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Foreword 

Migration studies have long been characterized by cis- and heteronormative assump-
tions that all immigrants are cis-gender and heterosexual. Queer migration scholarship 
has, however, increased globally over the past two decades. Although queer migration 
is not a new phenomenon in the Nordics, research centered around migration and sex-
ual and gender diversity has been scarce. This research seeks to fill this gap in 
knowledge. 

This study focuses on the lived experiences of sexual and gender minorities in the 
foreign-origin population in Finland. The report addresses the themes of forced mi-
gration, health and wellbeing, discrimination, and religion from the perspective of 
persons identifying themselves to the target population. The report also includes rec-
ommendations on how to improve the situation of sexual and gender minorities in 
Finland, in general and for multiple minorities in particular. The recommendations 
cover eight themes: employment, healthcare, and social services, trans rights, immi-
gration services, police, religion, language, and research. 

The report reflects on the most common challenges sexual and gender minorities 
in the foreign-origin population face in the Finnish society. The quotations from the 
qualitative interviews are concrete and moving examples of lived experience. The re-
search shows various structural barriers that minorities within minorities face. 

This report was produced as part of the Manifold More project at the Finnish In-
stitute for Health and Welfare (THL). THL’s aim in all its activities is that we all could 
live a healthy life. To achieve this, knowledge on the health, wellbeing and service 
needs of different foreign-origin populations is also neeed. This research fulfils in part 
one of THL’s priorities to reduce inequality and marginalization, and to pioneer in 
equality. Moreover, THL’s statutory duty is to promote gender equality and equity 
both in its personnel policy and in all its research, guidance, and service activities.  

This research was designed and implemented applying the framework of intersec-
tionality and participatory methodologies. In addition, language awareness was ap-
plied in the research design, data collection and reporting. This report was initially 
written in English and translated into Finnish, to serve a wider audience. This is one 
example of creative yet simple solutions for more inclusive knowledge production. 

This work would not be possible without the collaboration of all the different or-
ganizations and their representatives, who provided their input, expertise and help 
throughout the different steps of the project. Most importantly, this report aims to give 
voice to the forty individuals who participated in the interview process and shared 
their lived experiences. We thank all the representatives of the organizations and all 
the individual participants for taking part in the study and contributing to its success.  
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Abstract 

Mercédesz Czimbalmos, Shadia Rask. Sexual and Gender Minorities Among Foreign-
Origin Populations in Finland. An intersectional analysis. Finnish Institute for Health 
and Welfare (THL). Report 10/2022. 114 pages. Helsinki, Finland 2022. ISBN 978-
952-343-913-9 (printed); ISBN 978-952-343-912-2 (online publication) 

Research shows that experiences of discrimination and unequal treatment are multiple 
for individuals who belong to several minorities. This study focuses on the lived ex-
periences of sexual and gender minorities in the foreign-origin population in Finland. 

This report is based on qualitative data from focus group interviews (n=8) and 
individual semi-structured interviews (n=40). The data collection for the work was 
implemented using a participatory approach. The concept of intersectionality was ap-
plied both in the data collection and in the analytical process. As a first step, focus 
group interviews were conducted with representatives of organizations and projects 
who work with sexual and gender minorities (SGMs) in Finnish society. This included 
stakeholders who specifically work with SGMs but also those who carry out broader 
minority work, e.g., in the field of anti-racism. As a second step, semi-structured qual-
itative interviews were conducted with adults who self-identified as sexual and/or 
gender minorities and of being members of the foreign-origin population. 

The content of the individual interviews was divided into four main domains: 
forced migration, health and wellbeing, discrimination, and religion. These were ana-
lyzed domain by domain using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis. Rec-
ommendations on how to improve the situation of sexual and gender minorities in 
Finland, both in general and for multiple minorities in particular were identified 
through the focus group interviews. The recommendations cover eight themes: em-
ployment, healthcare and social services, trans rights, immigration services, police, 
religion, language, and research.  

The interviews show that individuals who self-identify as sexual and/or gender 
minorities and of being members of the foreign-origin population experience chal-
lenges in Finnish society due to their migration status, and due to their queerness. 
These experiences were often emphasized by the intersection of class and to an extent 
also their ethnicity or race. Persons who fall onto the intersections of various margin-
alized identities (such as queer asylum seekers or refugees, or racialized individuals) 
are in especially vulnerable positions in the Finnish society. They often experience 
both overt and covert forms of discrimination, physically and verbally abusive behav-
ior and various challenges related to exclusion in Finnish society. Challenges are ex-
perienced in different life domains from employment and education to the service 
system and personal life. 

The recommendations of this report include strengthening the skills and 
knowledge of different professionals, ranging from healthcare to the police, on sexual 
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orientation and gender diversity and expression and cultural diversity. In addition, as 
the report points out, religious actors should be educated and encouraged to condemn 
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender diversity. Better accessibility 
of information in multiple languages and easy Finnish (fi. selkokieli) is needed. The 
use of professional interpreters is recommended, and specific attention should be paid 
to ethical challenges in small diaspora communities. To improve trans rights, legisla-
tive changes and attention to trans-specific healthcare are needed. Support for SGM 
asylum seekers should be streamlined, and reception centers that are suitable and sen-
sitive to the needs of sexual and gender minority asylum seekers should be sufficiently 
available. 

This research has been conducted as part of the Manifold More project at the Finn-
ish Institute for Health and Welfare. The project is partnered by the Finnish Institute 
for Occupational Health and funded by the European Social Fund (ESF). The Mani-
fold More project has developed participatory knowledge production and language 
aware practices in expert organizations. Language awareness was applied in the de-
sign, data collection and reporting of this research. This report has been initially writ-
ten in English and has been translated into Finnish. This is one example of creative 
yet simple solutions for more inclusive knowledge production. To further understand 
the lived experiences of persons who self-identify as sexual and/or gender minorities 
and of being members of the foreign-origin population, future research should con-
tinue collaboration with grassroots experts, minority communities, and activists. 

Keywords: queer migration, sexual and gender minorities, intersectionality, partici-
patory research 
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Tiivistelmä 

Mercédesz Czimbalmos, Shadia Rask. Sexual and Gender Minorities Among Foreign-
Origin Populations in Finland. An intersectional analysis [Seksuaali- ja sukupuolivä-
hemmistöt ulkomaalaistaustaisessa väestössä Suomessa. Intersektionaalinen ana-
lyysi]. Terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin laitos (THL). Raportti 10/2022. 114 sivua. Hel-
sinki, 2022. ISBN 978-952-343-913-9 (painettu); ISBN 978-952-343-912-2 (verkko-
julkaisu) 
 
Tutkimukset osoittavat, että moninkertaiseen vähemmistöön kuuluvat saavat osak-
seen moninkertaista syrjintää ja eriarvoista kohtelua. Tämä tutkimus keskittyy Suo-
messa asuvien ulkomaalaistaustaisten seksuaali- ja sukupuolivähemmistöjen koke-
muksiin. 

Raportti perustuu laadulliseen aineistoon, joka kerättiin fokusryhmähaastatteluista 
(n=8) ja puolistrukturoiduista yksilöhaastatteluista (n=40). Tiedonkeruu toteutettiin 
osallistavana tutkimuksena. Sekä tiedonkeruussa että analysointiprosessissa sovellet-
tiin intersektionaalista viitekehystä. Tutkimuksen ensimmäisessä vaiheessa järjestet-
tiin fokusryhmähaastattelut, joihin osallistui suomalaisessa yhteiskunnassa seksuaali- 
ja sukupuolivähemmistöjen kanssa työskentelevien järjestöjen ja hankkeiden edusta-
jia. Tähän kuului erityisesti seksuaali- ja sukupuolivähemmistöjen kanssa työskente-
leviä sidosryhmiä, mutta myös laajemmin esimerkiksi antirasismia ja yhdenvertai-
suutta edistäviä tahoja. Toisessa vaiheessa toteutettiin puolistrukturoidut laadulliset 
haastattelut seksuaali- ja/tai sukupuolivähemmistöihin identifioituville aikuisille, 
jotka kuuluivat ulkomaalaistaustaiseen väestöön. 

Yksilöhaastattelujen sisältö oli jaettu neljään alueeseen, jotka olivat pakkomuutto, 
terveys ja hyvinvointi, syrjintä ja uskonto. Nämä analysoitiin alueittain Braunin ja 
Clarken refleksiivisen temaattisen viitekehyksen (RTA) avulla. Suosituksia seksuaali- 
ja sukupuolivähemmistöjen tilanteen parantamiseksi, sekä yleisesti että moninkertais-
ten vähemmistöjen näkökulmasta, laadittiin fokusryhmähaastatteluiden pohjalta. Suo-
situkset kattavat kahdeksan teemaa: työllisyys, terveys- ja sosiaalipalvelut, transoi-
keudet, maahanmuuttopalvelut, poliisi, uskonto, kieli ja tutkimus.  

Haastattelut osoittavat, että seksuaali- ja/tai sukupuolivähemmistöihin ja ulkomaa-
laistaustaiseen väestöön kuuluviksi identifioituvat kohtaavat suomalaisessa yhteis-
kunnassa haasteita maahanmuuttoasemansa ja sateenkaari-identiteettinsä vuoksi. 
Nämä kokemukset korostuivat usein silloin, kun niihin yhdistyi luokka ja jossain mää-
rin myös etnisyys tai rotu. Erityisen haavoittuvassa asemassa suomalaisessa yhteis-
kunnassa ovat henkilöt, jotka kuuluvat useampiin eri marginalisoituihin identiteettei-
hin, kuten queer-turvapaikanhakijat tai -pakolaiset ja rodullistetut henkilöt. He koh-
taavat usein sekä ilmeisiä että piileviä syrjinnän muotoja, ruumiillisesti ja sanallisesti 
loukkaavaa käytöstä sekä ulossulkemiseen liittyviä vaikeuksia suomalaisessa yhteis-
kunnassa. Haasteita on eri elämänalueilla työllisyydestä ja koulutuksesta palvelujär-
jestelmään ja yksityiselämään.  
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Tämän raportin suositukset koskevat muun muassa eri ammattilaisten, kuten ter-
veydenhuollon työntekijöiden ja poliisin, seksuaaliseen suuntautumiseen ja sukupuo-
len moninaisuuteen ja niiden ilmaisuun sekä kulttuuriseen moninaisuuteen liittyvän 
osaamisen vahvistamista. Lisäksi olisi koulutettava ja kannustettava uskonnollisia toi-
mijoita tuomitsemaan syrjintä, joka perustuu seksuaaliseen suuntautumiseen ja suku-
puolen moninaisuuteen. Huomiota on kiinnitettävä myös tiedon saavutettavuuteen 
useilla kielillä, myös selkokielellä. Ammattimaisten tulkkien käyttöä suositellaan, ja 
pienissä maahanmuuttajayhteisöissä tulee kiinnittää erityistä huomiota tulkin käyt-
töön liittyviin eettisiin haasteisiin. Transoikeuksien parantamiseksi tarvitaan lainsää-
dännöllisiä muutoksia ja transsukupuolisuuden huomioivan terveydenhuollon kehit-
tämistä. Seksuaali- ja sukupuolivähemmistöihin kuuluville turvapaikanhakijoille an-
nettavaa tukea tulisi sujuvoittaa, ja sopivia vastaanottokeskuksia, jotka huomioivat 
seksuaali- ja sukupuolivähemmistöjen tarpeet tulisi olla riittävästi. 

Tutkimus on osa THL:n Moninaisesti parempi -hanketta. Hanke toteutetaan yh-
teistyössä Työterveyslaitoksen kanssa, ja sen rahoittajana toimii Euroopan sosiaalira-
hasto (ESR). Moninaisesti parempi -hankkeessa on kehitetty osallistavaa tiedontuo-
tantoa ja kielitietoisia toimintatapoja asiantuntijaorganisaatioille. Tutkimuksen suun-
nittelussa, tiedonkeruussa ja raportoinnissa on toteutettu kielitietoisuuden periaatetta. 
Raportti on kirjoitettu alun perin englanniksi ja käännetty suomeksi. Tämä on yksi 
esimerkki luovasta, mutta yksinkertaisesta ratkaisusta osallistavampaan tiedontuotan-
toon. Jotta ymmärtäisimme paremmin seksuaali- ja/tai sukupuolivähemmistöön iden-
tifioituvien ja ulkomaalaistaustaiseen väestöön kuuluvien kokemuksia, tutkimusta 
olisi tulevaisuudessakin tehtävä yhteistyössä eri sidosryhmien, kuten asiantuntijoiden, 
vähemmistöyhteisöjen ja aktivistien kanssa. 

Avainsanat: queer-siirtolaisuus, seksuaali- ja sukupuolivähemmistöt, intersektionaa-
lisuus, osallistava tutkimus  
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Sammandrag 

Mercédesz Czimbalmos, Shadia Rask. Seksuaali- ja sukupuolivähemmistöt ulkomaa-
laistaustaisessa väestössä Suomessa. Intersektionaalinen analyysi. [Sexuella och 
könsrelaterade minoriteter bland person med utländsk bakgrund i Finland. Intersekt-
ionel analys]. Institutet för hälsa och välfärd (THL). Rapport 10/2022. 114 sidor. 
Helsingfors, Finland 2022. ISBN 978-952-343-913-9 (tryckt); ISBN 978-952-343-
912-2 (nätpublikation) 
 
Forskning visar att upplevelserna av diskriminering och ojämlik behandling är fler-
faldiga för personer som tillhör flera minoriteter. Den här studien fokuserar på sexu-
ella och könsrelaterade minoriteters upplevelser bland personer med utländsk bak-
grund i Finland. 

Den här rapporten bygger på kvalitativa data från fokusgruppsintervjuer (n=8) och 
enskilda semistrukturerade intervjuer (n=40). Datainsamlingen för arbetet genomför-
des med hjälp av delaktighet. Begreppet intersektionalitet användes både i datain-
samlingen och i analysprocessen. Som ett första steg genomfördes fokusgruppsinter-
vjuer med representanter för organisationer och projekt som arbetar med sexuella och 
könsrelaterade minoriteter (SGM) i det finländska samhället. Detta omfattade intres-
senter som särskilt arbetar med SGM, men även de som utför ett bredare minoritets-
arbete, t.ex. inom området antirasism. Som ett andra steg genomfördes semistrukture-
rade kvalitativa intervjuer med vuxna som själva identifierade sig som sexuella mino-
riteter och/eller könsrelaterade minoriteter, och som medlemmar av befolkning med 
utländsk härkomst. 

Innehållet i de enskilda intervjuerna delades in i fyra huvudområden: tvångsmi-
gration, hälsa och välbefinnande, diskriminering och religion. Dessa analyserades om-
råde för område med hjälp av Braun och Clarkes reflexiva tematiska analys. Genom 
fokusgruppsintervjuerna identifierades rekommendationer om hur man kan förbättra 
situationen för sexuella och könsrelaterade minoriteter i Finland, både i allmänhet och 
för flera minoriteter i synnerhet. Rekommendationerna omfattar åtta teman: syssel-
sättning, hälsovård och sociala tjänster, rättigheter för transpersoner, invandrings-
tjänster, polis, religion, språk och forskning.  

Intervjuerna visar att personer som identifierar sig som sexuella minoriteter och/el-
ler könsrelaterade minoriteter, och som medlemmar av den utländska ursprungsbe-
folkningen, upplever utmaningar i det finländska samhället på grund av sin migrat-
ionsstatus och på grund av sin queerhet. Dessa upplevelser betonades ofta av klass 
och i viss mån även av deras etniska tillhörighet eller ras. Personer som befinner sig i 
grupper av olika marginaliserade identiteter (t.ex. asylsökande eller flyktingar som är 
queer eller rasifierade individer) befinner sig i särskilt utsatta positioner i det fin-
ländska samhället. De upplever ofta både öppen och dold diskriminering, fysiskt och 
verbalt kränkande beteende och olika utmaningar i samband med uteslutning i det 
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finländska samhället. Utmaningar upplevs inom olika livsområden, från sysselsätt-
ning och utbildning till servicesystemet och privatlivet. 

Rekommendationerna i rapporten omfattar bland annat att stärka kompetensen och 
kunskapen hos olika yrkesgrupper, från sjukvården till polisen, om sexuell läggning 
och könsrelaterad mångfald och uttryck samt kulturell mångfald. Dessutom bör reli-
giösa aktörer utbildas och uppmuntras att fördöma diskriminering på grund av sexuell 
läggning och könsrelaterad mångfald, vilket påpekas i rapporten. Det behövs bättre 
tillgång till information på flera språk och lättläst finska (fi. selkokieli). Användning 
av professionella tolkar rekommenderas, och särskild uppmärksamhet bör ägnas åt 
etiska utmaningar i små diasporasamhällen. För att förbättra transpersoners rättigheter 
behövs lagändringar och uppmärksamhet behöver ägnas åt transspecifik hälso- och 
sjukvård. Stödet till asylsökande från grupper av sexuella och könsrelaterade minori-
teter bör effektiviseras, och mottagningscenter som är lämpliga och tar hänsyn till 
behoven hos asylsökande från sexuella och könsrelaterade minoriteter bör vara till-
gängliga i tillräcklig utsträckning. 

Denna forskning har utförts som en del av Mångfaldigt bättre -projektet vid Insti-
tutet för hälsa och välfärd i Finland. Projektet är ett samarbete mellan Institutet för 
företagshälsovård i Finland och finansieras av Europeiska socialfonden (ESF). Pro-
jektet Manifold More har utvecklat en modell för deltagande kunskapsproduktion och 
språkmedveten praxis i expertorganisationer. Språklig medvetenhet tillämpades vid 
utformningen, datainsamlingen och rapporteringen av denna forskning. Denna rapport 
har ursprungligen skrivits på engelska och har översatts till svenska. Detta är ett ex-
empel på kreativa och enkla lösningar för en mer inkluderande kunskapsproduktion. 
För att ytterligare förstå upplevelserna hos personer som identifierar sig som sexuella 
minoriteter och/eller könsrelaterade minoriteter, och av att tillhöra befolkningen med 
utländsk härkomst, bör framtida forskning fortsätta att samarbeta med experter på 
gräsrotsnivå, minoritetsgrupper och aktivister. 

 
Nyckelord: queer migration, sexuella och könsrelaterade minoriteter, intersektion-
alitet, delaktighet forskning (participatory research)  
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Abbreviations 

CBPR: community based participatory research 
EC: European Commission 
ELC: Evangelical Lutheran Church 
ERC: Equal Rights Coalition 
EU: European Union 
GICE: Gender identity conversion efforts 
ILGA: International Lesbian, Gay, Trans and Intersex Association 
LGBT: The acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
LGBTIQ: The acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer 
LGBTQI: The acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex 
LGBTQI+: The acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and 
other 
LGBTQIA: The acronym of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and 
ally 
Migri: Finnish Immigration Service 
PHR: participatory health research 
RTA: reflexive thematic analysis 
SGM: sexual and gender minorities 
SOGI: sexual orientation, gender identity and expression 
SOGIE: sexual orientation, gender identity and expression  
SOGIESC: sexual orientation, gender identity and expression and sex characteristics 
SOGIECE: sexual orientation and gender identity and expression change efforts 
UNHCR: UN Commission on Human Rights 
UNHRC: UN Human Rights Council 
WHO: World Health Organization  
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Glossary 

• Asexual: A person who experiences little or no sexual attraction to others and/or 
a lack of interest in sexual relationships/behavior. Asexuality is a broad term that 
may include a large spectrum of variations in this respect. Asexual people can 
identify themselves as homosexual, bisexual, pansexual, etc. and can also iden-
tify with various genders. 

• Bisexual: A person who experiences sexual, romantic, physical, and/or spiritual 
attraction to more than one gender, not necessarily at the same time, in the same 
way, or to the same degree. 

• Cisgender/cis: A person whose sense of personal identity or gender does corre-
spond to the sex they were assigned at birth. 

• Gay: Used in some cultural settings to represent men who are attracted to men in 
a romantic, erotic and/or emotional sense. Not all men who engage in same-gen-
der sexual behavior identify as gay. 

• Genderfluid: A person who does not identify with the gender binary and moves 
within genders and gender stereotypes. 

• Genderqueer: A person who does not identify or express their gender within the 
gender binary. Genderqueer people may see themselves as outside of or in be-
tween the gender binary or may simply feel restricted by gender labels. 

• Homosexual: An individual who has romantic and/or sexual orientation to-
wards representatives of the same gender.  

• Intersex: An umbrella term that describes people born with variations in sex 
characteristics including chromosomes, gonads, sex hormones, or genitals. Inter-
sex persons are also assigned either male or female at birth. However, the defini-
tion made at birth does not necessarily reflect a person’s own experience of their 
gender. 

• Lesbian: Usually refers to a woman who has a romantic and/or sexual orienta-
tion towards women. Not all women who engage in same-gender sexual behavior 
identify as lesbian. 

• Non-binary: A person whose gender identity does not fall within the binary gen-
ders of man or woman. Non-binary individuals often fall under the umbrella term 
of transgender people. 

• Pansexual: A person who experiences sexual, romantic, physical, and/or spir-
itual attraction for members of all gender identities/expressions. 

• Passing: In the context of gender, “passing” is a contentious term used when 
someone is perceived as e.g., cisgender. 

• Queer: A political and often academic perspective and mindset that questions 
society’s norms related to gender and sexual orientation. Queer can also be an 
identity, meaning that a person does not want to determine their own sexual ori-
entation or gender.  
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• Questioning: An individual who is unsure of and/or exploring their gender iden-
tity and/or sexual orientation. 

• Transgender/trans: A person whose sense of personal identity or gender does 
not correspond to the sex they were assigned at birth. Trans people could identify 
along the binary, as men or women, but can also identify as non-binary. It is im-
portant to mention that sexual orientation varies and is not dependent on gender 
identity. 

Sources (in Finnish): 
Seta’s “rainbow glossary” (fi. sateenkaarisanasto)  
THL’s glossary on sexuality and gender (fi. seksuaalisuuden ja sukupuolen sanasto) 
THL’s equality glossary (fi. tasa-arvosanasto) 
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1 Introduction 

Migration across state and cultural borders has been typical for humans since ancient 
times. The nature of migration can differ remarkably depending on the experiences of 
localities and regions (Martikainen 2013). Migration to Finland is not a particularly 
new phenomenon either, as proved by previous works on the Finnish Tatars, or the 
roots of the Finnish Jewish communities (see, e.g., Torvinen 1989; Halén & Mar-
tikainen 2015; Czimbalmos & Pataricza 2019). Finland has been a country of migra-
tion throughout its modern history (Martikainen 2013: 3-4; Heleniak 2020: 42). As 
such, it is not surprising that the subject of migration to and from Finland has been 
previously studied from various perspectives.  

Multiple studies have focused on the experiences of various diaspora communities 
in Finland—including those of asylum seekers, refugees, or undocumented migrants 
(Wahlbeck 1997; Juntunen 2011; Bjork & Farah 2017; Yijälä & Nyman 2017; Jun-
tunen & Al Aloulou 2019; Bjork & Farah 2017; Jauhiainen & Tedeschi 2021). A 
number of studies have focused on aspects of family migration (Leinonen & Pellander 
2014; Pellander 2016) and the effects of immigration on the field of religion (Mar-
tikainen 2013, 2015). In addition, recently the experiences and needs of Finnish citi-
zens residing (and returning from) abroad have also been of interest (Hovi, Tervonen 
& Latvala-White 2021). When it comes to the health and wellbeing of immigrant pop-
ulations and individuals of migrant origins in Finland there have been extensive stud-
ies in various forms (see, e.g., Mähönen, Leinonen & Jasinskaja-Lahti 2013; Kouk-
kula et al. 2016; Rask et al. 2018; Skogberg et al. 2019; Kuusio et al. 2020; Çilenti et 
al. 2021). The Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare has extensively studied various 
aspects connected to the subject. 

Migration studies have for long been characterized by the assumption that “all the 
immigrants are heterosexual” and “all the queers are citizens” (Luibhéid 2004: 233), 
while queer migration itself is not a new phenomenon at all. In the Finnish context, in 
the 1970s, for example, several individuals migrated from Finland to Sweden not only 
for economic reasons, but also to find queer communities (Rydström & Mustola 
2007). Yet, while previous research established that migration studies would benefit 
from applications of gender-sensitive theoretical frameworks (Palmary et al. 2010; 
Sollund & Leonard 2012; Timmerman et al. 2018) and while gendering migration has 
been studied since the early 1990s, queer migration has only recently gained increas-
ing academic interest (Mole 2018: 77).  

Internationally, several studies have been conducted on sexual and gender minor-
ities from a migration perspective, outside Europe (see e.g., Eng 1997; Mai & King 
2009; Luibhéid 2008; Luibhéid & Cantú 2009; Lee & Brotman 2011; Murray 2014; 
Alessi 2016; Cheney et al. 2017; Manalansan 2018; Marnell, Oliveiria & Khan 2021). 
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Research in the European and Nordic context has mainly focused on queer refugees 
and asylum seekers (see, e.g., Hertoghs & Schinkel 2018; Mole 2018; Korten 2019). 
In Finnish research, while several recent works have touched upon certain aspects of 
migration in relation to sexual and gender minorities (see, e.g., Lepola 2018; Jokela 
et al. 2020), queer migration, and the various complexities connected to it are yet to 
be studied in detail. Noticeably, there has been a growing interest in studying the ex-
periences of asylum seekers and refugees, who also fall into the intersection of queer-
ness in bachelor’s and master’s theses (see, e.g., Albekoglu 2018; Vitikainen 2019; 
Puumalainen 2018, 2020). In addition to these theses, a few other publications have 
also touched upon the needs of this group (Castaneda et al. 2018; Skogberg et al. 
2019). 

While migration has long been an important, and well-research topic in Finland 
queer migration, in all its complexities, is arguably understudied in the Finnish con-
text, and requires further attention. This report fills the gap in the current research and 
aims to reflect on the most crucial challenges sexual and gender minorities who also 
identify as belonging to the foreign-origin populations in Finland face. 

1.1 The global situation of gender and sexual minorities 

While the situation for sexual and gender minorities has changed significantly over 
the past decades globally, it is clear from international research that this segment of 
the population does not have the same rights and treatment in each country over the 
globe. In many countries, sexual and gender minorities still face discrimination, re-
pression, imprisonment, and even the threat of death. A growing number of activists 
and governments have brought the topic to the forefront of discussions to initiate laws 
and policies to protect this community from legal, political, social, and economic mar-
ginalization and discrimination. The goal of this chapter is to provide a brief overview 
of some sexual and gender minority rights internationally and in Finland and introduce 
the readers to some aspects of research on the subject in the Finnish context. 

1.1.1 The rights of gender and sexual minorities 

Over the past decades, several legal entities, and human rights treaties have addressed 
the rights of sexual and gender minorities internationally. Even though activism in 
support of sexual and gender minority rights has gained increasing visibility over the 
recent years and the number of countries where steps towards providing rights have 
been increasing, the development of these rights globally is neither linear nor neces-
sarily solely progressive. 

In 2003, the Brazilian Resolution was presented to the Economic and Social Coun-
cil of the United Nations on “Human Rights and Sexual Orientation” to the UN Com-
mission on Human Rights (UNCHR) (UNCHR 2003a, b, c). The rights of sexual and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
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gender minorities in the UN system have begun to be increasingly addressed during 
the 2010s. In 2011, UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) resolution 17/19 “Human 
Rights, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity” was adopted: the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights was mandated to commission a study, docu-
menting sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) based discrimination and vio-
lence around the world (UNHRC 2011: 1). The results were discussed during the UN-
HRC panel in the following year (UNHRC 2012).  

In 2006, a group of human rights lawyers gathered in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, to 
outline a set of principles relating to sexual orientation and gender identity. Their ef-
forts resulted in the Yogyakarta Principles, which have served as a touchstone for 
sexual and gender minority rights ever since. The Yogyakarta Principles address a 
broad range of international human rights standards and their application to matters 
of sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI). In November 10th 2017 a panel of 
experts published additional principles expanding on the original document reflecting 
developments in international human rights law and practice since the 2006 Princi-
ples, “The Yogyakarta Principles Plus 10”. The new document also contains 111 “Ad-
ditional State Obligations,” related to areas such as torture, asylum, privacy, health, 
and the protection of human rights defenders (Yogyakarta Principles).1  

Bodies of the UN treaty have frequently referred to issues related to sexual orien-
tation, gender identity, gender expression, and gendered body features in their con-
clusions. According to ILGA World’s annual report, entitled “United Nations Treaty 
Bodies: References to Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, Gender Expression and 
Sex Characteristics,” in 2019, nine Treaty Bodies made 137 SOGIESC references in 
sixty-six Concluding Observations on fifty-six different states. This included ten fol-
low-up recommendations to eight countries made by five Committees (ILGA AR 
2019: 9). 

There are also other entities that work on enhancing and strengthening the rights 
of sexual and gender minorities, such as the UN LGBTI Core Group or the Equal 
Rights Coalition. The former, established in 2008, is an informal group of currently 
thirty-three states, that promotes the realization of LGBTQI rights in the UN system. 
Their core objectives are to raise awareness about LGBTI issues, to contribute to mul-
tilateral work and negotiations at the UN, and to engage in dialogue and cooperation 
with UN member states and other stakeholders outside the group (UN LGBTI CG). 
The latter one, is an intergovernmental organization established in 2016. Currently, it 
consists of forty-two members, including Finland. Their activities consist of national 
and regional diplomacy, cooperation with civil society and multinational institutions, 
and influencing national legislation and policy development (ERC). 

 
 
 
1  The full text of the Yogyakarta Principles and the Yogyakarta Principles Plus 10 are available 

at: www.yogyakartaprinciples.org. 

https://yogyakartaprinciples.org/


1 Introduction 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 18 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

Despite these developments, the recent emersion of restrictive laws, as well as the 
criminalization of sexual conduct is also present in a great number of countries. Dur-
ing the first months of 2016, for example, 100 reported murders of transgender and 
gender-diverse people were reported worldwide (Transgender Murder Monitoring 
Project 2017). Sexual and gender minorities experience several risk factors, denunci-
ation, and high levels of violence all over the world (see e.g., Stotzer 2009; Rothman, 
Exner & Baughman 2011; Buyantueva 2018; Bosia, McEvoy & Rahman 2019; Müller 
et al. 2021; Durojaye, Mirugi-Mukundi & Ngwena 2021). 

1.1.2 The situation of gender and sexual minorities in Europe 

Protecting and promoting the fundamental rights of sexual and gender minorities is 
an important element of the agenda of the European Union. While in certain countries, 
progress has been made in the protection against discrimination based on sexual ori-
entation, gender identity, and sex characteristics since 2010 within the EU there are 
still several important questions relating to the fundamental rights of SGMs which are 
yet to be addressed at an EU level. Some recent examples are the cases of Hungary 
and Poland, where multiple violations against the fundamental rights of sexual and 
gender minorities happened over the past years (EC 2021). 

On the 5th of March 2020, the European Commission (EC) proposed the Gender 
Equality Strategy 2020-2025. The Strategy sets out to protect and advance the rights 
of “women and girls in all their diversity” and specific actions. “In all their diversity” 
is explicitly defined in the Strategy to refer to people regardless of their “sex, gender 
identity, gender expression, or sex characteristics” (GES 2020). On the 11th of No-
vember 2020, the European Commission adopted the LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 
2020-2025 (LGBTIQ ES), reaffirming the EC’s commitment to work towards the 
adoption of non-discrimination directives, and EU-wide protection against discrimi-
nation on the grounds of sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, and sex 
characteristics (SOGIESC) in all Member States. In addition, over the past ten years, 
the European Parliament has adopted a number of resolutions on the rights of sexual 
and gender minorities, addressing several matters, including discrimination based on 
sexual orientation and gender identity in various situations or hate speech against sex-
ual and gender minorities, the rights of intersex people, gender-based violence, and 
issues related to the health and well-being of sexual and gender minorities.2  

Despite these, there are still major differences between legislation and general at-
titudes concerning sexual and gender minorities in Europe, even within the European 
Union. These differences are, systematically pointed out by ILGA Europe, the 

 
 
 
2 For further details, see European Parliament, Legislative Observatory (EP LO):  https://oeil.secure.euro-

parl.europa.eu/oeil/home/home.do 
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International Lesbian, Gay, Trans and Intersex Association’s annual Rainbow Map 
and Index.3 

When it comes to the Nordic countries specifically, the area of gender equality has 
been a key point of their collaboration. Until recently, equal rights for sexual and gen-
der minorities were not part of this Nordic co-operation, however in 2020, this 
changed, and the collaboration was expanded to include the rights of LGBTI people—
which is the abbreviation officially used in the context of Nordic co-operation (Nor-
den). Moreover, in September 2019, the Finnish Presidency of the Council of the Eu-
ropean Union and the European Commission hosted the High-Level Conference on 
Advancing LGBTI Equality in the EU: from 2020 and beyond, during which the ad-
vancement of “LGBTI equality”—as stated in the conference report—was discussed 
(EU-EC Conference Report 2019). 

1.2 The situation of gender and sexual minorities in Finland 

It is difficult to estimate the precise size of the sexual and gender minority population 
in Finland, for multiple reasons. The spectrum of sexual orientations, behaviors and 
gender diversity is vast, and naturally it may change over the course of individuals’ 
lives. Nevertheless, the size of this segment of the population in Finland, has previ-
ously been estimated to be approximately 5–15 percent of the overall Finnish popula-
tion (Lehtonen 2006: 14).  

Finland, as well as other Nordic countries are often “marketed” as the most devel-
oped countries in the world, in terms of (sexual and gender) minority rights (Gísalson, 
Lammi-Taskula & Holter 2016).  Sexual and gender minority rights are also reflected 
on in the recent Government Action Plan for Gender Equality 2020–2023 (STM 
2021). The same publication emphasizes the importance of intersectional approaches 
as well.  

Finland recognizes sexual orientation, gender identity and expression (SOGIE) as 
bases of asylum-seeking claims. This is especially important, considering that the 
number of asylum claims based on SOGIE has been growing all over the world. Due 
to the recent political events in Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Russia the number of asy-
lum seekers arriving in Finland may potentially be growing. As such, the number of 

 
 
 
3 ILGA Europe, is an entity (established in 1996), under ILGA World. ILGA Rainbow Map and Index in 

2009 to document the legal situation, and to measure change, and progress at the international level to 
achieve full equality of sexual and gender minorities worldwide. The Rainbow Map and Index is to set 
benchmarks and identify necessary to pave the way for this equality. Using hard data, this publication 
ranks each country and points out the necessary legal changes that are to be implemented in various 
realms of sexual and gender minorities’ lives. 



1 Introduction 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 20 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

SGM asylum seekers may also become significantly higher in the country in the fore-
seeable future.  

Taking all these matters into consideration, “The 2021 Rainbow Map and Index” 
of ILGA, ranks Finland sixth on the list of forty-nine European countries in terms of 
LGBTI rights and policies (ILGA 2021), and since the decriminalization of homosex-
ual activities in 1971, there have been significant changes and advancements in the 
rights of sexual and gender minorities in Finland—as summarized by the non-govern-
mental organization Friends of Queer History (fi. Sateenkaarihistorian ystävät ry)4 on 
their website:5  

 
 
 
4 In Swedish: Queerhistoriens vänner rf. For further details, see: https://sateenkaarihistoria.fi/ 
5 The entire timeline showed on the website has been edited slightly and certain dates were omitted from 

this report.  
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Picture 1. Modified timeline of the legal 

changes concerning sexual and gender 

minorities in Finland from the website 

of Friends of Queer History  

While these changes have affected 
sexual and gender minorities posi-
tively, there are multiple issues that 
require further consideration. Guar-
anteeing equality plays an important 
role in the implementation of human 
rights in Finland.  

The Act on Equality between 
Women and Men (609/1986)—col-
loquially known as the Equality 
Act—with its latest amendments 
aims to prevent discrimination based 
on gender, promote equality between 
women and men, and thus to im-
prove the status of women, particu-
larly in working life. In addition, it 
aims to prevent discrimination based 
on gender identity or gender expres-
sion.  

The purpose of the Non-Discrim-
ination Act (1325/2014) is to pro-
mote equality and prevent discrimi-
nation as well as to enhance the pro-
tection provided by law to those who 
have been discriminated against. In 
addition to questions of subtle forms 
of discrimination, there are other 
factors too which require further at-
tention. Overt discrimination, and 
hate crimes are very much present in 
Finnish society. According to recent 

estimates, approximately 80 percent of hate speech, harassment and other similar in-
cidents are left unreported to the relevant authorities (OG 2018).  

While the Finnish legislation provides a certain level of protection to victims of 
discrimination, particular events of discrimination may not be overt nor easily 
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detectable. One example of this is the “trans law” (563/2002)6 of Finland for example 
which has been criticized by researchers, activists, and the general public alike. Whilst 
recognizing the issues with the current law, a government proposal 
(STM009:00/2021) was created, with the intention to update the legislation. Gender-
affirming care in Finland is currently legally administered in Finland in two outpatient 
clinics, trans polyclinics—often referred to as “transpoli” or “trans clinic”—located 
in Helsinki and Tampere. At the clinics, psychiatric-led work groups are responsible 
for the gender-affirming processes (Mattila & Tinkanen 2015: 363; Irni 2017: 125). 
The clinics utilize the diagnostic codes of the ICD-10.7 After receiving a diagnosis 
from either of these clinics, the gender-affirming treatment of the patient is adminis-
tered along a personalized path and may entail hormone treatment or certain surgical 
procedures (Mattila & Tinkanen 2015: 363; Tinkanen & Das 2015: 372; Irni 2017: 
115). Due to the current legislation, a trans person wanting to correct their legal gender 
marker are required to undergo a sterilization process. In addition, there is normative 
pressure on trans people to undergo hormone therapy and/or surgical procedures even 
if they would prefer not to (Repo 2019: 97).  

Another rather well-known legislative issue is the fact that conversion practices as 
such, are still not legally banned by the Finnish legislation. In 2021, both the Finnish 
Psychiatric Association (Suomen psykiatriyhdistys), and the Finnish Psychological 
Association (Psykologiliitto) issued their statements on sexual orientation and gender 
identity and expression change efforts (SOGIECE),8 emphasizing that such “thera-
pies” and “treatments” which essentially aim to change an individual’s sexual orien-
tation, sexual behavior or self-perceived gender are harmful for the individuals’ psy-
chological health and wellbeing (PSY 2021; PSL 2021). A citizens’ initiative (KA 
2021) that aims to urge the Finnish Parliament to take up the issue of banning conver-
sion therapies has gained enough support and has been sent to the parliament to be 
processed. However, while not supported by credible professional communities (Ki-
nitz et al. 2021), currently conversion practices still are used in various circles. The 
subject of conversion practices has recently been tackled in an extensive report titled 
“Conversion Practices and Societal Responsibility” (fi. Eheytystoiminta ja yhteiskun-
nan vastuu) written by researcher Peik Ingman and published by the Finnish non-
governmental human rights organization, Seta ry. As Ingman stresses, even if 

 
 
 
6 Fi. Laki transseksuaalin sukupuolen vahvistamisesta; Eng. Act on legal recognition of the gender of 

transsexuals. 
7 International Classification of Diseases. Whereas in the ICD-10 guidelines (WHO, ICD-10) the two cur-

rently used diagnostic codes related to gender-affirming care are placed under “Mental and Behavioural 
Disorders,” in the ICD-11 (WHO, ICD-11; WHA) guidelines, the diagnostic code “Gender incongru-
ence” was introduced and placed under “Conditions related to sexual health.” 

8 The statements of the two associations refer to gender identity changing efforts and conversion therapies 
in their text.  
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conversion practices are banned, it is important to emphasize the support needs of 
those who have tried to change and the readiness of welfare services. 

Other problematic aspects concerning the rights of sexual and gender minority 
rights in Finland are summarized in the report “Towards a More Inclusive Finland for 
LGBTIQ People: Situational Assessment of the Fundamental and Human Rights of 
Sexual and Gender minorities in Finland 2021” (Pihlajamaa 2021). The extensive re-
port addresses several aspects connected to sexual and gender minorities and their 
rights in Finland, including the attitudes towards sexual and gender minorities, hate 
crimes and safety, self-determination and family law, health and wellbeing, working 
life and livelihood, education, training, sports, youth, and cultural matters. It also ad-
dresses the structures of LGBTIQ policy, such as the coordination between ministries 
and collection of information on the subject (Pihlajamaa 2021). 

1.2.1 Organizations and projects supporting SGMs 

While the situation of sexual and gender minorities in Finland is significantly better 
than in various other countries—both within and outside the EU—it is important to 
highlight that the work of organizations, projects and non-governmental organizations 
play a crucial role in Finland in advancing these rights and developing the societal 
position of this segment of the population. 

There are several “rainbow organizations,” NGOs and individual projects that aim 
to support different groups within sexual and gender minorities specifically. In addi-
tion to these, some organizations have a broader or different focus but tend to work 
with an intersectional approach, and as such also support SGMs. They recognize that 
issues that certain minority groups experience are interrelated and are to be viewed 
and treated holistically. While these organizations and projects do tremendous work 
both nationally and internationally when striving to create a more inclusive society, 
their resources—especially their financial resources—are often scarce and their pro-
jects are often temporary. 

1.2.2 Increasing interest in SGM research in Finland 

A growing number of studies are focusing on sexually and gender diverse individuals 
in Finland. In 2004, the Society of Queer Studies in Finland started their operations, 
advocating research on critical, theoretical, and empirical exploration of sexualities 
and genders. They publish their open access SQS journal, and arrange lectures, meet-
ings, and conferences regularly (SQS). The importance of such research has also been 
pointed out by the Ministry of Justice’s recent Policy Brief (OM 2021). Over the past 
two decades, a significant number of studies have addressed issues connected to 
SGMs—naturally not solely connected to SQS.  

The results of THL’s recent publication Perspectives on gender equality—analyses 
of the Gender Equality Barometer 2017 (fi. Näkökulmia sukupuolten tasa-arvoon—
analyyseja tasa-arvobarometrista 2017) (Teräsaho & Närvi 2019) has already 



1 Introduction 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 24 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

highlighted the importance of recognizing and considering gender diversity and sex-
ual diversity in questionnaire surveys. In line with this, the School Health Promotion 
Survey of 2019 (fi. Kouluterveyskysely 2019) addressed the studied youth also with 
asking questions about their sexual orientation and gender identity.  

The results of survey demonstrate that mental health issues concern for SGM youth 
twice as much as they concerned “non-rainbow youth.” Mental health was a worry for 
more than half of the SGM youth: sixty percent of SGM youth had been worried about 
their mental health during the past year since conducting the survey. In addition, anx-
iety and depression were almost three times more common among them: one in five 
of the respondents had felt that their health was moderate or poor. The results also 
indicate that SGM youth do not receive sufficient help with their problems when they 
would really need it (Jokela et al. 2020).  

As the analysis of the survey responses point out, 7–8 percent of youth who iden-
tify themselves as individuals of foreign-origin also consider themselves as belonging 
to sexual or gender minorities (Jokela et al. 2020: 13), which is a particularly relevant 
information for future research. Due to the urgency and the importance of the topic, it 
is, perhaps not surprising that several studies have focused on the experiences of SGM 
youth, as well as the education on sexual and gender minorities in Finland (see, e.g., 
Hästbacka & Sirén 2017; Lehtonen 2017; Lehtonen & Taavetti 2018; Kaltiala-Heino 
2019; Kurki-Kangas et al. 2019; Heino, Ellonen & Kaltiala 2021; Lehtonen 2021a, 
b).  

Moreover, the recent and ongoing WeAll and CoWeAll research projects have fo-
cused on facilitating the inclusion of vulnerable, discriminated, or marginalized 
groups in working life and education. The projects have explored practices, experi-
ences, and discourses by focusing on particular intersections of individuals lives, in-
cluding those of sexual and gender minorities (WeAll; CoWeAll), resulting in numer-
ous publications 9  (see, e.g., Francis, Kjaran & Lehtonen 2020; Lehtonen 2020; 
Hyvärinen, Jokela & Lehtonen 2021). In addition, the research project PREACT at 
the University of Jyväskylä (2018–2021) was launched to promote equal access and 
to tackle discrimination against gender and sexual minorities in sports and physical 
education (PREACT).  

These examples are a small segment of the overall picture. The list of works that 
have studied different aspects pertaining to SGMs in Finland is much longer, while 
the experiences of those whose identities fall onto various intersections require further 
research. In each of the results chapters of this report, further relevant international 
and Finnish research on the topic of the specific chapter will be elaborated at the be-
ginning of each chapter.  

 
 
 
9 For the full list of publications associated with the projects, see: http://weallfinland.fi/julkaisut/ 
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2 Theoretical Framework and Methods 

2.1 Intersectional approach 

Intersectionality has recently emerged as a concept, a theoretical framework, and an 
analytic sensibility in various academic fields. While certain scholars have outlined 
specific utilization guidelines for intersectionality both in quantitative and qualitative 
research methodologies, intersectional approaches to research have remained as con-
tested as they are popular. This section aims to give a brief introduction to the history 
of intersectionality, a brief overview of the concept and its criticism. 

Over the past decades, intersectionality has become a widely known term in inter-
national academic and activist circles, which have frequently applied the concept in 
their work. While the term that we use today has emerged from the experiences of 
Black women in the United States, intersectionality is not confined to the North Amer-
ican, or the European context solely, and as such, has been used by people in the 
Global South as well, without naming the concept “intersectionality” as such (Collins 
& Bilge 2016: 13; Pandey 2019).  

In 1989, Kimberlé Crenshaw used the term “intersectionality” in “Demarginaliz-
ing the intersection of race and sex: a black feminist critique of antidiscrimination 
doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics” (Crenshaw 1989) when demonstrat-
ing how the dichotomous policies in the USA could only see discrimination through 
a black male or a white female narrative. Using the famous crossroad metaphor, Cren-
shaw’s goal was to point out that anti-discrimination policies must take into account 
what happens when gender- and race-based discriminations cross each other (Lykke 
2010: 71). 

Since Crenshaw coined the term, intersectionality has been broadened by both 
scholars and activists, who have engaged in a broad range and variety of issues, in-
cluding power dynamics, legal and political systems, social identities, or discourse 
structures within and beyond the United States (Carbado et al. 2013; Collins & Bilge 
2016). The term “intersectionality” has been used in various ways, with various defi-
nitions and understandings of the term.  

While there are several different approaches to intersectionality, three elements of 
the theory are, perhaps, common to each of these approaches: individuals are assumed 
to have multiple intersecting identities; a dimension of power and oppression is within 
each identity; these identities of individuals are created by the socio-cultural context 
and as such they are mutable (Else-Quest & Hyde 2016; Abrams et al. 2020:2). Patri-
cia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge (2016) suggest the following description of the frame-
work of intersectionality: 
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Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity 
in the world, in people, and in human experiences. The events and con-
ditions of social and political life and the self can seldom be understood 
as shaped by one factor. They are generally shaped by many factors in 
diverse and mutually influencing ways. When it comes to social inequal-
ity, people’s lives and the organization of power in a given society are 
better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of social division, 
be it race or gender or class, but by many axes that work together and 
influence each other. Intersectionality as an analytic tool gives people 
better access to the complexity of the world and of themselves. 

(Collins & Bilge 2016: 11) 

Identities of individuals overlap, are rather interdependent, and mutually constructive 
of each other. This implies that neither of these alone can explain disparate outcomes, 
or privileges or advantages, without the intersection of the other multiple social iden-
tities. These identities are to be treated as overlapping and connected (Collins 1990; 
Nash 2008; Bowleg 2008, 2012, 2013: 755). The marginalized social positions of 
people (e.g., race, gender, sexual minority status, etc.) and the social processes based 
on those positions (e.g., discrimination) intersect to reflect socially structured privi-
lege and inequality (Bowleg 2012, 2017; Crenshaw 1989; Collins 1990).  

Some scholars refer to intersectionality as a theory, others as an analytic sensibility 
(Rice, Harrison & Friedman 2019; Abrams et al 2020). Intersectionality is not a uni-
fied theory or approach, but rather one way of conceptualizing a central theoretical 
development in recent feminist theory (Vuola 2019: 55). Intersectionality has the po-
tential of highlighting the interaction of various social identities, in various contexts 
(Collins 2015), and as such, has been crucial to identifying the challenges intersec-
tional oppression results in different spaces. Intersectionality has the potential to cre-
ate a better understanding of advantaged and disadvantaged positions, marginalized 
and privileged identities in order to facilitate a better understanding of health. Inter-
sectional qualitative research can generate new knowledge and more holistic repre-
sentations of the experiences of marginalized groups and individuals, by pointing out 
which forces create those experiences. Intersectionality allows for the advancement 
of social justice via critical study areas such as health services at the individual and 
community level, of health disparities of individuals, or of cultural illness narratives—
to name a few (Abrams et a. 2020: 4). Therefore, with the tool of intersectionality, 
underlying power structures that inform health inequities can be addressed efficiently 
(Choo & Ferree 2010; Bowleg 2017). 

While criticism towards the framework of intersectionality exists (see, e.g., 
Greenebaum 1999; Stögner 2021) it pertains by and large to the utilization of the con-
cept, rather than to the legitimacy of intersectionality itself. While it has most certainly 
been a guiding framework focusing on experiences of marginalized groups, it is a 
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framework that pertains to all people: it can be utilized to investigate experiences of 
individuals with multiple privileged identities, and individuals who have a combina-
tion of privileged and unprivileged identities (Yuval-Davis 2011; Christensen & Jen-
sen 2012; Abrams et al. 2020). 

2.2 Participatory research 

Over the last decade, researchers from a variety of disciplines have engaged different 
stakeholders, including the youth, marginalized communities, end-users, or patients—
to name a few—by providing them with active roles in the research process to ensure 
that the research is translational and relevant to their lives (Balazs & Morello-Frosch 
2013; Jull, Giles & Graham 2017; Vaughn et al. 2018; Vaughn & Jacquez 2020). 
These stakeholders are engaged in a continuum, ranging from academic-driven re-
search to equitable, shared decision making between academic and community part-
ners. As such, there is not a dichotomous distinction between engagement and non-
engagement (Vaughn & Jacquez 2020).  

Participatory Research (PR) is an umbrella term that covers a wide range of par-
ticipatory approaches, methodologies and frameworks. These use systematic inquiry 
in collaboration with those who are affected by the studied issue for the purpose of 
action or change. Participatory approaches share the value of doing research with 
those who are typically the subjects of research, instead of doing research on them 
(Reason & Torbert 2001; Cargo & Mercer 2008; Vaughn & Jacquez 2020), which 
allows conducting research from a more ethical perspective. Participatory approaches 
facilitate the involvement of individuals, who may belong to or represent the interests 
of the people who are the focus of the particular study, including individuals and with 
insider knowledge and expertise about the community that is to be studied. These 
individuals may or may not be necessarily trained in research.  

During a participatory research process, the researcher builds up partnerships with 
these communities (Jagosh et al. 2012; Vaugh & Jacques 2020). Participatory research 
allows for individuals, groups, and communities to actively contribute to the creation 
of knowledge in the research process (Reason & Bradbury, 2006), and thus provides 
an interactive process of knowledge exchange, and it can “bridge the know-do gap” 
(Jull, Giles & Graham 2017: 2) in research. PR has the potential to increase knowledge 
and understanding of a given phenomenon, and to increase policy and social change 
to improve the health and quality of life of community members, and vulnerable pop-
ulations (Aldrigde 2015; Israel et al. 1998, 2010, 2012; Wallerstein et al. 2018; Vaugh 
& Jacques 2020).  

There are multiple ways of doing participatory research. Generally, researchers 
within each field and discipline view research as a collaborative inquiry. During each 
and all phases of the research, the researcher has the possibility to decide which meth-
odological approaches or tools will produce the desired level of participation. 
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Generally, as a first step, stakeholders must identify their needs in and goals of the 
research process. As a second step, researchers must identify the needs of the research 
to provide the desired impact, outcome, and evidence. Ideally, academic and commu-
nity partnerships work together to identify the needs of both communities. These steps 
will then lead to different participatory strategies (Vaughn & Jaquez 2020:5). 

In fields, such as public health, nursing or social work, the term community based 
participatory research (CBPR) has been increasingly used, which describe collabora-
tive, participatory approaches and research orientations (Wallerstein et al. 2018; 
Vaughn & Jaquez 2020). CBPR in public health is a research approach that fairly 
involves community members, organizational representatives, and researchers in all 
aspects of the research process and in which all partners contribute expertise and share 
decision making and ownership (Israel et al. 1998, 2008).  

Participatory health research (PHR) is a research paradigm, and type or a variation 
of community-based participatory research, which most centrally values participation 
from stakeholders in the research process in specific ways to improve the quality and 
relevance of the research (Vaughn & Jacquez 2020). PHR is informed by a variety of 
participatory research traditions from different areas and time periods. It is not a uni-
fied research paradigm, in the sense that it entails several different “scales” of partic-
ipation. These cannot be confined to simple invitations. The scale and the extent of 
the community’s participation requires the initiators of the research to identify mean-
ingful ways to judge the adequacy, and participation for those involved in specific 
contexts and on specific levels in the research process (Wright, Springett & Kongats 
2018: 6–9). When non-participatory approaches are utilized, the knowledge creation 
is mainly in the hands of the researcher. Participatory approaches, therefore, can em-
power the community and allow them to construct the information that essentially 
concerns their communities. 

The research behind the current report was based on close collaboration with grass-
root experts, who provided the researcher with empirical knowledge on the subject 
matter before, during and after the focus group interviews, helped in suggesting par-
ticipants for the study and disseminated the information about the study in their own 
networks. Via these inputs, the researcher was able to reflect on and address issues 
that may not have been visible through traditional research approaches.  

It is noteworthy, however, that due to the large number of stakeholders, their par-
ticipation and levels of involvement varied throughout the process. Some of them 
were involved in the focus group interviews, and in the initial discussion with the 
researcher preceding them, and some were consulted regularly during the research 
process. All stakeholders who participated in the research had the opportunity to com-
ment the recommendations of this report (see, “Recommendations”), which were pri-
marily created via analyzing the focus group interviews and integrating the individual 
interview analysis results.  
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2.3 Data and Methods 

The qualitative data analyzed within the scope of this study was collected between 
February‒July 2021, within the Manifold More Project. The qualitative data collec-
tion for the study was implemented in two main stages: first focus group interviews 
were conducted with the relevant identified stakeholders (see in the upcoming sec-
tion), then individual interviews were conducted with the members of the target pop-
ulation. 

In addition to the newly collected qualitative data, the responsible researcher re-
viewed the possibility to include the analysis of previously collected quantitative data 
from the FinMonik 2018–2019 research. However, the sample size of those who iden-
tified themselves as belonging to gender minorities amounted to less than one percent 
of the overall number of participants (n=6836) and as such, no reliable information 
could be derived from the sample. Moreover, the data collection did not specifically 
refer to non-heterosexual relationships and as such, no reliable information was de-
rivable in relation to sexual minority status either (see, Kuusio et al. 2020). 

When conducting the interviews—particularly those with the individual partici-
pants—the researcher strove to ensure inclusive data collection by conducting the in-
terviews flexibly in locations and time frames which suited the participants the most, 
including outside of office hours, for example over the weekend. Moreover, prefer-
ences concerning the usage of language, and preferred interpreters were considered 
thoroughly.  

2.3.1 Focus groups  

First, the key stakeholders who work together with sexual and gender minorities were 
identified. These stakeholders were informed about the research and its scope and 
were asked to take part in the study. These stakeholders included organizations whose 
work specifically focuses on sexual and/or gender minorities, but also organizations 
that encounter this specific group of the population in their daily work, but their scope 
is extended to other minorities within the Finnish society. To ensure the intersectional 
perspective already in the data collection, a broad range of organizations and projects 
were contacted at this stage. As a second step, focus-group interviews were conducted 
with the representatives of the following organizations: 

• Anti-Racist Forum 
• City of Helsinki (Helsingin kaupunki) 
• City of Oulu (Oulun kaupunki) 
• City of Tampere (Tampereen kaupunki)  
• Family Federation of Finland (Väestöliitto ry) 
• Fem-R 
• Helsinki Pride Community (Helsinki Pride -yhteisö ry) 
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• Islamia Queeristi 
• Kaikkien naisten talo 
• Loisto settlement (Loisto setlementti ry) 
• Sinuiksi 
• Seta  
• Support of Victims of Religions (Uskontojen uhrien tuki ry) 
• Taakasta voimavaraksi 
• The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (Suomen evankelis-luterilainen 

kirkko) 
• The Jewish Community of Helsinki (Helsingin juutalainen seurakunta) 
• The Orthodox Church of Finland (Suomen ortodoksinen kirkko) 
• Trans ry  
• Transfeminines ry (Transfeminiinit ry)  
• Trasek ry 

The prompts for the focus group interviews focused on the work of the organiza-
tions and projects particularly connected to sexual and/or gender minorities in the 
Finnish population. The focus group informants were asked about the main challenges 
they, or their clients, or the people they represent face in Finnish society. Altogether 
six focus groups were organized with 3‒5 participants, in various settings. Due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the interviews were organized online, which impacted their 
length and the number of participants that could be included in the discussions. Ac-
cording to the initial plans, fewer focus group interviews were to be organized, how-
ever, it appeared to be difficult for the participants to maintain a discussion online, 
and thus, in some instances, the size of the focus group interviews was reduced, which 
resulted in more interviews. Those attending the focus group interviews as grassroots 
experts will be referred to as “informants” throughout this work. The outline of the 
focus group interviews can be found in the attachments of this report. 

2.3.2 Individual interviews  

In the second stage, the forty semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted 
with individuals who self-identified as members of the target population. The semi-
structured interview frame was partially informed by the focus group discussions and 
partially by the framework of intersectionality. Participants who were over 18 years 
of age and who self-identified as sexual and/gender minorities and as members of the 
foreign-origin population were invited to take part in the research.  

A call for participation was announced on the website of THL in Finnish, English, 
Russian, Arabic and French. In addition, the focus group interview participants were 
also asked to distribute the call via their own channels. Many participants were re-
cruited via snowball sampling. The combination of this sampling was decided upon 
to ensure that participants come from diverse enough backgrounds, including partici-
pants who are traditionally hard to engage in research. This entailed individuals who 
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do not necessarily feel the importance of investing time in research, or those who 
possibly had negative experiences in the past with research.  

The interview outline was semi-structured, and the questions can be found from 
the attachments of this report. The researcher had a list of questions and themes that 
she wished to discuss with the participants but was ready to reflect on issues that the 
participants raised themselves, or that appeared to be important from the scope of the 
study. The semi-structured interview outline also allowed for the participants to re-
frain from answering certain questions or from talking about certain experiences they 
wished not to disclose to the researcher. The focus group informants also drew the 
researcher’s attention to topics worthy of more elaboration. Due to the diversity of the 
participants, the semi-structured interview frame also allowed the researcher to spe-
cifically ask about things that might only concern some of the participants but might 
not concern other participants at all. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, a significant num-
ber of interviews were conducted online, or over the phone.  

Prior to their participation in the study, during the initial discussions and right be-
fore the actual interviews, all participants were told about the practicalities of the re-
search, informed about their rights and the storage of their data, and their rights as 
participants (see, “Ethical considerations”). Those agreeing to be interviewed as mem-
bers of the target population will be referred to as “participants” throughout this 
work.10 

2.3.3 Analytical approaches 

After careful consideration of various analytical approaches, a reflexive thematic anal-
ysis (RTA) was chosen for analyzing the interview material. RTA as such, traces back 
to Braun and Clarke’s publication on the topic of thematic analysis in the field of 
psychology (Braun & Clarke 2006). Since the initial publication of their initial con-
tribution on thematic analysis (TA), the authors have published several works which 
have outlined considerable developments in their approach to TA, much of which ad-
dresses and clarifies misconceptions of their approach (e.g., Braun & 
Clarke 2012, 2019a, 2019b, 2021; Braun et al. 2019). As they point out, a thematic 
analysis offers a useful qualitative approach to research that has the potential to reach 
into policy or practice arenas. As such, it is a widely used tool within the health and 
social sciences (Braun & Clarke 2014). It has the potential to answer a wide range of 
research questions pertaining to aspects such as the lived experiences of individuals 

 
 
 
10 One sign of the significance of the interviews for the participants is that after the data collection was 

finished, a number of individuals reached out to the researcher and wished to talk about their more recent 
experiences with homophobia, transphobia and racism in Finland. In one case, an additional interview 
was conducted with the participant. In other cases, the data collection was already closed when the par-
ticipants contacted the researcher, hence no further interview took place. 

https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
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(Braun, Clarke & Terry 2015). A reflexive thematic analysis is an analytical approach 
that allows for fluid, organic and recursive coding practices where codes often become 
more interpretive and conceptual in the analytical process (Braun and Clarke 2019b), 
which is especially suitable when applying an intersectional theoretical and analytical 
framework during the research. In the RTA approach, themes reflect a pattern of 
shared meaning, organized around a central organizing concept or idea (see, e.g., 
Braun, Clarke & Rance 2014; Braun et al. 2019). 

Individual interviews with the members of the target population were semi-struc-
tured and lasted between one hour and two and a half hours. They were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim by the responsible researcher. Hesitations, speech repetitions, 
expressions, and emotions were included in the transcripts. Minor grammatical errors 
were corrected in the quotations, without altering the meaning of the extracts. When 
necessary, explanatory terms were added to the extracts in brackets. After the initial 
phase of reading and re-reading the material several times, the entire data set was 
coded with a data-driven approach.  

After this initial phase, the codes were separated into four broad domains that dis-
cussed or were asked about during the interviews. This was necessary, as the inter-
views covered a broad range of topics, and reflected on people’s broader lived expe-
riences in Finnish society. These domains were forced migration, health and wellbe-
ing, discrimination, and religion. After dividing the codes into these broader catego-
ries, the analytical focus went beyond the semantic content of the data, with a deduc-
tive framework, driven by intersectionality. The process entailed domain-by-domain 
coding and included more latent codes in the analysis. Intersectional framing was in-
corporated into the data analysis on both the semantic and the latent levels to ensure 
a more comprehensive analysis—as suggested by previous research (Abrams et al. 
2020). The themes that were developed as a result of the coding are described and 
explained in the beginning of each chapter.  

The focus group interviews were analyzed separately. The main findings from 
them are summarized in the chapter entitled “Recommendations.” In the upcoming 
parts of the report, interview extracts are presented in edited form, to ease the reading 
without altering the meaning of the text. The annotation […] indicates, that certain 
parts of the extracts were omitted from the text, as they are not relevant to the analysis. 
In order to protect the participants’ privacy, identifying features were replaced or re-
moved in the transcripts and in the presented extracts as well.  

2.3.4 Limitations 

There are various limitations related to this research. Firstly, the qualitative data of 
this research does not provide information on the prevalence of the studied phenom-
ena, and the data is not based on a representative sample of the studied population. 
The qualitative data can, however, shed light on phenomena that cannot be analyzed-
quantitatively. 
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Secondly, as the topic of “sexual and gender minorities among the foreign-origin 
populations in Finland” is a broad topic, the interview questions could not possibly 
reflect every aspect of individual experience in Finland. For this reason, the interview 
outline was left fairly open, and the interviewer reflected on specific issues brought 
up by the participants and guided the interview towards the expression of experiences 
that the participants themselves found especially meaningful, or important in relation 
to their lives in Finland. 

Thirdly, while the a priori application of intersectionality guided the overall study 
and the data collection, often the participants elaborated on their intersectional expe-
riences, frequently referring to their sexual orientation, gender identity, ethnicity, or 
race, but often they did not explicitly discuss their socioeconomic status (SES) or class 
in their interviews overtly. Naturally, information and experiences pertaining to these 
aspects was often covertly embedded in their narratives.  

Lastly, while the sample was diverse, some groups were underrepresented in the 
sample in terms of sexual orientations, gender identities or expressions but also, in 
terms of countries and regions of origin, and religious affiliations, and ages. Moreo-
ver, the study did not particularly reflect on the experiences of consensually non-mo-
nogamous individuals, in relation to their relationship status. Therefore, more research 
is necessary in order to draw sufficient conclusions and tackle the experiences of those 
who were underrepresented in the sample, including e.g., asexual individuals, elderly 
people and or those, who live in non-monogamous relationships. 

2.4 Ethical considerations 

This research has been approved by the ethics committee of the THL 
(THL/6548/6.02.01/2020). The following chapter will reflect on the ethical concerns 
when researching minority populations. 

Researching vulnerable and marginalized communities and individuals has been 
at the forefront of studies on research ethics in the past decades. Multiple contributions 
have been made on the theoretical and methodological approaches to ethical research 
in a variety of fields (see e.g., Israel & Hay 2006; Smith 2008). 

Earlier studies have pointed out that sexual and gender minorities are at risk of 
experiencing violence, discrimination, and exploitation in a variety of contexts and 
the subsequent negative effects of these experiences (Meezan & Martin 2003). The 
experiences of these individuals and their communities are multifarious. As their ex-
periences are located within the majority cisgender, heterosexual society, they are of-
ten hidden, ignored, devalued, and even stigmatized (Henrickson et al. 2020). Re-
searching these groups therefore is not only critically important, but also crucially 
important to plan according to appropriate ethical standards and considerations.  

Based on the principle of respect for autonomy, individuals should have the right 
to “maintain secrets, deciding who knows about them” (Israel & Hay 2006: 78). This 
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was told to all the participants in the study. The semi-structured interview prompts 
and framework of the interviews allowed for individuals to withhold information they 
did not feel comfortable sharing. Participation both in the focus groups and in the 
individual interviews was voluntary. Both the individual and the focus group partici-
pants and informants were told about the scope of the research, they were informed 
about their rights, and the means of processing and archiving of their interviews.  

Focus group informants were informed about general privacy, data protection and 
data management concerns before the interviews. They were ensured that their quo-
tations would not be directly affiliated with them, or with their organizations or pro-
jects in any of the publications connected to this research. The informants were asked 
to give their written consent to the study, which they were told they had the right to 
withdraw at any time. During these interviews, the core ethical concern was that there 
is more than one participant present at the set-up at the time. The researcher can only 
ensure their own confidentiality and cannot ensure that the discussions of the group 
participants will remain entirely confidential (Willis et al. 2009). Nevertheless, the 
researcher must ask participants to respect confidentiality and to not repeat the confi-
dential content discussed outside the group (Smith 1995). 

When it came to the individual participants, individuals who were members of 
several minority groups were interviewed. Some of them may be in a particularly vul-
nerable positions due to the intersections of their multiple (marginalized) identities. 
Their data is considered sensitive, as it concerns personal information of the partici-
pants connected to aspects such as their sexual orientation, gender identity, religious 
affiliation. For this purpose, the interviews were conducted entirely anonymously. 
Some interviews were carried out via the help of an interpreter—based on the lan-
guage preference(s) of the participants. In these cases, the researcher made sure that 
the interpreter had a clear understanding about their role and that the participants felt 
comfortable in their presence. In particular cases, based on the request of the partici-
pants, a non-official interpreter took up the responsibility. Both the focus group inter-
views, and the individual interviews were transcribed by the responsible researcher 
verbatim. Information that would make the participants easily identifiable was erased 
from the transcripts. As the combination of extracts from the different interviews may 
carry the possibility of making the focus group informants and the individual partici-
pants identifiable, the interview codes were removed from the inserted quotations.  

Despite ethical considerations, a power imbalance between the researcher and the 
researched parties – that is, the participants of the individual interviews in particular 
– remains. Therefore, the researcher strove to apply constant reflexivity during the 
research process. This in practice meant e.g., that the researcher constantly examined 
her self-positioning in relation to the researched population. The research group 
jointly discussed choices related to the data collection and questions related to the 
interview situations.  
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3 Queer Asylum Seekers and Refugees  

• Queer asylum seekers expressed that while they knew that they were not cis and/or 
heterosexual during the time of their arrival in Finland, they were not familiar with 
terms used in the Finnish discourse, which put them at a disadvantaged position in 
the asylum interviews. 

• Queer asylum seekers can seldom be open about their sexual orientation or gender 
identity due to the lack of specifically queer-friendly reception centers and im-
mense threat from the diaspora communities. 

• Trans asylum seekers and refugees experience homophobic, transphobic violence 
in Finland, and individuals do not feel that the police are able to secure their safety. 

• Different professionals, such as interpreters, play a crucial part in the asylum ap-
plication process, and a limited understanding of LGBTQI+ matters can have se-
rious consequences for queer asylum seekers. 

3.1 Introduction 

Around the globe, sexual and gender minorities have joined other groups internally 
displaced or forced into migration by war, natural disaster, economic and social vio-
lence, and repression. International research has already pointed out that the number 
of SOGI asylum claims is growing (see, e.g., Dustin 2018; van der Pilj et al. 2018; 
Barnes 2019; Tschalaer 2020). Between January 2015 and January 2022, a total of 
35,328 asylum applications were filed with the Finnish Immigration Service by indi-
viduals over 18 years of age (Migri 2022a). Most recently, due to the Covid-19 pan-
demic, the number of asylum claims submitted in Finland has decreased (Migri 2020). 
In addition to asylum applications, during the years 2001–2019, Finland has received 
750 quota refugees per year. In 2020, the number was 850, and in 2021 1,050 (Migri 
2022b).  

Previous research in the European context has focused on sexual and gender mi-
norities as asylum seekers or refugees. As such, several studies have tried to investi-
gate the assessment processes of seeking asylum and communicating “queerness” 
(e.g., Bennett & Thomas 2013; Akin 2015, 2017; Dustin & Held 2018; Hertoghs & 
Schinkel 2018; Giametta 2020), the intersections of queerness and religion (Tschalaer 
2020), or the lived experiences of SGM asylum seekers in their host countries (Giam-
etta 2014; Chossière 2021). As Tschalaer (2020) points out, sexual orientation and/or 
gender identity-based asylum claims must be assessed in accordance with the UNHCR 
and the European Court of Justice’s protection guidelines, but the EU secondary law 
allows state authorities to conduct their own assessments of these matters (Tschalaer 
2020: 6).  
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Nevertheless, the notion of refugee rights has proven to be contradictory and 
unachievable for those who may not fit the normative notions of citizenship, class, 
gender, sexuality, or race. Asylum seekers and refugees need to make themselves leg-
ible within the systems of these specific legal and social norms that have been set by 
others (Shakshari 2014: 1004–12), which can be problematic as many of them may 
not use the “labels” of sexual and gender minorities that are often commonly referred 
to in Western societies. The narrow understanding of sexuality and gender and the 
normative expectations of the performance of victimhood and of sexuality and gender 
may exclude sexual and gender minorities from receiving asylum (Spijkerboer 2013; 
Akin 2017; Chossière 2021).  

While a number of theses have focused on queer asylum seekers and refugees in 
the Finnish context, this topic has been underrepresented in Finnish research. Finland 
recognizes SOGIE as bases of asylum-seeking claims. In the 2017 European Union 
Fundamental Rights Agency Report on LGBTI asylum seekers, the number of asylum 
claims in Finland based on sexual orientation or gender identity was estimated to be 
around 500 cases (EU FRA 2017). While on their website the Finnish Immigration 
Service does provide some information on the process of accessing asylum claims 
based on belonging to sexual and/or gender minorities (Migri 2017), they do not have 
statistical information on claims filed on basis of SOGIE, as terms referring to sexual 
orientation and gender diversity are not used consistently in their processes.11  

This is not unique to Finland: according to the 2017 EU FRA from the EU member 
states, only Slovakia was able to provide EU FRA with (at least) partial statistics (EU 
FRA 2017). While it is difficult to estimate the number of asylum claims based on 
SOGI or SOGIE, it is known that the number of such applications has been substantial 
in the past 5–6 years in Finland. This has already been pointed out by previous re-
search pertaining to non-Finnish contexts as well (see, e.g., Dustin 2018; van der Pilj 
et al. 2018; Barnes 2019; Tschalaer 2020).  

 
 
 
11 Correspondence with Migri. 
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3.2 Data and methods 

Among the participants of the Manifold More project were sixteen individuals12 who 
identified as being members of sexual and/or gender minorities and also came from 
asylum-seeking, or refugee backgrounds. Two participants arrived in Finland as quota 
refugees, and thus went through the asylum-seeking process and received interna-
tional protection while residing in Turkey, while the rest of the participants arrived in 
Finland as asylum seekers and applied for international protection in Finland. One of 
them arrived in Finland over ten years ago, while the other participants arrived after 
2015. Five of them arrived from various African countries, two from Russia, and the 
rest from countries in the Middle East. During our interviews, in addition to the two 
quota refugees, eight participants had received a positive decision from the Finnish 
Immigration Service (Migri) by the time of the interviews, some of them only after 
receiving multiple negative decisions from the authority. One of them had lived as an 
undocumented migrant, and four of them were waiting for decisions, some with al-
ready received negative responses. 

The decisions of the Immigration Services are based on several complex factors, 
including the applicants’ country of origin, the political situation in the country, the 
age of the applicant, etc. Many of these aspects were not discussed in detail during the 
interviews conducted within the Manifold More project. While the interviews con-
ducted did not specifically focus on the evaluation processes of the Finnish Immigra-
tion Services, the participants were asked to elaborate on the circumstances of arriving 
in Finland, and on the greatest challenges they experience(d) in Finnish society. An-
swering this question, three main themes were developed in the analysis:  

• proving credibly queer as an asylum seeker is not without difficulties; 
• Finland is not necessarily a safe haven; and 
• SGM refugees and asylum seekers are in increasing need of supporting 

systems. 

 
 
 
12 In addition, there was another person who first arrived in Finland as an asylum seeker but left the coun-

try. After coming back, he applied for family reunification after having been married to a Finnish citizen. 
Moreover, another person came from Finland from a refugee background in another country, while his 
basis for migration to Finland was due to having studies in Finland. Their experiences are not discussed 
in this chapter.  



3 Queer Asylum Seekers and Refugees 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 38 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Proving credibly queer as an asylum seeker is not without difficulties 

Waiting for asylum claims to be processed can last for several months or even years. 
On the administrative level, being a “refugee” or an “asylum seeker” does not only 
pose administrative issues, but also affects the everyday lives, and personal experi-
ences of the individuals. These statuses can become stigmas, or, can be used strategi-
cally—and, as such, the ways these imposed categories and identities are negotiated, 
subverted, or appropriated in different contexts needs to be taken into consideration 
(Chossière 2021). 

The traumas that sexual and gender minority asylum seekers experience in their 
countries of origin may make them reluctant to disclose their identities (Shidlo & 
Ahola 2013). This reluctance is often amplified by issues connected to safety, and the 
fear of disclosing one’s identity in their “own community.” Sexuality and gender can 
be expressed in a broad range of spectrums, and in multiple, fluid ways. As Akin 
(2017: 458) concludes by drawing on a number of previous studies, queer individuals 
are often “burdened by proof” (Dauvergne and Millbank 2003: 299) and understood 
via Westernized, and often rigid scripts of victimhood and sexuality (Cantú 2009; 
Spijkerboer and Jansen 2011; Muhleisen, Rothing & Svendsen 2012; Middel-
koop 2013; Giametta 2014; Murray 2014; Walker-Said 2014; Akin 2017; Choissière 
2021).  

The Finnish Immigration Service asks questions about sexual orientation or gender 
identity when applicants bring the subject of belonging to sexual and/or gender mi-
norities up by themselves. Belonging to sexual and/or gender minorities are not auto-
matic grounds for international protection. The evaluation is not performed solely 
based on the applicant’s individual answers. The credibility of the person and their 
story is looked into extensively during the interview (Migri 2017). In some cases, 
asylum seekers are unfamiliar with Finland and the attitudes of the public towards 
sexual and gender minorities. As such, they may fear disclosing their identities to the 
authorities—at least at the beginning of their asylum claim process. An Iraqi man in 
his late 20s described this: 

I did identify as a gay man, but I didn't tell it. I didn't tell it. I was waiting 
for a chance to tell it. […] When I arrived, I didn't know what my rights 
were. No one explained to me what my rights were. No one told me that 
it's okay and it's accepted to be gay. 

His fear from homophobia was further hindered by his fear of his own family mem-
bers, who were also in Finland seeking refuge. After the first negative decision, he 
finally gathered the courage to talk about his sexual orientation, he received a rejection 
again. In the fear of being deported from Finland, he got married to a woman. He 
described this by saying:  

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.vasa.abo.fi/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1243050
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So, I stopped the deportation with that paper. And then, of course, when 
you say that you are gay, they will tell that “You were married with a 
woman so you cannot be gay.”  

After several appeals and negative decisions, at the time of the interview for the cur-
rent project, he was living as an undocumented migrant in Finland, with minimal so-
cial support for over half a year. He was not the only one who experienced fear from 
his family at the time of the interview. A person who was uncertain about their gender 
identity at the time described similar experiences. They13 did not arrive in Finland 
alone and were afraid of the reaction of their family members in case they found out 
about this—supposedly private—information. They explained this by saying: 

The first interview, in the beginning, was with the police. We went to 
the police and we went there as a group. I had my uncle and my brother 
with me, but also other people. […] I couldn’t tell what I wanted because 
there was always someone listening nearby. […] I already knew at the 
time what I wanted to say. I knew that I was not like my brother for 
example and that I was something different, but I couldn't talk about it, 
because in the end, they [the family members] would listen, or after the 
interview they always give you a printed paper [about what I told them]. 
This printed paper, that the police or Migri gave me to my hand would 
not necessarily stay in my hand. When I get out, a member of, for exam-
ple the family, such as my uncle will take it from me. They will translate 
everything and will want to know what I answered. And I couldn't say 
what I wanted because I was afraid that they would find out. 

In many instances, the participants expressed that while they knew that they were not 
cis and/or heterosexual during the time of their arrival, they were not familiar with 
terms used in the Finnish discourse, and as such, they were unable to articulate their 
SGM status the “the right way” (Dhoest 2018: 1–3). After becoming more acquainted 
with the terms used in Finland, they were able to formulate their identities in a manner 
which was likely to affect their asylum claims. One participant explained: 

I have never received any kind of education about sexuality. I didn’t 
know what “top” or “bottom” means, or what it is to be transgender. […] 
In Finland, it became clearer to me, because I haven’t received sexual 
education [before moving to Finland]. I have been like this in my home 
country as well, but there I used to refer to myself as gay. But then, here 
in Finland, I understood that I am actually transgender. 

 
 
 
13 As this participant was uncertain about their gender identity at the time of the interview, and described 

themselves as “questioning,” therefore they/them pronouns are used when referring to them.  



3 Queer Asylum Seekers and Refugees 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 40 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

In order to construct a legible subjectivity of queerness within the borders of nation-
states, one is expected to reveal as much as possible about one’s gender identity and/or 
sexuality, through a credible and coherent narrative (Shakshari 2014: 1002; Koçak 
2020: 29). Of course, identities are under constant flux and turmoil and negotiation. 
As such, sexual orientation and gender identity may also change throughout one’s life. 
The necessity to formulate these identities in narratives that do not entail any sort of 
change, therefore is difficult. One participant explained this: 

I was very confused at that time [of the asylum-seeking process]. […] I 
did tell them [the Immigration Service], that I had had a relationship 
with a man, but at the same time, I did tell that I also had a relationship 
with a woman too, because even in Iran, I did not know about myself 
that well. I thought I might like men because I don't have enough sex 
with women. So, I thought if I have sex with women, I get that and I 
won't have that drive anymore to have sex with men. So, I had a lot of 
sex with women too and at the same time, I was hoping that it is going 
to fix my “gay problem.” 

The above quoted participant was not believed and spent almost five years appealing 
his case several times. As he explained, he was expected to be openly gay in Finland 
by Migri. Many asylum seekers are expected to be living as openly gay in the host 
country, which is virtually impossible, partially due to their experiences in their coun-
tries of origin, and partially due to issues of safety (as elaborated in the next section)—
this may be a burden to the positive evaluation of their cases as well (Lewis 2014). In 
the last interview he had with Migri, he showed all the threats he received on social 
media due to his sexual orientation—which according to him, contributed to the pos-
itive evaluation of his claim. Other participants recounted similar experiences. An-
other Middle Eastern man, who identified himself as pansexual for example, told that 
after two rejective decisions from Migri, and attaching the proof of the threats he ex-
perienced due to his sexual orientation, he received a positive evaluation. In both of 
these cases, the greatest threat came from the diaspora communities. 

A Palestinian refugee from Syria, who identifies as a gay man, but did not talk 
about his sexual orientation to Migri at all explained: 

I didn’t say anything to Migri about my sexual orientation. I think I got 
the permit because I am a Palestinian-Syrian. […] I came from a country 
where these kinds of things are forbidden. They’re wrong. It's wrong to 
tell people about it even if you live it. […] I didn't know how Finland 
thinks about these matters. I had no information. I decided not to say 
anything, but to read more and find information. 

The narratives of the participants of the current study suggest that asylum-seekers who 
were certain about their identities during the time they were called in for their inter-
views with the Finnish Immigration Services, and those who were familiar with 
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particular terms or discourses were in an advantaged position of being able to present 
their narratives in a way that was understandable and believable to the migration ser-
vices as well. An Iraqi a gay man in his 30s and an Iranian trans woman in her late 
20s were able to formulate their identities in a comprehensible, “Westernized” manner 
in their interviews, right from the start. They were among those who were certain 
about their own selves already when they arrived in Finland. While this particular 
trans participant did not dare to disclose her identity in the first police interview when 
arriving in Finland, later she came out to a nurse at the reception center where she was 
placed, who encouraged her to be entirely open about her gender identity. The other 
participant was similarly open at the Migri interview he had. Due to his previous ed-
ucational background, he spoke fluent English, and requested his interview with Migri 
to be in English. He explained: 

This was where I actually managed to unleash whatever I wanted 
[laughs]. I was completely honest, and there was no misinterpretation 
involved. 

His usage of the phrase “misinterpretation” was not a coincidence. While waiting for 
this interview with the Finnish Immigration Service, he encountered misconduct from 
interpreters in various situations, which he wanted to avoid.  

When it comes to the questions of separating sexuality or sexual orientation from 
gender identity, previous studies suggest that employees of authorities who assess 
asylum claims often conflate the experience of transgender persons to LGB persons, 
or approach the LGBTQI+ discourse from a Westernized, homo-nationalist perspec-
tive (Barnes 2017; van der Pilj 2018; Tschalaer 2020). In addition, encounters with 
the services of the state increase the possibility of misgendering, that is, the inade-
quacy of gender identity and the ways people are gendered by others (Chossière 2021). 
One of the participants, a trans man, explained this: 

It is not possible to talk to me in gender neutral language when you 
translate into my mother tongue. It was very weird to hear female gen-
dered words from the translator. It was weird. I think it was, I think it 
confused the immigration officer, that how can I be a trans guy and gay 
at the same time, and also from some officials, I got questions like “If 
you like men, why do you need to change your gender?” 

The role of interpreters is crucial in the application process. Interpreters may contrib-
ute to the jeopardy of asylum cases. For example, in a particular case the interpreter 
mixed up references to male and female friends, which according to a participant 
“substantially changed the way the case was handled” in his application. 

Previous research comparing claims that received positive and negative evalua-
tions in 2015 and 2017 has shown, that the Finnish Immigration Service “did not be-
lieve applicants’ claims so often in 2017 as it did in 2015” (Vanto et al. 2021: 19), and 
the immigration officers “were lacking faith in the veracity of applicants” after the 
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perceived refugee crisis, in 2017 (Vanto et al. 2021: 22). While the qualitative data 
collected in this study cannot be used to comprehensively examine the background of 
the decisions of the interviewees, the narratives of the participants’ signal that those 
who were familiar with the Western discussions on sexual orientation and gender 
identity were able to construct a more credible narrative of their queerness. These 
individuals were often, but not always, the ones who had previous educational back-
grounds, or had resources to help them navigate the asylum process. While the narra-
tives based on which this theme was developed almost exclusively focused on issues 
connected to intersections of migration status and queerness, they were often empha-
sized by the intersection of class. The notion of refugee rights as such appears to be 
harder to achieve—if not unachievable—to those, who do not fit into the normative 
notions of sexuality, gender, citizenship, race, or class (Shakshari 2014), or to those, 
who are unable to tailor “their ‘sexual asylum stories’ to institutional expectations” 
(Tschalaer 2020: 8).  

3.3.2 Finland is not necessarily a safe haven 

Finland is often thought to be a safe place for queer individuals from the moment they 
arrive in the country. In reality, experiences of safety are rather subjective, and safety 
is not a privilege of every queer individual. 

This was very clear, when the participants made comparisons to their countries of 
origin. While in Finland they have experienced more safety and, to an extent, security, 
they emphasized that these feelings are contextual and situational. One of the partici-
pants noted: 

I happened to find myself in Finland…it made me feel safe to some ex-
tent. Compared to [my country of origin in Africa], where I am from 
originally.  

While asylum claims are being processed, asylum seekers are often placed in recep-
tion centers or social housing. Due to the lack of specifically queer-friendly reception 
centers, and the previously indicated fears rooted in treatment in their countries of 
origin (see, e.g., Lewis 2014), individuals can seldom be open about their sexual ori-
entation or gender identity in these places. They partially fear the hostility of the di-
aspora communities, their own family members, and even the reactions of the workers 
of the reception centers, and this is partially due to the uncertainty about these aspects 
of their identities (as indicated above). This is especially problematic when they are 
expected to disclose their identities to gain asylum (Akin 2017; Wimark 2021). One 
of the participants explained this, saying: 

[T]he Immigration Services expected me to be openly gay in the camp, 
and not hide it! Then, they would have believed that I am gay, but if I 
am gay, the people there would kill me. […] You should know, what 
these reception centers are. They are like torture centers. You could see. 
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You wouldn't believe it is in Finland, but it is. […] forget that you are in 
Finland, in a very modern country. If you are in a reception center, where 
you have to be, and there is like 500 other people from [your region of 
origin]. It feels like you are in the heart of [the area]. 

While the host country itself may be more accepting towards diverse expressions of 
sexuality and gender, individuals may, nevertheless, experience homophobia and tran-
sphobia from (their own) diaspora communities (Alessi 2016), and those who “pretty 
drastically hate homosexuals”—as expressed by one participant. Many participants 
described experienced explicit violence, such as rape or other physical or mental abuse 
both in and outside the reception centers: 

The last physical attack happened in [date]14. They started to beat me on 
the train […]. All the other people stayed far [away], I was by myself. I 
had blood everywhere, I covered my face. They were calling me a faggot 
and telling me like “shame on you, a man from [hometown of the par-
ticipant], you do this, you should return to Iraq, your blood should be 
everywhere in Iraq” and these kind of things. 

Trans asylum seekers and refugees, for example, were among the ones who experi-
enced homophobic, transphobic violence in Finland quite frequently—many of them 
did not feel that the police were able to secure their safety, or even investigate their 
cases. A trans woman concluded: “The police don’t protect me, but they don’t let me 
to protect myself either. I know how I can protect myself, but if I do something, it will 
be used against me. I am a trans refugee, I am powerless.” In addition to the distrust 
in the protection from the authorities, when lacking trans-specific treatment, trans 
women especially felt that they might be exposed to higher levels of discrimination 
or violence if they were not able to look how it is “expected” for a woman by individ-
uals in their countries of origin. On participant stated: 

The police do nothing. How many times have they let me be bullied on 
the street and in public? How many times I got attacked physically? I 
went to the police, made crime reports, nothing happened. Last time they 
beat me up inside the train. The camera inside [the train], blood all over 
me...  

Interactions with the police, were perhaps not overtly but often covertly associated 
with the intersections of migration status, race, and queerness, and were experienced 
by many participants and summarized as “the police do nothing.” One participant, for 
example was not only raped and both physically and mentally abused during their stay 
in Finland but was also a victim of human trafficking. They filed multiple crime 

 
 
 
14 The date was consciously omitted from the interview in order to protect the identity of the participant. 



3 Queer Asylum Seekers and Refugees 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 44 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

reports to the police—with the help of a local NGO. As for the report on human traf-
ficking, the police closed the investigation, as the perpetrator was never found. The 
participant concluded that the perpetrator is “continuing to do the same thing with 
others” and “I think if I was Finnish, the police would have tried harder.” Undeniably, 
however, other experiences were less negative.  

A black, lesbian woman, in her forties, who was employed by a private person as 
a cleaner and was harassed by him over the course of her employment expressed her 
fear in turning to the authorities, but in the end, her experience was positive. She ex-
plained: 

Me? I am a nobody. An asylum-seeker for that matter. […] So, I talked 
to a policemen, I told them that he [the former employer] is a lawyer, 
and he is very wealthy man, he has all this property. The police also told 
me that he will never contact me or come close to me. That statement 
almost hit me in my heart. He was making a move, and not trying to rape 
me. In [my country of origin], I was fully raped, and nobody cared. In-
stead, I had to run away for my life. 

Like many others, she was initially scared to report the case at the police. Her fear on 
the one hand, was rooted in her previous experiences with the police in her country of 
origin. On the other hand, the fear was connected to the differences of power between 
her and her former employer. As she formulated “I am just an asylum seeker. How is 
it possible for me to report a Finn for what he did to me?” Later, when discussing 
some of the challenges she talked about challenges both in the “black community” 
and “even with Finns.” As she summarized, her former employer “showed her that 
the place was not really what she thought.”  

3.3.3 Increased need of support systems 

Individuals who come from asylum seeking and refugee backgrounds have often ex-
perienced traumatic events, as previously indicated in other studies on individuals 
with such backgrounds in Finland (Castaneda et al. 2017). Functional, and structural 
social support and support networks are proven to be core determinants of resilience 
and health for individuals suffering from mental health problems, or (migrating) pop-
ulations who have been exposed to traumatic experiences or torture (de C Williams & 
van der Merwe 2013; Isakson & Jurkovic 2013; Episkopou et al. 2019).  

Displaced people in the host country may struggle with difficulties securing hous-
ing, finding employment, accessing social or health services, and navigating the asy-
lum claims process (Marnell, Oliviera & Khan 2021). These struggles are also expe-
rienced by those who do not identify as sexual or gender minorities, but those who 
fall into the intersections of being displaced and queerness seem to be marginalized 
and discriminated against in many different situations. In addition to the reception 
centers and social housing not necessarily being safe places, they often are located in 
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places where individuals are lack supporting systems. This has previously been ad-
dressed by research as well (e.g., Akin 2017; Tschalaer 2020). For example, one par-
ticipant mentioned that she would need more help from her social worker in practical 
matters, when navigating Finnish bureaucracy:  

We don’t understand, I don’t understand how it [the Finnish system] 
works. I can’t find people who would help me with it. It's a monthly 
struggle, between me, KELA, the landlord, the payments...and then if 
you talk about bullying and discrimination in society...I don’t go out. I 
am home all the time, especially with this Corona now. 

Many participants mentioned that the social workers in and outside the reception cen-
ters were busy, and could not always provide sufficient support due to their lack of 
resources, as summarized by a participant when reflecting on the issue:  

….my social worker was not really helping. There were so many people 
and she didn't have time to...to help. […] It was super hard to even talk 
to the social worker and stuff. And I was even there in contact with He-
Seta,15 […] they were also trying to get me out of the place in Vantaa. 

In some instances, workers often lack a proper understanding of SGM-specific mat-
ters, especially if they are located in the intersections with other identities. For in-
stance, a trans woman who arrived in Finland as a quota refugee wanted to access 
gender-affirming care, about which, she asked her social worker. She noted: 

[My social worker] told me: “You are a full woman. If I didn't see it in 
the papers that you are trans woman, I would have never guessed. I 
would think that you are a woman.” 

Amongst the most important issues, transgender refugees and asylum-seekers re-
counted the lengthy processes of receiving trans-specific gender-affirming healthcare. 
Adult asylum seekers are entitled to receive urgent or essential treatment only (THL 
2021). Gender-affirming treatment however is not regarded as such. This was pointed 
out by those informants who wished to seek gender-affirming care before receiving a 
positive decision from the authorities regarding their asylum claim. The processing 
times of these claims, however, may last for years, and thus, receiving the initial first 
appointment to a trans clinic may take a long time, and may cause serious issues for 
the concerned individuals. This is not unique to Finland within the European Union, 
however (see, e.g., Transvie; QRD).  

In addition to the trans-specific care, the experiences of participants signal that the 
intersections of their migration status, queerness and, to a certain extent class and race 

 
 
 
15 Currently known as Helsinki Pride Community. 
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or ethnicity predispose them to a number of difficulties, and as such are in increased 
need of support—which they often receive from local NGOs, such as Loisto Settle-
ment, or Helsinki Pride Community. Many of this group, including cis-gender partic-
ipants, have referred to the above-mentioned organizations or their clients as their 
“family.” The need for these supporting systems was amplified with the outbreak of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. As many activities stopped or were transferred online, many 
of these people were left without social connections and a real support system around 
them.  

3.4 Conclusions 

Queer asylum seekers and refugees, who often fall into various intersections of iden-
tities are in especially vulnerable positions in Finnish society. The results of this study 
are very much in line with international research (see, e.g., Spijkerboer 2013; Akin 
2017; Choissiére 2021). Individuals from asylum seeking and/or refugee backgrounds 
experience challenges in Finnish society due to their migration status and due to their 
queerness, while these experiences are often emphasized by the intersection of class, 
and to an extent ethnicity or race as well. Sexual and gender minorities often experi-
ence several difficulties when seeking asylum partially or entirely based on their sex-
ual orientation, gender identity or expression (Spijkerboer 2013; Akin 2017; 
Chossière 2021). 

Individuals often find it particularly complicated to frame their narratives accord-
ing to what is expected from the local authorities. This is partially due to their experi-
ences in their countries of origin, due to the lack of trust in the local authorities, and 
due to fear of the reactions of both the host country and the diaspora communities. 
These matters also suggest that receiving international protection does not mean that 
individuals experience Finland as a safe? haven. Displaced people often struggle with 
not only practical aspects in the host countries (Marnell, Oliviera & Khan 2021). In 
addition to these struggles, queer displaced individuals who also experience overt and 
covert discrimination and challenges due to various aspects of their identities are in 
increasing need of social support.  
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4 Discrimination, microaggressions and 
exclusion 

• Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin experience both overt and covert 
discrimination in Finland in various realms of their lives. 

• Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin describe negative health effects 
caused by experiences of discrimination.  

• Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin experience racialization and mi-
groaggressions, regardless of their migration background. 

• Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin experience intersectional discrimi-
nation when two or multiple grounds of discrimination operated in their lives in an 
inseparable manner. 

4.1 Introduction 

Discrimination is broadly understood as unfair treatment based on an individual’s 
membership of a particular social group (Thoits 2010). As such, the core element of 
discrimination is the social status upon which such treatment is based. Discrimination, 
however, can also be described as “all means of expressing and institutionalizing so-
cial relationships of dominance and oppression” (Krieger 2000: 69). 

Forms of discrimination may vary and could be based on various memberships in 
not only one but multiple social groups (Grollman 2014). Overt discrimination could 
include openly expressing prejudices towards certain groups, or verbally or even 
physically insulting and harassing them, while more subtle forms of discrimination 
(e.g., microaggressions) include the expressions of prejudice while covering it with 
neutral or even moral behavior (see, e.g., Sue et al. 2007; Sue 2010; Lennartz, Proost 
& Brebels 2019). A microaggression is an intentional or unintentional act or comment 
that maintains and reinforces racist or otherwise discriminatory stereotypes while oth-
ering people (Yhdenvertaisuusvaltuutettu 2020). Previous research shows that there 
is a connection between perceived microaggression, discrimination and health (Solór-
zano, Ceja & Yosso 2000; Gee 2002; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind & Perhoniemi 2006; 
Williams & Mohammed 2009; Rask et al. 2018).  

While overt discrimination is often noticeable, covert discrimination and mi-
croaggressions are often ambiguous, denied, or rationalized as well-intentioned. This 
calls for a more active, and complex appraisal of the situations in which they occur 
(Noh, Kaspar & Wickrama 2007; Sue et al. 2007; Tran & Lee 2014; Williams 2020). 
Both overt and covert forms of discrimination may target individuals because of their 
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race, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation (see, e.g., Sue et al. 2007; Kohli & So-
lórzano 2012; Desouza & Wesselmann 2017; Sue et al. 2019).  

Multiple discrimination involves unequal treatment based on various socially con-
structed categories, such as gender, race, transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, 
religion, disability status or sexual orientation. Multiple discrimination as such in-
cludes no explanation of how these various categories interact (Schömer 2016: 119). 
Intersectional discrimination, however “does not merely consist of the adding of two 
or more sources of discrimination; the result is qualitatively different or synergis-
tic …” (Crenshaw 1989: 140). Intersectional discrimination occurs when multiple 
grounds of discrimination operate in a person’s life simultaneously and interact in an 
inseparable manner.  

The European Union’s Fundamental Rights Agency’s 2019 survey on the experi-
ences and views of LGBTI individuals reported that 31 percent of respondents in Fin-
land experienced discrimination in the 12 months preceding answering a survey 
ques-tionnaire in 816 areas of their lives. Intersex17 and transgender individuals 
seemed to have had the most encounters with discrimination, with 70 and 46 percent 
reporting on such experiences (EU FRA 2020). 

According to the results of the 2016 Survey on Minorities and Discrimination in 
the EU (EU FRA 2017), 45 percent of the respondents18 from Finland reported to have 
been discriminated against in the 12 months prior the survey in ten areas19 of life. 
Moreover, from the respondents of the 2020 European Agency for Fundamental 
Rights LGBTI survey, 46 percent of trans individuals have experienced “discrimina-
tion due to being LGBTI in 8 areas of life” over the past 12 months. In contrast, 32 
percent of lesbian women, 28 percent of gay men, 23 percent of bisexual women, 25 
percent of bisexual men, and 30 percent of intersex individuals reported similar expe-
riences (EU FRA 2020). Arguably, these percentages prove that while the status of 
sexual and gender minorities in Finland is significantly better than in some other coun-
tries in the European Union, SGMs still experience discrimination in various realms 
of their lives in Finland too. 

Furthermore, a number of studies have indicated that sexual and gender minorities 
encounter various forms of discrimination in employment situations, at school and 

16 The 8 areas include: looking for a job; at work; looking for housing; by healthcare or social services 
personnel; by school/university personnel; at a café, bar or nightclub; at a shop; when showing your ID 
or any official document that identifies your sex. 

17 Results based on a small number of responses are statistically less reliable. 
18 The countries of origin for each target group were selected based on considerations with respect to their 

vulnerability of being discriminated against. Respondents in Finland were immigrants and descendants 
of immigrants from Sub-Saharan Africa.  

19 Areas of life asked about in the survey: looking for work; at work; education (self or as parent), health; 
housing and other public or private services (public administration, restaurant or bar, public transport, 
shop). 
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often in circles outside these realms as well (see, e.g., Lehtonen 2014, 2021a; Lepola 
2018; Jokela et al. 2020). A recent report which studied multiple discrimination expe-
rienced by sexual and gender minorities concluded that while the general attitudes 
towards sexual minorities have changed and are moving in a more positive direction, 
these individuals still experience discrimination and harassment in their lives, often 
on multiple grounds (Lepola 2018). Lepola (2018) also draws attention to the im-
portant role of supporting organizations, which are often only focusing on a particular 
characteristic of the individuals. 

4.2 Data and methods 

For this chapter, all forty individual interviews were analyzed. The purpose of the 
analysis was to obtain more information on the participants’ experiences of different 
forms of racism and discrimination within Finnish society.  

Racial/ethnic discrimination is justified by the ideology of racism. While the no-
tion of racism is often associated with prejudice, discrimination by an individual, a 
community or an institution against a person or a group of people based on their mem-
bership in a particular (marginalized) ethnic group, racism goes far beyond ethnic dif-
ferences. In this realm “race” as such is often defined as a social construct. This also 
implies that racism can take many forms and can present itself in a society in a multi-
tude of ways, ranging from interpersonal to structural racism (Bailey et al. 2017). 
Racism can manifest itself, for example, in the form of microaggressions.  

During the analysis the interviews uncovered the participants’ descriptions of mul-
tiple different experiences related to overt and subtle forms of discrimination and rac-
ism. The presence of racial discrimination and racism was prevalent in the majority 
of the participants’ narratives. As a result of the analytical process, the following main 
themes were developed:  

• experiences of microaggressions; 
• overt discrimination on multiple grounds; and  
• (self)-constructed “bubbles.”  

4.3 Results 

4.3.1 Experiences of microaggressions 

One of the most prevalent issues for most of the participants were their experiences 
of microaggressions in Finnish society, in various contexts. Most participants implied 
that many of these remarks were not necessarily intentional or results of bad will, but 
rather of ignorance, assumptions, and prejudices.  
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Racial and ethnic microaggressions were common, regardless of migration back-
grounds (i.e., whether the participants came to Finland as asylum seekers, refugees, 
or whether they were born in the country). Those who were born and raised in Finland, 
or who have lived in Finland from their early childhood, and were members of e.g., 
ethnic minorities were often also racialized—for example by receiving “compliments” 
on their Finnish language skills. 

While race or ethnicity may be distinguishable attributes, they may affect the ex-
perience of sexual minority persons of color more than their sexual orientation, which 
is a nonphysical trait (Fattoracci, Revels-Macalinao & Huynh 2021). Individuals who 
experience racial microaggressions are also at greater risk of being targeted for their 
other marginalized identities (Yosso et al. 2009).  

The construct of intersectional invisibility however suggests that the intensity of 
the experiences of oppression may vary, for example, if individuals do not conform 
to the stereotype underlying particular microaggressions (Purdie, Vaughns & Eibach 
2008). This was especially prevalent in the cases of e.g., homosexual male partici-
pants, or trans men and women, who described themselves as “passing” (see, Glos-
sary). Seemingly, prejudices connected to one’s migration status were among the most 
frequent ones mentioned by the participants:  

[I was told by my partner’s mother that] Eastern Europeans come to Fin-
land, to pick strawberries, and it is a big issue, because Eastern Europe-
ans are just so fast at picking these strawberries. Like twice as fast as 
Finns, and there's a Helsingin Sanomat article about this, where these 
two Finns complained about these “filthy Eastern Europeans” picking 
strawberries. And, she was like directing this to me, which felt really 
weird. And, then she explained to me, that it's because these people, 
Eastern Europeans, “don't have thoughts, and they are very simple peo-
ple, so they can just like mindlessly pick these strawberries.” And she 
was just going on about it! And I was like thinking all sorts of things, 
but I didn't say anything, because we were in their mökki, [cabin] you 
know and there was this like, big difference and it was just like...weird. 
But yeah, there have been those kinds of situations. And I don't know 
how much my transness plays into it, because also, um, it's only recently 
that I am like becoming this more visibly trans, because I recently started 
taking hormones. 

Previous research has suggested that there is a particular “hierarchy” between differ-
ent migrants in Finland. The basis of categorizing migrants includes several intersect-
ing standards related to one’s ethnic background, socioeconomic position, and other 
factors as well. Together, they form the concept of “migrant hierarchy” (Koskela 
2014: 20–21). In the current case, the participants signaled the existence of such a 
hierarchy as well. Those, who assumed to be (or who were) from developing coun-
tries, or were assumed to have a lower education, for example, encountered derogatory 
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remarks more frequently, and as such, those, who were from developed countries were 
in advantaged positions in this respect. One of the participants explained this by say-
ing:  

...and there's also been like simple microaggressions as well, of 
like...you know you hear someone speaking Finnish like “We are in Fin-
land, speak Finnish!” [aggressive tone] and then, suddenly they are like 
“Where are you from? Where are you from?” yelling at me, and I am 
like “I am from New York” and then, suddenly their whole attitude 
changes, like “Ooooh, I love New York! Oooh!” [polite tone]. So, [...] I 
use this New York-card, because it usually changes the conversation, 
right away. Like, I can’t imagine if I was from somewhere else. Like 
how horribly some of those interactions could have ended. 

Insensitive remarks by healthcare or social service providers were also described by 
several participants. It is important to point out that notions of “race,” or “whiteness,” 
are guided by the social meanings that are ascribed to them. Race is a social category, 
and as such is not simply rooted in biological foundation, skin tone or color (see, e.g., 
Krieger et al. 1993; Jones 2000). This is clearly exemplified by the case of a partici-
pant, who arrived in Finland from Russia, identifies himself as a white man and mainly 
has sex with men: 

I just started dating this local, young Finnish guy, and I wanted to be 
sure that there was nothing passed between us. I came to the nurse and 
asked for it [testing for sexually transmitted diseases]. And her reaction 
was, instead of saying “Yes, sure, here is your referral” she said “Back 
in Russia, have you ever heard of condoms? Let me explain you how 
they work.” She went on the rant, about “how in Europe, white people 
use condoms,” and “you scum should learn how to use them as well” 
[sarcastically] […] I mean, she didn’t even ask why I asked for it! She 
went straight into you know “I bet you have HIV now because you are 
a monkey who didn’t use a condom.”  

Transgender participants recounted microaggressions rooted in incorrectly gendered 
pronouns or terminology, expectations to conform to particular ideas of gender, har-
assment, and systemic or environmental microaggressions (such as unexperienced 
health or social service providers, government issued identification assistance, gen-
dered toilets). These domains of trans-specific microaggressions have been described 
in previous research as well (Nadal, Rivera & Corpus 2010; Nadal, Skolnik & Wong 
2012). Each non-binary participant talked about the issue of misgendering, especially 
in the contexts where conversations take place in English. One of them, for example, 
referred to this stating:  
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…the number of times I have heard Finnish people say that they just 
struggle with gender-neutral pronouns, because of “hän” [gender neutral 
personal pronoun in Finnish] and all this stuff. Honestly, I just can’t hear 
it anymore. So, I think this is like my Finland-specific struggle. 

Another participant, a trans woman recounted an encounter with unexperienced health 
service staff right before a surgery:  

There was a nurse who said that they [the nurses] have been quarrelling 
about who would have the rights to work the days I am there. I was 
considered problematic because I am trans, I guess. I said “Okay, that's 
interesting,” like [they told] “we have never had a transgender patient 
here, you are the first transgender person I have even met!” It felt like in 
a zoo! 

Systemic and environmental microaggressions, such as the lack of gender-neutral toi-
lets, difficulties when changing official names and/or gender markers were present in 
most trans participants’ narratives, as the quote here exemplifies: 

Well, each time I go to a toilet [I experience discrimination]. […] As 
sad, as it is. Actually, either way, whichever one [toilet] I go into, I get 
some comments. It’s ridiculous. It’s like “mind your own pooping busi-
ness, I am coming here to do mine.” It's just so strange, but well, maybe 
not as much discrimination, I guess, or like, it’s microaggression rather. 
But maybe like this fear, when I enter a gendered space. I have to worry 
about, how people perceive me, am I in the correct gendered space, is 
this safe for me? Is it a threat to someone else that I am here? 

Individuals, whose sexual orientation was known or assumed by others, frequently 
encountered microaggressions that were connected to these identities. A lesbian 
woman, for example, who described herself as someone who presents herself in what 
she considered to be masculine attire, talked about an experience at a job interview 
for a position at a large, international company: 

I don't know what people expect when they read about me on paper, I 
don’t include a picture [in my CV], ‘cause I don’t find it necessary. I 
remember, when I met this lady [for a job interview], I remember step-
ping in... I didn’t wear a tie, but I had, kind of like nice, masculine ap-
parel, like a sweater, and a shirt underneath and, I don’t know her whole 
face just totally changed. At some point, she said that she “expected 
something different,” and that’s like really weird to say that to the person 
you’re interviewing! Like what do you mean? I mean, I could see it was 
totally based on my appearance. And my voice, you know? I spoke with 
you know, I sound one way you expect this girl to come here, and I show 
up, and I think she was a bit like taken back from it. I think in some ways 
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that cost me that job, I mean... I cannot say for sure whether I think 
someone is homophobic, or not, but you know when you get a vibe, you 
get a vibe. 

As she explained her experience was not a one-time encounter, and while her migra-
tion status, nationality, and educational background seemed to be suitable for the po-
sition, her assumed sexual minority status, and its intersection with her other identities 
put her in a disadvantaged position. Participants shared that similar microaggressions 
were experienced also outside Finland. While some participants seemed to have re-
acted to these microaggressions less negatively, many of them clearly recognized the 
cumulative impact on their lives, which they frequently associated with negative 
health outcomes. 

4.3.2 Overt discrimination on multiple grounds 

In addition to encountering microaggressions, overt discrimination such as being 
threatened, or being called names was also present in the narratives. In many in-
stances, overt discriminatory experiences were rooted in systemic microaggressions. 

Experiences of discrimination often spanned “transnational borders.” This was es-
pecially prevalent when trans individuals who had previously started the transitioning 
process tried to travel abroad with documents that still included their “dead names”—
a birth name of a trans person who has changed their name as part of their transition—
or the wrong gender markers. A transgender woman, with a refugee background, 
shared her experiences when traveling abroad as follows: 

In Turkey, they usually make fun of me. They make a clown out of me 
at the airport. They call me “hadji,” you know...they start calling me 
Hadji [dead name], because that’s my male name. “Oh Hadji [dead 
name], you are here, how beautiful!” They start to call each other: “Wait, 
I will call my friend so he can also see Hadji [dead name].” You know, 
before stamping my passport. It’s like watching me in a zoo or some-
thing. Humiliating. 

When it comes to experiences in Finland, the host society, and the non-diaspora com-
munities, overt discrimination appeared to be more common on the grounds of race, 
or ethnicity. In the diaspora communities such experiences were more frequent on the 
grounds of sexuality and gender, given that these attributes “confirmed” the stereo-
types frequently being associated with them. This is well exemplified by the case of 
asylum seekers and refugees, who frequently encountered obvious homo- or tran-
sphobia in their own communities, while also facing racial or ethnic discrimination 
by the host society. Fearing this discrimination, and the possible physical and/or psy-
chological abuse they may encounter, asylum seekers who were living in reception 
centers often did not dare to be open about their identities in Finland, which had sig-
nificant effects on how their claims were processed and evaluated. Experiences of 
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similar encounters were also common in other situations, such as in educational insti-
tutions as one participant explained: 

…the group [at the vocational school] is full of people form “Arabic 
countries.” Everybody knows my male [dead] name, and I am harassed 
a lot. I have so many problems in my school because of who I am. […] 
The first issue, that happened in the class was because of a man, a class-
mate, who just started to tell things about my voice, like “Haha, you look 
like a woman, but sound like a man, you can never change these.” He 
made me feel uncomfortable about my voice and “if you want to be a 
woman, just shut up and be silent” and things like this, just to embarrass 
me in the class.  

Unfortunately, for some, these experiences did not end on the level of verbal com-
ments, a trans woman from the Middle East described the fear and anxiety they felt 
resulting from their or their acquaintances,’ experiences in Finland. One participant 
talked about several physical attacks she was a victim of. The attacks were clearly due 
to the intersection of her ethnic background, migration status, and gender identity. The 
same participant, and many others, expressed that such incidents and cases are not 
being taken seriously by the Finnish police.  

Previous research has shown that when transgender people consider different tran-
sitioning processes, there is a perceived need in them not only to develop and com-
municate their gender, but also to represent it authentically when balancing discrimi-
natory conditions (Levitt & Ippolito 2014). These experiences, and the perceived ne-
cessity to conform to particular stereotypes around gender, therefore impacted those 
who fall onto the intersections of migrations status and transness. These participants 
often felt it very important to go through the physical transitioning process in partic-
ular ways. 

In contrast to the homo- and transphobic discrimination by the diaspora commu-
nities, racialized individuals’ narratives either overtly or covertly suggested that the 
prejudices and overt discriminatory or racist comments they receive are by and large 
connected to their ethnicity or race. These experiences were however often amplified 
by prejudices and assumptions about their socioeconomic status, or levels of educa-
tion. A Middle Eastern gay man in his 30s stated: 

…I was doing my laundry [in a public laundromat]. There was an old 
lady, and she just started talking to me. […] she started asking me where 
I am from, and then she started talking about how foreigners come and 
take the money, and they don’t pay taxes, and Finland spends money on 
them. And I told her that I work, that I have work, and she just didn’t 
believe me! She said I was lying, and she kept going on and on and on, 
and I was like...oh my God...so, this is one of the things, that I feel like 
people might have in their mind. That I am just here, exploiting the 
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system, taking money, not paying taxes, and living off like social wel-
fare. […] I think sometimes they think I am less educated, or I didn’t go 
to the university, or like I came to Finland by boat, or something like 
this. Yeah. That...this is like something maybe general, and I feel it and 
I have heard it, that “I don't know the values of the Western culture.” 
You know? This kind of like, how to behave around people, saying “Kii-
tos!” to the bus driver when getting off, those small details, that they 
think are like “Western” details. 

When reflecting on the intersection of his ethnicity, immigrant status, and his sexual 
orientation, he however, felt that his homosexuality located him in an advantaged po-
sition—at least from the perspective of the host society. Ethnic discrimination target-
ing Middle Eastern men was often emphasized along the intersections of ethnicity and 
gender. Those who were perceived to have adopted the “Westernized gay lifestyle” 
(Tschalaer 2020: 14) fell into more advantaged positions. As the previously quoted 
participant expressed, the openly discriminatory comments tend to decrease after he 
reveals his sexual minority status: 

Well, this might sound weird, as a homosexual man, I think some of the 
prejudice is not there, because I think like yeah, people kind of see 
me…like I am gay from the Middle East, and people see that I am safer 
than a straight person from the Middle East. Because I am not going to 
go after girls, or like you know...flirt with them, or just I don’t know, 
like touch them, or anything. It's just like “Okay, you are cool, because 
you are gay.” So, that's like...I feel like that’s also not right. Like, other 
people are treated differently in that regard.  

Individuals with Middle Eastern backgrounds, whether they grew up in the Middle 
East or not, were often racialized as Muslims. As one Iraqi participant concluded “I 
can say that I don’t know anything about religion […] I don’t feel like I belong to 
Islam at all. But I think when people know that I am from Iraq, they think that I am a 
Muslim.” In addition, they were also thought to be of lower educational or socioeco-
nomic status, regardless of whether that was actually the case or not. A woman in her 
20s, who was born in Finland to immigrant parents, and who identified herself as 
queer and brown person talked about an encounter with the gynecologist when seek-
ing a sexually transmitted disease (STD) test as follows:  

So, I went there [to the gynecologist]. […] The gynecologist was like 
“Have you ever heard of condoms?” I was thinking like “Obviously, I 
have heard about condoms, I am not fucking stupid...” but of course, I 
told the gynecologist “Yes” only. Ehm, but then there were these preju-
dices made about my ethnicity, like “Well, it’s not like you are assumed 
to know about these things...” [“No, mutta eihän teidän jotenkin oleteta-
kaan tietävä...”] Something like that, you know? Like he was asking 
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about my ethnicity, and he wanted to blame my color for being “igno-
rant”—which he clearly thought I was. It put me into a mindset, that they 
think that white is better, and more educated than brown. That I am like 
uneducated, uncivilized...a savage that I don’t know about shit. I hon-
estly felt like that...like that he thought that me being of Middle Eastern 
ancestry would be a reason for me not knowing how to protect myself 
from STDs, which is not the case. I was with my partner for multiple 
years. We broke up, and I didn't know if he cheated on me, and I wanted 
the tests [...] I felt really bad, because what does my ethnicity has to do 
with this? 

While overt discrimination by the host society—that is, excluding diaspora commu-
nities— mainly centered around the axes of race and (assumed) ethnicity, there were 
some cases when the participants indicated that they “confirmed” certain stereotypes 
associated with sexual or gender minorities, and that they also encountered discrimi-
nation on those grounds:  

I had ordered something and this guy, this delivery guy came to my 
house to bring it. He called my number, he spoke Finnish, I didn't un-
derstand him, so I gave him to my wife, and uh, she told him...I don't 
remember what it was about...I think leaving the package somewhere. 
But before he hung up, he said in Finnish to my wife something like 
“these must be some dykes” or something […] we have filed a complaint 
to the delivery service...  

In addition to these experiences, the narrative of “non-welcoming queer circles” was 
quite prevalent in most interviews. Several participants talked about discrimination 
and exclusion they had experienced in the local queer circles. One participant ex-
plained: 

It’s also a lot in quote, unquote “woke” acceptable, uh accepted, 
like...queer scene, LGBT scene. I have noticed that […] if a group of 
Middle Eastern men walk in, or if a group of black men walk in...there’s 
this automatic look on everyone's faces, like “Why are they here?” like 
“Do we have to be worried?” like “Should we watch them? Should we 
get security to remove them?” They don’t think that these people may 
also be LGBT and they are looking desperately for a place where they 
can just hold hands or meet someone, or like fall in love, or have a fun 
night where they don't have to be worried about being found by other 
members of their community, so you know...this discrimination is not 
just limited to straight people. Or even just white people, so...  

Resulting from the subtle, and the not-so-subtle discriminatory experiences on various 
grounds, most participants shared a common narrative of establishing “their own 
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circles,” where they surrounded themselves with people whom they consider to be 
“likeminded,” usually on the intersections of similar identities, as described in detail 
in the following theme.  

4.3.3 (Self-) constructed “bubbles”  

Attitudes towards immigrants may be rooted in social closure or boundary work (Neu-
mann & Moy 2018). The participants frequently disclosed feelings of exclusion and 
the sense that they did not truly belong or fit in with Finnish society. This was espe-
cially prevalent in the narratives of those who immigrated to Finland as adults.  

The existence, and often conscious construction of particular circles, or “bubbles,” 
as some referred to them was a dominant account in the interviews. One participant 
addressed the subject when referring to the different groups formed during the Hel-
sinki Pride Week event a few years before the interview: 

[…] during Pride, like you could see that on the Friday evening, during 
Pride, you have different parties in the city, you have different places for 
the different groups. There are the parties in Hercules, for like the white, 
gay cis men, you have the parties for women in like, Kaivohuone, or that 
area, and then, there are the teenagers in DTM [laughs] […] The kids 
there [in DTM], their mothers in the park [laughs] and you know, there 
are the immigrants, you know? Like when we go and try to be at any 
place it's like “No” you know? You're not even welcome! 

The participants highlighted that the feeling of not being welcome in Finnish society 
very often stemmed from the usage of language by the host society when interacting 
with people who do not speak Finnish, or do not speak Finnish on a level that is con-
sidered to be sufficient. One participant noted: 

[…] thinking language...I think most people in Finland, or at least the 
young people in Finland can speak English quite well, and then...but it’s 
interesting for example, some groups of friends I had in Sweden, or Nor-
way, if there was one English speaker, everyone would switch the lan-
guage to English, like no questions asked. In Finland, even with people 
who I know for eight years, it’s like...I have just gotten used to the fact, 
that they will speak Finnish, until they speak directly to me. [laughs] 
That’s like an interesting...an interesting kind of thing. Yeah. You can 
zone out a little bit. [laughs] 

These concerns were also raised in relation to the “queer circles,” and in relation to 
most organizations who focus on supporting sexual and gender minorities: 

I mean, many times when I was in all sorts of social settings with Finnish 
people, then the conversation would quickly turn from English to Finn-
ish, and here I am, an outsider again. Uh, in these situations...so also, not 
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a good experience when you are trying to mingle with people who are 
like the same as you, but also different, so you can't really communicate 
properly. At least this has been my experience, you know? Like when 
everyone’s drinking, having fun, things change quickly to Finnish, and 
then I become singled out and lost, like I was really included for like 30 
minutes. Of course, it’s natural to go back to your mother tongue, that 
was just like my experience, but like once you have those experi-
ences...like I don’t want to keep having that same experience. Like a lot 
of different things are happening here, like layers of different things 
where I feel like I don’t belong... 

Crenshaw (1993) also illustrates how language, and potentially nativity and citizen-
ship status, can serve as other axes of delimitation in different structures. While the 
sense of exclusion was also addressed in the broader scheme of experiences, when 
reflecting on the media, documentation, and information in English, the accessibility 
of services in English (and even in Swedish) was a frequently raised concern also in 
the case of governmental and non-governmental organizations. In addition, it was also 
present in relation to personal contacts and relationships a person may want to accu-
mulate: 

[…] I don’t want to name other countries, or other nations, but there are 
some over the world where people who are from the country are open 
and become very good friends with newcomers or immigrants. Here, in 
Finland, in my own experience of five years, trying my best to make 
friends with Finns, and I don’t succeed. They don’t want to get close to 
someone who is a foreigner, or from the Middle East. 

A rather common narrative among the participants was that the “general society” 
failed to understand their identities—and the intersections of their identities—which 
they perceived to require constant explanation and elaboration. Several participants 
talked about the boundaries the host society seemed to erect along the lines of migra-
tion status, language, ethnicity or even race: 

[...] most people who come in [to Finland] from outside do the same, I 
guess...just make their bubbles because you have can have the least in-
teraction possible with anybody who’s from here. Like they don’t really 
want to hang out. I managed to create my bubble every time I came here, 
I created my bubble and I have like my group of friends, and I have my 
activities even start businesses or whatever, like it’s been working that 
way […] it’s like every time you meet somebody from here [from Fin-
land] you have to give your life story. I’m a very complex person with 
many identities that intersect. So, meeting a person is like going through 
an audition, to see what parts they are OK with which parts they are not, 
and also, it’s exhausting to put the time that it that it takes to present 
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yourself into everything. There’s no kind of like “cute meets” like in any 
other country, where these just like naturally come up in a conversa-
tion…you know? Like whatever, you interact, and you just get to know 
the person naturally. In here, it feels like a presentation, and in the end, 
you are excluded because of one thing, or another, especially if you are 
like, not white. It’s like, it makes me feel like I don’t want to integrate 
at all, you know? Like it’s not even possible […] and you’ll never be 
good enough. 

Another participant shared similar sentiments, emphasized along the lines of the in-
tersections of not only her queerness, her background as an immigrant, and her disa-
bility—which were consistently present throughout her whole interview connected to 
various realms of her life, but seemed to make her situation particularly individual in 
employment situations: 

[…] And honestly, the whole situation in Finland is...I feel like an out-
sider. I always have. And…maybe it’s from the idea of being queer or 
being disabled...I feel like I can’t advance. Like my Finnish peers you 
know, they left school, found jobs immediately. And me? I couldn’t do 
that. I can never say was it the English or...I mean I don’t know, because 
the jobs I applied for were English speaking jobs. Was it my back-
ground? Was it me? I don’t know. But you know, the experience, when 
you apply for hundreds of jobs, I mean...hundreds! And you get, like 
three interviews, and then there, people are worried about how you look, 
rather than...you know? Like “You look great on paper but look how 
you look!” Like...that really kind of hurt me as a person! You know? 
Like it really gave me a bad experience here. And, a lot of...you 
know...this is the truth in it, and it’s not my finest point, but when I don’t 
feel secure there, and I don’t feel like I belong here...which is somewhat 
my fault, and somewhat something else...you know, why would I want 
to continue learning the language? 

Due to the experiences of not “belonging” and of falling into particular and multiple 
intersections of different identities, the participants used these bubbles as self-con-
structed safe spaces. These spaces allowed them to limit the risk of receiving deroga-
tory remarks, experiencing exclusion and other negativities in their daily lives.  

4.4 Conclusions 

Social divisions may exist along the lines through which people experience inclusion, 
exclusion, discrimination, and with the specific identities people have in their daily 
lives (Yuval-Davis 2006). Consistently with previous research, the participants of the 
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current study reported various, often intersecting forms of overt and covert discrimi-
nation in Finland. They associated experiences of microaggressions and overt dis-
crimination on multiple grounds for particular identities. Nevertheless, the intersec-
tionality framework posits that the social positions targeted by discrimination, both 
overt and covert, are not independent, but are mutually constitutive (Crenshaw 1989, 
1993; Bowleg 2008). In this respect, although these experiences were reported as be-
ing attributable to a particular identity, other identities, such as the individuals’ gender 
or age may have been factors in the experiences as well.  

In certain cases, the influence of these intersections was acknowledged by the par-
ticipants themselves. While mentions of different forms of ethnic and racial mi-
croaggressions and discrimination by the host society were prevalent in the narratives 
of the participants, those who suggested that they “confirmed” certain stereotypes as-
sociated with particular sexual minorities, and those whose identities were difficult to 
“comprehend” by others—such as non-binary trans participants—seemed to encoun-
ter discrimination on the grounds of their sexual orientation and/or gender identities 
as well. Several participants who arrived in Finland from countries or who had roots 
in countries which are not particularly welcoming towards sexual and gender minori-
ties frequently mentioned direct encounters with often violent homo- and transphobia. 
Resulting from these experiences and from the feelings of being excluded from dif-
ferent groups, most participants talked about establishing their own social circles, or 
“bubbles” where they could surround themselves with individuals who fall into simi-
lar intersections of various identities as they themselves do.  

While these experiences and narratives are in line with previous studies on the 
discriminatory experiences that sexual and gender minorities encounter further re-
search is needed about such discriminatory events in Finland, preferably with a direct 
focus on specific realms, such as employment, educational or healthcare situations.  
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5 Health and Wellbeing 

• Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin experience health problems related 
to their minority status. 

• Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin experience mental health problems, 
such as depressive and anxiety symptoms. 

• Accessing tests and preventive prescription measures for sexually transmitted dis-
eases appears to be difficult. 

• Transgender people who come from foreign backgrounds face hardships when ac-
cessing gender-affirming care. 

5.1 Introduction 

Research on the health, wellbeing, and health service usage of SGMs has rapidly been 
growing. The experiences of SGMs are largely shaped by the diversity and the inter-
section of their other identities, as well as the local, contextual, and structural forces 
that impact them. 

Recent research shows that there have been uneven gains in advancing the health 
status of sexual and gender minorities and that there are a range of health disparities 
in their health status. The present inequities experienced by SGMs are largely con-
nected to the social and historical precedent shaping their lives, including for example 
that fact that same-sex attraction, or homosexuality has been pathologized and stig-
matized (Littlejohn, Poteat & Beyrer 2019). Previous studies clearly show that SGMs 
are at risk of greater health disparities than cisgender, heterosexual individuals. There 
are various underlying mechanisms, as the risk factors may be connected to certain 
biological mechanisms, as well as to other matters, e.g., discrimination or minority 
stress. 

Sexual minorities have poorer health outcomes than their heterosexual counter-
parts, and they are more likely to have a medical record of anxiety and/or depression 
compared with heterosexuals (Diamant et al. 2000; Conron, Mimaga & Landers 2010; 
Hatzenbuehler, McLaughlin & Slopen 2013; Björkenstam et al. 2017). A recent study 
on European sexual minority youth pointed out that there was a high-risk group of 
suicidality, independent from objective factors such as victimization or substance 
abuse among the studied group (Gambadauro 2020).  

Transgender individuals experience intersecting forms of social marginalization 
and are disproportionately affected by health inequities (Reisner et al. 2016). It has 
previously been shown that transgender individuals working as sex workers are often 
predisposed to HIV infections (Baral, Poteat & Stromdahl 2013). Moreover, 
transgender people are more prone to experiencing depression, anxiety, or loneliness 
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(Verbeek et al. 2020). As such, the World Health Organization has called for a global 
health agenda for transgender individuals (Thomas et al. 2017). 

While gender-affirming healthcare has the potential of increasing life-quality as it 
reduces gender dysphoria and has been identified as a key social determinant of health 
among transgender people (White Hughto & Reisner 2016; Fraser, Brady & Wilson 
2021; Lacombe et al. 2021), it is not equally accessible for all. Several international 
studies argue that in many countries trans identities and experiences are still patholo-
gized. Certain requirements for legal gender recognition (such as sterilization, and 
divorce) do not meet human rights standards (see, e.g., Davy, Sørlie & Suess Schwend 
2018; Suess Schwend 2020). Kärnä et al. (2021) point out that gender-affirming treat-
ments are the most effective way of reducing gender dysphoria and support better 
psychosocial functioning and quality of life. As the article points out, even after rig-
orous evaluation prior to gender-affirming treatments approximately 0.3–3 percent of 
the patients express disappointment and regret the transitioning later in life (Kärnä et 
al. 2021).  

In addition to these matters, it has previously been established that SGMs may 
experience discrimination concerning intake forms, in examination rooms, and seek-
ing and receiving quality care. Healthcare providers often interact with SGMs along 
the lines of cis- and heteronormative biases—even unconsciously (Shuster 2021). As 
healthcare providers do not have sufficient knowledge about their specific healthcare 
needs their care is often delayed. Due to these experiences, SGMs are often more 
reluctant to seek care or treatment, compared to cisgender and heterosexual individu-
als (Poteat, German & Kerrigan 2013; Agénor et al. 2014; Dahlhamer et al. 
2016; Hsieh & Ruther 2017). 

When it comes to the foreign-origin populations of Finland, as the results of the 
FinMonik 2018–19 (Kuusio et al. 2020) study show, individuals of foreign back-
grounds in Finland are less likely to consider their health as good or fairly good and 
they are more likely to deem health services as insufficient. The same study points 
out, that high prevalence of health risk factors were particularly emphasized in the 
country groups in which forced migration is common (Kuusio et al. 2020).  

As it has been pointed out in previous studies, the health and wellbeing of individ-
uals who come from asylum-seeking backgrounds is significantly worse than that of 
other groups of the population and they may have severe mental health problems 
(Garoff et al. 2019; Skogberg et al. 2019). Individuals who fall into the intersections 
of immigrant and SGM status experience particular vulnerabilities: asylum seekers 
and refugees belonging to SGM population are shown to face adversities both in terms 
of health and healthcare access (Meads, Carmona & Kelly 2012; Shidlo & Ahola 
2013; Alessi & Van Der Horn 2017; Zeeman et al. 2019; Gottlieb et al. 2020).  



5 Health and Wellbeing 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 63 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

5.2 The effects of the corona pandemic on sexual and gen-
der minorities 

McGowan, Lowther, and Meads (2021) conducted a systematic review of the effects 
of the Covid-19 pandemic on the health and well-being of the “LGBT+ populations” 
in the United Kingdom. The study shows that LGBT+ populations tended to show 
poor outcomes concerning mental health and well-being, health behaviors, safety, so-
cial connectedness, and access to routine healthcare. In addition, they suffered from 
worse outcomes of the pandemic compared to the heterosexual and cisgender popula-
tions. In the UK context, the experiences of LGBT+ individuals over 60 years of age 
were also studied. The results of the study showed that tensions with perceptions of 
reactionary narratives, social inequalities, and intolerance towards stigmatized 
groups, particularly trans people were frequent in the community. Combined with the 
lack of LGBT+ community networks and restrictions, this had potentially severe con-
sequences for some (Hafford-Letchfield, Toze & Westwood 2021). Studies from other 
countries came to strikingly similar conclusions (Barrientos et al. 2021; Gibb et al. 
2021; Janse, van Rensburg & Smith 2021). 

The non-governmental organization Save the Children (fi. Pelastakaa lapset) col-
lected information about Covid-19 experiences among youth (n = 3129). 18 percent 
of the respondents identified as belonging to SGMs. The results of the analysis 
showed that rainbow youth were significantly more likely to feel stress (66%, all 
54%), anxiety (63%, all 49%) and depressed (49%, all 33%), in comparison to those, 
who did not identify as SGMs. Moreover, a recent survey studied the effect of the 
Covid-19 crisis on LGBTI people with 325 respondents, one-fifth of whom feared 
negative increasing sexual and gender minority attitudes in the corona crisis. Slightly 
more feared that the pandemic could be used as a “political weapon” in Finland. Out-
side Finland, these fears were reported by a higher number of individuals (Lehtonen 
2021b). The impact of Covid-19 on the health and wellbeing of persons who had mi-
grated to Finland was significantly higher in most of the examined domains of health 
and wellbeing compared to the general population (Skogberg et al. 2021) 

5.3 Data and methods 

Even though healthcare and wellbeing services were not a primary theme in the semi-
structured interviews, discussions on these were prevalent in the interview material. 
The parts of the dataset that referred to the health and wellbeing of the individuals 
were analyzed to reflect on what the main challenges of sexual and gender minorities 
in relation to their health are in Finland. As a result of the analysis, two main themes 
were developed: 
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• perceived barriers when accessing health services; 
• struggles with mental health. 

5.4 Results 

5.4.1 Perceived barriers when accessing health services  

Access to healthcare is one of the key determinants of health (Bravemen et al. 2004; 
Wamala et al. 2007). Barriers to accessing healthcare services include a wide range 
of factors such as the cost and availability of services, lack of information and trust in 
the service system. Additionally, experiences or fear of discrimination can act as bar-
riers to quality care (Ferguson & Candib 2002; Scheppers et al. 2006). 

Finland guarantees universal right to healthcare services to all officially registered 
residents of the country. Overall, healthcare services are considered good by Finnish 
residents (Kemppainen et al. 2018). However, shortages of general practitioners (GPs) 
and long waiting lines have previously been mentioned as challenges within the sys-
tem (Kemppainen et al. 2018: 700–701). 

When discussing certain barriers to healthcare, participants addressed the question 
of “gatekeepers,” mainly—but not solely—in the public health context. Naming ac-
tors such as general practitioners (GP), nurses or other health professionals “gatekeep-
ers” implies that in the perception of the participants, there is a particular figure who 
has a significant role concerning accessing resources. This role may involve screening 
of individuals seeking entry and allowing only some to pass “beyond the gate” (Col-
lyer, Willis & Lewis 2017: 97). In some cases, “passing beyond the gate” was quite 
literal: a gay man in his 30s, who identifies as brown turned up at the emergency 
department shortly after his arrival in Finland, due to some pain he experienced in his 
shoulder. He recounted his experiences as follows: 

The nurse at the reception was really rude and mean to me, and she 
didn’t let me in. She started shouting, and said like “If you are not dying, 
we won't let you in.” Just shouting at me. That was like a very weird and 
uncomfortable situation, and I was like quite new in the country, so, I 
didn’t like, take any reaction, or I didn’t complain, I just left the emer-
gency department. That was one experience in the healthcare system, 
which was negative. […] I think it's [the reason of the reaction] like, a 
mix of job frustration, coupled with prejudice, coupled with, I don’t 
know, just like she was tired. Maybe the fact that I was brown, with a 
beard, and you know, obviously speaking English triggered her or some-
thing. 

While he acknowledged the role of other factors in this experience, he felt that preju-
dices associated with his ethnicity, and migration status posed obstacles during this 
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encounter. This participant also mentioned that his other experiences with healthcare 
providers have not been negative. In general, participants associated good service with 
the lack of barriers and with positive encounters with healthcare professionals: feel-
ings of having been “taken seriously,” generally created feelings of positive encoun-
ters. The main obstacle, as well as the reason for negative experiences were often 
associated with the intersections of immigration status and ethnicity: 

…the service there [at the local health center], the ones [the personnel 
answering the phone at the local health center] you call...they never let 
you meet a doctor. You have to go through many people until you can 
see one. They don’t take you seriously. I think especially when you are 
a foreigner. […] I guess with my name and [me using] English, they uh, 
make assumptions about my background, like that I am from the Middle 
East. 

Another participant found his experiences to be very similar: after an injury, as he 
described he “had to beg” the nurse who she was first assigned to see, to refer him to 
a physiotherapist. Eventually, he got the referral. As he summarized: 

I think that it had to do with the fact that I am a foreigner and a person 
of color. Absolutely. Because I have a lot of...friends from [my country 
of origin], who are white, and they don’t have these experiences, like 
not so bad ones. When I talk to them about it, it’s like...hearing that like, 
aliens exist, because they haven’t had to go through this sort of thing.  

Barriers when wanting to access tests and treatments connected to sexual health were 
often mentioned by highly educated participants—a majority of whom were men who 
have sex with men (as well). In these instances, the primary concern centered around 
the difficulty of accessing these tests, as one person described:  

...you have to actually go through the nurse and tell that “I wanna be 
tested for STDs.” When you say that, they usually give you a urine test, 
and the HIV test, good enough, I mean you know, that would happen. 
They would not test your throat, and they would usually not test your 
urethra, and would not test your anal samples. So, that already dismisses 
loads of people who might have you know, gonorrhea in the anal chan-
nels and your throat. [...] These things, you have to explicitly demand, 
and in order to get that, you have to say explicitly “I had unprotected 
sex, with a penis in my throat, with a penis in my ass.” Unless you say 
that, they won’t give the referrals to those tests. Which, I believe is ab-
solutely ridiculous, and can be humiliating. 

In addition to the difficulties in getting tested for sexual diseases, difficulties when 
accessing preventive prescription measures such as PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis) 
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or PEP (post-exposure prophylaxis) were also present in these interviews.20 Another 
man shared that he had been a victim of non-consensual intercourse (i.e., rape) and 
had tried to access PEP via many different doctors and channels shortly after his arri-
val in Finland. Due to his lack of success, he travelled abroad, in order to access the 
medication. Another participant when referring to sexual health services concluded “I 
feel like things like health services are harder to access here, even in my privileged 
position,” implying that despite many attributes that often placed him in a more ad-
vantaged position in Finnish society (e.g., his SES, migration status, educational back-
ground, whiteness, etc.) he perceived particular barriers to be present in this respect.  

Due to such perceived barriers and often influenced by discriminatory experiences, 
the participants decided to consciously refrain from interacting with health service 
providers. A trans woman in her 50s described barriers to accessing services for sexual 
health as follows: 

[PrEP is] one of the things that I haven’t looked at in here basically be-
cause I expect it to be kind of a pain […] But if it was easier to access? 
Yeah. I probably would be on it! Just because it's sort of the right thing 
to do. […] I know it’s gonna be an annoying, pain-in-the-ass conversa-
tion with the doctor. And that is something where I expect some kind of 
stigma. Like if I go to an unrelated medical appointment, “Okay, tell us 
what you are taking” yeah. I expect to get, as...uh, someone who passes 
as female and upper class, I expect to get some weird reactions from 
clinicians for “Why are you taking that?” You know? And if I don’t, that 
I know that the only reason why they don’t say something that...uh, ei-
ther that they know that they should probably shut up or are being polite. 
You know?  

Transgender participants, especially those who immigrated to Finland, repeatedly 
raised concerns about the barriers to receiving gender-affirming healthcare. These bar-
riers were by and large connected to the long waiting period in relation to the pro-
cess—which undoubtedly was, at least partially, a result of the previously indicated 
“gatekeeper experience” and the currently applied diagnostic processes in Finland. 
When addressing this barrier, participants often expressed distress with the waiting 
period imposed on them. Individuals who had previously started gender-affirming 
treatment in other countries—whether legally or not—had difficulties making them-
selves, as one participant phrased it, “legible” for the same treatments in the Finnish 
system. Those who arrived in Finland from countries, where they had the legal 

 
 
 
20 The national guidelines for using PrEP in Finland was published in 2019 (Sutinen, Hietalahti & Hil-

tunen-Back 2020); from 01.07.2021, PrEP medication is freely available from the public health provid-
ers (Laine & Mikkola 2021). As such, the experiences described in relation to the accessibility of PrEP 
or PEP are likely to be somewhat different today.  
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possibility—and the financial means—of accessing certain treatments were, often in 
advantaged positions. Transgender asylum seekers are, in this respect, especially vul-
nerable, as they are not entitled to gender-affirming care in Finland before receiving 
a positive decision of their asylum claim. 

Trans participants who had been accessing or who had contemplated accessing 
services of the trans polyclinic reflected on their experiences in depth. These experi-
ences were mostly elaborated along the lines of frustration and fear of the processes 
and from not being able to access the desired gender-affirming treatments. A trans-
masculine, non-binary participant, who due to their SES could afford particular treat-
ments in their country of origin said: “it took like a lot of energy, and weird privileges 
and resources to navigate transitioning without the transpoli here.”  

Participants moreover often described the necessity to enact their “transness” 
along with particular—often binary perception—of gender. This was especially prev-
alent in the narratives of non-binary individuals, who described the necessity to enact 
their identities “along the binary” in order to be able to access particular gender-af-
firming treatments: 

I am also nervous as a non-binary person, that I am “not binary-enough,” 
or I am not like, in their opinion “trans enough.” […] I just feel like the 
binary trans man is the thing that they would want me to go for, I would 
maybe say that I am not a non-binary, but trans man or trans guy, but I 
don’t fit that model […]. I have heard like...different kinds of advice 
[from others]. For example, it’s better to lie that you are more binary 
than you actually are […] and I am a bit nervous about how me being 
[racialized]...like...affects it. I don’t think they understand what things I 
say at times, like...I was talking about the “not being able to fit into any 
genders” […] 

Refugees and asylum seekers often expressed difficulties in “knowing how the system 
works” reflecting on barriers posed by language, migration status and the gatekeeper 
experience. Those who fall into the intersections of transness and refugee or asylum-
seeking focused on the barriers to receiving trans-specific healthcare. A trans refugee 
who arrived in Finland over three years ago as a quota refugee due to her being a trans 
woman in a country where she was subjected to violence partially due to her gender 
minority status. She was granted asylum in Finland based on her gender identity, and 
talked about the difficulties accessing trans-specific healthcare in Finland: 

I didn’t come here, still looking like a man with a beard. I am a woman, 
in front of you, with everything. With all the surgeries and all the hair 
removed. And they are still asking me these questions again? I am not 
young. I told them I have been using the hormones for 10 years. What 
do they still want to know? […] It’s a lot of money [to access hormones 
and surgeries]. I get the money from sex work. This is the only way I 
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can support myself. I need to sell myself to a lot of clients, to get the 
money I need for the hormone treatment, and for the operations I need. 

She, as many other refugees and asylum seekers had accessed particular gender-af-
firming treatments abroad—often resulting from the perceived barrier to accessing 
trans-specific healthcare in Finland, and often resulting from a lower SES. 

The question of the language when accessing different services was present in 
most interviews. This is not surprising, as the ability to talk about a problem in con-
sultations is crucial to accessing healthcare (Dixon-Woods et al. 2005). In this respect, 
lack of (sufficient) Finnish skills seemed to have been an issue for most participants. 
The difficulty of accessing services in Swedish was also addressed by some. While 
native English speakers seemed to have fewer difficulties at least when encountering 
professionals in person, the lack of documentation in English (including the records 
of their visit, pre-visit forms, and questionnaires) was also a concern raised by many 
of them:  

Like a lot of paperwork, I got in the past, for example in this mental 
health section was in Finnish, and sometimes people would go through 
it with me, sometimes then I would have to get a friend, whom I could 
ask to translate. Which is also weird, when there is this like...very sen-
sitive like...you know like...interrogating kind of questions you know…  

Many participants compared the Finnish health services to those in their countries of 
origin. A number of them implied that they were not aware of their rights, and the 
services that they were or were not entitled to in Finland.  

While most participants stated that many of the experienced barriers are com-
mon—regardless of the intersections—the examples given by the participants clearly 
showed that the barriers were emphasized along the lines of migration status, language 
skills, and often ethnicity or race. As the perceived barriers often stemmed from the 
fundamentally intersectional identities of the participants, they were more difficult to 
overcome, and resulted in delayed access to treatment, feelings of vulnerability and 
discomfort when turning to health professionals—whether the professional in ques-
tion was in the public or private systems. Negative experiences were, however, more 
commonly expressed in relation to accessing public health services. Resulting from 
these barriers, the participants often refrained from utilizing the Finnish health ser-
vices altogether—which could have a negative effect on physical and mental health 
outcomes. 

5.4.2 Struggles with mental health 

As mentioned earlier, sexual and gender minorities generally have poorer health out-
comes than their cisgender, heterosexual counterparts. Previous research has also 
shown that individuals who are also members of ethnic minority groups experience 
discrimination, or stereotyping related to their ethnic minority status, which could 
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contribute to health disparities—mental and physical alike (see, e.g., Solórzano, Ceja 
& Yosso 2000; Gee 2002; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind & Perhoniemi 2006; Williams 
& Mohammed 2009; French & Chavez 2010; Bazargan & Galvan 2012; Rask et al. 
2018). A large body of literature has previously linked everyday discrimination to 
negative mental and physical health outcomes across racial and ethnic groups (Ayalon 
& Gum 2011; Earnshaw et al. 2016). Importantly, while the migration experience may 
reshape certain the experiences of sexual and gender minorities, it does not necessarily 
erase them (Alessi et al. 2021; Chossière 2021: 3) 

A number of participants described having previously been struggling with issues 
of mental health, such as anxiety or depression. Mental health issues may be associ-
ated with a variety of factors including experiences before migrating to Finland—in 
the case of those who immigrated to Finland—childhood experiences, and often strug-
gles with accepting their sexual orientation and/or gender identity. Most participants 
talked about encountering small discriminatory remarks and occasionally, overt dis-
crimination in their daily lives: on the street, at school, and even when accessing health 
services, as recounted by one participant here: 

Once I took a huge amount of medication to kill myself, but then, I didn’t 
die. I don’t know what happened to me. I took so many drugs, they took 
me to hospital, they cleaned my stomach. Since then, I have this heart 
thing and I take tranquilizers all the time. Some people think that you 
arrive to Europe, and it’s paradise and you should be thankful, but the 
reality is not like that. 

Connecting racial and ethnic microaggressions to the participants’ own mental health 
was quite common among the participants. A homosexual man, from Latin-America 
in his 30s for example talked about remarks referring to his country of origin made as 
“jokes:”  

[…] they joke so much about it that it makes me wonder. [...] there’s a 
lot of like, like, microaggressions, like tiny jokes that are not really 
funny at all in any sense. And they are heavy, mentally. But they think 
it's funny. Yeah. So yeah, I would say that that's like been more present 
than issues connected to the gay part.  

Another participant reflected on the daily encounters with such microaggressions 
along very similar lines:  

I noticed that I can be having a good day, or I can be in high spirits, and, 
just one look, one action, one like...one microaggression can turn that 
around, and just ruin your day, completely. And then, your guard is up, 
and you are ready for more. So, that’s not really healthy. […] I think it 
has really started to affect my mentality, and these days I have like, 
started to develop a lot of anxiety about leaving the house. Because I 
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have to prepare myself, like a lot. It takes a lot of energy to prepare my-
self to face the fact, that as soon as I leave my house, I know I am going 
to get all that bullshit. Like, it’s all gonna come my way. No matter what 
I do, no matter how friendly I am, no matter how uh, like a “model mi-
nority” I behave. It’s gonna come my way. And, it causes a lot of anxi-
ety.  

The participants described challenges when seeking therapy in English in Finland. 
Accessing mental health services, especially with support from KELA seems to be 
particularly difficult due to the low number of English-speaking KELA-certified men-
tal health professionals. This challenge was discussed in a panel discussion at Helsinki 
Pride, organized by the non-governmental organization Seta as well (Seta 
01.07.2021).  

As mentioned earlier, transgender people are especially prone to experiencing 
mental health related problems, including anxiety or depression. These psychological 
problems tend to decrease after transition (Verbeek et al. 2020: 2), and the life quality 
of the individuals concerned tends to increase (White Hughto & Reisner 2016). The 
desire to receive appropriate gender-affirming healthcare was crucial in the partici-
pants’ narratives often directly connected to their mental health: 

[…] you have to show [at the trans policlinic] that the “dysphoria and 
the discomfort that you are living with the wrong gender” - issue is ma-
jor enough that you get help, but you can’t show that it’s too major, or 
that it makes you too sick, which it does anyways…but you know, if 
they think that it makes you too sick, they won’t help you.  

The most often raised concern in relation to mental health by transgender participants 
was connected to their gender dysphoria, often emphasized along the lines of their 
migration status: 

...uh, if you add that [gender dysphoria] to the minority stress, like that 
you are being somebody who is in a new country, and then, you have 
like problems...of course you are depressed. 

With the intersection of migration status, and transgender identities, those participants 
who migrated to Finland as asylum seekers or refugees expressed the heaviest burden 
related to mental health issues. These issues were not only connected with their trau-
matic experiences in their countries of origin, but also to their desire to receive appro-
priate gender-affirming health services. Receiving these services was especially im-
portant for handling particular administrative matters, for example changing names or 
gender markers, which were particularly important for the individuals as they often 
faced systemic and environmental microaggressions resulting from these matters—as 
previous studies have pointed out (Nadal, Rivera & Corpus 2010; Nadal, Skolnik & 
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Wong 2012). A transgender refugee, who arrived in Finland summarized her experi-
ences related to her health towards the end of the interview, as follows:  

If this [interview] is really going to be used at the institution that takes 
care of health and wellbeing of people, I would like to tell you about my 
experience from the community. If you receive an immigrant who starts 
to take hormonal treatment in a foreign country, abroad, and they come 
here, please give them their hormones. If you make them go through the 
process, and they need to stop the treatment for two years or even more, 
till the process finishes, their situation will be very complicated and it 
will result in anxiety and depression, like it did to me and to many others. 

When asking the participants about the effects the Covid-19 pandemic had on their 
lives, the narratives appeared to be verge on seeing the pandemic “as a blessing and a 
curse.” Those, who did not have supporting groups and broad social circles in Finland 
faced the difficulties of NGOs and other supporting organizations transferring their 
activities online or cancelling them altogether. This was especially prevalent in the 
cases of asylum seekers and refugees, who suffered significantly from the lack of these 
contacts, and increased loneliness. Those who described the pandemic along more 
negative lines talked about the lack of social contacts affecting their mental health. 
Those, who approached the matter in a more positive light suggested that due to the 
minimal number of contacts, they encountered significantly fewer negative experi-
ences (e.g., microaggressions or overt discrimination) when interacting with society 
at large. The pandemic intensified existing inequalities and exemplified how ethnicity, 
gender, socioeconomic status, or age overlap and interact resulting in unequal impacts 
on different groups in society. 

5.5 Conclusions 

Sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin experience health problems related to 
their minority status. Previous research has shown that the health and wellbeing of the 
foreign-origin population in Finland is worse than that of the general population. 
Morevoer, SGMs experience poor health outcomes that distinctly differ from the ex-
periences of their cis- and heterosexual counterparts.  

The participants of this study associated their experiences with their migration sta-
tus, and often their ethnicity—while many also noted that similar experiences may be 
common in the general Finnish society to an extent. The narratives of the participants 
clearly indicate that those who fall onto the intersections of various marginalized iden-
tities experienced difficulties. Specifically, accessing tests and preventive prescription 
measures for sexually transmitted diseases appeared to be difficult. It is noteworthy 
that the majority of the participants were living in reasonable proximity to larger hos-
pitals, often in cities, where accessing services may be significantly easier than in 
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remote geographical locations. This aspect should be examined more in further stud-
ies.  

Most participants who took part in the study reflected on various issues affecting 
their mental health. While they talked about such issues, their struggles were empha-
sized along different lines. Some participants associated microaggressions and overt 
discrimination with the status of their mental health, and some spoke about the issue 
of finding appropriate professionals with whom they could talk in English. 
Transgender participants repeatedly mentioned various problems resulting from the 
barrier to receiving gender-affirming healthcare and, as a result of this barrier to issues 
pertaining to changing their gender marker, or their official names. It is clear from the 
narratives that these concerns were accentuated by their migration status, while in 
particular cases they were affected by race, ethnicity, and gender as well. In this realm, 
individuals in the most vulnerable positions—such as asylum seekers, refugees, and 
transgender participants—were affected the most.  

To improve the quality of life of people who fall into the intersections of various 
identities, it is crucial to further examine the experiences surrounding the health and 
wellbeing of the SGM population, and study social, and health policies from an inter-
sectional perspective. While the themes presented in this chapter concern the most 
frequent concerns of the participants of this sample, it is important to point out that as 
the SGM population is not homogenous, further research is necessary to better under-
stand specific matters pertaining to aspects such as certain biological mechanisms, 
and more detailed experiences of different groups in specific cases.  
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6 Religious Communities 

• Religious identities may be intertwined with one’s perception of their own ethnic, 
cultural, and even political identities. 

• Interpretations of various religious texts are often used to justify discriminatory 
behavior. 

• Sexual and gender diversity is not contradictory to religious identity, and many 
can reconcile their sexual orientation and/or gender identity with their religious 
identities. 

• Migration may open new paths for reconciling queerness and religious identities 
and provide a connection to supportive communities. 

6.1 Introduction 

Religious lives and communities are widely varied and inherently diverse. Religion 
and religious affiliations are often left out or neglected in intersectional analytical pro-
cesses, while in fact, religious identities may have crucial importance in the lives of 
individuals. Secularizing trends over the globe have, to a certain extent, lead to as-
sumptions that religion has none or very little force in contemporary societies. The 
question of how important religious thought is in a society is very much dependent on 
the context, and on the religion itself, as well as the means through which one defines 
religion. Religious belief, practice, or expression cannot be explained by the dichoto-
mous understanding of religious versus secular, a juxtaposition that is especially prob-
lematic in diversified religious landscapes (Nynäs et. al 2020). Religion in everyday 
life appears as a lived experience that is far from uniform and is often influenced by 
multifarious factors and considerations. Scholarly research has already understood the 
need for more polygonal models when studying diverse societies and diverse religious 
expressions worldwide (Czimbalmos 2020: 56; Illman & Czimbalmos 2020). 

Queer and religious/spiritual (R/S) identities are often thought to be mutually ex-
clusive. As a result of the dichotomous understanding of religion, one may falsely 
think that religion equals oppression, while secularization accounts for freedom—
whatever definition of religion is applied. The dichotomy of oppressed individuals 
either complying or breaking free from traditional (gender) expectations of religious 
communities is often false, however (Avishai 2008, 2016; Burke 2012; Avishai et al. 
2015). Individuals may have several identities which are intertwined with numerous 
aspects and positionalities of cultural and social life, such as gender, social class, re-
ligious affiliation, or ethnicity, and thus they are also fundamentally intersectional 
(Moberg, Sjö & Lövheim 2020: 15). In this context, religion may not only be a 
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significant means of self-understanding, but it is also a major socio-historical force 
that reflects variations in political climates and cultural dominance (O’Brien 2014: 
XIV).  

Identities may be self-proclaimed, or ascribed (Moberg, Sjö & Lövheim 2020: 15) 
and an individual may have a certain view of themselves that others do not necessarily 
share of them (Czimbalmos 2021: 29). When one is thought to differ from the expec-
tations of a particular group towards their membership, exclusion, rejection, and dis-
crimination may also occur. This is not foreign to religious communities either. Inter-
pretations of religious traditions may result in the exclusion and discrimination of 
queer bodies from these communities. In these cases, depicting queerness as a sin 
renders certain beliefs (Yip 2004; Itzhaky & Kissil 2015), and religious ideologies are 
often used to excuse abusive behavior, and particular religious values and beliefs can 
be used to justify physical, verbal, and emotional aggression towards sexual and gen-
der minorities (Newman & Fantus 2015). These ideologies may also support tradi-
tional gender norms, and expectations act as predictors of domestic and honor related 
or honor-based violence (Björktomta 2019; Beller, Kröger & Hosser 2021). While 
balancing certain ideologies and expectations may be difficult, it is not impossible. 
Previous research has shown that it is possible to accept one’s sexual orientation with-
out neglecting their religious identity (Lease, Horne & Noffsinger-Fraizer 2005; Ro-
driguez, Lytle & Vaughan 2013). 

6.2 Religious communities in Finland 

Finland is generally described as one of the world’s most secular countries (Illman 
2019). The majority of its population, 66.6 percent as of 2021, belongs to the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church (ELC), whilst the size of the population with official affilia-
tion to the Orthodox Church is approx. 1.7 percent, Muslim congregations account for 
0.25 percent, and e.g., Jewish communities amount to 0.02 percent. 21 Nevertheless, 
the religious landscape of Finland is diverse, and diversity exists within the Evangel-
ical Lutheran Church, too. In addition, according to recent estimates, the religious 
affiliation of the first second-generation immigrant population of Finland is also di-
verse. According to the 2019 data, Christians constituted 41.3–42.3 percent of the 
immigrant-background population, Muslims, 22.8–24.6 percent, the non-religious, 
21.0–21.1 percent (Pauha & Martikainen 2022).  

While these percentages showcase a substantial affiliation to different religious 
communities, it is important to point out that the high level of nominal church mem-
bership in the Nordics may be identified as a phenomenon that has been described as 

 
 
 
21 For detailed statistics on the denominations and their membership in Finland, see: Tilastokeskus 2022 
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“belonging without believing” in previous studies (Nynäs et al. 2020; Czimbalmos & 
Tuori 2022). Due to the size of the ELC, there are higher chances of finding inclusive 
communities for those who fall into the intersections of religiosity and queerness, or 
other identities for that matter. While there are several more welcoming communities 
within the ELC, for example, there is an obvious lack of inclusive and egalitarian 
congregations in the Jewish or Muslim communities—to name a few. It is important 
to mention, however, that a number of organizations provide support for those who 
fall into the intersections of SGM and R/S identities, such as BuraQ, Support for Vic-
tims of Religions, or Malkus.22  

Belonging to a particular denomination or being affiliated with a certain religious 
tradition does not imply that the perception of religion and religious practices of indi-
viduals would always be dichotomous. Scientific research on religious communities 
in Finland has already pointed out that non-dichotomous understandings of religion 
have been increasingly present in various smaller religious communities. As such, 
individuals often tend to perceive their religious identities as their individual choice, 
which is often projected in the ways they do or practice religion (see, e.g., Kupari 
2016; Illman & Czimbalmos 2020; Pauha 2022)—while this may be dependent on the 
community they perceive themselves to belong to. Certain identities are often falsely 
perceived to be solely constructed and negotiated on religious grounds, when in fact 
they may be affiliated to one’s perception of their own ethnic, cultural, and even po-
litical identities. 

6.3 Data and methods 

From the overall sample (n=40), the topic of religion and religious institute was ad-
dressed in twenty-four interviews. The majority of the participants who discussed 
questions of religion were from the Middle East, and came from Muslim backgrounds 
themselves, apart from one person who was from a Yezidi family. In addition, there 
were two participants who identified themselves as Jews and others who affiliated 
with different Christian denominations, including Anglican, Evangelic Lutheran, and 
Roman Catholic. Resulting the analysis of these twenty-four interviews, the following 
two themes were developed:  

• religion legitimizing discriminatory behavior; 
• combining religious and queer identities. 

 

 
 
 
22 Sateenkaariyhditys Malkus ry. For further information, see: https://www.malkus.fi/ 
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Before analyzing the two themes developed from the selected set of interviews, it 
is important to note that the majority participants who reflected on questions of reli-
gion and/or their own religious affiliation arrived in Finland from countries where 
Islam was (one of) the most dominant religion(s). Participants born and raised in Fin-
land seldom talked about religion in depth. In addition, it is also worth mentioning 
that not all participants who addressed the question of religion perceived themselves 
to belong to any religious tradition or did not necessarily perceive themselves to be 
“religious.”  

6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Religion legitimizing discriminatory behavior 

In certain contexts—as indicated earlier—there is still a belief that sexual and gender 
diversity is contradictory to religious identities (see, e.g., Goodwill 2000; van Klinken 
2015; Thompson 2020). These hegemonic beliefs and ideas are clearly present in the 
material—especially in relation to the experiences of participants in particular reli-
gious contexts, and include: rejection, exclusion, discrimination, psychological and 
even physical abuse, which were often experienced on grounds that were perceived to 
be connected to “religion,” and its “incommensurability” with queerness. 

Sexual and gender minorities often experience religious abuse. Religious abuse 
occurs when a leader of a religious group, or the group itself manipulates the victim 
of the abuse with their own beliefs and misuse the religious rules or doctrines to harm 
these individuals (Super & Jacobson 2011). For individuals from asylum-seeking and 
refugee backgrounds, connecting certain religious perceptions with exclusion from 
circles was especially common. Experiences of discrimination, psychological and 
physical violence—very often honor-related violence—were a common domain in the 
narratives. Often, migration as such, did not erase experiences of such discrimination 
and abuse. Several participants reported to have experienced these also in Finland, 
often from diaspora communities.  

A trans woman from Iraq, who recounted many incidents when she was subjected 
to honor-related violence both in her country of origin and Finland described the sit-
uation and her experiences in her hometown as follows:  

[…] I come from, is a religious city. It’s considered a religious city. […] 
Very religious, very conservative. I come from a very big “clan.” The 
way of living was according to the norms of the clan. The traditions, the 
rules, the conservative ways. This [being transgender] is something to-
tally forbidden. It’s so strange there that you cannot even come out. […] 
Shia Muslim city. Very strict. They are mostly connected to Iran and 
even in Iraq, they follow Iranian rules, almost. […] I was facing a lot of 
physical violence. Coming from people that I don’t even know. I cannot 
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remember who they are, or whether they were close to me. I also was 
beaten by my father. I still have a big mark on my body and legs, when 
he was trying to make me be more like a boy, that I should be. 

Another trans woman with a similar background talked about visiting Turkey to re-
ceive gender-affirming treatments, which she could not access in Finland at the time 
due to reasons partially connected to her socioeconomic status, and partially due to 
the processes of the trans polyclinic. She had not had the possibility to change her 
name in her official documents, and thus she faced significant difficulties when re-
turning to Finland when trying to board the airplane. She explained: 

At that time, I recognized, that the issue was more than just that I was a 
trans woman. It was that and my name. It was like scandalous. My name. 
Trans and Muslim, you know. They think you can’t be both. Like in an 
Islamic country, it was a scandal. I don’t know what he thought, but I 
think this was the biggest issue. […] My name, before was Moham-
mad.23 Mohammad the Prophet. And you see Mohammed on a paper, 
and you see me. 

Undeniably, this experience of the participant was connected to a religious matter, but 
as it was covertly reported by her, it was also emphasized along the systemic mi-
croaggression she suffered from when not being able to change her name in her offi-
cial documentation. 

Participants from the Middle Eastern and African backgrounds suggested that the 
conceptualization of homosexuality or transness were often along the line of behav-
ioral traits, rather than segments of one’s identity in their countries of origin. In several 
Middle Eastern countries, “gay identity” as such, may be resisted and its existence 
may be denied, while homosexual behavior may be silently tolerated, though not pub-
licly acknowledged (Jaspal 2014: 54). This does not imply that such behavior may be 
excused. As one participant reported: 

It is one thing to be gay or like act gay, another is, to advertise it, or to 
talk about it. So, if you go onto social media, the Islamic government 
and the Islamic rule which is the rule in Iran, to go outside, and openly 
say that you are gay? They would forget every other gay person in hiding 
and would just focus on that one openly gay person, because that is the 
one, making a difference. 

The perceived contradiction between religious and queer identities was not only com-
mon in the case of individuals with Muslim backgrounds. Associating discriminatory 
actions with religious ideologies was present in other narratives as well. A gay man 

 
 
 
23 The dead name of the participant was written down after aggreeing with her on the matter. 



6 Religious Communities 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 78 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

from an African country where the majority of the population belong to different 
Christian denominations, for example, stated: 

I think it’s the church. Everywhere. With us [people from the partici-
pants’ country of origin], it gets force. The church is there, we have the 
tradition. Maybe it’s different. But, like I still say, even in the church, 
those people who claim publicly to denounce gay people, they are down 
low, having sex with the same people. 

Along the same lines, a Roman Catholic woman from another African country ex-
pressed similar opinions, when talking about her experiences with deliverance, con-
version practices and violence due to her sexual orientation, saying “It was in the 
organized, Catholic church […] they say that this [homosexuality] is a sin.” In most 
African countries, religion is often viewed to be intrinsically homophobic (van 
Klinken 2015), and homosexuality is thought of as immoral and un-African. Deliver-
ance and conversion practices are frequently practiced in order to change people’s 
sexual orientation, or gender identity (Richman 2021). As she further explained:  

[I was] going for deliverance. From church to church, because they told 
me there is a demon in me, that I wanted delivered. And there is this 
demon, I cannot tell you the kind of demon. Just to be free! They told 
me “Okay,” and they would give me three days fasting, seven days fast-
ing, not eating...first, when my mother found out, they took me to 
church, they gave me fourteen days of fasting. No food, no water. So, 
that the demon can go. That thing...that makes you feel like you have 
been possessed by a demon. They said I was possessed by a spirit of a 
man. […] Because me, you know, I went to church. I went to do that 
fasting and deliverance. I still feel the same. I have paid those pastors, 
and I did everything they told me to do. I still feel the same. According 
to the priests, who know everybody and everything. I am not supposed 
to be gay. I am supposed to be straight. At my age, I am supposed to be 
somebody’s wife. A mother of his children. 

As the participant later described, her physical abuse continued with her being flogged 
daily, whilst she was doing the deliverance. In addition to such physical violence 
based on religious grounds, undoubtedly, she suffered tremendous psychological 
abuse as well. Similar experiences were shared by other participants, who were 
deemed to bring shame on their families.  

Previous research has pointed out that when religious abuse occurs, whether phys-
ical and/or psychological, those who have suffered from the abuse may avoid or with-
draw from a faith community, consciously change their beliefs, or alter the practice 
of their religion (Whitley 2009; Barton 2010; Super & Jacobson 2011). This was also 
present in some of the interviews. A Syrian trans woman, who experienced both phys-
ical and psychological violence throughout her life stated: 

https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/full/10.1080/15538605.2011.632739
https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/full/10.1080/15538605.2011.632739
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Syria is an Islamic country, with a Muslim majority. They don’t accept 
people like me. How I look, for them, is not acceptable. When I was 
younger, I was beaten by my parents and my siblings so that I cannot 
even describe it. The beating and the physical violence. After that, on 
top of that, I had issues with the authorities, with the police. I was in 
prison many times. […] Yes, I was born in a Muslim country, I have a 
Muslim background, knowing what I know about Islam, or about Mus-
lims, I know that most of them don’t accept me. They don’t respect me, 
and it's because Islam says from their point of view, that they need to 
put me to a high place and throw me down to be killed. This is something 
that I don’t relate to, and I don’t want to be related to by others. To 
Muslims like that. 

When religion, or interpretations of religious texts are used to justify discriminatory 
behavior symbolic power is used and abused to shape the discussions around who and 
what is considered to be Catholic, Muslim, Jewish or a member or representative of 
any other religious denomination. Those who have this symbolic power get to decide 
on the boundaries erected and about the people excluded from the communities. Of 
course, it is possible to maintain a community, a religious, ethnic, or cultural affilia-
tion with people from other communities. This, however, could require tremendous 
efforts.  

6.4.2 Combining religious and queer identities 

As established above, the alleged contradiction between queerness and religion was 
present in the participants’ accounts when they were talking about certain religious 
communities and the way those queer communities treat queer people.  

Nevertheless, a number of people acknowledged the non-dichotomous nature of 
self-identification, religious practices, and beliefs. Their narratives suggested that 
there is a significant knowledge gap in relation to these subjects in cases of certain 
religious denominations. One participant recalled having listened to a panel discus-
sion, where the Islamia Queeristi24 project talked about queer Muslim identities, and 
concluded: 

Previously, I only have heard the “one truth” [sarcastically] of Islam. I 
have only heard the one story, the one voice, like “man and woman have 
to be together, and it's not okay to be lesbian, or gay, and I will go to 
hell.” Basically, that’s what I have heard, but now, I learned that it’s not 

 
 
 
24 The project does not have an official English name. The Finnish Islamia Queeristi is loosely translated 

as “Queering Islam.” 



6 Religious Communities 

 

THL — Report 10/2022 80 
Sexual and Gender Minorities Among 

Foreign-Origin Populations in Finland 

 

true! That [hearing those things] leaves some kind of marks or like scars 
in your mind. Like, for years I thought I would go to fricking hell! 

When a person remains religious, and values both their religious and SGM identity 
they may apply individual strategies to integrate these identities with each other (Wil-
cox 2002). Many of those, who were affiliated with a particular (religious) tradition 
successfully reconciled the coexistence of their religious identities and did not feel the 
need to prioritize one over the other. A gay, Roman Catholic participant for example 
explicitly stated that he had “no problem with being gay and religious” because the 
“important thing is what you have it in your heart anyway, not what people think about 
how it should be.” As the quotation indicated, this participant differentiated between 
the perspective of organized religious communities, and his own, individual faith and 
beliefs. This differentiation was present in the accounts of participants who seemed to 
have reconciled their sexual orientation and/or gender identity with their religious 
identities. As one participant explained: 

From the understanding of the Muslim leaders, like the imams who 
speak about Islam, I am not [a Muslim]. I don’t consider myself belong-
ing to them, but I have my own understanding of Islam, how I see Islam. 
[…] I never had a confrontation about this, or even a talk with any imam 
directly. For me, I feel I read the Bible, the Old Testament, the New 
Testament, the Quran, and other books, and I feel that there is nothing 
wrong with being gay and religious at the same time. This is how I un-
derstand Islam, and I accept myself this way. To be a Muslim and gay. 
For many religious leaders, if you are gay, you cannot be a Muslim. But 
I still think I am a Muslim. 

While reconciling these identities is possible, finding accepting communities may of-
ten seem like an impossible quest. Religious queer people often seem to be erased 
from the discussions with the assumption that they are not religious, or that they do 
not practice religion in particular ways. Sexual and gender minorities in different re-
ligious communities are often forced to negotiate their identities and social codes in 
relation to expectations relating to gender, sexuality, or ethnicity (Chakravarty & Eng-
lish 2020; Thompson 2020; Pallotta-Chiarolli, Reem Sweid & Budi Sudarto 2022). In 
certain “gender traditional” religious communities, navigating gender expectations 
and normative behavioral traits may be difficult. This is an especially pressing issue 
in cases where the choices of religious spaces are not vast, or where there is a lack of 
communities that operate in an egalitarian manner, for example, without gender seg-
regation.  

While there is both a recently registered Jewish and a Muslim initiative that aim 
to support those who may need egalitarian religious spaces, there are a lack of such 
spaces in Finland. In this realm, choosing a community, or affiliating with a particular 
religious denomination may be a conscious choice to avoid not only gender-
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segregated but often homo- and transphobic spaces. As such, some participants de-
cided not to visit any religious spaces at all. A trans woman from an Evangelical Lu-
theran background who “believes in her own way” described that she does not feel 
welcome in the congregation she used to visit before her transition. She explains: 
“…that’s very sad, because I would like to go, from time to time. And I have felt that 
some of the clergy don’t accept me.”  

Not being accepted in currently existing communities was one of the most preva-
lent topics even among those who were able to reconcile their queerness and religios-
ity or faith. A genderfluid participant, who identified as Jewish reflected that they 
would not be accepted in an Orthodox Jewish community, but in Finland, the current 
possibilities in relation to inclusive Jewish communities are also scarce. They sum-
marized the choice behind their denominational affiliation, and reflected on the issues 
with defining their level of religious observance as follows: 

I was searching for the “middle way.” Liberal was not an option, be-
cause...I felt it was too untraditional for me, somehow [laughs] and Or-
thodox was not an option, because I feared I will never be accepted in 
my identity, you know? So, I chose the middle way, I mean if I want to 
say it simply, it was, how it was. […] The rabbi in Stockholm, she 
warned me about this [the lack of Jewish spaces in the part of Finland 
where they live]. She said “You cannot be Jewish by yourself, it’s not 
possible” and you know, sometimes I think about these words, you know 
and...um, they make me think, you know? 

Similarly to this Jewish participant, a gay Muslim participant also explained their 
choice of community along similar lines, emphasized by particular “creativity.” He 
suggested that he did “not feel at home” in Finnish mosques and detailed the means 
of choosing a mosque for himself with a rather pragmatic, yet original consideration:  

I go to places [mosques] where I don’t speak the language of the people 
who attend the prayers. [laughs] [….] So, he [the imam] gives the khut-
bah, I understand nothing. Nothing! So, he can be homophobic, or what-
ever. [laughs] I don’t understand, so it’s fine. We stand, we pray, I pray 
with them, and I get out. […] I am here for God, bye-bye. That’s it. This 
is my way to interact with this. But I don’t talk to the imam, no. I don’t 
feel safe with them. I don’t want to listen to toxic messages, or of some-
one who is judging me, and he thinks that he is representing God on this 
Earth. I don’t want to talk to people like that, I am not like that. Let them 
think what they want to think, I believe what I believe, I feel what I am 
comfortable with. They can tell me that I am going to hell, or that I am 
not a Muslim because I am gay, they can tell whatever they want. It’s 
their own thing. I don’t want to hear it, see it, or be nearby. This is the 
way I cope with it. 
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In some instances, the participants explained that they have some sort of personal 
faith, but they wish to be unaffiliated with any organized religious group or commu-
nity. A trans woman, who often felt that she has been discriminated against based on 
religious grounds summarized why she disaffiliated from this particular religious tra-
dition: 

I believe that God exists. For sure. But feeling that I am a part of a certain 
religious group...I don’t feel that. Especially when you talk about Mus-
lims. 

The bodies of all (ethnic) religions are complex, and their boundaries are carefully 
negotiated through multiple dimensions. This implies, that one can e.g., identify as 
being Jewish or Muslim without identifying as being religious, and adhering with re-
ligious rules or dogmas. Undoubtedly however, certain religious denominations and 
congregations do not always regard at the boundaries of such identities with great 
flexibility. While in many instances, institutionalized religious spaces and their lead-
ers seem to fail to cater to the needs of queer people who wish to have a connection 
with them, there are examples to the contrary. One genderfluid, polysexual participant 
who—before the Covid-19 pandemic—visited the church of a smaller Christian de-
nomination regularly, summarized this as follows:  

…the Reverend has been really welcoming to me and has been very wel-
coming to my husband, so I think he is very welcoming to, sort of queer 
members. If any of the congregation have a problem with it, I think they 
are just doing a very good job in keeping it to themselves. 

When talking about the importance of religion in his life, moreover, they summarized 
it as: 

I suppose it’s both like a cultural thing, and personal belief...thing. Be-
lief...I have never asked this from another Christian, and uh, I personally 
don’t believe everything in the Bible happened [laughs] and you know, 
you have to remember this was a book that was written...it was based on 
stories that were told for a thousand years before anyone could read, and 
it was a book that was translated to a bunch of different languages before 
it was published in English [the mother tongue of the participant], but 
you know, you want to focus on the good aspects of this. That we are all 
made to love each other, and care about one each other, and there’re 
these prophets, whose main message was to love each other, and not to 
judge each other. [laughs]  

Queer religious bodies develop their own models to do religion suited for their other 
identities. This will result in the selection of a particular religious repertoire, rather 
than being constrained by it (Yip 2005: 59). “Doing religion” along such lines may 
not be possible in certain societies, where the legal and societal possibilities do not 
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allow for such flexibility. In this respect, for some participants, migration constituted 
and can constitute a turning point. It may open not only new paths for reconciling their 
queerness and religious affiliation, identity, or faith, but could also allow for a con-
nection to communities that support the fact that religion and queerness are not mutu-
ally exclusive categories. 

6.5 Conclusions 

Religion, faith, or belief can be defined in a multitude of different ways. Religion and 
spirituality, or faith are often viewed as interchangeable, while they in fact are differ-
ent constructs (Bent-Goodley & Fowler 2006). It is important to point out, that none 
of the religions mentioned or referred to in this chapter are unified movements, nor is 
the purpose of the chapter to generalize them or deem them as hostile towards partic-
ular identities. As this chapter indicated, various interpretations of religious teachings 
may exist, some of which are more hostile and some of which are more open and 
welcoming towards sexual and gender minorities. Reconciling one’s religious affilia-
tion, faith, and spiritual identity with one’s sexual orientation and/gender identity is 
possible, but not necessarily the easiest task.  

Interpretations of religious texts are often used to justify ideas according to which 
religion, spirituality, or faith are incompatible with queer identities. These ideologies 
may result in the physical and psychological abuse and discrimination of individuals 
who do not fit the normative, hegemonic ideas about who and what are considered 
appropriate. When religion is perceived to be intrinsically homophobic and transpho-
bic, and where SGM statuses are seen as a behavioral trait, rather than segments of 
one’s identity, abusive actions may be used to change the “behavior” of people. When 
such abuse occurs, those who have suffered from the abuse may avoid or withdraw 
from the faith community, consciously change their beliefs, or alter the practice of 
their religion (Whitley 2009; Barton 2010; Super & Jacobson 2011).  

Reconciling religiosity with queerness is not, however, impossible. SGMs in dif-
ferent religious communities are in need of negotiating not only their identities, but 
certain expectations or social codes in relation to their gender or sexuality as well 
(Chakravarty & English 2020; Thompson 2020; Pallotta-Chiarolli, Reem Sweid & 
Budi Sudarto 2022). Such negotiations with positive outcomes are probable, yet they 
may be challenging when navigating traditional gender spaces, expectations, and nor-
mative behavioral traits in particular religious spaces. Smaller religious denomina-
tions may also imply a lesser possibility of the existence of such spaces. The lack of 
such communities may allow individuals to develop their own creative ways of “doing 
religion.”   

https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/full/10.1080/15538605.2011.632739
https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/full/10.1080/15538605.2011.632739
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7 Recommendations 

The recommendations of this report synthesize information from the individual inter-
views and information from the focus group interviews (n=8). The recommendations 
of this chapter are listed and organized systematically along the lines of the key topics 
which were raised by the grassroots professionals. The recommendations cover eight 
themes: employment, healthcare and social services, trans rights, immigration ser-
vices, police, religion, language, and research.  

When working with a participatory approach, the main goal of the data collection 
was not only to inquire information from the individuals from the target population 
(in this case sexual and gender minorities who identify themselves as members of the 
foreign-origin population in Finland), but also to rely on the grassroots expertise of 
the professionals who work with this segment of the population directly, or whose 
work touches upon matters that concern this segment of the population as well. Due 
to their work, these organizations and/or projects, and their representatives have in-
depth knowledge of the main issues sexual and gender minorities of foreign-origin 
encounter in Finland, and/or prior to their migration to the country.  

This report focuses on the lived experiences of sexual and gender minorities in the 
foreign-origin population in Finland, but the study findings, societal challenges iden-
tified, and recommendations suggested in the report are likely to be of value and rel-
evance also outside national boundaries.  

7.1 Employment 

Workplaces and organizations benefit from workplace diversity. Many organizations 
and employers have become more inclusive and supportive of not only linguistic, but 
also gender diversity. Still covert discrimination in both recruitment processes and 
employment situations is still very much present in Finnish working life. Discrimina-
tion experiences in the workplace include microaggressions targeting not only sexual 
and/or gender minorities, but also ethnic minorities, for example. 

• Employers should implement diversity enhancing recruitment processes, such as 
anonymous recruitment or using a diversity clause, to ensure equal treatment and 
encourage minority background candidates to apply (see, e.g., Rask, Nykänen & 
Teräsaho 2021; TEM). 

• Organizations should be committed to developing and executing non-discrimina-
tion and inclusion measures as part of their equality planning process. 

• Sensitivity training in workplaces should include information about sexual and 
gender diversity, cultural diversity, and microaggressions.  
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• Attention to the inclusion of transgender and nonbinary personnel can include 
providing gender neutral restrooms in workspaces and paying attention to the use 
of pronouns and practices of grouping employees based on gender or ethnicity. 

7.2 Healthcare and social services 

Healthcare and social service providers often lack sufficcient intersectional under-
standing of various identities and as a result, often fail to establish safe spaces and 
safe environments for sexual and gender identity clients. Resulting from these issues, 
individuals may decide not to be open about their lifestyle and the potential choices 
and decisions they make, which may affect their physical and psychological health.  

Health and social service providers often lack an understanding of the terminology 
connected to sexual and gender minorities. Moreover, ethnic minority clients may face 
prejudices, false assumptions, microaggressions, and often overt forms of discrimina-
tion when turning to these service providers. This may leave health-related issues un-
noticed and result in individuals refraining from turning to health providers altogether. 
Trans-specific healthcare, especially in relation to the trans law was a frequently 
raised concern in the discussions. 

• The skills and knowledge of health and social service professionals should be 
strengthened in relation to cultural diversity, sexual orientation and gender diver-
sity and expression, e.g., by including these topics in the compulsory training of 
health and social service professionals. 

• The diversity of the population should be recognized in health and social services, 
e.g., documentation should be provided in different languages and the possibility 
of marking one’s perceived gender on forms to be filled e.g., prior to visits should 
be explored. 

• Organizations providing health and social services should be committed to equal-
ity and non-discrimination actions as part of their equality planning processes. 

7.3 Trans rights 

While most focus group informants pointed towards the positive changes in the Finn-
ish legislation over the past decades, there was a clear consensus among those who 
raised the questions of legislation that there are several legislative changes to be im-
plemented. One of the most prevalent examples raised during the discussions was the 
question of the current “trans law” (563/2002). The question has also been addressed 
by THL previously (THL Blog 23.06.2015). Recognizing the issues with the current 
legislation, a governmental proposal (STM009:00/2021) was created, with the inten-
tion to update the legislation. The shortcomings of the current trans law are not only 
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associated with barriers to gender-affirming care, and with the sterilization require-
ment, but also with the broader societal perception of gender minorities.  

As previous studies have pointed out, the concept of self-determination in gender-
affirming care can be understood to be a key determinant of transgender health. Sev-
eral international studies argue that the pathologization of trans identities and require-
ments for legal gender recognition (such as sterilization, and divorce) do not fit human 
rights standards (see, e.g., Davy, Sørlie & Suess Schwend 2018; Suess Schwend 
2020). As the focus group participants pointed out, changing the trans law, and thus 
brining it more into line with higher international standards, and complying with hu-
man rights principles, the renewed law could potentially reduce the discrimination and 
stigma transgender individuals face on various levels of society. In addition, it is im-
portant to reflect on the rights of transgender asylum seekers, who currently are not 
allowed to receive gender-affirming healthcare—which may be particularly problem-
atic from both the perspective of their physical and mental health.  

• Information available on gender diversity should be made more available and im-
plemented in educational settings—especially concerning the training of social 
and healthcare professionals.  

• The possibility to provide gender-affirming healthcare for transgender asylum 
seekers and consider it as essential care should be explored.  

• The possibilities of introducing a third legal gender in official documents should 
be explored, as suggested previously (see, e.g., VM 2020; STM 2021). 

7.4 Immigration services 

Immigration services were mainly present in the discussions in relation to asylum 
seekers. Waiting for asylum claims to be processed may last for years. The long wait-
ing process can seriously affect the lives of those who are waiting for their decisions 
to be processed. Traumas of SGM applicants in their countries of origin may make 
them reluctant to disclose their identities. This is often amplified by the family and/or 
community control that is not necessarily erased with the migration. These matters 
have previously been addressed by international research as well (see, e.g., Shidlo & 
Ahola 2013; Spijkerboer 2013; Akin 2017; Chossière 2021).  

Many asylum seekers do not dare to address certain issues in their interviews with 
the authorities. Furthermore, they can often also be burdened by the lack of vocabulary 
to describe their experiences in a way that is comprehensible in the Westernized dis-
course. As for the linguistic barrier, it is especially important to provide applicants 
with interpreters who are aware of the vocabulary connected to sexual orientation, 
gender identity, and expression (SOGIE).  
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• Immigration officers and reception center personnel (e.g., interpreters, social 
workers, and healthcare professionals) should be educated further about sexual and 
gender diversity. 

• Access to support and information for SGM asylum seekers should be strength-
ened and available in the reception centers from the beginning of their stay in Fin-
land. 

• Reception centers that are suitable and sensitive to the needs of sexual and gender 
minority asylum seekers should be sufficiently available, e.g. in close proximity 
of organizations who support SGM asylum seekers or refugees. 

• Immigration officers should be aware of the many difficulties that asylum appli-
cants experience in establishing their credibility in Finland, e.g., due to fear and 
lack of language and familiarity with Western norms to describe sexual and gender 
diversity. As such, they should further strive for undertaking credibility in an “in-
dividualized and sensitive way,” in accordance with the UNHCR Guidelines on 
International Protection No. 9. 

7.5 Police 

The key role of the police is to maintain public safety and an individual sense of se-
curity in a diversified society (Police Act 2011). In general, trust in the police in Fin-
land is quite high (Vuorensyrjä & Rauta 2020). However, the means via which police 
handle individuals of different cultural, ethnic, or religious backgrounds, whether they 
are sexually and gender diverse or not, has previously been criticized, and individuals 
from particular minority backgrounds also distrust the Finnish police (Kääriäinen & 
Niemi 2014; Sahramäki, Niemi & Kääriäinen 2014; Keskinen et al. 2018).  

A number of informants in the focus group sessions articulated that there are seri-
ous issues of trust between their clients and the police. These issues of trust may be 
based on their previous experiences with the Finnish police, but may also be connected 
to individuals’ previous experiences, e.g., in their countries of origin. It is important 
to understand that migration experiences may affect relationships with and percep-
tions of public authorities.  

Special attention is needed to develop police education to achieve better services 
and higher levels of trust between different population groups and the police.  

• The police should be able to identify, prevent and respond to the hate crimes sexual 
and gender minorities are targeted by (including e.g., honor-related violence, kid-
napping/abducting family members for the purpose of subjecting them to SOGIE 
conversion practices and forced marriage abroad). 

• It should be recognized that minority populations, such as foreign-origin sexual 
and gender minorities, are targeted by specific hate crimes (e.g., based on multiple 
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discrimination). To prevent these, appropriate monitoring and statistics on their 
prevalence are needed. 

• The police should strengthen their knowledge further on questions pertaining to 
cultural diversity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and expression to be able to 
detect motives for aggravated criminal offenses. 

• Further measures of protection for victims of forms of abuse and violence that are 
difficult to assess (e.g., honor-related violence, forced marriages, conversion prac-
tices, etc.) are needed. 

7.6 Religion 

Religious identity (or lack thereof) interacts with other forms and contexts of identity. 
Sexual orientation and/or gender identity are no exceptions from this. While the inter-
section of these is very often negotiated, contested, and even resisted by both the in-
dividuals and their communities, religious and queer identities do coexist.  

Religion may have particularly positive impacts on individuals’ lives by providing 
not only meaning, but a community. On the other hand, religious doctrine is used to 
justify discrimination and abuse towards sexual and gender minorities. While certain 
religious congregations seem to be open to change, other communities seem to be 
especially hostile towards queer people, using religion as a justification for discrimi-
nation or even ostracism.  

The psychological violence that may exist in religious communities is often unde-
tected, as it is less visible than physical violence. When it comes to psychological 
health, focus group informants often raised the issue of SOGIECE (sexual orientation 
and gender identity and expression change efforts), which have been previously sci-
entifically discredited, and criticized by mental health professionals (see, e.g., Kinitz 
et al. 2021; PSY 2021; PSL 2021). There is currently no legislation in place that would 
comply with the current scientific consensus and forbid with the goal of changing 
one’s sexual orientation or gender identity. Mental health practitioners must be aware 
that religion may serve different functions for different groups in society. 

• Religious leaders and authorities should be educated on sexual orientation and 
gender diversity and encouraged to condemn discrimination based on these.  

• Possible events of discrimination in particular religious communities should be 
dealt with special carefulness, to avoid in-group and out-group discrimination. 

• When investigating hate crimes, special attention needs to be paid to those involv-
ing psychological violence (e.g., ostracism) and spiritual abuse (fi. hengellinen 
väkivalta). 

• The harmful effects SOGIECE should be recognized and thus such practices 
should no longer be practiced, as previously recommended (Ingman 2022) and 
victims of such practices should be provided adequate help and support. 
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7.7 Language 

Language is a means of communication which is inextricably related to culture. The 
importance of language was often raised in the interviews and focus group discus-
sions. Words carry meaning and power, and words can be used to stigmatize. The lack 
of words and vocabulary, e.g., on gender and sexual diversity and expression, is also 
harmful.  

Words and expressions that may exist in popular Western discourses (such as par-
ticular expressions connected to sexuality and/or gender) may not carry the same 
meaning or may not exist at all in other contexts. Moreover, language around gender 
and sexuality continues to evolve. Certain words and their definitions change over 
time.  

It is especially important for professionals to be aware of the power of language 
and differences in use and availability of vocabulary on sexuality and gender between 
different regions and backgrounds.  

• Organizations working with sexual and gender minorities should strive to provide 
easily accessible information in different languages as well as simplified languages 
(fi. selkokieli). 

• Language related power imbalance may be reduced, e.g., by providing interpreters 
to those who are in need, as recommended in the PALOMA-handbook (Castaneda 
et al. 2018). 

• In case of situations which require the presence of an interpreter, preference should 
be given to professional interpreters. It is noteworthy, however, that in small dias-
pora communities, even the use of professional interpreters could be considered 
ethically challenging. 

• The professional training of interpreters should provide knowledge on sexual ori-
entation, gender identity and expression (SOGIE) related vocabulary. 

7.8 Research 

Sexual and gender minority individuals are understudied and underrepresented in 
Finnish research. Accurate identification and definition of identities and inclusive data 
collection are critical to recognizing and reducing the disparities in health and well-
being between SGMs and those who do not identify as belonging to this segment of 
the population. Recently in Finland and internationally several changes and develop-
ments have been made in research on sexual and gender minorities.  

A growing number of studies has taken this segment of the population into con-
sideration, but there is still a serious need for appropriate, and perhaps SGM-specific 
data collection. In the case of large-scale surveys that do not specifically focus on 
SGMs, the number of respondents who belong to gender minorities remains small. 
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Moreover, research should further address the experiences of individuals who, in ad-
dition to their SGM status, also belong to other minorities. In addition, research pro-
cesses that do not seem to engage the community in greater depth are still rather com-
mon.  

• Future research on SGMs in Finland should be conducted by specifically survey-
ing this segment of the population and by creating both qualitative and quantitative 
studies focusing on various segments of their lives. 

• Such research should also acknowledge the diversity of SGM populations, by fo-
cusing on the experiences of individuals who are also members of other (e.g., eth-
nic, or religious) minority groups. 

• Data collections should explore the possibilities of participatory approaches and 
ideally favor them.  

• Researchers should consider the application of an intersectional lens in both the 
data collection and analytical processes.  
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8 Conclusions 

This study has focused on the lived experiences of sexual and gender minorities in the 
foreign-origin population in Finland. The report is based on qualitative data from fo-
cus group interviews (n=8) and individual semi-structured interviews (n=40). The 
data collection for the work was implemented using a participatory approach in close 
collaboration with stakeholders who work with sexual and gender minorities (SGMs) 
in Finnish society. Language awareness was applied in the design, data collection and 
reporting of this research. This report was initially written in English and has been 
translated into Finnish. This is one example of a creative yet simple solution for more 
inclusive knowledge production. 

The results of this study confirm previous research and reveal that the experiences 
of discrimination and unequal treatment are multiple for individuals who belong to 
several minorities. The interviews show that individuals who self-identify as sexual 
and/or gender minorities and of being members of the foreign-origin population ex-
perience challenges in Finnish society due to their migration status, and due to their 
queerness. These experiences were often emphasized by the intersection of class, and 
to an extent, ethnicity or race. Persons who fall onto the intersections of various mar-
ginalized identities (such as queer asylum seekers or refugees, or racialized individu-
als) are in especially vulnerable positions in Finnish society. They often experience 
both overt and covert forms of discrimination, physically and verbally abusive behav-
ior and various challenges related to exclusion in Finnish society. These challenges 
are experienced in different life domains ranging from employment and education to 
the service system and personal life. 

Recommendations on how to improve the situation of sexual and gender minorities 
in Finland, both in general and for multiple minorities in particular, were identified 
through the focus group interviews. The recommendations cover eight themes: em-
ployment, health and social services, trans rights, immigration services, police, reli-
gion, language and research.  

The recommendations of this report include strengthening the skills and 
knowledge of different professionals ranging from healthcare to the police on sexual 
orientation and gender diversity and expression. They also consider the increasing 
need for religious actors to be educated and encouraged to condemn discrimination 
based on sexual orientation, gender identity and expression. Accessible information 
in multiple languages and easy Finnish (fi. selkokieli) is needed. The use of profes-
sional interpreters is recommended, and specific attention should be paid to ethical 
challenges in small diaspora communities. To improve trans rights, legislative 
changes and attention to trans-specific healthcare are needed. Support for SGM asy-
lum seekers should be streamlined, and reception centers that are suitable and 
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sensitive to the needs of sexual and gender minority asylum seekers should be suffi-
ciently available. 

This study shows how the framework of intersectionality offers a way to reflect on 
the lived reality of individuals. As the findings of this study demonstrate, experiences 
of discrimination, xenophobia, and racism are linked to certain contextual social struc-
tures and systems of power. To understand the challenges that minorities within mi-
norities face, it is essential to acknowledge not only underlying homophobia or tran-
sphobia that may underline certain societal structures, but also the hetero and cis-nor-
mative attitudes and cultures those ideas tend to arise from. 

This work would not have been possible without the collaboration of all the dif-
ferent organizations and their representatives, who provided their input and expertise 
and help throughout the different steps of the project. Most importantly this report has 
sought to give voice to the forty individuals who participated in the interview and 
shared their lived experiences. 

To improve the situation for sexual and gender minorities in Finland, and globally, 
the intersectional experiences of this group need to be investigated in further detail in 
collaboration with minority communities, activists, and grassroots experts in different 
fields. Such research and development work would not only contribute to better data 
collection, but also more ethical research with a better understanding of the needs of 
this segment of the population. Ultimately research-based information is needed and 
should be used to improve equality and non-discrimination in society.   
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About this report 

About the Manifold More Project 

This research has been conducted as part of the Manifold More project at the Finnish 
Institute for Health and Welfare. The project (2019-2022) is partnered by the Finnish 
Institute for Occupational Health and funded by the European Social Fund (ESF).  

The Manifold More project aims to promote diversity, equality, and non-discrim-
ination in working life and expert organizations. The project consists of three compo-
nents which aim to: 1) create gender-sensitive and diversity-promoting human re-
source practices in expert organizations, 2) strengthen the expertise and employment 
of women with immigrant backgrounds, 3) disentangle stereotypes associated with 
women who have an immigrant background through research and expert communica-
tions.  

This study on gender and sexual minorities among foreign-origin populations in 
Finland is part of the research of the Manifold More project. One of the main aims of 
the project and this report is to make multiple discrimination in employment visible. 
Research-based information is used to disentangle stereotypes related to women with 
immigrant backgrounds as well as in gender and sexual minorities in religious com-
munities, and queer asylum seekers. An intersectional approach was applied to take 
into account how different factors simultaneously affect the individuals and their po-
sition in society.  

More information is available on the work and publications of the Manifold More 
project at www.thl.fi/moninaisesti. Previous publications of the project include results 
from the recruitment experiment of the Manifold More project (Rask, Teräsaho & 
Nykänen 2021). 

Language Awareness 

The Manifold More project has developed a model for participatory knowledge pro-
duction and language aware practices in expert organizations (Rask, Teräsaho & 
Nykänen 2021). Language awareness aims to remove barriers to understanding and 
participation, for example in working life and research. Language awareness was ap-
plied in the design, data collection and reporting of this research. In practice, both 
English and Finnish were actively used throughout the research process. This report 
has been initially written in English and has been translated into Finnish. This is one 
example of creative yet simple solutions for more inclusive knowledge production. 
Language aware practices can diversify perceptions of expertise and develop more 
inclusive practices in expert organizations. 
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 خلاصة

ز هذه الدراسة  كّ  ر  والمعاملة غير المتساوية لدى الأفراد الذين ينتمون إلى الأقليات المتعددّة. تُ ان هناك  تمييز    تظُهر الأبحاث أن التمييز  

 فنلندا.  من أصل أجنبي وتسكن في والجنسانية التىعلى التجارب المُعاشة للأقليات الجنسية 

 

(. تم جمع  40( والمقابلات الفردية  )العدد =  8التقرير على بيانات نوعية مستخلصة من المقابلات الجماعية )العدد =  يعتمد هذا  

البيانات لهذا لعمل باستخدام نهج تشاركي. تم تطبيق مفهوم التقاطعية في كل من جمع البيانات والعملية التحليلية. وكخطوة أولى، تم 

مُ  الفنلندي.  ركّ إجراء مقابلات جماعية  المجتمع  والجنسانية في  الجنسية  تعمل مع الأقليات  التي  المنظمات والمشاريع  زة مع ممثلي 

نطاق يعملون على  وشمل ذلك أصحاب المصلحة الذين يعملون مع الأقليات الجنسية والجنسانية على وجه التحديد وكذلك أولئك الذين  

كافحة العنصرية. وكخطوة ثانية، أجريت مقابلات نوعية شبه منظمة مع بالغين  ، على سبيل المثال، في مجال م  واسع مع الاقليات

 عرّفوا بأنفسهم على أنهم أقليات جنسية و / أو جنسانية وكأفراد من السكان ذوي الأصول الأجنبية.

 

تمييز والدين. تم تحليل هذه  مجالات رئيسية: الهجرة القسرية، والصحة والرفاهية، وال  أربعتم تقسيم محتوى المقابلات الفردية إلى  

دت  (.  Clarke( وكلارك )Braunالمجالات على حدة باستخدام التحليل الموضوعي الانعكاسي لـبراون ) التوصيات حول كيفية    حُدّ 

تحسين وضع الأقليات الجنسية والجنسانية في فنلندا، سواء بشكل عام أو لأقليات متعددة على وجه الخصوص، من خلال المقابلات  

  ، وحقوق المتحولين جنسيا  ،والخدمات الاجتماعية  ،والرعاية الصحية  ،الجماعية المركزة. تغطي التوصيات ثمانية مواضيع: التوظيف

 ، والبحث.  واللغة ،، والدينوالشرطة ،وخدمات الهجرة

 

أو جنسانية    / أنفسهم كأقليات جنسية و  يعرّفون  الذين  أن الأفراد  المقابلات  تحديات في  تظُهر  يواجهون  أجنبي  وكأفراد من أصل 

المجتمع الفنلندي بسبب وضعهم كمهاجرين وبسبب غرابتهم. عادة ما تم التأكيد على هذه التجارب من خلال تقاطع الطبقة وكذلك من 

اللجو المختلفة )مثل طالبي  المهمشة  الهويات  تقاطعات  إلى  ينتمون  الذين  أو عرقهم. إن الأشخاص  إثنيتهم  أو  خلال  المثليين  ء من 

اللاجئين، أو الأفراد الذين يعانون من العنصرية( يتواجدون في وضع ضعيف بشكل خاص في المجتمع الفنلندي. غالبا ما يتعرضون 

ه   اج  توُ  الفنلندي.  المجتمع  بالإقصاء في  ذات صلة  مختلفة  وتحديات  ولفظياً  مسيء جسدياً  وسلوك  وسرية،  علنية  تمييز  أشكال  إلى 

 في مجالات الحياة المختلفة من التوظيف والتعليم إلى نظام الخدمات والحياة الشخصية.تحديات 

 

تتضمّن توصيات هذا التقرير تعزيز مهارات ومعارف مختلف المهنيين، بدءً من الرعاية الصحية إلى الشرطة، حول التوجه الجنسي  

وكما يشير التقرير، ينبغي تثقيف الفاعلين الدينيين وتشجيعهم على    ،والتنوع بين الجنسين والتعبير والتنوع الثقافي. علاوة على ذلك

إدانة التمييز على أساس التوجه الجنسي والتنوع بين الجنسين. هناك حاجة إلى وصول أفضل للمعلومات بلغات متعددة وبلغة فنلندية  

اهتمام خاص للتحديات الأخلاقية في مجتمعات   ن محترفين، وينبغي إيلاءشفويي(. يوصى باستخدام مترجمين  selkokieliمُب سّط ة )

الخاصة  الصحية  بالرعاية  والاهتمام  تشريعية  تغييرات  إلى  حاجة  هناك  جنسيا،  المتحولين  حقوق  ولتحسين  الصغيرة.  الشتات 

اللاجئين المناسبة  مراكز استقبال  تاح جنسيا. يجب تبسيط دعم طالبي اللجوء من الأقليات الجنسية والجنسانية، ويجب أن تُ  بالمتحولين

 والحساسة لاحتياجات طالبي اللجوء من الأقليات الجنسية والجنسانية بشكل كافٍ.



 

ت   في المؤسسة الفنلندية للصحة والرفاهية. يشارك في المشروع المعهد الفنلندي   ر  ث  ك  أ    وّع  ن تم إجراء هذا البحث كجزء من مشروع 

المهنية وبتمويل من الصندوق الاجتماع التشاركية ESFي الأوروبي )للصحة  المعرفة  لإنتاج  نموذجاً  أكثر  تنوّع   (. طور مشروع 

والممارسات المدركة للغة في المنظمات المتخصصة. تم تطبيق الوعي اللغوي في تصميم جمع البيانات وإعداد التقارير الخاصة بهذا  

إلى باللغة الإنجليزية وترُجم  البداية  التقرير في  كُت ب  هذا  والبسيطة لإنتاج    البحث.  الحلول الإبداعية  الفنلندية. هذا مثال على  اللغة 

عرّفون أنفسهم كأقليات جنسية و / أو جنسانية وكأفراد من  عاشة للأشخاص الذين يُ معرفي أكثر شمولاً. ولأجل فهم أكبر للتجارب المُ 

 الشعبية ومجتمعات الأقليات والناشطين. أصل أجنبي، يجب أن تستمر الأبحاث المستقبلية في التعاون مع خبراء القاعدة 

 

Avainsanat/keywords:  

 keywords الكلمات الدالة 

 sexual and gender minorities الأقليات الجنسية والجنسانية

 intersectionality تقاطع

 participatory research البحث التشاركي  

 queer migrationهجرة الكوير 
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Résumé 

Les études démontrent que les personnes appartenant à une minorité multiple sont 
discriminées et traitées de manière inégalitaire de multiples façons. Cette étude se 
concentre sur les expériences des minorités sexuelles et de genre d’origine étrangère 
habitant en Finlande.  

Ce rapport se base sur des données qualitatives recueillies des entretiens faits dans 
des groupes de discussion (n= 8) et des entretiens individuels semi-structurés (n=40). 
La collecte des données a été réalisée en utilisant une approche participative. Le sys-
tème de référence de l’intersectionnalité a été respecté dans la collecte des données et 
lors du processus d’analyse. Dans la première phase de l’étude, les entretiens des 
groupes de discussion ont été organisés aux représentants des organisations et des 
projets travaillant avec les minorités sexuelles et de genre dans la société finlandaise. 
À ces représentants appartiennent notamment les groupes d’intérêt travaillant avec les 
minorités sexuelles et de genre, mais aussi plus extensivement par exemple les milieux 
promouvant l’antiracisme et l’égalité. Dans la deuxième phase, les entretiens semi-
structurés qualitatifs ont été organisés aux adultes d’origine étrangère s’identifiant aux 
minorités sexuelles et de genre.  

Le contenu des entretiens individuels a été divisé en quatre domaines qui ont été 
la migration forcée, la santé et le bien-être, la discrimination et la religion. Ces do-
maines ont été analysés selon le système de référence thématique réflexif de Braun et 
Clark. Des recommandations ont été préparées en se basant sur les entretiens faits 
dans les groupes de discussion pour améliorer la situation des minorités sexuelles et 
de genre de manière générale ainsi que du point de vue des minorités multiples. Ces 
recommandations couvrent huit thèmes qui sont l’emploi, les services de santé et so-
ciaux, les droits des personnes transgenres, les services d’immigration, la police, la 
religion, la langue et la recherche. 

Les entretiens démontrent que les personnes s’identifiant aux minorités sexuelles 
et/ou de genre et à la population étrangère rencontrent des difficultés dans la société 
finlandaise à cause de leur statut de migrant et de leur identité homosexuelle. Ces 
expériences ont été accentuées surtout quand la classe sociale et dans une certaine 
mesure l’ethnicité et la race y ont été associées. Les personnes qui s’identifient à 
plusieurs identités marginalisées (comme les demandeurs d’asile et les réfugiés ho-
mosexuels et les personnes racisées) sont dans une position très vulnérable dans la 
société finlandaise. Elles rencontrent souvent à la fois des formes de discrimination 
évidentes et latentes, de comportement abusif physiquement et verbalement et des 
problèmes liés à l’exclusion dans la société finlandaise. Les défis qu’elles rencontrent 
dans les différents domaines de la vie vont de l’emploi et de l’éducation jusqu’au 
système de services et à la vie privée. 
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Les recommandations de ce rapport concernent entre autres l’amélioration du sa-
voir des divers professionnels, comme des employés des services de santé et de la 
police, associé à l’orientation sexuelle et à la diversité des genres et à leur expression 
et à la diversité culturelle. En outre, il faudrait éduquer et encourager les acteurs reli-
gieux à condamner la discrimination qui se base sur l’orientation sexuelle et la diver-
sité des genres. Il faudrait faire attention à l’accessibilité de l’information à plusieurs 
langues, aussi en langage simplifié. Il est recommandé d’utiliser des interprètes pro-
fessionnels et il faut spécialement prêter attention aux défis éthiques associés à l’usage 
d’un interprète dans les petites communautés des migrants. Pour améliorer les droits 
des personnes transgenres, il faut des changements législatifs et développer des ser-
vices de santé qui prennent en compte le transgenre. Le soutien donné aux demandeurs 
d’asile appartenant aux minorités sexuelles et de genre devrait être rendu plus facile 
et il faudrait assez de centres d’accueil convenables qui sauraient prendre en compte 
les besoins des minorités sexuelles et de genre. 

Cette étude fait partie du projet « Moninaisesti parempi » de l’Institut finlandais 
pour la Santé et le Bien-être (THL). Ce projet est réalisé en coopération avec l’Institut 
de la Médecine du travail et il est financé par le Fonds social européen (FSE). Dans le 
projet « Moninaisesti parempi », le modèle de la production de l’information partici-
pative et des pratiques linguistiques conscientes a été développé pour les organisations 
d’experts. Le principe de la conscience linguistique a été appliqué dans la planifica-
tion, dans la collecte des données et dans la documentation de l’étude. Le rapport a 
été écrit en anglais et il a été traduit en finnois. Ceci est un exemple d’une solution 
créative, mais simple, vers une production d’information plus participative. Pour 
mieux comprendre les expériences des personnes s’identifiant aux minorités sexuelles 
et/ou de genres et à la population étrangère, il faudrait faire de la recherche aussi dans 
l’avenir en coopération avec des différents groupes d’intérêts, comme les experts, les 
communautés minoritaires et les activistes.  

Mots-clés: migration queer, minorités sexuelle et genre, intersectionnalité, approche 
participative  
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Аннотация 

Исследование показывает, что лица, которые относятся сразу к нескольким 
меньшинствам, могут многократно сталкиваться с дискриминацией и неравным 
обращением. Предметом настоящего исследования является жизненный опыт 
сексуальных и гендерных меньшинств среди населения иностранного 
происхождения в Финляндии. 

Данный отчет основывается на количественных данных, собранных в рамках 
групповых фокусированных интервью (n=8) и индивидуальных 
полуформализованных интервью (n=40). Сбор данных для исследования 
осуществлялся с помощью подхода, предполагающего активное участие. 
Концепция интерсекциональности применялась как при сборе данных, так и в 
аналитическом процессе. На первом этапе были проведены групповые 
фокусированные интервью с представителями организаций и проектов, 
работающих с сексуальными и гендерными меньшинствами (СГМ) в финском 
обществе. Сюда относятся ключевые представители, которые работают 
непосредственно с СГМ, но также те, кто занимается более широкой работой с 
меньшинствами, например в вопросах противодействия расизму. На втором 
этапе были проведены полуструктурированные качественные интервью со 
взрослыми людьми, которые относили себя к сексуальным и/или гендерным 
меньшинствам и являлись представителями иностранного населения. 

Содержание индивидуальных интервью было разделено на четыре основные 
сферы: вынужденная миграция, здоровье и благополучие, дискриминация и 
религия. Эти сферы были последовательно проанализированы с помощью 
метода рефлексивного тематического анализа Браун и Кларк. На основе 
групповых фокусированных интервью были определены рекомендации о том, 
как улучшить положение сексуальных и гендерных меньшинств в Финляндии 
как в целом, так и в отношении нескольких конкретных меньшинств. 
Рекомендации касаются восьми тем: трудоустройство, здравоохранение и 
социальное обеспечение, права трансгендеров, иммиграционные услуги, 
полиция, религия, язык и исследования.  

Интервью показали, что лица, которые относят себя к сексуальным и/или 
гендерными меньшинствам и являются представителями иностранного 
населения, сталкиваются с проблемами в финском обществе по причине своего 
миграционного статуса и квирности. Этот опыт зачастую усиливается за счет 
пересечения нескольких категорий и может также затрагивать их этническую 
или расовую принадлежность. Люди, которые самоидентифицируются на 
пересечении нескольких маргинализированных категорий (например, квир-
просители убежища или беженцы, или принадлежащие к расовым 
меньшинствам) находятся в особенно уязвимом положении в финском 
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обществе. Они часто сталкиваются как с открытой, так и со скрытой 
дискриминацией, физическим насилием, словесным оскорблением и 
различными проблемами, связанными с отчуждением в финском обществе. 
Проблемы относятся к различным сферам жизни — от трудоустройства и 
получения образования, до системы обслуживания и личной жизни. 

Рекомендации, собранные в этом отчете, включают укрепление навыков и 
знаний специалистов разных отраслей — от здравоохранения до полиции — по 
вопросам сексуальной ориентации, гендерного разнообразия, гендерного 
самовыражения и культурного разнообразия. Кроме того, отчет подчеркивает, 
что необходимо информировать религиозные институты и поощрять их 
осуждать дискриминацию по признаку сексуальной ориентации и гендерного 
разнообразия. Необходимо обеспечить лучшую доступность информации на 
разных языках и на упрощенном финском языке (фин. selkokieli). 
Рекомендуется привлекать к работе профессиональных переводчиков, и особое 
внимание необходимо уделять этическим проблемам в небольших диаспорах. 
Для лучшего обеспечения прав трансгендеров необходимы законодательные 
изменения и внимание к здравоохранению для транс-персон. Получение 
поддержки для просителей убежища из числа СГМ должно быть упрощено, и 
подходящие приемные центры, которые учитывают потребности просителей 
убежища, относящихся к сексуальным и гендерным меньшинствам, должны 
быть доступны в необходимом объеме. 

Это исследование проводилось в рамках проекта «Moninaisesti parempi» 
Национального института здравоохранения и социального благосостояния 
Финляндии. Проект реализуется в партнерстве с Финским институтом охраны 
труда и при финансовой поддержке Европейского социального фонда (ЕСФ). 
Проект «Moninaisesti parempi» разработал модель для совместного сборa знания 
и практики, ориентированные на языковое восприятие, для использования в 
экспертных организациях. Языковое восприятие учитывалось при разработке, 
сборе данных и составлении отчета по итогам исследования. Этот отчет 
изначально был составлен на английском языке, и затем переведен на финский. 
Он является примером творческого, но простого решения для более 
инклюзивного сборa знания. Чтобы лучше понять жизненный опыт людей, 
которые относят себя к сексуальным и/или гендерным меньшинствам и 
являются представителями иностранного населения, дальнейшие исследование 
необходимо проводить в сотрудничестве с рядовыми специалистами, 
представителями меньшинств и активистами. 
 
ключевые слова: миграция (queer migration), сексуальные и гендерные мень-
шинства, интерсекциональност, совместное участиe 
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Attachment 2. Focus group interview outline 

Approximately 1,5-2 hrs long discussion, 5-8 participants  
 
Welcome and intro of participants 

• Introduction of the moderator 
• Introduction of the participants by themselves 

 
Ground rules and practical information 

• Safe space, respectful communication 
• Notes on recording, privacy, and confidentiality 

 
Discussion  

• The discussion will be guided and moderated through the discussion 
prompts (below) 

• Closure 
• Thanking for participation 

 
Discussion prompts 

• How does your organization/project work with sexual and gender minorities 
in Finland?  

• Who are your primary clients/who are the people who turn to your organi-
zation regularly? 

• What are the main challenges these people face, and what are the main rea-
sons they seek your help/advice? 

• What are the main institutions, or other organizations that you collaborate 
and/or work together with? What is your opinion on these collaborations? 

• What are the main challenges you and your organization face when working 
with individuals who identify as sexual and gender minorities? 

• What could be done to help the work of your organization, and thus the in-
dividuals you are working with? 

• Is there anything else that we did not mention, but you would like to ad-
dress? 
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Attachment 3. Individual interview outline 

Approximately 1,5-2 hrs long discussion with one participant 

1. Welcome and introduction 
information on the research and its scope, privacy issues, data storage, ensur-
ing the participant of their anonymity, no right or wrong answers 

2. Semi-structured interview  
3. Closure 

 
Sample Questions 

1. Background 
Please tell me a little bit about yourself, your background, when and where 
were you born, etc. 

 
2. Migration to Finland 

When did you (or your family) immigrate to Finland? 
What were the primary reasons for the migration or what contributed to your 
(or your family’s) decision of leaving your country of origin? 

 
3. Questions related to self-perception and identity 

How would you typically describe yourself? 
How do other people identify you?  
Has your self-perception changed throughout your life? If yes, how so? 
Do you remember any specific times or events that you can connect to these 
changes? 

 
4. Challenges, inclusion and exclusion 

What are the day-to-day challenges you experience as a [insertion based on 
self-definition] in Finland? 
Could you please elaborate on these challenges? 
Have you experienced any prejudice or discrimination in Finland? 
If yes, what do you think, what was the basis of the prejudice of the discrim-
ination? 

 
5. Other 

What kind of effects have your experiences had on your life? 
What do you think, which parts of your life had been affected the most? 
Why did you want to participate in the study? 
How was the interview experience for you?
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