrian community-led
Human Advocacy and Brotherhood Association (ImkanDer) Local/national
INGEV Foundation Local/national
International Blue Crescent International
Refugees’ Association Local/national
Spark Association International
Support to Life Association Local/national
World Academy for Local Government and Democracy (WALD) International
Yuva Association Local/national
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