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ABSTRACT
Asylum seekers are separated from the receiving society by the legislation, 

marginalising societal discourses and institutional practices of the reception 

system. By engaging in previous studies on how asylum seekers exert agency 

within the limits of existing power relations and structural constraints, 

we examine asylum seekers’ everyday participation in reception centres 

and the local community. We uncover the participation paradox, in which 

conflicting discourses, policies and practices simultaneously restrict and 

expect asylum seekers’ participation. Drawing on qualitative interviews 

with a diverse group of asylum seekers, we analyse their narratives about 

engagement in local life and institutions. The study shows mundane, small-

scale participation, performed by individuals or small groups that is focused 

on improving immediate living conditions and enhancing opportunities in 

local communities, thereby escaping the liminal conditions of their life and 

the stigma of an asylum seeker.
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INTRODUCTION
A significant body of research has examined the restrictive policies, reception 

practices and discourses that exclude asylum seekers from participating in the social 

and political lives of their receiving countries (Campesi 2015; Fontanari 2015; Goldring 

and Landolt 2013). Nevertheless, previous research has examined asylum seekers’ 

participation and agency, mainly in the context of political rights and activism (e.g. 

Hajer & Bröer 2020; Johnson 2015; Näre 2020; Pellander & Horsti 2018). However, 

asylum seekers rarely have the resources to engage in collective acts of resistance 

and protest (Kallio et al. 2020).

Other forms of agency that asylum seekers are able to exert in their precarious 

situation have increasingly been studied (e.g. Fresia & Von Känel 2016; Ghorashi et al. 

2018; Kallio et al. 2020; Robleda 2020). These studies show how asylum seekers find 

ways to engage in meaningful social activities and establish social relations within 

local communities. This brings us to the concept of everyday participation (Ebrey 2016; 

Miles & Gibson 2016), which shifts the attention from collective political mobilisation 

to a wide variety of small-scale participatory acts at the local level. Such a perspective 

helps us better understand the impact of immigration policies on the everyday lives of 

asylum seekers and their ability to mitigate structural marginalisation.

In Finland, asylum seekers’ participation unfolds within paradoxical conditions 

characterised by conflicting norms and expectations. Based on national legislation, 

asylum seekers’ participation is required in the form of study and work activities 

offered by reception centres (Reception Act 746/2011). However, when asylum 

seekers seek access to educational institutions and employment outside the reception 

centres, they encounter significant barriers. While the governmental discourse and 

views of local authorities indicate a desire to rapidly integrate asylum seekers (Finnish 

Government 2019: 139; Haverinen 2018), such integration is poorly supported 

both in legislation and in the institutional practices of reception centres (Kivijärvi & 

Myllylä 2022). Moreover, in everyday encounters, asylum seekers face contradictory 

requirements: to wait patiently while being active and willing to integrate (Petäjäniemi 

et al. 2021). Finally, while the expectation of participation increases with more time 

spent in the receiving country, protracted waiting tends to result in withdrawals from 

social relations (e.g. Zill et al. 2020).

In this study, we explore the everyday participation of asylum seekers in Finland to 

understand the explicit and subtle ways in which they exert agency in a socially and 

politically constrained context. We add to existing literature by examining various 

forms of everyday participation among asylum seekers in diverse contexts, both 

within and beyond reception centres. Furthermore, we explore the intricate dynamics 

of participation and disengagement, as well as that of adjustment and resistance, as 

asylum seekers navigate amidst the conflicting expectations.

In what follows, we first discuss the notions of everyday participation and participation 

paradox to illustrate their complex and contradictory nature. We then describe the 

context of our study – Finnish policies and practices of asylum reception – and present 

our data. The analysis illustrates mundane participation within reception centres and 

proceeds towards participation in local communities and institutions. We show that 

asylum seekers’ everyday participation is shaped by marginalising circumstances as 

well as their social and cultural resources, including the networks they have been able 

to build.
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EVERYDAY PARTICIPATION OF ASYLUM SEEKERS
The waiting time has often been described as a passive period during which residents 

in reception centres experience a lack of autonomy and prospects (Brekke 2004; 

Kreichauf 2018; Rotter 2016). In Finland, this ‘forced inactivity’ (Haverinen 2018) is 

compounded by the remote locations of reception facilities and a lack of access to 

public services (Alho 2021). Thus, we start from the premise that asylum seekers’ 

agency is limited by their status, which hinders their entrance to arenas like the labour 

market and education system and restricts their political engagement (Fernandes 

2015). While current research on migrant waiting often focuses on the struggle to 

achieve recognition and rights (e.g. Ataç 2016; Hajer & Bröer 2020; Johnson 2015; 

Näre 2020), the literature also shows that there are other ways to be visible and heard 

through meaningful everyday social engagements (e.g. Brun 2015; Rotter 2016). 

In this article, we engage in an emerging discussion that emphasises these more 

mundane instances of agency, through which asylum seekers seek to gain control 

over their lives during the asylum procedure (e.g. Ghorashi et al. 2018; Kallio et al. 

2020; Miellet 2021; Robleda 2020).

The literature on mundane forms of asylum seekers’ agency acknowledges the 

constraints on their political activism and focuses on alternative forms of agency 

that can help asylum seekers to cope with uncertainty and uphold a dignified identity 

despite their subordinate status. Research has shown subtle expressions of agency, 

including resisting practices, such as intentional disengagement (Kallio et al. 2020) 

and resisting reception centre practices (Maculan 2022), and creative practices, such as 

building social connections (Ramachandran & Vathi 2022) and creating daily routines 

within reception centres (Robleda 2020). In some studies, agency is extended to 

cognitive and emotional dimensions, such as sustaining hope and dreams (Ghorashi 

et al. 2018; Robleda 2020) and negotiating one’s identity considering the stigmatised 

label of asylum seeker (Petäjäniemi et al. 2021).

Agency is a broad concept, encompassing asylum seekers’ dreams, plans, emotions 

or micro-level demonstrations of political agency (Ghorashi et al. 2018). The concept 

of participation offers a more specific perspective for analysing the lives of asylum 

seekers. We use the concept to emphasise that asylum seekers are not separated 

from the surrounding society but leave their mark on communities and institutions. 

Participation refers to activity or action directed towards other people, communities 

and institutions. Participation is always relational, as it occurs in everyday interactions. 

It involves being part of a specific community and taking part in its social practices, 

with the possibility of influencing them (Bruselius-Jensen et al. 2021; Kiilakoski et al. 

2020; Kreichauf 2021). Thus, participation represents an alternative to the notions of 

inclusion and integration, which are typically evaluated from above, with immigrants 

being the target of public policies (e.g. Masoud et al. 2021).

The concept of participation typically implies a process of empowerment and the 

ability to improve one’s life situation (Kiilakoski et al. 2020). However, in the context 

of seeking asylum, participation is not always empowering. Participation may not be 

a deliberate choice by asylum seekers but rather required by reception authorities 

(Haverinen 2018; Petäjäniemi et al. 2021; Valenta & Berg 2010). In Finland, asylum 

seekers are obliged to participate in certain activities, including language tuition, 

lessons on Finnish society and maintenance work within a reception centre, to prevent 

a reduction in their reception benefits. While these activities are intended to enhance 

integration, they can fall short in promoting inclusion and, instead, turn into a tool 
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of control (Kivijärvi & Myllylä 2022). Some reception centres offer voluntary activities, 

such as sport and discussion clubs. The combination of activities that are required 

or facilitated by reception authorities and those that are self-organised adds to the 

complexity of the concept of everyday participation.

Klarenbeek and Weide (2020) argue that there is a participation paradox in European 

discourses on migration: the participation of immigrants is required to promote ‘good 

citizenship’, but participation is at the same time restricted and ‘feared’. Building 

on Klarenbeek and Weide’s (2020) notion of conflicting characteristics in European 

migration discourses, we develop the concept from the micro-level perspectives 

of asylum seekers. We highlight that asylum seekers participation is influenced by 

discourses and institutional practices that associate certain types of behaviour with 

being a productive member of society, or a ‘good asylum seeker’ (Petäjäniemi et al. 

2021). Asylum seekers may internalise the participation discourse and may perceive 

participation as influencing their asylum decisions and improving their chances of 

obtaining legal residence in the country. Indeed, in other parts of Europe, asylum 

seekers’ activity and productivity during protracted asylum processes have become 

a tool enabling the receiving society to select the most suitable applicants when 

granting non-EU-harmonised protection statuses (Vianelli et al. 2022). The paradox 

of participation is also evident in the attitudes, practices and objectives of reception 

authorities. Previous research in Finland has shown that while some authorities 

support asylum seekers’ participation and belonging to the local community as a key 

goal of reception practices, others approach reception centres as ‘depositories’ for 

fulfilling the basic needs of asylum seekers (Haverinen 2018).

THE FINNISH RECEPTION SYSTEM
As a member of the European Union, Finland should adjust its reception system 

according to the Reception Conditions Directive (2013/33). Despite the Directive, there 

is considerable inter-country variation, for instance, in housing arrangements and 

asylum seekers’ access to public services, education and the labour market (AIDA 

2023). The Finnish model is characterised by a relatively low number of asylum seekers 

due to Finland’s location in northernmost Europe. Asylum seekers mainly inhabit 

state-funded reception centres, with few having access to private accommodation. 

Unlike other European countries, emergency shelters, hotspots and closed detention 

facilities are uncommon.

All asylum seekers live under the jurisdiction of one reception centre, which provides 

them with services stipulated by Finnish law, such as accommodation, a reception 

allowance, basic social and health services, interpretation services and assistance 

with so-called voluntary return. Reception centres are run by various operators, 

including the Finnish Immigration Service (Migri), non-governmental organisations, 

municipalities and private companies. The main provider of reception services has 

been the Finnish Red Cross, which maintained about half the reception centres during 

our fieldwork. There are differences in reception centres, mostly related to variations 

in geographical location and the services provided.

Asylum claims in Finland are processed by Migri. In the case of a negative decision, the 

applicant has the right to appeal the decision to the Administrative Court, to request 

an appeal to the Supreme Administrative Court and, finally, if they can express new 

grounds for asylum, to submit a new asylum application. An increase in the number 
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of applications in 2015 led to legislative changes, such as restrictions related to legal 

aid, as well as changes in administrative practices, including a shift to more restrictive 

interpretations by immigration officers (Vanto et al. 2022). Poor-quality decisions 

and a decline in positive decision rates led to appeals and protracted legal processes. 

Consequently, many asylum seekers have been waiting for a decision for years. This 

protracted waiting has been detrimental to their well-being, thus impacting their 

capacity for participation.

Asylum seekers’ precarious legal status limits their access to welfare services, 

education and employment. They are excluded, for instance, from integration training 

and comprehensive healthcare. Children from 6 to 18 years of age are entitled to 

comprehensive schooling, but after that, educational institutions decide whether 

they will accept asylum seekers as students, and higher education institutions charge 

tuition fees for students outside EU/ETA countries. Early childhood education is not 

prescribed by law, and only a few municipalities provide it. Like many other European 

countries, Finland imposes an employment time ban on asylum seekers: to obtain 

permission to work, they must wait either 3 or 6 months (depending on the recognised 

validity of their personal identification documents) after entering the country or filing 

a new asylum application (Aliens Act 2004).

Limited rights discussed above can be seen as key elements of the European 

‘politics of discomfort’, which results in uncertainty and anxiety among asylum 

seekers (Zill et al. 2021). In Finland and elsewhere, the legal barriers hindering 

asylum seekers’ participation are intertwined with the public discourses on risk and 

illegality (Pettersson & Augoustinos 2021; Seppälä 2022) and structural racism and 

hierarchisation in the labour market and education (Ahmad 2020; Könönen 2014). 

Moreover, confining practices of the reception system, such as peripheral locations 

of reception centres and asylum seekers’ transfers from one centre to another, limit 

asylum seekers’ opportunities for participation. This spatial confinement overlaps 

with reception centres’ inclination to prioritise controlling measures rather than 

inclusion in their service provision and communication practices (Kivijärvi & Myllylä 

2022). However, these exclusionary structures are often challenged by solidarity 

mobilisations supporting asylum seekers’ aspirations for inclusion (Merikoski 2023) 

and media narratives working to humanise asylum seekers (Pantti & Ojala 2019).

RESEARCH MATERIALS AND METHODS
This study was conducted in 2019 and involved semi-structured interviews with 

current (26) and former (2) asylum seekers. We used purposive sampling, aiming 

to represent the diversity as well as the majority populations of asylum seekers in 

Finland. We targeted the two main sub-groups of adult asylum seekers in Finland: 

young single men and parents with small children. At the time of the interviews, 

approximately half of the people applying for asylum were 18 to 35 years old, and 

70% were men, while families constituted another significant category (Migri 2019). 

To produce the data, we cooperated with seven reception centres located in various 

regions across Finland. The centres had different profiles: one was a so-called transit 

centre, one was inhabited by mental health patients, some provided only institutional 

housing, and some also had detached apartments. We asked reception centre 

workers to distribute the multilingual research invitation to all asylum seekers fitting 

the profile and encourage those in highly marginalised situations to participate. 

These professionals were carefully instructed to accept declinations and not put any 
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pressure on those who seem hesitant. The interviews were conducted in the two most 

widely spoken languages among asylum seekers in 2019 – Arabic and Farsi/Dari in 

addition to English and Finnish.

We interviewed 17 young adult single men and 11 parents of small children (seven 

mothers and four fathers). The interviewees were mainly Afghans (13) and Iraqis (11), 

and four had origins in Western or Northern Africa or in the Middle East. Their national 

backgrounds were generally representative of the overall composition of asylum 

seekers in Finland in 2019 (Migri 2019). We have guaranteed participants’ anonymity 

by allocating them pseudonyms that were carefully selected to indicate participants’ 

ethno-linguistic backgrounds.

We were able to recruit asylum seekers from diverse social backgrounds, and, therefore, 

our data allows for a comprehensive understanding of asylum seekers’ everyday 

participation. Some interviewees were well-educated and English-speaking, but most 

of them possessed limited lingual and social resources: they were illiterate or lacked 

skills in Finnish or English and had few ties to the local Finnish people. As is common 

among asylum seekers, some participants suffered from poor mental health (e.g. 

Porter & Haslam 2005) at the time of the interview, and some were victims of human 

trafficking. Finally, participants’ legal statuses were diverse. Most interviewees had 

been in Finland for over 3 years, had already received at least one negative asylum 

decision, and were in the subsequent phases of their application process. A few were 

still waiting for an initial decision, and two had recently received residence permits.

Despite not being able to renounce the power dynamics related to researcher-asylum 

seeker interaction, we aimed to be as sensitive as possible to the marginal position 

of our interviewees.1 To distinguish ourselves from asylum interrogations, we did not 

use interpreters but trained and lingually competent research assistants.2 We secured 

informed consent by taking time to discuss the principles of research participation and 

stressing its voluntary nature before each interview. While conducting the interviews, 

we reminded the interviewees of their right to withdraw and respected their 

preferences regarding the interview themes. After negotiating consent, some asylum 

seekers decided to decline, while most of them clearly expressed their willingness to 

participate. After the interviews, we asked the interviewees about their experience 

of participating in the interview and whether they needed to process the discussed 

issues further. Interviews occurred on the sites preferred by interviewees, mostly in 

reception centre premises or at public places such as libraries or in their apartments if 

they lived outside the reception centre. The semi-structured interviews lasted from 50 

to 125 minutes and included questions on the everyday lives of asylum seekers, their 

experiences of reception services, local communities and institutions, as well as their 

personal trajectories and social relations.

The starting point of our analysis was inductive reasoning. We did not use any 

predetermined conceptual categories when reading the anonymised interview 

transcripts. Rather, we were broadly interested in asylum seekers’ possibilities 

to act despite their marginal position. In the first phase of the analysis, we coded 

data excerpts that involved accounts of action according to the sites in which they 

took place: reception centre, public space, labour market, educational institutions or 

1	 The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee in the Humanities and 
Social and Behavioural Sciences of the University of Helsinki.

2	 Pargol Miraftabi and Fairuz Muthana worked as research assistants in the project.
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some other context. In the second phase, we examined the kinds of activities the 

interviewees engaged in, the barriers they faced, and how they dealt with those 

barriers. Further, we focused on the aims and meanings of their actions and started 

to formulate our understanding of everyday participation as a series of acts intended 

to make life bearable in reception centres and connect with exterior communities.

FINDINGS: ASYLUM SEEKERS’ EVERYDAY 
PARTICIPATION
We identified two contexts of everyday participation from asylum seekers’ accounts of 

their lives in Finland: (a) seeking to improve one’s current situation in their immediate 

surroundings in reception centres and (b) promoting one’s position in the surrounding 

communities.

IMPROVING IMMEDIATE CIRCUMSTANCES

Apart from merely taking part in the activities provided by the reception centres, 

asylum seekers attempted to participate in improving their situations within the 

centres in several ways. Such attempts were frequently made through discussions 

with the staff, including requests to improve the available services and upgrade 

surrounding facilities (e.g. changes in room arrangements and bus tickets). In some 

cases, these attempts were successful, typically due to asylum seekers’ ability to find 

a benevolent reception centre worker, illustrating the differing attitudes of personnel 

towards participation.

Sometimes, when we need help with something we go and tell [a worker]. 

He is very good. He gets things done. If you want something, he goes 

and gets it for you. For example, the screws in the closet had come loose. 

We all knew that if we went and told [another worker], he wouldn’t do 

anything. (Shirin, mother)

Most often, participation was based on individual endeavours or on the efforts of 

roommates or small groups. Descriptions of more collective mobilisations were 

rare in our data. In the quotation above, the pronoun ‘we’ referred to friends of the 

interviewee sharing the same first language and a newcomer position in her current 

centre.

Consequently, even though asylum seekers constitute a highly heterogeneous group 

divided by political, ethnic, cultural and class-based differences and sometimes 

even quarrels, the respondents had found at least small peer groups that increased 

their leverage and sometimes provided a sense of cohesion as well. The following 

quote from a mother who had entered Finland just a few months ago with her child, 

highlights how she had tried to influence the reception centre service provision while 

creating a wider sense of community among her peers:

We suggested that the women would organise a little party, but they said 

that everyone should go to their own rooms and just be quiet, so others 

won’t complain. […] It would be good to learn about, for example, if my 

roommate is from a different country, so what’s her culture like. You could 

at least talk, empty your mind, just being around people makes you happy. 

[…]. Everyone could also bring food from their own room […] so the centre 
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wouldn’t have to spend any money. They would just have to cooperate. 

(Shirin, mother)

These types of community-oriented acts arose mainly from the asylum seekers’ own 

efforts, although their attempts were rarely supported by the centres. This finding 

illustrates the paradoxical context of participation, where participating in mandatory 

study and work activities is encouraged more than self-imposed activities aiming to 

improve surrounding conditions and building communities.

A similar paradox was evident in those accounts, which included descriptions of 

specific efforts to improve service provision in reception centres. For example, a young 

man who had witnessed rejections to his asylum applications depicts how he and his 

friends had persistently but unsuccessfully tried to improve the service provision in a 

reception centre:

Yes, we complained a lot about this issue [unsuitable food]. Actually, once 

a week we would hand in a paper that was full of signatures saying that 

something needs to change. The petition was addressed to the centre’s 

boss. (Salim, young man)

Furthermore, Salim explained that they had collectively approached Migri, bypassing 

the reception centre staff, to ask for the possibility to cook their own food, but the 

request did not lead to any changes. The outcome was unsuccessful also in relation 

to their wishes to be given information in their own (Dari) language: ‘After several 

negative answers, the asylum seekers stopped trying to change things’ (Salim, young 

man). The experience of having their wishes disregarded tended to discourage and 

eventually dissolve asylum seekers’ collective actions. To some extent, peer and 

communal support compensated for the deficiencies of reception services as they 

turned to peers for support and help in matters such as translation and childcare 

(Näre et al. 2022).

INTENTIONAL DISENGAGEMENTS

Some asylum seekers did not participate in any activities provided in reception 

centres. For some, participation was made impossible: for example, single parents 

could not participate in study activities because they needed to take care of their 

children. Asylum seekers are excluded from the Finnish system of universal childcare 

services, and childcare was rarely available in the reception centres. Some did not 

participate because of their decreased mental well-being.

However, there were also interviewees for whom non-participation was an active 

choice, representing ‘agentic passivity’ (Kallio et al. 2020). According to Kallio et al. 

(2020), non-participation is used to resist institutional practices. For instance, some 

interviewees were not motivated to participate in compulsory study activities because 

of the perceived low quality of teaching, the low number of classes, and disregard of 

the broad variety of learners. Forced participation in organised activities was opposed 

by small acts of resistance within the limits of the system, which sanctions non-

participation by cutting reception benefits:

Some people play with their phones [during the lessons]; others might 

come for the first hour and then not come for the rest. So, we just show up. 

(Shirin, mother)
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Many participants who distanced themselves from the activities and communities 

in reception centres aspired to participate in society outside the reception centre 

instead, corresponding with their hopes to be part of mainstream communities and 

institutions and live a more ‘normal’ life (see also Robleda 2020). For some, conscious 

withdrawal from participation was related not only to distancing themselves from 

reception services and the status of an asylum seeker but also to their disappointment 

with Finnish asylum policies in general. As their stay in Finland grew longer, some 

interviewees started to participate less and imagine a future outside of Finland. Salim, 

for instance, had lost motivation to participate after negative asylum decisions:

I am just waiting […] [for the second] negative decision […]. After that I can 

leave Finland and go to another European country like France or Germany 

[…]. So, after knowing this it is very difficult to motivate yourself to learn 

Finnish. Why would I learn a language that isn’t spoken anywhere? (Salin, 

young man)

The interviewees’ accounts of their participation often differed considerably depending 

on the duration of the asylum process. An increased number of disappointments led 

to withdrawals from social interactions. This was the case with a young man who had 

been in Finland for 4 years and was afraid of being deported to Afghanistan, where 

he had never lived. He stressed that he was not interested in any kind of participation, 

stating that he slept during the day and played with his phone or watched movies 

at night: ‘I just try to kill time for it to be morning again, so I can sleep again’ (Ayan, 

young man).

FINDING PATHS TO LOCAL COMMUNITIES

The orientation towards building life outside the reception centre manifests as 

attempts to enter local communities, educational institutes and the labour market. 

For some interviewees, other asylum seekers constituted an important peer group, 

and shared experiences had created strong bonds between them. In contrast, young 

men and those with tertiary education often refrained from social life in reception 

centres and tried to connect with other communities and institutions:

I don’t have much interaction with asylum seekers […] I don’t know much 

about them. The ones that I have met here, because I’m the only new 

person here, so many of them, they have been here for a long time. All 

they do is complain, complain, complain. So, yeah, I don’t need anything 

like that in my life. […] I want to be with someone that will take me 

forward. (Ike, young man)

This quote reflects a strong tendency to disengage oneself from the asylum seeker 

category as well as an emphasis on the future life. Young men especially yearned for 

social contacts in local leisure spaces, including cafes, pubs and parks. For example, 

two young male interviewees described their preferred sites as ‘multicultural’ (Sami, 

a young man) and said they aimed to ‘mingle with people of different nationalities’ 

(Milad, a young man). Multi-ethnic networks, as well as relatives and friends outside 

the reception system, offered empathy and immediate support, for instance, with 

childcare and translation, but they also provided information and job opportunities 

and, thus, opened future possibilities. However, the interviewees’ contacts with people 

with a residence permit sometimes led to ambivalent feelings. While they were links 
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to society outside the restricted life in reception centres, they made the interviewees’ 

own deprived position as asylum seekers palpable.

Engaging with local residents was a central aspiration of many interviewees. Contact 

with local people was often made through partners, mutual friends or volunteers 

visiting reception centres. However, many did not have easy access to local 

communities due to demarcations between asylum seekers and local populations or 

institutional and material barriers, such as the remote location of the centre and rare 

or expensive public transportation services. To connect with locals, the participants 

used various tactics, ranging from casual chatting in public spaces to seeking more 

regular contact through organised group activities.

I was in a library and asked someone, saying ‘I am new to this country, I 

have been here for a few months, and there was a staff member who 

advised me to sign up for this [a discussion group]. […] I have been going 

there every week for a month. They speak about how things are in Finland, 

so I am trying to understand more and get acquainted with the culture. 

(Milad, young man)

There is another place called a ‘day centre’ where retired women spend 

time. There are retired men and women. My daughter went there and said, 

‘My mother doesn’t speak Finnish, but she would like to come and sit here. 

Is she allowed to come here and speak with you or just to come and listen 

to people speak whenever she is free?’ They said that I’m allowed to go. I 

go there, and we sit and talk and have coffee and tea. (Aaisha, mother)

As indicated by these comments from a young man and a single mother of four 

children, both of whom had stayed in reception centres for over 4 years, a central 

motivation for interaction with local people was to learn the Finnish language and 

to understand Finnish culture. These two aims were mentioned in most interviews 

and were seen as crucial to becoming a part of Finnish society. Moreover, interactions 

with local people, both personally and through civil society organisations, provided 

information and advice, for instance, related to education or work opportunities, 

helping the respondents to advance in life.

In [the city], there was also a place where you could go and play pool, and 

if you wanted, they could arrange a job for you. […] Sometimes I go there 

[to church] with some friends, but I’m not a Christian so it’s different. But 

yes, sometimes I go for the information that they provide. (Salim, young 

man)

Receiving assistance from acquaintances, such as transportation or accommodation 

in regular apartments, helped the interviewees live like ‘normal people’ and distance 

themselves from the material scarcity of reception centres and the stigmatised 

category of asylum seekers. Moreover, interactions with local people provided a sense 

of belonging and dignity through reciprocity. One young man described cooking 

dinner for local volunteers who were fixing his friend’s bike:

After that, I invited them to come inside; [I said] ‘it’s cold outside, it’s not 

good, so I can make some tea’. So, we sat down, I made some tea and 

then asked whether they would eat dinner. […] Everything, rice, chicken 

and things like that. They said that they would pay for the dinner. I said 
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that I’m Afghan, it’s not in my tradition to accept money for dinner, this 

isn’t a restaurant. I’m an immigrant, so I just made this for us to eat 

together, get to know each other. (Ali, young man)

Reciprocity was not restricted to individual relationships, as the interviewees 

contributed to the common good through volunteer work. On these occasions, such 

as baking for a charity event, the asylum seeker was not the party benefiting but 

rather the one helping people in need.

While many interviewees were still trying to create contacts with communities 

outside the reception centres, some already had personal bonds with local people. 

Some had a Finnish partner, and one participant, Yar, who had arrived in Finland as an 

unaccompanied asylum-seeking minor, had been living in a Finnish family since his 

arrival and described being part of the family, whose mother he addressed as ‘mum’. 

This shows that asylum seekers are not always only ‘on their way’ to becoming part 

of local communities; they can already be a part of them. Overall, multi-ethnic and 

local networking helped people distance themselves from the imposed margins by 

creating a sense of a ‘normal’ life. It often served longer-term goals, such as obtaining 

information and advice, (language) skills and (cultural) knowledge, as well as work 

and study opportunities that the participants found crucial to settling in and feeling 

included.

AIMING TOWARDS EDUCATION AND WORK

Educational and economic activities were the two most frequently recurring types 

of participation mentioned in the interviews. The good reputation of the Finnish 

education system was acknowledged, and many of the interviewees aspired to study 

or have their children to do so. In Finland, asylum-seeking children (6–18 years) are 

entitled to the same basic education as everybody else. However, adults were often 

disappointed with their inability to participate in language courses or qualifying 

studies. There were many barriers to education, ranging from a lack of financial 

resources to a lack of accessible information on available opportunities.

Some participants had managed to enrol in educational institutions, but it required 

considerable effort. The participants described that they had asked for help from 

trusted personnel in reception centres, looked for information from channels not 

available in the centres, and approached teachers and councillors to improve 

their understanding of the Finnish education system. Having social connections 

was important, which was evident in the case of a young man who was pursuing 

a profession in Finnish. With the support provided by his network, he resisted the 

passive role of merely waiting that was offered to him.

When I went to [a vocational school], I had to pay for the computer and 

other school supplies, like notebooks, pens, work clothes and shoes. […] 

Social services didn’t help me. I said that’s okay, it doesn’t matter. They 

said that I don’t need to go to school; they said that they cannot help. […] I 

borrowed money from my Finnish friends and workers at the centre. I told 

them the situation, and I told them how much everything would cost. I 

tried to find a summer job, but it didn’t work out, but they helped me, and 

I have now paid back the money. (Khalil, young man)
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Studying was important for enabling meaningful activities to fill the otherwise empty 

days, but it also led to increased feelings of self-worth and hope about the future. 

Importantly, it provided new social contacts and potential paths to the labour market. 

Moreover, some interviewees, including Khalil, viewed access to paid employment 

through studies as a strategy for pursuing a work-based residence permit and 

prolonging one’s stay in Finland in the event of a negative asylum decision. He 

explained his longer-term plan:

I’m stressed that they won’t give me asylum and that I will get the third 

and fourth negative decision […] but I still try to progress. For example, I’m 

going to school. I still have one and a half years left, and then I might be 

able to get a job, and then through a job get asylum. (Khalil, young man)

Finding paid work was what asylum seekers most desired, as also shown by previous 

studies (Leppäkorpi 2021; Seppälä et al. 2020). However, legislative constraints, such 

as being banned from employment for either 3 or 6 months after entering the country 

and forfeiting the right to work for a similar period after every new asylum application, 

limited the employment opportunities of asylum seekers. As with education, the 

reception centres rarely encouraged asylum seekers to find paid work. Some were 

engaged in volunteer work and on-the-job training organised as part of some 

reception centres’ work activities. While these activities (e.g. working in a flea market, 

library or care sector) were important as they improved the participants’ language 

skills and provided them with an opportunity to leave the centre and search for other 

opportunities, they rarely led to paid work.

I work twice a week with elderly people at an old people’s home, but they 

do not give any salary other than a bus card to get there and back […] I 

suggested it [a work contract] here at the centre, but they refused it. […] 

They would not let me sign a work contract with them and earn money. 

(Tarek, father)

This experience of a single father seeking asylum with his school-age daughter 

indicates the discrepancies in the objectives of participation: while unpaid work 

is often provided as a rehabilitative activity to create meaningful activities, many 

asylum seekers aim for work that would provide income. As reception centres did little 

to enhance wage employment, some interviewees took collective action to promote 

the cause of other asylum seekers.

To enter the Finnish job market, there is a lot of bureaucracy in terms of 

getting all sorts of certificates. To work in the food industry, then you must 

have a hygiene pass; you must have some sort of language skills training. 

[…] Reception centres do not help in that. We translated the whole hygiene 

coursebook voluntarily, both in Arabic and Persian. […] So, we had to do it 

ourselves and distribute it, and we put it online so anyone can use it. But 

when you ask the reception centre, they have the service in Finnish and 

English, but it’s not enough. (Nasim, young man)

This quote from an educated and English-speaking young man, who had been 

involved in pro-migration activism illustrates the highly laborious efforts required 

to promote employment opportunities for all asylum seekers. Helping other asylum 

seekers to meet the requirements related to Finnish labour legislation is an apparent 

form of collective solidarity. 
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However, searching for a job was usually an individual effort. Typically, job opportunities 

were found through personal networks and ethnic minority communities. This often 

meant working in small businesses and for acquaintances instead of established 

and regulated enterprises. Finding jobs and keeping them demanded short-term 

contracts, irregular hours and low wages because, due to their precarious legal status, 

asylum seekers’ bargaining power is minuscule (Könönen 2014). The interviews 

included accounts of exploitation but also acts of resistance, such as leaving a job 

with mistreatment and obtaining work that better met their rights. Eventually, some 

of the interviewees were able to find paid work in fields like agriculture, construction 

and the service sector, in places including restaurants, barbers and car repair shops or 

as cleaners. Overall, the interviewees were keen to be independent of state benefits, 

echoing the political discourse on deservingness and expressing a desire to be 

contributing ‘good citizens’ (Petäjäniemi et al. 2021).

My wife and I wish to be able to work instead of receiving money from the 

government. Each month when we receive it, it feels difficult to accept it. I 

wish I could work with my wife so that we would be able to pay the rent, 

electricity and water. (Mustafa, father) 

While financial independence is undoubtedly a matter of dignity, it also relates to 

racist discourses portraying humanitarian migrants as an economic burden for the 

welfare state. Asylum seekers might navigate such discriminatory representations by 

adopting the demands of being productive and active even while waiting (Vianelli 

et al. 2022). Given the poor facilities in reception centres and the inadequacy of the 

reception allowance compared to living costs, earnings not only enable fulfilling 

material needs but also manage the stigma of an asylum seeker. As Leppäkorpi 

(2021: 146) argues, asylum seekers’ participation should not be romanticised as acts 

of resistance but considered as an aspiration for a normal life: ‘If you have a job, you 

will buy clothes, you can have nice free-time activities, and many other things.’ (Salim, 

young man)

Asylum seekers’ participation in both education and employment is often scarce, 

partly because the main function of the legislation and reception system is to control 

asylum seekers instead of promoting their societal participation. Consequently, for 

the interviewees, attempts to collectively facilitate access to employment and finding 

temporary study or job opportunities meant resisting the institutional position of 

asylum seekers as passive individuals patiently waiting for their fate. At the same time, 

education and work participation align with simultaneous but different expectations: 

the ideal of a productive member of the community, earning the right to stay and to 

be included. Many interviewees rejected the asylum-seeker identity and aimed for 

more desirable identities, such as that of a ‘regular person’. However, these identities 

require great effort and are fragile – losing the right to work, being transferred to 

another locality, or revealing one’s status as an asylum seeker status would call them 

into question.

CONCLUSIONS
We have used the concept of everyday participation to understand the diversity of 

asylum seekers’ actions in paradoxical circumstances. As we have shown, they must 

navigate between participation and nonparticipation in the context of restrictive 

legislation and reception centre practices. By providing a detailed analysis of a 
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diverse group of asylum seekers, including those from highly deprived backgrounds, 

our study shows acts of participation aiming both to make life in reception centres 

tolerable and to build a life in Finland despite their limited rights and access to local 

communities.

Looking beyond collective political participation aiming to change repressive 

(inter)national structures, the concept of everyday participation allowed us to 

consider mundane and local forms of participation, aiming to promote asylum 

seekers’ sense of control and self-worth and future opportunities. Everyday 

participation is rarely about explicit resistance to change the repressive system 

governing asylum seekers’ lives. For the most part, in addition to trying to make minor 

adjustments to the reception centre practices, asylum seekers aim to disassociate 

themselves from the stigmatised identity of an asylum-seeker and pursue more 

desirable identities with more comprehensive rights. Our study shows that asylum 

seekers´ everyday participation is motivated by a willingness to escape the repressive 

conditions associated with temporariness, limited rights, stigmas and distances from 

local communities. However, these mundane forms of participation can be viewed 

as political since they have the potential to challenge the roles that are imposed 

on asylum seekers – at least at the micro-levels of everyday life (Kallio et al. 2020; 

Robleda 2020).

The aim of improving one’s immediate surroundings focused on making life tolerable 

while waiting by achieving minor modifications to the existing service provision or 

by building feelings of community amid uncertainty. Particularly for asylum seekers 

who had limited access to communities outside the reception centre, this type of 

participation worked to increase their feeling of control over their lives (see also 

Robleda 2020). Conversely, some actively chose to withdraw from the activities and 

social networks available to them. For some of them, this intentional non-participation 

meant disengagement from the reception centre and the status of asylum seeker 

while reaching towards local communities and institutions. Thus, disengagement 

does not necessarily equal passivity but can be an act of resistance, and engagement 

can involve both compliance with existing norms and exterior expectations as well as 

challenging the institutional order.

Participation outside reception centres was designed to enhance opportunities in 

Finnish society, promote feelings of self-worth, and acquire a ‘normal’ life (Leppäkorpi 

2021). In addition to offering social networks and financial resources, such 

participation also worked to demonstrate their motivation for social engagement 

and cultural adaptation and, thus, their deservedness of a more established status in 

Finland. Asylum seekers’ engagement in local life and institutions was not supported 

by the reception system that assumes passivity and vulnerability but was rather 

reflecting societal discourses according to which one needs to be productive and 

willing to integrate (Petäjäniemi et al. 2021; Vianelli et al. 2022).
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