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Abstract		
Due to an increased flow of refugees over the past few years, affairs of refugees have 
caught increased attention. The aim of this thesis is to analyze the integration process 
of an earlier group of quota refugees who came to rural Iceland in 1998, from former 
Yugoslavia. Eighteen years have passed and the refugees’ views of entering and 
living in Icelandic society will help to understand the process of integration and the 
role of migration in an ever-changing social context and in times of rapid 
globalization. The study aims to explore two questions: 1) How did the life events of 
the refugees affect their integration processes? 2) How did transnational practices 
impact the integration processes? In-depth interviews were carried out and a life 
course perspective was the method used for obtaining the refugees’ stories and life 
experiences, and to investigate their integration processes. The analysis draws on the 
theories of integration, life course perspective, transnationalism and social networks. 
This study indicates that transnational practices are beneficial for the lifetime project 
of integration. Access to an extended social network of relatives and co-ethnics also 
plays a crucial role. Another important element for integration is the feeling of normal 
life, supported by a feeling of security in the physical, economic and institutional 
sense. 
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1 Introduction	
 
This research focuses on the integration experiences of a group of quota refugees 
from Krajina in former Yugoslavia, who were resettled in Iceland in 1998. More 
precisely, they were relocated to a small town named Blönduós in northern Iceland, 
with a population of approximately one thousand people. 23 individuals from six 
families travelled from regions of conflicts in the hope of a new beginning. Two years 
after their arrival all the families had moved to the capital, or within fifty kilometers 
of the capital area. Eighteen years have passed and everyone from the families’ first 
generation still lives in Iceland, but almost half of their offspring have moved away. 
What is the reason that the first generation stayed in Iceland? Migration studies have 
shown that return migration is very common among labor migrants and it also 
happens among refugees when the political and economic circumstances in their 
native countries improve (Klinthäll 2006, 2007). The answer to this question is 
important for understanding integration. Willingness to stay may be a sign of good 
integration. I believe that the experience of these people of being resettled in the 
Arctic North can be valuable for migration studies by providing a long term 
integration experience in this region of the world. Participants in this study have all 
lived in Iceland for the last eighteen years and can therefore shed a light on what has 
kept them in Iceland. 
 
Even though the group originates from the same country and is fleeing the same war, 
it is important to keep in mind that they are a group of families and individuals. Like 
Han and Humphreys (2005) have stated, it is important in migration studies to keep in 
mind that there is no such thing as a ‘typical migrant’ and though a certain group 
seems to have similar characteristics they are likely to have some differences in 
motivations and aspirations. That applies even when geographical connections exist; 
they still are not a homogenous group (OECD; European Union, 2015). In the 
endeavors to understand the refugees’ integration process I will use an 
interdisciplinary approach by combining different theories and perspectives to explain 
the process (Samers, 2010:5). 
 
Currently, the world, especially Europe, is facing a refugee crisis where a large 
number of people are fleeing their home countries due to war (Human Rights Watch, 
n.d.). At the same time Iceland, with its small population, needs more people. Both 
the department of macroeconomics at Arion bank and the SA-Business Iceland have 
stated that the economy needs around 1500-2000 foreigners per year to meet the labor 
demand in the years to come (SA-Business Iceland, 2016) (Visir.is, 2015).  
 
The first thing that caught my eye and interested me in this group of quota refugees 
was the location chosen for their resettlement. Blönduós is in northern Iceland, 
situated between the capital city of Reykjavik and Akureyri which is often referred to 
as the capital of northern Iceland. Iceland is for the most part very sparsely populated 
with farms and small towns dispersed around the country, the exception being the 
capital and the surrounding area. A long-term study of a group of quota refugees 
resettling in a rural area has not yet been conducted in Iceland. Only one extensive 
report has been done for the Ministry of Welfare, published in 2005, about the 
experience and attitude of several groups of quota refugees that had arrived a few 
years earlier. Eleven years have passed since it was published and my study fills a gap 
in Icelandic migration studies by examining the integration process for a specific 
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group of quota refugees. More than half of the group that came to Blönduós 
participated in this research, giving their narratives through biographies which 
revealed multiple experiences, attitudes, understandings and interpretations of their 
lives in Iceland. Life course perspective is used to collect and analyze the data. 
Integrational processes are dynamic rather than fixed in times of rapid globalisation 
and are associated with social transformation. Consequently, integration is not locked 
in a territory of activities within specific national borders. However, integration 
processes might be affected by transnational practices. Oeppen (2013) and Erdal 
(2013) discuss that earlier research tends to see transnationalism as negative for 
integration while later findings indicate that transnationalism and integration work 
alongside each other. 

 

1.1 Aim	and	research	question	
 
The aim of this paper is to analyze the integration process of a group of quota 
refugees who came to rural Iceland in 1998. A life course perspective will be the main 
methodology used to examine and understand the life time project of integration. The 
group's view of entering and living in Icelandic society will help to understand the 
process of integration and the role of migration in an ever-changing social context. 
The life course perspective is used as a method to obtain the refugees’ stories of life 
events and experiences, and to investigate their integration processes for the last two 
decades.  
 
How did the life events of the refugees affect their integration processes?  
How do transnational practices impact the integration process?  
 

1.2 Disposition		
 
In order to examine the integration processes of the group of quota refugees who 
arrived in Blönduós in 1998 various factors need to be considered in order to gain full 
picture.  To understand and analyze their life course trajectories, turning points and 
transnational practices will be considered based on their own narratives. Combined, 
the theories of life course perspective, transnationalism and social network, will form 
a useful framework for exploring the different aspects of the refugees’ integration 
process. These approaches will be described further in the theoretical framework 
section. Following is the structure of the thesis. 
 
First, the scene is set and the refugees’ new location explained, i.e. the Icelandic 
context. This island up north in the Atlantic Ocean is different from Croatia in many 
ways, not least in terms of the climate, its’ remoteness and the small population that 
inhabits it. Next comes an overview of how the affairs of quota refugees have been 
dealt with in Iceland over the past decades, and how the immigrant population has 
developed. Following is a section where the theoretical framework is explained. First 
comes an in-depth look at the concept of integration, and then an outline of the 
different approaches used to understand the integration process. The theories of life 
course perspective, transnationalism and social network, will be explained, and how 
they can give a deeper understanding of the peoples’ life course and different 
trajectories, and shed a light on the role of transnational living and the social networks 
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in the process of integration. This is followed by a method section, where the 
qualitative method of life course perspective is discussed in detail. The section 
explains how in-depth interviews define peoples’ life story and how their 
understanding and interpretation can be used as a dialogue. Limitations of the method 
will also be explained as well as the ethics surrounding qualitative interviews when 
used as a research method. The last part of the thesis consists of the results of the 
interviews that demonstrate and explain the integration process of the refugees, a 
discussion of the results in relation to the theoretical framework, and finally the main 
conclusions of the study. 

2 Setting	the	scene	

2.1 The	Icelandic	context	
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Iceland is located in the North Atlantic Ocean, an island that is 103,440 km2 with only 
332,529 inhabitants in the year 2016. (Norden, n.d.) (Statistic Iceland, n.d.). Iceland is 
ranked as a high income country according to the World Bank (2014). Iceland is one 
of the Nordic countries, where overall population is increasing but some regions and 
peripheral areas are fighting demographic challenges due to population decline and 
the aging of its residents (Norden, n.d.). Demographic changes in Iceland vary by 
region and the country is far from untouched by urbanization. More than half of the 
inhabitants live in and around the capital city, Reykjavík (Norden, n.d.). Population 
growth has been steady in the capital area and rather stable both in Akureyri region 
(capital of the north) and in the most densely populated area in the East part of 
Iceland. In other regions the population development is mainly negative (Icelandic 
Regional Dvelopment Institute, n.d.). 

Policies have been put in place to attract people to the more sparsely populated parts 
of Iceland, Norway, Finland and Sweden. All the Nordic countries apart from 
Denmark are considered sparsely populated. Finland, Norway and Sweden each have 
between 16-21.8 people per km2. Iceland stands out with only 3.2 people per km2 on 
its ice-free parts. Iceland has the highest growth rate in the region since 1990, or 28%, 
and of the Nordic capital cities, Reykjavik has the highest growth rate with 30% 
increase since 1990 (Norden, n.d.).  

The largest settlements in each of the Nordic countries attract the most migrants, 
whereas the most rural and sparsely populated areas suffer from population decline 
(Nordregio, 2016). The definition of an urban area differs significantly between 
countries. Iceland, along with Denmark and Sweden, classifies a place with more than 
200 inhabitants as urban, while the limit for urban classification in Norway is 2000 
inhabitants. More factors than population and density have to be considered when 
defining urban areas and some say that urbanism is a way of living that should not 
only be confined to cities. According to the OECD typology the Greater Reykjavik 
area is classified as a medium-sized urban area (Nordregio, 2016).  
 
As noted above, it does not take many inhabitants for an area to be considered urban 
according to the Icelandic definition. More than half of Iceland’s small population 
(about 330.000 inhabitants), lives in the capital area. In 1998 Iceland’s total 
population was 272,381 (Statistic Iceland, n.d.). 
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Table 1. Population in the twenty largest municipalities in Iceland, in 1998 (Nordregio, 2016). 
	 Municipality	 Population	

1	 Reykjavík	 107341	
2	 Kópavogur	 19867	
3	 Hafnarfjörður	 18196	
4	 Akureyri	 15428	
5	 Reykjanesbær	 10405	
6	 Garðabær	 9216	
7	 Sveitarfélagið	Árborg	 5486	
8	 Mosfellsbær	 5246	
9	 Akranes	 5125	

10	 Vestmannaeyjar	 4628	
11	 Seltjarnarnes	 4602	
12	 Ísafjarðarbær	 4423	
13	 Fjarðabyggð	 4369	
14	 Sveitarfélagið	Skagafjörður	 4317	
15	 Norðurþing	 3471	
16	 Borgarbyggð	 3259	
17	 Fljótsdalshérað	 2829	
18	 Fjallabyggð	 2731	
19	 Sveitarfélagið	Hornafjörður	 2476	
20	 Grindavík	 2134	

 

2.2 Quota	refugees	in	Iceland	
 
The first ever quota refugees arrived in Iceland in 1956. As of May 2016 the total is 
597 individuals (Ministry of Welfare, n.d.). From 1996 to the economic crisis in 2008, 
the refugees often came in groups of 20-30 individuals per year. After the crisis, the 
number dropped down to around ten on average according to Stefán Þór Björnsson, 
chairman of the refugee committee (RÚV/The Icelandic National Broadcasting 
Service, 2015). The number has increased again and 2016 stands out with 48 refugees 
arriving so far this year (Ministry of Welfare, n.d.). However, Iceland receives 
relatively few refugees compared to the other Nordic countries (The Icelandic Red 
Cross, 2015). The Icelandic government makes the decision to receive groups of 
refugees. The UNHCR is consulted in each case to help decide which individuals will 
be offered refuge. In 1995 a new policy came into force when a special Refugee 
council (now committee) was founded. Along with the Refugee committee, specific 
municipalities and the Icelandic Red Cross cooperate in receiving and looking after 
the refugees during their first year in Iceland (Ministry of Welfare, 2013 and 
UNHCR, 2011). The Icelandic Refugee Committee is responsible for the selection, 
admission and integration of refugees in Iceland on behalf of the Ministry of Welfare. 
The committee is comprised of members from the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of 
Welfare, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Icelandic Red Cross (UNHCR, 
2011). 
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Refugees accepted for resettlement in Iceland get refugee status according to the 1951 
Convention and the Icelandic Act on Foreigners no, 96/2002. Accepted refugees are 
granted residence and work permits along with an authorization to stay in Iceland for 
four years, after which they can apply for permanent residency. To receive a 
permanent residency, the applicant must have attended Icelandic language courses. In 
the case of refugees, the Icelandic government pays for the courses. The quota 
refugees have the right to apply for citizenship after being domiciled in Iceland for 
five years (UNHCR, 2011). 
 
Eight groups of quota refugees from former Yugoslavia where offered to resettle in 
Iceland from 1996 to 2005, 223 in total (Ministry of Welfare, n.d.). Most were settled 
in the countryside and in areas that have been facing demographic decline. However, 
there is no declaration to be found stating that this distribution was meant to 
contribute to programs or strategies to counteract the negative population 
development. The Icelandic government selects a municipality for resettlement in 
each case, according to the guidelines on resettlement of refugees from the Ministry 
of Welfare. Taken into account are social services, health care, employment status, 
educational opportunities and housing. In addition, the municipality has to provide 
Icelandic language teaching and education about Icelandic society (Ministry of 
Welfare, 2013). Nothing else in the document indicates how the decision should be 
made. 
 . 

2.3 Immigration	in	Iceland	
 
Iceland has fluctuated between being a country of net immigration and emigration 
since 1960 and stands out from the other Nordic countries in that respect. From 1997 
until the country was hit by the financial crisis in 2008, there was a huge influx of 
people with over 20 thousand people immigrating. The situation reversed in the 
following years with a net depletion of nearly six thousand people. With these 
fluctuations in net migration, Iceland has to rely mainly on natural increase, which 
remains the primary component of population increase (Nordregio, 2016). Relatively 
few immigrants lived in Iceland in 1998 compared to other Western European 
countries or just under seven thousand, 2,5% of the total population. In the beginning 
of 2015 the ratio was 8,9% where the number of immigrants had risen to just over 
33 000 (Statistic Iceland, 2015).  
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Picture 1. The number of immigrants and total population in Blönduós, 1998-2015.  References: 
(Statistic Iceland, 2016). 

 
The total number of immigrants in Iceland has increased in recent years and that has 
also been the case in Blönduós as shown in picture 1. Only ten immigrants lived in 
Blönduós when the quota refugees settled there in 1998, the number more than 
tripling due to their arrival. The proportion of immigrant has changed much since the 
refugees were settled eighteen years ago, both in Blönduós and in all of Iceland.  
 
Much emphasis is put on conserving the Icelandic language in Iceland. Firstly, it is 
seen as a guardian of the national history and culture, and as a symbol of national 
unification. Secondly, it is the key to communication and participation in society. This 
emphasis is apparent in the first ever policy on immigrant integration in 2007. 
Therefore, it is regarded as important for immigrants to have powerful language 
support to speed up their integration (Skaptadottir, 2011; Ministry of Welfare, 2007). 

3 Theoretical	framework	
 
In previous chapters I have presented the researches relevance as well as introduced 
the Icelandic context in terms of population, density and refugees. Now I will turn to 
the theoretical framework, the foundation of the analysis in this research. Since the 
focus is on refugees it is important to make clear what that concept entails. The 
Icelandic Ministry of Welfare uses the UNHCR definition of refugees; “…a person 
who is outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence; has a well-
founded fear of being persecuted because of his or her race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political opinion; and is unable or 
unwilling to avail him or herself of the protection of that country, or to return there, 
for fear of persecution.” (UNHCR, n.d.). 

3.1 The	concept	of	integration	
 
Integration is not one particular concept that everyone understands the same way. 
Therefore, it is of importance to review some examples on how integration has been 
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defined and evaluated in previous studies as a backbone for later analysis in this 
study. Literature on integration tends to concentrate on immigrants rather than 
refugees (UNHCR, 2013) and both the definition and the understanding of this widely 
discussed concept are vague. The concept has even been described as chaotic (Ager & 
Strang, 2008). 
 
Samers (2010) refers to three principal meanings when explaining integration. First is 
‘assimilation’ where immigrants are expected to fit into dominant practices and values 
of the host society. It also refers to an immigrant’s access to housing, employment, 
material goods, education and health services. Ager and Strang (2008) refer to a 
similar sentiment called Ethno-cultural political exclusion; it centers on the refugees’ 
ability to adapt and become indistinguishable from the host community. This kind of 
policy thinking is now on the wane and has become less politically acceptable in 
liberal democracies; instead the focus is being placed on providing scope for refugees 
to maintain their cultural and religious identities. This is in congruity with Samers’ 
(2010) second principal meaning where the emphasis is on multiculturalism, where 
immigrants are supposed to have the ability to both retain their own culture and join 
in with the liberal political culture in the western democracy. The third definition 
Samers mentions is ‘coming together’ where both immigrants and citizens are 
expected to adopt each other’s cultural practices (Samers, 2010:277).  
 
Integration has sometimes been dived into structural integration and socio-cultural 
integration. Structural integration refers to the functional and moral aspects of 
integration, such as participation in the labor market and education. Socio-cultural 
integration, on the other hand, refers to participation in social activities (Erdal, 2013). 
 
Based on the paragraphs above, it is apparent that integration as a concept is rather 
complex and cannot be easily defined. In this study however, integration will mainly 
be analyzed by the participants’ own perception of their integration, where the 
concept of integration will be used in relation to the theories of life course 
perspective, transnationalism and social network. I intend to examine the process of 
integration from the participants’ life course, biographical events, and phases like 
moving from one generation to another. This will be viewed in the context of social 
factors such as country of origin, education and family status. These factors can all 
play a role in one’s life, like Wingens et al. (2011:123) suggests.  
 
Even though integration has been described as a chaotic concept with different 
meanings and understandings, it is widely used in policy making as a goal when 
working with refugees (Ager & Strang, 2008). The Council of the European Union 
suggested in 2004 that integration is a two-way process and citizens should 
accommodate languages, cultures and religions of migrants in the Union, with 
emphasis on integration rather than assimilation. At the same time, it is expected that 
migrants respect the basic values of the EU; principles of liberty, democracy, human 
rights, rule of law, religious freedom and equality of women (Samers, 2010: 278). 
However, according to United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNCHR), 
there is no specific EU integration policy to be found, and approaches vary 
significantly within the Union. This risks overlooking both obstacles and facilitating 
factors for integration, possibly resulting in a lack of support for refugees to maintain 
their dignity by helping them to become self-reliant and economically productive 
(UNHCR, 2013). 
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The Icelandic government first made a special integration policy in 2007, where the 
focus is on democracy, human rights, social responsibility, and individual freedom. 
The policy aims to ensure that all inhabitants of Iceland enjoy equal opportunities and 
take active part in society and in most areas of human life. It is suggested that in this 
time of globalization it is important to ensure human rights regardless of gender, 
religion, opinions, national origin, race, ethnicity, financial status, descent and social 
status. In addition, special emphasis is placed on the importance of the Icelandic 
language for historical and cultural reasons, as well as for full participation in the 
society (Ministry of Welfare, 2007). 
 
Integration policies generally vary, and some are based solely on the responsibilities 
of the refugees to take up citizenship in order to be eligible for certain benefits and to 
be fully integrated. From the refugees’ perspective, and those who are involved in 
supporting them, the emphasis is on having the same rights as other members of 
society, where less rights can lead to less respect (Ager & Strang, 2008). Refugees 
themselves, and NGOs like the European Council of Refugees and Exiles, elaborate 
on this by referring to mutual responsibilities for refugees, civil societies and host 
states. It is also noted that; “integration requires from the refugee ‘a preparedness’ to 
adapt to the lifestyle of the host community”. (Ager and Strang, 2008:176). 
 
Different understanding of integration is likely to lead to different perceptions of what 
is considered successful integration among the refugees themselves. An integration 
report, made by the UNCHR, recognizes employment as a key concern for the 
refugees themselves. There are further challenges to overcome and refugees have 
some specific barriers that they face in addition to usual migrant obstacles. These 
involve loss of identity documentation and qualification certificates, or their 
qualifications may not be accepted in the host country. Additionally, there are the 
consequences of their former situations, like trauma and uncertainty, anxiety over 
family separation, inactivity for a period of time, and limited social network 
(UNHCR, 2013). Such issues require sensitive handling since making refugees out to 
be clients in need of rehabilitation can indicate that they are incomplete or lacking 
something. Singling them out as a group that needs special treatment in order to adapt 
to society can create boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Eastmond, 2011). Before 
addressing integration further in relation to surroundings, I will first discuss more 
classical integration approaches. 
 

3.2 Classical	approaches	on	integration	
 
As stated by the human capital theory, previous experience, education, knowledge etc. 
all play a role in an individual’s ability to cope with future events such as migration. 
Previous experience can also be seen as an investment that can give better results, 
such as improved employment opportunities. The human capital of the individual or 
his/her skills is not always transferrable between countries and therefore adjustments 
are necessary, such as the learning of new skills. Studies have shown the importance 
of investment in education and language learning after arrival (Bevelander & Lundh, 
2007). Also important in this regard is the social network theory, in which an 
individual’s social network is deemed important for the act of migration, as well as 
for the process of integration. Social networks are however not limited to personal 
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networks, but may also constitute other sorts of networks, such as institutional ones, 
which consist of agencies, organizations or governments (Bevelander & Lundh, 
2007). In order get a full and fruitful analysis, macro factors must also be considered, 
such as regression, boom, modernization, globalization, historical settings, and 
prevalent public discourse (Wingens et al, 2011: 124).  

Citizenship and rights are important when trying to understand integration and how it 
can be measured. An important question is whether the host society promotes 
cohesion and fosters integration for refugees by providing the basis for a full and 
equal engagement within society (Ager & Strang, 2008). Society’s different spheres 
have to be included in order to understand integration more fully, and this is apparent 
in the way that national differences affect the integration process. These include 
national differences in labor markets, educational systems, housing in general, legal 
systems, and health care (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). 
 
Ager and Strang (2008) name four key domains of integration. The first domain refers 
to achievements and access to the labor market, housing, education and health. 
Citizenship and rights is the second domain, and social connections within the new 
community the third. The fourth domain covers barriers related to language, culture 
and the local environment. This is a framework that is meant to identify integration on 
the personal level, rather than mapping political, social, economic and institutional 
factors that can influence the process.  
 
Language is significant for integration into a new society, both for everyday 
communication and as a resource in terms of education and employment. This creates 
motivation for most immigrants to improve their language skills. However, it does not 
rule out other possible influences such as social distance or discrimination. Despite 
languages skills, accents can underline foreignness and give a rise to differentiation 
(Esser, 2006). 
 
Integration is an individual process, but is at the same time on a macro scale and 
concerns all spheres of life. An individual may be integrated in some aspects but not 
in others. Therefore, it is worth considering whether a migrant can ever be fully 
integrated, if there is such a thing as full integration. Not growing up in your country 
of residence leaves you without your childhood friends. It takes time to understand 
hidden meaning in language and to understand the culture in full. 
 

3.3 Determinant	factors	for	integration		
 
Social cohesion and social network are so closely connected that they can hardly 
stand without one another and are both vital factors in integration. Relationships with 
co-ethnic groups seem to have various benefits contributing to integration. Co-ethnic 
groups provide cultural and social activities, present the opportunity to communicate 
in the native language, celebrate traditions, and exchange news from home. Access to 
this resource seems to have a positive effect on mental well-being, putting individuals 
who benefit from it at three to four times less risk of suffering from depression than 
those who do not have these connections to compatriots (Ager & Strang, 2008). 
However, a too large community of nationals may perhaps also work the other way 
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around. If there is a possibility to engage solely with the migration community, the 
incentive to integrate fully with the host community may disappear to an extent.  
 
Everyday life counts and the interactions between natives and the new residents are 
important (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). Friendliness from the 
members of the community has been noted as an important factor for making refugees 
feel at home. It helps them to feel secure and that their presence is not resented. Acts 
of friendship and expressed kindness, such as being recognized and greeted by others 
in the community, is greatly valued. Unfriendliness, on the other hand, has a negative 
influence on integration (Ager & Strang, 2008). 
 
To understand the integration dynamic, complexity and context dependency, 
identifications and emotional bonds, varying cultural and linguistic practices have to 
be analyzed (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). Events including both 
refugees and others in the community have been shown to have a positive impact on 
the integration process by generating opportunities to come together, participate 
equally, and socialize. Peaceful relations with fellow citizens, as well as sense of 
acceptance, promote a feeling of security, but a more intensive involvement is crucial 
for longer-term social and economic benefits (Ager & Strang, 2008). 
 
Refugees have been settled in rural and less-populated towns for various reasons. One 
is to distribute the pressure of larger towns and cities, and contribute to the 
revitalization of rural settlements dealing with population decline. Refugees bring 
diversity and can invigorate the economy with their cultural and social influences. 
New energy can be well appreciated in settlements dealing with labour shortage and 
diminishing services (Schech, 2014). Opportunity shortages for knowledge-intensive 
employment in rural areas often result in out-migration of young people leaving for 
higher education, leading to an aging workforce. What remains is an employment 
market competing in low value-added markets, providing relatively low wages and 
demanding rather low skills (Green, Jones, & Owen, 2007). International migration 
can have strong effects on population structure in rural areas by lowering the average 
age. However, those who stay in the rural community usually have some attachment 
to the area such being married or locally employed. The migrants tend to stay for a 
limited time in the rural areas (Hedberg & Haandrikman, 2014). 
 
The remaining question is whether migrants can be part of the solution for settlements 
fighting negative population growth. Green et al. (2007) argues that international 
migrants are playing an increasingly important role in rural economies and labour 
markets in the UK. In the mid 90s, the flow of immigration was mostly concentrated 
in the London area. New policy was adapted to relieve the pressure of the most 
urbanized areas and to favor the rural regions. The rural areas, on the other hand, had 
less developed infrastructure for migrant integration (Green, Jones, & Owen, 2007). 
Dispersal policies in Norway and Sweden in the 80s and the 90s were meant to 
counteract ethnic segregation and heated discussion against immigrants. Scattering 
immigrants around the country and mixing them with the natives was also meant to 
work positively for their integration (Schech, 2014). In any case, international 
migration is now the only component contributing to population increase in rural 
areas in Sweden. Without migration it is believed that the population would only 
decrease faster (Hedberg & Haandrikman, 2014). 
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Immigrants can enhance rural development with their skills as well as their 
availability and willingness to undertake jobs often below their skill-level. This leaves 
an ‘attitude gap’ between immigrants and the indigenous people (Green, Jones, & 
Owen, 2007). Yet, there are obstacles to overcome such as limited rural labour 
markets and even limited willingness among the rural population to welcome new 
residents (Hedberg & Haandrikman, 2014). 

Schech (2014) states that while smaller residential areas need immigrants, they have 
difficulties retaining the new residents, especially if there are no co-ethnic and co-
linguistic communities present. This can act negatively on refugees’ integration, as 
well as if residents are not open to cultural diversity. However, it must be kept in 
mind that not everyone wants to identify themselves by ethnicity or nationality 
(Schech, 2014). Studies have indicated that integration can be easier in smaller 
communities (Han & Humphreys, 2005) especially for refugees originating from rural 
areas. This is particularly true first after resettlement, and more so if they do not speak 
the native language or another useful language. When arriving from problematic 
circumstances the peacefulness and non-crowded areas can give the impression of 
security (Schech, 2014).  
 
The success of the Australian government’s attempt to overcome doctor shortages in 
rural areas by recruiting trained doctors from overseas was the study material of Han 
and Humphreys’ (2005) research. Their conclusion was that the likelihood of the new 
arrivals staying increased if daily requirements were met and if associations with the 
locals were active, making it easier to identify with the new community (Han & 
Humphreys, 2005). This corresponds to what Schech (2014) notes about how 
tolerance for different cultural backgrounds can be beneficial for integration. 
Consequently, it is shown that ethnic and multicultural support can weigh as much as 
employment opportunities to overcome challenges regarding regional settlements. 

 
Migration decisions are always constrained to some extent by the socioeconomic 
situation and the time-space context. Interregional migration can be dependent on the 
labour market condition, limiting the possibility of free choice. However, more has to 
be taken into account than micro factors since migrants are influenced by a diverse 
number of factors and have freedom to choose between residential regions based on 
different priorities (Lundholm, Garvill, Malmberg, & Westin, 2004). Migration 
history, ethnic group relations, local economies, housing market and local politics can 
all have a role in shaping experience and attitude (Schech, 2014). 

Length of stay can be related to the ability to cope with life as an immigrant in a rural 
place, according to Han and Humphreys (2005) study. Opportunities for other 
members of the family also had a great influence on willingness to stay in rural 
locations. This includes closeness to children during their secondary and tertiary 
education, as well as relations to their own ethnic community. If those demands are 
not met, it can possibly result in mobility. Apparent discrimination in a community 
was also clear as an obvious barrier to integration and willingness to stay (Han & 
Humphreys, 2005). Schech (2014) gives an example where a community of thirty 
families from the country of origin was crucial for one migrant in times of loneliness. 
Social and ethnic networks have proven to be a motivation when choosing a 
settlement and can even counteract pull effects from metropolitan cities. 
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Refugee return migration is an element of migration that can take many forms and is 
shown to be related to the level of integration. It is less likely to occur from more 
economically developed countries to less developed countries due to the risk of losing 
access to basic economic and civil rights. Research has shown that a large inequality 
in access to resources when returning to Croatia, affects the return migration decision 
(Kinthäll, 2006, 2007). The level of integration is likely to affect return decision, 
where those who are less socially and economically integrated are more likely to have 
the desire to return, but have fewer resources to carry out the wish. In terms of 
elderlies (that no longer have ties to the labour market), the desire is directed towards 
lower living costs and warmer climate. This group seems to have a stronger wish to 
return, but welfare considerations can counteract it, especially in strong welfare states 
as has been the case in Sweden. The fact remains that referred migration strategies do 
not always reflect the real outcomes (Kinthäll, 2006, 2007). 
 

3.4 Challenges	of	integration	
 
Han and Humphreys (2005) and Schech (2014) found out that refugees and migrants’ 
needs must be met in the more rural areas for them to be able to integrate in the new 
society. However, it is still questionable whether a small town can meet all the needs 
in the long run, since so many prefer to move to larger urban areas. 

Urban areas seem to have a pull factor and many move to urban areas when they can. 
Multiple reasons can lie behind a movement decision; lack of job opportunities, desire 
to live in multicultural urban environments, or closeness to social networks such as 
family, friends and ethnic communities. This is a reality that has occurred both in 
Norway and Sweden indicating that a strong welfare system cannot provide all the 
support that is needed (Schech, 2014). Research has indicated that there is a need to 
take a closer look at regional differences in employment in order to study to what 
extent they depend on different local conditions such as the size and type of the local 
economy and the local labour market situation (Bevelander & Lundh, 2007). 

Eastmond (2011) points out that integration problems are often interpreted as inherent 
to the refugee groups rather than attributed to hindrances in the receiving society. 
Consequently, unemployment among immigrants has been connected to dependence 
on welfare, mental health and a lack of skills in the Swedish language and culture. 
This is not limited to new arrivals and can instead be interpreted as a mechanism of 
exclusion where employers and other gatekeepers are looking for ‘Swedishness’ like 
she puts it.  

Those who are most vulnerable and most dependent on low skilled jobs are likelier to 
suffer from negative labour market impacts (Green, Jones, & Owen, 2007). Swedish 
studies have shown that unemployment among foreign born individuals is higher than 
that of the native born, and in particular among newly arrived refugees. Correlation 
between speed of integration and labour market situation was for example observed in 
a group of refugees from Bosnia-Hercegovina in the late 90s (Bevelander & Lundh, 
2007).  

It is important for refugees and immigrants to obtain employment when moving to a 
new society and it has been revealed to be an important factor for integration. During 
the adjustment phase, immigrants are expected to be less productive, have more 
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labour market movement, and have lower employment rates than their education level 
would suggest (Bevelander & Lundh, 2007). Both students and skilled immigrants are 
known to undertake unskilled work while improving their language skills or while 
gaining qualifications for a further career. In any case, long working hours and 
variable shift patterns can make it hard for migrants to take full advantages of 
learning opportunities to improve their situation (Green, Jones, & Owen, 2007). 
However, with time it is possible to make a career and catch up with others in the 
labour market (Bevelander & Lundh, 2007). 

Immigrants can meet labour shortages by settling for a job that they are overqualified 
for while integrating to a new society. However, this is not expected to last and is 
likely to lead to dissatisfaction in the long run. In addition, shortages of opportunities 
in regional towns can prevent upward movement in the labour market and limit future 
possibilities (Schech, 2014). There is little to no incentive for education or to improve 
skills in areas where there is little demand for higher skill levels. This reality is 
especially likely to appear in peripheral rural areas, performing poorly in most 
economic variables (Green, Jones, & Owen, 2007). 

In comparison to other groups of immigrants, refugees are often highly educated. 
Complications in proving their qualifications, or the fact that employers do not take 
them into account, can prevent refugees from making full use of their skills, leading 
to ‘under-employment’. This factor is so important that when an immigrant can find 
use for his/her skills and qualifications it is seen as a successful replacement. If a 
settlement has none or limited opportunities to offer, it increases the likelihood of 
mobility towards better prospects (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

Bevelander and Lundh (2007) discovered that the odds of being employed increased 
the likelihood of internal migration, directed from smaller municipalities to larger. 
More variation of potential jobs in larger local labour markets increases the chances 
for refugees for employment, even though the competition for jobs was higher. Fisher 
et al. (1998) point out that newly arrived immigrants are more likely to move than 
natives. Suggested reasons include that immigrants have already lost ties to a specific 
place with its insider advantages, and have not accumulated new ones. 

Employment is an important factor for integration, both for economic reasons and 
personal well-being, as it provides company at the workplace. However, there is more 
to be considered. Emotional well-being can depend on a diverse social interaction 
which is important in many different ways. This is what Bevelander and Lundh 
(2007) have noted about labour being only a part of the refugees’ new live. This is 
why it is interesting to investigate their internal migration after arrival and after some 
integration (Bevelander & Lundh, 2007). 

3.5 The	life	course	perspective	
 
The Life course perspective has become an important approach in the social sciences 
and some even describe it as a new core research paradigm. It aims to overcome 
micro-macro problems by analyzing how human agency and the macro social 
structures are intertwined (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). This 
provides a deeper understanding of the interrelation between human agency and the 
structures surrounding us. It offers a framework for exploring the dynamics of 
interdependent and multiple pathways. For example, it shows how choices at one 
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point can affect future processes or events in one’s life, as well as how they are 
shaped by social trajectories (Elder, 1994).  
 
The Life course perspective has been allied with empirical research in demographic 
and sociological studies, to explore linkages and networks that can facilitate 
resettlement (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). It is a theoretical 
framework that gives an opportunity to discover a range of phenomena, including 
residential relocation (Mulder & Hooijmeijer, 1999). It provides an opportunity to 
understand migrants’ behavior, and how cumulative events of the past have impact on 
current and future decision-making and in what way this is connected to social 
structures in the environment. This makes it suitable for studying integration 
processes that relate directly to life course processes (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & 
Aybek, 2011). It provides an opportunity to explore in detail, through biography, the 
integration process through time using the participants’ own words, experiences and 
understanding. 
 
The key factors that shape an individual’s life course, in addition to human agency 
and social relations, are historical and geographical context, and the timing of life 
events (Kulu & Milewski, 2007), as well as perhaps the psychological and physical 
condition. When using life course perspective in migration studies, the attention is on 
the behavior of individuals (human agency) and their trajectories, instead of behavior 
of aggregated populations (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). Human 
agency has always been prominent in life course studies that seek to link human 
behavior to social context (Elder, 1994). Even inside a constrained world, there is 
room for the individual to make choices that he or she exercises within a restrictive 
social reality and a changing environment. 
 
Life course trajectories show the overall direction of people’s lives, and it is 
challenging to define when the overall trajectory changes and identify when a 
deviation brings a certain trajectory to an end. A researcher has to define how many, 
and which, trajectories are relevant (Wingens et al, 2011:16). This study will 
investigate how the process of integration has developed through the refugees’ life 
course. To do so it is important to examine trajectories regarding education, 
employment, social life, and transnational living.  
 
Finding turning points in people’s lives is relatively easy to do retrospectively, after 
an adequate time has passed. A turning point is when pathways change and it has to 
be defined “as a kind of social pathway for people’s lives provided by societal 
structures and institutions.” (Wingens et al, 2011:16). In this study I will strive to 
uncover trajectories retrospectively in individual life courses and relate them to both 
human agency and changing social structures. Individuals make choices in life, 
constrained by personal characteristics, prior experience and their life cycle, as well 
as by structural contexts at local, national and international levels (Wingens et al, 
2011: 122). To find and define the dynamic character of integration, it will not be 
viewed as a black-and-white process that has either occurred or not. Rather it will be 
viewed as a complex process concerning individuals and societal structures that are 
likely to have different outcomes.  
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3.6 Transnationalism	
 
Adherence to nation-states through the last two or three centuries, means that there 
are ‘imagined communities’ creating the perception of inclusion and exclusion, and 
giving a sense of belonging to an imagined social group. With the introduction of 
globalization, the distinction of geographical and social space has become obscured, 
which makes such a philosophy more complicated. A world where unrelated social 
spaces get stacked in the same geographical space. Social space can also have several 
geographical spaces through international migration processes, called transnational 
social spaces (Pries, 2001). 
 
Reasons for migration can be various but are usually associated with the search for 
better life conditions. As varied as the reasons behind migration can be, people´s 
status and skills can also be valued differently between places, and people’s life 
trajectories can change in various ways due to a big life event such as migration. 
While examining peoples’ life course it is interesting to pay attention to how, and to 
what extent, transnationalism touches their trajectories. 
 
Samers (2010:94) quotes Vertovec when beginning to explain transnationalism as a 
phenomenon that broadly refers to multiple ties and interactions linking people or 
institutions across borders. Viewing transnationalism in the light of migration, he 
presents Basch’s, Glick-Schiller’s and Blanc’s definition; “as the processes by which 
immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relation that link together their 
societies of origin and settlement”. Related to this Howarth (2002), states that the 
processes of unification and diversification in the modern world are moving even 
faster than before, pressing many of us to examine and re-examine our identities 
based on  unstable images.  
 
Transnationalism can be used to describe processes that immigrants can use to forge 
and sustain multi-stranded social relations between world regions (Samers, 2010: 278-
280). Faist (2010) describes transnational spaces as relatively stable, lasting, and with 
dense sets of ties reaching beyond and across borders. The migrant is a non-state 
agent in transnationalism, but a crucial agent, which together with the host country 
and country of origin makes a triangular social structure (ibid.). Transnational 
belonging can be explained as having a sense of belonging in two countries and 
implies often thinking about ‘here’ and ‘there’ in contradictory ways. Transnational 
belonging can be understood in different ways; it can be understood as the opposite of 
assimilation, as segmented assimilation, or as assimilative practices. Still others prefer 
to use the term ‘incorporation’ in relation to transnationalism (Samers, 2010: 278-
280).  
 
The relationship between transnational living and integration has been considered in 
studies. Oeppen (2013) discusses how earlier studies tend towards the portrayal of 
transnationalism as an alternative to integration, whilst later ones see integration and 
transnational activities appearing alongside each other. However, the level of intensity 
can differ depending on different stages of the life course. The idea of 
transnationalism and integration being a ‘zero sum game’ has mostly been abandoned. 
Erdal (2013) is in line with the later scholars. She states that neither structural nor 
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socio-cultural integration is incompatible with transnational activities, and points out 
that research has shown that transnational ties do not prevent successful integration. 
 
Carling and Pettersen’s research (2014) states that the relative strengths of integration 
and transnational living, shape migrants return intentions. Those who are most likely 
to have intentions towards returning are both weakly integrated and strongly 
transnational. On the other hand, other combinations can cancel each other out and 
produce intermediate odds of intending to return. Thus, those who are both strongly 
transnational and strongly integrated, and those who are neither, are both equally as 
likely to have intentions on returning. 
 
In relation to what has been stated above, I intend to fuse social networks and 
transnationalism together to get a deeper understanding of the integration process. 
Social networks can determine to what extent immigrants integrate to society in a 
destination country while maintaining connections to the country of origin (Poros, 
2011) as transnationalism implies. 
 

3.7 Social	Networks	
 
Almost eighteen years have passed since the refugees from former Yugoslavia came 
to the town of Blönduós in northern Iceland. It is important to keep in mind the rapid 
globalization during this period of time and how it gives rise to transnationalism 
Samers (2010:73, 94). The speed of globalization has rapidly increased with the help 
of information and communication technology, economic factors such as free 
movement of capital, and the changed geopolitical situation (Giddens, 2009:126). The 
concept of globalization includes many processes which can make it hard to use when 
describing migration, as Samers (2010: 73, 94) points out, since it seems to deprive 
people of their agency. Nevertheless, it is often used to explain people’s ability to 
continually move and travel the world in unprecedented ways, not least because of 
proliferated social networks. How social networks function has partly changed 
through the years due to rapid globalization.  
 
Social networks are defined as links that connect migrants, previous migrants, and 
non-migrants within and between countries of origin and destination. Social networks 
can include different ties through family, friendship, home pastures and perception of 
common ethnicity or culture. Such networks lower the risks and costs involved in the 
movement of migration since they can provide sources and help in the new settlement 
(Samers, 2010: 85-87; Yaylaci, 2015). This web of interpersonal ties across borders 
offers reciprocal social relationships in transnational living, involving mutual 
assistance as well as ties of kinship and friendship. 
 
Social networks contribute more to this research than merely explaining how migrants 
connect. They can also provide links between human agency and social structures, as 
discussed in the chapter about Life course perspective, adding to the understanding of 
the bigger picture. Whether a pathway is independent, or whether, or how much, it is 
shaped by social trajectories, can be understood through social networks. 
 
First migrants have no social network to draw upon, and international migration can 
be risky. Evidence shows that once someone has migrated internationally, they are 
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likely to return for a visit arriving as a changed person due to their valuable 
international experience. They share their experience, which can influence their 
friends and relatives to also try their luck. Every new migrant increases the social ties 
to the destination country. Over time, international migration can become independent 
of the conditions that originally caused it (Massey & Espana, 1987). 
  
Social networks connect the social and individual reasons for migrating and are more 
than migration chains. They are based around a perception of a common culture or 
ethnics, as well as stronger ties such as to relatives or friends. These networks can 
provide access to services and opportunities, as well as recreation and support, all of 
which can be important at times (Samers, 2010:86). Social network is one of the 
fundamentals for the migration process because of its connection to different social 
institutions, organizations and other individuals. Ties stretch, not only across 
international borders, but also within the destination country, often nurtured by the 
migration experienced (Poros, 2011). The network’s resources and their usage can 
change with length of settlement. The longer the settlement lasts, the likelihood of 
family reunification increases, leading to a larger family based network in the 
destination country (Samers, 2010:87).  
 

4 Method	

4.1 The	method	of	life	course	perspective	
 
In-depth interviews and life course perspectives define people’s understanding of 
their social world and how they interpret it. The method involves recognizing 
people’s environment and learning about their social world and their material 
circumstances through their stories. When using the method in relation to migration, 
the interest lies not only in the migration movement itself, but also in what it means 
and how the individuals understand it. To get these information people’s narratives 
has to be obtained, what happened before and after migration, and what meaning and 
effect it has had on their lives. How people interpret their experiences can change 
over time. People’s memory is not fully reliable and recapitulation can also be 
fictionalized or edited when interpreted. However, people have a need to make sense 
of things and a desire to be true to reality. The outcome is composed of the actual 
event, how the participant experienced it, and finally how he or she made sense of it 
(Erel, 2007; Richie & Lewis, 2013). 
 
Society consists of variable voices and views. When using a life story perspective, a 
dialogue is established to get both meaning and understanding from people’s lives and 
to understand decisions from the individual’s point of view (Erel, 2007; Atkinson, 
1998). People’s life courses are unpredictable and there is no ideal or ‘normal 
biography’ to be found. The longer the life courses last, the more varied they get. Life 
course biographies are about lives that are actually lived, not necessarily in a 
constructed or standardized order suitable for research (Wingens et al, 2011:4).  
 
When giving a voice to participants, we move away from policy driven approaches 
where anonymous data, that fits the frame of states or institutions, is collected. We 
also recognize that society is constructed from below, where marginalized voices and 
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views are to be found. A dialogue is established to get the meaning and understanding 
of people’s lives and decisions. Information on people’s entire lives is gathered using 
qualitative research method. The story is told from a single individual’s narrative, in 
his/her own words. Even though the research cannot be repeated or the results 
reproduced exactly, the methodology is transferrable (Erel, 2007; Atkinson, 1998). 
Life stories are sometimes the only data available on events, or they can fill a gap that 
no quantitative data can fill, such as finding out the effects that social structures have 
on people. A number of structural readings can reveal how legislation effects personal 
lives, in terms such as social exclusion and resistance, which is something that cannot 
be done from looking at formal documents or policy texts alone (Erel, 2007). 
 

4.2 Interviews	
 
The choice of research topic offered a limited pool of participants, since there were 
only 23 individuals in the group of quota refugees that came to Blönduós. If a 
sufficient number of participants could not have been reached, another town would 
have been selected in the hope of reaching more participants. However, this was not 
needed since twelve individuals from five out of the six families in question agreed to 
participate in the research. Everyone from the first generation in the initial group still 
lives in Iceland now eighteen years later, but only six from the second generation. 
 
I contacted the refugees through Facebook and phone. I wanted to do as many face to 
face interviews as possible and therefore I tried to reach individuals that still live in 
Iceland. Since I had to travel to Iceland for personal reasons in late February, I wanted 
to use the opportunity to conduct the first interviews to give me some insight that 
could be used for subsequent research. A group interview of four was conducted 
initially, and to get a better insight I added another skype interview after returning to 
Sweden. That interview was not possible to do in any other way, due to circumstances 
at that time. Three other interviews were conducted during a special trip to Iceland for 
the study. I had made appointments with the final interviewees who had agreed to 
participate beforehand. 
 
A total of five interviews were conducted for this paper, with a total of twelve 
participants, from one and up to four at a time. The interviews lasted from one hour 
and twenty minute up to almost two hours. Four interviews were conducted in 
Icelandic and one in English. Four of the interviews took place at the interviewers’ 
homes, or in the homes of their relatives (when doing group interviews). One 
however, was conducted via Skype. The atmosphere was very welcoming in all cases 
and turned out to be the same in the Skype interview. Everyone gave their time and 
attention willingly, eager to share their experiences. 
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Table 2 shows when the interviews were conducted, how many participated in each interview, 
and how long they lasted. 

NO.	 Date	
Number	of	
interviewees	 Duration	 Place	

1	 February	21st	2016	 4	 1	hour	45	minutes	 Iceland	
2	 March	3th	2016	 1	 1	hour	22	minutes	 Via	Skype	
3	 April	2th	2016	 3	 1	hour	40	minutes	 Iceland	
4	 April	3th	2016	 2	 1	hour	22	minutes	 Iceland	
5	 April	4th	2016	 2	 1	hour	52	minutes	 Iceland	

Total		 		 12	 8	hours	and	1	minute	 		
 

4.3 Transcribing	and	coding	
 
Like Franfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (1996) noted, informed consent must be fully 
guaranteed when human participants are involved in a study. They must be informed 
about what their participation involves and be placed in a position to promote their 
interest and well-being. All the interviews were recorded with the participants’ 
permission, and transcribed and coded by identifying common themes and concepts. 
When transcribing, I wanted to stay as close to the spoken language as possible, while 
explaining what was going on during the interview, such as pauses and interruptions, 
to recall the atmosphere when coding. The transcripts were useful for recalling what 
was said in the interviews. The first stage of coding started in the first interview when 
interesting themes were observed and continued in closer readings of the transcribed 
data. 
 

4.4 Ethical	consideration	and	limitations	
 
Qualitative research in general aims to reach an understanding in a detailed and 
subjective way by stepping into the respondent’s shoes in order to understand their 
perspective. The researcher tries to see through the eyes of their respondents and 
interprets their ideas of the world in an analytical way to find out why they behave as 
they do (Longhurst, 2010; McDowell, 2010; Bryman, 2012: 469- 498). During this 
process it is important for me, as the researcher, to be aware of my own experiences 
and disposition towards the subject. The researcher is the research tool and has to 
recognize and be aware of the power structures and inequality that can exist between 
themselves and the respondents, and how that may influence the research process. 
Can the researcher’s own attitude and disposition towards the subject influence the 
findings and conclusions? If that is possible, then it is vitally important to account for 
those limitations (Esterberg, 2002; McDowell, 2010; Longhurst, 2010). With the 
above in mind, I reflected on my position in relation to the interviewees. Being 
Icelandic and living outside of my country of origin established a somewhat common 
ground on which we could relate. In addition, we had all lived in the same social 
system for quite some time, or up to the point where I moved abroad with my family 
less than two years ago. Our migration experience is inherently very different and the 
interviews were being conducted because of their very unique experience. I felt that 
they were willing to share their stories and it did not seem like they felt uncomfortable 
in expressing their negative thoughts about Iceland to me despite my Icelandic origin. 
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However, this cannot be ruled out and it could be sensed that they do not want to 
sound ungrateful. To counteract possible limitation, I tried my best to keep in mind 
Esterberg’s (2002) recommendations and put my own believes and my position aside 
to increase the neutrality, and to avoid reflecting them in the interviews or in the 
analyses.  

 
The concepts of reliability and validity are not valued in the same way in qualitative 
and quantitative research, since the demand for objectivity cannot be the same for 
both methods. During qualitative research, the researcher forms a relationship with 
the participants, especially during an interview. She or he is the main research tool 
and has to ensure quality throughout the research when collecting, transcribing and 
analyzing the interview (Kvale, 1996:163-170). Since this study is based on in-depth 
interviews with a limited number of quota refugees arriving in rural Iceland at a 
certain time, the results are not generalizable to the broader population (Kvale, 
1996:229-235). However, this method can provide a different scope, and even though 
the research cannot be duplicated exactly, the methodology is transferrable. Instead of 
being generalizable like quantitative research, it can give collective identity and 
unexpected insight. This method searches for connections and explanations by 
gathering information and analyzing it (Erel, 2007; Atkinson, 1998). 
 

4.5 About	the	interviewees	
 
The twelve individuals that agreed to participate in this research were among the 23 
quota refugees who arrived in Blönduós in 1998, as previously stated. Their ages at 
the time of arrival ranged between five and almost fifty years old, but to protect their 
identities as much as possible their ages will only be defined in terms of range. 
Among the respondents are seven individuals from the first generation of immigrants, 
and five from the second. All of them still live in Iceland. They have been given 
fictional names to make it more difficult to identify one from another. Below is a 
limited description of the interviewees since the group is small, and they are the only 
group of quota refugees that has ever arrived in Blönduós. Furthermore, Iceland is a 
country with a very small population which generally makes it very easy to identify 
people based on little information.  
 
Kristina came to Iceland as a young adult with her husband and two children. The 
family moved to the capital area after they had lived in Blönduós for one year. 
Kristina has not worked in the same field in Iceland that she did in Croatia, but she 
says that she was very pleased with the job she got after moving from Blönduós. 
 
Anto was a teenager when he came to Iceland eighteen years ago. He went to primary 
school in the autumn after his arrival. Now he is in his thirties and resides in the 
southwest corner of Iceland. His hometown in Croatia is considered as being in the 
countryside. It has a few thousand residents and is surrounded by farms and other 
small towns and villages.  
 
Igor was around fifty years old when he arrived in Iceland with his family. He has not 
worked in the same field in Iceland that he did in Croatia, but both jobs would count 
as entry level. 
 



 25 

Franjo was under the age if ten when he came to Iceland and started school soon 
after his arrival. Today he is in his twenties, has finished his education and works in 
his chosen profession.  
 
Lana was in her fifties when she moved to Blönduós with her family. She and her 
family used to live in a rather small town by Croatian-Serbian standards, but taking 
the surroundings into account, it would be considered a fairly large settlement in 
Iceland. After moving to Reykjavik she has been quite satisfied with her job as it has 
given her the opportunity to have an income and be self-reliant. 
 
Cveta was in her fifties when she arrived in Iceland with her husband and two 
teenaged children. Her work, both in Croatia and in Iceland, is considered unskilled 
labour, but she is happier with her work and the working conditions in Iceland.  
 
Emil was in his forties when he left Serbia. After he moved to the capital area from 
Blönduós, he started to work in the same industry that he had been in before the war 
broke out, but he says the jobs are not the same. In Blönduós, his work differed more 
from his previous career. He came to Iceland with his wife and two children. 
 
Gordana was under the age of ten when she came to Iceland, where she went to 
primary school. She is now studying at university level, and also holds a job that is 
related to her prospective profession. 
 
Iva was in her fifties when she left her country of origin to resettle in Iceland. She 
arrived here with her family. They moved to the capital area after about one year in 
Blönduós. She has worked both in and out of her field of profession in Iceland.  
 
Bojan was a teenager when he arrived in Iceland with his family. He had a trade 
education and started work soon after his arrival in an occupation unrelated to his 
field. After moving close to the capital area, he got a job that he has been satisfied 
with. He has a wife and children, and currently lives in a rental apartment. 
 
Danica was around thirty years old when she arrived in Blönduós with her husband 
and two young children. Before the war broke out the family lived in a town with 
around ten thousand residents, which is considered to be in the Croatian countryside. 
Previously she worked in the field of trade and service in Croatia and was not able to 
get a job in that field in Blönduós. One of her family’s reasons for moving to the 
Capital area was to get better job selection and more job security. 
 
Jela came to Iceland as a child under the age of ten. She lived in Blönduós for the 
first year, but moved to the capital area with her family. She is happy with the jobs 
and opportunities that she has found in Iceland so far, although she has not yet 
finished her studies. She is in her thirties and has started her own family in Iceland. 
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5 Results	

5.1 Getting	familiar	with	an	alien	place	

The group of refugees that came to Blönduós were all Serbs who had lived in Croatia 
before the conflicts arose between ethnic groups following the independence 
declaration of Croatia in 1991. Violent conflict broke out for control of territory in 
eastern Croatia where many Serbs lived. The Serbs rebelled and declared the territory 
an independent Serbian State and with a violent conflict, others were expelled from 
the territory. In 1995 Croatian authorities were determined to assert their authority 
over this part of Croatia using armed forces to achieve their aims despite the UN-
monitored ceasefire, which came into force in early 1992. The ordinary Serbs lived in 
a very unstable situation leading to a major exodus over to Serbia (United Nations, 
n.d.). This situation was the beginning of the migration trajectory for the group 
discussed in this paper.  
 
Before coming to Blönduós, the families had been displaced for different periods of 
time after leaving their homes in haste. They fled with only a small amount of 
personal belongings, in some cases a single suitcase. They lived in poor conditions in 
Serbia after fleeing from Croatia, either in refugee camps or small premises, where in 
both cases many lived together in a small space. Employment opportunities were few, 
poverty was high, the hope of a brighter future was limited, and the people longed for 
an opportunity to start a new life. Being in a vulnerable position, all possibilities for a 
better future were examined. 
 
It is important to understand the refugees’ situation. The Life course perspective 
endeavors to understand their behavior since cumulative events of the past have an 
impact on current and future decision-making (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 
2011). Iceland was not a dream location for anyone in the group, but the desire to get 
out of the current circumstances and start a new life outweighed everything else. Like 
Elder (1994) points out, a single choice at a point in time can affect future outcomes 
and the choice to go to Iceland may have prevented other options, but it is also 
possible that this was their last chance to leave. The adults had the responsibility of 
responding to the Icelandic invitation. Fearing that they would not get another chance 
to get out of there, they accepted the offer gratefully. They believed that the situation 
could not get worse, despite the remote location and cold climate of the north 
Atlantic.  
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This new location immediately gave them the impression that everything in their lives 
was about to change dramatically and would require adaptability. Travelling from 
south Europe to Iceland was a major change and their first impressions are still fresh 
in the participant’s memories. The came from a land where the heat was over thirty 
degrees Celsius and arrived in an Icelandic summer. It was cold and the nature was 
very different from what they were accustomed to. They arrived in late June when the 
summer nights are bright, landing in a mostly tree-free environment covered with 
lava. Many perceived it as landing on Mars or on the Moon, and the journey from 
Reykjavík to Blönduós seemed never ending in the alien environment. The weather 
was not particularly welcoming upon their arrival. Their arrival in Iceland was a 
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shock, like one of the respondents phrased it, and all of them remember how cold it 
was “…it was cold wind. Not a nice weather that day, just wind and cold, just 
unbelievable. Worse than our winters, what can I say, we were just…” was how Iva 
described it. The difference was not only the weather and the environment. It was also 
difficult to leave friends and families behind, not knowing when they would return or 
see them again.  
 
Their reception in Blönduós was exemplary in everyone’s opinion, even though one 
respondent said it was slightly overwhelming after the long trip. The Red Cross, 
support families, and residents had clearly done their utmost to welcome the new 
inhabitants. Danica was really glad and thankful for the reception they got:  
 

“…everything was ready and nice. The refrigerator had been filled with food. 
Everything was ready, we could just take a shower and go to sleep, just 
wonderful […]. The support families were also very good people”.  

 
Ceveta describes a similar experience with the reception and the support families. She 
talks about the fully equipped apartments with long-awaited comforts followed by 
access to excellent raw produce for cooking, so that she was able to regain lost weight 
and even gain some extra. Others thought the food on offer was very unfamiliar and 
they hardly knew what to buy in the convenience store, giving the support families 
opportunity to prove their practicality. The group recalls the welcoming reception 
from the host community with warmth. Every refugee family got four support 
families to provide help and companionship in the first steps of integration. Some of 
the relationships with the host families are still active.  
 
The Red Cross and the municipality had organized language teaching and courses 
about the Icelandic community. The first day after their arrival the language learning 
began. Some thought it was beneficial to start right away while others thought it was 
relatively hasty and would have preferred a few days to recover from the transition 
and to get to know the others in the group. 
 
Tolerance for different cultural backgrounds, friendliness, and acts of kindness, are all 
positive factors for new residents and their integration. When describing the 
community in Blönduós Jela says “It was really nice. The people really welcomed us, 
you didn’t feel anything but welcomed.” Despite the small population and Blönduós 
being a kind of a ‘ghost town’ as one calls it, every single one of the participants 
praised the reception they got. The residents made them feel very welcome and, 
alongside with the Icelandic Red Cross, obviously made a significant effort to make 
their transition as easy as possible. Both the social and institutional treatment was 
above expectation and the support families were striving to help them to settle in their 
town. The interviewees’ faces were all smiles when describing how the apartments 
were fully equipped homes, with every detail completed.  
 
The support families where willing to give all possible help the refugees required and 
provide companionship as well. They, along with and the other residents of the town, 
showed that they cared and were interested, which made the community’s cohesion 
apparent. Iva mentions that it was a little overwhelming for her in the beginning. The 
Icelandic curiosity was a little too excessive for the newly arrived in her opinion, as 
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the locals wanted to see and know how the new residents did everything like cook and 
clean etc. This left her feeling like a “guinea pig” at times. Looking back, she sees it 
differently now, knowing that everyone was acting with the best of intentions. She 
feels that she and her compatriots would have had the same curiosity if someone had 
entered their community like that. 
 

5.2 Blönduós	offered	limited	integration	

The families got financial support and free housing for the first year while adjusting 
to Icelandic society. After that initial period of support, most of the families decided 
to move away from Blönduós and resettle in a new location, mainly in the capital area 
or within a 50 kilometer radius of it. The families cited four main reasons for the 
move: limited job opportunities, plans for the education of their children, 
maladaptation to the rural area, and the longing for alternative social life.  
 
Green et al. (2007) discussed in their article how policies in England were changed to 
favor the rural and relieve the pressure of the London area. No such policy or 
statement can be found about how the location in Iceland was selected, but it can be 
assumed that the resettlement of the refugees was meant to possibly help counteract 
the negative population development and strengthen the community. It seems like 
some had such an expectation and at least a few of the interviewees became aware of 
disappointment with their decision to move away from the town. “…people in 
Blönduós were not very happy that we were going to move […]. They understood our 
decision, just didn’t want to lose people from the town,” Emil described.  
 
Hedberg and Haandrikman (2014) noted that migrants tend to stay for a limited time 
in rural areas, as proved to be the case in Blönduós. Together with the town’s small 
size and remote setting, the lack of job and educational opportunities were mentioned 
as the main reason for relocating in Iceland. A few months after the refugee’s arrival 
the shrimp factory in town closed down, leaving the labour market drearier than 
before. Bevelander and Lundh (2007) name employment as an important factor for 
refugees’ integration when settling in a new country. In a report from the UNCHR 
(2013) employment was recognized as as key concern for the refugees themselves. 
This was evident when Emil was describing his experience “…when we came to 
Blönduós we said that we wanted to work and be self-sufficient, not get money from 
the government.” This is an attitude that could be sensed with the others as well - no 
one wanted to be a burden. They wanted to stand on their own feet and have a normal 
life and that could only be achieved through work.  
 
After the first year of government support the refugees had to pay rent and take care 
of themselves which proved difficult for those who had limited working hours and no 
possibility to work full time. One family described how vulnerable their situation was 
when the government’s financial support came to an end. Their willingness to work 
was not enough when the job opportunities were limited. With only one breadwinner 
they had to pay 38,000 ISK in rent with a net income of 45,000 ISK, leaving only 
7,000 for all other needs. This changed however, after moving to the capital area 
where both could work full time. It took quite some time to get their financial 
situation on track while simultaneously buying an apartment.  Their timing however 
proved to be excellent since housing prices rose significantly only a few years later.  
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It was not only the employment situation in Blönduós that was limited. The 
educational opportunities were also limited and like Han and Humphreys (2005) 
found out, opportunities for other family members can influence people’s willingness 
to stay in rural areas. The nearest secondary school was fifty kilometers away, a trip 
that can take longer than the kilometers would indicate since the weather can be 
unpredictable and the roads bad during winter time. Continuing to the next level of 
education meant that the teenagers had to drive, move or have some kind of facilities 
elsewhere, with associated costs and possible absence from the family. This reality 
was a hindrance for participants with school-aged children or teenagers, because of 
their need to keep the family together after fleeing unstable circumstances in their 
country of origin.  Splitting the family also goes against their norms, like one 
interviewee pointed out.   
 
Lack of employment along with the size of the community was for most the main 
motivation for moving and so was the knowledge that education would eventually 
lure the second generation away. Fisher et al. (1998) state that newly arrived 
immigrants are more likely to move than natives, since they have not developed 
strong ties to their new place. This was noticeable for all of the participants, not least 
for the families with children where higher education would eventually be a pull 
factor. When choosing where to relocate to, one family said they had a larger town in 
mind, but it only had one secondary school and no university. They feared that this 
choice would increase the risk of splitting the family a few years later. They wanted 
to keep the family together and make sure that the offspring could live at home while 
studying, so instead they opted to move to the capital area. 

“Having adults living in your home is maybe not the norm in Iceland. But we 
say that our kids have to finish school before leaving home. I do not want 
anyone to take a loan for their education. My parents did this for me and my 
wife’s parent for her as well, so we would not have to start life in debt. […] 
while you are in college and university you live with us,” was how Emil stated 
it. 

Another participant had thoughts along the same line, believing that it was important 
for their young adult get a university degree without taking a loan and would 
therefore need to live at home. Education aside, many participants expressed how 
they think it is normal for young adults to live with their parents. This is contrary to 
how they perceive the norm in Iceland where people move away from home around 
the age of twenty. Such support can perhaps be interpreted as more than just a way to 
keep the family together, since it also encourages their offspring to pursue education 
and improve their future prospects.  

Green et al. (2007) state that smaller settlements have a less developed infrastructure 
for migrant integration than the larger ones. The participants in this study settled in 
Blönduós as stated above, but one year later most of the families had moved away to 
Reykjavík or surrounding areas. The last of the group to leave stayed in Blönduós for 
two years. Everyone who participated in the study remarked that in their opinion the 
town was too small for long-term living. Available service was limited according to 
the participants and there was not much going on generally, as Bojan explained:  
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“It was weird because there was never anyone outside on the streets. It was a small 
town. You never saw anyone.”  
 
Another participant also stated that she never saw anyone walking on the streets. The 
only way to come across people was in the convenience store, but not on the way to 
and from there, since everybody used a car to get around. 
 
Han and Humphreys (2005) and Schech (2014) have both pointed out that integration 
into small communities seems more likely to work for refugees originating from rural 
areas. However, it might be worth taking a different rural context into consideration 
since what constitutes ‘rural’ may differ from place to place. Many of the group came 
from smaller towns in Croatia and did not have an expectation to live in a large 
settlement. However, it is obvious from their description that what is considered rural 
in Croatia is different from the rural in Iceland. Even after being informed about the 
town’s small population it still was a surprise to then how remote it was.  
 

“We did not realize that it would not be as densely populated as in our 
country. And even though we knew it was a smaller town than ours we thought 
that the environment around would be more densely populated than it was,” 
said Franjo when describing Blönduós.  

 
Almost all participants mentioned the scarcity of facilities in the town. Listed by the 
participants were one grocery store, two convenience stores and a bakery. A 
swimming pool was the only entertainment in town. Few people were around and not 
many platforms available to interact spontaneously with the residents. Only ten other 
immigrants lived in Blönduós at the time, and interactions with co-ethnic people 
outside the refugee group were negligible.  
 
Interactions between natives and new residents in everyday life is important for 
integration (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). Like mentioned above, the 
platforms for interaction were limited and some of the participants talked about a 
cultural difference regarding the use of alcohol. In Iceland it features prominently 
when people meet to have good time and that applies for the capital area as well. Two 
interviewees said that it limited their interest in participating in some social events 
with co-workers and in other celebrations, and the interest has only decreased with 
time. In Croatia, people used more of their time socializing and met more often during 
the week, even in the morning before work.  
 

“Icelandic people are not like us, we meet more often. […] We meet for coffee 
preferably every day. But Icelandic people work a lot and only meet up on 
weekends” says Bojan.   

Many expressed the desire of looking for an alternative social life in bigger places. 
The youngest adapted quickly to Blönduós’ small community where they made 
friends easily. However, the situation was different for the teenagers, where the 
language played a more important role for socialization. This was in addition to being 
older and more shaped by prior experiences, which can affect integration like 
Wingens et al. (2011:211) points out. The teenagers were welcomed and invited to 
parties with their peers, but some had a hard time fitting in because of the language 
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problems and alcohol use. They were not used to drinking and felt that there was not 
much else to do. A vision of a different and more diverse social life, along with more 
opportunity to meet up with other teenagers from their country of origin, made 
Reykjavik appealing. 

The refugees now have eighteen years of experience of living in Iceland and in light 
of that it is interesting to get their opinion on a more suitable municipality to receive 
refugees. Most of the participants believe that towns that are quite large by Icelandic 
standards, and rather close to capital city, are suitable for receiving refugees, such as 
Selfoss, Reykjanesbær, Hveragerði, Akranes and Borgarnes. Another town mentioned 
is Akureyri (the capital of northern Iceland), despite its distance from Reykjavik. It 
has a fairly large population, all necessary services and amenities, all educational 
levels, and still has some of the closeness and peacefulness that often characterizes 
smaller towns.  
 

“Communities here are very different from other parts of the world.  I do not 
think that it is as remote elsewhere, there is not much around the communities.  
I think you have to be born there to be accustomed to it.  That is why I believe 
that Akureyri or another larger community would suit better,” says Franjo. 

 
Some thought that a small town like Blönduós could be a starting point if there were 
enough job opportunities, and if people only have small kids who are not about to 
enter secondary school. However, most would prefer a settlement that has a least few 
thousand inhabitants. Only one thought that the capital area would be suitable to 
begin with. The others believe, a too large population risks isolation and hard 
integration.  
 

5.3 The	role	of	language	in	integration	
 
Language is a significant factor for integration and participation in a new society like 
Esser (2006) notes. From interviewing the participants, it is clear that language skills 
play an important role for both integration and participation, and it is usually easier 
for those who arrive young to learn a new language. However, some individuals from 
the first generation have gained good Icelandic skills. Overall, those who possess 
Icelandic skills put more emphasis on the importance of learning the language. 
 
The Icelandic language is a difficult language to learn and the participant’s Icelandic 
level varies, although not necessarily in relation to how well integrated they perceive 
themselves to be. Those who arrived young can speak the language at a native level, 
but those who arrived at a later stage in life speak the language to various degrees, not 
necessarily in relation to their age at the time of arrival. However, it is obvious that 
the timing of the migration event generally plays a big role like Kulu and Milewski 
(2007) indicate. The time of stay is also important since language skills develop over 
time, even though it varies how quickly people are able to pick up a new language. 
 
Bevelander and Lund (2007) stress that investing in language learning after relocating 
is important for expanding possibilities for things such as learning new skills and 
increasing opportunity. Those who speak the language well (in the group) feel that it 
is very important to be able to participate in society and to be aware of what goes on 
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in the community they live in. Likewise, they say the language skills mainly depend 
on how willing people are to learn the language and how much effort they put into it, 
but that do not deny that the age at the time of arrival can influence the ability. Those 
who have poorer Icelandic skills say that they know enough to get by and that they 
can rely on others who have better skills. For instance, Anto is his parent’s connection 
to the Icelandic society and he informs them about what is going on in media and 
sorts out what is beneficial for them to know. Likewise, he takes care of necessary 
communication and various things for them where language skills are crucial. Anto 
thinks that it takes at least three years to integrate, and up to five years to learn the 
language and get familiar with the society. He does not perceive himself as a 
foreigner in Iceland. He speaks the language like a native, so no one even thinks about 
it. He explains further that he feels at home both Iceland and in the Balkans. 
 

“When you have learned the language then you can integrate well. When you 
begin to understand more, then you start to learn how everything works. You 
can really talk to people at work and they can tell you a lot of things about the 
society that you didn’t know. About your rights and you just start to 
understand.”  

 
A participant from the second-generation states that it was very hard for her mother to 
come to Iceland because of how different it is from their country of origin. 
Experiencing the isolation so far north, the feeling increased even further when they 
drove to the remote town of Blönduós. However, they managed to get on their feet 
quickly by placing an emphasis on learning the language.  
 

“You are an outsider if you don´t know the language. You live here, work 
here, but you are not part of it [the society]. It is really important to speak the 
language,” says Jela.  

 
The first generation faced bigger challenges when it came to the language while the 
younger ones have taken to it with relative ease. That fact stresses the importance of 
timing in when it comes to integration and language skills. The second generation is 
in most cases in no discernible way different from the natives, if their 
Croatian/Serbian names are excluded. 
 

5.4 Transnational	living	

Integration is a process, like the Life course perspective and develops with time like 
Wingens et al. (2011:1-2) states. Transnational living and practices are obviously part 
of the participants’ life course. Everyone travels quite regularly to Serbia or Croatia, 
some more often than others. The main factors identified in relation to 
transnationalism are: return visits, sense of belonging in two countries, traditional 
practices, communication and monitoring between the countries, and intent for 
retirement return. 
 
The social context in the first settlement in Iceland spurred the decision to move and 
seek further opportunities. It was in the capital and its surrounding area that the life in 
Iceland began in earnest and the next phase of integration could be taken, in a slightly 
different social context. After the relocation there was no job shortage - everybody 
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got enough work and many got jobs that they were more satisfied with. They were 
able to buy apartments, cars and possessions. “We started to work and if you have 
money you can buy everything and I started to work very, very hard in order to buy 
everything I needed,” Lana describes.  
 
Samers (2010: 278-280) explains transnational belonging as having a sense of 
belonging in two countries and thinking about ‘here’ and ‘there’ in contradictory 
ways. This becomes evident in the participants’ narratives and most of the families 
own a property in both countries and have really put an effort into making that 
happen. For most of the participants from the first generation it was often difficult to 
get used to Icelandic circumstances, not least the weather and the language. Lana did 
for example not intend to stay in Iceland for the long term, but got used to the new 
country.  
 

“…after five years it was ok for me to stay in Iceland and so was the daytime 
sunshine [during summer nights]. I was working a lot and not thinking about 
the things that I had problems with in the beginning. After five years 
everything looked so much easier than before…”.  

 
Now she goes to Serbia regularly to spend time with relatives and she describes how 
she starts to long for Iceland after a while “I want to go home”. After all these years 
she has learned to appreciate the Icelandic society, not only the institutional system 
which she is very fond of. She mentions how nervous the people in Serbia are in her 
opinion, and she feels that the community in Iceland is more pleasant, with people 
being more patient and polite. She believes the reason for this is the economic 
difference between the two countries. Poverty is the biggest social problem in Serbia 
and it affects all aspects of life.  
 
Jela and her family quite often go to their country of origin on vacation, in order to 
visit friends and family. Both the journey there and the journey back to Iceland fill her 
with impatience as they are both journeys home according to her. Having the feeling 
of home in two countries (transnational belonging) is evident when Jela talks about 
her last vacation in Croatia and describes how she could not wait go home (to 
Croatia).  
 

“When I had been in Croatia for two weeks I just…could not wait to go 
HOME. It was warm, the water tasted bad and when we landed in Iceland I 
just took a deep breath”, she says while laughing.  

 
Having two children of her own she has no plans to leave Iceland in the coming years. 
Even though the health care system has deteriorated, she trusts that it will be fixed 
and believes that it is in her family’s best interest to stay in Iceland. She is satisfied 
living in Iceland and so are the majority of the participants. Others seem satisfied 
enough to have stayed for this long, but it is difficult to predict what the future holds. 
 
It is important that daily needs are fulfilled, and if they are not then this is likely to 
result in mobility. Apparent discrimination in a community is also a clear barrier to 
integration and willingness to stay (Han & Humphreys, 2005). In general, however, 
the participants have not felt discriminated against throughout their time in Iceland. 
They state that they mostly receive a positive reaction from their fellow citizens in 
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Iceland, even though examples of a negative attitude have appeared. One of the 
interviewees expresses how he categorizes such attitudes as ignorant acts from 
individuals, not as the norm for society. Anto believes that people from former 
Yugoslavia are well accepted because they have shown that they are willing to adjust 
to the host society and do not try to change it. He emphasizes that it is up to each 
individual to have the willingness to adjust and be an active citizen in the society.  
 
Transnational practices are often related to traditions, and traditions can often be 
connected to religions. Most of the group belongs to the Orthodox Church (although 
some are in mixed marriages) where Christmas and Easter are celebrated at a different 
time than they traditionally are in Iceland. Many of the group have made some 
concessions to the Icelandic tradition. “We do not want to sit by when everyone is 
celebrating Christmas”, says Jela and explains how they open presents according to 
the Icelandic tradition and then have a banquet in January according to their own 
tradition. She also talks about the Icelandic tradition of children putting a shoe in their 
bedroom window thirteen nights before Christmas. If the children are well behaved 
they get a treat in their shoe from one of the thirteen Icelandic Santa Clauses as they 
arrive from the mountains one by one. If they misbehave the children will receive a 
potato instead.  

“We put our children’s shoes in the window even though we think it is the 
silliest thing in the world. […] And I did it myself after we moved here and I 
knew right away that Santa Clause did not exist since my dad put potatoes all 
over my room and laughed so hard the next day”, says Jela laughing. 

More participants explained how they celebrated Christmas one way or another by 
mixing traditions from both countries. This can be understood in terms of assimilative 
practices or segmented assimilation (Samers, 2010:278-280). 

According to transnationalism, the ties with country of origin are kept alive, and this 
is what everyone in the group has done. Through the years, Kristina has called her 
mother on the phone every Sunday at twelve o’clock. She also maintains a strong 
connection with her siblings and cousins. All of the participants monitor what is going 
on in the media in their country of origin. At first they did this mainly through friends 
and relatives (the social network), but in recent years the Internet, with its various 
news services and social media platforms, has come to play a big role. The country of 
origin is monitored closely, but most participants follow Icelandic media as well.   

Five of the eleven participants from the second generation have moved to mainland 
Europe which means that those remaining in Iceland must use the Internet to keep in 
touch with their adult children. Two are Lana’s children and she says it is difficult to 
be so far away from her children and grandchildren. She wants to be able to help and 
sometimes she travels back to support her daughter and help out with the children. 
She feels helpless about this situation and is pulled between Serbia and Iceland. 
“Sometimes I talk to them [her children] and tell them it is better to stay in Iceland 
and work and everything. I do not know what to do.” She is emotional about this and 
feels that she has a rather good life in Iceland. She wishes that her children would 
come to live in the security that she feels Iceland has to offer with its functional 
systems and low unemployment rates; circumstances that can ease integration and are 
more likely to lead to well-being.  
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Iva’s son got his university degree in Iceland, overcame the language obstacle and 
worked in Iceland for a few years before moving to Europe, wanting to live in a 
warmer climate. He found a job in a European country where his aunt lives and has 
been living there since, with no intention of returning back to Iceland. Another 
individual from the second generation moved to Europe to continue her studies and 
got a good job afterwards. She travels a lot, rarely to Serbia or Croatia, but goes she 
visits Iceland regularly to meet her friends and family. Thus she continues with her 
transnational living, but now more between the country where she lives and Iceland. 

According to the respondents from the first generation they want to return to their 
home country for good when they retire, or envision spending large parts of the year 
in Serbia or Croatia. Cveta is certain that she will move once she stops working to be 
in the sun where she and her husband can grow flowers and vegetables. She feels that 
it is not appealing for the elderly to live in Iceland where there is little to do except 
staying indoors. She and her husband have a property in Serbia to return to, and plan 
to sell their apartment in Iceland when they retire. Iva and her husband, on the other 
hand, have left the labour market due to their deteriorating physical condition:  
 

“He has always thought that we would end up somewhere over there [in 
Serbia/Croatia]. We do not want to die here. We want to be here, but not die 
here,” says Iva as her husband nods his assent.  

 
They have a house in Serbia, their grown up kids have moved away, they have their 
disability benefits and are close to retirement age. However, they do not know when 
they will leave. Say that they have to look better into how transferrable pension and 
disability benefits are between the countries and they do not want to let go of Iceland 
yet.  
 

“The medical service is very good, we have everything close by, swimming 
pool which is free for me since I have disability and everything there is more 
expensive for me there than it is here. This is for now, I don´t know how it will 
be, we haven’t decided yet”, says Iva and laughs. 

 
Not everyone wants to turn back to where they used to live due to difficult memories 
and they prefer Serbia over Croatia. Others do not have a specific place in mind to 
move to other than Europe’s mainland to be closer to their country of origin and in a 
warmer climate. A couple from the first generation say that they want to move away 
from Iceland, even though they expect that their adult children will continue to live 
there. Until now, they have not considered moving because returning to Serbia has not 
been an option, and the thought of starting over again in new surroundings with a new 
language has been overwhelming. They try to travel back to their country of origin 
once a year, saving up for the airfare which is the biggest expense, and they have a 
house in both countries. Two individuals from the second generation agree with this 
view. They are satisfied with their lives in Iceland and worry about the difficulties 
involved in moving to a new country. As Anto puts it: “It doesn’t matter where you 
go. You will have to start all over again and work your way up again.” Even though 
Iceland is far from everything, it is not as isolated as it was when the refugees arrived 
eighteen years ago. The circumstances and the context have changed due to 
globalization, and now it is cheaper to communicate and travel, which makes 
transnational living easier. Occasionally the long distance can be positive, says Anto, 
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and cites the recent terror attacks in Europe. Iceland is far away from both the danger 
and the fear of danger. Kristina also mentions this threat and at times she wants to go 
and get her daughter from Western Europe, where she has lived for a while, and 
return her back to the safety of Iceland. 

5.5 Normal	life,	security	and	integration	

As previously stated, Iceland and the countries of former Yugoslavia are different in 
many ways, e.g. landscape, weather, economy, culture, tradition and community. It 
takes time to get familiar with a new society and everything associated with it, like 
language and structures. A number of factors have been identified as beneficial for 
integration such as the feeling of security, the feeling of normal life, and the 
functional structural system. 
 
Schech (2014) argues that the closeness and peace of smaller towns can increase 
feelings of security, which becomes evident in some participants’ narratives when 
they describe how their kids could run around free in Blönduós. However, it appears 
that the feeling is not limited to the small town of Blönduós. The isolated country of 
Iceland as a whole, with its small population, seems to create that feeling for the 
refugees. Iva, who did not initially see Iceland as future place of residency, said that 
the feeling of peace and security changed her mind.  
 

“What changed? I do not know what to say, we just got peace here, work and 
a normal life. We could have a home, a car, work, be in peace and have 
everything that is important to people.”  

 
Iva describes how important it is to have a normal life and says she got that feeling 
after relocating to the Reykjavik area. If those needs are not met it can result in 
mobility like Han and Humphreys (2005) state which is interesting in this case since 
everyone from the group relocated from Blönduós. According to Iva and many others, 
more of their needs were filled in the second location, in all cases larger settlements.  
 
Erdal (2013) discusses two elements of integration, one of which is structural 
integration, the importance of which is apparent in the interviews. The feeling of 
security extends beyond physical security and reaches to the Icelandic institutional 
system. Most of the respondents talk about the system in Iceland in one way or 
another and are grateful for how functional it is. They describe for instance, how 
employees can count on getting their pay checks every month. They appreciate how 
people earn their rights and retirement payments, as well as access to health care and 
disability benefits if their health fails. Jela expresses how she appreciates the equality 
in Iceland:  
 

“Here in Iceland, everybody is equal, no one is better than another […] it 
does not matter if you are a man or a woman, everyone has an equal voice. It 
is good to live in Iceland”. 

 
She feels that Iceland has everything to offer and that it is a secure and optimal place 
to raise children.  
 
It varies between individuals how they perceive the differences between Iceland and 
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their country of origin. However, it can be sensed in the interviews that the quality of 
life in Iceland plays a big role in keeping them there, both the functional system and 
the feeling of peace, which gives a feeling of safety. But the question is for how long? 
 
The movement to the capital area made many feel like their life was more normal than 
before. There were more people and facilities around, but it can also be assumed that 
not being involved in a specific refugee program contributed as well. After moving to 
the capital area and the adults began working there, the family life was under better 
control and they felt much better, said two participants from the same family. They 
felt like their life was normal again. One of the family members’ dream came true 
when he was able to open a business. The family was satisfied with both the 
employment and educational opportunities on offer in Iceland and took full advantage 
of them. One person from the second generation had the opportunity to do a part of 
her university education in another European country, and mentioned how accessible 
opportunities were to study elsewhere. Two others mentioned access and 
opportunities that they appreciated, such as courses and seminars available for those 
living in Iceland. 
 
Most of the participants feel that they are very well, or rather well, integrated, 
although they will always retain their uniqueness. However, two participants felt only 
halfway integrated and did somehow not feel fulfilled within Icelandic society. “They 
say that I practically become a different person when we are there [in 
Croatia/Serbia],” says Emil and his family members agree, saying that he comes to 
life when he is in the country of origin. Lana, on the other hand, feels integrated 
because she lives a normal life, and can always get explanations and help to 
understand if she needs it. However, she feels the language was difficult to learn 
because of her age upon arrival, and other personal problems she was dealing with at 
that time. She explains that she learned enough of the language to get by at work and 
handle daily requirements. Now, after eighteen years, when she stays in Croatia or 
Serbia for some time, she feels that it would be harder for her to start a normal life 
over there if she decided to return, than it was immigrating to Iceland despite the 
language barrier. In her opinion, Iceland functions better which makes life easier. 

5.6 The	role	of	social	networks	in	integration	

Social networks play an important role for all the participants, even though they are 
structured in different ways for each individual member of the group. Members from 
the extended families have moved to Iceland with assistance from the refugees, or 
they assisted the refugees themselves in getting the transfer to Iceland. Everyone is 
involved in the co-ethnic community in one way or another. The Icelandic network is 
however, rather limited for many individuals, mostly those from the first generation. 
 
Social networks can be a starting point for migration by paving the way like Samers 
(2010) and Massey and Espana (1987) point out. They can provide resources and help 
in a new settlement, which can both stimulate others to take the step towards 
immigration, and influence the choice of destination country. Social network can thus 
start a chain of events as well as strengthen the network’s development in the new 
location, and promote transnational activities. 
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The quota refugees did not exactly have Iceland in mind when they knew they wanted 
to try their luck elsewhere, as stated earlier. They were living in poor circumstances 
and had limited options. They were in a vulnerable position when the opportunity to 
move to Iceland presented itself. Iva and her husband did not see Iceland as a dream 
location, but rather as their only chance to get out of Serbia since they were not in a 
mixed marriage. They already knew about two families who had gone to Iceland 
through UNHCR’s refugee program, one of which was Iva’s brother’s family who 
had arrived one year previously. Iva’s brother assisted them by contacting the 
Icelandic Red Cross and asking them to help his sister’s family to get to Iceland.  
 

“I called him in March, I was wearing a t-shirt and I asked him if it was 
possible to wear such clothing in Iceland and he said yes yes yes I´m wearing 
a t-shirt and I´m going out and the weather is very nice. He didn´t want to tell 
me how the weather was in Iceland,” says Iva and laughs.  

 
Jela explains how a woman from another group of quota refugees, who had arrived 
two years earlier, called her dad after they arrived. She had been his classmate in 
childhood and they kept in touch whilst they were both in Iceland. “It is not just 
Iceland that is small, the whole world is small,” says Jela and referring to the small 
Icelandic population where it feels like everybody knows everyone. 
 
When social network influences migration there is always someone who needs to take 
the first step. Cveta and her family didn’t know anyone in Iceland before arriving, but 
have influenced others to migrate. Through the Red Cross, she helped her brother’s 
family of eight to relocate to Iceland as quota refugees. A few years later, two more 
refugees arrived thanks to Cveta and her family’s assistance, who helped out by 
arranging residence and work permits. Having more family members around is good 
in Cveta’s opinion, since they stick together and help each other out as much as 
possible. 
 
Kristina’s social network of relatives has also expanded in Iceland. Her niece moved 
to Iceland recently and the family had earlier helped her nephew to come to Iceland 
where he has started a family. Kristina feels that the arrival of family members has 
changed much for her family and increased their emotional well-being.  
 

“It is fun, especially during Christmas and Easter or when someone has a 
birthday […] Like during Christmas I’m just like an Icelander, I have my 
extended family with me. Everyone comes to my house,” she says and smiles. 

 
The above are examples of how the length of stay can change the network’s resources 
and composition. Over time, the likelihood of family reunification increases, leading 
to a larger family based network in the country of destination (Samers, 2010:87).  
Having relatives and a bigger family seems to make it easier for the refugees to 
identify with the natives, giving a nuance of normal life. 

Even though Lana and her husband are the only ones left of their family in Iceland, 
she still wants to remain there. She says that she and her husband still keep contact 
with one of their support families, but they have very few other Icelandic friends. 
Otherwise she mostly socializes with people who she has encountered through the 
years when they run in to each other by coincidence and then stop for a talk. 
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“Everybody is working a lot in Iceland, you know they do not have the time. I didn’t 
have time either when I was working,” says Lana and expresses that she is mainly in 
contact with people from Serbia and Croatia. 

Quota refugees arrive in Iceland in groups and it can be assumed that this is done for 
convenience and possibly to create a social network within the group. Everyone 
thought it was good to arrive in a group and some became friends and others 
acquaintances. However, it is not a given that people from the same country will get a 
sense of belong to each other and the opinion was expressed that even though they 
spoke the same language, they were unlike in many ways and at different stages in 
their lives. Some had much contact within the group, particularly during the first year. 
They visited with each other, socialized and enjoyed being able to speak their native 
language and share their migration experience. 

One of the participants explained how her teenagers had a difficult time living in a 
small town like Blönduós, and how everything got easier when they moved to the 
Reykjavik area. The importance of social network involving the perception of 
common culture and language, like Samers (2010) notes, was what those teenagers 
needed, according to their mother. In Reykjavik there were more people from former 
Yugoslavia who spoke the same language, and everything started to become easier. 
The years have passed and examples can be found in the group, showing how the 
connection to the Icelandic social network plays an important role for some. One 
person in the second generation, who now lives in Europe, maintains a close 
connection to Iceland, not only with her family and friends who live there, but also as 
a member of the Icelandic community in the country where she presently lives. 

A community of Serbian/Croatians exists in the Reykjavik area and all of the 
participants of this study are involved in it in one way or another. The events are often 
based on religious grounds, even though it varies greatly how much the people 
practice their religion, and also how much they participate in other events in the 
community. A large part of their social life happens within this community even 
though it isn’t always associated with planned events. It is mainly those who arrived 
whilst still in their childhood who socialize just as much, or perhaps even more, with 
the natives. However, even though they speak Icelandic like natives, it still feels good 
to have a relationship with people of same origin.  

“I still feel that it is good to have foreign friends, even though I have lived in 
Iceland for so long. I still feel that I’m somehow different. I do not know what 
it is, I just feel that way […] I think it is just the culture, mom has really kept 
our culture and traditions,” says Jela and further explains that she intends to 
do the same for her children. 

Only one person from the first generation of the group seems to have substantial 
connections to Icelandic people, mostly through her previous place of employment 
where she visits often and keeps in contact to her former co-workers. The others say 
they have very few Icelandic friends and some wish for more interaction with the 
locals.  

“I’m never bored, I always find something to do, but I would like to have more 
Icelandic friends. That is what I need here, nothing else. […] and to be more 
involved in the society,” says Iva.  
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Danica says she has very few Icelandic friend and describes a kind of wall with her 
hands. She mainly has connections with her co-workers, but she doesn’t classify any 
of them as close friends. Emil explains how his connections with Icelanders 
deteriorated after the economic crisis of 2008. Some people moved away causing the 
group he was in to break up, and now it is mainly one Icelandic man that he meets 
outside of work. Emil is engaged in a sport with a group of people, but says they 
relate mainly through the hobby and he admits that he keeps some distance due to 
different interests and focus.  

6 Discussions	and	analysis	
 
Integration is a vague concept like Ager and Strang (2008) point out, making it 
difficult to judge who is more integrated and who is less so. In this study, it was 
brought into the discussion how integrated the refugees assessed themselves to be. In 
this discussion I will firstly focus on the beginning of the process involving 
resettlement, i.e. first stage of integration and how it relates both to social structures 
and the Icelandic context. The study challenges Han and Humphreys (2005) statement 
about how integration can be easier in smaller communities for those originating from 
rural areas. It is more in line with what Hedberg and Haandrikman (2014) noted about 
how migrants tend to stay in rural areas for a limited time only. This is likely because 
the infrastructure for migration integration is limited, like Green et al. (2014) stated. 
Next I will cover how the refugees’ integration continued in a larger settlement with 
more facilities around and due to globalization. It will be discussed how the 
participants’ engagement in transnational practices, language and social networks 
impacted their integration process as well as contributing to the feeling of security and 
the feeling of normal life. 

The subject I chose is based on my interest in human life and our different trajectories 
and different opportunities. Iceland receives up to 30 refugees a year but has received 
48 so far this year which is exceptional. In May 2016, 597 people had arrived as 
refugees via UNHCR to Iceland since 1956. Iceland, which is ranked as a high 
income country by the World Bank (2014), should be able to do more to help with the 
current refugee crisis. Especially since Iceland receives relatively few refugees 
compared to the other Nordic countries (The Icelandic Red Cross, 2015). 

As this study shows, Iceland is not necessarily a dream location to the refugees who 
accept the invitation. Its geographical location in the north Atlantic is unattractive for 
many originating from the south. The climate is cold and flight connections are the 
only way to get to and from the country, if three days sailing from eastern Iceland to 
Denmark is excluded. However, unemployment rates are low in Iceland (Nordregio, 
2016) and according to Arion Bank (Visir.is, 2015) and SA-Business (2016), more 
jobs are created than the Icelandic population can fill. Employees are imported to 
work temporarily to meet the demand, but they still live and pay taxes outside the 
country (Visir.is, 2016). At the same time, people come to Iceland in search of a place 
to live and work, who are prepared to integrate, and yet they are deported based on 
laws and policies. In this sense it is interesting to consider if it is time to review those 
policies or make exceptions to them when possible, to serve both the country and 
those who are in need and interested in relocating to Iceland. 
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The integration process of the refugees has neither happened in a vacuum nor at one 
certain point in time. Like Wingens et al. (2011) point out, life course perspective can 
be used to understand and analyze how the participants’ human agency is intertwined 
with macro social structures. The theory of life course perspective, in combination 
with the theories of transnationalism and social networks, acknowledges both agency 
and structure. The life course perspective is a method that highlights the unique 
experience and agency of the individual. However, human agency can be limited by 
structures, and the social context has to be taken into account for the big picture. This 
is reflected, for instance, in how the group examined in this paper wanted and sought 
to migrate, but had limited options of destination. They were afraid that other 
opportunities would not be available and so the decision to migrate to Iceland was 
taken - a decision that would shortly involve integration into Icelandic society. It is 
therefore interesting to pay attention to how a choice at one point is shaped into a 
social context and how it can affect future trajectories and processes (Elder, 1994 and 
Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011) like migration and subsequent 
integration processes. It is difficult to predict what might have been, but it seems like 
the (rather limited) choice to go to Iceland led the participants to some opportunities. 
They received access to education and the chance to life a normal life, as the 
participants often mentioned in the interviews.  

Like Ager and Strang (2008) mention then the concept of integration is widely used in 
policy-making and often set as a goal, despite being a chaotic concept. Not having a 
collective integration policy in the EU leads to various approaches to integration, 
which increases the risk of obstacles and facilitators being overlooked. The risk is 
lack of support from the system for refugees’ successful integration (UNHCR, 2013). 
As the participants in this study explain, there was quite some effort put into helping 
them to gain a foothold after their arrival. They had to get used to a completely new 
environment and circumstances, from buying unfamiliar food in the convenience 
store, to learning a new language and how the Icelandic system functions. Firstly, 
they needed to get their bearings and then it takes time to settle - this could perhaps be 
called the first stage of integration. Through that stage, the institutional support for the 
quota refugees was fully functional, with financial, social and linguistic help. Every 
refugee family got four support families upon arrival to provide both assistance and 
companionship. Interaction between natives and new arrivals is beneficial for 
integration according to Wingens et al. (2011). Some participants still maintain some 
sort of relationship with their support families. 

When the institutional support supplied with the refugee program came to an end, the 
refugees had to support themselves. Work and employment opportunities turned out 
to be an important factor at that point which was highly prioritized among the 
refugees. This is how Emil described the desire to work “…when we came to 
Blönduós, we said that we wanted to work and be self-sufficient, not get money from 
the government.” He and others emphasized the importance of employment 
opportunities and how they were lacking in Blönduós, as were educational 
opportunities for the children. This matches the UNHCR report about integration 
where employment was recognized as a key concern for the refugees themselves 
(UNHCR, 2013).  

However, there were more factors that caused maladaptation in the rural area, such as 
a limited co-ethnic community, a small population, and remoteness. Some teenagers 



 43 

had a hard time integrating in the small town and longed for interactions with other 
teenagers from the country of origin. In Blönduós there were only ten other 
immigrants at the time of arrival (Statistic Iceland, n.d.), and the only other 
compatriots for the teenagers were members of the group of twenty-three who were of 
all ages. This supports Ager and Strang’s (2008) suggestion that relationship with co-
ethnic people is important for integration. 

I found the location and the small population of Blönduós interesting, not least 
because I myself come from a small village in Iceland. In this study the relationship 
between rural areas and integration has been investigated. The refugee group stayed in 
Blönduós for a limited time. Most people left after only one year and everyone was 
gone within two years, supporting Hedberg and Haandrikman (2014) statement about 
how migrants in rural areas tend to stay for a limited time. They mention that 
something special is needed to attach people to the place. Like Franjo pointed out 
when discussing suitable receiving municipalities: “I think you have to be born there 
to be accustomed to it.  That is why I believe that Akureyri or another larger 
community would suit better.” The other participants also stated that Blönduós was 
too small, even though they felt very welcomed and could sense the kindness from the 
residents, factor which according to Ager and Strang (2008) should work positively 
for integration.  

According to Han and Humphreys (2005) research indicates that integration to 
smaller communities can be easier, especially for people who originate from rural 
areas. A significant portion of the group studied, originates from what they define as 
rural areas in Croatia and did not have expectations of living in a large settlement. 
However, the reality of what constitutes ‘rural’ in Iceland was wildly different from 
what the participants expected. Blönduós proved to be more remote than they could 
have imagined. 

Despite the small population, everyone thought that the reception they received in this 
little town was exemplary and they all praised how welcome the residents of the town 
made them feel. This should theoretically have had a positive effect on integration. 
Tolerance for different cultural backgrounds and kindness were also present, which 
should have been beneficial and enabled the newly arrived to feel at home (Schech, 
2014); (Ager & Strang, 2008). When all the factors are taken into account, it is 
unveiled that Blönduós was probably too small to meet all their needs in the long run, 
such as Han and Humphreys (2005) have suggested as a possible problem for 
migration to small settlements. This relates to what Green et al. (2007) stated about 
rural areas and how they have less developed infrastructures for migrant integration, 
which can act negatively on the integration process. Blönduós was too small in the 
refugees’ opinion, with too few employment and educational opportunities so they 
decided to move on and attempt integration elsewhere. However, the ratio of 
immigrants in Blönduós has increased significantly (Statistic Iceland, 2016) since this 
group came to the town and it would be interesting to investigate the new group’s 
emergence and integration in contrast to the old. 

Integration is a process and develops over time like people’s life course, as Wingens 
et al. (2011:1-2) states. But what makes the integration process develop? In that 
context, it is interesting to give transnational living a closer look.  Earlier studies 
leaned towards the view that transnationalism is a hindrance to integration, but later 
studies lean more towards the conclusion that those elements can go together and 
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have abandoned the idea of a ‘zero sum game’ (Oeppen, 2013). The refugee group 
describes multiple transnational activities in the interviews. Firstly, is the sense of 
belonging in two countries that Samers (2010:278-280) categorizes as transnational 
belonging and often implies thinking about here and there in contradictory ways. This 
could be sensed from many participants. Jela, for example, talked about going home 
to Croatia, but did refer to Iceland as home in the next sentence: “When I had been in 
Croatia for two weeks I just…could not wait to go HOME.” Lana also explained how 
she longed to go back home when she was in Serbia earlier this year, regardless of her 
limited socialization with Icelandic people. The bulk of her social network in Iceland 
is comprised of people from her country of origin, but relationships with co-ethnic 
people have been identified as beneficial for integration (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

Transnational practices can at times be related to traditions and religions, like 
Christmas and Easter. Since the refugees are predominantly members of the Orthodox 
Church, their traditions differ from prevailing traditions in Iceland since the latter 
follows the Lutheran church which has slightly different timings for celebrations. 
Many of the participants have made concessions to the host society and even split up 
their Christmas celebration. Jela says: “We do not want to sit by when everyone is 
celebrating Christmas.” Some of the other families’ mention how they open gifts 
according the Icelandic tradition which can be understood as an assimilative practice 
or segmented assimilation like Samers (2010:278-280) discusses. On the other hand, 
they are not used to the custom that young adults should move away from home 
whilst they are still rather young. They do it differently, both to in order to avoid 
student loans and to keep the family together. “Having adults living in your home 
may not be the norm in Iceland. But we say that our kids have to finish school before 
leaving home,” said Emil expressing an important sentiment that was stressed in more 
of the interviews. 

How integrated does one feel? When the discussion turned to the refugees’ 
assessment of their own integration, the outcome was not completely dependent on 
their language skills. Those how had better language skills claimed that it was the key 
to integration. Anto explained the importance: “You can really talk to people at work 
and they can tell you a lot of things about the society that you didn’t know. About 
your rights and you just start to understand.” This rhymes with Jela’s understanding: 

“You are an outsider if you don´t know the language. You live here, work 
here, but you are not part of it [the society]. It is really important to speak the 
language.”  

However, not everyone agreed with this emphasis on language skills. Those with less 
language skills felt integrated since they were able to have a normal life, and had 
enough skills to negotiate daily obstacles. They felt they could get help or an 
explanation when needed from their relatives or from other people in the society. This 
emphasis on having a normal life was expressed numerous times in the interviews and 
can be interpreted as a sign of integration. Those statements apply to the participants’ 
lives after relocating within Iceland, when their lives in Iceland became more 
established and first stage of integration was well underway. Two people from the 
first generation explain that they feel integrated despite their limited skills in the 
Icelandic language.   
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Globalization has rapidly increased with the help of information and communication 
technology and economic factors, such as free movement of capital and changed 
geopolitical situation (Giddens, 2009:126). The concept of globalization includes 
many processes, which can make it hard to use when describing migration, as Samers 
(2010: 73, 94) points out, since it seems to deprive people of their agency. 
Nevertheless, it is often used to explain people’s ability to continually move and 
travel the world in unprecedented ways. This has proliferated social networks and the 
possibility for active transnationalism.  
 
Globalization has made transnational living easier and has come in handy for the 
refugee group. Even though Iceland is far from everything, it is not as isolated as it 
was when they arrived eighteen years ago. The circumstances and the context have 
changed due to globalization -e now it is cheaper to communicate and travel, and 
therefore to pursue transnational living. Even though it is debatable to what extent 
globalization can be used to explain migration, since it deprives people of their 
agency (Samers, 2010:73:94), it is useful for explaining the changes in transnational 
living. Transnationalism connects the non-state agent (human agency), the countries 
of origin, and the countries of destination, in a triangular social structure like Faist 
(2010) defines it. In this case, it is the triangle between Iceland, former Yugoslavia, 
and the refugees that can be more active due to globalization. All the participants pay 
close attention to what is happening in their country of origin and travel there 
regularly. Both of those activities have become easier over the years. News and 
changes in the country of origin can be monitored daily and the price of airfare has 
decreased considerably. The cost of international phone calls and travelling were 
noted as a problematic factor for living so far away in an Icelandic report published in 
2005, where the experience and attitude of groups of quota refugees from Croatia is 
explored. The report also mentions which methods the participants used to monitor 
the situation back home, which still was economically poor with high unemployment 
rates (Harðardottir, Jonsdottir, & Jonsson, 2005). The participants in this study give 
the same declaration about the economic situation, but the telecommunication factor 
is completely different now, eleven years later.  

Information and communication technology has advanced considerably and economic 
factors like free movement of capital (Giddens, 2009:126) has probably also 
contributed to transnational living by making it easier for the first generation to own 
and retain properties in both countries. They monitor news via the Internet and can 
reach friends and family without incurring high costs. Globalization has facilitated 
transnational living which has an effect on integration. It makes it easier to live in 
another country by making it easier to be in connection with family and friend in the 
country of origin, as well as monitoring news and discourse. The result is that people 
do not feel as far away and the possibility to travel is more actual than before which 
eases the pull factor. On the other hand, it can possibly reduce integration by meeting 
social needs through distance and digital social networks. That is however not what 
later studies have shown. They conclude that transnational ties do not prevent 
successful integration (Erdal, 2013 and Oeppen, 2013) which turns out to be the case 
in this study as well. Transnational living is not preventing integration, even though 
the refugees have a different understanding of what constitutes integration. They 
perceive themselves as well integrated, or at least half way integrated, and it is not 
unthinkable that they have stayed for this long due to transnational living, which 
involves being engaged in two countries. 
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The participants have generally fared quite well and it is apparent that the integration 
process requires both patience and time. The refugees all relocated within Iceland 
rather soon after their arrival in search for a better variety of job and educational 
opportunities. They also sought a better variety of services, co-ethnic community and 
more options in general along with a bigger population. The priorities were different 
for each family as can be expected, since the attention is on individual/household 
behavior and their trajectories (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). Human 
agency is at the forefront, but it has to be examined in relation to the social context 
(Elder, 1994). Integration is an individual act and it is a process that develops at a 
different pace for each individual. After relocating within Iceland, in or close to the 
capital area, most participants felt that they had acquired a normal life. Lana stated it 
this way: “…after five years it was ok for me to stay in Iceland […] I was working a 
lot and not thinking about the things that I had problems with in the beginning. After 
five years, everything looked so much easier than before…”. In relation to this, it 
should be kept in mind that being in a specific refugee program for the first year is not 
likely to give the feeling of normal life. Like Eastmond (2011) states, taking refugees 
out as a group that needs special treatment can create boundaries between ‘us and 
them’, and make them feel that they are somehow incomplete. Lana said she got used 
to Iceland and its society after five years. This matches Anto’s view that it takes at 
least three years, and up to five years, to integrate. This supports the theory that 
integration is a process that goes along with people’s life course like Wingens et al. 
(2011:1-2) state.  

The refugees did not only get used to the new country. After few years they started to 
appreciate the security they felt there. This is in accordance with Schech (2014) who 
argues that smaller towns can entice people coming from problematic circumstances. 
In this study, security becomes evident as a positive factor for integration, and not 
only in the small town like Schech suggest. It appears that the isolated country with 
its small population could fulfill this need. Like Iva who did not intend to stay in 
Iceland long term, but later changed her mind. “I do not know what to say, we just got 
peace here, work and a normal life. We could have a home, a car, work, be in peace 
and have everything that is important to people.” Normal life was what was 
important to her and everything started to fall into place after she relocated. In 
Blönduós, the daily needs of the refugees were not met, which resulted in mobility 
like Han and Humphreys (2005) suggest. According to Iva and many others, more of 
their needs were filled in the second location, which in all cases were larger 
settlements. 
 
The concept of security does not only apply to being safe physically and being away 
from conflict. It also applies to the feeling of security by other means. Job security 
involves having a job and getting payed for it, and thereby ensuring your, and your 
family’s, economic existence. This reality was, and is, very different between the 
countries of origin and destination. Iceland is a welfare state providing more 
economic security, and most of the respondents were grateful for the system and its 
functionality. They appreciated how people earn their rights and retirement payments, 
as well as access to health care and disability benefits if health fails. Jela emphasized 
the equality between men and women “it does not matter if you are a man or a 
woman, everyone has an equal voice.” She expressed that Iceland has everything to 
offer and is a good place to raise children, which can be interpreted to mean that the 
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host society promotes integration by providing the basis for a full and equal 
engagement for everyone within the society (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

Within the social triangle of transnationalism, defined earlier by Faist (2010), there is 
also a social network and it plays a role in their integration process. No one is an 
island and each individual has multiple connections to different social institutions, 
organizations and other individuals, forming a social network. By examining those 
connections, it is possible to get a deeper understanding of the migration and 
integration process (Poros, 2011). Kristina’s social network has changed over the 
years, especially with her nephew and niece moving to Iceland. This change has 
increased her feeling of integration, for example by being able to have larger 
celebrations. “…during Christmas and Easter or when someone has a birthday […] 
Like during Christmas I’m just like an Icelander, have my extended family with me. 
Everyone comes to my house.” With a larger family she identifies more with the 
society she lives in, where people usually keep close ties with relatives, especially 
during holidays like Christmas and Easter. 

The social networks within Iceland have grown in several cases due to relatives that 
have moved to Iceland, making the extended family larger. This expanded the support 
network between people that have not only the culture, language and ethnicity in 
common, like Samers (2010: 86) mentions, but are also partly involved in the same 
social network in the country of origin. This can further give a feeling of integration 
since it gives an increased feeling of normal life.  

If the youngest from the group are excluded, most of the members do not have many 
Icelandic friends. In some cases, there is only a connection to one of the support 
families and a few others, and this seems like a segment where the integration could 
be better. It seems difficult for the immigrants to make native friends and build up a 
substantive network. Most people from the first generation described that they had 
limited personal friendships and interactions with Icelanders, and not necessarily 
because they didn’t desire them, as Iva says “…I would like to have more Icelandic 
friends. That is what I need, nothing else.” On the other hand, the participants do have 
close relationships with the co-ethnic community (relatives or compatriots) in Iceland 
that meets their needs for companionship. That also applies to participants from the 
second generation who speak flawless Icelandic and have lived in Iceland for most of 
their lives, like Jela: “I still feel that it is good to have foreign friends, even though I 
have lived in Iceland for so long. I still feel that I’m somehow different. I do not know 
what it is, I just feel that way.” This shows that social networks do not only stretch 
across international borders, but are also conditioned by the migration experience 
(Poros, 2011). The limited Icelandic social network that the refugees have, especially 
the first generation, could be a cause for further consideration. It could be especially 
relevant in the Icelandic context, since it could be argued that most natives have a 
large social network due to closeness in the society which results from the small the 
population. 

In the report about refugees in Iceland from 2005, it was noted that most participants 
planned to stay in Iceland since they were doing fine and the situation in their country 
of origin was not favorable (Harðardottir, Jonsdottir, & Jonsson, 2005). Eleven years 
have passed since that report was published and even though this thesis does not 
cover the exact same participants, it is interesting to see that many do intend to return 
when they retire. Carling and Pettersen (2014) state that the relative strength of 
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integration and transnationalism can shape migrants return intentions. Those who are 
likeliest to have intentions of returning, are both weakly integrated and strongly 
transnational. Different combinations can on the other hand cancel each other out, and 
produce intermediate odds of intending to return (Carling & Pettersen, 2014). Five 
members of the second generation have moved away from Iceland, and a plan to 
return to Serbia/Croatia was in place for several participants from the first generation. 
Cveta and her husband have plans to leave as they feel it is unappealing for the 
elderly to stay in Iceland. They want a warmer climate and the ability to do gardening, 
and another couple want do get to mainland Europe to be closer to their origins. Iva 
and her husband envision returning. “We do not want to die here. We want to be here 
but not die here,” Iva has not left yet even though both she and her husband have left 
the labour market. Something is keeping them. “The medical service is very good, we 
have everything close by, swimming pool which is free for me since I have disability 
and everything there is more expensive for me there than it is here. This is for now, I 
don´t know how it will be, we haven’t decided yet.” Like Iva says, this is for now and 
is difficult to say what the future holds, but it is also unclear how transferrable the 
pension and disability benefits are. Like Kinthäll (2006, 2007) notes, preferred 
migration strategies do not always reflect real outcomes. It has also been 
demonstrated that welfare considerations can counteract intention to return, 
particularly for those who live in strong welfare states. The participants in this study 
describe worse economic circumstances in their country of origin that might affect the 
final outcome. Kinthäll (2007) mentions that research has exposed a large inequality 
in access to resources when returning to Croatia, which affects the return migration 
decision. 

7 Conclusion		
 
The aim of this paper was to analyze the integration process of a group of quota 
refugees who came to rural Iceland in 1998, more specifically to the town Blönduós 
in northern Iceland. I wanted to know how life events affected their integration 
process and if it was impacted by transnational practices. The life event of relocating 
within Iceland was an important factor for the continuance of the refugees’ integration 
process. A process that began with decision to accept the invitation to receive refuge 
in Iceland. The movement to Reykjavik and the surrounding areas was associated 
with a number of reasons, mainly: limited employment and educational opportunities, 
maladaptation in the rural area, and a longing for an alternative social life. After 
relocating, the participants found a greater job selection, along with better access to 
educational opportunities for the younger generation, and a larger social environment. 
The conclusion is that Blönduós was too small for a successful long-term integration 
for this group.  

Transnational practices were prominent in the participants’ narratives who described a 
sense of belonging in two countries and talked about home, referring to both Iceland 
and the country of origin. All participants regularly go for return visits and uphold 
traditions from the country of origin. Most of them also participate in prevailing 
traditions in Iceland in one way or another. Transnational living has become easier as 
the years have passed due to rapid globalization accompanied with technological 
progress, giving them the opportunity to communicate with friends and relatives as 
well as monitoring discussion and news from the country of origin. In an Icelandic 
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report from 2005 about quota refugees from Croatia, most intended to stay in Iceland 
indefinitely (Harðardottir, Jonsdottir, & Jonsson, 2005). This study however, has 
found serious intentions to return once retirement age is reached.  

Skills in the Icelandic language play an important role for participation in the host 
society and therefore the integration process. Those who have better skills put more 
emphasis on the importance of the language, while those who possess lower skills feel 
that they know enough to get by and believe that it does not prevent them from from 
being integrated. Important factors when evaluating their own integration are 
predominantly the feelings of having a normal life, and the feeling of security that 
includes physical safety, institutional safety, and economic safety. The isolation of the 
country and its small population promotes the feeling of security. 

The social networks are positive for the refugees. Having members of the extended 
family nearby helps to identify with the natives who have their extended families 
around. A co-ethnic community provides common language and companionship 
making people’s life richer. However, the Icelandic network is rather limited for most 
participants from the first generation and could be worth investigating further in order 
to find possible solutions.  

Even though a limited group of quota refugees was selected as the subject for this 
study, more than half of the group participated. The study gives insight into what 
factors can impact integration processes for refugees arriving in Iceland. Such 
research has not been done before and can therefore add to the knowledge about 
refugees’ and their lives in the Arctic North. The ways in which transnational living 
and social networks impact their lives can also give a deeper understanding of the 
whole process of integration. However, this study does not address every single 
aspect of their integration process, nor would be applicable to other groups in similar 
positions. It is interesting to wonder if more individual interviews instead of group 
interviews would have given a slightly different outcome, with the possibility of even 
more in-depth interviews. 

According to the participants in this study, Blönduós was too small and lacking in the 
necessary resources and facilities for continued integration. However, the proportion 
of immigrants in the town has increased in the last two decades (Statistic Iceland, 
2016). For further research it would be suitable to examine what reasons lie behind 
their decision to carry on living in Blönduós. 

For further studies it would be interesting to go deeper into the first generation 
participants’ intention on returning when they retire. It would be worth investigating 
how transferrable pension and disability benefits are between the countries and how 
realistic it is for them to return. Considering Kinthäll (2006) and (2007) statement 
about how preferred migration strategies do not always reflect real outcomes, it could 
also be interesting to re-visit the question a few years from now to examine if their 
wishes to return have been realized. This study does not cover those from the second 
generation who have left Iceland and it would be interesting to add their perspectives 
to this research as well as others quota refugees who have left. 

Iceland was no dream location for this group. This knowledge could be useful if and 
when policies about refugees are reviewed in relation to those who come to Iceland 
on their own initiative to seek refuge. This study reveals the limited Icelandic social 



 50 

network as a segment where the integration could be more successful than it is. A 
result that could be worthy to consider in relation to integration policies. 

To sum up, integration is a life time project that develops with the life course 
depending on different elements and life events, and is shaped by individual 
characteristics and social context. Fundamental factors like employment, education 
and suitable social and environment, have to be in place from the start for the 
integration process to be successful. All these factors were better fulfilled after 
relocating to a larger settlement. Transnational practices have proven beneficial for 
integration in this study, as well as an extended social network of relatives and co-
ethnics. These factors have most likely contributed to the fact that the participants 
have stayed for this long. Another important element for their integration is the 
feeling of normal life, supported by the feeling of security in physical, economic and 
institutional way.   
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