
155© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2021
Y. Odenbring, T. Johansson (eds.), Violence, Victimisation and Young People, 
Young People and Learning Processes in School and Everyday Life 4, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-75319-1_10

Chapter 10
Heteronormative Violence in Schools: 
Focus on Homophobia, Transphobia 
and the Experiences of Trans and Non- 
heterosexual Youth in Finland

Jukka Lehtonen 

 Introduction

Young lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans (LGBT) youth can face various kinds of 
violence, such as physical, psychological or mental, verbal, sexual or religious/
spiritual violence, or threats of violence in their lives. This can limit their ability to 
be themselves and express their gender and sexuality the way they want, in schools 
and elsewhere (see Blackburn, 2012; DePalma & Atkinson, 2009). In this chapter I 
will analyse the experiences of violence encountered by non-heterosexual and trans 
youth in Finland.1 I focus particularly on their experiences of violence in schools, 
and I will ask how sexuality, gender and the norms around them are linked to the 
violence they experience.

When violence towards LGBT people is analysed, the focus is often on homo- or 
transphobic violence, and the rest of the violence they face is not concentrated on so 
much. In this chapter, I criticise this practice and also analyse the violence that can-
not be clearly described as homo- or transphobic, or as violence motivated by a 
person’s sexual orientation or gender identity or how they express gender. In my 

1 My current research focus is on a diverse group of non-heterosexual and trans youth and their 
experiences of education and work environments, as well as on texts, such as school books, curri-
cula documents, media, and research reports, and how intersectional differences and normativities 
are constructed in them, within the project Social and Economic Sustainability of Future Working 
Life: Policies, Equalities and Intersectionalities in Finland WeAll (2015–2020), which is funded 
by the Academy of Finland (Strategic Research Funding number 292883). More info: weallfin-
land.fi. I am thankful for the valuable comments for this chapter to Jon Ingvar Kjaran, Elina 
Lahelma, Ylva Odenbring and Thomas Johansson.
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analysis, I utilise the point of view of gender and sexuality. I will also discuss the 
problems with using homophobia or transphobia as a concept in analysing violence 
towards LGBT people. The conceptualisation is meaningful, when analysing gen-
der- and sexuality-based or related violence, while with the concepts we open and 
limit what we will see, and that will affect how we look at the reality and act against 
violence (see Hearn, 1998).

By non-heterosexual, I mean a qualitative term used to describe a person, who 
has sexual emotions or practices directed at their own gender, or a self-definition 
that refers to these emotions or practices (such as lesbian, gay, or bisexual). Trans 
refers to a person who challenges the gendered norms and expectations in that the 
gender they were designated with at birth contradicts the gender they identify with 
or express. In this chapter, by transmasculine is meant a person who was assigned 
female at birth, and with transfeminine is meant a person who was assigned male at 
birth, but who defined themselves later as trans or otherwise questioned their 
expected gender identity.

I use the concept of heteronormativity to refer to a way of thinking or reacting 
that refuses to see diversity in sexual orientation and gender, and that considers a 
certain way of expressing or experiencing gender and sexuality to be better than 
another (Lehtonen, 2003). This includes normative heterosexuality and gender nor-
mativity, according to which only women and men are considered to exist in the 
world. Men are supposed to be masculine in the “right” way and women feminine 
in the “right” way. According to heteronormative thinking, gender groups are inter-
nally homogeneous and each other’s opposites, and hierarchical in that men and 
maleness are considered more valuable than women and femaleness. The hetero-
sexual maleness of men and the heterosexual femaleness of women are emphasised 
and are understood to have biological origins (cisnormativity). Either the existence 
of other sexualities or genders is denied, or they are considered worse than the 
options based on heterosexuality and a dualistic gender system (see also Rossi, 
2006; Martinsson & Reimers, 2008; Butler, 1990).

An undesirable, even silent place for non-heterosexuality and trans experience 
thus forms in a community where a person is normatively expected or hoped to be 
heterosexual (normative heterosexuality) and to realise behaviours that are in line 
with gender norms (gender normativity) (see Lehtonen, 2003). Heteronormativity is 
not the same around the world, but constructed differently based on time, location 
and culture, and it is connected to other normativities (related to race, age, class and 
so on). I also use the concepts of homo- and transphobia, when I specifically aim to 
describe the individual-level acts, such as hate speech, violence, or reactions, which 
are motivated by sexual orientation or gender identity/expression. I see both of them 
as being explainable by heteronormativity.

The data for the analysis comes from the research project “Wellbeing of rainbow 
youth”. This was a joint project of the Finnish lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and inter-
sex (LGBTI) human right organisation Seta and the Finnish Youth Research 
Network (Alanko, 2013; Taavetti, 2015). I was a member of the group that planned 
the survey questionnaire and commented on the reports, and was able to use the data 
for my own research. My focus is on non-heterosexual and trans youth under 
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30 years old (N = 1861). The non-heterosexual respondents group (N = 1374) was 
clearly larger than the trans respondents group (N = 487). I divided respondents 
among these groups based on the interpretation of gender at the time of their birth, 
to make it possible to analyse what gender has to do with their experiences. In these 
diverse groups, people have many kinds of gendered identities and express gender 
in various ways, but they were typically brought up according to the assumption of 
their gender at the time of their birth. The four groups in my analysis are: (1) non- 
heterosexual men (N = 380), (2) non-heterosexual women (N = 994), (3) transmas-
culine youth (N = 404), and (4) transfeminine youth (N = 83).

There were several open questions about violence, to which participants of the 
survey could respond with their stories or answers. After replying to questions about 
experiences of different types of violence (physical, mental, sexual and spiritual), 
respondents had the chance to write freely about their experiences. I use the same 
terms in the analysis as were used in the survey. These terms were not defined for the 
respondents, so they could have understood them differently. Mental violence could be 
translated as psychological violence as well, and many young respondents described 
acts of non-physical verbal violence and harassment when talking about mental vio-
lence. Spiritual violence was referred to as violence related to religion, or violence in 
a religious context. In the question, they were asked to tell about their experiences (if 
they wanted to) and of how they survived and what consequences there had been. 
There were altogether 502 stories or answers to questions.2 More stories were told 
about physical and mental violence compared to sexual and spiritual violence. For this 
chapter, I selected a few of the stories in which violence in schools were discussed.

The survey was collected from all willing to take part, and it is not a statistically 
representative sample. It is however the largest ever survey of young non- 
heterosexual and trans youth in Finland, and also the largest ever survey of trans 
persons in the country. I used mixed methods, analysing the survey data with 
descriptive statistics and the stories using content analysis. I analysed how non- 
heterosexual and trans youth answered the survey questions on different type of 
violence, and whether sexual orientation and gender identity/expression had any-
thing to do with how they replied. I analysed gendered and sexualised aspects of the 
stories that the participants told about school violence. I asked how heteronormative 
culture is linked to or expressed in their stories of violence. I analysed the data inter-
sectionally based on age, sexual orientation, gender identity and the presumed gen-
der at birth (see Cho et al., 2013; McCall, 2005).

First, I will discuss the concepts of homophobia, transphobia, heteronormativity 
and related terms, which are used in analysing violence against LGBT people. Then 
I will give an overview of the Finnish context in relation to violence against LGBT 
people, and particularly youth in the school context. Then I will explain what was 
discovered in the survey data. After that, I analyse young people’s stories of their 

2 There were more stories by non-heterosexual respondents (N  =  335) than trans respondents 
(N  =  167). Fewer non-heterosexual men (N  =  116) and transfeminine respondents (N  =  18) 
answered these questions compared to non-heterosexual women (N = 219) and transmasculine 
respondents (N = 149).
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experiences of violence in schools. In the conclusion, I come back to the conceptual 
discussion and ask how our research choices limit or open up opportunities to 
understand violence towards LGBT youth, and what could be done differently both 
in research and in the education system.

 Homophobic, Transphobic and Heteronormative Violence

The term homophobia was used in the 1960s in the United States in various ways, 
but George Weinberg’s Society and the Healthy Homosexual in 1972 made the con-
cept better known (see Weinberg, 1972; Fone, 2000; Sears, 1997). Afterwards there 
have been many terms used in relation to violence against LGBT people: gay/fag-
got/queer bashing, anti-gay/lesbian violence, gay-hatred, sexual terrorism, sexual 
orientation victimisation, bias/hate/prejudice motivated crime/violence (Tiby, 1999; 
Murray, 2009). A typical homophobic incident in many studies is a case in which 
one or more (drunk) men beat up a gay man in public place, and often men are found 
to face greater homophobia than women. The violence linked to homophobia was 
thus constructed in a male-centred fashion. Homophobia has been used to describe 
violence against LGB and sometimes T (trans) people, though there has been a need 
to find a more specifically focused terms to analyse phobia against LBT people: and 
lesbophobia, biphobia and transphobia have been used (see Hutchins & Kaahumanu, 
1991; Denny, 1994; Sears, 1997).3 Even heterophobia has been used, in analysing 
feminist discourses in which men and heterosexuality are constructed as enemies 
(Patai, 1998). Often, violence against LGBT persons has been analysed using the 
concept violence based on/motivated by person’s sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity/expression. In research where this has been the case, the topic has typically 
been violence against LGBT people, and not against heterosexual and cis-gendered 
people, even if the concepts include this possibility.

The concept of homophobia has been criticised by many (see among others 
Sedgwick 1990; Adam, 1998; Wickberg, 2000; Lehtonen, 2002; O’Brien, 2008; 
Murray, 2009; Smith et al. 2012). It is seen as too individualistic, psychological and 
medical. The focus in defining the term lay originally in negative emotions, such as 
hatred and (irrational) fears, of a person or people towards (known or presumed) 
LGBT persons (self or others). The structural and societal problems or negative 
attitudes and practices that caused or created space for homophobic reactions and 
emotions were then neglected. Later the concept was used in many ways to define 
negative attitudes towards LGBT rights; discriminatory policies, institutions or even 
countries or continents (Africa as homophobic, see Jungar & Peltonen, 2016) have 
been labelled as homophobic, if these have maintained practices that are seen as 
problematic in relation to LGBT issues.

3 Also intersexphobia or interphobia, but in this chapter I focus on LGBT people and not on inter-
sex people. See Lehtonen (2017).
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The many ways of using the concept of homophobia and the different connec-
tions given to the term (it has been explained by gender-based violence or sexism) 
have created a need to invent new expressions around the term. There is talk of 
homophobias, in the plural, for example when researchers seek to emphasize the 
various sources of fear or hate of LGBT people (Fone, 2000), or when they analyse 
how homophobia is constructed differently in various cultural contexts (Murray, 
2009). Different levels of homophobia have been noted to exist: personal, interper-
sonal, institutional and cultural (Blumenfeld, 1992). Hate towards trans persons has 
been seen to be constructed from genderism, transphobia and gender bashing 
(Willoughby et al., 2011).

Some people, mainly in Western liberal discourse, see homophobia as a key issue 
alongside racism and sexism (Wickberg, 2000). However, the other two are more 
societal concepts from the start, and they include the possibility of unequal attitudes 
in anybody, though they are also often used when underprivileged groups are tar-
geted, such as black people and women (Kulick, 2009). Homophobia is also seen to 
be used in a universalistic way, so that the human subject of the story is seen as 
constant and unchanged regardless of the time or location (Wickberg, 2000). Thus 
it fails to take into account racialised, classed, gendered and other social hierarchies 
(Manalansan, 2009; O’Brien, 2008).

Homophobia as a research concept has been used in problematic ways without 
being located within larger societal contexts, which has resulted in weak research 
designs, and that has been one reason to use the term heterosexism instead (Smith 
et al., 2012). Heterosexism became a more popular concept among feminist writing 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Often it meant an addition to sexism, and was used to speak 
of the privileged position of heterosexuality or heterosexual couples, sex, or persons 
compared to other possibilities. Sometimes the concept also included, by definition, 
negative attitudes towards or fears of homosexuality, or was used to cover both nor-
mative heterosexuality and sexism. Viewing heterosexism as an aspect of a broader 
ideology of gender and sexuality, Gregory Herek (1990, 2004) distinguishes 
between cultural (worldview) and psychological (internalisation of this worldview) 
heterosexism. Heterosexism and its related concepts (compulsory heterosexuality, 
heteropatriarchy, heterosexual contract, heterosexual matrix, heterosexual hege-
mony, heteronormativity etc.) were developed to understand norms, ideologies, 
institutional practises and constructions around sexuality and gender (see Butler, 
1990; Lloyd, 2013). Often these aim to describe broader societal aspects. They do 
not often fit well in analysis of the emotions, such as fear or hate, towards LGBT 
people in incidents of violence, unless the emotions are understood to be based on 
the cultural context and formed within heterosexist discourse (see Ahmed, 2014).

My own position on homophobia, transphobia, and other gendered and sexual-
ised violence experienced by LGBT people is based on the acknowledgment that 
there are no perfect terms to fully describe every aspect of the various kinds of 
violence faced by non-heterosexual and trans people. In this chapter I will both criti-
cally use the concepts of homophobia and transphobia in a strict sense, relating to 
violence motivated by person’s known or presumed sexual orientation or gender 
identity/expression, and enlarge the analysis on other types of violence related to 
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heteronormativity. I define heteronormative violence as violence that is argued with 
or influenced by a heteronormative understanding of gender and sexuality or that 
aims to maintain heteronormativity. Homo- and transphobic violence are specific 
aspects of heteronormative violence.

 Violence Against Non-heterosexual and Trans Youth 
in Schools in Finland

Finland is a Nordic welfare state, with a public and free education system that 
emphasises equality, at least on the level of education politics and documents 
(Kjaran & Lehtonen, 2017). The Equality and Non-Discrimination Act was renewed 
in 2014 (and came into force in January 2016), to strengthen equality and non- 
discrimination in education, workplaces and elsewhere. Accordingly, all schools 
and educational institutions must have a plan to address gender equality as well as 
anti-discrimination (also against discrimination based on sexual orientation). The 
framework of this renewed legislation covers trans people well (gender identity and 
expression). Many educational institutions do not fully comply with the law and 
have not changed their relevant policies. This planning should include ideas and 
plans on how to support trans and non-heterosexual students, and on how to prevent 
bullying, harassment and unfair treatment of LGBT students. Non-violence policies 
and programmes exist, but LGBT youth are often not taken into account at all, or 
only marginally.

The national research survey on violence against children has not covered vio-
lence from the point of view of sexual orientation or gender identity/expression in 
Finland. Based on the survey in 2013, most crimes reported to police were acts of 
physical violence (75%), and in these cases most of the victims were boys (70%) 
(Humppi, 2008; Fagerlund et  al., 2014). These were typically physical violence 
cases in which boys faced violence from other boys in schools or other youth set-
tings. Sexual violence was also reported to police (20% of all reported cases), and 
the victims in these crimes were mostly girls (87%). The national youth crime sur-
vey did not ask for respondents’ sexual orientation or gender-identity/expression, 
but hate crimes were analysed (Näsi, 2016). Ten percent of respondents had experi-
enced a hate crime, and of these 9% reported that the motivation for the crime was 
sexual orientation. Studies covering victims’ experiences of violence in general do 
not cover the issues of sexual orientation and gender identity/expression, so there is 
very little information on the frequency of violence faced by LGBT people, and 
particularly of homo- and transphobic violence (Peura et al., 2009). The issue of 
violence against LGBT people is still little researched in Finland (see also Lehtonen, 
2007a, b; Hiitola et al. 2005; Telakivi et al., 2019).

In 2017, the national school health survey finally began to ask respondents their 
sexual orientation and gender identity, and about 5% of respondents were found to 
be trans and about 10% non-heterosexual (out of tens of thousands of respondents 
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altogether).4 It was found that non-heterosexual youth experienced violence signifi-
cantly more often in upper secondary education compared to heterosexual youth 
(Luopa et al., 2017; Ikonen, 2019). Violence was experienced more often in voca-
tional upper secondary education than in general upper secondary education and 
non-heterosexual boys experienced violence more frequently than girls. In the 2017 
survey, 16% of non-heterosexual boys faced bullying at least once a week in voca-
tional education, which is clearly more often than heterosexual boys (3%) or non- 
heterosexual girls (4%) in vocational education, or non-heterosexual boys (7%) in 
general upper secondary education. Non-heterosexual boys had experienced the 
threat of physical school violence in vocational (27%) slightly more often than in 
general upper secondary education (22%), but over 10% points more often than 
heterosexual boys (14% and 12%) (Luopa et  al., 2017).5 Trans respondents 
(N  =  1140) in general upper secondary education experienced school violence 
clearly more often (32%) than cisgender respondents (11%); and they also experi-
enced gender-based violence radically more often (21%) than cisgender students 
(2%) (Ruuska, 2019). Trans respondents had been bullied on a weekly basis in basic 
education (23%, N = 3552) more often than in vocational (15%, N = 706) or in 
general (6%, N = 1122) upper secondary education (Ikonen, 2019).6 Trans respon-
dents experienced this kind of violence clearly more often than non- 
heterosexual youth.

The issues of violence are covered in some surveys and other research projects, 
which have focused on LGBT issues, but in these the topic of violence has been just 
one aspect.7 In the Finnish research homophobia and transphobia are not typically 
used as terms to define the violence faced by LGBT people, but it is analysed with 
more neutral terms such as violence against LGBT or violence based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity/expression. In the school environment, homophobic 
name-calling and bullying based on gender non-conformity have been  acknowledged 

4 In 2017 survey, the question on sexual orientation was directed only at students studying in upper 
secondary institutions, but students of basic education were also asked their gender identity (grade 
eight and nine); in the 2019 survey basic education students were also asked their sexual 
orientation.
5 Non-heterosexual girls’ figures were smaller than those of the boys (17% had experienced threats 
of physical violence in vocational and 10% in general upper secondary education), but greater than 
those of heterosexual girls (11% in vocational and 6% in general upper secondary education).
6 In the 2019 survey, non-heterosexual respondents also experienced bullying on a weekly basis 
more often in basic education (15%, N = 7636) than in vocational (9%, N = 1758) or general (3%, 
N = 4457) upper secondary education.
7 In the early eighties the first survey was performed to cover LGB people’s experiences and social 
situation in Finland (Grönfors et al., 1984). It was discovered that every sixth gay or bisexual man 
had faced violence based on their sexual orientation. Lesbian and bisexual women had faced vio-
lence based on sexual orientation clearly less often. In the early 2000s a work environment study 
was produced (Lehtonen & Mustola, 2004, see also Lehtonen, 2014), in which it was found that 
12% of sexual minorities and 8% of trans people had experienced bullying based on their sexual 
orientation or gender identity/expression at their workplaces. In an earlier interview study, it was 
discovered that out of the 64 men who were interviewed on issues around safer sex and HIV, 17% 
had faced violence based on their sexual orientation (Lehtonen, 1999).
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as typical phenomena in many school cultures in several studies (Lehtonen, 2002, 
2010, 2014; Lehtonen et  al., 2014). Even in the research on homophobic name-
calling in schools, the term homophobia was not used, but in Finnish language it is 
covered by a local term, “homottelu” (substantive) or “homotella” (verb) meaning 
to call someone a “homo” (Lehtonen, 2002).

During recent years studies have been performed by the European Union, which 
have also covered the experiences of Finnish respondents on violence (FRA, 2009, 
2014a, b). The main survey study revealed that the majority (68%) of Finnish 
respondents had heard negative comments or insults at school caused by being 
LGBT.  In the EU, every fourth LGBT person had faced violence during the last 
5 years and 10% during the last year. Almost half of the Finnish respondents (48%) 
reported that the last incident of violence during the last 12 months had happened 
partially or completely because they were perceived to be LGBT. Gay men and trans 
people reported this more often than lesbians and bisexuals. So it seems that almost 
half of the violence experienced by LGBT people in Finland is hate-based. Out of 
Finnish LGBT respondents, 18% reported that they had faced hate-motivated 
harassment during the last year. Police were not informed about the hate crimes 
people faced: the last hate-motivated crime experienced by Finnish LGBT people 
was reported to police by only 1% of the respondents. Less than one in six (16%) of 
the most recent incidents of hate-motivated violence that had occurred to respon-
dents in the last 12 months were brought to the attention of the police. This does not 
automatically lead the police to record these crimes in general, or specifically as 
hate-based. The “Being Trans” survey found that 4% of Finnish trans respondents 
had faced hate-motivated violence and 20% harassment based on their being trans 
(or presumed trans) during the last 12 months (FRA, 2014b).

Only three research surveys have covered experiences of violence on LGBT 
youth (Huotari et al., 2011; Kankkunen et al., 2011, Alanko, 2013). A survey on 
LGBT students’ experiences in upper secondary education discovered that 63% of 
the respondents had observed mental violence or bullying based on belonging to 
sexual or gender minorities in school, and that 36% of the respondents had been 
bullied themselves (Huotari et al., 2011). Gender minority youth had experienced 
bullying more often than sexual minority youth, and it was more typical in voca-
tional than general upper secondary education. Another report published by the 
Ministry of Interior Affairs discovered that over half of sexual minority youth had 
experienced name-calling related to sexual orientation (Kankkunen et al., 2011). A 
survey on LGBT youth, which is also used as data in this chapter, found out non- 
heterosexual youth had experienced physical, mental and sexual violence and dif-
ferent kinds of harassment more often than heterosexual youth, and trans youth 
more often than cis-gendered youth who responded to the survey (Alanko, 2013).
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 Violence Experienced by Non-heterosexual and Trans Youth

A majority of the young non-heterosexual and trans youth who took part in the sur-
vey have experienced some kind of negative behaviour towards them, and not only 
during their life in general but also during the last year. Most of them live in social 
and cultural settings where they are likely to meet people who act in violent or oth-
erwise insulting ways. The settings can be of many kinds, but the violent or unjusti-
fiable behaviour often happens at home within the family, at school, within intimate 
relationships, and in other settings such as on the street and in other public places, 
bars and night clubs, hobbies and religious groups. These are often places where 
young people are supposed to spent most of their time and where they should be 
able to feel safe.

In the survey, non-heterosexual and trans youth were asked if they had experi-
enced physical, mental, sexual or spiritual violence. Trans respondents experienced 
all four forms of violence more often than non-heterosexual respondents. Non- 
heterosexual men and transfeminine respondents experienced physical, mental and 
spiritual violence more often than non-heterosexual women and transmasculine 
respondents, but non-heterosexual women and transmasculine respondents experi-
enced sexual violence more often. Gender seems to be an important factor in several 
ways. Boys and young men, as well as those who are thought to be boys or young 
men (most of the transfeminine respondents over at least a certain period of their 
life), are more likely to face violence than girls and women. Girls and women (and 
the ones who were seen to be girls or women such as transmasculine respondents) 
experienced sexual violence more often than boys and men. So, in this sense, the 
pattern for non-heterosexual and trans youth is similar to those for other people in 
the Finnish culture. Gender non-confirming youth seem to be at greater risk of fac-
ing violence, which might explain the higher levels of experiences of violence 
among the trans respondents. I also argue that it is more difficult for presumed boys 
and men to bend the gender norms than for presumed girls and women, and that 
might explain the result of transfeminine respondents’ higher levels of experiences 
of violence compared to transmasculine respondents.

The most typical form of violence was mental violence, then physical violence 
(see Table 10.1). Sexual and spiritual violence were not that common, but many had 
experiences of those as well.

Table 10.1 The experiences of different types of violence by the four respondent groups during 
their life (%, N)

Type of 
violence

Non-het. Young 
women

Non-het. Young 
men

Transmasculine 
youth

Transfeminine 
youth

Physical 40% (395) 45% (172) 45% (181) 63% (54)
Mental 69% (678) 65% (246) 77% (310) 81% (68)
Sexual 18% (177) 6% (23) 22% (90) 12% (10)
Spiritual 8% (77) 11% (41) 12% (48) 19% (16)
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These figures covered the respondents’ entire lifetimes, but there was also a 
question that asked respondents about their experiences of violent or other negative 
behaviour towards them during the last year (see Table 10.2).

The most typical forms of negative behaviour faced by non-heterosexual and 
trans youth during the last year were insulting name-calling and teasing and exclu-
sion from groups, which might be practices typical in the school and other educa-
tional settings. A minority of the respondents reported other types of negative 
behaviour. Trans respondents reported negative behaviour more often than non- 
heterosexual respondents. There were differences and similarities between respon-
dent groups. Non-heterosexual women and transmasculine respondents were more 
likely to report being left outside friendship circles compared to non-heterosexual 
men and transfeminine respondents. It could be that, even if boys (or presumed 
boys) are left outside the circles of other boys, they may find girls to befriend, while 
the reverse is often not the case for girls (or presumed girls) in similar situations. 
Most of the other negative behaviour was reported more often by non-heterosexual 
men and transfeminine respondents than by non-heterosexual women and transmas-
culine respondents. They faced insulting name-calling (non-heterosexual men) and 
insulting behaviour via mobiles or Internet (transfeminine respondents) clearly 
more often.

Even if the figures above can be analysed through gendered and sexual lenses, 
the experiences are not necessarily linked to the sexual orientation, gender identity 
or expression of the respondents. In fact, most of the violence faced by non- 
heterosexual and trans respondents was not reported by them to be linked to their 
sexual orientation, or gender identity/expression (see Table 10.3).

There were several differences in the types of violence and the respondent group 
in the meaning of sexual orientation and/or gender identity/expression to their expe-
riences of violence. The majority of the experiences of physical violence were not 
linked to these, but the majority of spiritual violence was. Non-heterosexual men 

Table 10.2 The amount of experiences of different types of negative behaviour by the four 
respondent groups during the last year (12 months) (%, N)

Type of negative 
behaviour

Non-het. 
Young women

Non-het. 
Young men

Transmasculine 
youth

Transfeminine 
youth

Insulting name-calling and 
teasing

54% (427) 62% (232) 62% (247) 65% (54)

Left outside the group 58% (567) 48% (178) 57% (228) 51% (42)
Hit, kicked, pushed 13% (130) 13% (50) 14% (55) 18% (15)
Spread lies about the 
person in an insulting way

25% (247) 26% (99) 26% (102) 27% (22)

Stolen money or things or 
things broken

8% (81) 10% (39) 8% (33) 13% (11)

Threatened to or forced to 
do things

10% (99) 9% (32) 10% (41) 13% (10)

Insulted via mobile or 
internet

18% (180) 20% (75) 17% (67) 34% (28)
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and transfeminine respondents felt clearly more often than non-heterosexual women 
and transmasculine respondents that sexual orientation and/or gender identity/
expression were meaningful factors in the violence they had faced. One important 
difference, for example, lies in physical violence: while 40% of non-heterosexual 
men felt that it was linked to their sexual orientation or gender expression, only 15% 
out of non-heterosexual women felt so. The majority of non-heterosexual women 
saw no connection with these factors in all other forms of violence except the spiri-
tual. Trans respondents felt more often than non-heterosexual respondents that these 
factors were meaningful in explaining the violence or negative behaviour that they 
had faced.

 School as Context of Heteronormative Violence

In the earlier section, I demonstrated that most of the violence experienced by 
LGBT youth in Finland is neither homophobic nor transphobic. The results were 
not directly linked to the school context, but I will argue that the same point can be 
made in the context of school violence. It is relevant to analyse why non- heterosexual 
and trans youth also face violence or the threat of violence clearly more often than 
heterosexual and cisgender youth in the school context, even if the majority of the 
violence they experience is not homophobic or transphobic. (see School health sur-
vey, Luopa et al., 2017; Ikonen, 2019).

In the school context, a similar pattern exists as in the overall situation concern-
ing violence experienced by LGBT youth. Non-heterosexual men (27%) faced 
physical school violence more often than non-heterosexual women (17%) in basic 
education. Transfeminine respondents (33%) faced physical school violence more 
often than transmasculine respondents (14%) in upper secondary and tertiary educa-
tion (16–25 year olds). Contrary to the school health survey (Ikonen, 2019), trans 
youth in the data I used seemed to experience violence more typically in upper 
secondary education than in basic education. I explained this by the possibility that 
trans respondents in my survey data had come out as trans persons in their school at 
a later stage, in upper secondary education (Lehtonen, 2014). Presumed men are 
more often at risk of physical violence in schools than presumed women, particu-
larly those who do not fit in the gendered norms (Lehtonen, 2002, 2018). Sexual 

Table 10.3 Reported no linkage of sexual orientation and/or gender identity/expression to the 
experiences of violence by four respondent groups (%, N)

Type of violence
Non-het. 
Young women

Non-het. 
Young men

Transmasculine 
youth

Transfeminine 
youth

Physical 85% (373) 60% (111) 82% (180) 66% (38)
Mental 64% (468) 42% (113) 48% (155) 41% (28)
Spiritual 39% (40) 29% (14) 45% (26) 28% (5)
Negative behaviour 
during the last year

76% (690) 58% (203) 60% (221) 42% (34)
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violence was also more common in the school context for non-heterosexual women 
(than men) and for transmasculine respondents (than transfeminine). Presumed 
women face sexual violence more often than presumed men. Trans youth experi-
enced violence and other problems more often than non-heterosexual youth. They 
faced weekly or daily experiences of violence (7.5%) more commonly than non- 
heterosexual youth (5%).

A central point in understanding the violence experienced by LGBT youth is 
gender and the norms around it. If you do not fit into the heteronormative culture 
with its gender-normative and cisnormative understanding of gender and normative 
heterosexuality, you are likely to be excluded and left without friends and support 
networks, and you are likely to feel outside and not fit in with the group. I would 
argue that this is a key to understanding the differences of experiences of violence 
between non-heterosexual and heterosexual youth, between trans and cisgender 
youth, and between (presumed) girls and boys. Homophobic and transphobic moti-
vations only partially explain these differences, but normative culture around sexu-
ality and gender are still meaningful factors in explaining the rest of the differences. 
It is easier to choose as a victim of threat of violence, or physical and mental vio-
lence, a person who do not have friends to support them, or who does not fit into the 
group, or who does not seem to like the same things or value the same things the 
way that the perpetrator of violence thinks they should. For women and for pre-
sumed women (many transmasculine youth in school context) sexist culture makes 
them more likely to become victims of sexual harassment and violence by men.

These points were supported by the analysis of the stories told by non- 
heterosexual and trans youth in the survey. In some of the stories they expressed that 
the violence they experienced in school was homo- or transphobic, but often it was 
more complicatedly linked to norms around proper gender expression.

In the 7th grade, two or three 9th grade boys bullied me ruthlessly every day, and that was 
while I had, and still have, natural curly long hair. The teachers were either blind or some-
how did not want to react. I did not dare to seek help outside while I was afraid that it would 
get worse if I would”rat about it” and”be unmasculine”. (transfeminine young respondent)

In basic education, boys did not tolerate homosexuality and it was experienced as the worst 
possible thing. The atmosphere was so negative that no-one could be openly gay. “Homo” 
was the most typical and worst word to be shouted at you. The teachers did not react, even 
if there was negative discussion on homosexuality in the classroom or if it was used in bul-
lying. In high school, the bullying was not so obvious. There was not so much homo [phobic, 
homottelu] name-calling, but openly gay people like me were left out of straight men’s 
friendship circles and contacts with gay people were avoided. Most of my friends were 
women and other gay men. (non-heterosexual young man)

Homophobic (or transphobic, or heteronormative) name-calling is not directed only 
towards LGBTI youth but towards anybody or everything (Lehtonen, 2002, 2003, 
2010): a broken machine in vocational education could be called “homo”. I have 
analysed it as a central way to construct proper heteronormative masculinities for 
boys in school context. In my earlier research, I found that youth reported that 
“sometimes homophobic name-calling was not targeted towards known gay people 
while they might get insulted, and it was only used between straight boys” (see 
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Pascoe, 2007; Odenbring, 2019). But of course, especially for LGBTI youth, hear-
ing negative homophobic reactions and name-calling creates an unpleasant atmo-
sphere, even if they are not the direct targets. It might be sometimes difficult to 
explain using homophobia or transphobia how friendship networks are created in 
schools, but typically gender and shared values are clearly connected to it. Distancing 
yourself from openly gays or trans persons can also be a way to secure your own 
position in the classroom even if you don’t have homophobic or transphobic 
feelings.

In the stories, it also came out that trans persons had often experienced homo-
phobic reactions and non-heterosexual youth gender-based harassment and bullying 
in which gendered expressions were used in insulting ways (calling non- heterosexual 
boys “Miss” or “bitch”).

I have been discriminated against and experienced occasional bullying by boys, while they 
see me as an aggressive tomboy and think right away that I am a hyper feminist truck driver 
lesbian, when in reality I would want to be a boy in their group. (transmasculine young 
respondent)

In the upper secondary education one student went after me. This person spread my photos 
over the net in a nasty way, commented on my net diary anonymously by referring me as a 
“fucking lesbian” and always corrected the name I used to my official name, even if s/he [in 
Finnish gender neutral pronoun hän] knew that I hate it. Even when my name was written 
on the blackboard, s/he wipe it out and wrote my official name there. The constant bullying 
and putting down of my identity was too difficult to handle when connected to my fairly 
difficult depression, and I dropped out of education, even if I would have otherwise enjoyed 
my training and I would have wanted to finish my studies. (transmasculine young 
respondent)

Striking elements in the stories of non-heterosexual and trans youth are the fact that 
violence and exclusion can have so many negative effects on young people’s lives, 
and that in these stories teachers often did not react actively to prevent the violence 
faced by LGBT youth.

There are also other intersecting aspects than gender, sexuality and age to be 
taken into account in analysing violence LGBT youth experience. LGBT youth who 
are racialised or differently abled are more likely to be victimised by violence. I 
have not analysed these aspects, but in my research I found out that locality and 
social class are meaningful aspects (see Lehtonen, 2018). Youth living in rural areas 
were more likely than those living in cities to both hide their sexuality and gender 
from other students and their teachers at school, but they also faced negative reac-
tions to their sexuality and gender identity more often than respondents living in 
cities (see also Odenbring, 2019). Respondents with working-class backgrounds 
faced violence more often than those with middle-class backgrounds. This was 
related to the fact that working-class students are more likely to choose to study in 
highly gender-segregated vocational education compared to the middle-class stu-
dents, who were more likely to be in general upper secondary education, where 
there is less bullying in general. (Lehtonen, 2018).

The use of violence in schools is highly gendered, and sometimes sexualised. 
Men were more often actors in violence in general (controlling boys, girls and 
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others through physical violence and the threat of it), especially in sexual violence 
towards girls or presumed girls (transmasculine respondents). Homo- and transpho-
bic violence was performed, because gendered and sexual norms were broken by 
LGBTI youth and others, and this was policed by violence. Respondents also told 
stories of how they had been controlled and policed based on their gender; this type 
of gendered violence was probably experienced by LGBTI youth more often than 
by other youth, as they were more likely to stretch these norms. LGBTI youth might 
be in a vulnerable position in their schools (feeling and being outside of the groups 
and their norms, loneliness, mental health issues related to minority stress and body 
dysphoria and so on); and hence they are easier targets for violence than others. 
LGBTI youth also face violence based on other reasons (including racism) and can 
be actors of violence themselves (partially linked to the unjust position they endure). 
Thus, even if homophobic and transphobic reactions and feelings explain only a 
minority of the violence experienced by LGBT youth, it is important to analyse the 
rest of their experiences of violence also from the perspectives of gender, heteronor-
mativity and intersecting differences.

 Conclusions and Discussion

Non-heterosexual and trans youth in Finland experience many kinds of violence. 
Most of the violence they have experienced in their life is neither homophobic nor 
transphobic, nor based on their sexual orientation or gender identity/expression. By 
focusing only on homo- and transphobic violence, a major part of violence towards 
LGBT youth is made invisible. This is particularly problematic when thinking about 
the experiences of violence of non-heterosexual women and transmasculine respon-
dents who often seem to experience heteronormative but not always homo- and 
transphobic violence, such as the majority of sexual violence.

I discussed the usefulness and problems in using the concepts of homophobia 
and transphobia in analysing the stories and data on violence against trans and non- 
heterosexual youth in education and elsewhere. I argue that they leave out the major 
part of violence, and also some aspects of violence, which are linked to or based on 
heteronormative practises. Phobia-related concepts can also create a male-centred 
image of the violence experienced by LGBTI people, while they leave out of focus 
many parts of heteronormative violence, which is experienced especially often by 
girls and presumed girls. They are also psychological and medical concepts, which 
often focus on individual behaviour and emotions. Often, they do not take into 
account broader societal issues and contexts such as school culture, teachers’ reac-
tions, prevention work, and equality planning.

The focus of interest should be enlarged from homo- and transphobic violence 
and crimes to all sort of violence towards LGBTI people. This should be done so 
that the experiences of violence and survival strategies would be analysed from the 
point of view of heteronormativity. In Finland, as well as elsewhere, better and more 
efficient methods should be developed to collect data on hate crimes related to 
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sexual orientation and gender identity/expression, and training organised for police, 
lawyers, and correctional officials. There should be more research done to cover the 
frequency and types of violence faced by LGBTI people, and the national surveys 
should include questions on respondents’ sexual orientations and gender identity/
expression, as well as questions on LGBTI-specific issues. Intersectional aspects of 
this type of violence should be acknowledged; it would be vital to keep age, social 
class, location, cultural, religious and ethnic backgrounds, and other intersecting 
differences in mind (Boonzaier et al., 2015). More research is also needed on the 
strategies and actions of LGBTI youth in facing violence or the threat of it, and on 
the services that should be able to help young people when they encounter violence 
(schools, police, families, social and health services, non-governmental organisa-
tions). It would be important to study how things can be changed for the better, and 
how it is possible to not only effectively help young LGBTI people in surviving 
experiences of violence, but also how to prevent heteronormative violence in society.

In educational institutions, starting from early childhood education and primary 
education through to secondary and tertiary education, safety education and vio-
lence prevention should be important aspects in how educational institutions con-
struct their learning environments and teaching. Most educational institutions are 
already required to plan efforts to promote equality and non-discrimination, and 
many schools have some kind of violence prevention practices. In the future, educa-
tional institutions should focus more on heteronormative violence, and make con-
crete plans on how to tackle it as part of their equality and non-discrimination 
planning and violence prevention. Unless heteronormativity, homo- and transpho-
bia, and LGBTI issues and experiences are taken care of, these policies and prac-
tices will not fully respond to the need to prevent heteronormative violence. But this 
is not enough: schools and teachers should also ponder how they, along with their 
students, could create understanding, teaching contents and practices as well as a 
student culture that would not re-enforce heteronormativity but question and pre-
vent it. This would demolish the arguments and motivation behind heteronormative 
violence, including homo- and transphobic violence.
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