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Exploring lived experiences and perceptions of well-being: 
insights from forced migrant women in Finland
Laleh Golamrej Eliasi*, Sohana Zahan* and Merja Anis

Department of Social Research, University of Turku, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
Immigrant women are often perceived as vulnerable and socially isolated, 
with their viewpoints and experiences often overlooked in academic 
research. This study prioritizes their perspectives and lived experiences, 
focusing on the well-being of forced migrant families and children. This 
research examines both the risk factors threatening the well-being of 
forced migrant families and children and the coping strategies employed 
to address these challenges. Drawing from two interlinked qualitative 
studies, data were collected through semi-structured interviews and eth
nographic observations with forced migrant women in Finland. Thematic 
analysis of the data revealed four themes and ten sub-themes. For risk 
factors, two main themes emerged: pre-migration stressors and post- 
migration challenges. Regarding coping strategies, two primary themes 
were identified: individual solutions and close relationships, and structural 
adaptation and resource navigation. These findings illuminate the com
plex interplay of personal resilience, community dynamics, and structural 
support systems in shaping the well-being of forced migrant families. This 
research contributes to an understanding of the lived experiences and 
perceptions of forced migrant women in Finland, emphasizing the impor
tance of incorporating their voices into policy-making and social work 
practices. It highlights the need for targeted interventions to address their 
unique challenges and strengths, ultimately promoting more effective 
support systems for migrant families.
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Introduction

The topic of forced migration is multi-faceted and complex. There is no single explanation of what 
distinguishes the causes and motivations for ´voluntary´ migration from ´forced´ migration. 
Different definitions do not necessarily correspond to migrants´ own experience and understand
ing of the reasons for migration (Hynes 2021). We generally know that forced migration is 
distressing and disruptive, often involving experiences of trauma, uncertainty, and dislocation 
(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2014; Ford-Paz et al. 2020). Individuals categorized as forced migrants are 
typically moved under coercion, pressure, or without consent (International Organization for 
Migration 2019), prompting host countries to receive them, at least formally, on humanitarian 
grounds. Within the broader context of forced migration, it is important, though often confusing, to 
distinguish between two legal categories: asylum seekers and refugees. Refugees are individuals who 
have demonstrated, through a formal legal process, that they face ongoing threats to their lives in 
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their country of origin, resulting in their recognition and protection by host countries. In contrast, 
asylum seekers are those who have fled similar risks but are still undergoing legal procedures and 
awaiting a decision regarding their protection status (Farahani et al. 2025). This distinction impacts 
migrants’ rights to welfare services, which shapes their well-being. The present study examines both 
the risk factors that threaten the well-being of forced migrant families and children and the factors 
that promote coping; the study draws from the experiences and perspectives of forced migrant 
women in Finland. This focus is grounded in the understanding that women often navigate the 
intersection between the private sphere of the home and the public sphere of the host society. 
Consequently, their perspectives offer critical insights into the systemic challenges and protective 
factors that impact the family ecosystem as a whole. It is essential to prioritize academic research on 
immigrant women within the Finnish context because these women are frequently perceived as 
vulnerable and socially isolated, with their viewpoints often overlooked. Nordberg (2015) empha
sizes that their perspectives and personal experiences hold considerable significance, particularly in 
their roles closely connected to forced migrant children.

The context of migration is becoming increasingly significant in global discussions, especially as 
countries’ like Finland transition from being historically emigration countries to becoming destina
tions for immigrants (Leitzinger 2008). Recent data from the Finnish Immigration Service (2024) 
indicates that in 2023, 4,559 individuals applied for international protection for the first time, 
including 387 unaccompanied minors. The main countries of origin for asylum seekers were 
Somalia, Syria, Russia, Afghanistan, Turkey, and Iraq. In 2023, 19,426 individuals applied for 
temporary protection, most of them Ukrainians. Worldwide, Afghans are one of the largest refugee 
groups (Monsutti and Balci 2014), and especially because women’s rights in Afghanistan have been 
severely restricted, this group is particularly vulnerable (Amnesty International 2023). According to 
Official Statistics of Finland (2022), there are 13,050 Afghan immigrants in Finland, including 3,541 
women and 3,879 children. Immigration and asylum policies as well as the integration legislation 
are constantly subject to conflicting political interests in Finland as in many other countries, which 
may have consequences for the everyday lives of immigrants.

Forced migrant women arriving in Finland enter a welfare-state context shaped by universalism, 
gender equality policies, and a highly institutionalized service system. Finland’s social protection 
model is designed to provide comprehensive support through publicly funded health, education, 
and social services, yet migrants’ access to these systems is mediated by legal status and adminis
trative structures (Kalliomaa-Puha 2020). Recent reforms under the Social and Health Care Service 
Integration Act have aimed to reduce fragmentation in service provision; however, research shows 
that migrants continue to encounter gaps in culturally responsive care, limited information 
accessibility, and inconsistencies in service pathways across regions (Tiirinki et al. 2022). At the 
same time, the political climate surrounding immigration has become increasingly polarized, with 
asylum and family reunification policies tightening over the past decade, shaping migrants’ sense of 
security and belonging (Masoud et al. 2023).

This study addresses a significant gap in forced migration research by exploring the stress 
factors and coping strategies in the light of lived experiences and perceptions of forced migrant 
women in Finland. In this study, we define ‘forced migrants’ as a broad category encompassing 
both legally recognized refugees and individuals currently seeking asylum, as both groups 
navigate similar structural and psychological challenges post-migration. While many previous 
studies (e.g. Anis and Turtiainen 2021; Käkelä 2019) have mainly investigated social work and 
services provided to forced migrants from the perspective of social workers, this research brings 
to light the perspectives of the forced migrants. Given the pressing need to understand and 
address the well-being of forced migrant families and children, this research focuses on two key 
questions derived from the lived experiences and perspectives of forced migrant women in 
Finland. This approach is rooted in family systems and ecological frameworks, which posit that 
maternal perspectives are a primary lens through which family-level stressors and child adjust
ment are understood (Beiser et al. 2010). Because women often serve as the primary interface 
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between the family unit and Finnish resettlement services, their narratives provide 
a comprehensive view of the household’s collective well-being. We are interested in how they 
describe the stress factors that impact well-being of forced migrant women, their children, and 
their families, as well as how they describe resilience and coping strategies. This article 
combines two related studies on the obstacles faced by forced migrant families, with a focus 
on the well-being of children and women. We highlight women’s perspectives, as migrant 
women often report lower well-being and are perceived as less integrated than men 
(Nordberg 2015; Skogberg et al. 2019). They also face gender-based and other forms of violence, 
which welfare services often overlook (Goodman et al. 2017; Hiitola and Vuori 2018). Both 
studies share a focus on forced migrant women in Finland but differ in scope: one includes 
women of various nationalities, while the other concentrates on Afghan women. Merging them 
enables a more comprehensive analysis of the challenges and coping strategies of forced migrant 
women in Finland.

Literature review

Forced migrants often encounter challenging circumstances that can significantly affect their well- 
being (Jervelund, Krasnik, and Rosenkranz de Lasson 2020; Skogberg et al. 2019). Social exclusion, 
self-isolation, overthinking, and symptoms like insomnia and anxiety can have detrimental effects 
on their mental health (Farahani et al. 2024). These psychological and social stressors can be further 
compounded by feelings of invisibility, racism, institutional discrimination, and uncertainty about 
the future in the host country (Castaneda 2019; Farahani et al. 2025; Rask et al. 2018). As a result, 
some individuals or groups may be marginalized within the majority society (Kaya and Bee 2024) or 
resort to high-risk behaviours as coping mechanisms, such as criminal behaviour, substance use or 
engaging in unprotected sexual activities (Addelyan Rasi et al. 2021). However, despite these 
adversities, there are protective factors that support resilience.

Factors such as religion, strong community networks, family reunification, and access to safety 
and healthcare can play significant roles in enhancing migrants’ ability to cope in a new environ
ment (Chung et al. 2018; Farahani et al. 2025; Tinghög et al. 2017). In Finland, which shares a social 
and cultural framework with other Nordic societies, the emphasis is on equitable access to 
healthcare, education, and social services for all residents, including those from migrant back
grounds (Smith, Krasnik, and Rosenkrantz de Lasson 2020). However, despite this well-established 
welfare system, forced migrants still face significant barriers when trying to access specialized 
services (Kieseppä et al. 2022; Turtiainen and Anis 2024).

Social workers in Finland have identified some major barriers that hinder access to social and 
health care services. For example, lack of a residence permit or asylum-seeker status restricts 
adult’s access to specialized services beyond basic needs. Language barriers also create commu
nication challenges between service users and providers. Even though interpreter services are 
widely available, forced migrants may hesitate to use them due to concerns about potential 
biases or practical limitations. All minors are entitled to health and social services to the same 
extent as residents, but this right is not always exercised equally in practice (Anis and Turtiainen  
2021). The limited access to services highlights the gaps in support that persist despite Finland’s 
strong welfare system.

Moreover, the relationship between social workers and forced migrant families is often seen as 
needing improvement (Anis and Turtiainen 2021). According to forced migrants, the lack of 
a strong and trusting relationship with social workers can negatively impact the well-being of 
their families (Fylkesnes, Iversen, and Nygren 2018; Golamrej Eliasi et al. 2024). This strained 
relationship may further exacerbate issues like social exclusion and mental health challenges. 
Indeed, research by Kraav et al. (2023) highlights several factors that can hinder access to child 
protection and mental health services in Finland, such as cultural misunderstandings of psychiatric 
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symptoms, a lack of culturally competent specialists, and structural barriers like poverty and 
unemployment.

Stress and coping theory and its neoliberal implications

Stress and coping theory are essential for understanding the psychological well-being of forced 
migrant women and their families. These families encounter unique and layered stressors 
related to the migration process itself, acculturation into a new society, economic precarity, 
and the challenges of parenting in displacement (Alsharaydeh et al. 2022; Yakhnich 2008). 
These cumulative stressors significantly impact child psychological well-being, underscoring 
that effective parental coping mechanisms, such as reframing strategies and accessing social 
support, are crucial predictive factors for positive adjustment outcomes (Kvarme, Früh, and 
Lidén 2017; Roer-Strier 1997).

In this difficult context, resilience is broadly defined as the ability to ‘advance’ amid threatening 
and challenging circumstances, arising from latent opportunities within a specific society and 
serving as a crucial element for survival (Farahani et al. 2025). Beyond individual psychological 
fortitude, lived experiences reveal that resilience strategies are often profoundly communal and 
cultural. For instance, cohesive community support highlights the significance of strong social 
networks and collective actions in fostering resilience, while religion provides essential spiritual 
comfort and a guide for moral behaviour during periods of overwhelming instability (Farahani et al.  
2025).

The literature classifies stress management into three distinct coping strategies: problem- 
focused coping, emotion-focused coping, and avoidance coping. Problem-focused coping 
involves actively seeking information or taking direct action to solve the stressor itself (Fang 
et al. 2021; Woodrome et al. 2011). Emotion-focused coping centres on regulating the emotional 
response to the stressor, often through positive reframing or acceptance (Atasoy and Sevim  
2018). Conversely, avoidance coping entails distancing oneself from the stressor through denial 
or behavioural disengagement. While problem-focused coping generally correlates with better 
long-term adjustment, understanding this trifecta is crucial for designing targeted clinical and 
social interventions that help individuals effectively manage distress and promote sustained 
well-being (Woodrome et al. 2011).

Despite its utility in describing survival, the concept of resilience has been heavily criticized 
for its alignment with neoliberal governance rationalities in forced migration studies (Chandler 
and Reid 2016; Joseph 2013). When applied to forced migrant women in contexts like Finland, 
resilience operates as a form of ‘governmental rationality’, unjustly shifting the burden of 
structural failure, such as discrimination in the labour market or cuts to integration services, 
onto the individual (Chee 2020; Sundbäck 2024). This focus transforms a need for state-led 
structural reform and comprehensive welfare support into a moral obligation for the woman to 
be a ‘hyper-resilient subject’. This depoliticizes well-being by masking the state’s withdrawal, 
ultimately limiting policy to offering individual psychological support rather than challenging 
the deeply embedded social and economic structures, like unequal power relations and seg
mented labour markets, that fundamentally determine their equitable integration (Ndomo and 
Lillie 2023). We recognize the limitations of the concept of resilience but still consider it as 
a useful theoretical perspective in the analysis of our data, which highlights not only individual 
but also communal and societal factors.

Research materials and methods

This study aims to explore forced migrant women’s lived experiences and their perceptions of the 
risk factors affecting the collective well-being of their children and families, as well as the coping 
strategies they employ to navigate these challenges within the resettlement context.The research 

4 L. GOLAMREJ ELIASI ET AL.



questions are: (1) How do forced migrant women describe the stress factors that impact well-being 
of forced migrant women, their children, and their families? (2) How do forced migrant women 
describe resilience and coping strategies?

Sample description and data collection

The present study constitutes a component of a broader project known as Social Work Expertise in 
Child Protection with Migrant Children and Families (LAMPE in the Finnish language). LAMPE, 
undertaken by three Finnish universities (University of Jyväskylä, University of Turku, and 
University of Eastern Finland). The project seeks to examine the necessary expertise required 
from social workers in protecting migrant children and supporting parenthood.

This article also is a combination of two different research studies from the LAMPE 
project, which have common objectives. These two studies were conducted by two research
ers working within the LAMPE project, who subsequently decided to integrate their find
ings in order to develop a joint article. In the first study, nineteen asylum seekers 
participated, and all participants were over 18 years old and mostly women. One criterion 
for participant selection was that they were awaiting the decision on their asylum applica
tion. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, a flexible guided method that 
allows for in-depth exploration of participants’ lived experiences while maintaining compar
ability across cases.

This approach enabled the researcher to follow a thematic structure while also adapting to the 
flow of conversation, encouraging participants to share their perspectives, emotions, and reflections 
in their own words (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). The main focus of the interviews was on their life 
in the reception centre for asylum-seeking families or those provided by the reception services, such 
as living in a private residence before receiving a decision on their asylum application. The inter
views were about an hour each. Interpreters were present during most of the interviews; some were 
done in the researcher’s native language.

The second phase of data collection involved ethnographic fieldwork, conducted through 
participant observation in various settings within the reception centres. Ethnography in this 
study emphasizes sustained immersion in the field to capture the social dynamics, material condi
tions, and everyday practices of participants in their natural environments (Gobo 2008). The 
researcher participated in and observed daily routines such as language classes and communal 
activities, with particular attention to the physical environment, social interactions, and behaviours 
of both staff and asylum seekers. While the ethnographic observations were not systematically 
coded or analysed as primary data, they served as a valuable supplementary source, deepening the 
contextual interpretation of the interview material and contributing to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the research setting.

The participants in the second research study were Afghan women, who were over 18 years old 
and living in Finland. This study specifically focused on exploring Afghan women’s perceptions of 
domestic violence and the coping strategies they employ within the Finnish context. The interview 
was the data collection method and the main focus of the interviews was the perception of the 
participants concerning risk factors for the well-being of forced migrant children and families in 
Finland. The research aimed to achieve data saturation. In the second study, data saturation was 
reached after 10 interviews; however, to ensure robustness, data collection was extended to include 
a total of 13 participants from different cities in Finland. As mentioned before, in the second 
research, all the questions were about the participants’ perceptions. However, sometimes, the 
participants described their personal experiences. To build trust with participants in the second 
research study, the researcher offered the flexibility to select their preferred interview format, 
including face-to-face, video call, or voice call, to ensure their comfort and ease. Ultimately, one 
interview was conducted face-to-face, while the remaining sessions were carried out via online voice 
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calls. All interviews were conducted in Farsi or Dari, as one of the authors is a native Farsi speaker 
with substantial experience working with Afghan communities.

To recruit participants, the researchers established contact with non-governmental organiza
tions (NGOs) and reception centres. They disseminated research information and flyers at these 
institutions. Following discussions between the staff and their service users, individuals expressing 
an interest in participating were provided with the researcher’s contact details, facilitating voluntary 
engagement in the study.

Timeline of data collection for the first research is from February to October 2023. Age, gender 
and nationality were asked just for general background information to describe the data as a whole. 
Most participants in this research are women and only the women participants´ interviews are used 
in this article. The participants´ waiting period in Finland ranges from 3 months to 7 years. 
Majority of the nationalities were Somali, Iraqi, Syrian, Rwanda and Nepali. Twelve participants 
were living in the reception centre, seven participants were living in a shared apartment paid for by 
themselves, and five participants moved to Finland with family including children and lived in the 
reception centre at the time of the interview.

Data collection in the second research took place between 2021 and 2022, concluding when data 
saturation was reached, allowing for a thorough analysis. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 56, 
with an average age of 34. In terms of marital status, participants were single, married, or widowed, 
with the majority being married and the fewest being widowed. Eight participants had children, 
with an average of three children per family. On average, participants had been living in Finland for 
10 years, with a range from 5 to 22 years at the time of the interview. Most participants had migrated 
directly from Iran, while one had previously lived in Afghanistan and another in Russia before 
moving to Finland. This reflects the migration context in which Iran, as a neighbouring country of 
Afghanistan, has long served as a major transit and host country for Afghan migrants.

Data analysis

In the data analysis, thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006; Mason 2002) is used to examine the 
participants’ experiences and perceptions through the lens of stress and coping strategies. 
Researchers began with a thorough review of the interview transcripts, and read and re-read the 
data to identify passages relevant to the research questions. Guided by the theory, researchers 
generated initial data codes based on the ways participants articulated their stressors and coping 
mechanisms about these services. Once the initial coding was complete, researchers organized the 
codes into subthemes that aligned with the theoretical concepts of stress and coping. These 
subthemes were then grouped into broader categories that represented overarching themes. This 
iterative process of coding, organizing, and refining the data was conducted with close attention to 
the participants’ narratives and perceptions, ensuring the theoretical framework remained central 
to the analysis. Finally, the initial codes and themes were presented to other authors for review, with 
any discrepancies discussed and resolved collaboratively to ensure the themes were both theoreti
cally grounded and reflective of the participants’ lived experiences.

Research ethics

It is important for research ethics to take into account the possible negative consequences for the 
participating women and families. The research should not reinforce prejudices, but generate 
knowledge to highlight the risks of well-being and factors of resilience, as well as the ways in 
which to develop equal services for forced migrant children and families (Skivenes et al. 2015). We 
are aware that although in terms of research the participating women can be defined as forced 
migrants, their countries of origin, backgrounds, and family situations are diverse. Our study can 
only capture a fraction of their experiences and perceptions (Hynes 2021). Nevertheless, academic 
research focusing on immigrant women in the Finnish context is crucial, as these women are often 

6 L. GOLAMREJ ELIASI ET AL.



seen as vulnerable and socially isolated, and their perspectives are not often heard (Nordberg 2015). 
As individuals with close relationships to forced migrant children, their perspectives and personal 
experiences are highly significant also regarding the wellbeing of migrant children.

The research acknowledged the influence of power dynamics and researcher positionality 
(Goundar 2025). The researcher’s gender, cultural background, and professional role shaped 
interactions with participants, and careful attention was paid to building trust. For example, in 
the first study, the researcher declared clearly that participation in this research does not impact the 
asylum application and the researcher has no power or authority to influence any decision. The 
researcher also mentioned that declining to participate in the study at any point will not have any 
negative impact on the participant’s asylum application status. The presence of interpreters, while 
necessary, added complexity, as some participants hesitated to speak freely particularly in the 
presence of male interpreters. Interpreters were therefore selected based on language proficiency 
and gender when possible, and the researcher engaged in reflective discussions about the potential 
influence of translation and positionality on the data. This reflective approach ensured that 
participants’ voices remained central and strengthened the ethical and methodological rigour of 
the study.

Both research studies obtained ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of the University of 
XXX. The first research was approved on 19 January 2022, and the approval date for the second 
research was 29 September 2021.

Results

The data analysis resulted in four major themes and ten subthemes, which are summarized in 
Table 1. Each theme will be elaborated on the following sections, and at the end of each example, it 
is stated whether the quote was from asylum seeker participants or Afghan women.

Stress factors impacting the well-being of forced migrant women, children, and families

Pre-migration stressors
The gender-based violence and trauma, rooted in some communities of the origin countries 
of forced migrant women, play a significant role in shaping the well-being of forced 
migrant families in our study. These forms of violence are often rooted in cultural practices 
and societal norms, such as gender-based violence, forced marriages, and oppressive family 
dynamics. Such traumatic experiences leave lasting physical and psychological scars, 

Table 1. Stress factors and coping strategies identified by forced migrant women.

Main questions Theme Subtheme

How do forced migrant women describe the stress factors 
that impact well-being of forced migrant women, their 
children, and their families?

Pre-migration stressors ● Gender-based violence and 
trauma

● War and conflict
Post-migration 

challenges
● Structural and environmental 

challenges
● Parenting under scrutiny

How do forced migrant women describe resilience and 
coping strategies?

Individual solutions & 
Close relationships

● Avoiding interaction (with 
family members, community 
and authorities)

● Religion
● Supportive community

Structural Adaptation 
and Resource 
Navigation

● Accessing services & resources
● Learning the language & new 

skills
● Stability and distraction 

through work
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especially on women and children. The impact of these experiences continues to influence 
family dynamics and personal well-being even after migration, as seen in the following 
quotes:

It doesn’t matter if the girls are raised here; they still have to get married according to the family’s opinion. 
A person chosen by the family, mostly from their own country. Most of the time, no one asks the opinion of 
girls. The least important issue in a girl’s marriage is her opinion.

Another participant talked about women circumcision:

My daughter and I escaped women circumcision after my ex-husband was killed in the war, and we moved 
back to our parents’ house. They locked us in a room and beat us every day. Those memories will never be 
erased from my daughter’s brain.

War and conflict in the countries of origin have profound and enduring effects on forced migrant 
children and women, impacting their mental and emotional well-being long after resettlement. The 
trauma of war often affects every aspect of daily life, with parents and children alike suffering from 
the psychological aftershocks. These families continue to experience anxiety over the safety of their 
loved ones still living in conflict zones, and the guilt of having escaped while others remain behind. 
Such emotional distress can lead to strained family relationships. The following quote illustrates 
these ongoing struggles.

War embraces our whole life. My kids are still bedwetting. We did not learn anything in the war. Even now 
that we are here, we are worried about our loved ones who live there. We eat fruit here as if we are eating 
poison because they don’t have it there. This makes us misbehave with our children.

In conclusion, the experiences of gender-based violence, war and trauma have deep and 
lasting impacts on the well-being of forced migrant families. These traumatic events shape 
mental and emotional health, family dynamics, parenting, and personal relationships after 
migration.

Post-migration challenges
The well-being of forced migrant families is influenced not only by the trauma experienced in their 
countries of origin but also by various structural and environmental risk factors present in the new 
environment. Challenges such as inadequate housing, overcrowding, and administrative policies 
during the often long-lasting processes of asylum seeking create additional stress for families. One 
of the participants mentioned:

My son sleeps in the bathroom. He came to Finland as a child. It was ok for us to sleep in one bedroom and one 
living room, but now the children are teenagers and adults. As there was no space and the reception center 
could not move us, my son decided to sleep in the bathroom. It breaks my heart. The reception center cannot 
change our housing arrangements as it is not based on need; it is on a first-come, first-served basis.

Parenting under scrutiny from the participants’ personal experiences is a significant risk factor for 
the well-being of forced migrant children and families, particularly in the context of adjusting to 
new cultural norms and child-rearing practices in the host country. Migrant mothers often face 
heightened anxiety about meeting the expectations of local authorities and social workers, fearing 
that deviations from the dominant parenting style could lead to negative consequences, such as 
child welfare interventions. This fear can create a sense of vulnerability and self-doubt, limiting 
open communication with social services and preventing parents from expressing their concerns or 
cultural preferences. As a result, parents may feel pressured to adopt unfamiliar practices, leading to 
increased stress and potential conflicts within the family. One participant stated that:

I am very afraid about my parenting, as it is different in our culture. Here I heard they may take your child 
away if you do not do parenting in the Finnish style. We have a social worker who checks on our children, but 
somehow, I am afraid to tell her how I feel about the parenting style she recommends.
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The well-being of forced migrant families in Finland is significantly affected by both the trauma of 
displacement and the structural and environmental challenges they encounter in the host country. 
Inflexible administrative policies during the asylum-seeking process add layers of stress to families 
already coping with past trauma. Lack of proper information and uncertainty about child welfare 
policies as well as insecurity about one’s own parenting skills prevent migrant parents from trusting 
and seeking help from social services.

Resilience and coping strategies

Individual solutions and close relationships
According to the results in our study, avoiding interaction with violent family members, the 
community, and authorities emerges as a significant coping strategy. Many1 participants choose 
this approach to protect themselves from further stress or conflict. For women who have experi
enced domestic violence, avoiding interaction with violent family members is often used as a coping 
mechanism to reduce tension and conflict in their close relationships. Participants describe how 
they choose silence and withdrawal during disagreements to prevent escalating fights, particularly 
with their spouses.

I am silent. My husband doesn’t understand anymore. He doesn’t understand. I just keep silent so that the 
fights will end soon. I was not like this in the beginning, but now nothing matters to me. Whatever he says, I go 
to the kitchen and don’t say anything.

This represents avoidance coping within intimate relationships, aiming to reduce emotional conflict 
(Fang et al. 2021). While such strategies may bring temporary emotional relief, they may also 
perpetuate unhealthy dynamics (Sudarji, Panggabean, and Marta 2022).

Similarly, social avoidance, distancing oneself from the broader migrant community, may result 
from a desire to avoid judgement or gossip, particularly when dealing with personal struggles.

I prefer to stay away from my friends and family. When I approach them, they ask why I am upset. Is 
something wrong? I don’t like to talk to them. Anyway, they are strangers. We should not talk about the family 
and its problems with them.

Avoiding authorities was also a self-protection strategy. Interactions with authorities, such as 
social workers or immigration officials, are often avoided due to fear of scrutiny, cultural 
misunderstandings, or the belief that their concerns will not be properly addressed. This 
avoidance, while a temporary form of self-preservation, may lead to increased isolation and 
create barriers to accessing necessary support and services, ultimately impacting their resilience 
in the long term.

I lived with my ex-husband, who harmed my child, as we are both asylum seekers, and he told me that if 
I complained, they would kick both of us out of the country.

This again shows avoidance coping, underpinned by systemic mistrust and fear of negative 
consequences (Yakhnich 2008). These avoidance strategies, while protective, can exacerbate isola
tion and reduce access to services, undermining long-term resilience (Roer-Strier 1997).

On the other hand, supportive communities can play a vital role in the coping of forced migrant 
families. For many migrants, building connections with others who share similar cultural back
grounds or migration experiences creates a network of emotional and practical support (Cáceres- 
Titos, García-Navarro, and da Silva Barreto 2025). These communities provide a sense of belonging, 
offering assistance with everyday challenges such as navigating new systems, accessing resources, or 
addressing emotional struggles. Being part of a supportive group fosters resilience by reducing 
isolation and reinforcing the idea that they are not alone in their journey, helping families adapt 
more effectively to their new environment.
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We have a WhatsApp group of Somalian women. We do everything together. We have each other’s backs no 
matter what.

According to our study, religion seems to play a significant role in the coping strategies among the 
women involved. For many, religious beliefs and practices provide emotional support, a sense of 
continuity, and a framework for understanding their experiences of displacement and hardship. 
Through prayer, community worship, and adherence to religious values, migrants often find 
comfort and strength to navigate the uncertainties of their new environment.

In any case, the Quran gives me peace. When I fight with my husband, I turn to the Quran. When children are 
annoying, the Qur’an. When I worry about my family in Afghanistan, I always read the Quran. The Quran 
separates me from this world, and I experience a unique feeling when I read it.

This quote aligns closely with Farahani’s et al. (2025) and Cáceres-Titos’s, García-Navarro, and da 
Silva Barreto (2025) findings that religion provides psychological comfort and emotional regulation 
for migrants. The Qur’an here serves as an emotion-focused coping tool, offering spiritual anchor
ing during distress. Through prayer and recitation, individuals create a sense of inner peace and 
continuity amid external uncertainty. This form of coping allows migrants to emotionally reframe 
their struggles, reduce anxiety, and find meaning in hardship when problem-focused solutions are 
limited or unavailable.

Forced migrant women adopt diverse coping strategies to navigate the complexities of displace
ment, balancing self-preservation and resilience. Avoiding confrontation with the husband by 
adapting to uncomfortable situations at home as well as keeping distance from the communities 
and authorities are tactics to reduce conflict and protect emotional well-being, though it can lead to 
isolation and hinder access to support systems. Community support and religious practices not only 
alleviate isolation but also sustain resilience by providing a sense of continuity and meaning in the 
face of hardship.

Structural adaptation and resource navigation
Participants also engaged in problem-focused coping strategies to actively change their circum
stances and reduce stress (Shavaki et al. 2018). While avoidance of authorities may serve as 
a protective coping strategy in contexts of mistrust or fear, forced migrant families simultaneously 
depend on social services and support networks to manage essential aspects of daily life. This 
tension reflects a selective engagement, where migrant women strategically distance themselves 
from certain authorities while turning to others for crucial support in housing, healthcare, educa
tion, and navigating bureaucratic systems. Accessing services and resources is a key aspect of forced 
migrants women’s efforts to navigate and adapt to life in a new country. Although avoiding 
authorities can be a coping strategy in some situations, forced migrant families often rely heavily 
on local social services and support networks to understand and meet their basic needs, from 
navigating bureaucratic processes to securing essential resources like housing, healthcare, and 
education. For many, professionals like social workers and family support workers become crucial 
figures in their lives, providing not only practical assistance but also emotional support (Kokkonen  
2018). These service providers often bridge gaps in communication, translate official documents, 
and advocate on behalf of families, fostering trust and easing the overwhelming burden of navigat
ing complex systems in an unfamiliar environment.

Our social worker is more than a friend; she does everything for us. We consider her family.

Another participant mentioned:

The asylum center family worker helps with anything and everything we need. She has helped with translating 
and understanding immigration documents, for example, multiple times.

Learning the Finnish language and acquiring new skills are vital coping strategies particularly for 
forced migrant women and their families, as they strive to integrate into Finnish society. For many 
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women, attending language courses offers more than just practical benefits; it provides an oppor
tunity to strengthen their agency by enhancing their independence and self-confidence. Language 
proficiency enables them to access employment, education, and social services while fostering their 
ability to navigate local culture and communicate with authorities, educators, and healthcare 
providers. Similarly, learning new skills empowers women by increasing their employability and 
creating avenues for active participation in their communities. These efforts not only build personal 
confidence but also foster a sense of belonging, offering women a crucial means of reclaiming 
control over their lives in the context of resettlement.

It is very good that the Finnish language class is mandatory. We don’t just learn languages. In addition to 
learning the Finnish language and being able to integrate into society and find work, we also learn other skills. 
Little by little, we learn to solve our problems.

Gaining employment is a significant coping mechanism for forced migrant women to achieve 
stability and distraction through work. For many, securing a job not only provides financial stability 
but also serves as an important means of psychological relief and personal fulfilment. Work offers 
a structured routine and a distraction from stress. Even jobs that may not align with their previous 
skills or aspirations are valued for their ability to foster a sense of purpose and self-worth. Engaging 
in work allows migrant women to focus on something beyond their immediate struggles, providing 
a temporary escape from the pressures of adaptation while contributing to their integration into the 
host society.

Going to work makes me forget about my stress for a while.

Another participant also mentioned:

I did the reception center training for cleaning and got a job, although it is not much, but it keeps me occupied.

In summary, the ability of forced migrant women to access essential services and resources, 
alongside their efforts to learn the Finnish language and develop new skills, reflects key elements 
of problem-focused coping, strategies aimed at actively addressing and managing stressors in their 
new environment (Fang et al. 2021; Shavaki et al. 2018). These practical efforts are crucial not only 
for improving well-being and parenting but also for facilitating integration and long-term adapta
tion. Social service providers serve as vital external sources of support, reducing stress by helping 
families navigate complex systems, which aligns with the role of social support in both emotion- 
and problem-focused coping (Alsharaydeh et al. 2022; Roer-Strier 1997). Language learning and 
skill development further foster resilience by enhancing migrants’ independence, self-efficacy, and 
access to employment and education. Collectively, these strategies promote empowerment and 
a sense of belonging, enabling forced migrant women to manage stress constructively and build 
more stable lives in the host society.

Discussion

This study contributes to forced migration research by providing insight into how forced migrant 
women in Finland experience and negotiate stress factors and coping mechanisms within the 
broader context of displacement and resettlement. Unlike earlier studies that primarily examined 
migration through the perspectives of service providers (e.g. Anis and Turtiainen 2021), our 
research highlights the lived experiences and agency of the women themselves, offering 
a grounded understanding of how trauma and structural conditions interact to shape family well- 
being.

The findings reveal that women’s lived realities cannot be separated from the intersection of pre- 
migration trauma and post-migration structures. Rather than viewing trauma as a discrete, past 
event, our data suggests that it continues to shape women’s emotional and relational worlds within 
the asylum system. This echoes Eruyar, Maltby, and Vostanis (2018) and Voolma (2018), who 
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found that unresolved trauma complicates family cohesion and parenting in exile. Our findings 
extend this understanding by showing that the asylum context itself may perpetuate insecurity and 
emotional distress, thus blurring the boundary between pre- and post-migration stressors.

A particularly salient structural factor concerns housing and living arrangements. Overcrowded 
and unstable conditions at reception centres emerged not simply as logistical challenges but as 
mechanisms that reproduce uncertainty and hinder family well-being. Similar to Grønseth and 
Thorshaug (2022), our findings underscore how the physical and social environments of reception 
centres shape everyday life, influencing how women perceive safety, privacy, and dignity. By 
emphasizing the centrality of space in psychosocial well-being, this study adds a gendered perspec
tive to existing debates on asylum accommodation policies.

Another key theme concerns the complex relationship between asylum status and women’s 
engagement with social services. Our analysis suggests that legal precarity constrains voice and 
agency: women with pending asylum applications expressed fear of criticizing authorities, while 
those with more stable status were able to identify service gaps. This dynamic supports the findings 
of Golamrej Eliasi et al. (2024) and Käkelä (2019) regarding the structural hierarchies embedded in 
social service encounters. However, our study adds that socio-economic background and prior 
experiences also mediate these perceptions, shaping expectations of fairness and entitlement to care.

The women’s accounts of parenting reveal an acute tension between cultural continuity and 
adaptation. The fear of child-protection interventions illustrates how institutional power can 
inadvertently produce anxiety and silence, leading parents to self-censor or over-assimilate. This 
resonates with Anis (2008), Fylkesnes, Iversen, and Nygren (2018) and Karimi (2020), who have 
documented the homogenizing tendencies of Nordic welfare systems. Our findings highlight that 
these processes are not merely institutional but deeply psychological, affecting self-confidence and 
identity as mothers. This insight advances the discussion on culturally responsive social work by 
showing how structural surveillance intersects with intimate family life.

In contrast to the vulnerabilities described above, the study also sheds light on resilience and 
coping. Religion, social networks, and language learning were central resources through which 
women sought continuity and agency. While previous research has recognized the role of faith and 
community in coping (Voolma 2018), our findings suggest that these practices also operate as subtle 
forms of resistance to marginalization, enabling women to assert meaning and self-worth within 
restrictive environments. Similarly, language acquisition and skill development were not only 
instrumental for integration but also symbolic acts of reclaiming autonomy.

These insights have significant implications for social work and integration policy. They call for 
an approach that is simultaneously structural and trauma-informed, recognizing that many chal
lenges stem less from cultural difference than from systemic conditions, such as prolonged legal 
uncertainty, inadequate housing, and institutional mistrust. As Nordberg (2015) and Anis and 
Turtiainen (2021) argue, service systems in Finland and the wider Nordic context often operate 
under assumptions of sameness. Our findings reinforce the need to move beyond such homogeniz
ing frameworks towards practices that honour diversity and lived experience.

Finally, the concept of pre-integration, the prolonged waiting period in reception centres 
emerges as a critical analytical lens. Consistent with Kivijärvi and Myllylä (2022), our findings 
show that this phase shapes future integration trajectories by limiting opportunities for agency, 
social capital, and psychological recovery. Prolonged asylum procedures and post-migration stres
sors are associated with elevated levels of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress (Laban et al.  
2004; Silove et al. 2007). Legal uncertainty can undermine ontological security, that is, a sense of 
safety, continuity, and predictability in everyday life. Viewing pre-integration as an active, for
mative stage rather than a passive waiting period may help policymakers design interventions that 
foster well-being even before legal status is determined. The precarious status of asylum seekers in 
relation to welfare services is above all a threat to children’s rights and human rights.

This study faced several limitations that may have influenced the depth and breadth of its 
findings. Establishing trust with participants proved challenging due to the sensitive nature of the 
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topics, such as personal struggles and interactions with the Finnish welfare system. Furthermore, 
the involvement of interpreters added to the complexity, as some participants were reluctant to 
speak freely in the presence of an interpreter. Additionally, some women expressed discomfort 
speaking in front of male translators, which may have limited their willingness to discuss certain 
issues in depth.

Another limitation was the interview format. While participants could choose between 
face-to-face, video call, or voice call interviews, most Afghan women chose for voice calls. 
This may have affected their focus and engagement, constraining the natural flow of con
versation. Moreover, asylum seekers often hesitated to express themselves fully due to fear of 
potential consequences, possibly leading to underreporting of negative experiences. 
Furthermore, the small qualitative data inherently restrict the generalizability of the findings. 
However, the results align with existing literature, reinforcing their validity and offering 
perspectives to the field.

While grounded in the Finnish context, the implications extend more broadly. The intersection 
of trauma, structural constraints, and gendered expectations represents a transnational pattern in 
forced migration. Hence, this study underscores the need for inclusive, gender-sensitive, and 
trauma-informed approaches in social work that strengthen migrant families’ capacities for resi
lience while addressing the systemic inequalities that compromise their well-being.

Note

1. Throughout this section, ‘many’ refers to themes that emerged with near-unanimity across the cohort. Given 
the high degree of consistency in participants’ pre- and post-migration traumas, these experiences are 
presented as collective themes rather than isolated occurrences.
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