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Who is a 
refugee?

Outside of
their home

country

Well-founded
fear

Persecution

Race

Religion

Nationality

Political opinion

Membership of a 
particular social 

group

Unable or 
unwilling to 

return to 
their home

country

United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951)



Asylum
interview:
Gathering the 
evidence

Credibility
assessment:
Evaluating the 
facts

Risk 
assessment:
Evaluating the 
future threat

The asylum procedure in a nutshell



Applicant

Interpreter

Interviewer

Interview
setting

What does psychology have to do with it? 



Research 
questions

How are asylum applicants with claims
based on sexual orientation interviewed?

How is the credibility of claims based on 
sexual orientation evaluated?

How do asylum applicants explain their
delay in disclosing their sexual orientation?



Asylum interview

transcripts

(129 interview

transcripts)

Written decision 

justifications

(68 negative 

decisions)

Data used for the research 
(218 asylum cases based on sexual orientation)



Suggestive & 
forced choice



26

Mean age 

(Range: 16-55)
• Men (n = 115)

• Women (n = 8)

• Non-binary (n = 4)

• Not specified (n = 2)  

• Iraq (n = 87)

• Russia (n = 11)

• Cameroon (n = 6)

• Gay (n = 85)

• Bisexual (n = 14)

• No label used (n = 11)

• Perceived as non-

heterosexual (n = 4)

Applicants’ sociodemographic characteristics



Psychological assumptions about human sexuality

Expectations of
shame /  

internalized
homophobia

Sexual orientation
and religion believed
to be incompatible

Sexual behavior
alone not convincing

enough

• Rejected applicants’ claims generally not considered detailed, 

consistent, or plausible enough. 



“Although your own family background would be more liberal 
than a normal family from Iraq, the Finnish Immigration Service 

believes that, considering the generally conservative attitudes of the 
society of [country of origin], a person could be reasonably 

required to be able to describe more precisely their own feelings or 
conflicts connected to their sexual orientation.”

Excerpts from case decisions

“You have also been asked how you experience the relationship 
between your religion and your sexuality. You have responded 

narrowly that you do not see that as a problem, because 
although you are Muslim, you do not practice Islam.”



Interview style, question type, and question content
(13,000+ questions across 222 interviews)

Generally followed

the recommended

information-

gathering style of

interviewing...

(91%)

...BUT wh- and 

yes/no questions

predominant

(80%) and very

few were open-

ended (12%)

Questions

asked primarily

about

applicant’s

identity / inner 

psyche



Suggestive questions were rare, but problematic

"So at no point did you want to change yourself or 
try to be with girls?"

"Is there a feeling of shame or other negative 
feelings related to this?"



Applicants’ reasons for delaying disclosure of
sexual orientation (53 cases)

Did not know their

sexual orientation was

relevant to the decision

Concerned about

confidentiality

Uncomfortable

disclosing SO

Asylum professional

prevented disclosure

(mainly police, interpreters)

42% 34%

28%
22%



Key takeaways

’

’
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Thank you for your attention! 
Questions?

hedayat.selim@abo.fi
@hedayat_selim

@PsychAID
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