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Abstract
The ethnic diversity of  modern states raises the question of  where 
successful countries are in terms of  immigrant inclusion. The number 
of  immigrants in Iceland has increased significantly since 2004, and by 
the end of  2016, immigrants made up around 10% of  the population 
of  Iceland. Research reveals a gap between immigrants and natives in 
terms of  social and political inclusion. This paper examines the social 
and political integration of  male and female immigrants in Iceland 
via comparisons with the native population. We ask how native Ice-
landers and people with a non-Icelandic background experience their 
social position and political participation within Icelandic society. We 
focus on political efficacy, ideas about what makes a good citizen, and 
subjective status position as indicators of  the degree of  social and po-
litical integration. We use data from the 2014 International Social Sur-
vey Programme (ISSP) on Citizenship, which is based on a random 
sample of  2,000 individuals and random samples of  600 individuals 
each targeting two of  the largest immigrant groups in Iceland—Lithu-
anians and Poles—as well as the largest Asian immigrant group: Fili-
pinos. Although the findings show integration of  immigrants up to a 
certain extent, the differences between Icelandic and non-Icelandic 
participants are apparent and include certain disadvantages for par-
ticipants with a foreign background. Although other variables—such 
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as income, education, paid employment status, and age—play a larger 
role in social and political status than foreign nationality, the findings 
of  this study suggest that there is room to improve the integration of  
immigrants in Iceland.
Keywords: Citizenship; diversity; integration; immigrants; partici-
pation.

Introduction
Iceland, like many other countries, relies heavily on an immigrant workforce. However, 
immigrants have long been seen as a temporary workforce in Iceland, representing num-
bers so small that they could be neglected in official policy making. Hence, Iceland has 
been lagging behind in the theoretical and practical debates surrounding the civic inte-
gration of  immigrants, which has long been a priority in Western Europe (Joppke 2017) 
and in the Nordic countries (Borevi et al. 2017; Simonsen 2017). Only in the last decade, 
with the rise of  the immigrant population in Iceland, have there been policies in place 
concerning the integration of  immigrants into Icelandic society (Félagsmálaráðuneytið 
2007). These policies became necessary as the number of  immigrants in Iceland in-
creased significantly, from 1.4% of  the population in 1980 to 8% in 2016 (Statistics 
Iceland 2017). Although immigration to Iceland is still predominantly work-related, it 
is now considered to be more often permanent than temporary. This became apparent 
during the financial crisis of  2008, when the majority of  foreign workers decided to stay 
in Iceland rather than return to their home countries, even if  they had lost their jobs 
(Garðarsdóttir & Bjarnason 2010). The swift and steep increase in foreign labor is test-
ing Iceland’s ability to secure social and political integration. 

The fast-growing research field on immigrants in Iceland has so far mainly addressed 
labor market issues and the situation of  immigrants in Iceland, such as their communica-
tion and negotiation position (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir 2016), their well-being and 
living conditions (Barille & Meckl 2016; Ólafsson & Meckl 2013; Skaptadóttir 2015a; 
Skaptadóttir 2010b), their experiences with employment  (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir 
2016; Loftsdóttir, Sigurðardóttir & Kristinsson 2016; Skaptadóttir 2015b) and unem-
ployment (Einarsdóttir 2011; Wojtynska 2011), and the attitudes of  Icelanders towards 
immigrants in general (Loftsdóttir 2015a; Loftsdóttir 2015b; Önnudóttir 2009). How-
ever, the social—and in particular, the political—integration of  male and female immi-
grants in Iceland remains an under-researched area. In this paper, we aimed to take some 
steps toward filling this gap in the literature. A point of  departure for our approach is 
Marshall’s (1950) prevailing concept of  social citizenship in terms of  equal civil, politi-
cal, and social rights, which are considered to be universal and accorded to all members 
of  society. We explore the Icelandic context against historical and ongoing concerns that 
the assumed rights, belonging, and participation of  all are not translated into full inte-
gration of  marginalized groups (Young 1989). We use data from the 2014 International 
Social Survey Programme (ISSP) and ask how native Icelanders and people with a non-
Icelandic background—specifically Poles, Lithuanians, and Filipinos—experience their 
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social and political integration and how they connect this integration to their subjective 
(self-reported) position within Icelandic society. We focus on political efficacy, which is 
an indicator of  the degree of  political integration. The text is structured as follows: We 
begin with a presentation of  our theoretical perspectives, followed by an introduction of  
the Icelandic context for immigrant issues. We then present our data, research questions, 
and results, and we end with a discussion and concluding remarks. 

1. Theoretical perspectives
In most Western European countries, civic integration policies have been in place since 
the 1990s, replacing the previously laissez-faire approach, in which immigration was 
“left to the free play of  society’s institutions,” such as the labor market (Joppke 2017, 
1153). In Marshall’s (1950) historical account of  citizenship, civil citizenship consists 
of  the rights that are necessary for individual freedom and liberty, social citizenship 
entails economic welfare and security, and political citizenship is “the right to participate 
in the exercise of  political power” (Marshall 1950, 11). But what is the most feasible 
way to conceptualize integration today? Currently, different concepts are employed by 
scholars, such as “assimilation, incorporation, integration and acculturation” (Morales 
& Giugni 2011, 1). Generally, assimilation is conceived as an uncritical adaptation of  
immigrants into the mainstream culture (Einarsdóttir & Gústafsdóttir 2008). However, 
as Morales points out, although assimilation has negative ideological connotations in 
relation to “mainstream cultural and political values,” it has positive connotations when 
immigrants share the socio-economic positions and status of  the majority population 
(Morales 2011, 21). According to Morales, there does not seem to be any obvious or 
substantial difference between “integration” and “incorporation,” so we will use “inte-
gration” in order to bring clarity to our discussion. 

The political element of  citizenship is vital in contemporary democracies. Negative 
views towards the political system are considered to lead to alienation, which erodes the 
legitimacy of  the democratic system (Almond & Verba 1963). Therefore, the political 
marginalization of  marginalized groups, such as immigrants, not only maintains the 
groups’ position as outsiders but also negatively affects democratic representation and 
accountability. It is “likely to spill over to their social and economic integration, as the 
policy process will fail to address adequately their need in these domains” (Morales & 
Giugni 2011, 1). These issues are always important, but in times of  declining politi-
cal trust and increased immigration, the political integration of  immigrants is of  even 
greater significance. This also raises questions about the social and economic situation 
of  immigrants, not least whether they consider themselves to be active agents in the po-
litical system and to what extent they think that the political system is receptive to their 
needs and demands (Anduiza & Josep 2011). Research on the political participation of  
immigrants in terms of  voting suggests that higher levels of  education and income in-
crease the likelihood and motivation of  immigrants to participate in elections (Chaudary 
2017; Bevelander & Pendakur 2010). This also applies to Iceland (Skaptadóttir 2012). 

Political efficacy is another important part of  political integration; it is the individu-
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al’s sense of  competence in influencing the political system and the ability to impact the 
political process (Campbell et al. 1954, cited in Anduiza & Josep 2011, 199). In the same 
manner, political alienation is the lack of  sense of  political efficacy in general (Kont-
tinen & Kouvo 2009). In some cases, a distinction is made between internal and external 
efficacy, in which internal efficacy is the individual’s perception of  their own ability to 
impact the political process, and external efficacy is the perception that the political 
system is responsive to the individual’s demands. However, we do not distinguish be-
tween these types of  efficacy because they are closely related and to some extent include 
elements of  each other (Konttinen & Kouvo 2009, 38). In general, the more resources 
citizens have, the more likely they are to have high levels of  political efficacy, and the 
sense of  political alienation tends to be strongest among those with the least amount of  
resources (Konttinen 2009).  

Another theoretical approach we utilize revolves around what makes a good citizen. 
The modern ideas of  being a good citizen—consisting of  social and legal rights, as well 
as duties—can be traced to Marshall’s theory of  citizenship (1950). Blom (2009, 132–
133) identifies three blocks of  ideas defining a good citizen. The first block includes 
dimensions that link together political and moral elements, addressing issues such as the 
importance of  voting, obeying laws, and not evading taxes. The second block includes 
duties such as helping people who are worse off  than oneself  and keeping watch on the 
actions of  the government. The third block, and of  least importance to the notion of  
a good citizen, includes political, ethical, and environmental reasons for choosing con-
sumer products. In this paper, we examine the ideas of  immigrants in Iceland concern-
ing a good citizen in comparison to those of  native Icelanders.

To further contextualize the social position of  immigrants and the native population 
in Iceland, we explored the issue of  subjective social status. The subjective social status 
approach aims to complement the approach focused on objective social status, or class 
position, which entails access to resources like education, income, and social influence. 
The MacArthur Scale of  Subjective Social Status (Adler & Stewart 2007) is commonly 
used in this respect; it uses a symbolic ladder in which people place themselves on a 
particular rung within a vertical social ladder. By employing this scale, Gidron and Hall 
(2017) found that subjective social status is an indicator of  social integration. They es-
tablished connections between social disintegration and political alienation: The lower 
a person’s subjective social status, the larger the likelihood of  political alienation. They 
also found that those who feel socially marginalized are more likely to be alienated from 
society’s political system (2017). Traditionally, Icelanders have adhered to egalitarian val-
ues, and they have long believed Iceland to be a classless society, although this has been 
contradicted by empirical evidence. Furthermore, Icelanders tend to have more of  a 
“middle class” view of  their subjective class position, and they view it as higher than 
that of  people in most other countries (Oddsson 2010). An important question in this 
respect is whether this applies to immigrants and native Icelanders alike. 

Against this theoretical and conceptual background, this study examined the situ-
ation of  male and female immigrants within the Icelandic labor market, their social 
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position and political integration within Icelandic society. The research questions that 
we put forward are the following: How are people with a non-Icelandic background 
experiencing their participation and position within Icelandic society and their political 
integration? Do they experience their situation differently than people with an Icelandic 
background? Do people with a non-Icelandic background value being good citizens to a 
different extent than Icelanders? Where do they place themselves on the societal ranking 
scale in comparison to Icelanders? We further ask whether there is a difference in this 
respect among Icelanders, Lithuanians, Poles and Filipinos. In addition, we ask whether 
there are more differences, if  any, between the groups that belong to the EEA countries 
on the one hand (Icelanders, Lithuanians, Poles) and those who do not (Philippines) on 
the other hand. This is important to the discussion of  social and economic integration, 
which is the focus of  this article.

2. The Icelandic context
The Icelandic labor market has traditionally been a flexible one, and it continues to be 
so. It is also characterized by high participation rates for both men and women and a 
low unemployment rate. Due to the country’s booming economy in the beginning of  
the 21st century and its relatively quick recovery after the economic crisis of  2008, there 
has been a demand for foreign labor in Iceland. Before the 1990s, the level of  immigra-
tion to Iceland was low; the labor market was homogeneous, and most foreign citizens 
were from the Nordic countries. After 1990, there was a large influx of  immigrants from 
other European countries, mainly from Poland and Lithuania, and from some Asian 
countries as well, mainly the Philippines (Júlíusdóttir, Skaptadóttir & Karlsdóttir 2013; 
Skaptadóttir 2010b). In 1998, foreign employees made up 3% of  the Icelandic work-
force, but this percentage has increased steadily since then, reaching 9.7% in 2016. The 
increase in employment has mostly been linked to the tourism, service, and construction 
industries, and most of  these jobs do not require specialized education (Vinnumálastof-
nun 2016). Until 2004, women immigrants outnumbered men, but an increase in men’s 
immigration from 2005 can to a large extent be explained by the influx of  workers into 
the construction industry (Júlíusdóttir, Skaptadóttir & Karlsdóttir 2013). During and 
after the economic crisis, Icelandic literacy has been made a requirement for these jobs 
more frequently than it was during pre-crisis times (Innes & Skaptadóttir 2017). Al-
though Iceland is not a member of  the European Union (EU) it has been a member of  
the European Economic Agreement (EEA) since 1994 (currently 31 states). This agree-
ment provides for the free movement of  persons, goods, services, and capital within 
the European single market, including the freedom to choose residence in any country 
within this area. The EEA and the EU form a single labor market. In 2000, Iceland also 
became a part of  the Schengen Agreement, a convention implemented in 1995 to abol-
ish internal border controls between member countries (currently 26 states).

A closer examination of  the group of  immigrants living in Iceland reveals that the 
largest immigrant group in January 2017 was from Poland, and the second largest group 
came from Lithuania. These groups belong to the EEA. The largest group outside the 
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European Economic Area, besides those from the USA, came from the Philippines. 
After regulations opened up for free movement and equal labor market rights for people 
within the EEA, it became more difficult for people from outside the area to get a work 
permit for Iceland. These changes made it more difficult for immigrants from other 
areas—Asia, for example—to get work. It has also made family reunification difficult 
for this group because it complicates the process of  finding work for family members 
once they are in Iceland (Júlíusdóttir, Skaptadóttir & Karlsdóttir 2013; Kristjánsdóttir 
2010; Skaptadóttir 2010a). In other words, immigrants from Asia and the EEA do not 
have equal opportunity in terms of  their ability to obtain work in Iceland, even though 
Skaptadóttir (2010b) and Skaptadóttir (2015) show that immigrants from the Philippines 
generally adapt well to Icelandic society.

Although Iceland has a system of  generally applicable collective agreements, —
meaning that employers outside the agreement in a given industry must comply with the 
wage and working conditions of  nationwide agreements—foreign workers are believed 
to be more vulnerable to abuse due to language barriers and/or limited knowledge of  
the rules and work conditions of  the host country. Moreover, they may be willing to ac-
cept work conditions that are below Icelandic standards, as long as they are superior to 
those in their home country.

In general, immigrants in Iceland can apply for Icelandic citizenship (naturalization) 
if  they have resided in Iceland for a period of  seven years and fulfilled the conditions 
of  the Icelandic Nationality Act (no 100/1952), which includes residence requirements 
(Article 8) and special requirements (Article 9). The latter contains a regulation from 
2009 stating that applicants must pass a test in Icelandic. It is now believed that language 
competence enhances integration and that a lack of  integration is increasingly given 
as reason for denying people rights and citizenship (Borevi 2010; Innes & Skaptadót-
tir 2017; Joppke 2007). For people outside the European Economic Area (EEA) and 
the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), Icelandic language skills have also been 
made mandatory when applying for a residence and work permit in order to get them 
to demonstrate their willingness to learn and adhere to national norms by attending at 
least 150 hours of  Icelandic classes (Innes & Skaptadóttir 2017). A study by Innes and 
Skaptadóttir (2017), predominantly based on interviews with people from Poland and 
the Philippines, reveals that many immigrants viewed the Icelandic language as the larg-
est hindrance to integration and acceptance. They commonly worked only with other 
immigrants in a very segregated labor market and received very few opportunities to 
practice what they learned during the Icelandic classes. We believe that a study like ours 
will help highlight to what extent the largest European immigrant groups in Iceland 
(from Poland and Lithuania) and the largest Asian immigrant group (from the Philip-
pines) feel integrated into Icelandic society.

3. Study description: Data collection and data
The data for this study were collected in 2013 using the ISSP 2014 Citizenship II ques-
tionnaire, which was conducted via a mixed-mode web and postal survey on citizenship. 
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A random sample of  2,200 individuals within the adult population in Iceland was taken 
from the Registers of  Iceland, which includes all persons who are or have been domi-
ciled in Iceland and Icelandic citizens residing abroad. In order to receive an Icelandic 
identity number, one must register here, making it a preferable starting point for any 
social research that requires a random population sample. Three more random samples 
of  600 individuals each were collected from the Registers of  Iceland, this time targeting 
Lithuanians, Poles, and Filipinos living in Iceland in particular. This was done in order to 
guarantee their representation within the study. 

An introductory letter containing a URL linked to a web survey on citizenship, a user 
ID, and a password were sent to sampled individuals, along with information on how 
to get a paper survey if  preferred. A week later, a thank you card was sent to all partici-
pants, thanking those who had completed the survey and reminding those who had not 
of  the URL and of  how to get a paper questionnaire. On day 22, a follow-up letter was 
sent, including a paper questionnaire. The survey was made available in four languages; 
Icelandic, Lithuanian, Polish, and Filipino/English.

A total of  4,000 individuals were invited to participate in the survey, 2,200 from the 
random sample of  the Icelandic adult population and 600 individuals from each of  the 
immigrant target groups: Lithuanians, Poles, and Filipinos. The total response rate was 
39%, but the response rates of  the target groups with a foreign background were lower: 
a 14% response rate for individuals with a Lithuanian background, 11% for the Polish 
sample, and 14% for the Filipino sample. These low response rates are in line with trends 
visible in other countries, such as Denmark (Deding, Fridberg & Jakobsen 2008) the 
Netherlands (Feskens et al. 2007; Feskens et al. 2006; Dale & Haraldsen 2000), and Fin-
land (Larja & Kotilainen 2014), where low response rates among immigrant groups have 
been identified as problematic, and researchers have argued that surveys must be tailored 
to fit immigrant groups. Although we acknowledge the problem of  the low response rate 
among our participants with a foreign background, which limits the generalization capac-
ity of  the research, we nevertheless believe that because the topic is under-researched, it 
is important to proceed, to get the findings in the open, and to increase discussion on the 
position of  people with a non-Icelandic background in Icelandic society.

Although the Pew Research Center (2012) has argued that despite very low response 
rates, [surveys that] “are weighted to match the demographic composition of  the popu-
lation continue to provide accurate data on most political, social and economic meas-
ures”, we have decided against weighting the data in this study; we believe that weighting 
may actually skew our data further from reality. It is not unthinkable that the non-Ice-
landic participants in our data are in some ways more privileged that those that refused 
to participate or those we could not make contact with. Weighting the data would give 
the impression that we could have dealt with this limitation of  the data set, when in 
fact we are unable to do so. The Pew Research Center also refers to telephone surveys 
rather than to web or paper surveys, but we are certain that the issue of  a certain group 
of  people being more likely to participate in surveys applies to both phone and web/
paper surveys.



138 STJÓRNMÁL
&

STJÓRNSÝSLA

The politics of diversity:  
Social and political integration  

of immigrants in Iceland

In order to have the most representative data possible, we focused the analysis on 
individuals between the ages of  25 and 50 years; most of  the participants with a foreign 
background were of  those ages. This means that the Icelandic sample that we based the 
analysis on was reduced to 723 individuals between the ages of  25 and 50 years, and the 
sample of  participants with a non-Icelandic background consisted of  177 individuals. 
We took gender into account in our analysis whenever there was reason to do so and 
when the data set allowed for it.

3.1 Variables and analysis
After the data collection was completed, the data was edited and anonymized according 
to ISSP standards and delivered to GESIS Data. The core of  the survey consisted of  
questions regarding political and social participation and membership. In this study, we 
analyzed three dependent variables: political efficacy, being a good citizen, and subjec-
tive social status in terms of  top/bottom ranking. Political efficacy—in terms of  the 
influence and knowledge that citizens experience in society—was based on four state-
ments, three of  which are put forward in a negative way: I have no influence on what the 
government does; the government doesn’t care what people like me think; I have a good 
understanding of  important political issues; and most people are better informed than 
I am. The participants were asked to respond to these statements using a five-category 
Likert scale ranging from strongly agreeing (1) to strongly disagreeing (5), with a neutral 
middle answer.

The second dependent variable, being a good citizen, was composed of  a set of  nine 
statements regarding the perceived obligations of  citizenship. Prior to these nine state-
ments was the following introductory text (in Icelandic): There are different opinions 
on what it means to be a good citizen. What is your evaluation of  the following items, 
on a scale from 1–7, where 1 means not at all important, and 7 means very important? 
How important is it to: 1) Always vote in elections; 2) Never try to evade taxes; 3) Al-
ways obey laws; 4) Keep watch on the actions of  government; 5) Be active in social or 
political associations; 6) Understand other opinions; 7) Choose products for political or 
environmental reasons; 8) Help less privileged people in Iceland; 9) Help less privileged 
people in the rest of  world. A Cronbach’s alpha analysis revealed that the statement 
“always obey laws” should be removed in order to reach an acceptable level of  internal 
consistency (α = 0.722).

The third dependent variable that we examined in this study was top/bottom rank-
ing, previously referred to as the MacArthur Scale of  Subjective Social Status (Adler 
& Stewart 2007), where citizens place themselves on the social ladder in society. This 
variable was measured at an interval scale from 1–10, where 1 represents bottom-rung 
placement and 10 a top-rung placement in society.

The variables above formed the set of  dependent variables, and the background 
variables were as follows: sex (male or female), background (Icelandic or non-Icelandic), 
country of  origin (Iceland, Lithuania, the Philippines, or Poland), and age (measured in 
years). Other independent variables included work (in terms of  paid employment) edu-
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cational level (measured in years), and monthly income (measured in units of  100,000 
Icelandic krona [ISK]). A brief  demographic analysis revealed that the mean ages for 
participating men and women were similar. The Icelandic men (39) were on average 
one year older than the Icelandic women (38), whereas among participants with a non-
Icelandic background, both men and women were on average 36.5 years old.

Eighty-seven percent of  the Icelandic male participants (n=274) and 78.5% of  the 
Icelandic female participants (n=284) were engaged in paid work, in comparison to 90% 
of  the male participants with a non-Icelandic background (n=44) and 85% of  the fe-
male participants with a non-Icelandic background (n=78). Icelandic participants had 
on average 17 years of  education, in comparison to 14 years for male participants with a 
foreign background and 15 years for female participants with a foreign background. In 
terms of  individual income, Icelandic men had the highest mean income at 635,000 ISK 
(standard deviation (SD): 405,000 ISK), Icelandic women had a mean income of  427,000 
ISK (SD: 216,000 ISK) per month, in comparison to 370,000 ISK for men with a foreign 
background (SD: 135,000) and 327,000 ISK for women with a foreign background (SD: 
172,000). The data were analyzed using the statistical computer program SPSS, version 
24, and the analyses included descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, independent sample 
t-tests, and a linear regression analysis. The level of  significance was set at 0.05.

4. Findings
4.1 Political efficacy
In order to shed light on political efficacy, we first examined the relationship of  citizens 
with the government. When asked how much influence participants felt they have, 40% 
of  the participants with a non-Icelandic background agreed that they have no influence 
on what the government does. Table 1 displays the answers in more detail, accord-
ing to the various respondent backgrounds. We see that the answers of  the Lithuanian 
and Polish participants bear the most resemblances to each other, whereas the Filipino 
participants tended to have a more optimistic view on the matter, a view that is closer 
to the Icelandic answers. More Icelanders (23%) than Filipinos (19%) agreed with the 
statement that they have no influence on what the government does; however, a larger 
group of  Filipinos (30% of  Filipinos versus 14% of  Icelanders) had a neutral view on 
that. Gender did not have a significant effect on whether participants agreed or disa-
greed with the statement.

Table 1. I have no influence on what the government does
Icelandic background Lithuanian background Polish background Filipino background

Agree 23% (165) 58% (35) 50% (21) 19% (10)

Neutral 14% (101) 22% (13) 21% (9) 30% (16)

Disagree 63% (445) 20% (12) 29% (12) 51% (27)

Total 100% (711) 100% (53) 100% (42) 100% (53)

χ²: (6, n=866) = 70.044, p = 0.000
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Table 2 shows that when enquiring about another situation—whether participants 
feel that the government cares about what citizens (people like me) think—52% of  the 
participants with a foreign background were of  the opinion that the government does 
not care about what citizens think, in comparison to 47% of  the Icelanders. Almost a 
third of  the Icelanders disagreed with the statement, indicating that they believed the 
government does care, as compared to one-fifth of  the participants with a non-Icelandic 
background. Again, the answers of  Filipinos come closest to the Icelandic answers. The 
majority of  the Lithuanian (63%) and Polish (59%) participants were skeptical about 
the Icelandic government caring for them. These percentages are lower among Filipino 
(35%) and Icelandic participants (47%). Again, there are no significant gender differ-
ences observed among Icelandic citizens (χ²: (2,n=702)=0,447,p=n.s.) or among citizens 
with a foreign background (χ²: (2 n=151)=2.419, p= ns).

Table 2. The government doesn’t care what people like me think
Icelandic background Lithuanian background Polish background Filipino background

Agree 47% (334) 63% (37) 59% (24) 35% (18)

Neutral 21% (148) 22% (13) 22% (9) 41% (21)

Disagree 32% (222) 15% (9) 20% (8) 24%(12)

Total 100 100 100 100

χ²:(6, n=855) = 21,049, p=0.002

If  we now turn to the citizens’ own situation and ask how knowledgeable they are about 
political issues, we discover that 63% of  the Icelandic citizens felt that they have a good 
understanding of  important political issues, in comparison to 38% of  the participants 
with a non-Icelandic background. Table 3 presents a more detailed picture of  the situ-
ation by displaying the data according to various participant backgrounds. Here it can 
be seen that the participants with a Lithuanian background were the least confident 
that they have a good understanding of  important political issues, 41% of  the sample 
disagreed with the statement, whereas the Icelandic citizens (10%) and citizens with a 
Filipino background (8%) were the least likely to disagree. Gender does not play a sig-
nificant role in this context.

Table 3. I have a good understanding of important political issues
Icelandic background Lithuanian background Polish background Filipino background

Agree 63% (444) 37% (20) 33% (11) 42% (22)

Neutral 27% (186) 22% (12) 30% (10) 50% (26)

Disagree 10% (71) 41% (22) 36% (12) 8% (4)

Total 100% (701) 100% (54) 100% (33) 100% (52)

χ²: (6, N=840) = 74.521, p=0.000
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Our final variable measuring political efficacy revolves around how well citizens feel 
they are informed. Whereas the majority of  the Icelandic citizens felt they are well 
informed themselves (62%), the majority of  citizens with a non-Icelandic background 
(52%) felt that others are better informed than they are. This difference is significant 
(χ²: (2, n=844) = 206,377, p=0.000). However, we also observe a gender difference, 
with a larger proportion of  Icelandic men (67%) than women (58%) believing that 
they themselves are better informed than others. A significant gender pattern is also 
present among citizens with a non-Icelandic background but in a different form; here, 
the men agree to a larger extent (64%) than the women (45%) that most people are 
better informed than they are (χ²: (2, n=142) = 6.230, p=0.044). When the different 
backgrounds are taken into account (Table 4) it can be seen that citizens with a Polish 
background felt the least informed, followed by the participants with a Lithuanian back-
ground and a Filipino background.

Table 4. Most people are better informed than I am
Icelandic background Lithuanian background Polish background Filipino background

Agree 7% (49) 53% (29) 63% (22) 44% (23)

Neutral 31% (218) 29% (16) 17% (6) 39% (20)

Disagree 62% (435) 18% (10) 20% (7) 17% (9)

Total 100% (702) 100% (55) 100% (35) 100% (52)

χ²: (6, N=844)=214.502, p=0.000

Overall, the findings regarding political efficacy reveal that, up to a certain extent, 
participants with a foreign background felt less connected and less cared for by the 
Icelandic government, and they sensed that they were less knowledgeable and less 
informed than participants with an Icelandic background. However, Filipino partici-
pants seemed to have slightly more moderate opinions than the other two foreign 
background groups.

4.2 Being a good citizen
Most participants found it important to act as a good citizen, for instance by voting in 
elections, not trying to evade taxes, keeping an eye on the actions of  the government, 
being active in associations, understanding other opinions, choosing products for politi-
cal or environmental reasons, and helping less privileged people in Iceland and in the 
rest of  the world. The means for the different citizen groups fluctuate between 5.1 
(Lithuanian background) and 5.8 (Filipino background), in which a higher score rep-
resents ascribing more value to the issue, with Icelandic citizens (5.3) and participants 
with a Polish background (5.4) being situated somewhere in between (F(3, 801)=6,835, 
p=0.000). This means that participants with a Filipino background found the issue most 
important; they found it slightly more important than Icelandic citizens did, for instance. 
Icelandic women however did score on average somewhat higher (5.5) on this scale than 
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Icelandic men (5.2) (T-test [592.93]=-4.631, p=0.000), a gender difference that was not 
observed among any of  the other background groups.

5.3 Subjective social status and top/bottom placement
The subjective social status of  minority groups, or people with a foreign background, 
is supposedly lower than that of  natives. This also becomes apparent when looking at 
the top/bottom placement of  the different background groups. Whereas all three non-
Icelandic background groups scored an average of  5.5, the group of  Icelandic citizens 
ranked themselves significantly higher, with a mean of  6.1 (F[3, 683]=3.653, p=0.012). 
Gender does not play a significant role in the top/bottom placement here.

Although background plays a role in top/bottom placement, we were curious as 
to whether other variables affect the top/bottom placement of  citizens as well. A re-
gression analysis (Table 5) reveals that the variables income, years of  education, age, 
and paid employment are also predictors of  top/bottom placement. That is, the more 
income people generate, the more years of  schooling they have, and the older they are, 
the higher they place themselves on the top/bottom scale. On the contrary, lacking paid 
employment and being of  foreign origin leads to a lower placement on this scale, but the 
variable of  sex is insignificant in this model. Together, these variables explain 13.9% of  
the variation in the top/bottom placement scale.

Table 5. Regression analysis on the outcome variable top-bottom placement
Model 1 Model 2

b SE  b SE

Constant 6.1 3.64 0.58

Immigrant background -0.62** 0.186 -0.18 0.23

Income 0.001** 0.00

Years of schooling 0.108** 0.022

Not in paid employment -1.14** 0.28

Age 0.02 0.01

Women 0.25 0.16

R2 / Adjusted R2 0.016 Adjusted R2   0.152

* p<0.05 **p<0.01) Model 1: F(1, 685)=10.99, p=0.001    Model 2: F(6, 464)=15.08, p=0.000

5. Discussion 
In this paper, we examined how people from Poland, Lithuania, and the Philippines (the 
largest European and Asian immigrant groups in Iceland) experience their participation 
and position within Icelandic society. We were interested in their political integration, 
their vision of  being a good citizen, and whether they experienced their situation dif-
ferently than people with an Icelandic background. Using Marshall’s account of  social 
citizenship (1950) as a point of  departure, we used theoretical concepts in sociology 
and political science in our discussion, covering social and political integration (Joppke 
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2017), political efficacy and alienation (Anduiza & Josep 2011; Konttinen & Kouvo 
2009; Almond & Verba 1963), the notion of  being a good citizen, and subjective social 
status (Adler & Stewart 2007; Gidron & Hall 2017). We also analyzed whether there 
were differences in these traits among countries within and outside the EEA area.

Overall, we found that participants with a foreign background felt less connected 
and less cared for by the Icelandic government, and they sensed that they were less 
knowledgeable and less informed than participants with an Icelandic background. Al-
though it has been argued that immigrants may only feel the need to integrate to the 
extent of  being able to communicate and function in Icelandic society (Innes & Skap-
tadóttir 2017), the findings of  this study do reveal some signs of  integration processes 
that go further than just being able to communicate and function. Our study shows that 
there is a small group of  citizens with a non-Icelandic background that feel they can 
influence the Icelandic government and that the government does care about them. This 
group is also confident that they understand the political issues in the country, and they 
rate themselves as being well informed. Unfortunately, this group only represents the 
minority of  the immigrants in our study. However, our study is in line with Skaptadóttir’s 
studies (2010, 2015a) demonstrating that despite the difficulties associated with immi-
grants outside the EEA working legally in Iceland, participants from the Philippines, at 
least the most privileged, seem to have adapted relatively well compared to participants 
from Poland and Lithuania.

Based on available studies about the situation of  immigrants in Iceland, it is not sur-
prising that differences between Icelandic and non-Icelandic participants were apparent 
in our measures. Participants with an Icelandic background were overall more confident 
about these issues than participants with a foreign background, although it should be 
noted that there was significant variety among the answers of  Icelanders themselves as 
well. This may indicate that Icelanders themselves may not feel as integrated into their 
own society as one would expect, or alternatively that these statements measure not only 
integration but another latent concept as well. Thus, it is important to understand why 
Filipinos, who do not belong to the EEA and consequently have more trouble moving 
to Iceland, were more likely than participants from East Europe to give replies similar to 
those of  the Icelandic participants. Does this mean that social and political integration 
have been easier for Filipinos than for participants from Poland and Lithuania? If  so, 
how do we explain this? 

No significant differences were found between the views of  immigrants and Iceland-
ers in terms of  what it means to be a good citizen. Both groups felt that this was impor-
tant, although women slightly more than men. Although the immigrants in our study did 
value the notion of  being a good citizen, we nevertheless found that immigrants differed 
in their feelings on political efficacy, and only a minority felt that the government cares 
about them. Although immigrants’ views of  being left behind by the government are of  
great concern, we take the importance of  being a good citizen as a sign of  willingness 
among current immigrants to be part of  and to integrate into Icelandic society.

Whether these findings were influenced by the fact that most of  the participants were 
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active in the labor market is something we can only speculate about. Previous studies 
have highlighted the segregation of  the Icelandic labor market (Loftsdóttir, Sigurðardót-
tir & Kristinsson 2016; Vinnumálastofnun 2018; Skaptadóttir 2015b), which provides 
some foreigners few opportunities to make contact with Icelanders, despite their em-
ployment status. However, when immigrants do work in an environment with Icelandic 
people, their employment may help them integrate into Icelandic society more quickly.

Our analysis reveals that the subjective social status of  the participants with a non-
Icelandic background was lower than that of  Icelanders; immigrants ranked themselves 
lower on the top/bottom placement than Icelanders. However, other variables—such 
as income, education, paid employment, and age—also turned out to play a role in this 
context. Although the regression put the three groups of  non-Icelanders together, the 
results probably explain the differences between the views of  participants from East 
Europe and those of  Filipino participants in terms of  social and political integration. As 
pointed out before, a large percentage of  Filipinos in Iceland have, different from im-
migrants from East Europe, university degrees and are educated as health care person-
nel (Skaptadóttir 2015; Vinnumálastofnun 2017). In addition, the highest proportion of  
work permits based on “special knowledge” was given to people from Asia during the 
years 2012–2017 (Vinnumálastofnun 2018).

Our results indicate that there is an opportunity to improve the subjective social sta-
tus of  immigrants and therefore their overall situation within Icelandic society. Gaining 
additional education may lead to a better job and higher income, which in turn could 
improve both the integration of  immigrants into Icelandic society and benefit their 
personal situations. That said, we must be aware that the variables in this regression 
analysis only explain the subjective social status of  people in Icelandic society up to a 
limited extent.

The strength of  this study is that it uses the ISSP dataset to address and compare 
questions about the social and political integration of  the largest European and Asian 
immigrant groups in Iceland. However, because the sample of  participants with foreign 
backgrounds was small and the response rate in the additional data collection was low, 
the data may not be representative of  the total population for each country. This is 
a weakness that is well known among quantitative studies on immigrant populations. 
Nevertheless, our results are important indicators in the evaluation of  the status of  this 
group of  foreigners in Icelandic society. It would be of  great interest to develop this 
study by doing a similar analysis for these groups of  foreigners in their own countries 
and compare these results with those we obtained in Iceland. In this way, we could better 
understand the differences in the social and political positions of  Polish, Lithuanian, and 
Filipino immigrants in Iceland on the one hand and in their own countries on the other.

6. Conclusion
Following the large influx of  immigrants in the past decade, a complex situation appears 
to be emerging in Iceland in relation to economic and political integration. The issues 
we have explored reveal a compound situation among both non-Icelandic participants 
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(from Poland, Lithuania, and the Philippines) and Icelandic participants. Although there 
seems to be a certain group of  non-Icelandic participants who are relatively well in-
tegrated, this picture of  integration by no means applies to all immigrants to Iceland. 
Respondents from the Philippines were more likely to feel integrated than those from 
Poland and Lithuania. This is interesting because due to the EEA and Schengen agree-
ments, it is more difficult for people from Asian countries to move to Iceland than for 
people from East Europe. 

Although Iceland has been attracting immigrants in search of  employment, social 
integration in Iceland has become more complicated because of  a segregated labor mar-
ket. This makes it more challenging for immigrants to socially integrate, even if  they 
are employed. Political integration is a much less researched area, and there is very little 
information on the political integration of  immigrants in Iceland (e.g., their voting turn-
out). Our results indicate that the political integration of  immigrants to Iceland has been 
partially successful, but there are immigrants who do not feel heard and do not feel that 
they can influence political matters. They also feel that they lack knowledge and place 
themselves lower on the social scale than Icelanders. In order to prevent immigrants 
from feeling alienated from society, there is a need for further integration opportunities, 
for instance by means of  additional education and job opportunities. Only then can the 
legitimacy of  the current system be secured.
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