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Introduction

During the last few years, public discussion in
Turkey has focused on the overwhelming desire
of young people to live abroad, particularly in
Global North countries. As there is rising interest
in this topic,' it is likely that we will continue to
see a rising number of studies and debates on
this topic in the near future.? While this topic has
long been a heated debate in other Southeastern
European (SEE) countries, as migration from this
region to Central Europe is relatively common,3
this is a new issue for Turkish society.

The official statistics on international migration
from Turkey in 2022* demonstrate that there

is a rising trend in migration from Turkey. For
example, the number of people who emigrated
from Turkey increased by 62.3% in 2022
compared to the previous year, which brought
this number to a total of 466,914 emigrants.
Among this number, 139,531 were citizens of

the Republic of Turkey, whereas 327,383 were
foreign nationals. It was also observed that the
tendency to emigrate is greater among youth
and young adults. The highest share of those
emigrating is among the 25-29 age group, 15.8%
of all emigrants, followed by 13.4% from the
30-34 age group, and 12.8% from ages 20-24. In
total, approximately 42% of those who emigrated
in 2022 are in the 20-34 age group. Therefore, it
is crucial to reflect upon the age and generation
factor in this migration trend.

The migration literature has long discussed how
migration is the combined result of the desire/
aspiration to migrate and the ability/capability to
migrate.® The emphasis in this analysis, however,
is not on those who have realized their desires/
aspirations and have already emigrated. Rather,
this analysis will focus on the latest surveys on
youth demonstrating the desire of young people

A

to live in other countries. It will scrutinize what
these surveys reveal about young people in
Turkey and their perceptions about Europe, their
preferred destination according to the surveys.

What Do the Surveys on Young
People in Turkey Tell Us about Their
Desire to Live Abroad?

Recent surveys demonstrate that there is a
strong desire to live abroad among young people
in Turkey. A 2020 survey conducted by the

Social Democracy Foundation (Sosyal Demokrasi
Vakfi, SODEV) on young people aged 15-25

in 12 cities in Turkey demonstrated that 62.5%

of young people would want to live in another
country if they had the means to do so.® The
survey shows that although the percentage of
those who would want to live in another country
is higher among those who voted for opposition
political parties—with this percentage rising to
74.4% among young people who voted for the
Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk
Partisi, CHP)—this percentage is also significant
(47%) among those who voted for the ruling
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve
Kalkinma Partisi, AKP).
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Would you like to live in another country if you had the means to do so?
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Source: Tlrkiye’nin Gencligi Arastirmasi Raporu [Turkey’s Youth Research Report], p. 17.
These findings were confirmed by Konrad list of countries where young people would
Adenauer Stiftung’s (KAS) two consecutive like to live were several European countries
surveys on youth in Turkey. The first study (Germany, UK, and France), with 30.6% of survey
from KAS, Turkish Youth Study 2021,” surveyed participants expressing their desire to live there,
young people between 18 and 25 years old followed by the United States (15%), Canada
from May—September 2021 in 28 provinces. (12%), and Scandinavian countries (Sweden,
According to the results, 27.1% of participants Norway, and Finland) (9.6%). The share of those
stated they are content and wished to stay in who expressed their willingness to live in Arabic-
Turkey, whereas 72.9% stated that they would speaking countries was only 1.1%.

like to live in another country. At the top of the
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Would you like to live in Turkey or in another country?

| am content with my life and would like to live in Turkey. 876 271

| would like to live in a European country. 990 30.6
| would like to live in a Scandinavian country. 309 9.6

I would like to live in the United States. 485 15.0
I would like to live in Canada. 388 12.0
I would like to live in one of the Arab states. 35 11

I would like to live in one of the Balkan countries. 22 07
Other 128 4.0
TOTAL 3,233 100.0

Source: Tlrkiye Genglik Arastirmasi 2021 [Turkey Youth Research 2021], p. 111

When asked the reasons behind participants’ The perceptions that other countries had more
desire to move abroad, it was observed that the respect for human rights (19.5%) and freedom
prospect of better living conditions (32.4%) and (17.6%) were also stated as important reasons,
the higher possibility of finding employment with over one-third (37.1%) of participants
(14.8%) in other countries, which were selected selecting one of these reasons for wanting to
by almost half (47.2%) of participants, were move abroad.

common reasons for wanting to move abroad.

The reasons behind the desire to live in another country

| cannot find employment in Turkey; | think | can find employment more easily there [abroad]. 696 14.8
| do not feel secure in Turkey. 602 12.8
There is more freedom there. 829 17.6
Human rights are more developed there. 920 19.5
The living conditions there are better than those in Turkey. 1,527 324
It is a better Muslim society. 29 0.6
Other 110 23
TOTAL 4,713 100.0

Source: Tirkiye Genclik Arastirmasi 2021 [Turkey Youth Research 2021], p. 114.
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The reasons behind the desire to live in another country

A
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| cannot find employment in Turkey; | think | can find employment more easily there [abroad].

| do not feel secure in Turkey.

There is more freedom there.

The living conditions there are better than those in Turkey.

TOTAL

Source: Tlrkiye Genclik Arastirmasi 2023 [Turkey Youth Research 2023], p. 50.

The second survey of KAS, in 2023, also
confirmed these findings. According to the KAS
survey, Turkish Youth Study 2023%—conducted
between December 5, 2022 and January 20,
2023, with young people aged 18 to 25 from 16
different provinces—63% of young people stated
that if they had the means, they would like to live
in another country. The top choice of country
was Germany, followed by the United States

and the United Kingdom. When asked for the
reasons behind their desire to move abroad, the
desire to improve participants’ living conditions
(47.8%) was at the top of the list. Approximately
20.7% of the survey participants underlined the
importance of freedom and expressed that they
believe there is more freedom in other countries,
whereas 16.8% stated that they do not feel secure
in Turkey and 14.7% stated that they cannot find
employment in Turkey and that they would find
employment more easily outside Turkey.

Although the surveys cited above give important
insights about the desire among young people
to live abroad, for a more detailed study, one
needs to have longitudinal data in order to

see the trends and differences among the
different categories of youth, since youth is not
a homogeneous category. Therefore, | examined
the “Wellbeing of Youth in Turkey” surveys®

328 147

373 16.8

460 207
1,065 47.8
2,226 100.0

conducted by Habitat and Infakto Research,
which surveyed young people between 18

and 29 years old in 2020, 2021, and 2023, to
demonstrate the rise in the percentage of young
people who would like to live abroad. Over
these three years, the percentage of young
people who would like to live abroad rose from
31.3% in 2020, to 42.9% in 2021, and to 43.3% in
2023. These surveys also show the differences
between different categories of youth in relation
to this desire to live abroad. The percentage of
those who would like to live in another country
was the highest among young people looking for
work (38.1% in 2020, 55.5% in 2021, and 56.2% in
2023) and who attend university (37.5% in 2020,
55.7% in 2021, and 52.4% in 2023), compared

to young people who are already employed
(30.8% in 2020, 36.4% in 2021, and 42.5% in
2023) and compared to ev genci, the terminology
used by the survey to describe the NEET (Not

in Education, Employment, or Training) category
(18.2% in 2020, 17.4% in 2021, and 24.1% in 2023).
It seems that even though there is a general
tendency among young people to want to live
abroad, for the young people who are searching
for work and those who are studying, this desire
is even more prominent. It is also significant to
point out that in the NEET category, even though



THE DESIRE OF YOUNG PEOPLE IN TURKEY TO LIVE ABROAD: AN ANALYSIS OF RECENT SURVEYS ON YOUTH IN TURKEY 0

MARCH 2024 | IPC-MERCATOR ANALYSIS

The desire to live abroad
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Source: Tlirkiye'de Genclerin lyi Olma Hali Arastirma Raporu 5 [Wellbeing of Young People in Turkey Research Report], p. 24.

almost one in four of young NEETs expressed
the desire to move abroad, the desire to move
abroad among young women'® is much lower.

The Perception of Europe and the
European Union among Young
People in Turkey

These survey results have triggered a political
debate about why young people want to leave
Turkey, which at times has resulted in blaming
young people for not staying and fighting for
change or in trying to convince young people to
stay in the country. However, it is important to
avoid such negative or positive views of young
people and to reflect on the factors shaping this
phenomenon. These survey results may be read
as the desire of the younger generation to live
in a country that can solve major socioeconomic

problems and offer better living standards and,
therefore, can be seen as a way to rethink society.

The surveys reveal how European countries
(especially Central European countries, with a
particular interest in Germany at the top of the

list of countries) are appealing to young people,
which makes it necessary to reflect on what
Europe represents for them. There is thus a need
for research discussing this perception. The latest
“Turkish Perceptions of the European Union 2022”
survey," conducted in March 2022 by the German
Marshall Fund of the United States, confirmed the
positive image of Europe and the European Union
among young people in Turkey. The survey shows
that individuals aged 18—24 had positive ideas
about Europe/Europeans and the European Union,
and 72.8% of those in this age group stated that
they believed that EU membership would be good
for Turkey, compared to 58.6% of the general
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Source: Turkish Perceptions of the EU 2022, p. 19.

population who expressed this view. However, it
is important to note that confidence that Turkey
will become an EU member is rather low. The
support for the political reforms that Turkey needs
to make in order to achieve visa liberalization with
the European Union is also high and is steadily
increasing. Additionally, the 18-24 age group
appears to have a much more positive opinion of
Europeans than the general population: 76.6% of
the respondents in this age group had a positive
opinion of Europeans, as opposed to 60.2% in the
general population.

Based on survey results such as these, it can

be said that young people in Turkey have
strongly expressed their desire for better living
conditions—including better economic conditions
and living in a freer society—and for Turkey

to become a “European” society that is well
integrated into the European Union, even though
they recognize that this will be difficult.

Concluding Remarks

For a more thorough discussion of the question
of what this desire to live abroad really means, it
is important to underline the complexity of this
desire, which becomes even more complicated
considering the heterogeneity and intersectionality
aspects of the youth category. What is certain

is that we need further research on the topic
and to introduce not only quantitative data but
also in-depth qualitative data for discussing

this complex phenomenon. Furthermore, since
young people consistently point at a certain
destination—i.e., Europe, with Germany at the
top of the list—it is also important to study what
Europe, as well as different European countries
and the European Union, means to them. This
requires in-depth, interdisciplinary research
combining youth and European studies, among
other fields.
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