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The topic of this thesis is the well-being of migrant families in irregular situation. The 

study gives an insight on family life in irregular situation in Finland. The aim of the 

study is to develop discussion on the reality of families in irregular situation: what mo-

tivates them, what gives them strength and what kind of communities they have. The 

thesis was done in collaboration with the Unprotected Community Project working un-

der the Helsinki Deaconess Foundation. The data collected in this thesis project was 

used as a validation of effectivity of the project in their final report. The interview par-

ticipants were parents who live in irregular situation in the capital area and were using 

the services of the Unprotected Community project.  

 

The methodological approach of the thesis was qualitative. The data was collected 

through semi-structural interview an analysed through thematic analysis. The theoretical 

background of the research leans on the Good Relations policies introduced by the Min-

istry of Justice Finland. The Good Relations policies aim to promote equality and pre-

vent discrimination. One of the aims of the thesis was to give the undocumented them-

selves a chance to voice out their situation. This was reached through the interviews.   

 

From the interviews three initial themes were determined – trust for change, future pro-

spects and grievances of the system. In addition to these themes, the support systems 

were studied. The themes rising from the interviews were compared to the Good Rela-

tions policies. Based on the research, the need for support and understanding of the pro-

cesses became visible. The participants emphasized the difficulties of the system and 

the complexity of their situation. Family and children were seen as important strengths 

and motivators in the irregular situation and the parents highlighted how they would do 

anything for their children. Despite how difficult the situation might seem, the partici-

pants highlighted that it is still better for the family in Finland than in the country of 

their origin. 

 

In conclusion, the research shows that one of the main ways of tackling irregular migra-

tion is to make sure the undocumented understand their own rights and opportunities. 

The solution to reduce the number of migrants in irregular situation is to give them 

more realistic opportunities to change their situation. This can be achieved, for example, 

through changing the attitudes towards the irregular migrants and realising them as an 

asset rather than a deficiency.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Irregular migration is a growing trend in the European Union.  Inequalities, climate 

change, armed conflicts and natural disasters increase the global migration and the 

destinations of migration tend to be from global south towards north, even though 

south to south migration is also highly common (Crawley 2018). Year 2015 was a 

turning point in migration in Europe when Europe received 1 322 800 asylum seek-

ers compared to year 2014 when the number was 627 000. During the 2015 refugee 

crisis Finland received 32 476 asylum seekers. Most of the asylum seekers in 2015 

were coming from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. Only a small part of the asylum 

seekers from 2015 has a refugee status or a residence permit in Europe today, and 

some of them are still waiting for the decision; the rest are in a situation where they 

can either return to their country of origin, resettle in another country or stay in the 

country undocumented. For some, staying in Europe as undocumented was the best 

option of many bad options and they chose to stay as undocumented. (Eurostat 2016; 

Ministry of the Interior Finland n.d.) 

 

After the refugee crisis in 2015, undocumented migration and migration in general, 

has been a common subject in public discussion. Migration has become even more of 

a political topic and irregular migration, the rights and responsibilities related to it 

and the place of the governments and European Union have become a matter of de-

bate. Irregular migration is a current phenomenon and research on the topic has been 

a growing trend. This research is concentrating on giving a voice to the undocument-

ed themselves. Previous studies have not grasped this topic in such a way, especially 

in the Finnish context. In research and in public discussion, the reality of families 

and children in irregular migration tend to stay hidden in the background. In this re-

search the aim is to develop discussion on the reality of families in irregular migra-

tion through participating the undocumented themselves.  

 

The undocumented migrants represent a variety of people, from small babies to el-

derly people. Being undocumented makes a person especially vulnerable and brings 

a risk of being abused, and uncertainty on income, housing and the overall future of 

yourself and your family stresses out undocumented persons in everyday life. Being 

undocumented also increases inequality and effects on the undocumented person’s 

ability to affect in their own lives. In public discussion the undocumented are easily 
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seen as foreigners and outcasts, who cross the borders in order to stay in a new socie-

ty and abuse the welfare systems. The phenomenon of globalization, migration and 

global social problems increasingly challenge nations and develop a gap between the 

ones who emphasize the equal rights for everyone regardless of nation and those who 

see the nation’s first and foremost responsible for their own people.  

 

One of the aspects influencing the phenomenon of irregular migration is the termi-

nology and how the irregular migrants are talked about in the public discussion. 

Könönen (2014, 41) has pointed out that the term immigrant tends to hide the reality 

of the process, which the immigrants need to face while waiting for permanent pa-

pers or nationality. In this research the term migrant is used instead of the term im-

migrant because it describes the situation more accordingly. The terms irregular and 

undocumented are used to describe the situation the migrants are living in. The term 

‘illegal’ is not used in this research as it is not accurate and it categorizes the undoc-

umented migrants as illegal, which they generally are not.  

 

This research is done in collaboration with the Unprotected Community project 

working under the Helsinki Deaconess Foundation. The data collected in this thesis 

project will also be used as a validation of effectivity of the project in their final re-

port. With this thesis project the undocumented migrants are given an opportunity to 

voice out their situations.  
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2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH  

 

 

As a part of the research a literature review was conducted, and the aim was to de-

termine what kind of research has been made relating to well-being of undocumented 

families; how their voice has been heard. What was found out is that this subject is 

relatively new in research and there is not much data available, especially in Europe-

an, and more precisely, Finnish context. Jauhiainen, Gadd and Jokela (2018) also 

state that one major dilemma in irregular migration in Finland is specifically the lack 

of research. The lack of research affects how the phenomena develops and how the 

situation can be monitored and assessed.  

 

In the United States undocumented migration is a more researched phenomena (e.g. 

McNevin 2011; Hearn and Bergos 2011; Sanchez 2018; Kerwin and Warren 2018) 

than in Europe and most of the information available relates to the United States con-

text. In the United States the phenomenon is relatively different than in Europe as in 

the US undocumented migrants have been coming from the central American coun-

tries since the independence, but in Europe the mass migration from Africa and mid-

dle east is more recent. In Europe, the current mass migration is also something that 

is stretching the societies differently than in the US.  

 

On the European Union level irregular migration has become a current subject of 

research, especially after the refugee crisis of 2015. EU has published a research-

based proposition on the fundamental rights of migrants in an irregular situation in 

the European Union (2011) which give guidelines in working with the undocument-

ed. Both United Nations and the UN Refugee Agency have done research on the ir-

regular migration. In addition, the Platform for international Cooperation on Undoc-

umented Migrants has done extensive research on irregular migration, considering 

different aspects and the situation in different countries. All these have provided in-

formation in multiple languages and have done research in different contexts.  

 

In the Finnish context, irregular migration has been studied for example by the Hel-

sinki Deaconess Foundation and the Paperittomat project, which was conducted dur-

ing years 2012- 2017. The Paperittomat project has provided a guide considering the 

health services of the undocumented (2013) and a publication on the right to educa-

tion for the children in irregular situation (2014). Helsinki Deaconess Foundation has 
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published several articles considering irregular migration and its different aspects. In 

the Finnish context there is also relatively many thesis and pro gradu-research con-

ducted on irregular migration in the past years (e.g. Todorov 2017; Repo-Saeed 

2020; Oja 2019; Elo 2017; Drischenko & Kyyhkynen 2020). Miriam Tedeschi 

(2020) has performed an ethnographic research on undocumented migrants in Fin-

land, gathering data for 9 months both from the undocumented and from people 

working with them. Especially during the past few years, the topic has become more 

researched. Jauhiainen, Gadd and Jokela (2018) have done an extensive research of 

the irregular migration situation in Finland through interviewing the municipalities. 

There is also relatively much information available about the health aspect of undoc-

umented migrants e.g. how undocumented migrants seek for health care and about 

the legal framework affiliated with the health topic. 

 

Through this research it became clear that research about the undocumented families 

has not been conducted much, especially through participating the undocumented 

themselves. Research made by interviewing the people working with the undocu-

mented could be found more but in the Finnish context was not found much research 

where the research would have been based on data from the undocumented them-

selves. The lack of research where the voices of the undocumented is heard is some-

thing where this research aims to answer; give voice to the undocumented them-

selves and highlight the reality of undocumented families.  
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3 THE UNPROTECTED COMMUNITY PROJECT 

 

 

The Helsinki Deaconess Foundation is a non-profit organization that aims to work 

boldly for human dignity, focusing on those people who are at risk of social exclu-

sion. The Foundation was founded 1867 and today together with their subsidiary 

Diakonissalaitoksen Hoiva LTD, the foundation provides social welfare and health 

services throughout Finland and collaborates with a range of municipalities, compa-

nies, and communities. (Deaconess Foundation. About us.) 

 

The United Nations Global Compact initiative states that corporate sustainability 

starts with the company’s value system and a principles-based approach of doing 

business. In Helsinki Deaconess Foundation this means operating in a way that is 

effective on society level, economically, ecologically, socially and in an ethically 

sustainably way. The Foundation pledges to work in a manner that meets fundamen-

tal responsibilities in the areas of human rights, labour, environment and anti-

corruption. The guiding principles of the foundation are their values of Christian 

background, vision of building sustainable well-being and mission of dignity for all. 

The Helsinki Deaconess Foundation acknowledges that human rights are not simply 

met because they are given, but they need to be used and maintained in everyday life. 

Human dignity is the key of operating and it includes securing the basic needs of 

people, maintaining humanely adequate life and strengthening the self-determination 

of individuals.  (Deaconess Foundation n.d.)  

 

The Unprotected community project assists undocumented people by providing 

community action and support. The project offers psychosocial support, counselling, 

and service guidance as well as information about remaining in Finland without a 

residence permit. The Unprotected community project provides services in a day 

center, the Al Amal -center, where people can come to rest, prepare food, use the 

shower, and do their laundry. The project has also been working in the communities 

where the undocumented are suspected to move, in order to reach as many as possi-

ble.  (Deaconess Foundation. Undocumented people. The Unprotected.)  

 

The aim of the project is to answer the needs of the undocumented and help to pre-

vent a community of people without legal protection to be born. Mikkola (2019) de-

scribes that the undocumented especially need adequate and understandable infor-
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mation on their rights, services they are entitled to and the overall process of apply-

ing for residence permit and comes to the conclusion that undocumented migration 

can only be prevented by offering help and guidance, which is exactly what the Un-

protected community project aims to do. Oja (2019) comes to the same conclusion as 

Mikkola and states, that the solution to reducing the number of migrants in irregular 

situation is to give them more realistic chances to change their situation. The irregu-

lar migration situation requires clear legislation, clear political policy definitions and 

guidelines for authorities as well as simply a better understanding of the irregular 

situation and their rights. The only solution to irregular migration is not returning the 

people into their country of origin. More likely that will cause different kind of mi-

gration and even increase the amount of the undocumented. Merry, Pelaez and Ed-

wards (2017) conducted a literature review on the experiences of parenthood in refu-

gee, asylum seeker and undocumented migrant families, in which one of the themes 

rising from the migrant parents was the need for more information regarding their 

rights, eligibility and availability of support and services. The migrant parents re-

quested more information about the systems of education, welfare, social services, 

health and child protections as well as their legal frameworks and expectations about 

parenting. (Mikkola 2019; Oja 2019, 57; Merry et.al. 2017.) 

 

The staff members in the project have immigrant background, which helps them to 

interact with the clients in their own native languages. The staff members have been 

able to build a trustful relationship with their clients and the clients turn to the staff 

members in situations where they need guidance. For many undocumented they are 

an important contact in working with the authorities. The undocumented often come 

from traumatic backgrounds and their situation makes them especially vulnerable in 

the society. They might not have understanding on their own situation or means of 

changing the situation, they might not have a realistic view on their own process or 

why the residence permit was declined. In order to decrease the number of undocu-

mented, they should be offered clear options and means to reassemble their lives.  

 

The Al Amal-center has provided the undocumented with humane circumstances and 

helped to develop coping mechanisms for them to encounter their future situations. 

The activities and community support have helped the individuals be more self-

aware and they have understood their possibilities better. The Unprotected Commu-

nity projects report indicates that especially during year 2019 a change could be seen 
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in the undocumented as an interest to seek for a job and by that finding a way out of 

being undocumented. The undocumented have transformed from being passive to 

active participants. The number of residence permit applications have increased dur-

ing the year 2019, especially based on work. (Mäki 2020, 8-9.)   

 

During year 2018 the Al Amal- center had 1695 contacts and in 2019 the number 

increased to 6027. This indicates that the undocumented have made the center as a 

daily routine and come there to spend time as well as to seek guidance. The staff 

members together with volunteers have been able to build a relationship with the 

clients. The clients feel that the atmosphere is positive, and they can be themselves in 

the day center. The staff members are described as first people in Finland the clients 

can truly trust. (Mäki 2020, 9.) 

 

The project has managed to strengthen the physical, psychological and social well-

being of the clients. Every client has had the chance to participate as much as they 

see necessary and as much as they feel comfortable with. The project has managed to 

build relationships between the clients and the clients have become important peer 

support networks for each other. The participants feel that they have learned means 

to cope in everyday life as well as planning their future. (Mäki 2020, 11.)  

 

The Unprotected Community project has also worked together with different organi-

zations as well as government actors. One of the agenda of the project has been pro-

moting the reality of undocumented people in media and public discussion. During 

year 2019 the media has produced articles and highlighted the themes of undocu-

mented migration, partly thanks to the efforts of the Unprotected community project. 

(Mäki 2020, 14-17, 23.)  
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4 IRREGULAR MIGRATION IN GLOBAL AND LOCAL CONTEXT  

 

 

Migration has different pathways and some lead to becoming undocumented. In gen-

eral, an undocumented migrant is a person coming from outside of EU, Eta-countries 

or Switzerland, and who has no legal papers in the country of residence. (Ministry of 

the Interior Finland n.d.) The undocumented have no legal place in the country of 

residence, which forces them live outside the system. There is multiple reasons why 

and how a person becomes undocumented; the person might come to a country with 

a tourist visa and stays in the country after it has expired or the person might come 

with adequate documents like a visa in another Schengen country or even a valid 

residence permit, but decides to stay in the country after the permit has expired. 

 

A person can become undocumented also through the asylum pathway. The Geneva 

Refugee Convention from 1951 as well as other international human rights treaties 

and EU legislation are the basis of international protection. A person may seek inter-

national protection from persecution by applying for asylum, after which the authori-

ties investigate whether that person has the right to be granted asylum. (Boswell & 

Geddes 2011, 128; Hiltunen 2019, 247-254; Ministry of the Interior Finland. Maa-

hanmuutto. Turvapaikanhakijat ja pakolaiset.) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Example of the asylum process  

 

Figure 1. presents an example on the proceedings when seeking for asylum. There 

are three possible outcomes after the decision. 1) If the decision is positive, the per-

son is granted asylum and becomes a member of the society, the person becomes a 

refugee. 2) If the decision is negative, the person has an option to make an appeal, 

and the process is investigated again. 3) After the final decision, if negative, the per-

1. Person arrives to a 
country seeking for 

asylum

2.The person is 
registered in the system -
fingerprints, photo and 

identification 
information is gathered

3. The person is taken to 
the reception center

4. Investigation on the 
application begins - at first it 
is determined which country 

is responsible for the 
application 

5. The asylum seeker is 
interviewed to determine the 

risk of persecution
6. Decision is made 
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son can voluntarily leave the country and return to the country of origin, or the per-

son can stay in the country and become undocumented.  If the person is not granted 

asylum, the authorities can investigate whether the person is entitled to subsidiary 

protection. Subsidiary protection can be granted if the person is threatened by dan-

ger, e.g. the danger of death penalty or torture. (Boswell & Geddes 2011, 128; Hiltu-

nen 2019, 247-254; Ministry of the Interior Finland. Maahanmuutto. Turvapaikanha-

kijat ja pakolaiset.) 

 

The Dublin regulation is an EU law that determines which EU state is responsible for 

the examination of an asylum application; asylum can be applied for in only one 

country either in an EU State, Norway, Iceland, Switzerland or Liechtenstein. Ac-

cording to the regulation, the responsibility of the application will be addressed on 

the country in which 1) the applicant has family members, 2) the applicant has had 

residence permit or visa, 3) the applicant has first arrived in, or 4) the applicant has 

previously applied for asylum. The aim of the regulation is to make sure that each 

asylum application gets a fair examination, and it operates on the assumption that 

every country provides similar levels of protection, as the asylum laws and practices 

are united. (UNHCR n.d; European Commission. Migration and Home Affairs. 

Country responsible for asylum application (Dublin).) 

 

 

4.1 Why irregular migration is a question of human rights?  

 

Human rights are the rights human beings have by virtue of being human. Human 

rights are universal, and they belong to everyone regardless of the persons ethnicity, 

gender, sexuality, religion, age or any other type of labelling. Human rights are not 

granted to us by states or anyone else, and they cannot be removed or denied. They 

belong to everyone without any duties and human rights are something that a person 

cannot lose, and no one can take them away. Discrimination is linked to marginaliza-

tion of specific groups and can be described to be at the root of fundamental structur-

al inequalities in a society. The recognition, enjoyment and exercise of human rights 

and fundamental freedoms is restricted when discrimination takes place. (O’Byrne 

2013, 26-28; Freeman 2017, 120-122.)  

 

The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights highlights seven human rights 

issues that concern especially irregular migrants: 1) health care, 2) rights to educa-
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tion, 3) labour market, 4) housing, 5) family reunification, 6) security measures, and 

7) the situation of those irregular migrants who cannot be returned to their country of 

origin. The European Union states do not have homogenous policies on irregular 

migration, which makes the situation of irregular migrants different depending on the 

country they are residing in. In many countries the policies and the services provided 

are limited in order to make the country less attractive for migrants. (European Union 

Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2011.)  

 

Human rights are interdependent, indivisible and interrelated – when one right is not 

met, the others are affected. The next paragraphs will concentrate on three aspects of 

human rights which affect the lives of irregular migrants – the rights to health, to 

nation and to education. 

 

“The enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health is one of 

the fundamental rights of every human being without distinction of 

race, religion, political belief, economic or social condition”. 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

1966/§12 

 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948, article 25) states that everyone is 

entitled to such standard of living, which assures adequate health and well-being, 

including medical care and necessary social services without any kind of distinction. 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966, article 

12), as quoted before, states that everyone has the right to enjoy “…the highest at-

tainable standard of physical and mental health”. The International Convention on 

Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965, article 1) adds, that no dif-

ference should be made between citizens and non-citizens. (OHCHR 2020a; OHCHR 

2020b; OHCHR n.d.) 

 

The right to health is dependent on other human rights like the rights to food, to wa-

ter, to adequate standard of living, to adequate housing, to freedom of discrimination, 

to privacy, to access to information, to participation and to benefit from scientific 

progress. Health, both physical and mental, enables a person to learn and work, it 

gives one a change to be influential in the community and participate. The control 

over your own health and body is part of the right to health and this includes access 
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to sexual and reproductive information and services. Nobody should be subjected to 

medical experimentation, forced medical examination, or given treatment without 

informed consent. Irregular migration exposes an individual to health risks, such as 

work-related health hazards in low paid jobs. Migrants and asylum seekers can have 

experienced burdensome travels, during which they may have been exposed to haz-

ards and stress, including heat, cold, poor sanitation and lack of healthy food or safe 

water supply. Experiences on the journey as well as the lack of access to health care 

can have long term effects on the migrant’s health situation. It has been determined 

that providing access to regular preventive healthcare for migrants in irregular situa-

tion would be cost efficient and would affect the well-being and health of both phys-

ical and mental health.  (OHCHR n.d.a.; Al-Omair & Heikinheimo 2013; European 

Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2015.) 

 

Statelessness is one of the major human rights violations the irregular migrants expe-

rience. The Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948) article 15 states “Every-

one has the right to a nationality. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nation-

ality nor denied the right to change his nationality.”. The right to nation is a funda-

mental human right but it is still not a reality for many migrants in irregular situation. 

The Convention on the rights of the Child article 7 states that a child should be regis-

tered immediately after birth and shall have the right from birth to a name and the 

right to acquire a nationality. In reality, many children in the world are considered 

stateless – as persons who are not considered as a national by any state under the 

operation of its law. The children face statelessness mainly because gaps in nationali-

ty laws. All countries do not permit nationality based on birth alone (e.g. Finland) 

and if the country of origin does not allow a parent to pass on nationality through 

family ties (e.g. with some exceptions, Iran, Syria and Somalia) the child born be-

comes stateless. (OHCHR n.d.; OHCHR 2020; UNHCR 2020; Anderson 2014.)  

 

Statelessness affects a person on multiple levels. Stateless persons are often denied 

their basic human rights, such as right to healthcare and education. Stateless persons 

are often marginalized, discriminated and are vulnerable to abuse and they are unable 

to participate in the society. (Vlieks, Ballin & Vela, 2017.) In Finland children are 

entitled to education and in some municipalities also health care is covered, but the 

effects of statelessness become visible for example in the lack of travel documents 

and identity card. 
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Every child should have a right for education – this is a basic human right deter-

mined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The right for education is a 

fundamental human right and it is valid irrespectively of race, gender, nationality, 

ethnic or social origin, religion or political preference, age or disability. In Finland 

children in irregular migration situation have the right to education, but it is not com-

pulsory like for Finnish nationals. Korniloff and Laine (2014) state that in some cas-

es children have been delayed in starting of school and different kind of obstacles 

can be found in the participation in schools with undocumented migrants. The par-

ents might be reluctant to send their children to school in fear of the family situation 

coming in the knowledge of authorities, the parents might not trust the confidentiality 

of the teachers and staff members, and the parents might not have the knowledge that 

their children are entitled to education. (Korniloff & Laine 2014, 11-12.)  

 

The lack of residency in a municipality and the lack of social security number can 

also affect the schooling of children in irregular migration situation. In Finland, the 

Deputy ombudsman Maija Sakslin (2014) emphasized that every child has the right 

to education, whether they have residency in a municipality or not. She points out 

that the Finnish constitution gives the municipalities an obligation to organize educa-

tion for all children, no matter of the term of residency in Finland.  

 

 

4.2 How terminology affects irregular migration? 

 

The term ‘illegal immigrant’ was previously common in language, when speaking 

about undocumented migrants. Today, it has become fixed to use the term ‘undocu-

mented’ or ‘irregular’ when talking about a person without adequate documentation. 

The term ‘illegal’  is considered not to describe the situation accurately and it is mis-

leading in many ways and not adequate for use; as being undocumented itself does 

not constitute a crime in most countries and even in countries where violations of 

immigration law are considered criminal offenses, committing a criminal offense 

does not make a person ‘illegal’. The term ‘illegal’ also depicts migrants as dishon-

est, undeserving and plainly criminal, which affects the way they are treated. Crimi-

nalising undocumented migrants also prevents fair debate on the matter, as it does 
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not address the laws and policies which create irregularity, and it prevents informed 

and truthful debate on migration. (Picum n.d.) 

 

An-Nai’m (1995) determines the underlying causes of human rights violations to be 

economic conditions, political expediency and structural social factors. In the discus-

sion on irregular migration, the terms represent attitudes. Structural racism as a part 

of the society becomes visible in discussion on migration, which eventually affects 

the migrants themselves. Everyone has the right to exist and demand better quality of 

life for themselves and their family, but the structures of the society tend to come 

between the expectations and the reality. Migrants in irregular situation tend to be 

vulnerable for human rights violations, to which the terminology affects. Discrimina-

tion, exploitation and marginalization tend to affect their lives and they are denied 

their human rights, e.g. the right to nation, the right to health care, and the right to 

education, and fundamental freedom. Denial of civil and political rights, economic, 

social and cultural rights affect the everyday lives of irregular migrants. Term ‘ille-

gal’ increases this as it is also considered dehumanising in the way it labels a person. 

It denies a person  their dignity and human rights, as it ignores their experiencers and 

personalities. Most undocumented migrants in Europe have lost their status as a re-

sult of exploitation, misinformation or administrative delays, not simply by commit-

ting an offense. Children can be labelled ‘illegal’ simply by being born. Under inter-

national law, everyone has a right to leave a country, including their own. Labelling 

all migrants trying to reach Europe through unofficial channels as ‘illegal’ is inaccu-

rate and increases their exposure to prejudicial treatment. (An-Nai’m 1995, 19; 

Picum n.d.)  

 

Jönsson (2014) interviewed Swedish social workers about social work with irregular 

migrants. From her research two different discursions were visible – the other con-

sidered the irregular migrants as victims of persecution and the other as illegal immi-

grants. The social workers were having contradictions between humane ethics and 

helping the undocumented, and their illegal status and informing the authorities. It 

could be noted also that the victim discursion was more often visible when talking 

about women and children in irregular situation, as the illegal discursion was more 

concentrated to men. Women were seen as objects who did not have a say in their 

own lives and were brought to undocumented situation by the men of the family. 

(Jönsson, 2014, 41-42.)  
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Although they [undocumented immigrants] know that they will not re-

ceive residence permit for staying in this country, they choose to come 

and live as illegal, it is their choice, and they should bear the burden of 

their free choices. We cannot solve everybody's problems. 

(Social worker interviewed in Jönsson’s research 2014.)  

 

From Jönsson’s research it became visible that the attitudes of the social workers 

affected the services they provided. The legislation makes the undocumented appear-

ing as illegal, which is boosted by the attitudes of the authorities working with the 

undocumented. When a phenomenon is talked about as a security threat, it starts to 

become one and it creates a necessity to control it. In 2016 the Finnish interior minis-

try gave recommendations on preventing and controlling ‘illegal’ immigration in 

Finland by increasing surveillance and monitoring, as well as promoting voluntary 

and assisted return. This can be seen controversial in many ways, as in Finland the 

number of undocumented increased substantially because of the legislation change 

and the removal of the humanitarian residence permit category in 2016. In 2019 the 

Finnish interior minister Maria Ohisalo suggested that the undocumented could be 

surveyed by monitoring anklets, labelling them as someone who needs to be moni-

tored closely, but at the same time she promoted for the change of attitudes when 

talking about refugees and refugee politics in media and public discussion. (Jönsson 

2014, 41-42; Ministry of the Interior Finland 2016; de Fresnes 2019.)    

 

 

4.3 Irregular migration in the Finnish context  

 

It is estimated that Finland has a relatively small number of undocumented migrants, 

when comparing to other European countries. The location of the country (e.g. it is 

not the first country where asylum seekers arrive), the number of existing migrants 

and the population of Finland might be reasons for the number staying smaller. The 

number of undocumented migrants is however difficult to estimate due to the nature 

of the phenomena. Because of the Schengen-system and the growth of international 

travelling it is relatively easy to transit from one country to another without adequate 

documentation. Due to the situation the undocumented live in, they tend to stay out 

of situations where their presence would come to the awareness of the authorities. 
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The estimations of the number of undocumented migrants are based on the amount of 

undocumented who have had contact with the authorities. In Finland, the number of 

undocumented is estimated to be around 3 000 to 4 000 persons in 2017 and since 

then the number has most likely increased. (Paperittomuudesta. Paperittomat Su-

omessa.; Jauhiainen et.al. 2018, 53.)  

 

European Union states do not have homogenous policies on irregular migration, 

which makes the situation of irregular migrants different depending on the country 

they are residing in. In many countries the policies and providing of services is lim-

ited in order to make the country less attractive for migrants. In 2016 the so-called 

humanitarian residence permit was ended in Finland and those who were having a 

residence permit based on that became mostly undocumented. The humanitarian res-

idence permits enabled asylum seekers international protection due to humanitarian 

reasons. Humanitarian reasons were for example armed conflict, environmental ca-

tastrophe or poor human rights situation in the country of origin. Persons coming to 

seek asylum but were not entitled for asylum by the UN refugee protocol or by EU 

directives were given protection based on these humanitarian reasons, because it was 

not human to return them to their country of origin. The humanitarian residence per-

mit category was used in Finland for more than 25 years and officially it was initiat-

ed in 2009 when Finland still wanted to stand out as a country giving more than the 

minimum level of protection. (Markkanen 2018; Hiltunen 2019, 249-250.)  

 

Section 19 -The right to social security  

Those who cannot obtain the means necessary for a life of dignity have 

the right to receive indispensable subsistence and care. Everyone shall 

be guaranteed by an Act the right to basic subsistence in the event of 

unemployment, illness, and disability and during old age as well as at 

the birth of a child or the loss of a provider. The public authorities shall 

guarantee for everyone, as provided in more detail by an Act, adequate 

social, health and medical services and promote the health of the popu-

lation. Moreover, the public authorities shall support families and oth-

ers responsible for providing for children so that they have the ability to 

ensure the well-being and personal development of the children.  

 

Section 22 -Protection of basic rights and liberties  

The public authorities shall guarantee the observance of basic rights 

and liberties and human rights. 

(A731/1999 The Constitution of Finland.) 
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In Finland different cities and municipalities offer different kind of services for the 

undocumented, and the humane treatment and human rights of the undocumented are 

met in different ways in the municipalities in Finland. Especially the situation of 

families and children in irregular migration makes them vulnerable for human rights 

violations. It is not defined in the legislation what kind of services the municipalities 

are required to offer for undocumented migrants, but the municipalities base their 

services on the Constitution of Finland (731/1999) which states that the public au-

thorities have a duty to provide adequate social, medical and health services to eve-

ryone regardless of their documentation status The Aliens Act (301/2004) defines 

asylum seekers and refugees, but it does not define those immigrants who do not 

have adequate documentation, so legally the undocumented have no official place in 

the society. (Jauhiainen et.al. 2018, 49-51.)  

 

Jauhiainen et.al. (2018) interviewed all the municipalities in Finland about their ex-

periences of working with the undocumented. The municipal managers emphasized 

that they see that the government is foremost responsible of the undocumented mi-

grants and they see that it is the governments duty to find a solution for the situation. 

The municipal managers call for coherent, more precise and simplified directives on 

how to manage the undocumented. This would entail more equal treatment and 

would give the municipalities equal guidelines to working with the undocumented. 

Now even a single employee can define the situation of the undocumented they are 

working with, hence there is no guidelines. Some municipal managers see the irregu-

lar migration situation as a problem on the European Union level and the solutions 

should come from there also. The municipal managers also express that it would be 

beneficial to have the undocumented in the system somehow. (Jauhiainen et.al 2018, 

49–51.) 

 

 

4.4 Experiencing irregular migration  

 

Research shows that asylum seekers are commonly experiencing trauma before, dur-

ing and after their journey seeking protection in the European Union and can be suf-

fering from mental health problems when arriving and settling to Europe. This indi-

cates that the migrants in irregular situation are also experiencing mental health prob-

lems, and due to their situation, they are most likely not having treatment. Trauma 
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can be defined as having experienced, witnessed or been confronted with an event 

that involves actual or near-by death experiences or serious injury, or threat to the 

physical integrity of oneself or others. Traumatic experiences include e.g. witnessing 

or experiencing a life-threatening situation; war; rape or sexual molestation; or child-

hood abuse or neglects. Pre-migration poverty and living in un adequate situation in 

the country of origin can also affect the mental well-being of migrants. (Bustamante 

et.al. 2017; WHO 2017; Sandalio 2018; Perreira & Omelas 2017.)  

 

The mental health conditions of asylum seekers can inhibit the capacity to effectively 

present the asylum claims. In the asylum process the migrant need to have a rational, 

linear and coherent idea of the reasons why they moved from their country of origin 

and why they apply for asylum, as well as to have picture of how they will carry on 

their life in the new country. The outcome of the process can be affected if the person 

is not able to provide clear and organized reasons. When suffering from post-

traumatic-stress-disorder or similar disorders, one can have difficulties remembering 

traumatic events and telling their stories in a way that assures the authorities. This 

together with stress and uncertainty can affect the situations of the asylum seekers 

negatively. In the asylum-process the credibility assessment is a fundamental aspect, 

through which the asylum seekers are required to prove their need for protection. The 

officer needs as much personal background information as possible, which may trig-

ger dissociative symptoms such as memory loss and misrepresentation of certain 

situations, which affects the credibility of the claim. The lengthy asylum-process 

increases discrepancies in the narratives the asylum seeker provides as a proof for the 

fear of persecution. The asylum officers are mainly not trained to work with survi-

vors of trauma, and hence they do not recognize the affects the mental health disor-

ders or traumatic experiences in the decision making. (Tedeschi 2020; Sandalio 

2018; Bustamante et.al. 2017.)  

 

As an undocumented migrant, a person is not entitled to full health coverage and 

therefore the possible mental health issues are not treated appropriately. Excluding 

persons from access to health care affects early detection and treatment of preventa-

ble conditions. It increases the likelihood of health services only being contacted in 

case of emergency, and in terms of mental health problems, the services not being 

contacted at all. (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2015.)  
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Children growing up in an irregular migration situation are, with their families, one 

of the most vulnerable groups in Europe today. The Platform for international coop-

eration on undocumented migration (Picum) indicates that undocumented children 

are in a position of triple vulnerability: as children; as migrants; and as undocument-

ed migrants. Undocumented children and families are facing a high risk of poverty, 

exploitation, social exclusion and violence. The children are withheld from their right 

to education, access of healthcare and adequate housing. Their family situation gives 

them a disadvantageous starting point to life, which affects their future in many 

ways. (Picum 2013, 5.) 

 

Children are considered undocumented when their lives are affected by the irregular 

migration status. This category include children who live without a residence permit; 

who have overstayed visas or were refused immigration applications as a family; 

who have entered irregularly either alone or as a family; and who have a regular sta-

tus themselves but live with undocumented parents. The situation is converse in 

many ways, as the children are affected by their parent’s migration status, even if 

they themselves have adequate documentation. In some European countries’ children 

are not required to have documentation until the ages of 16 or 18 and therefore in 

these countries the children cannot be labelled as undocumented. Parents can also be 

the ones having a regular migration status, but children have for example, come to 

Europe to be reunited with their family but have not succeeded under family reunifi-

cation schemes. (Picum 2013, 13-14.) 

 

Children in irregular migration situation are especially vulnerable as they are not 

registered in the civil registry. As they grow outside the system, they are not in the 

reach of child protective services. They might not have a municipality, which takes 

them out of reach of health services. In general, children in migration are exposed to 

many risks for example violence, physical abuse, exploitation, sexual abuse and traf-

ficking and being separated from their families. Children arriving in Europe can be 

injured, suffering from traumatic experiences and the children can be incurred to 

physical, sexual and psychological abuse on their journey to Europe. (European 

Commission. Children in migration. EU actions to protect children in migration.) 

 

The undocumented children often come to Europe through unsafe migration routes, 

which are dangerous. Lack of safe reception, the lack of reception capacity and prop-
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er conditions as well as inspection and monitoring all effect on the safety of the chil-

dren. The children are also in risk of detention and inappropriate conditions and even 

separation of their families. Lack of information and lack of legal advice and support 

affect the future of their situation. Children are especially vulnerable to sexual vio-

lence, sexual exploitation and trafficking. (European Commission. Children in mi-

gration. EU actions to protect children in migration.) 

 

A study by Merry et.al (2017) indicated that the migrant situation affects parenthood 

in many ways. They concluded that migrants experience difficulties due to the loss of 

social support networks, the need to adjust to a new cultural context, experiences of 

discrimination, decline in social economic status and reduced access to health and 

social services. Families can be at risk of marginalization due to the pre-migration 

experiences of abuse and trauma, which also effect on the parenting. Children were 

considered an important source of strength and motivation for the undocumented 

migrant parents to overcome their difficult situations. Faith and family were de-

scribed as key sources of support, as they gave hope and provided distractions from 

the things that causes stress in life. The unstable socio-economic situation of many 

irregular migrants affects the mental health and well-being of individuals and fami-

lies. The poor socio-economic situation makes a person dependent of others or the 

society, which deteriorates the person’s ability to take care of themselves. The feel-

ing of not being able to provide for your family and be a part of the society affects 

the feeling of belonging. For parents, the fact that you are not able to provide your 

children and give them the best opportunities in life can be frustrating.  

 

Both Merry et.al (2017) and Cardoso et.al (2018) concluded that often the children of 

immigrant families help their parents to navigate the social environment. The chil-

dren can be more accustomed in the society due to schooling and interacting with 

other children. The children can be important resources for the parents who are less 

familiar with cultural norms and rules or the local language. The parents might de-

pend on the children, especially youth, on language and in official circumstances, 

which makes the children more conscious of their situation than necessary. This can 

affect on the relationship and the power relationships in the family. (Merry et.al 

2017; Cardoso et.al 2018; ETNO n.d, 13.) 
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5 GOOD RELATIONS 

 

 

For the majority of Finnish citizens, the phenomenon of irregular migrations is un-

clear. The understanding of irregular migration is lacking and therefore the irregular 

migrants are seen as someone who just comes to exploit the welfare system, and this 

partly causes them to stay in the midst of the society. (Timonen 2017; Keränen 

2019.) Through Good Relations policies the place of the irregular migrants could be 

re-determined, and attitudes changed. This is the reason Good Relations was chosen 

as a theoretical background for this research. As a part of Good Relations, sense of 

community is introduced. As the research is concentrating on families and well-

being, the additional theoretical background includes opening the concept of well-

being, especially in family context. 

 

 

5.1 Elements of the Good Relations Policies  

 

The purpose of the Non-discrimination Act (A1325/2014) is to promote equality and 

prevent discrimination as well as to enhance the protection provided by law to those 

who have been discriminated against. The Good Relations Policies aim to answer 

this purpose and are based on the idea that relations between population groups in-

fluence everyone in the society. Good Relations are especially important when exam-

ining integration, security and exclusion – how the good relations or the lack of them 

affect the phenomena. Relations between population groups make visible the struc-

tural and social issues, especially when considering minority groups. The realisation 

of equality between individual and groups is affected by discrimination, hate crimes 

and hate speech, which the Good Relations policies aim to reduce through influenc-

ing attitudes and increasing and improving interaction between groups in different 

areas of politics. (equality.fi. Goodrelations.fi. Relations between population groups 

influence everyone in the society.)    

 

The key forms of Good Relations policies include influencing attitudes by providing 

information and education (equality.fi. Goodrelations.fi. Relations between popula-

tion groups influence everyone in the society.) Lack of understanding and stereo-

types affect the way the minorities are integrated in the communities and society. 
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Interaction with a diverse range of people is likely to lead to a greater understanding 

of minorities but in the case of irregular migration the interaction tends to stay at 

minimum. For the vast majority of people irregular migrants are not a reality. Pic-

ture1. demonstrates how relations between population groups influence everyone in 

the society, the concepts and relations are opened more in the following paragraphs.  

 

 

Picture1. Relations between population groups influence everyone in the society. 

(Equality.fi. Goodrelations.fi. Relations between population groups influence every-

one in the society.) 

 

The Good Relations Framework was developed in the United Kingdom in order to 

understand the diversity and research how equality is met in the public. The Frame-

work establishes four key elements on social relations that interact with each other. 

1) Social relations are depending on and shaping attitudes. How people view others 

and how they believe they themselves are viewed creates attitudes, which are neces-

sary for good relations to exist. Attitudes impact the other key elements of 2) safety, 

3) interaction and 4) participation. (Wigfield & Turned 2010, 4-5.) In Finland, the 

Good Relations Framework relates to legislation and it has been used as a measuring 

tool when examining the overall integration of asylum seekers and migrants in gen-

eral. Good Relations are based on the idea that citizens with different backgrounds 

can trust each other and there is not tensions between population groups. The policies 

relate to social politics as well as to education, housing, security, integration and 

equality. When good, the Good Relations increase well-being and the vitality of the 

nation.  

  

The four key elements of the Good Relations Framework are presented in Picture2. 

and described in more depth in the following paragraphs. 
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Picture2. Indicators of good relations.  

(Equality.fi. Goodrelations.fi. What affects good relations?) 

 

Attitudes affect the way we feel and this in turn affects how we act. The decision of 

who is included and who is excluded and why is determined by people’s attitudes. 

Feeling of being included and respected is central to the way in which people take 

part of the society, how they see their own place. Attitudes toward those who are 

excluded are important especially because the attitudes determine how society treats 

the excluded and how the policies aim to improve their status. Attitudes towards mi-

grants often have their roots in feelings - the idea that migrants come to abuse the 

welfare system, to steal jobs from natives, and the idea that they are perpetrators of 

crime and violence. There is often a cultural argument of dividing people to ‘us’ and 

‘them’, which is boosted by the habits and values the migrants represent. Attitudes 

are depended and shaped by Good Relations. (The World Bank 2013; Wigfield & 

Turner 2010, 35-36.)  

 

Tolerance as a part of attitudes is one of the key elements of Good Relations. With-

out at least some level of tolerance and understanding, it is impossible to maintain 

Good Relations between population groups. (Männistö 2014, 6.) United Nations Ed-

ucational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) defines tolerance and 

emphasizes the responsibilities of Member States to develop and encourage respect 

for human rights and fundamental freedoms for all in the Declaration of principles on 

tolerance.  
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Article 1 - Meaning of tolerance 

 

1.1 Tolerance is respect, acceptance and appreciation of the rich diver-

sity of our world's cultures, our forms of expression and ways of being 

human. It is fostered by knowledge, openness, communication, and 

freedom of thought, conscience and belief. Tolerance is harmony in dif-

ference. It is not only a moral duty, it is also a political and legal re-

quirement. Tolerance, the virtue that makes peace possible, contributes 

to the replacement of the culture of war by a culture of peace. 

 

1.2 Tolerance is not concession, condescension or indulgence. Toler-

ance is, above all, an active attitude prompted by recognition of the 

universal human rights and fundamental freedoms of others. In no cir-

cumstance can it be used to justify infringements of these fundamental 

values. Tolerance is to be exercised by individuals, groups and States. 

 

1.3 Tolerance is the responsibility that upholds human rights, pluralism 

(including cultural pluralism), democracy and the rule of law. It in-

volves the rejection of dogmatism and absolutism and affirms the 

standards set out in international human rights instruments. 

 

1.4 Consistent with respect for human rights, the practice of tolerance 

does not mean toleration of social injustice or the abandonment or 

weakening of one's convictions. It means that one is free to adhere to 

one's own convictions and accepts that others adhere to theirs. It means 

accepting the fact that human beings, naturally diverse in their appear-

ance, situation, speech, behaviour and values, have the right to live in 

peace and to be as they are. It also means that one’s views are not to be 

imposed on others. 

(UNESCO 1995.)  

 

Emotional and physical security are essential for Good Relations to be experienced 

by both individuals and the population. The attitudes affect and determine the emo-

tional and physical security of individuals, which becomes visible when considering 

migrants. The security is threatened by attitudes especially in irregular migration 

when the attitudes guide people to think them as ‘illegal’ persons who threaten the 

overall security of the nation. Attitudes towards the minorities often affect the way 

how secure the minority individual feel and how they feel they are treated in public 

situations. The sense of belonging is a factor that affect positively on emotional and 

physical security, the mere fact that you are acknowledged can have an impact. 

(Wigfield & Turner 2013, 66-72.)  

 

On individual level interaction is important for well-being. In terms of Good Rela-

tions interaction between a diverse range of people is particularly important. Interac-

tion decreases negative attitudes and promotes safety. A lack of interaction can lead 
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to segregation in communities and societies. When people have little or no contact 

with those who are different from themselves, it can lead to a lack of understanding, 

increase stereotypes and result to negative Good Relations. (Wigfield & Turner 2013, 

115-120.) Lack of interaction between the undocumented and the majority popula-

tion can result to a division between ‘us’ and ‘them’ which affects the perpetuation 

of the phenomena in general. In Finland this theme can be seen all over between mi-

grants and the majority population – especially between cities where most of the im-

migrant population reside in and interaction is common, and the rural areas, where 

communication is more limited.  

 

Participation as a part of Good Relations can be determined by the feeling of being 

welcomed and accepted in their community. Participation gives an individual a sense 

of emotional and physical security and enables interaction within their community. 

Positive experiences of participation lead to experiences of empowerment and a 

sense that you are in charge of your life. (Wigfield & Turner 2013, 141-143.) In 

terms of irregular migration, participation could provide important benefit for inte-

gration and it could be seen through the experiences of the Unprotected community 

project, that participation increased the feeling of empowerment and made people 

more aware of their own rights (Mäki 2020, 8-9, 11).  

 

 

5.2 Sense of community and well-being as a result of Good Relations   

 

Belonging and having a sense of community has a vital role in integration and be-

coming a member of a new community. Migrant people often come from countries 

and communities that have a strong sense of community, and these people are used to 

having a community to rely on and that they are part of. Leaving that community, 

coming to Finland as a migrant and lately becoming undocumented affects the fami-

lies on the community level and determines their place in the society. Sense of com-

munity has a new meaning in migration. As Maya-Jariego and Armitage (n.d.) de-

scribe, migration often means severing of community ties, losing of social networks 

and familiar bonds. Shared cultural understanding and similar histories in micro 

communities can help adaptation in the new society, which is why building commu-

nities as a migrant is beneficial.  Itzhaky (2003) describes the physical transition 

from one country to another as a journey of leaving one social system and entering a 
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different one. This kind of transition results in many changes in the lives of individu-

als; processes of desocialization and resocialization happen. The transition results to 

protecting and preserving the old personal identities and simultaneously developing a 

new identity as a member of a new community. (Maya-Jariego & Armitage n.d., 749; 

Itzhaky 2003, 289.) 

 

 
Figure2. The Elements of sense of community 

 

Sense of community is often used to characterize the relationship between the indi-

vidual and the social structure. Strong sense of community gives the community 

members a feeling that they have more influence on their immediate environment 

and they feel more secure in their community. The sense of community theory con-

sists of four elements that affect each other (Figure2.): membership, influence, inte-

gration and shared emotional connections. 1) Membership constitutes the feeling of 

belonging to the community, the feeling of acceptance and knowing who is and is not 

part of the community. Membership provides emotional security and means of iden-

tification. 2) Influence stands for the feeling of being influential, having a say in the 

community; it also represents the interaction between an individual member and the 

community – how they influence each other. 3) Integration and fulfilment of needs 

indicates that being a member of the community satisfies a person’s needs. 4) Shared 

emotional connections depicts the shared emotional history inside the community. 

(McMillan & Chavis 1986, 9.) According to Maya-Jariego and Armitage (n.d., 749) 

the importance of sense of community is based on two assumptions: firstly, positive 

sense of community is beneficial to individual well-being, to facilitating social rela-

tions and opposing anonymity and loneliness, and secondly community participation 

is beneficial for democratic society.  
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Often those who have an opportunity to be influential in their own community are 

coming from privileged situations, which indicates that undocumented people rarely 

have an opportunity to be influential in their own community. Coming from commu-

nities where decision making and influencing on individual level has been almost 

impossible, the undocumented may not have understanding on their own rights and 

responsibilities. Being unaccustomed to making their own decisions, the undocu-

mented might find it difficult to make decisions and wait for the bureaucracy for de-

cisions and answers. (Bartolomei et.al. 2018.) Community development and commu-

nity projects help people to raise their level of awareness and increase their confi-

dence and ability to identify their own problems through active involvement and par-

ticipation. Community development can be defined as a process of improving the 

economic, social and cultural conditions of communities and enabling the communi-

ties to contribute fully to national progress. People can affect their own well-being 

and future through participating in community projects, which also increases the 

feeling of sense of community.  (Edwards & Jones 2019, 138-141.) 

 

Well-being means general health and happiness; combination of feeling good and 

being able to function well. It has several dimensions like emotional, physical and 

psychological well-being; it is affected by experiences of positive emotions, devel-

opment of own potential, having control over own life, having a sense of purpose, 

and experiencing positive relationships. Different dimensions affect one another, and 

the overall experience of well-being can be determined by looking at all these fac-

tors. Income, education level and place in the society affect the well-being of both 

the community and individual. On community level, well-being is affected by envi-

ronment and living arrangements, employment rate and working conditions, and in-

come level. On individual level social relationships, creativity, happiness and social 

capital affect well-being. Well-being is often measured by the quality of life, which 

is affected for example by health, relationships and expectations of a good life. (THL 

2020; Ruggeri et.al. 2020.)  

 

Well-Being is one of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) promoted by UN. 

The Agenda 2030 reflects the connection between health, well-being and sustainable 

development. Widening economic and social inequalities, urbanization, climate 

change and global pandemics are threatening the well-being of the world population 

and driving people from the Global South to seek better life in the so-called welfare 
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states. Reducing inequalities and ending poverty are keys to improving the well-

being of people around the world. Migration can impact the health and well-being of 

individuals positively by improving the socio-economic status and helping them es-

cape from persecution and violence. However, migration also exposes persons to 

health risks, such as psychological stress, abuse, nutritional deficiencies and expo-

sure to infectious diseases. Irregular migrants are more likely to suffer from a com-

promised health status. The third Sustainable Development Goals promotes good 

health and well-being. Including migrants into the society, regardless of their legal 

status, ensures that they have access to quality health care services and affordable 

essential medicines and vaccines. The SDG3 also promotes to increase health ser-

vices and workforce in developing countries, which in long term affects the migra-

tion. (UNDP 2020; International Organization for Migration 2017.)  

 

Campion and Jo (2007) introduce a dynamic model of well-being, that points out 

three main influences affecting the state of well-being: genetic factors, e.g. upbring-

ing and environment; life circumstances, such as income, marital status and envi-

ronment; and being involved in active pursuits and special interests. Satisfaction, 

personal development and social wellbeing are also considered as dimensions of 

well-being. Social well-being includes the sense of belonging to communities and 

feelings of contributing to the society. (Campion & Jo 2007.) CDC (2018) considers 

well-being to have different aspects such as physical, economic, social, emotional 

and psychological.  In addition, also development and activity, life satisfaction, en-

gaging activities and work, and domain specific satisfaction are considered aspects of 

well-being.  There is no single definition of well-being, rather there is a general 

agreement that at minimum it includes the presence of positive emotions, the absence 

of negative emotions, satisfaction with life, fulfilment and positive functioning. The 

physical well-being is also critical aspect of well-being from the point of view of the 

public health. (CDC 2018.) 

 

In families, well-being of individuals has an effect on each other. Especially the well-

being of parents affects the children. Children pick up adults’ emotions, feelings and 

attitudes, so the feelings of adults inevitably affect children. Ruggeri et.al. (2020) 

highlight that longitudinal data indicates that well-being in childhood predicts future 

wellbeing in adulthood.   
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Asylum seekers generally come from traumatic backgrounds, and even while the 

physical safety has been addressed when entering a safe environment, the person 

must confront a new situation of living as a stranger in a strange country. The person 

has nothing familiar in the new environment, except maybe the family they arrived 

with. In this situation, religion can provide comfort, strength and hope. Leonard 

(1997, 53-55) points out that for some people religious experiences and trust in God 

provide direction and comfort. Through religion one can have a sense of security and 

find easy answers to difficult questions. Leonard also states that there is a positive 

relationship between religiosity and subjective sense of well-being, which in irregu-

lar situation can help to maintain positivity and hope. Leonard (1997, 55) also intro-

duces the idea of Pargament and Maton, who suggest that religious participation and 

belonging can have a positive impact on mental health by fulfilling the need for a 

sense of meaning, the need for community and belonging, and the need for proactive 

involvement in improving the world. In irregular migration situation religion can 

help to make sense of the situation and trust in God can provide needed assurance 

that the situation will change. (Schmid 2018; Leonard 1997.) 
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6 METHODOLOGY AND PROCESS DESCRIPTION 

 

 

6.1  Research questions 

 

The purpose of this research is to bring out the voices of the undocumented families 

and give them an opportunity to tell what kind of difficulties they have experienced 

and what kind of strengths they have. There is only a few earlier studies performed 

which participate the undocumented themselves and the aim of this theses is to in-

crease research of this nature. The data collected could be used as a tool for the social 

work professionals working with the undocumented in order for them to provide the 

support needed and improve the services provided and to modify the services to an-

swer the basic needs of the undocumented and how they see their situation.  

 

The research questions this research aims to answer are: 

 

1. What motivates and gives strength to them as parents in an irregular 

situation?  

2. How do the parents in irregular situation experience their communi-

ties and see themselves as a part of the society?  

 

 

6.2 Participants  

 

As part of this research four interviews were conducted. The participants of the in-

terviews were mothers and fathers living in Finland, who had experienced living 

without adequate documents. Two of the participants had a spouse who is registered 

in Finland, and one of them had recently got a residence permit herself. Also, one of 

the participants had previously had a residence permit in Finland, but it was not re-

newed after expiration. Two of the participants never had residence permits. All the 

participants had children born in Finland.  

 

The participants were invited to the interviews by the staff members of the Unpro-

tected Community project. They chose the participants from clients of the project and 

assessed who would be in a position to participate in this kind of research. As the 
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researcher did not have any contact with the participants before the interviews, there 

was a consent form (appendix 1.) for the participants to read and sign before starting 

the interviews. In the consent form was explained who the researcher is and why the 

interview is taking place. Through this the understanding of the interviewees was 

ensured and the participants had an opportunity to back out if they did not feel com-

fortable to participate. In the consent form a signature was requested, which was ex-

plained to be just for the researcher. This could have been left out of the consent 

form, as the undocumented might in general feel suspicious of signing the paper.  

 

To enable understanding between the researcher and the participants an interpretive 

program tool called Tulka was used for two of the interviews. One of the participants 

was English speaking and one of the participants had her spouse with her to work as 

an interpreter. Before the interviews, the researcher had some background infor-

mation on the participants from the staff members of the community project, through 

which the researcher was able to adapt the interview questions.  

 

Later on in this report the participants will be referred as Father1, Father2, Father3, 

and Mother1.  

 

 

6.3 Collecting data through semi-structural interview 

 

Interviewing is one of the most common methods used in qualitative research. In 

qualitative research different types of interviews are commonly used; structured, 

semi-structured and unstructured open interviews are most common. The structure of 

the interview comes from the questions and the context of the interview. The type of 

interview chosen depends on the research purpose as different types of research need 

different types of data. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2008, 43-46; Leavy 2017, 139.)  

 

Individual interviews give the researcher an opportunity to gather data that is coming 

straight from the participant and the participants has a chance to explain themselves. 

During the interview the researcher has a chance to emphasize certain questions and 

ask clarifications if needed. Conducting an interview is a time-consuming method, 

but the data gathered in interviews is unique and can be examined on different levels. 

(Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2008, 24-26.) 
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Glenwick and Jason (2016) describe semi-structured interviews as a qualitative re-

search method where the purpose is to use open-ended questions that allow the re-

searcher to follow up on emerging themes with additional questions. In qualitative 

research the aim is typically to learn about some phenomena in the participants lives 

and the data is for example collected by interviewing and observing. Tuomi and Sa-

rajärvi (2018) point out that qualitative research is often guided by theory, which is 

the reason why this research is based on the theory presented in the previous chap-

ters.  

 

In this research the interviews were conducted through semi-structural interview. 

Before the interviews a plan was constructed, and it contained open questions to en-

sure structure on the interview. In the actual interview setting, the interviews were 

maintained open and discussion based. The benefit of semi-structural interview is 

that even though having a thematic framework and structure, it is easy to keep the 

interview flexible. In the interviews it was possible to repeat the questions and ensure 

understanding and it was possible to ask more specific questions based on the an-

swers from the participants. During the interviews data was also gathered for the 

Unprotected community project. These questions concerned the effectivity of their 

project in the participants lives.  

 

Due to the covid-19 situation one of the participants did not want to conduct the in-

terview face to face in the Al Amal-center, so the interview took place over tele-

phone. Padgett (2008, 112) points out that in remote interviews there is a significant 

loss of information compared to in-person encounter. In a telephone interview there 

is a loss of socially coded cues such as the tone of voice, facial impressions and body 

posture. Padgett (2008) also points out that the participant is less likely to hold back 

when sitting across from the interviewer. From the point of view of this research, 

even the telephone interview was considered successful, and the interviewee and the 

interviewer were able to build an understanding with each other.  

 

The interviews were audio-recorded, and notes were taken by the interviewer to be 

able to later transcribe and analyse the data. The recordings enabled later to check up 

on issues and stories the participants had told.  
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6.4 Thematic analysis 

 

After the interviews were conducted and the necessary data gathered, the researcher 

first transcribed the recordings and the thematically analysed them. The analysis was 

guided by theory presented in the previous chapters and the themes that emerged 

from the interview structure are based both on theory and the themes the participants 

highlight in the interviews. With semi-structured interview the researcher was able to 

keep the interviews open so that the participants had a chance to highlight issues im-

portant for them.  

 

While conducting the thematic analysis, the researcher first transcribed the inter-

views and got familiar with the text by reading it through several times. The data 

transcribed into eight pages of written text. Saldana, Leavy and Beretvas (2011, 95) 

describe this phase of analysis as taking cognitive ownership of the data. Patterns, 

categories and their interrelationships become more evident as the data gets more 

familiar. After familiarizing myself with the data the initial analysis was started. 

 

First, the researcher highlighted phrases and sentences that were repeated in the data, 

giving codes of main points in the data. The codes emerge from the data, but as Sal-

dana et.al. (2011, 97) point out, the data shows differently to the researchers, depend-

ing on their lenses and filters and the codes are plainly one person’s interpretation of 

the data.  

 

The codes highlighted were:  

 

1. Future 

2. Children’s future 

3. Hope 

4. Family 

5. God 

6. Injustice 

7. Bureaucracy  

8. Law abiding 

9. Difficulties 
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After figuring out the main points, the codes generated into themes. The themes 

should by Glenwick and Jason (2016, 34-35) capture something important in relation 

to the research question and they should be somehow remarkable for the participants. 

The themes should also tell the reader something helpful about the data in order to 

analyse it accordingly.  

 

The themes captured from the data were:  

 

Codes Themes 

Family 

Children’s future 

Future 

 

Future 

God  

Hope 

Law abiding 

 

Trust 

Injustice 

Bureaucracy 

Difficulties 

 

Grievances 

Figure3. Initial themes 

 

After getting the initial themes the researcher still reviewed them and compared the 

themes to the data. After reviewing the final themes of the research were defined and 

named. 

 

The final themes were: 

1. Future prospects 

2. Trust of change 

3. Grievances of the system  
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Figure4. Developing themes 

 

 

6.5 The credibility and ethics of the research 

 

As working with a vulnerable group of people, the ethics are highly important. Vul-

nerable groups are often left out of research, because of the difficulties that are faced 

with participating these groups. Aldridge (2015, 10-14) describes the vulnerable 

groups as people who are excluded from society or who are not connected to or part 

of a community and whom might be overlooked in research studies because of the 

nature of their marginalisation. The undocumented migrants can be included in the 

vulnerable groups and their voice is rarely heard. This is the reason why this research 

participated the undocumented migrants themselves rather than, for example, those 

who work with them. The researcher felt that it is important to hear the voice of the 

undocumented themselves and give them the opportunity to tell about their own situ-

ation.   

 

As the participants of the interviews are part of the Unprotected community project 

and they have had a long relationship with the staff there, there was a risk that the 

client – employee relationship can affect the participation, so that the clients (the 

undocumented) feel obliged to participate in the research if the employees suggest it 

to them. As the participation should be totally voluntary, this might present a prob-

lem, which is why the consent form was presented, where the situation was ex-

plained, giving them a change to question the researcher and withdraw from the situ-

ation. All the participants volunteered to take part of the research.  

 

Working with immigrant people, the researcher needed to consider the different 

backgrounds where we come from. As Leavy (2017, 25) describes we all bring our 

Family

Childrens future

Future

Future
Future 

Prospects 

God

Hope

Law abiding

Trust
Trust for 
change

Injustice

Bureaucracy

Difficulties

Grievances
Grievances 

of the 
system 
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own moral compass into our research experiences. We all have our own beliefs, atti-

tudes, and ideas about the world, and hence the researcher and the participants will 

be coming from different backgrounds, the researcher had to consider how to be sure 

that they talk about the same things. Our values and histories bring dimensions in the 

interview and therefore the interviews were kept open, so that the understanding be-

tween the researcher and the interviewee could be ensured.  

 

In this research also the fact that the researcher and some of the interviewees were 

not sharing a common language could affect the understanding. For ensuring the un-

derstanding between us the researcher and the interviewee an interpreter was used for 

the interviews where common language did not exist. In one of the interviews the 

spouse of the interviewee was used as the interpreter, which was the wish of the in-

terviewee. This caused that the interview was not as informative as the others in 

terms of experiences of the irregular situation. The spouse as an interpreter ensured 

understanding between the researcher and the interviewee, but at the same time easi-

ly answered to the questions in own point of view. The researcher had to be extra 

vigilant in the interview situation and when analysing the data, so that the voice of 

the interviewee was heard.  

 

It is important to ensure that the well-being, confidentiality, and dignity of the partic-

ipants is protected in any study. As undocumented migrants can be considered as a 

vulnerable group, and in many terms they do not have a say in their life, this research  

wanted to ensure that the ones participating in the research are doing it on their own 

will and the wish is that the results of the research will benefit them somehow. But as 

this cannot be promised, the researcher can only promise to try to have their voices 

heard. The participants were told how the data will be processed and dismantled after 

the publication of the research. The audio-recordings, the transcribed interviews and 

the interview permits will be dismantled after the research has been published and till 

then the data is retained by the researcher.  

 

As Glenwick and Jason (2016, 18) highlight, it is important for the researcher to un-

derstand the power they have. This needed to be considered in terms of how the par-

ticipants will benefit from the research. How the researcher will enter in their lives, 

work with them, leave and finally present the findings. The participants need to un-

derstand the aim of the research and how the data collected from the will be used. It 
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is important that the participants understand the role and expectations of the re-

searcher. This was ensured through the interview permit explained to the interview-

ees before the interviews.   

 

Two of the participants highlighted that they were participating in the interview 

plainly to bring out the difficulties of being undocumented in Finland. Father2 told 

that he had participated in multiple interviews and was ready to tell his story so that 

the procedures would change. He also brought up the fact that he feels that Finnish 

people are masters on smiling and listening, but nothing gets done. He understood 

that in this research the researcher does not have any influence over the procedures 

and stated that this research is not helping him in any way, as he cannot have a resi-

dence permit through this research. 

  

In this research assumptions are made on a group of people based on a small sample. 

This need to be recognized as thinking of the validity of the research. Despite the 

small size of the data, it gives an insight of the reality of families in irregular situa-

tion in Finland. The irregular migrants as a vulnerable part of the society are also 

relatively difficult to reach and participate, which is one of the reasons why this data 

is relatively small. The undocumented families are living in a situation, where they 

do not necessarily have strength to participate in a research like this. The participants 

of this research are talking about their own experiences and situations but are ex-

pressing themes that are covering the irregular situation widely. The assumptions 

made and the recommendations given are based on the research and the small data 

but can still be competent.   
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7 FINDINGS 

 

 

Conducting a semi-structural interview gave an opportunity to guide the interviews 

in certain direction. It was beneficial not to have a clear structure in the interview in 

order to have an open discussion but there was certain themes and questions to guide 

the discussion. The themes arising from the interviews are also clearly visible in the 

questions (appendix 2.). The research aimed to figure what kind of assets and 

strengths the families have in their situation and how they see their own situation – 

which things are good in their situation. The researcher wanted to build an under-

standing of the networks the participants have and how they see their place in the 

society. 

 

 

7.1 Trust for change 

 

Even as being in a difficult situation as an irregular migrant, all the participants had 

hope for a better future. They had hope that their situation will become regular and 

they will have a future in Finland. All the participants told that they do not want to 

move away from Finland, because of the prospects here. Finland is seen as a peaceful 

place where the society takes care of its citizens. The Al Amal center was a proof of 

this, as the participants could not have imagined that this kind of place could be op-

erational and funded by the government in any other country. Experiences from other 

European countries strengthen the view that Finland is a good place to raise a family.  

 

The system in Finland was seen difficult and time consuming, but still the partici-

pants had trust that it works accordingly. Finland is seen as a secure and peaceful 

environment and an especially good place to live with children. One of the fathers 

indicated that they could relocate to another country and get documents there by 

proving that their children had been born in Finland, but the parents wanted their 

children to live and grow up in Finland. Below is an example of one of the inter-

viewees insight on the security of Finland. 

 

When we came to Finland, we see that it is better organized than in 

Greece where we are coming from. At least here the society is 80 per-
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cent law abiding, it is important to have peace in life and in Finland 

there is peace. -- If everything works out this is the kind of place, I 

want to live in. 

- Father1 

 

Two of the fathers highlighted religion and trust to God as a strength. Clearly the 

trust to God kept the parents going and helped them to make sense of the situation. 

Father3 emphasized that God will take care of the family and decide their future, as 

quote below reflects. He had no fear of the future because of the trust to God.  

 

I believe in God and I believe he will take care of me.  

- Father3  

 

 

7.2 Future prospects 

 

All the participants highlighted their situation through children. Children were the 

reason the parents kept working for their papers, as the situation in the country of 

origin would not be beneficial for the children and their future. All the choices the 

parents were making were because of the future of their children, starting from the 

original move from the country of origin. The parents talked about the importance of 

education and how they are happy seeing their children grow up in a safe environ-

ment. Differences in raising a child in the country of origin and in Finland were 

brought up, and one of the fathers mentioned for example the fact that in their coun-

try of origin he would not let the children move out from the parent’s house but in 

Finland he has no fear. Two of the fathers mentioned how the children are more 

adapt in the Finnish society and grow up as Finnish rather than any other nationality, 

even though they are not Finnish in the eye of the law.  

 

What gives us motivation? Can I say love? When you see your kids, 

they give you strength to work as much as I can to give them life and 

hope and future.  

- Father1 

 

What makes me keep trying? Children, so that they have a future. 
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- Father2 

One of the fathers emphasizes how difficult it is to live in irregular situation, that it is 

both mentally and physically challenging. He told that the children know that they 

are helped by other people, but the parents try to keep their minds positive so that the 

children do not need to experience the stress they are having.  

 

One of the fathers emphasized the importance of looking at the family situations 

through the whole family, not just the parents. He felt that currently the system does 

not consider the children and their rights, but just the parents’ situation. He was ques-

tioning, how the irregular situation affects the children and how they should be con-

sidered as individuals, he had previously had a residence permit, but it was not re-

newed when it expired because the lack of Finnish language skills. The father was 

indicating that the residence permit situations should consider the whole family, not 

only the situation of the individuals. He emphasized that the authorities should assess 

the situation through the children and consider their future and place in the process. 

He felt that it is not adequate to reject the residence permit only based on his lan-

guage skills, but to also look at the situation more widely.  

 

The mother interviewed had recently acquired a residence permit herself and was 

telling about how it changed her situation. The situation of being undocumented 

when pregnant and after the baby was born had been stressful and affected her men-

tal wellbeing. After the decision of the residence permit, she had been able to relax 

and enjoy motherhood.  She emphasized the importance of support in her situation: 

without the active support from the Unprotected community project and especially 

one staff member, she would not have had the strength to fight for her rights when 

pregnant.  

 

 

7.3 Grievances of the system  

 

All the interviewees highlighted the difficulties of being in an irregular migration 

situation in Finland. The difficulties of the processes and the bureaucracy were con-

sidered to make the lives of irregular migrants considerably difficult. One of the par-

ticipants was especially vigilant of the legal aspects of how he had been treated in 

Finland. The fact that their children were born in Finland but were not entitled to 
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Finnish documents was making him very angry. All the fathers were saying that they 

would not choose differently knowing their situation now. They would still come to 

Finland and try, like they are doing now.  

 

Finnish people see a black person as someone who does not read or 

write. – The situations should be looked as a whole, not to decline resi-

dence permit based on one small detail.  

- Father2 

 

Father1 highlighted that he never wanted to be undocumented, he wanted to work 

and support the family. All the participants had a clear idea of their future: studying, 

learning the language and working. He described his situation in the beginning when 

the family initially came to Finland; when it became clear that they will not receive 

asylum, the father was guided to look for a job and apply for residence permit based 

on that. He told me that he was able to attain a job and when working, he applied for 

a residence permit. The decision was that the work he had, the period of the contract, 

the working hours or something, was not enough and the residence permit was de-

clined. He described feeling lost and how he could not understand what the authori-

ties wanted him to do – as he was doing exactly what was suggested to him.  

 

I’m like in prison. I can’t study, I can’t get a job. Everywhere they re-

quire a residence permit. The employer tells you to go to Migri and 

from Migri they say you need to find a job. Bureaucracy is on the way, 

making life as an undocumented complicated.  

- Father3 

 

The participants mentioned that the problem is that they have no position in the soci-

ety, but they have a hope of becoming members of the society and being able to con-

tribute for the society. They were also annoyed that the reality was so different from 

their expectations and wondered how the bureaucracy benefitted anyone. The partic-

ipants emphasized how the system in Finland does not benefit immigrants, as it is so 

complicated that even the locals do not know how to operate. The participants 

brought up how the Al Amal- center and the staff members as well as some social 

workers were the ones that made it possible for them to live in Finland by helping 

them to understand the system and fill papers. The staff members of the Al Amal-
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center had provided help in the practicalities and helped them to understand their 

rights and responsibilities.  

 

The fact that you cannot do much when you do not have documents was highlighted. 

The fathers hoped that the system would change so that they would be able to work 

and provide for their families and change their situation through that channel. The 

lack of documents and the complicated system seems to decrease motivation and 

increases disempowerment and dependence. Frustration of just sitting home unable 

to do anything was highlighted by the participants.  

 

The complexity of the asylum process makes it difficult for the undocumented to 

follow their own asylum processes. They know that they have a process going, but 

whether it is going in the Supreme Court or in the Administrative Court level is not 

known and the undocumented must trust other people on the matters of their lives.  

 

In irregular situation one trouble seems to be the lack of support systems. One of the 

aims of this research was to determine what kind of networks and support systems 

the undocumented have in their lives. In the interviews the participant were asked to 

describe their support systems, whether they have friends or relatives living in Fin-

land. All the fathers told that the only support system they have is their own family. 

Father1 highlighted the Unprotected community project as a support network and 

emphasized frequently how their family would not have managed without the staff 

members and their help.  

 

“It’s just me and my wife.” 

 -Father3  

 

The mother on the other hand emphasized the importance of friends in her situation. 

Her situation differed from the fathers, as she came to the country as a spouse to a 

native. Even though she had no legal residency, she had a connection to the society 

through her husband. She also emphasized the importance of the Unprotected com-

munity project and especially the employee she considered to be her own.  

 

 

  



45 
 

 

8 DISCUSSION  

 

 

The Good Relations policies aim to develop consensus between different population 

groups. In this chapter the theory and the findings of the research are linked together 

through three different themes; how irregular migration affects families; how exclu-

sion and politics affect irregular migration; and how structural racism and attitudes 

affect irregular migration.  

 

The themes arising from the interviews are linked with the theory of Good Relations, 

in terms of how the elements of attitudes, safety, participation and interaction affect 

irregular migration based on the interviews. How the lack of opportunities on partici-

pation affects families and individuals when growing up. How exclusion and politics 

affect the overall sense of security, especially in terms of the difficulties of the sys-

tem the interviewees highlighted. How structural racism and attitudes affect the phe-

nomena of migration and what is the future of irregular migration.  

 

 

8.1 Families outside the system 

 

Könönen (2014) studied how an individual can build their life and get income as a 

migrant in Finland. He pointed out that the legal status compared to Finnish citizens 

is visible especially in the basic needs: income, family life and continuance of life. A 

study by Merry et.al (2017) indicated that the migrant situation affects parenthood in 

many ways. They concluded that migrants experience difficulties due to the loss of 

social support networks, adjustments to a new cultural context, experiences of dis-

crimination, declines in social economic status and reduced access to health and so-

cial services. Families can be at risk of marginalization due to the pre-migration ex-

periences of abuse and trauma, which also affect the parenting as well. Children were 

considered an important source of strengths and motivation for the undocumented 

migrant parents to overcome their difficult situations. Faith and family were de-

scribed as key sources of support, as they gave hope and provided distractions from 

the different topics that cause stress in life. (Merry et.al. 2017.) 
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For the children growing up in an irregular situation is in many ways excluding; how 

they build their identity and how the society see them. Identity forms the basis of 

individuals; it reflects the feeling of who you are and how you relate to the world and 

societies surrounding you. Identity forms in relationship with the surrounding com-

munity and how the person is seen and what is valued in the community. Forming a 

solid identity supports the person when growing up and determining their place in the 

society. Part of identity is how the person can build a relationship of trust with the 

society they belong in. (ETNO n.d, 6, 10, 13-14.) 

 

For the parents, the children were the main reason for staying in Finland and adapt-

ing to the irregular situation. The children’s future was the motivator to stay and fight 

with the system. The parents that were interviewed highlighted how being undocu-

mented affects the children and father2 for example questioned why their children 

are not considered Finnish when they are born and growing up in Finland. He ques-

tioned why they do not have a right to be Finnish and belong to the society. The chil-

dren grow up thinking that they do not belong, they do not have the same rights as 

other children. They might question why they are not able to participate in hobbies 

and why they cannot travel like their friends. The children need to adapt their lives in 

a way that they cannot understand. Ruggeri et.al. (n.d) pointed out that childhood 

well-being predicts wellbeing in adulthood - if poverty and exclusion are realities 

since childhood, do they inevitably affect the adulthood also?  

 

Are my children Finnish or African? What are they? What are their 

rights? Where are their human rights? 

- Father2 

 

Father1 mentioned that the children know how their parents cannot work and that 

they receive help from others. He also emphasized how the parents try to keep their 

mind positive, at least when with the children, so that the stress does not affect the 

children. Children are masters in reading and interpreting their parent’s emotions and 

inevitably the stress the parents are experiencing affect the children as well. Mental 

stress affects the parenting, as the parent might not have enough resources to answer 

to the children’s needs. Every child should have the right to healthy parents, whom 

have the strength to support the children growing up. Parents in irregular situation 

may lack the means and strength to support their children in the best possible way. It 
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is important to support the families in vulnerable situation with multiprofessional 

collaboration between different actors, e.g. school, day care, child health center and 

social work.  (ETNO n.d, 13.) 

 

My children know that daddy is not working and cannot work. They 

know that people help us. 

- Father1 

 

 

8.2 Exclusion and politics affecting irregular migration 

 

As discussed earlier, the mere existence of undocumented migrants is systematically 

used by xenophobic and racist parties and actors to categorise migrants as a problem 

for host societies or in many cases as ‘enemies among us’.  Kalm-Akubardia (2020) 

states in her article that the undocumented migrants can work as a political tool on 

both national and international level. The fact that the undocumented are not entitled 

to the same rights as citizens and the fact that the undocumented are stigmatized as 

‘illegal’ is an example on how irregular migration is used as a political tool. At the 

same time one major reason for irregular migration is politics. In public conversation 

and media, the undocumented are defined as a threat, which affects the way they are 

treated. This is one of the reasons why it is important to avoid using the term ‘illegal’ 

when talking about irregular migration. If the public starts to see the undocumented 

more as an asset than a threat, they will start getting more help and protection, 

through which they will integrate into the society.  

 

The World Bank defines social inclusion as “the process of improving the terms of 

participation in society for people who are disadvantaged on the basis of age, sex, 

disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or economic or other status, through en-

hanced opportunities, access to resources, voice and respect for rights”. Socially 

excluded groups of people are those confronting barriers that prevent them from fully 

participating in political, economic and social life. (The World Bank 2020.) Irregular 

migrants are clearly this kind of a group. They are not only excluded through legal 

systems, but also affected by discriminatory attitudes, beliefs and perceptions. Exclu-

sion takes away an individuals’ dignity, security and the opportunity to seek for a 

better life.  
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During the year 2020 the structural racism and minority rights have been in public 

discussion for example through the Black Lives Matter movement. Structural racism 

as a part of the society becomes visible in discussion on migration, which affects the 

migrants themselves. Generally, it is acknowledged that everyone has the right to 

exist and demand better quality of life for themselves and their family, but at the 

same time the public in the so-called welfare states do not want to share their wealth 

with the unprivileged. The BLM, Pride and Me too movements have brought minori-

ty rights in the public discussion and raised questions on whether the human rights 

belong to everyone or not. This same discussion can be related to migration and es-

pecially irregular migration.  

 

Subjective well-being can be measured in the way in which society treats its mem-

bers and how people feel they can access opportunities and be influential. The fair-

ness of institutions can be measured through four main criteria: 1) the ability of indi-

viduals to express their opinions, which according to this research is not met in the 

lives of the undocumented, as the processes do not listen to opinions but merely look 

at facts. 2) The consistency of the authority in its application of processes and trans-

parency of its decision. The procedures in Finland are mainly consistent and trans-

parent, but this reality is not coming to the knowledge of the undocumented them-

selves due to the complicity of the system. 3) Respectful treatment of individuals. 

The participants of this research emphasized the feelings that they have been made to 

jump from one authority to another and for example father2 brought up the fact that 

Finnish people do not consider migrants on the same level as the general population. 

4) The perceived trustworthiness of the authorities. The authorities were considered 

trustworthy, but not humane. (The World Bank 2013.) 

 

One of the interviewees talked a lot about the fact how he had been telling his story 

multiple times to different people in order to make the issues visible. He felt that 

Finnish people are masters in smiling and listening, but nothing gets done and the 

reality is hidden in the background. In general, he described that Finnish people ad-

mit that there are big issues in irregular migration, but the authorities are not willing 

to do anything to change the situation. The father participating in my research de-

scribed that they do not have any particular communities where they feel that their 

family belongs to. In an irregular situation it can be difficult to build communities for 



49 
 

 

the family, as the parents might feel that they cannot trust people. The fear of au-

thorities and the risk of deportation keeps the undocumented families hidden in the 

shadows which in turn increase exclusion. Through these interpretations it can be 

determined that the undocumented migrants themselves feel excluded from the socie-

ty.  

 

The Future of Immigration 2020 strategy Vision states that equality belongs to all; it 

emphasizes how immigration increases the well-being of the citizens and strengthens 

competitiveness of Finland. The vision states that immigration should be systematic 

and controlled, so that the benefits will become visible. The key point should be how 

migrants are able to utilize their expertise and contribute on the building of the na-

tion. The strategy recognizes that Finland has a need for employment and that mi-

grants can be an answer for this need. The irregular migrants are often willing to take 

jobs which the general population consider unpopular – the so-called 3D jobs (dirty, 

difficult and dangerous) - and that makes them a valuable asset for the national econ-

omy. (The Ministry of the Interior Finland 2013.)  Könönen (2014) points out that 

the irregular migrants have an important role in the structure of the society, but legal-

ly they do not exist. He indicates that the reality of migrant work force would be-

come visible in an imaginary situation where all migrants working in the service in-

dustry would go on a strike at the same time. The question is that if this is recognized 

and stated, why the migrants already residing and integrated in Finland are not uti-

lized as a work force.  

 

The Ministry of the Interior of Finland has launched an update of an action plan for 

preventing illegal entry and residence for 2021-2024. The updated action plan con-

centrates also on those residing in the country without adequate documentation, the 

phenomena of abuse associated with them and the status of human trafficking vic-

tims. The aim of the action plan is to promote concrete measures to prevent people 

from staying in the country without legal right, such as supported return and reinte-

gration and proactive measures in countries of origin. Working with victims of hu-

man trafficking and preventing exploitation of foreign workers are part of the action 

plan. (Finnish Government 2020.)  

 

Minister of the Interior Maria Ohisalo states “The action plan will seek ways to pre-

vent the emergence of a shadow society. We need to pay particular attention to vul-
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nerable people, such as victims of human trafficking. People who reside in the coun-

try without a residence permit are particularly at risk of becoming excluded and be-

ing exploited by criminals or crime groups. If a young person has no hope for the 

future, he or she can also become more easily excluded from society and turn to 

criminal activity”. She also highlighted exclusion as one of the major security threats 

in Finland. (de Fresnes 2019; Finnish Government 2020.)  

 

National Police Board of Finland brings out the risks of organized crime and gang 

activity in the migrant population (Police of Finland 2017). In Sweden, the gang af-

filiated violence has been increasing in the recent years (YLE 2018) and authorities 

are afraid that this kind of action comes to Finland also (YLE 2018b). In Sweden, the 

undocumented had a right to go to school only in year 2013 (Jönsson 2014), which 

indicates that the undocumented youth today are not integrated properly partly be-

cause of the lack of education. It also came clear from this research that in Sweden 

the attitudes towards undocumented are mainly negative, which also affects the inte-

gration and seeking of services.  

 

The Dublin regulation has been implemented in order to make sure that asylum seek-

ers are treated fairly when entering Europe. It works under the assumption that the 

asylum laws and practices are based on the same common standards in all EU states, 

but the reality is that asylum legislation and practices vary widely in different coun-

tries. This causes asylum seekers to receive different treatment across Europe. The 

interest towards Finland in asylum seekers comes from overall security and high so-

cial security. Finland is seen as a responsible country which complies with the inter-

national legislation. The asylum seekers generally want to do the application in a 

country where it is probable to get a positive result. (UNHCR n.d; Police of Finland 

2017.)  

 

The Helsinki Deaconess Foundation has promoted for the return of the humanitarian 

residence permit category (Deaconess Foundation 2019). In year 2016 when the hu-

manitarian residence permit category was evoked, many migrants previously having 

a residence permit became undocumented. They are people who have lived in Fin-

land for multiple years, they are having a residence in a municipality which gives 

them a chance for example a rental apartment from the municipality and health ser-
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vices but they are still not legally residents of Finland. They might be working and 

studying, building lives in Finland and part of the society, but still excluded.  

 

8.3 Structural racism and attitudes affecting irregular migration  

 

One of the difficulties in terms of the phenomena of irregular migration is racism. It 

can be hidden in the structures and in the midst of the phenomena, but it is there, and 

it affects. Racism is much more than hate speech, discrimination and violence, it is a 

system which is maintained in the social and power structures and it is a part of the 

social, economic and political systems. In European society, whiteness is a norm, and 

it also refers to the social hierarchies and power structures, not just mere skin colour. 

Structural racism hidden in the laws, services, institutions and functioning of the so-

ciety affects the minorities and the vulnerable population. The structural racism 

might be unconscious, and it develops from stereotypes and social norms. For irregu-

lar migrants, the structural racism can become visible for example in labour market – 

when a person is chosen to do a job based on the resume and experience, but later the 

employer withdraws the contract based on the irregular situation. In this kind of situ-

ation, the person would have means to get out of the irregular situation based on em-

ployment but is denied the chance due to the irregular situation. Generally, within 

integration the structural racism becomes visible in terms of education and the fact 

that migrants are guided towards certain fields with manual labour regardless of the 

interests and background experiences of the individual. (Gee & Ford 2011; Non-

discrimination ombudsman. Syrjintä ja yhdenvertaisuus. Rasismi.) 

 

The integration policies and the role of migrants in general is vague in Finnish con-

text. Act on the Promotion of Immigrant Integration (A1386/2010), for example, 

supports and promotes integration and aims to make it easier for immigrants to have 

an active role in the Finnish society. However, the legislation only applies to persons 

who are having a valid residence permit or other adequate documentation in Finland, 

and therefore leaves out the ones in irregular situation. The act aims to promote in-

teractions between population groups, enhancing ethnic relationships and dialogue 

between different culture, which would be beneficial also to the migrants in irregular 

situation. It is acknowledged that migrants are an important part of the society and a 

needed asset for the nation to develop. Still, they are mainly considered to be ‘them’ 

and treated as outsiders, even if born in the country and legally in every term Finnish. 
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Does the Finnish society have a desire to make the migrants an equal part of the so-

ciety or are they just as beneficial as outsiders? The general attitudes and the way 

immigration is addressed in public and political discussion tend to be generally nega-

tive.  

 

UNDP report (2019) indicates that the majority of irregular migrants from Africa to 

Europe would travel despite knowing the risks and difficulties they would face. The 

realities in the country of origin are not better than life as an irregular migrant in Eu-

rope. The lack of opportunities in many African countries is the reason for emigra-

tion and Europe is seen as a better option, even with an ‘illegal’ status. The migrants 

felt that they have not been treated fairly by their governments and the political sys-

tems in their countries of origin and they feel that the countries of origin do not pro-

vide an opportunity through which to influence. Perception, lack of opportunities and 

the low level of income were amongst the reasons of emigrating. (UNDP 2019.) The 

changes in legislation and policies made by the governments in Europe are made in 

terms of trying to decrease the number of irregular migrants and this raises a question 

of effectiveness. As the UNDP report and this study indicate, the irregular migrants 

would do their journey again even though knowing the situation they will end up in. 

As said, for many migrants the situation of irregularity in Europe is still considered 

better that the regular situation in the country of origin. Irregular migration status 

does not benefit the individual, nor does it benefit the state he or she lives in. The 

reality of the reasons behind the migration still make the person stay in the host 

country, so would it not be beneficial to integrate them and take them as part of the 

society rather than keep them in the shadows? 

 

The irregular migration situation tends to be the product of immigration laws. In Fin-

land, the so-called humanitarian residence permit category gave individuals an op-

portunity to become a member of the society. Those persons worked and studied, 

build a live in Finland and became members of the society. After the legislation 

change, they suddenly became undocumented and many were unable to attain resi-

dence permit with other reasons. Still the question is that how did this legislation 

change benefit the society? It is clear that it was done in order to decrease the attrac-

tiveness of Finland as a migration destination, but why not integrate the ones already 

residing in Finland? And as the UNDP report for example indicates, the attractive-
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ness of the European countries have a little if any difference in the migration sphere, 

as the reality of life is anyway better in Europe than in Africa for example.  

 

The Finnish Government Programme for the Government of Sanna Marin (2019) is 

noting also the undocumented, it aims to decrease the number of the undocumented 

with wide collaboration with different agencies (Finnish Government 2019). The 

simple answer of deporting the undocumented is not the answer Finnish society 

should choose. The number of undocumented in Finland could relatively easily be 

reduced by changes in policies and making the processes more individual. A change 

in attitudes and collaboration are keys of tackling the problem.  

 

How the undocumented are referred in public discussion affects the attitudes. Over 

the past ten years the language on how the undocumented are referred in media and 

public discussion has notably changed (e.g. YLE 2013 vs. YLE 2020). Ten years 

ago, it was quite common to refer to the undocumented as ‘illegal’ which also deter-

mined their place in the society. The fact that a picture is drawn of a person who is 

illegal and comes to the country to exploit the benefits, inevitably affects the way the 

person or the phenomena is seen. Media has an important role in public discussion 

and how they perceive the situation. Over the recent years the undocumented have 

been promoted in the media in a more humanitarian manner, from the perspective of 

their need for help and difficulties in every day live (e.g. Keränen 2019; Kosonen 

2019; Puhto 2019).  
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9 CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

9.1 Promoting Good Relations and Equality 

 

The Good Relations policies aim to influence attitudes and improve interaction be-

tween different groups in the society. The Good Relations policies are targeted on 

multiple levels of the society in order to transform into norms of action. Lack of un-

derstanding is one of the major reasons for exclusion when considering minority 

groups. The native Finnish might find it threatening and suspicious that the migrants 

move in groups and gather together; whilst the migrants feel safer when moving to-

gether, because they feel that the native Finnish are suspicious and prejudiced toward 

them. Providing information and education for both the natives and the migrants is 

an efficient way of tackling these kinds of misinterpretations. Interaction with a di-

verse range of people is likely to lead to greater understanding of the undocumented 

but for the majority of native Finnish even the reality that there is irregular migrants 

is not known.  

 

One of the key elements in the good relations policy is attitudes – they impact every-

thing, including the other key elements of safety, interaction and participation. The 

interviews conducted for this thesis highlighted the attitudes the undocumented have 

encountered. The interviews tell how the undocumented see that they are not treated 

as individuals and how they are not treated as equal members of the society. One of 

the fathers described that Finnish people consider ‘black people’ as illiterate and how 

that affects on how they are treated. For the undocumented the feeling of physical 

safety was an important factor in deciding to stay in Finland even on irregular status. 

However, the emotional safety in irregular situation can be lacking. The fathers de-

scribed their situations as insecure, because of the lack of documentation – in any 

time they could face the deportation. This can be boosted by the fact that in the pub-

lic discussion the undocumented are referred as ‘illegal’, which reminds the person 

of the risk of detention. There can also be a lack of interaction and participation in an 

undocumented situation. The undocumented do not have any influence in their com-

munity and even lacking a chance to influence their own lives. It could be seen from 

the midterm evaluation of the Unprotected Community project (Mäki 2020) that the 
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persons encountered feelings of belonging and through the project they have been 

empowered to become more active participants in their own lives.  

 

It came clear from the previous research, from the staff members of the Unprotected 

community project and from the undocumented themselves who were interviewed, 

that there is a huge importance on guidance and counselling. The participants of the 

interviews emphasized the difficulties of the Finnish system and how it is difficult to 

navigate in it and how important of an asset the staff members of the project and the 

social workers have been. The difficulties are boosted by the attitudes and prejudice 

of the social workers and other authorities the undocumented meet, resulting in the 

fact that the information is not necessarily given in an adequate manner and the au-

thorities do not consider the situations as whole.  

 

As Mikkola (2019) and Merry et.al. (2017) studies indicate, one of the main ways of 

tackling irregular migration is through getting the undocumented to understand their 

own rights and opportunities. The solution to reducing number of migrants in irregu-

lar situation is to give them more realistic chances to change their situation. The ir-

regular migration situation requires clear legislation, clear political policy definitions 

and guidelines for authorities as well as simply better understanding of the irregular 

situation and their rights. The only solution to irregular migration is not returning the 

people into their country of origin. More likely that will cause different kind of mi-

gration and even increase the amount of the undocumented.  

 

Education allows an individual to exercise all their rights and helps the individual to 

understand when they are not met. For children in irregular migration situation edu-

cation is important in terms of understanding the society and learning about your 

own rights. School is much more than just a place to learn how to read and write, in 

school the children have social interaction, and they learn social skills with the other 

students and teachers. (Korniloff and Laine 2014.) Important aspect of education is 

the attitudes of the staff members and how they see the irregular migrants. The 

teachers and staff members should have adequate anti-racist education for them to 

understand the situations. Anti-racist education works actively against racism and 

discrimination and anti-racist procedures includes acknowledging that racist beliefs 

and structures are pervasive in all aspects of our lives and they must be actively un-

dermined, especially when working with children.  
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9.2 View of the process  

 

The reality of the families in irregular migrant situation in Finland become visible 

through the research: the desperation of the fathers in irregular situation compared to 

the simple joy of the mother who had acquired her residence permit. How the mother 

had a different kind of view of the future now, when she had her documents com-

pared to what she talked about her time as undocumented. It was eye opening how 

the fathers had hope and trust that their situation would become better. The anger and 

frustration were clearly present, but less than expected by the researcher.  

 

The reality of the irregular situation is that the families can face a decision of depor-

tation any time. They could have been in the process for years and built a life in Fin-

land, they might have hope for a better future and trust for the system. The families 

include children born in Finland, who have not visited the country of their parent’s 

origin. The parents might not have been in their country of origin for decades and 

still they are facing the risk of deportation. The hope that was present in all of the 

interviews could shatter any day.  

 

On both Finnish and international level, the perception in some ways seems to be that 

becoming undocumented is a choice. For example the reality of facing deportation; 

even if it is clearly better for the children to grow up in Finland, the Finnish immigra-

tion services withdraw from their responsibilities by stating that it is a choice to have 

children when aware of your own irregular situation. In a fictive situation where two 

migrants from different countries but both in irregular situation meet in Finland, fall 

in love and decide to have a family – if deported, the family have no means of stay-

ing together when the parents would be deported to different countries. In this kind 

of situation, do the immigration services again state that it was their choice to build a 

life together? These questions of choice are somewhat unjust, as it is one of the fun-

damental human rights to build a life and have a family.  

 

In terms of irregular migration, research is important. It is crucial to understand the 

circumstances behind the phenomena; climate change, for example, will increase 

global migration and possibly also irregular migration. Sustainable choices and inter-

national collaboration are important in order to build a better, equal world for every-

one on the planet. In Finnish context irregular migration is relatively new phenomena 
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and recently research related to it has increased, as this study indicates. There is still 

a need to widen the research and focus on the families and especially the children 

growing up in an irregular situation – the effects of growing up outside the system 

can be disadvantageous for the society. It should be assessed more whether it is more 

beneficial to the society to legitimise the irregular migrants living in the country ra-

ther than keeping them in the shadows of the society. Research indicates that in some 

countries legitimation processes has been done in order to decrease irregular migra-

tion (EUR-Lex 2004). The irregular migrants could be granted temporal residence 

through the legitimation process, for example, when they have already resided in the 

country for several years and integrated in the society. Through a temporal residence 

they could find a way out of the irregular situation, for example, through employ-

ment. The legitimation of the irregular migrants would be therefore beneficial also 

for the employment sector and would decrease the illegal employment.  

 

For the researcher, this thesis project has been challenging, but also eye opening and 

the overall experience has been positive. The process has given insight and under-

standing on the situation of the irregular migrants and an opportunity to grow as a 

researcher and build professional competence and experience. The process has also 

given understanding on the importance of human rights-based approach, when work-

ing with a vulnerable group of people. It is important to understand the complexity 

and the history of the situation. In terms of irregular migration, the history has a sig-

nificant role, as the situation in the country of origin as well as the journey could 

have been traumatizing and stressful.  

 

The complexity of the situation of the irregular migrants affected this research also. 

The different dimensions of the phenomena and the vulnerability of the participants 

were issues that needed to be considered when conducting the interviews and analys-

ing the data. The importance of the relations between population groups and the un-

derstanding of the irregular situation are justifications on choosing the Good Rela-

tions policies as a theoretical framework. However, in this research, the different 

dimensions of Good Relations compared to the complexity of the phenomena of ir-

regular migration resulted to wide discussion on the rights of the irregular migrants, 

which affected on identifying the connections between the data and the theory. Still 

in this kind of research it was important to highlight the themes emerging both from 
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the interviews and from the research in the discussion part of the thesis in order to 

develop discussion on the phenomena and compare these themes to the current news.   

 

The people in irregular situation are in a vulnerable position when seeking for help. 

The actors working with the people in irregular situation have to decide whether to 

just help a person in need or to follow the legislation and guidelines provided. The 

vague guidelines considering the irregular migrants oblige the actors working with 

the irregular migrants to make their own decisions. The people in irregular situation 

need help in order to demand rights for themselves and in this the experts in social 

services field are in a key position. Jauhiainen, Gadd and Jokela (2018, 8) emphasize 

that there is a need to build working interaction and trust between the people in ir-

regular situation and the Finnish citizens. It is important that the human rights of the 

irregular migrants are the focus when working with them and when making legisla-

tion changes or policies considering them. It is crucial to support the opportunities of 

the irregular migrants in order for them to find their place in the society.    
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APPENDIX 1. Consent form for interview participants 

 

INTERVIEW PERMISSION  

 

THE QUESTION OF WELLBEING IN UNDOCUMENTED FAMILIES IN FINLAND  

– THESIS REPORT  

 

My name is Anne-Mari Aalto-Samateh, and I am a student from Diaconia University of Ap-

plied sciences. I am currently working on my master thesis on the wellbeing of undocument-

ed immigrants in Finland. This interview will also provide data on Helsinki Deaconess 

Foundations Unprotected community project’s final report.  

 

The participation on this interview is totally anonymous and voluntary. The data collected 

will only be used in my thesis report and in the Unprotected community projects final report. 

Any kind of identity information is not gathered during the interview and all data will be 

analysed and transformed in a form so that all the participants will stay anonymous. The 

publications will be written in a way that no individual can be identified. The interview will 

be recorded in order for me to transcribe and analyse it afterwards. When the data is no long-

er needed, it will be dismantled in appropriate way.   

 

By signing this form, you give me permission to use the information I gain from this inter-

view in my thesis report and in the Unprotected community projects final report.  

 

 

In Helsinki  

    / 08 / 2020 

 

____________________________ 
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APPENDIX 2. Interview question form  

 

Suojattomat-yhteisöhanke 

Haastattelu loppuraporttiin, asiakkaat 

 

Taustakysymykset 

Ikä 

Sukupuoli 

Milloin tullut Suomeen? 

Onko sinulla joskus ollut oleskelulupa? 

Syy mahdollisen oleskeluluvan menettämiseen? (vapaaehtoinen) 

 

Kuinka kauan tai kuinka usein olet käyttänyt Al Amal-keskuksen palveluita? 

Mitä apua olet saanut Al Amal-keskuksesta? 

Mitä hyötyä Al Amal-keskuksen palveluista on sinulle ollut? 

Miten saamasi apu on vaikuttanut elämääsi? 

Onko tilanteesi muuttunut Al Amalista saamasi avun myötä? 

 Jos kyllä, niin kuvaile miten? 

Mitä apua ja tukea tarvitset tilanteessasi jota et ole saanut Al Amalista? 

 

Mitä voimavaroja perheelläsi on? 

 Mikä auttaa jaksamaan arjessa ja prosessissa? 

Mikä arjessa on hyvin? Mihin olette tyytyväisiä? 

Millaisia verkostoja perheelläsi on? 

 Mistä saatte tukea? 

Mitä haluaisit kertoa tilanteestasi yleisesti – mihin toivot muutosta?  

 

 

 


