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Research subject Action-oriented study concerning the self-perception,
resources and challenges faced by young women from a
minority/immigrant background in four European cities,
with the aim of achieving:
� A better understanding of their situation, resources and

challenges for integration, by making them visible on
their own terms;

� Promotion of their role in society and in Europe;



� The development of policies and projects that take into
account their aspirations and concerns, at local, national
and European levels.

Based on interviews with 125 girls in four European cities –
Stockholm, Turin, Lisbon and Cork, the study addresses the
self-perception of young women in minorities of their
cultural identity and sense of belonging and also their
attitude towards Europe. The second part of the study
registers the reactions and suggestions of local institutions
with regard to issues raised by the girls.
The minority of the young women interviewed had cultural
roots in or were originally from the Middle East countries
(Stockholm), Nigeria and Somalia (Turin), Cape Verde and
other former colonies (Lisbon/Amadora). The group of Irish
interviewees were of various origins and minorities

Abstract

“ As True As Our Lives” is an action-oriented study concerning the self-perception,
resources and challenges faced by young women from minority/immigrant backgrounds in
4 European cities. The study is based on qualitative interviews with 125 girls in 4 European
cities - Stockholm, Turin, Lisbon and Cork. It addresses the self-perception of cultural
identity and belonging of young minority women and also their attitude towards Europe. A
second part of the study registers the reactions and suggestions of local institutions with
regard to issues brought up by the girls.
The majority of the young women interviewed have cultural roots in or were originally
from Middle East countries (Stockholm), Nigeria and Somalia (Turin), Cape Verde and
other former colonies (Lisbon/Amadora). The group of Irish interviewees is of various
origins and minorities. One of the most important conclusions was how much the
participants learned from each other.

Methodology and Methods

In this study, five coordinators, themselves young women from ethnic minorities residing in
four European countries – Sweden, Italy, Portugal and Ireland – each  interviewed 25
young women from ethnic minorities. The coordinator-researchers elicited autobiographical
narratives which they then analysed so as to clarify the interviewees’ views of their needs
and expectations in the majority society. The interviews are autobiographical personal
narratives, achieved with the help of a questionnaire in which only some of the questions
were open-ended (the remainder being closed questions). The study will build up a jigsaw
picture of the interaction between society and minority women in Europe, and, hopefully,
will teach us at least as much about the attitudes of the majority as about the young women
themselves.



All the narratives share the common perspective of the women researchers (who are
themselves members of ethnic minorities) interviewing other women (who are also
members of ethnic minorities) with whom they have much in common. The approach used
by all researchers was therefore dialogic: the interviews were more like conversations than
conventional interviews and the researchers offer their own position as members of ethnic
minorities as a way of explaining their reflexive involvement with the material.

The project combines practical youth work and academic research.

The field work – the face-to-face interviews – was conducted by minority women who are
volunteers or active members of the partner organisations, each assisted by a scientific
coordinator in each country.

Together they formed the project steering group, which reviewed the aims and objectives,
methodology and analysis grid at coordination meetings.

The interviews with the girls will constitute the backbone of the study and are based on a
common interview questionnaire designed by the steering group (coordinators and
researchers) after testing and evaluation by at least six young women in each country.

All the interviews will cover the following issues:
� The role of the cultural background and ethnic origin in shaping their identity;
� Their perception of their integration and sense of belonging to the host society;
� The perception of them by society ;
� Their resources, competencies and the (invisible) roles they play in society;
� The obstacles against those resources and competencies emerging and being valued;
� Their forms of political and social involvement (in elections, associations, etc.)
� Their aspirations in the area of self-realisation.
� Their perceptions of Europe and of multicultural societies;
� Their knowledge, information, interests and expectations concerning European mobility

programmes;

In addition to this core of common criteria, specific issues were dealt with in each
country/community:
� Their access to health services, sexual education and family planning services in Turin;
� Their access and assessment of education and vocational training opportunities, in

Amadora/ Lisbon;
� Their perceptions of discrimination  and racism, in Dublin;
� Self-esteem and formal recognition of competencies, in Botkyrka.

The basis of the research was a common questionnaire. Each country chose a special focus
of interest, racism and discrimination, health, work, knowledge and competencies, and
slightly modified the questionnaire to fit the adopted focus.

All interviews were semi-structured and allowed for the interviewees' discussing some
questions more than others.



Initial Research Objectives

General Objectives

To conduct an action-oriented study concerning the self-perception, resources and
challenges faced by young women from a minority/immigrant background in Europe,
leading to:

� A better understanding of their situation, resources and challenges for integration, by
making them visible on their own terms;

� The promotion of their role in society and in Europe;
� The development of policies and projects that take into account their aspirations and

concerns, at local, national and European levels.

Specific objectives

� To conduct interviews with a representative sample group of 100 young women (aged
18-25) in the four regions in question and with community leaders/services;

� To analyse, compare and edit the results of those interviews and draw the relevant
conclusions;

� To identify young women’s perception of their own social situation and cultural
identity;

� To try to map out their resources in a multicultural environment and how those
resources are valued (or not), with a view to increasing their employability and social
status;

� To collect and compare information concerning their sense of "belonging" to Europe
and their interest, information and ease of access to European youth programmes;

� To publish and disseminate the results among relevant institutions and decision makers;
� To complete and thus provide a positive example of a research study carried out and

managed with the active participation of the young people concerned;
� To provide a positive example of synergy between the scientific/academic field,

voluntary organisations and youth workers, hence contributing to break the barriers of
ignorance and misunderstanding which often exist between them;

� To allow WFM, its partners and other interested youth work institutions to focus their
work and priorities in keeping with the needs of the young people they address.

Changes in the Initial Research Objectives

There were no major changes in the objectives of the study. There were adjustments made
as the work progressed. These adjustments were determined by the responses showing the
young women’s priorities and self-perception and by the preliminary results. We came to
realise that for most of them, the issues related to identity and belonging to a minority
dominated and conditioned their attitudes and expectations regarding the other research
issues (e.g., competencies, housing, health issues).



Main Research Results

Gender and racism

Gender is in some ways like ‘race’ in that while on the one hand, it is a concept more than a
‘fact,’ nevertheless it becomes extremely real for racialised groups whose skin colour or
physical appearance is used against them. ‘Gender’ differs from ‘sex’ – a biological
difference between women and men – in that it is a ‘concept,’ or a ‘discourse,’ rather than a
‘fact.’ Like institutionalised racism, which is pervasive and often unwitting and
unacknowledged, institutionalised gender inequalities are pervasive throughout society and
its institutions.

There are two ways of connecting gender, ethnicity, and racism. One is to view gender and
'race' or ethnicity as a double, or triple jeopardy, whereby women are jeopardised both as
women and as people of colour. This accumulative approach, however, has no limits. A
more satisfactory approach would be to view gender and 'race' and ethnicity as well as
class, sexuality, age and disability, as an intersection of subordinations.

Women reproduce the future members of nations and ethnic groups and ethnic culture is
often organised around gender. This includes rules relating to sexuality, marriage, and
family – who is allowed to have sexual relations with whom, who is allowed to marry
whom. It also involves notions of group honour or shame as residing in the bodies of
women, who produce the next generation and often mark the boundaries of ethnic and
national groups in relation to issues such as family honour, purity, mothering. Women are
also often the symbols of the nation.

Experiences of gendered racism

Women experience racism differently to men because they are seen as mothers or as sexual
objects. Women of minority ethnicity born or residing in European societies face
experience of racist abuse on a daily basis.

Racism is often sexualised: black and minority ethnic women are often seen as exotic and
more sexually attractive than their ‘white’ and majority counterparts. They are regularly
sexually propositioned and minority ethnic prostitutes are often less protected than majority
women.

In Sweden issues of virginity and arranged marriages among minority ethnic women are
delicate because of the contradiction between the enshrined individual right to determine
one’s sexuality and the tendency to follow tradition. Young women from ethnic minorities
are often torn between being encouraged to exercise sexual freedom and facing
disparagement as members of an ethnic minority.

Minority ethnic and migrant women often work in family-owned businesses for little or no
pay. In general, migrant women are often the first to be sacked.



Minority ethnic and migrant women often do not qualify for government funded training or
education programmes, sometimes because of family responsibilities. This results in their
employment prospects being poorer than those of their male counterparts and majority
women.

First and second generation young women from minorities are often torn between family
loyalty and a wish to integrate into the host society. They are often curtailed by traditional
parents with whom they do not want to fight over/about developing social relationships
with classmates and friends.

The women’s movement has not yet fully faced up to the need to include women from
ethnic minorities in all feminist projects in a non-token manner, despite the fact that
feminists from ethnic minorities have voiced their gendered experiences of exclusion. Very
few mainstream feminist projects in Europe meet the challenge posed by Third World
women and by women from ethnic minorities residing in Europe. The ethnocentrism and
racism of the women's movement itself makes minority ethnic women and their concerns
invisible.

Combating isolation and building coalitions

WFM is one successful example of how women from different ethnic minorities, in
different European countries, build coalitions among women, employing "transversal"
politics, rather than relying on the universal notion that all women are ‘sisters under the
skin’, and that all ethnic minority women are racialised and sexualised in the same way. In
transversal coalitions each member brings her roots with her and, without giving up these
particular roots, she then shifts to meet other members on her terms, in her own words
(Yuval-Davis, 1997). Such transversal coalitions assist young women from ethnic
minorities in looking at the gendered nature of their racialisation and struggling against it in
creative and innovative ways.

Conclusions from the main research results

This research involving about 100 young women from minorities in Europe has taught us
that the voices of minority ethnic women, and particularly young women, must be heard.
They must be listened to on their own terms. This is the condition for transforming
deficiencies, as seen by national majorities, into resources, viewed from a postnational
perspective.

Young women (the same could probably be said for young people in general) should be
seen as partners, not as objects in youth policy. Their contribution to making things happen
can be highly significant if taken seriously.

Youth policy – if attempted at European level – makes much more sense if it manages to
interact with the local policies on young people. The target groups and issues that we have
addressed show how a European project can contribute to challenging established practices



and ways of acting. However, the result will still be meagre if it does not have an impact on
other local policies (health, housing, education, anti-discrimination, equality).

The feeling of belonging to Europe is irrelevant if it is not accompanied by a feeling of
belonging to the local community or national society. A positive feeling of belonging to
Europe in spite of feelings of rejection by the local community has few practical
consequences for the lives and attitudes of the young women concerned.

Equality, gender and cultural issues are increasingly perceived as being very important.
However, the responses are often very inadequate. Part of the reason has to do with the lack
of education and training for dealing with cultural diversity and equality. The role of
intercultural learning and intercultural education should be emphasised, especially at the
local level.

The studies show how difficult it is to try to understand another social and cultural reality.
A huge effort of reflexivity is required on both sides. The majority cannot elaborate
effective solutions without the active participation of the minority concerned.

Possibly as important as these conclusions, has been the way in which all of us have
learned from each other. The collaboration among youth workers, youth organisations,
professional researchers and the academic field in general has been highly rewarding.

Research and young people do not necessarily need to be seen as at different levels. The
young people shaped our research project in more than one way. The attitudes of
researchers, youth workers and the young is crucial to securing a different type of
relationship than can be beneficial for all. This is far from being the case today. Youth
research could benefit greatly from this new relationship, and so would youth policy.

Main contribution to the objectives of the YFE Programme

This research study has contributed to:
� Overcoming part of the invisibility and lack of recognition of young people from a

minority or immigrant background, while demystifying some of the issues associated
with them, often a result of deeply-rooted prejudice and ethnocentrism.

� Bringing Europe closer to disadvantaged young people and addressing the issues of
participation in relation to equality and cultural diversity.

� The development of education and youth policies – especially at local level – that take
better account of the challenges and aspirations of young minority women.

� The development of youth exchanges and voluntary service schemes adapted to the
target group – namely, by addressing the issues that concern most women and by
finding direct ways of involving them in the programmes (i.e., involving families in a
direct and personalised approach).

� The development of networks and cooperation mechanisms between youth projects and
associations in different EU countries and also between these and academic institutions
which are active in the field of gender equality and intercultural relations.


