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The Italian community in Finland is relatively small 
compared to other larger Italian communities abroad. 
Despite the quantitatively restricted dimensions, 
there are multiple reasons to study the phenomenon. 
First of all, the two countries represent the geographi-
cal extremes of the European Union as well as two 
very diff erent realities in terms of historical, cultural 
and social background. These two member states 
of the EU in fact are very diff erent in terms of multi-
culturalism / multiethnicity and for their role in the 
European unifi cation process. Studying the migration 
fl ows between the two countries is therefore impor-
tant not only to understand the bilateral relationship 
between Finland and Italy but it can also off er a more 
general perspective on how the European integration 
process is actually proceeding. This essay examines 
the decision-making process of Italians planning to 
move to Finland through a semantic analysis of the 
posts (or web messages) sent to the message board 
of web newsmagazine La Rondine by Italians looking 
for a relocation in Finland. The collection and analysis 
of the semantic universe provide the list of motivators 
at the basis of Finland as chosen destination and an 
outlook on how Finland is perceived by Italians. As 
a conclusion of the semantic analysis on the source 
material, a map on the opportunities and threats that 
Italians attribute to Finland, will be drawn. 

Key Words: emigration, immigration, Italy, Fin-
land, expectations. 

The phenomenon of Italian emigration to Fin-
land is still largely unexplored. De Anna has exam-
ined the historic migrations (De Anna 1995; 1996; 
2011) and Di Toro Mammarella (2008a; 2008b) the 
more recent fl ows but the motivations at the ba-
sis of Italian emigration to Finland remain almost 
completely unknown. This essay examines the de-
cision-making process of Italians planning to move 
to Finland through a semantic analysis of the posts 
(web messages) sent to the message board of web 
newsmagazine La Rondine by Italians looking for a 
relocation in Finland. The collection and analysis of 
the semantic universe provide the list of motivators 
at the basis of Finland as chosen destination and an 
outlook on how Finland is perceived by Italians. I 
have chosen to apply a semantic analysis as it is the 
most indicated method in fully understanding the 
motivations at the basis of the intent of migrating 
(Guerra 2011a; 2011b; 2011c). The quantitative data 
used in this essay has been taken from the Italian 
Ministry of Interior’s Register Offi  ce of Italian Resi-
dents Abroad (AIRE). These fi gures refer to Italian 
citizens that have spontaneously declared to their 
Municipal Population Register Centre their inten-
tion to reside abroad for a period longer than 12 
months (AIRE 2012). These fi gures diff er from those 
provided by Statistics Finland, since they measure 
the intention, not the eff ective length of stay. The 
numerical diff erences in the statistics of two coun-
tries are a very common phenomenon and often 
due to diff erent systems in calculating the number 
of migrants. They also represent an interpretative 
challenge to every researcher of cross-country mi-
grations (Guerra 2001, 47–53; Guerra 2008, 69). 
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Finland and Italy: multiculturalism, 
multiethnicity and Europeism 

Italy has been a multicultural and multiethnic reality 
for centuries before becoming an unifi ed and inde-
pendent nation state as late as the 1860’s. The Ital-
ian Peninsula, for its position at the Mediterranean 
sea, has always been in the centre of wide migra-
tory fl ows. From the famous case of the so called 
Magna Graecia, when the coastal areas of Southern 
Italy were extensively colonized by Greek settlers 
who began arriving in the 8th century B.C. bringing 
their Hellenic civilization, to the so called Barbaric 
Invasions or the Arab invasions of Sicily to the much 
more recent Austro-Hungarian rule of Northern It-
aly just to name a few. During the Roman Empire 
the Edict of Caracalla, issued in 212 by the Roman 
Emperor Caracalla, declared that all free men in the 
Roman Empire were to be given full Roman citizen-
ship. Constantine the Great, Roman Emperor from 
306 to 337, was born in Niš, in present-day Serbia – 
an area which is still outside of the European Com-
munity. During the Fascist rule, the leading Italian 
theorist of racial doctrine Julius Evola rejected the 
very idea of biological racism and theorized a doc-
trine of spiritual racism since he considered the 
existence of an Italian biological race an “absurd 
idea” (Evola 2001, 92; Pisanty 2006, 123–133; Germi-
nario 2009, 99–109). Multiculturalism and multieth-
nicity can undoubtedly be considered permanent 
and fundamental characteristics of modern-day 
Italy (Guerra 2008, 68–77). According to press re-
ports, during the so-called Arab Spring in 2011 some 
25,000 North-African refugees arrived in Italy (Du-
vell 2011a; 2011b; 2011c; Kersten 2011). During this 
massive immigration phenomenon Italy and France 
agreed on a joint policy with the intent to put pres-
sure on the EU and eventually label the exodus of 
these North African refugees as an emergency-sit-
uation (Allen 2011; Kersten 2011). Also the President 
of the Italian Republic Giorgio Napolitano highlight-
ed the necessity of a common commitment of all 
EU countries in facing such emergencies (Libero 
2011). Due to its geographic position Italy is still fac-
ing permanent diffi  culties most of all in controlling 
maritime borders. Also the issue of illegal immigra-
tion has been object of sharp tensions at national, 
EU and international levels. Italians have felt left 

alone from the EU-community in the struggle of 
handling illegal immigration, as if illegal immigra-
tion was only a national and not a pan-european 
problem (Nascimbene 2008; The Economist 2011). 

While Italy has been experimenting the melting 
pot society for 3,000 years, Finland, on the other 
hand, has been quite a closed society until the early 
1970s (Koivukangas 2003, 4; Korkiasaari & Söder-
ling 2003, 6). Finland has never experienced great 
fl ows of labour migration and with a small foreign 
population it has been quite a homogeneous socie-
ty until the 1990s (Koivukangas 2003, 4). Still nowa-
days Finland seems to comprise an anomaly regard-
ing its strong economy, but the absence of a high 
percentage of immigrant workers. With one of the 
strongest and most competitive economies in the 
world, it is surprising to see that in 2006 only 1,5 % 
of the Finnish labour force is of foreign origin (Cap-
jon 2006, 13–14) and today there are about 80,000 
foreign workers representing the 3 % of the total la-
bour force. Since the mid-1980s the number of asy-
lum seekers has increased in Nordic countries. They 
have been most numerous in Sweden, amounting 
to some 233,000 persons in 1989–95. In Denmark 
the number was around 55,000, in Norway 36,000 
and in Finland 12,500 (Korkiasaari & Söderling 2003, 
8). During recent years citizens of the former So-
viet Union form the largest single nationality group 
in Finland today, Swedes being the second largest. 
In fact, many of the people in both groups are of 
Finnish origin (Korkiasaari & Söderling 2003, 8). 
Nowadays most of the immigrants in Finland come 
from other European countries: Finland is getting 
the highest immigration fl ows from the EU-15 and 
the second highest from EU-10-countries (Heikkilä 
& Pikkarainen 2008–2009, 32). 

In terms of the composition of the immigration 
fl ows in Italy and Finland, the main diff erence con-
sists in the fact that while Italy is highly exposed to 
immigration fl ows from the African continent with 
high rates of illegal immigration, Finland receives 
mainly European citizens. This is a crucial factor in 
terms of the immigrants’ possibilities of integration 
into the receiving society. One of the most contro-
versial cultural issues concerning cross-continental 
immigration relates to the women’s rights and the 
very concept of family (like in the case of polygamy, 
banned in Europe while a completely normal cus-
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tom in some African countries, for instance in Sen-
egal) (Guerra 2001, 27–28).

There are also some great diff erences when 
looking at the two countries from the perspec-
tive of emigration. 26.7 million Italians emigrated 
abroad from 1876 to 1987, 14.2 million to European 
and 12.5 million to extra-European countries and, 
just to quote a famous example, more than 50 % 
of the current population of Argentina has Italian 
origins (Bacchetta & Cagiano De Azevedo 1990, 49; 
Guerra 2001, 49). If during the last hundred years 
more than one million Finns have emigrated abroad 
– nearly 500,000 of them before and some 730,000 
after World War II - the great majority (73 %) of Finn-
ish post-war emigration has been to Sweden (Kor-
kiasaari & Söderling 2003, 3–4; Heikkilä & Pikkarain-
en 2008–2009, 31–32). If we consider that until the 
end of the 1980s, about 85 % of the immigrants com-
ing to Finland were return migrants (mostly from 
Sweden) (Korkiasaari & Söderling 2003, 10) we can 
affi  rm that Finnish emigration is mainly a cross-bor-
der and temporary phenomenon. 

Another feature that distinguishes the two 
countries is related to the diff erent roles of Italy 
and Finland in European geopolitics. During the 
Cold War, while Finland was trying to balance be-
tween the Western world and USSR (Jussila, Hen-
tilä & Nevakivi 2004, 237–288), Italy, on the other 
hand (albeit with the largest Communist Party in 
Europe), was one of the founding members of the 
European Coal and Steel Community in 1957 and of 
the European Economic Community (EEC). Finland 
joined the EU only in 1995, 6 years after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall. The diff erences in the historical role 
in the European unifi cation process determine how 
the concepts of immigration and emigration are 
defi ned in the two countries. The Italians of today 
prevalently do not consider the fl ows between the 
countries of the European Union as emigration/im-
migration. Cesare Ghilardelli from Piacenza, an em-
ployee at the Italian cultural Institute in Stuttgart 
declares: “for us Italians, the emigrant is someone 
forced to move far from his home-country and seek 
for new opportunities, because of poverty or oth-
erwise diffi  cult condition. Nowadays, inside the EU, 
we cannot talk about emigration, but of mobility. 
Europe is a common house and Stuttgart is near-
er to Piacenza than Naples” (PiacentiniNelMondo 

2011). This point of view is aligned with King’s con-
siderations about the new forms of European mi-
gration: as nation states become less important 
within the boundaries of the EU, the distinction 
between internal and international migration be-
comes blurred and less defi ned in the European 
context (King 2002, 92). From a Finn’s viewpoint it 
is doubtful whether, as a rule, the benefi ts to be 
gained by migrating within the EU area would be 
greater than those to be gained in the Scandina-
vian countries. Likewise, the Nordic countries are 
not seen as off ering irresistible attractions to EU 
nationals looking for an employment (Korkiasaari 
& Söderling 2003, 11). But Finland still seems to have 
a certain appeal - at least for Italians. But is Finland 
ready to receive these “immigrants”?

The presence of Italians in Finland

The fi rst traces of Italian emigrants in Finland are 
datable in the period following the Protestant Ref-
ormation during which some Italians followed to 
Turku the princess Catherine the Jagiellonian of Po-
land (1526–1583), bride to-be of the Duke of Finland 
and future King of Sweden John III Vasa. Cather-
ine’s mother was Italian, the rich and famous Bona 
Sforza (De Anna 2011; Guerra 2011a, 306). With the 
arrival of Catherine to the court of Turku a strong 
Italian infl uence livens up the city and a new period, 
called “Turku’s Renaissance”, begins. During this 
period Italian fashion and cuisine were introduced 
to the court of Turku (Possevino 1876, 37). The pres-
ence of Italians in the court of Catherine has been 
documented and we know the names of some of 
them, for instance Paolo Ferrari, the intermediary 
to the Pope, a musician named Giovanni, the cup-
bearer Antonius Palma and the cook and somme-
lier Nicola Caldarolo. Other documented Italian 
presences in Finland were those of some highly 
specialized professionals: the architect Giovanni 
Battista de Pari directed the completion work of 
the Käkisalmi fortress in 1586; the military experts 
of defense Bartolomeo Perato and Giovanni Battis-
ta Bresellesi resided in Finland in 1581; Antonio 
Rossetti, construction manager in Viborg, Savon-
linna and Käkisalmi in 1591, and the contract soldier 
Lorenzo Cagnoli in 1580 (De Anna 2011). Even if the 
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presence of Italians in Finland has long traditions, 
there are not many studies on the subject probably 
due to the small dimension of the community. 

According to the AIRE’s fi gures in 2011 there 
were 2,447 Italians in Finland, of which 41,2 % fe-
male and 58,8 % male and with a CAGR (2007–2011) 
of 8,36 %. The Italian presence in Finland is slowly 
growing with a signifi cative prevalence of males. 

The AIRE data illustrating the civil status of Ital-
ians living in Finland in 2010 evidence a strong prev-
alence of unmarried persons (69 %). 

The age distribution of Italians living in Finland 
in 2010 (AIRE data) shows the high prevalence of 
persons in working age. Italian migrants move to 
Finland in search of job opportunities or for pro-
fessional reasons and the percentage of migrants 
in pension age is very low. The high percentage of 
unmarried emigrants in working age seems to sug-
gest that the migration from Italy to Finland takes 
course in a crucial moment in the migrants’ family 
and career development.

From table 1 and chart 1 we can assume that Ital-
ian emigration in Finland is mostly made of working 
age persons, prevalently males, looking for a job 
opportunity. The 32 % of migrants in the age group 
0–17 also shows the presence of family migrations 
in which it is the entire family unit to migrate.

The regional provenance of Italians in Finland in 
2010 (AIRE) evidences no signifi cant geographical 
predominance between North (Lombardy), Centre 

(Lazio and Tuscany) and South (Sicily 
and Campania) Italy.

Key motivations of Italian 
emigration to Finland

In two previous articles on the phe-
nomenon of the Italian emigration in 
Finland (Guerra 2011a; 2011b) I have 
analysed the key motivations at the 
basis of the process of decision-mak-
ing of Italians intending to migrate in 
Finland. Quite expectedly, the main 
migration-typologies were represent-
ed by the so called love migration and 
student migration, both important 
and ever growing categories among 

Table 1. Number of Italians in Finland.
Year Number of Italians 

in Finland
Males % M Females % F

2007 1,775 1,084 61 % 691 39 %
2008 1,948 1,199 62 % 749 38 %
2009 2,140 1,324 62 % 816 38 %
2010 2,323 1,423 61 % 900 39 %
2011 2,447 1,494 61 % 953 39 %

   AIRE data 2011.

Table 2. The civil status of Italians living in Finland 
in 2010.
Unmarried 1,547
Married 608
Divorced 80
Widows 18
AIRE–Civil Status of Italians in Finland 2010.

0-17
32 %

18-34
27 %

35-49
27 %

50-64
10 %

>65
4 %

Chart 1. The age distribution of Italians living in Finland in 
2010. (AIRE data).

Chart 2. Regional Distribution of Italians in Finland 2010. (AIRE data).
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the new migration fl ows in Europe (King 2002, 95; 
Koivukangas 2008–2009, 101). Student migrations 
are an increasingly important form of European 
mobility strongly promoted since the 1980’s by the 
European Commission via schemes such as Eras-
mus and Socrates exchanges. The possibilities for 
a “transnational intimacy”, as King calls it, is greatly 
increased by mass travel, study abroad and tourism 
whilst the accelerating speed of travel and commu-
nication in a shrinking Europe increase the chances 
of transnational love being maintained (King 2002, 
99). Excluding the 73 % of Finns that have migrated 
to Sweden since the end of WWII, the great major-
ity of the remaining 27 % of Finnish emigrants were 
women moving to western and southern Europe 
mainly to marry (Korkiasaari & Söderling 2003, 4). 
If Finland has been characterized by a strong pres-
ence of female love migration for decades, inter-
estingly enough, today love seems to be also one 
of the reasons for immigration to Finland, at least 
in the case of Italians moving to Finland. 

The dream of any researcher of passed centu-
ries’ migrations would be to have the possibility to 

go back in time and interview the migrants while 
they are leaving their countries or when arriving to 
destination. Nowadays, with the help of Web 2.0, 
we can collect the comments of migrants before 
they leave their country and/or immediately af-
ter they have arrived at destination. In this essay 
I have examined the emigrants’ experiences in the 
fi rst case, while still planning and pondering to take 
the big step. The source material of the study was 
represented by the posts (or web messages) sent 
by Italians planning to move to Finland to the mes-
sage board of La Rondine, a web newsmagazine of 
Italian culture directed to Italians living in Finland, 
between February 2008 and September 2010. The 
message board is a free space to which readers can 
send questions they wish other readers or the edi-
tor to answer, as well as work or housing announce-
ments. The collected material, written by more 
than 100 persons, has been put through a semantic 
analysis and analysed with T-LAB software, an all-in-
one set of linguistic and statistical tools for content 
analysis and text mining. From the very fi rst analy-
sis, represented by the wordcloud (a visual repre-

Chart 3. Thematic areas emerged and put together they form the discursive space.
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sentation of text by frequency), the words “work” 
and “Finnish” result as the most used in the mes-
sage board. The appearance of the word “work” 
is quite obvious but the word “Finnish”, mainly 
meaning the language, not the population, indi-
cates how the language is perceived as the main 
barrier for fi nding a job in Finland. Going more in 
depth in the analysis and looking at the cluster anal-
ysis (based on co-occurrence analysis), 4 thematic 
areas emerged and put together they form the dis-
cursive space represented in the graph (Chart 3.).

The fi rst thematic area of “Languages and com-
petencies – Lingua e competenze” clusterizes the 
headwords of the posts of the Italians looking for 
a permanent job in Finland and those planning a 
student exchange-experience. Quite predictably 
many of the persons writing to the message board 
with the intent to possibly move to Finland make 
a brief presentation on their language and profes-
sional skills and experience. The linguistic compe-
tencies seem rather good in an Italian perspective 
and almost everybody claims to speak English and/
or French. There is also a minority of Italians who 
claim to be able to speak German and/or Swedish. 
Students do not think of their inability to commu-
nicate in Finnish as a limit, since the knowledge of 
English is considered suffi  cient for studying in Finn-
ish universities. However, those looking for a per-
manent job often argue that in their opinion and 
following their fi ancées advice: “it’s diffi  cult to get 
a job in Finland without knowing the local language 
even if you speak a good English”. This feature cor-
relates with another thematic area identifi ed with 
the cluster analysis, the “Working perspectives im-
agined by Italians – Prospettive lavorative immagi-
nate”. As a consequence of not speaking Finnish, 
Italians are willing to accept jobs that are under-
paid or below their degree of education. It seems 
as though for Italians wanting to move to Finland, 
love is more important than self-realisation. Anoth-
er consequence of not speaking Finnish induces 
some to think of starting their own business as an 
easier option to a subordinate job. In the message 
board some even actually start to establish con-
tacts and look for partners for a business venture. 
All the persons writing in the board describe them-
selves as willing to start to study Finnish as soon as 
possible. 

The third thematic area is represented by the 
cluster called “Desire of Finland – Desiderio di Fin-
landia”. The keywords used to describe Finland as 
a destination are grouped in the cluster “Desire of 
Finland” which provides a more detailed description 
of the motivators at the basis of love and student 
migration. The desire to move to Finland for study 
depends mainly on four variables: the established 
brand of Finland as a country with a high standard 
of university education; the effi  ciency of Finnish uni-
versity bureaucracy in comparison with the Italian 
system; the possibility to follow courses and give 
exams in English; the possibility to get a “simple but 
well paid” temporary job to cover the costs of the 
studies. Some of the persons willing to move to Fin-
land to study have already had an experience in a 
Finnish university and therefore are willing to come 
back. Those looking for a job in Finland often have 
a Finnish fi ancée and have previously visited the 
country more than once during their relationship. 
If love is the motive to moving to Finland it has also 
been the reason for visiting the country and mak-
ing one’s opinion on the Finnish society. Finland is 
perceived as a welfare state endowed with a strong 
social cohesion, an effi  cient public administration, 
a low rate of criminality and corruption and an un-
contaminated nature. These are the key-factors at 
the basis of the idea of migrating to Finland. In the 
absolute majority of cases Finland is not chosen 
spontaneously among other possible destinations 
but it becomes an option once other motives (love, 
study) have fi rst brought the person to get to know 
and visit the country. Quite interestingly, Finland 
does not appeal in the same way to all Italians. For 
the Northern-Italians used to a high standard of so-
cial and economic wellbeing the Finnish attraction 
is represented mostly by the lack of criminality and 
the beautiful nature while for Southern-Italians Fin-
land is perceived more as a place where to “escape” 
from a diffi  cult everyday reality.

The fourth thematic area emerged in the analy-
sis is represented by the answers and suggestions 
sent by the editor of the message board or by other 
readers already living in Finland (Consigli dal web). 
The suggestions are mainly technical. The most fre-
quent suggestion being the advice to write one’s 
Curriculum Vitae in a more detailed way since Finn-
ish labour market is highly specialized while the 
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Italian labour market appreciates 
multitasking and professional 
fl exibility. But there are also some 
suggestions on how to integrate 
in the Finnish society. If many put 
in evidence how easy everyday life 
can be in Finland since the major-
ity of Finns speak good English 
and the society is well-organized, 
there are also some advices on 
how to cope with possible diffi  -
culties. A Swiss woman living in 
Finland for many years, warns the 
readers of the message board to 
be aware of the apparent open-
ness of the Finnish society: “if 
you’re blond you’re ok, otherwise 
they might call you mustalainen”. 
An Italian moving to Finland should 
also be careful when off ered a job since also Finns 
have learned to use illegal workers with no regular 
contract or national insurance contributions. Also, 
somebody mentions the fact that degrees taken 
abroad are sometimes underrated in the Finnish 
labour market. 

Conclusions

Love and student migrations are the foremost ty-
pologies in which migration from Italy to Finland 
can be categorized, but also cultural, social and po-
litical factors infl uence the decision-making proc-
ess. The Finnish welfare system, together with the 
perception of a society characterised by a promi-
nent social cohesion and a low presence of corrup-
tion and criminality, have an important role in terms 
of the appeal of Finland on Italians. The Finnish pub-
lic administration and civil service are perceived as 
highly eff ective and if compared to the Italian bu-
reaucratization they can easily become a reason for 
considering Finland as a destination. Other reasons 
for looking appreciatively to Finland are represent-
ed by Finnish sustainable urban development and 
environmental protection. Italy is strongly urban-
ized and has a high population density compared 
to Finland and the Scandinavian state is therefore 
perceived by Italians as a destination where you 

can live in contact with nature and wilderness. The 
decision-making process of Italian love and student 
migration in Finland can be represented in the fol-
lowing Opportunities & Threats scheme.

Italians do not consider moving to Finland as 
emigration but as a European “relocation”: “mov-
ing to Finland is not real emigration because we are 
all part of Europe”. Italy has been characterized by 
large fl ows of long-distance emigration and immi-
gration throughout the ages. Italy has also played 
a key role in the European unifi cation process from 
its beginning and therefore moving to Finland is 
nowadays considered as part of the European in-
tegration process, not “real” migration. Having a 
Finnish partner is also considered as a natural con-
sequence of the European integration process and 
consequently, moving to Finland seems to be con-
sidered as a regional relocation in a “second home 
country”, not emigration. 

In this essay I have examined the motivations at 
the basis of the decision-making of Italians intend-
ing to migrate to Finland but as we have seen, there 
are a few challenges in the integration process and 
it would be very useful, in the nearest future, to also 
take a deeper look on how Italians have actually in-
tegrated and how the early perception of Finland 
has eventually changed. 

Chart 4. Opportunities & Threats scheme.
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