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Abstract 

 
Migration intentions are moderate to strong predictors of actual 
migration and collective migration intentions of adolescents 
predict community-level migration trends. Beyond such direct 
predictions, attitudes among youth provide a sensitive indicator 
of global cultural, social and economic influences. Perceived 
affinity with the people of other countries and the choice of 
future residence is part of the process of identity formation in a 
world characterized by constant flux. Among Icelandic 
adolescents, emigration expectations increased substantially 
between 1992 and 2007. They feel the strongest affinity with 
neighbouring Faroe Islands and Denmark, but the United States 
is their dominant destination of choice. A lack of national 
identity, low national pride, and being raised abroad are the 
strongest predictors of emigration expectations. Parental 
educational attainment, non-traditional family structure, and 
urban residence are also associated with such expectations. 
Perceived affinity with other North Atlantic countries is 
associated with less emigration expectations, while perceived 
affinities with continental Nordic and European core countries 
are associated with greater expectations. Compared to the 
European core countries, adolescents who would prefer moving 
to North Atlantic or continental Nordic countries are more likely 
to expect emigration, while those who prefer North American 
destinations are more likely to harbour such expectations. 
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Introduction 
 
Processes of immigration and emigration have continued to 

blur the already vague image of the European nation state as a 
simultaneously ethnic and political entity. Scholars have argued 
that a European identity is an abstraction and a fiction (Strath, 
2002), that European integration does not supersede the national 
identities upon which it builds (Jones and Smith, 2001), and that 
the European Union itself may at best be a frail recognition order 
(Fossum, 2005). Nevertheless, the elimination of border control 
and the freedom of residence and employment within much of 
Europe have contributed substantially to an multicultural 
European population that increasingly transcends national 
boundaries and challenges both ‘ethnic-genealogical’ and ‘civic-
territorial’ (Jones and Smith, 2001; Smith, 1991) notions of 
nationality and the nation state.  

In the period 2000–2004, the proportion of foreign citizens 
within the European Union ranged from less than 1% in Slovakia 
to 39% in Luxemburg, with a proportion between 2–8% percent in 
most member states (Eurostat, 2006). While political debates over 
immigration have tended to focus on long-range immigration (de 
Laforcade, 2006; Small and Solomos, 2006), migration within 
Western Europe in fact accounted for 57% of the total 
immigration in the region in the period 2000–2003 (World Bank, 
2006). The expansion of the European Union, further European 
integration, and forces of globalization in general can be expected 
to further amplify migration within Europe in the future. 

Individual migration expectations have in general been found 
to be a moderate to strong predictor of actual migration in various 
societies around the world (Card, 1982; DeJong, 2000; Gardner et 
al., 1986; Glendinning et al. 2003; Myklebust, 1993; Sandu and 
DeJong, 1996; Simmons, 1986). On the collective level, the 
aggregate migration expectations of adolescents in different 
communities have also been shown to predict demographic 
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changes in those communities later years, irrespective of the actual 
migration outcomes of the individuals that expected to leave 
(Bjarnason, 2004). More generally, prevalent migration 
expectations may signal a whole host of societal problems in 
addition to the prospect of future population decline. Migration 
expectations can therefore be regarded as a sensitive indicator of 
the general robustness of local communities and countries alike.  

Migration expectations emerge in a complex interaction of 
individuals with their families and friends, communities, social 
structure, and cultural processes. The human, social and cultural 
capital of the family (Bourdieu, 1979, 1997; Coleman, 1988) may in 
particular both hinder and facilitate the formation of migration 
expectations. The children of educated and wealthy parents are more 
likely to have aspirations that can only be fulfilled by migration, and 
their parents have better resources to support such aspirations 
(Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 2006). However, the decision to 
migrate also threatens to disrupt social support networks of family 
and friends, as well as emotional and instrumental bonds with the 
community as a whole (Elder et al., 1996; Pretty et al., 1996). Strong 
parental relations can therefore be seen as a type of social capital that 
can make it more difficult for children to leave their home 
community. Beyond the individual family, a close-knit parental society 
can also be expected to integrate adolescents into the community and 
regulate their aspirations (Bjarnason et al., 2005; Coleman, 1988). 
Research has indeed shown that migration expectations are lower 
among adolescents who have strong ties with friends and family or 
with their home community as a whole (Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 
2006; Elder et al., 1996; Glendinning et al., 2003; Pretty et al., 1996; 
Rudkin et al., 1994).  

Adolescents may however also experience tight-knit 
communities as ‘oppressive, repressive, suppressive, and obsessive’ 
(Stockdale, 2002). In rural societies in particular, limited freedom 
to explore social and individual identities has been found to be a 
major reason for adolescents wanting to leave many rural 
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communities (Gabriel, 2002; Glendinning et al., 2003; Jamieson, 
2000; King and Shuttleworth, 1995; Matthews et al., 2000; 
Valentine, 1997). More generally, a pervasive ‘urban ethos’ and 
negative attitudes among adolescents toward the quality of rural 
life contribute to rural depopulation (Baeck, 2004; Tuhkunen, 
2002). Metropolitan areas offer more diverse opportunities for 
education, employment, and leisure than rural municipalities, and 
they tend to draw female and younger migrants in particular 
(Olafsson, 1997; Stockdale, 2002).  

While most research in this area has focused on the effects of 
local communities on adolescent migration expectations, similar 
processes can be expected to operate at higher levels of 
abstraction. The nation and the nation state can in particular be 
seen as important higher-order communities that influence 
individual decision-making processes in various ways. National 
identity fundamentally involves a personal identification with the 
imagined community of a particular nation and should decrease 
the potential for migration beyond the borders of the nation state. 
Indeed, national pride as the evaluative aspect of national identity 
has been shown to be associated with less migration potential 
(Datler et al., 2005; Jones and Smith, 2001). Conversely, the 
potential for migration should be higher among adolescents who 
do not feel they belong to the nation that defines a particular 
nation state. Adolescents that have lived in more than one country 
for an extended period of time should likewise be less likely to 
identify exclusively with a single nation state. This can be seen as a 
reciprocal process where an experience with migration decreases 
the salience of national identity and a decline in national identity in 
turn makes it easier to migrate (Datler et al., 2005; Dogan, 1994; 
Hafthorsson and Bjarnason, 2007; Jones and Smith, 2001).  

The elimination of active border control decreases the 
physical barrier between countries as geographical entities. 
Similarly, the erosion of perceived differences decreases the mental 
barrier between nations as cultural entities. Adolescents who feel 
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close to the people of other countries should therefore more easily 
contemplate emigration. Such perceptions of affinity may be 
country-specific or reflect a more general cosmopolitan attitude 
towards different countries in an increasingly global world. Affinity 
with a particular country does however not necessarily make that 
country the most attractive destination for migration. On the 
contrary, the pursuit of adventure and excitement in unfamiliar 
territories may be an important objective of emigration, in 
particular among youth. Distant, unfamiliar or glamorous 
destinations may thus be associated with increased expectations of 
migration, while proximate destinations of choice may in fact 
reflect regional loyalties that inhibit migration expectations. In 
other words, a geographically close, culturally similar country may 
be the most desirable destination for those who would most prefer 
to stay, while those who would like to emigrate are more likely to 
have a more exotic destination of choice in mind. 

These considerations suggest that social ties at different levels 
of abstraction may influence migration expectations. Family 
circumstances, community characteristics, national identities, and 
the mental world maps of adolescents may each inhibit or facilitate 
the formation of such expectations. Some of these effects can be 
assumed to be invariant across a diversity of countries, while other 
effects may be geographically, historically and culturally specific. 
The process of European integration can for instance be assumed 
to have differential effects in the large countries and cities that form 
the core of the European Union, in marginalized countries and 
areas within the European Economic Area, and in European 
countries that have remained largely outside the integration process. 
In this paper, such factors will be examined in the context of 
emigration expectations among adolescents in Iceland. 
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The case of Iceland 
 
With just over three hundred thousand inhabitants, Iceland is 

one of the smallest independent nations in the international 
community. Factors such as trust in the national army, the 
willingness to fight and die for the country, and distrust of 
neighbours (Dogan, 1994) are predictably not particularly salient in 
the identity of a nation that has never had an army and has no 
neighbours for hundreds of kilometres in any direction. The 
national identity of Icelanders has traditionally been more 
introspective, with a strong emphasis on the interconnected 
themes of Icelandic history, Icelandic language, and Icelandic 
literature (Hafthorsson and Bjarnason, 2007).  

Iceland was settled by Norse vikings and their Celtic slaves in 
the late ninth and early tenth century. It came under Norwegian 
rule in 1262 and later Danish rule through the Kalmar Union of 
1397–1524 (Karlsson, 2000). The Icelandic Sagas written in the 
13th and 14th century can be considered a body of historical fiction 
dealing with the origin and fate of prominent settlers and their 
descendents. Thorarinsdottir (2004) has argued that the medieval 
Christian authors of the Sagas were in part motivated by a desire to 
counter the popular image of their pagan ancestors as rapists and 
murderers and to project a more positive Icelandic national 
identity on the European intellectual scene. The Icelandic 
independence movement of the 19th century in turn romanticized 
the settlement period described in the Icelandic Sagas as a golden 
age of independence that had ended in brutal foreign subjugation. 
In the struggle against Danish rule, this proud heritage of 
independence, courage and honour was expected to provide the 
foundations for a progressive, independent Icelandic nation state 
(Egilsson, 1999).  

Iceland’s geographical position in the North Atlantic has to a 
considerable extent allowed Icelanders to choose their own 
neighbours (Bjarnason, 1999). Britain, Denmark, France, 
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Germany, and the United States have for example to a differing 
degree been in the vicinity of Iceland in different domains and 
historical periods. The independent Icelandic microstate entered 
the world of international relations during the Second World War. 
The country achieved full independence from Denmark in 1944, 
following the German occupation of Denmark and the British 
occupation of Iceland in 1940. The United States subsequently 
maintained a military presence in Iceland in the period 1941–2006.  

Iceland formally entered the Cold War when the Icelandic 
parliament voted to join NATO on March 30th 1949, as left-wing 
and nationalist protesters clashed with police and right-wing 
activists outside the parliament building. The Cod Wars with 
Britain however represent the only direct Icelandic conflict with 
the military forces of another country. The dispute over Iceland’s 
claims to exclusive fishing rights around the island led to a series 
of increasingly violent clashes between Icelandic coastguard patrol 
boats and British battleships in 1958, 1972–3, and 1975–6, but 
ultimately resulted in the international recognition of a 200-mile 
national fishing zone (Kurlansky, 1998). This hard-fought victory 
over the British became an important source of national pride, and 
the prospect of fishing vessels from Britain and other European 
countries returning to Icelandic waters has been one of the major 
barriers to Iceland joining the European Union. 

Historical and cultural ties to the other Nordic countries 
(Denmark, Faroe Islands, Finland, Greenland, Norway and 
Sweden) have been very important to the international relations of 
Iceland over the past century. The joint Nordic labour market and 
passport union established in 1954 allowed the free movement of 
labour between these countries and further solidified Nordic 
cooperation in matters of economy, politics, and culture (Norden, 
2007). This regional alliance of countries with a total of about 25 
million inhabitants was in many ways eclipsed when Denmark and 
later Finland and Sweden joined the European Union. Iceland and 
Norway have remained outside of the EU, but the long-standing 
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Nordic cooperation contributed considerably to their inclusion in 
the Schengen agreement on joint European border control in 2001 
(European Union, 2007) and the establishment of the European 
Economic Area in 2004 (EFTA 2007; European Commission, 
2007).  

The opening of the borders and the free movement of labour 
between Iceland and the European Union did not affect the long-
standing Icelandic tradition of emigration and return migration for 
purposes of education and employment. Close to 1% of Icelandic 
citizens left the country annually in the period 1987–2006, and close 
to 1% returned to Iceland from abroad each year. The net 
emigration of Icelandic citizens was only 0.1% over this twenty-year 
period with annual fluctuations between -0.3% and +0.6%. Almost 
three out of four Icelandic emigrants in 2006 moved within the 
Nordic labour market (Statistics Iceland, 2007b). However, ease of 
employment only partially explains Icelandic patterns of migration. 
Although Iceland also became part of the joint European labour 
market in 2004, only 15% of Icelandic emigration in 2006 went to 
non-Nordic countries in the European Union. Conversely, despite 
the notoriously restrictive immigration policies of the United States, 
about 7% of all emigration of Icelandic citizens in 2006 to the 
United States and an additional 1% to Canada. The remaining 4% 
of the emigrants went to about 30 other countries around the globe. 

Iceland has experienced a considerable immigration of foreign 
citizens in recent years (Statistics Iceland, 2007b). In 1996, the 
proportion of foreign citizens in Iceland was 1.9% of the total 
population, the same as in 1950. After three years of the European 
Economic Area in December 2006, the proportion of foreign 
citizens had reached 6%, the average percentage in Europe as a 
whole in 2000 (International Organization for Migration, 2005). As 
the result of these changes, Icelandic adolescents have an 
increasingly multicultural background. According to official 
statistics, 7% of 15–16 year old residents of Iceland were born 
abroad and 2% were citizens of another country (Statistics Iceland, 
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2007a). In 2007, about 15% of 15–16 year old students in Iceland 
reported that at least one of their parents was not Icelandic, 3% 
reported that neither of their parents were Icelandic, and 2% did 
not consider themselves Icelanders (Hafthorsson and Bjarnason, 
2007). About 17% had lived abroad for a period of at least one 
year and 13% reported speaking a foreign language at home. 
Consequently, a large proportion of Icelandic adolescents have 
direct ties with other countries and the majority can be expected 
have friends or acquaintances that have such ties.  

 
Modelling adolescent emigration expectations in Iceland 

 
In the following analysis, a structural model of emigration 

expectations among adolescents in Iceland will be developed and 
tested. In line with previous research, individual parental resources 
are viewed as facilitators of migration expectations, while closer 
parental relations are expected to inhibit such expectations. As 
non-traditional families tend to be characterized by both adverse 
economic conditions and structural deficiencies in parental 
relations (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994), adolescents growing up 
in such families should be more likely to expect to emigrate. 
Drawing upon Coleman’s (1988) discussion of intergenerational 
closure, a close-knit parental society is conceptualized as a form of 
social capital that should inhibit emigration expectations.  

Almost two-thirds of the Icelandic population lives in the 
capital region surrounding Reykjavik, while the remaining one-
third lives in towns, fishing villages, and rural areas along the 5,000 
km coastline (Statistics Iceland, 2007c). The rapidly growing capital 
area surrounding Reykjavik offers a diversity of professional, 
service, government, and business opportunities that cannot be 
matched in other areas of the country (Edvardsson, 2004). 
Adolescents living outside the capital region should therefore be 
more likely to expect to emigrate. 
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A weak national identity is assumed to facilitate emigration 
expectations. Adolescents who are not proud to be Icelandic, do 
not identify themselves as Icelanders or have lived abroad for an 
extended period of time should be more likely to expect to 
emigrate. The emigration expectations of Icelandic adolescents can 
also be affected by the strategic position of Iceland in the middle of 
the North Atlantic that separates Europe from North America. 
Affinities with the neighbouring North Atlantic countries, 
continental Nordic countries, core countries in the European 
Union, or North American countries should each increase 
emigration expectations. Controlling for such affinities, more 
distant destinations of choice should be more strongly associated 
with emigration expectations. In contrast, the choice of the Faroe 
Islands, Greenland, the Shetland Islands or Scotland, can be seen as 
reflection of a strong national and regional identity and as such it 
can be expected to decrease emigration expectations. 

 
Data and Methods 

 
The current study is based on three national population 

surveys among Icelandic adolescents. The three surveys employed 
a common school survey methodology with questionnaires 
administered anonymously with a blank envelope procedure to all 
students present in class on the day of the surveys (Hibell, 2003). 
The first survey was conducted among 9th (14–15 years old) and 
10th grade (15–16 years old) students in March 1992 and yielded 
responses from 86.8% of all Icelandic students born in 1976 and 
1977 (Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 1993). The second survey was 
conducted in March 2003 among all 9th and 10th grade students in 
the country and yielded responses from 80.3% of all Icelandic 
students born 1987 and 1988 (Hibell et al., 2004). The third survey 
was conducted in March 2007 among all 10th grade students and 
yielded responses from 81.8% of all Icelandic students born in 
1991 (Hibell et al., 2008). 
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The multivariate analysis is exclusive based on the data 
collected in 2003. The dependent variable of emigration 
expectations was recoded from the question “Where do you think 
you will most likely live in the future?” As shown in Table 1, 15% 
of Icelandic adolescent males and 20% of adolescent females in 
2003 expected to live in another country in the future.  

The perceived Family Economic Status is measured by asking 
respondents how well off their families are compared to other 
families (1: much worse off; 7: much better off). The education of 
father and mother is measured on a five-point scale (1: primary 
school or less; 5: university degree). For the purposes of this 
analysis, Parental Education is defined by the education of the parent 
with the higher level of education. The proportion of adolescents 
that did not live with both biological parents (non-traditional 
family structure) was reported to be 29% among males and 30% 
among females in 2003. 

The current study employs three measures of parental 
relations. Parental support is a two item summary scale (r =.76) of 
the measures “I can easily get warmth and caring from my mother 
and/or father” and “I can easily get emotional support from my 
mother and/or father”. Parental control is measured by two item 
summary scale (r = .74) including “My parents know where I am in 
the evenings” and “My parents know with whom I am in the 
evenings”. Finally, intergenerational closure is measured by two items 
(r= .55), “My parents are familiar with the parents of most my 
friends” and “My parents are friends with the parents of my best 
friends”.  

Icelandic communities form a continuum from being almost 
exclusively dependent on fisheries or farming to being for most 
parts independent of the primary industries. There is thus no 
natural cut-off point to distinguish between types of communities.
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For the purposes of the current study, the home community 
of each student is defined by his or her own designation. The 
responses were recoded into binary variables of Fishing Village, 
Other Town, and Rural Community, with the Capital Region serving as 
the omitted contrast variable.  

Three measures of national identity were included in the 
survey in 2003. First, National Pride is measured by the question 
“How proud are you of being an Icelander?” (1: not proud at all; 4: 
very proud). Second, the self-ascribed nationality of the 
respondent was introduced as the binary variable Not an Icelander 
(1: not an Icelander; 0: Icelander). Third, responses to a question 
about where the respondent was mostly raised were coded into the 
binary variable Raised Abroad (1: raised abroad 0: raised in Iceland). 

Perceived affinity with other countries is measured by 
responses to the question “How much do you feel you have in 
common with the people of the following countries?” The 
response list of countries was not intended to be exhaustive, but 
rather to exemplify important categories of countries. Responses 
were collapsed into North Atlantic Affinity (Faroe Islands, 
Greenland, and Scotland or Shetland Islands), Continental Nordic 
Affinity (Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden), European Core 
Affinity (England, France, and Germany) and North American 
Affinity (Canada and the United States). The variables were 
assigned the highest score each student gave to any country within 
the group. Since affinities with different countries are not mutually 
exclusive, all four variables are included in the multivariate analysis.  

Destination of choice is measured by responses to the 
question “Imagine you had to leave Iceland. To which of the 
following countries would you move if you had to pick one of 
them?” Responses were collapsed into four binary variables North 
Atlantic Destination (Faroe Islands, Greenland, and Scotland or 
Shetland Islands), Continental Nordic Destination (Denmark, Finland, 
Norway and Sweden), and North American Destination (Canada and 
the United States). European Core Destination (England, France, and 
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Germany) serve as the omitted reference category in the 
multivariate analysis. 

 
Results: Changes in emigration attitudes among Icelandic  
adolescents 

 
Table 2 shows changes in the emigration wishes and 

expectations among Icelandic 10th grade (15–16 years old) students 
from 1992 to 2007. The proportion of students wanting to 
emigrate is substantially higher than the proportion expecting to 
emigrate in all three periods. In 1992, about 11% of all Icelandic 
10th grade students expected to live abroad in the future and 26% 
wanted to do so. By 2007, the proportion expecting to live abroad 
had increased to about 20% and the proportion wanting to live 
abroad had increased to 33%. Emigration expectations increased 
significantly from 1992 to 2003 and from 2003 and 2007. The 
increase in wanting to move abroad was significant from 1992 to 
2003, but not from 2003 to 2007.  

 
Table 2: Percentage of 15–16 year old students that wanted and expected to 
emigrate in the future, results from population surveys in 1992, 2003, and 2007  
 
 Males Females All Significance of gender 

differences 
Expect to emigrate     
1992 survey 10,9 11,2 11,0 ns 
2003 survey 14,4 21,2 17,7 *** 
2007 survey 16,7 24,3 20,4 *** 
Significance of change, 1992–2003 ** *** ***  
Significance of change, 2003–2007 ns * **  
     
Want to emigrate     
1992 survey 22,6 28,6 25,6 *** 
2003 survey 26,7 37,8 32,1 *** 
2007 survey 28,0 38,2 33,0 *** 
Significance of change, 1992–2003 ** *** ***  
Significance of change, 2003–2007 ns ns ns  
ns: non-significant * p < .05 ** p< .01 *** p < .001 
Sources: The 2003 Icelandic Youth Survey (1992), and the 2003 and 2007 Icelandic ESPAD Surveys.  
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In 1992 the gender difference in emigration expectations was 
not statistically significant, but in both 2003 and 2007 a 
significantly higher proportion of females than males expected to 
emigrate. In all three periods, a significantly higher proportion of 
females than males wanted to leave the country.  

Table 3 shows the affinity Icelandic adolescents reported with 
the people of other countries in 2003. The continental Nordic 
countries received the highest score of perceived closeness with 
27% responding that they felt very close to the people of at least 
one of these four countries. About 21% of the respondents felt 
very close to at least one of the countries in the North Atlantic 
region and about 18% felt very close to either one of the European 
core countries or one of the North American countries. 

Iceland and the Faroe Islands are culturally and geographically 
quite close, and both countries were under Danish rule for 
centuries. Accordingly, Denmark and the Faroe Islands received 
the highest scores of any single country, with 18–19% of the 
respondents feeling very close to each country. Other countries 
receiving double-digit nominations were Norway, Sweden and the 
United States with 15–16% and England with 12%.  

Table 3 also reveals an interesting gender difference in 
perceived closeness to different countries. Girls clearly feel a 
stronger affinity with the continental Nordic countries than boys, 
while boys feel a closer affinity with the large European and North 
American countries. A closer inspection reveals that this gender 
difference is due to 23% of girls feel close to the people of 
Denmark compared to 15% of the boys, while boys are more likely 
than girls to feel close to Germany and the United States.  

The second part of Table 3 shows where Icelandic adolescents 
would hypothetically move if they had to leave the country. The 
destination of choice does not follow the same pattern as 
perceived affinity. North America reaches the highest score of 
43% with the United States receiving the lion’s share of 37%. 
England and Denmark were the only other countries to receive 
double-digit nominations with 18% and 14%, respectively.
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About 29% of the girls name a continental Nordic country as 
their destination of choice, compared to 19% of the boys. Again, 
this difference can be traced to 19% of the girls and only about 9% 
of the boys naming Denmark, while boys are significantly more 
likely to name England or the United States. While a much lower 
percentage nominates France or Germany as their first choice, 
boys are interestingly significantly more likely to name Germany, 
while girls are significantly more likely to name France as their 
destination of choice.  

 
Multivariate analysis 

 
The study employs logistic regression analysis (Hosmer and 

Lemeshow, 1989) to predict the odds of adolescent emigration 
expectations. In the first model shown in Table 4, expectations are 
predicted by background, family and community context. In the 
second model, national identity is added to the variables in the first 
equation. The third and final model includes measures of 
perceived affinity and destination of choice.  

 
On the bivariate level, females are about 1.4 times more likely 

to expect to emigrate than males. This ratio does not change in the 
successive multivariate models. The adolescents of parents that are 
more educated and financially better off are likewise more likely to 
expect to emigrate. The effect of family socio-economic status 
becomes non-significant in the multivariate model, but the 
probability of emigration expectations increases by about 1.2 for 
each unit increase in parental education in all models. Adolescents 
who do not live with biological parents are about 1.2 times more 
likely to expect emigrating. Parental support and intergenerational 
closure are significantly associated with less emigration 
expectations but these effects become non-significant once 
national identity is controlled. Parental control does not have any 
significant bivariate or multivariate effects.  
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Compared to adolescents in the capital region, adolescents in 
Icelandic fishing villages are less likely to expect emigrating by a 
factor of .70 and adolescents in farming communities are less likely 
to harbour such expectations by a factor of .48. In other words, 
fishing village adolescents are 1.4 times as likely to expect staying 
and farming community adolescents are 2.1 times as likely to 
expect to stay in Iceland. These effects are diminished somewhat 
when family context is controlled, but remain statistically 
significant in the final multivariate model. 

The measures of national identity have substantial effects on 
emigration expectations. Adolescents who are raised abroad are 
about five times more likely to expect to emigrate and those who 
do not consider themselves Icelanders are 2.7 times more likely to 
have such expectations. In the final multivariate model those raised 
abroad continue to be about 2.8 times more likely to expect to 
emigrate and those who are not Icelanders twice as likely. The 
probability of emigration expectations decreases by .63 for each 
unit increase in national pride. In other words, such expectations 
increase by a factor of about 1.6 for each unit decrease in national 
pride on the four-point scale. The strength of this effect does not 
diminish in the multivariate model. 

In the final model, measures of perceived affinity and 
destination of choice are added to the equation. Emigration 
expectations increase by a factor of about 1.32 for each unit 
increase on the four-point scale of perceived affinity with large 
European countries. A smaller effect of 1.15 for each unit increase 
is found for perceived affinity with the people of continental 
Nordic countries, while an affinity with the people of North-
American countries becomes non-significant in the multivariate 
analysis. Interestingly, perceived affinity with neighbours in the 
North-Atlantic is associated with a .88 decrease in the probability 
of emigration expectations for each unit increase in perceived 
closeness. 
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Finally, adolescents are less likely to expect to emigrate by a 
factor of .63 if their destination of choice is a Northern Atlantic 
country rather than a large European country, and by a factor of 
.77 if the destination of choice is a continental Nordic country. 
They are however more likely to expect to emigrate by a factor of 
1.2 if they have a North American destination in mind.  
 
Discussion 

 
Adolescent expectations of future migration provide an 

important insight into the national and international context of 
identity formation among young Europeans. The proportion of 
Icelandic adolescents that expected to emigrate nearly doubled 
over the fifteen year period under study. In 2007, one in three 
adolescents wanted to emigrate and one in five expected to do so 
in the future. The increase in emigration expectations as well as the 
gap between wishes and expectations suggests that the migration 
potential of Icelandic youth has risen considerably in recent years. 
While this growing migration potential has not yet resulted in 
increased emigration of Icelandic citizens, the new opportunities 
for Icelandic youth within the European Economic Area since 
2004 may lead to radical changes in this respect. 

The effects of social capital on adolescent emigration 
expectations were found to be somewhat inconsistent. Parental 
resources in the form of educational attainment were associated 
with significantly higher emigration expectations in the 
theoretically expected fashion, but the economic status of the 
family was not. Adolescents living in a non-traditional family 
structure were also significantly more likely to expect to emigrate, 
but neither parental support nor parental control was associated 
with such expectations. Intergenerational closure was associated 
with less emigration expectations, net of other aspects of family 
and community context. However, this effect of a close-knit 
parental society was rendered non-significant when national pride, 
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being raised in a different country, and not considering oneself 
Icelandic was added to the equation. This raises the possibility that 
intergenerational closure may in part be a proxy measure for the 
relative isolation of parents of foreign descent. 

The higher prevalence of migration expectations among 
females is consistent with the bulk of the migration literature 
dating back to Ravenstein’s (1885) seminal study of the ‘laws of 
migration’. Women are however not necessarily more likely to 
migrate between countries, and women were in fact exactly 50% of 
Icelandic citizens emigrating in 2006 (Statistics, 2007b). The 
findings of this study suggest that a higher female emigration 
potential among youth may be a recent phenomenon. No 
significant differences in emigration expectations were found in 
1992, but in 2003 and 2007 girls were substantially and significantly 
more likely to expect to emigrate. This may signal a future increase 
in actual female emigration. 

The findings presented in this paper also raise important 
questions about the gendered images of different countries. Both 
boys and girls have the strongest affinity with the continental 
Nordic countries, and the United States are the most popular 
destination of choice for both genders. However, Icelandic girls 
appear to have a particular affinity with Denmark that is not 
shared by Icelandic boys. Icelandic girls are also more likely than 
boys to want to move to Denmark and France, while boys are 
more likely than girls to want to move to the United States, 
England or Germany. Future research should explore to what 
extent adolescents associate certain countries are with ‘feminine’ 
traits of e.g. interpersonal relations or welfare and other countries 
with ‘masculine’ traits of e.g. industrial relations or warfare, and 
what effects such gendered associations may have on actual 
emigration patterns. 

Prior research has rather consistently shown a higher 
migration potential in rural areas, in particular among females 
(Dahlström, 1996; Hamilton and Otterstad, 1998; King and 
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Shuttleworth, 1995; Rafnsdottir, 2004; Stockdale 2002; Tukhunen, 
2002). This does however not imply that international emigration 
rates are necessarily higher in rural areas. While Iceland has for 
instance experienced substantial internal migration to the capital 
area, the emigration rates in rural and urban regions of the country 
are quite similar (Statistics Iceland, 2007b, 2007c). This paper finds 
that adolescents in Icelandic fishing villages and farming 
communities are in fact substantially less likely to expect to 
emigrate than their urban counterparts. In the multivariate analysis 
this difference is found to be in part rooted in less parental 
resources that may support such expectations.  

National pride has been found to be associated with 
substantially decreased migration expectations among rural youth 
in Iceland (Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 2006). Jukarainen (2003) 
similarly found that rural adolescents in the Finnish-Swedish and 
Finnish-Russian borderlands actively use national identity to affirm 
their commitment to the local community. In this study, national 
pride and other aspects of national identity are also found to be 
substantially associated with less emigration expectations in the 
general population of Icelandic adolescents. The lower rate of 
emigration expectations in rural areas nevertheless remains 
significant, even after controlling for national identity, affinities 
with other countries and destination of choice.  

Ultimately, the findings of this paper demonstrate the 
importance of studying adolescent emigration expectations in the 
context of mental world maps. Adolescents are less likely to expect 
emigrating when they are proud to be Icelandic, feel strong 
affinities with other small countries in the North Atlantic and 
would move to one of those countries if they had to leave Iceland. 
Affinities with continental Nordic countries or European core 
countries are in contrast associated with greater emigration 
expectations. Controlling for perceived affinity, Nordic 
destinations of choice appear to be less of a draw to adolescents 
than European core destinations. While affinities with North 
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American countries do not affect emigration expectations, 
adolescents who would prefer moving to these countries are more 
likely to expect to emigrate. The hegemony of the United States in 
popular youth culture may be one of the factors contributing to 
these findings. Perceptions of the United States as a different, 
exciting destination may thus outweigh the structural opportunities 
offered by European integration and perceptions of European 
affinities in the minds of Icelandic adolescents. Future emigration 
trends will however reveal the relative importance of similarities 
and differences in the actual decision making process of young 
adults. 
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