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ABSTRACT
While the profound effects of spatial mobility on social structures and patterns of
interactions have long been recognized, the association of mobility experiences
and tolerance towards immigrants has received limited attention. In this paper,
we examine such patterns in Iceland, a country with a long history of emigration
and return migration of the local population but a recent surge in international
immigration. We find in-migrants and locals who have lived in the capital city
area or abroad for at least a year to be more tolerant of immigrants than
locals who have never lived elsewhere. These patterns of tolerance among
more mobile respondents persist after controlling for other predictors such as
age, gender, education and language skills, employment status, income,
community integration, residential satisfaction and generalized trust. These
results are discussed in the context of changing patterns of mobility and
immobility in western countries.
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Introduction

The distinction between simple, close-knit and immobile traditional commu-
nities and complex, modern and spatially and socially mobile urban societies
was central to classical social theorists such as Tönnies (1887), Durkheim
(1893) and Simmel (1903). While these early theorists were deeply concerned
over the social ills associated with modernization, they shared a firm belief
that increased tolerance towards social and interpersonal differences was
inevitable in large, complex societies.

The role of geographical mobility in the breakdown of normative consen-
sus and social control was explicitly outlined by the “Chicago School” of social
ecology (Park and Burgess 1925; Shaw and McKay 1942). As the inflows and
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outflows of people changed the demographic and social composition of
areas, crime rates tended to be high in urban “transition zones” characterized
by heterogeneity, rapid rates of population turnover and weak and conflicting
social norms. More recent work has also shown that internal migration – resi-
dential moves within the same country – sorts the population by race, ethni-
city, health, religion and social class (Catney and Simpson 2010; Bailey 2012;
Shuttleworth, Barr, and Gould 2013) although the precise size of the effects
remain a matter for debate. Increased spatial mobility over the long term
has thus been seen as an important part of the transformation of neighbour-
hoods, social structures, individual identities and social patterns of interaction.

There has been far less attention paid to the experiences and attitudes of
people who remain in place while their neighbourhoods and the wider world
changes around them. This paucity of research is all the more relevant as
there is growing evidence that internal migration is slowing down across the
developed world (Champion, Cooke, and Shuttleworth 2018). Considerable
work is still needed to understand why people are not changing the address
as frequently as they did in the 1970s or 1980s but there is already some evi-
dence of the possible political and social implications of residential immobility.
Recent analyses of the UK’s 2016 Brexit vote (Lee, Morris, and Kemeny 2018), for
instance, show that people who still resided in their county of birth were more
likely to vote Leave than individuals who had moved between counties. Simi-
larly, in the United States, one of the variables associated with voting Trump,
which appeared to act independently of race, income or education, was
whether a person had left their home town (Goodhart 2017). Once again,
those who had stayed put tended to be less trusting, less open to change,
and to hold more conservative social and political attitudes.

In this paper we explore the individual-level effects of migration experi-
ences on tolerance towards immigration by means of a questionnaire
survey of the residents in Northern Iceland to explore. Specifically, we
examine differences in tolerance towards immigrants between residents
who have never lived elsewhere, locals who have returned to their home com-
munities after living in the city or abroad for at least a year, and “blow-ins” or
in-migrants without prior ties to the communities. In the analysis, we take into
account socio-demographic factors such as place of residence, age, gender,
education, employment status as well as attitudinal factors such as general-
ized trust, community integration and residential satisfaction.

Attitudes towards immigration and residential mobility

The predictors of attitudes towards immigration have been studied exten-
sively across the social sciences: the impact of political, economic and
policy contexts upon popular responses to immigration have been examined
in times of prosperity and austerity (e.g. Wilkes and Corrigall-Brown 2011;
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Hatton 2016), the demographic and geographical distribution of anti-immi-
grant sentiment within and between nations has been mapped (e.g.
Ueffing, Rowe, and Mulder 2015; Bello 2016; Van der Zwet 2016) as have
the effects of local neighbourhood contexts on individual attitudes (Van
Assche et al. 2014). At the individual level, differences in personality types,
social identities and related attitudes have been surveyed, as have individuals’
localized perceptions and experiences of immigration and contact with indi-
vidual immigrants (Voci and Hewstone 2003; Schmid, al Ramiah, and Hew-
stone 2014).

However, it remains unclear how individual-level mobility shapes recep-
tiveness to immigration. Movers are self-selecting, coming from specific
age, education and employment categories. Moreover, they may have pre-
existing personality traits that pre-dispose them to move (Jokela 2009) and
which are also correlated with greater trust and openness as well as demo-
graphic characteristics such as age and educational attainment. They can
move for reasons related to their attitudes to immigration and may relocate
to new communities who could hold similar or different beliefs. In doing so,
they are likely to disrupt their sense of local rootedness, leave behind their
previous neighbourhood influences and be exposed to many of the
different experiential factors known to reshape attitudes.

Demographic and contextual influences on attitudes towards
immigration

While the effects of age on attitudes towards immigrants tend to be small,
older people have generally been found to be less tolerant of immigrants
(e.g. Markaki and Longhi 2013; Bridges and Mateut 2014). While many
studies have found women to be less tolerant of immigrants (e.g. Hainmueller
and Hiscox 2007; Berg 2010; Amuedo-Dorantes and Puttitanun 2011), some
studies have found the opposite to be true for certain measures of intolerance
(e.g. Markaki and Longhi 2013; Bridges and Mateut 2014).

Higher education tends to be more reliably associated with more positive
attitudes towards immigration (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; Easterbrook,
Kuppens, and Manstead 2016). Multilingualism also enables nationals to con-
verse with immigrants and reflects a degree of exposure to cultural difference
and cognitive flexibility which predicts more positive attitudes towards immi-
grants (Mepham and Martinovic 2018).

Demographic characteristics in turn reflect social structural inequalities
which shape public attitudes to immigration. Individuals of higher socio-
economic status (SES) tend to be more concerned over immigration as a
potential burden upon the welfare state, while those with lower SES are
more likely to perceive immigration as a direct threat to jobs (Söllner
1999; Naumann, Stoetzer, and Pietrantuono 2018). This effect is attributable
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to individual-level job insecurity, with trade union membership and associ-
ated job security predicting more positive attitudes to immigration (Gorod-
zeisky and Richards 2016). Similarly, high SES individuals remain
unthreatened by high-skilled immigration (O’Connell 2011), though retire-
ment is notably not necessarily accompanied by a liberalizing of attitudes
(Jeannet 2018).

Cultural threat is equally complex, with host nationals adjudicating the
compatibility of incoming cultures alongside the willingness and ability of
immigrants to acculturate (e.g. Zagefka et al. 2007; Roblain, Azzi, and Licata
2016). While cultural threat can coincide with the economic threat, the two
are dissociable (Dustmann and Preston 2007; Ben-Nun Bloom, Arikan, and
Lahav 2015) with culturally threatened nationals preferring immigrants who
are similar to them, while economically threatened nationals prefer immigrant
groups who are different as they will not compete for the same resources.

Dispositional and experiential influences on attitudes towards
immigration

From a psychological perspective, individuals exhibit differences in attitudes
to immigrants and immigration according to their individual personality
types, with openness to experience predicting more tolerance (Freitag and
Rapp 2013) and authoritarianism less tolerance (Van Assche et al. 2014)
towards immigrants. Individuals’ perceptions and relationships with others
also shape attitudes to immigration. Higher levels of social capital, in the
form of generalized social trust among host nationals across Europe is predic-
tive of more positive attitudes towards immigration (Herreros and Criado
2009). At a local level, a sense of belonging and integration within one’s
local and national communities has for instance been found to predict
more positive attitudes towards immigration in South Africa (Gordon 2015;
Gordon and Maharaj 2015) and towards incomers from religious outgroups
in Northern Ireland (Stevenson et al. 2018a). However, at the same time, exclu-
sive or territorialized understandings of belonging can undermine these
effects (Van Assche et al. 2014; Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey 2018).

While segregation and absence of contact with immigrants is typically
associated with poorer attitudes towards immigrant groups (Voci and
Hewstone 2003), residential diversification can lead to either higher levels
of prejudice or better intergroup relations groups (Schmid, al Ramiah, and
Hewstone 2014). The experience of residential diversification has been
linked to reduced social capital and increased perceptions of threat, which
in turn can predispose host nationals to negative experiences of contact
with immigrants (Stephan 2014). Positive contact can, however, have positive
effects on attitudes towards the immigrant and their group more generally
(Voci and Hewstone 2003).
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Consequences of residential mobility

Relocation has a profound impact on the sense of community belonging
and identity as well as upon social networks and group memberships.
Residing within one’s place of origin may contribute substantially to one’s
sense of attachment to the local community as well as place identity (Her-
nández et al. 2007). These feelings of connectedness and belonging are
likely to be lower among those who move (Abrams and Emler 1992) and,
in turn, the loss of immediate connection with one’s place of origin is
likely to diminish its importance for one’s self concept (Hernández et al.
2007).

Similarly, relocation typically exposes movers to a greater variety of
worldviews and possibilities than does a static existence. In effect, mobility
increases the likelihood of positive intergroup contact and this increased
exposure to new experiences and diversity often leads to a reappraisal of
ones’ ethnocentric worldview and a decrease in identification with one’s
community of origin (Pettigrew 1998; Verkuyten, Thijs, and Bekhuis 2010).
In addition, moving from a location in which multiple group memberships
coincide (e.g. ethnicity, religion, political ideology, sexual orientation)
to an area where these groups evidence more heterogeneity and diversity
can also lead to a more nuanced and inclusive sense of identity. This
“identity complexity” (Schmid, Hewstone, and al Ramiah 2013) recognizes
the variety of diversity within groups as well as overlaps between them
and has been linked to greater levels of inclusion and tolerance of
outgroups.

Of course, not all moves are equivalent in terms of distance or destination.
Rural-urban migration poses some challenges to migrants, both in terms of
fitting into their new locales or returning to their places of origin (e.g.
Stockdale, MacLeod, and Philip 2013; Du 2017). However, returning from
abroad poses even more significant challenges to reintegration, especially
within more traditional communities where authenticity and commitment
to locale and culture may signify belonging (Andits 2017; Van Houte and
Davids 2018) and where there may be significant clashes between cultures
and values (e.g. Paasche 2016). Returnees may, therefore, need to creatively
engineer and deploy new identities to reconcile their histories with the
demands of their destination communities.

Moving over a certain distance is likely to strain work, leisure and family
relationships (Praharso, Tear, and Cruwys 2017). While residential moving
shares similarities with other life transitions, the simultaneous loss of multiple
group memberships marks it as relatively unique (Oishi and Schimmack 2010;
Praharso, Tear, and Cruwys 2017). In effect, movers are stripped of the various
sources of support, information and identity which define their previous
existence.
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Expected implications of residential mobility for attitudes towards
immigration

Based on the considerations outlined above, we expect prior residential mobi-
lity to be associated with greater tolerance towards immigration. This could in
part be an effect of greater exposure and appreciation of ethnic and cultural
diversity. In addition, the experience of being or having been an in-migrant
can be expected to increase sympathy with immigrants in the local commu-
nity. However, this could also in part be due to a selection effect where people
with greater tolerance of ethnic and cultural diversity are more likely to be
residentially mobile (Jokela 2009). While the complex feedback loops
between personality, demographic characteristics, attitudes and behaviours
are clearly beyond the scope of the current study, we expect to find differ-
ences in attitudes between stayers who have never lived elsewhere, local
return migrants and other in-migrants from either the city or other countries.

In addition, we expect certain socio-demographic and attitudinal patterns
of tolerance to intersect with migration experiences. As noted above, movers
are more likely to be working age, more affluent and more educated. Individ-
uals with permanent jobs should be less economically threatened by either
low-skilled or high-skilled migrants as well as being less concerned with cul-
tural threat. A university education may be associated with more liberal atti-
tudes towards immigration, but a university degree may involve either in-
migration or return migration. In addition, in non-English speaking countries
a university education can be expected to be associated with proficiency in
English, directly facilitating communication with immigrants that are not
proficient in the host country language. Given the evidence of wide contex-
tual variations, we did not make specific predictions about the effects of
gender and age upon attitudes towards immigration.

Social integration and bonding social capital may have strong but conflict-
ing impacts on attitudes towards immigrants. On one hand, individuals who
have never lived elsewhere and have strong ties with the local community
may hold negative outgroup attitudes and recent changes to the composition
of the community. At the same time, feeling securely embedded with one’s
locale and general trust in others can be expected to be associated with
being less threatened by immigration.

Data and methods

Northern Iceland as a case

Iceland currently has a population of about 350,000 inhabitants. The majority
of this is located around the coastal fringe with more than 200,000 residing in
the southwest Reykjavik Capital Area. All other regions have a net loss of
people with the Capital Area through migration but immigration from
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overseas has led to population growth in most parts of the island, despite
falling fertility rates.

As shown in Figure 1, the current study focuses on three towns in central
Northern Iceland (Mið-Norðurland), approximately 400 km from the Reykjavík
capital area. In 2016, the whole of Northern Iceland had a population of about
36,800 inhabitants, of which about 18,000 lived in the regional centre of Akur-
eyri. Dalvík, 44 km to the north had a population of about 1,400, while
Húsavík, 91 km to the east had a population of about 2,200. The twenty-six
other towns and villages in Northern Iceland had a combined population of
about 9,600 while about 5,600 lived in sparsely populated farming
communities.

Between 1996 and 2016, the population of immigrants in these three
towns grew from about 300 to about 2.100 while the non-immigrant popu-
lation correspondingly declined to keep population numbers steady. In
1996, immigrants represented less than 1 per cent of the total population,
compared to 2 per cent nationwide. In 2016, the immigrant population was
5 per cent in Akureyri, 8 per cent in Húsavík and 12 per cent in Dalvík, com-
pared to 11 per cent nationwide. The case study region has therefore experi-
enced considerable recent demographic change through immigration but has
not experienced the rapid economic growth and population growth of the
Reykjavik region.

Sampling and data collection

This research is based on data collected in Spring 2016 as part of the Commu-
nity and Welfare in Northern Iceland research project. The data were collected
in the three largest towns in Northern Iceland; Akureyri, Dalvík and Húsavík.

Figure 1. Central Northern Iceland and the communities under study.
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These three towns include 59 per cent of the population of Northern Iceland
in 2016 (Statistics Iceland 2019a).

Paper questionnaires were hand delivered to addresses and all adult resi-
dents invited to participate. The sampling frame included all addresses in
Dalvík and Húsavík while sixty streets were randomly selected in the larger
regional centre of Akureyri. The random sample of streets in Akureyri was
drawn from a list of all 191 residential street names in Akureyri. A random
number generator was used to choose sixty streets from the list. Research
assistants visited all single-residence houses or apartments in multi-residence
houses on these streets and invited all residents eighteen years or older to
participate in the survey. If nobody answered the door, research assistants
returned twice at different times over a period of one week.

The survey providing data for this study was aimed at the Icelandic-born
population, yielding 1,758 responses from individuals raised in Iceland. The
response rates were about 29 per cent among the non-immigrant target
population in Akureyri, 54 per cent in Dalvík and 21 per cent in Húsavík. Com-
pared to official registration data provided by Statistics Iceland (2019a), males
were slightly under-represented (44 per cent in the sample compared to 49
per cent in the population). The age group 18–25 year old also appears to
be underrepresented (9 per cent in the sample compared to 15 per cent in
the population), although prior research suggests that the official registry
overestimates the number of young people actually living in rural areas in
Iceland (Bjarnason and Olafsson 2014).

The outcome variable measured tolerance towards immigrants and the
central focus was how this was related to spatial mobility histories. Controls
were made for other independent variables that the literature indicated
were associated with attitudes of tolerance/trust towards immigrants. These
included education, age, labour market status, and broader attitudes
towards community integration, residential satisfaction, and generalized
trust. Many of these variables are also associated with mobility intentions
and spatial mobility behaviour, in particular residential satisfaction, education,
age and employment status.

Model and measures

Table 1 shows an overview of the measures used in this study. About 57 per
cent of the sample was from the regional centre of Akureyri, about 17 per cent
from Húsavík and about 26 per cent from Dalvík. With 18,000 inhabitants,
Akureyri is five times larger than the other two towns combined. It is an
urban centre with various regional services and employment opportunities,
including e.g. the regional hospital, a small independent university, shopping
mall, and cafés, bars and restaurants. The 5 per cent immigrant population in
Akureyri is however less than half the national average of 11 per cent while
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the proportion in other two towns is close to the national average. As the
purpose of the study is to study general processes rather than provide
point estimates for the participating communities, the data were not
weighted to reflect the relative size of the three towns. Instead, dummy vari-
ables were included for Húsavík and Dalvík to control differences in tolerance
levels between residents of the three towns.

Females were significantly overrepresented in the sample. They were 56
per cent of the respondents compared to 51 per cent of the population (Stat-
istics Iceland 2019a). The proportion of respondents aged 41–66 year old was
also significantly higher in the sample than according to official registration
data while the proportion of respondents aged 18–25 years old was 9 per
cent, compared to 15 per cent in the population according to Statistics
Iceland (2019a). However, prior research has demonstrated that official regis-
tration overestimates the number of young people in rural Iceland (Bjarnason
and Olafsson 2014).

University education is a binary variable recoded from a six response
categories of educational attainment. Self-reported English proficiency is
measured on a five-point scale (1: Not at all; 5: Excellent).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for measures in three communities in Northern Iceland.
Range Mean s.e. st.dev

Community
Akureyri regional centre (contrast) (0–1) .568 .012 .495
Húsavík (0–1) .174 .009 .379
Dalvík (0–1) .258 .010 .438
Gender
Male (contrast) (0–1) .440 .012 .496
Female (0–1) .560 .012 .496
Age
18–25 years old (0–1) .101 .007 .301
26–40 years old (0–1) .250 .010 .433
41–66 years old (contrast) (0–1) .484 .012 .500
67 years old or older (0–1) .166 .009 .379
Education
University education (0–1) .308 .010 .462
English proficiency (−1.1 – 0.6) .000 .012 .500
Employment
Not employed (0–1) .229 .010 .420
Income (−.09 – 1.3) .000 .012 .500
Attitudes
Generalized trust (−1.1 – 0.7) .000 .012 .500
Community integration (−2.1 – 0.7) .000 .012 .500
Residential satisfaction (−1.4 –0.5) .000 .012 .500
Lived in capital area for year or more
Grew up in local community (0–1) .216 .010 .412
Grew up elsewhere (0–1) .238 .010 .426
Lived abroad for year or more
Grew up in local community (0–1) .119 .008 .323
Grew up elsewhere (0–1) .116 .008 .320
Dependent variable
Tolerance towards immigrants (1–10) 6.840 .042 1.764
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Not being employed was recoded as a binary variable from a question of
labour market participation (1: Not employed; 0: Other). Self-reported
income is measured on a six-point scale (1: Less than 100 thousand ISK per
month; 6: More than 900 thousand ISK per month).

Generalized trust was measured with responses to the question “Do you
think most people can be trusted or can never be too careful about
people?” with eleven response categories (0: Can never be to careful; 10:
Most people can be trusted).

Community integration was measured with a summary scale (α. = .88) of
three items; (1) “My relationships with other townspeople are very important
to me”; (2) “I can get assistance from other townspeople if I need help”; and (3)
“I have similar views towards life as other townspeople” with five response
categories (1: Totally disagree; 5: Totally agree).

Residential satisfaction was measured with responses to the question
“Overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with living in [town name]?”
with five response categories (1: Very dissatisfied; 5: Very satisfied).

Experiences of living elsewhere were measured with three different questions.
Never having lived elsewhere is coded from responses from the question “How
long have you lived in [town name]?”. The two measures of having lived in the
capital area or abroad for more than a year are derived from the questions
“Have you lived in the capital area?” and “Have you lived abroad?” (0: I have
not lived there; 1: Less than a year; 6: More than 20 years).

All continuous independent variables are centred with a mean of zero and
a standard deviation of 0.5. The effects of two standard deviations on each
continuous independent variable are thus directly comparable to the effects
of each binary independent variable on tolerance towards immigrants.

The dependent variable of tolerance towards immigrants is based on a ten-
point scale (α. = .88) constructed from two items; “Do you agree or disagree
that it is good for [town name] that people from other countries settle
here?” (1: Totally disagree; 5: Totally agree) and “Do you agree or disagree
that more foreign immigrants should be encouraged to settle in [town
name]?” (1: Totally agree; 5: Totally disagree). The correlation between the
two items was .54.

Results

Figure 2 provides an overview of the mobility of residents in the three com-
munities. Overall, only 14 per cent of the respondents had never lived else-
where, with no statistically significant differences between the three
communities (χ2:5.1(2), p. > .05).

About 60 per cent of the respondents grew up in the current community,
with a statistically significant (χ2:5.1(2), p. > .05) difference from 57 per cent in
Akureyri to 65 per cent in Húsavík. A comparison of the first two sets of figures
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thus reveals that about 46 per cent of the respondents were originally from
the communities but had lived elsewhere for at least a year.

About 46 per cent of the respondents had lived in the capital area and 24
per cent had lived abroad. The proportion of Dalvík residents that had lived in
the capital area was significantly (χ2: 12.1(2), p. > .01) lower than in the other
two communities and the proportion of Akureyri residents who had lived
abroad was significantly higher (χ2:10.1(2), p. < .01). The final set of figures
shows that 17 per cent of the respondents had lived both in the Reykjavík
capital area and abroad with a statistically (χ2:10.4(2), p. < .01) higher rate of
19 per cent in Akureyri than the other two communities. It should thus be
noted that only 7 per cent (24 – 17 per cent) of the respondents had lived
abroad but not in the capital area.

Background variables

Table 2 shows the results of bivariate and multivariate regression models (OLS)
of tolerance towards immigrants in three communities in central Northern
Iceland. Attitudes towards immigrants are significantly less tolerant in Dalvík,
which also has the highest proportion of immigrants of the three communities.
Those who grew up in the community are significantly less tolerant in the
bivariate model, but this difference becomes non-significant in the multivariate
models where mobility experiences, education and other factors are controlled.

Females are found to be more tolerant towards immigrants than males.
This gender difference is however diminished in Model 1 and becomes
non-significant in Model 2. Those sixty-seven years or older were found to

Figure 2. Mobility of residents in Akureyri, Dalvík and Húsavík.
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be significantly more tolerant and those 26–40 years old significantly less tol-
erant than the middle-aged control group.

Education

In line with previous studies, those who had completed a university degree
scored .94 units higher on the 10-point scale of tolerance towards immigrants.
However a strong effect was also found for English proficiency with the toler-
ance score changing by 0.66 units for a two standard deviation increase in
self-assessed English proficiency. In the multivariate model, an increase of
two standard deviations in English proficiency was found to have a similar
impact on tolerance as having a university education. Interestingly, neither
employment status nor self-reported income were significantly associated
with tolerance.

Table 2. Bivariate and multivariate regression models of tolerance towards immigrants in
three communities in Northern Iceland.

Bivariate Model 1 Model 2

Constant 6.72*** 6.47***
Community
Akureyri regional centre (contrast) –
Húsavík .16 .25* .20
Dalvík −.76*** −.61*** −.57***
Origin
Did not grow up in community (contrast) – – –
Grew up in community −.14* −.03 .08
Gender
Male (contrast) – – –
Female .25** .10* .12
Age
18–25 years old −.07 −.08 .08
26–40 years old −.12 −.41*** −.28**
41–66 years old (contrast) – – –
67 years old or older −.07 .47*** .35**
Education
University education .94*** .79*** .54***
English proficiency .66*** .65*** .54***
Employment
Not employed −.06 −.08 −.10
Income .14 −.08 −.19
Attitudes
Generalized trust .89*** .70***
Community integration .19* .13
Residential satisfaction .28*** .01
Lived in capital area for year or more (interactions)
Grew up in local community * capital .46*** .32**
Grew up elsewhere * capital .53*** .35**
Lived abroad for year or more (interactions)
Grew up in local community * abroad .56*** .26*
Grew up elsewhere * abroad .76*** .35***
Adj. R2 .12 .18
N: 1.779

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Attitudinal variables

Each of the three attitudinal variables of generalized trust, community inte-
gration and residential satisfaction were found to have a positive, statistically
significant bivariate association with tolerance towards immigrants. However,
in the multivariate model only generalized trust remained statistically signifi-
cant, representing an increase in tolerance of 0.70 units for a two standard
deviation increase in generalized trust.

Prior mobility

In line with the main hypothesis of the study those who had lived elsewhere
were found to be significantly more tolerant of immigrants. In the bivariate
setting, this association was slightly stronger for people who had lived
abroad than those who had lived in the Reykjavík capital area, and slightly
stronger for those who were originally from somewhere else than those
who had returned to their home communities. Once other factors in the
model had been controlled, however, the effects of having lived elsewhere
were similar for returned locals and blow-ins who had lived elsewhere in
Iceland or abroad.

Fit of the models

Model 1 includes measures of the community of residence, origin, gender, age,
education and employment status. The adjusted R2 for Model 1 is .12 and. In
Model 2, measures of attitudes and interactions between origin and migration
experiences are added to the analysis. Model 2 has an adjusted R2 of .18. While
themeasures employed statistically significantly predict differences in tolerance
of immigrants and reduce the unexplained variance significantly, a substantial
variation in such tolerance nevertheless remains unexplained.

Discussion

The contemporary urban centres of Northern Iceland now are hardly the
simple, close-knit and immobile traditional nineteenth-century communities
described by Tönnies (1887), Durkheim (1893) and Simmel (1903); they exist
in a globalized world of cross-border population flows which has seen increas-
ing numbers and proportions of immigrants from outside Iceland. At the same
time, Icelanders have maintained their tradition of spatial mobility with the
majority living either abroad or in the Capital Area at some time or else
moving from elsewhere. Less than 20 per cent of survey respondents had
not lived elsewhere. This being so, what can be said about the factors associ-
ated with tolerance and positive attitudes towards immigration, and the
differences between the mobile majority and the immobile minority?
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Firstly, our results indicate that once other demographic and attitudinal
characteristics had been taken into account, individual migratory history
had a separate and additional impact on attitudes towards immigrants. In
effect, migration to either Reykjavik and/or abroad by residents of the case
study towns led to more positive attitudes in comparison with non-movers
from the towns. It might be expected, for instance, that those with better edu-
cational qualifications would be more tolerant (and also more mobile) and
this, indeed, is the case but the model shows, for instance, that someone
with a high-school education who has spent some time in Reykjavik would
have a more positive attitude than a respondent equivalent in all other
respects who remained in Akureyri. Furthermore, Icelanders who have lived
elsewhere in Iceland or abroad or who moved to the Northern towns also
have a more tolerant attitude towards immigrants and immigration than
their exact immobile equivalents who had remained in the towns all their
lives. It is thus possible now to assert that migration in itself has an indepen-
dent association with toleration and that there are differences in attitude
between the spatially immobile who remained in the Northern towns, their
migratory peers, and incomers from elsewhere.

This is far from claiming causality. There is a complex nexus of associations
between a basket of individual socio-demographic characteristics and spatial
mobility on the one hand and the same set of characteristics and tolerance on
the other (although the controls in the multivariate model deal with these as
far as possible). However, there is the possibility of omitted variables that
could distort the results – something which is not unique to this analysis.
This omission may range from just another social/demographic characteristic
– for example, political attitude or length of time abroad – but may be some-
thing more profound. There is evidence that personality traits such as extro-
version and trust influence migration propensity (Jokela 2009) and that a
similar suite of characteristics also influence attitudes to cross-group
contact (Stürmer et al. 2013). It might thus be that migrants are selected
from those who are more likely to be open to immigration anyway because
of pre-existing personality traits, and these, and not the experience of mobility
are what is important. There is no way to test this with the current dataset.
However, we still argue that regardless of personality, that experience of
spatial mobility and changing place of residence has an independent effect.
There is an ample literature which indicates impacts of mobility on the iden-
tities (Hernández et al. 2007; Schmid, Hewstone, and al Ramiah 2013) and
social relations (Oishi and Schimmack 2010; Stevenson and Sagherian-
Dickey 2016) of movers. In other words, there are additional effects arising
from exposure to new environments through spatial mobility.

Most other model results were as expected. Consistent with previous
studies (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; Easterbrook, Kuppens, and Manstead
2016) we find university education to be associated with more tolerance
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towards immigrants. It is not clear to what extent this reflects the formative
effects of a university education on social attitudes or alternatively the self-
selection of children of more liberal parents into higher education (Lancee
and Sarrasin 2015). Furthermore, language skills may facilitate communication
with immigrants as well as reflecting cognitive flexibility and exposure to
cultural difference and multilingualism has thus been found to predict more
positive attitudes towards immigrants (Mepham and Martinovic 2018).
Iceland is an interesting case in this respect as Icelandic is only spoken by
about 350 thousand people in the world and is not understandable in any
larger language communities. English is the dominant second language in
Iceland, extensively used in communication with people from other countries.
Interestingly, while many immigrants in Northern Iceland are Eastern Europeans
with limited English skills, we find self-reported proficiency in English to have a
similar effect as a university degree on tolerance towards immigrants.

The threat to job security posed by immigrants has frequently been cited
as a major predictor of anti-immigration sentiments (Söllner 1999; Naumann,
Stoetzer, and Pietrantuono 2018) in particular in times of economic recession
(Hatton 2016). Iceland has however historically had a very low unemployment
rate compared to other western countries. In 2016, the unemployment in the
age group 25–64 years old was 2.9 per cent the Reykjavík capital area and 1.6
per cent in other regions of the country (Statistics Iceland, 2019b). The
absence of any effect of either labour market participation or self-reported
income on attitudes towards immigrants in our study may thus reflect a
very low perceptions of economic threat from immigrants in Northern
Iceland. High levels of social capital, a sense of belonging and connectedness
to the local community have also been found to predict more positive
attitudes towards immigration (Gordon 2015; Gordon and Maharaj 2015;
Stevenson et al. 2018b) as is also the case in Northern Iceland.

The literature suggests that gender and age effects vary by context,
thought to reflect specific economic concerns among these groups
(O’Rourke and Sinnott 2006). In the Northern Icelandic case, women were
found to be more tolerant of immigrants than men which accords with a
lower general concern with economic threat in the sample. Second, while
many studies link age with less tolerance towards migrants (e.g. Markaki
and Longhi 2013; Bridges and Mateut 2014), we find those over the age of
sixty-seven to be most tolerant of immigrants. There are several possible
explanations for this pattern. First, the oldest age group may be influenced
by their experiences of depopulation and decline in many areas of rural
Iceland in the latter half of the twentieth century and may be keener to see
population growth by immigration. Second, the oldest generations may be
more aware of the importance of immigrants for various services. Third,
there are strong indications that the cohorts born in Iceland in the last
decades of the twentieth century hold more conservative views than older
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generations (Leiknisdóttir 2005) or indeed more conservative views than
young people of the same age in previous decades (Bjarnason and Hjálmsdót-
tir 2008).

Conclusion

This study draws together several disciplinary and thematic strands, linking
empirical population geography to social psychology and social theory, and
the effects of moving (or not moving) on social and cultural attitudes. The
results suggest that both in-migrants and local people who have lived else-
where are more tolerant of immigrants than those who have never left. This
is interesting in the context of the recent nativist populist political turn in
the USA and parts of the EU and the decline of internal migration documented
since the 1970s in the USA and many European countries (Champion, Cooke,
and Shuttleworth 2018). This begs the question of whether immobile popu-
lations will prove to be a fertile ground for anti-immigrant sentiments and,
conversely, if leaving and later returning to the home community may coun-
teract such sentiments.

Our results do not demonstrate causality; because of the nature of the data
it is only possible to test cross-sectional associations at one moment in time.
While consistent with the hypothesis that geographical mobility increases tol-
erance, it is possible that people with more tolerance towards cultural diver-
sity are also more likely to be geographically mobile. The acid test would be a
fully longitudinal research design that collected data for a cohort on person-
ality traits, attitudes, and socio-demographic attributes and then obtained the
same data after several years so movers and non-movers could be compared
“before and after”.

Furthermore, the design of the current study does not address the possible
mechanisms underlying our main hypothesis. It is possible that individuals
who are exposed to more cultural diversity develop more tolerance towards
such diversity. It is even more plausible that the experience of having been
an in-migrant in an unfamiliar domestic or foreign community leads to
increased sympathy towards immigrants in one’s own home community.
Further quantitative and qualitative work is needed to better understand
these potential mechanisms linking mobility and tolerance.

Despite these shortcomings, the analysis undertaken here adds to the
corpus of evidence in an emerging research area, is consistent with the theor-
etical expectations of the effects of spatial immobility, and indicates a path for
further research.
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