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Abstract 
In Iceland, women have played a significant role in fisheries throughout the centuries, but 

people who manage fisheries today overlook their presence in the industry. Women have 

different roles and experiences than men do in the sector, and paying attention to these 

differences could improve management that could benefit both the fisheries in which they 

work and the workers themselves. Gendered migration and gendered labour are common 

occurrences seen throughout fishing communities in the Arctic. In the Westfjords of 

Iceland, most women involved in the fisheries sector work in fish processing, have 

gendered roles, and are originally from countries outside of Iceland. This thesis compares 

and contrasts the roles, perceptions, and hopes that Icelandic women and women from 

other countries have. Through 10 semi-structured interviews and surveys (n=93), this 

thesis both qualitatively and quantitatively describes the lives of women involved in these 

sectors in the northern Westfjords region. The results show that there are significant 

differences between job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and enjoyment of community of 

women from different countries involved in the fisheries sector, all indicators of total 

quality of life. Icelandic women were found to have a higher quality of life than women of 

other nationalities, with Polish women having the lowest quality of life. Information gained 

from studies like this can contribute necessary and important local knowledge about the 

quality of life of women involved in these sectors so that socially responsible management 

decisions can be made.  

Útdráttur 
Gögn um konur í sjávarútvegi og fiskeldi skortir um allan heim. Á Íslandi hafa konur gegnt 

veigamiklu hlutverki í sjávarútvegi í gegnum aldirnar en í dag er litið framhjá þátttöku 

þeirra. Þær hafa önnur hlutverk og ólíka reynslu en karlmenn í geiranum og með því að 

veita ólíkri reynslu þeirra athygli er hægt að bæta stjórnunina sem bæði getur gagnast þeim 

sjávarfyrirtækjum sem þær vinna fyrir og starfsfólkinu sjálfu. Á Vestfjörðum í dag eru 

flestar konur sem starfa við sjávarútveg í vinnu við fiskverkun og mikið af starfsfólkinu eru 

konur frá öðrum löndum. Í ritgerðinni eru borin saman hlutverk, skynjun og vonir íslenskra 

kvenna og kvenna frá öðrum löndum. Bæði var stuðst við viðtöl og spurningalistakönnun 

og eru því bæði eigindleg og megindleg notuð í ritgerðinni til að lýsa lífi kvenna sem starfa 

í þessum geira á norðanverðum Vestfjörðum. Niðurstöðurnar sýna að það er mikill munur 

á milli lífsgæða kvenna frá ólíkum löndum sem starfa í sjávarútvegi og íslenskra 

kvenna.  Þær sýndu að íslenskar konur búa við betri lífsgæði en konur af öðrum þjóðernum 

og að pólskar konur búa við verst lífskjör. Niðurstöðurnar lýsa því einnig hvers vegna 

konur frá öðrum löndum eru fremur viðriðnar störf í þessum geira heldur en íslenskar 

konur, ásamt því að lýsa því hvað konum finnst um að starfa við fiskvinnslu. Upplýsingar 

úr rannsóknum sem þessari geta komið með nauðsynlega og mikilvæga staðbundna 

þekkingu um lífsgæði kvenna sem starfa við geirann svo hægt sé að taka félagslega ábyrgar 

ákvarðanir í þessum geira. 
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1 Introduction 

Globally, data on women involved with fisheries are lacking due to a variety of reasons, 

including but not limited to women who only fish part time, societies where women do not 

openly admit to fishing, and man-centered data collection methods (Kleiber et al., 2014). 

Additionally, modern changes, including new technology, changes in fish stocks, new 

policies, and mobility have limited women’s ability to fish. Technology is one modern 

development that has excluded women from fisheries, such as how larger and more 

specialized boats now go out for weeks at a time, making it harder for women to go with 

them due to familial responsibilities at home (Willson, 2014). However, technology has 

not limited women from fishing in all types of fisheries, such as in subsistence fishing by 

the Inuit, where women are able to fish more with new, more efficient technology 

(Kafarowski, 2009). Another reason why women do not fish as much as they used to 

anymore is because of the change in fish stocks. When nearshore fish and invertebrates, the 

types of animals that women most often fish, crash in population size, women are forced to 

find a different occupation. 

In addition, fisheries today are not as tied to communities as they used to be, as the policies 

that affect them are made in faraway places. An example of this can be seen in Iceland. 

Most of the fishing vessels are now in Reykjavík due to the ITQ (Individual Transferable 

Quota) system, where quota was sold to the capital region. Now, women cannot just go 

down to the dock in a local community and know the people going out on the boats. 

Finally, mobility is another reason why women are not as involved in fisheries anymore. 

Continuing with the example of Iceland, paved roads and daily flights to more places 

across the county give women options to leave the community to pursue higher education 

and careers that are not available in rural areas (Willson, 2014). Even if some women 

would want to be involved in the fisheries sector, it is not always a viable option for them, 

and they are faced with the difficult decision to move away from home to find work if 

there is nothing else for them to do in their home community (Davis, 2000). 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations has acknowledged that 
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women are globally numerous in the fishing industry but that they are often underpaid and 

lack institutional support. Their report on Gender and Fishing released in 2015 encourages 

decision makers to ask whether or not they have overlooked women each time they make 

decisions that will affect the people involved in fisheries (Monfort, 2015). If a gendered 

approach was partially taken in fisheries management, it is possible that communities 

would fare better as a result (Neis, 2013). Unfortunately, fisheries management often does 

not take into account how women contribute to fisheries through unpaid work and how 

changes in fisheries policy affect household life. In many ways, fisheries management can 

be considered gender blind because it does not account for the important, unseen work that 

women do. For example, in Europe, women are involved in unpaid and under-recognized 

work that contributes to the success of fisheries, such as management, communication, 

bookkeeping, marketing, and practical backup (Monfort, 2015). This unpaid and 

unrecognized work that women do at home for fisheries is considered by many to be a 

major part of the industry (Úden, 2009). An example of unpaid work can be seen in 

Newfoundland, where women play an important role as educators of the next generation of 

fishermen and as an emotional support system for fishermen (Davis, 2000). Similar roles 

have been seen in Arctic societies. Women provide men who spend much of their time 

away from home and out at sea with levels of support that allow them to have a life back 

on land (Balsvik, 1999). 

In addition, women have become essential in industries directly related to fishing, such as 

fish processing and net making. Without these types of responsibilities taken care of, the 

fishing industry would not be able to function. For reasons like these, this thesis focuses 

partly on women’s experiences in industries related to fishing that bring to light the unique, 

important experiences that they have. These women feel changes in fisheries, just as 

fishers do, and their experiences and opinions need to be heard by people making decisions 

about fisheries. 

Before getting into the thesis more, it should be noted that although women involved in 

fishing go by many different titles, I have chosen to use the word fisher here to describe 

women who fish. Women who fish give themselves a variety of titles, but recently, people 

in academia have grouped them into the same category as men by calling them fishers. 

While this title is inclusive of women in the fishing industry, it is not universally accepted, 

and this title might not be how women actually choose to describe themselves (Branch and 
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Kleiber, 2017). It should also be noted that the actual differences in the experiences and 

roles that women and men have are different and by lumping them into one category, these 

differences can be ignored (Reedy-Maschner, 2009). However, because this title is often 

used in academic literature, so I will be using it throughout this thesis.  

1.1 Research Questions and Aims 

In the Westfjords of Iceland, women are heavily involved in fisheries. Without the 

important role that women play in fisheries, such as through work in fish processing plants 

or through paperwork in the home, the fishing industry could not exist. Yet, their roles in 

the industry remain understudied. Some research has been conducted in Iceland on 

women’s roles in the fishing industry, but much more remains to be studied. For example, 

Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir (2000) studied gender in fish processing plants in Iceland, 

while Willson (2014) examined women fisher’s experiences in Iceland. However, no study 

has looked at gender and migration in the fisheries sector in the Westfjords. Case studies 

are important to provide information to decision-makers so that they can better understand 

the system that they are influencing.  

Therefore, this thesis seeks to shed light on women in the Westfjords who make the fishing 

industry what it is. It broadly asks, what are the roles, perceptions, and hopes of women 

involved in the fisheries sector of the northern Westfjords of Iceland? These three different 

factors are looked at in this thesis to show what women are doing, how they feel about it, 

and what they would like the future to hold for them. Secondary aims of this thesis include 

understanding why or why not women in this area want to be involved with the fishing 

industry, what the quality of life is for women involved in the industry, what it is like to be 

a woman fisher in the Westfjords, and what the opinions are of leadership roles in fish 

processing. Through all of these aims, this thesis seeks to understand the differences of 

opinions and experiences of Icelandic women and women from other countries. Women 

from other countries are increasingly becoming more involved in fisheries in the Arctic 

and subarctic regions, and it is necessary to examine how their lives differ from local 

women.  

Iceland is recognized globally as sustainable in both fisheries management and gender 

issues. However, there is a gap in the scholarship on women’s work in fisheries in Iceland 
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that combines mobility and gender. Walsh et al. (2013) stated, “mobility, gender, and work 

intertwine in ways that reach to the core of gendered practices in everyday life” (p. 262). 

Therefore, to understand the daily lives of women working in fisheries in the Westfjords of 

Iceland, this thesis combines all three of these factors. 

This research adds to the literature on mobility, gender, and work and combines theories in 

a novel way that helps to better understand the dynamics of women working in the 

fisheries sector in northern communities. Results from this thesis can inform local policies 

to improve life for the women that live in the Westfjords, as well as can help retain women 

in this area by making the communities places where women want to live and work. The 

data collected in this study can also inform decision-makers about the quality of life of 

women in the communities, which can help encourage changes to address any gaps in 

management that contribute to unequal opportunities and possible discontent in women. 

Results from this research assist in creating new initiatives to build stronger networks for 

women involved in fisheries. But most importantly, the information gained from this study 

can also be examined through a wider lens. The problems faced by the women in this 

study, such as the difficulties that immigrant women encounter or the challenges of 

working in gendered labour, are shared by communities in all Arctic and subarctic nations. 

Lessons learned from this study can provide insight into why similar patterns are occurring 

in other communities in these nations, as well as can provide a framework for studying 

similar occurrences in other areas.  

1.2 Importance of Studying Women in Fisheries 

Studying women involved in the fisheries sector is essential because “women’s knowledge 

becomes basic to the survival of fishing communities” (Gerrard, 1995: 612). There are 

many reasons why studying this particular topic is important. Without the priceless role 

that women play in the fishing industry, fishing communities could not exist. In the Arctic 

and subarctic, fishing is often put on the backburner as people’s focus is shifted to 

industries such as oil and gas exploration. But what makes the Arctic so unique and 

different from its counterpart, the Antarctic, is the presence of people there and the culture 

that exists around these people. Therefore, the value of fishing to culture in the Arctic 

should not be overlooked (Shannon, 2009).  
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Another reason why this research is necessary is that it generates knowledge that is 

beneficial to governments, the workplace, and general society. Because gender roles differ 

in many societies when it comes to fisheries, women and men can actually acquire 

different knowledge about the environment. For example, in Northway, Alaska, women 

were able to tell when whitefish became affected by parasites because women were the 

ones looking at the fish after they were caught. The authors of this study suggest that if 

researchers look at the different knowledge that women might have, it could provide a 

better understanding of both the society and the environment (Robinson et al., 2009). In 

addition, women have a wealth of ecological knowledge that could assist management 

decision-makers in conservation plans (Kleiber et al., 2014). Specific knowledge that 

women have may be taken for granted when it could in fact be immensely beneficial.  

Another reason that makes this thesis important for people trying to best manage fisheries 

is the human element behind the success of any enterprise. Humans are an integral part of 

the success of any business operation, and their experiences and perceptions need to be 

accounted for when creating management plans that will affect their lives. Other than the 

fact that changes in fisheries management will affect the lives of individuals and 

communities as a whole, it will change people in less obvious ways. “Resource 

management systems will affect how people define their identities, because the resource 

system will inevitably contribute to a certain order where people are given positions and 

roles” (Sloan, 2002: 67). Therefore, a management system that affects the identity of 

people should do its best to consult with and study the people that it will most affect.  

Additionally, Kleiber et al. (2014) accurately describes why it is so important to include 

the study of the role of women in the fishing sector by stating that women must be 

included in stakeholder consultations and in studies so that the lives and opinions of 

women fishers can be properly addressed in management initiatives. Through their 

different roles, which provide them with varying information through experiences and 

generational oral history, both men and women can supply decision-makers with unique, 

distinctive knowledge (Robinson et al., 2009).  

Looking at the roles that women play in fisheries outside of actual fishing is also 

immensely important. Gerrard says that focusing studies on actual fishing is a narrow view 

and that fish processing and work within the home related to fisheries also needs to be 
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studied (Gerrard 1994, as cited in Angell 2009). A study conducted in southeast Alaska 

showed that some women did fish during the summer but also played an important role in 

activities that must take place before fishing begins, such as preparation activities. And 

even on board, women may not fish, but they cook or prepare bait, activities that are 

essential on any fishing boat (Mulle and Anahita, 2009). Therefore, in various roles, 

women are important contributors to the fishing industry.  

Additionally, the United Nations released 17 Sustainable Development Goals in 2016 to 

better the world for both people and the environment. This thesis aims to provide 

information to support these interconnected Sustainable Development Goals, but it 

particularly focuses on Goal 3, “Good Health and Well-being”, Goal 5, “Gender Equality”, 

and Goal 10, “Reduced Inequalities” (“Sustainable Development Goals”, 2016). By 

studying women involved in fisheries, researchers can help address these goals, which can 

improve the world for generations to come.  

1.3 Structure and Content of Thesis 

This thesis is meant to provide a window into the lives of women working in fisheries in 

the Westfjords of Iceland. Chapter 2 introduces the reader to the role that women play in 

fisheries in the Arctic and subarctic, in addition to providing theory that will explain trends 

found in this thesis. Chapter 3 provides information on the methodology of the data 

collection and analysis portion of the thesis. Chapter 4 presents results focused on 

women’s experiences in fish processing, such as in leadership roles and gendered labour, 

while Chapter 5 explores the roles that women fishers have and the opinions that other 

people have about women fishing. Chapter 6 looks at the lives that women who work in 

fisheries have in the community, such as their interactions with other people, their 

enjoyment of the community, and their hopes for the future. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes 

the paper, analysing the results of the thesis using the theory from Chapter 2 and making 

management recommendations for the future. Each chapter provides information on the 

roles, perceptions, and hopes that women have in the fishing sector in the Westfjords.  
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2 Background 

This chapter is meant to give an overall view of women involved in fisheries in the Arctic 

and subarctic. The case study conducted in this thesis takes place in Iceland, a subarctic 

nation that has much in common with other subarctic and Arctic nations. This chapter 

discusses how women are involved in fisheries and highlights some unique responses and 

challenges that women face in Arctic and subarctic fishing communities. Although some of 

the information described here about women involved in fisheries in the Arctic does not 

closely relate to the experiences of women in the Westfjords of Iceland, which is the focus 

of this study, it is important to understand the general trends and experiences of women in 

fishing communities in this area of the world to be able to put information about Iceland 

into context. This section also serves as an introduction to the theory that will be applied in 

Chapter 7.  

2.1 Women Involved in Fisheries in the Arctic and 
Subarctic: An Introduction 

In most places throughout history, both in commercial and subsistence fishing 

communities, women have not been as heavily involved with the actual act of fishing as 

men have, and therefore, their presence in the industry as a whole has gone unseen. 

Besides the reasons mentioned in the previous section, women were also discouraged from 

participating in fisheries in the past for reasons that were not based on cause, such as 

superstition. For example, in years past in Aleut communities, men were worried that the 

presence of a woman onboard could be bad luck. Unless a man needed a woman onboard, 

such as his wife, to do work because he had some type of problem that would prohibit him 

from doing so, women would most frequently stay away from going aboard boats. Today, 

women serve various roles onboard boats, from fishing to cooking. However, most people 

assume that the woman onboard must somehow be related to or associated with the captain 

of the boat (Reedy-Maschner, 2009).  

Opinions of women onboard boats have dramatically changed, but a woman fishing on a 

boat in some areas of the world who is not associated with the captain could still be seen as 

undesirable by men onboard the boat. And if a woman can actually get a job as a fisher, 

she might face many challenges. For example, a woman living and fishing in Norway was 
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continuously offered a lower price for her fish, and she felt that this was because she is a 

woman (Angell, 2009). Although just one example of a challenge women face in the 

industry, it helps to explain why there are not more women involved in the fishing 

industry. 

Even though women have not been as heavily involved in fishing as men have throughout 

history, they have played a large role in the fishing industry. However, a lot of information 

about women in fisheries is just not documented. A large database of research about 

women involved in fishing, especially in the Arctic and subarctic, simply does not exist. 

Although women’s role in fisheries has not been appropriately documented in the past, 

there is no doubt that women have been a part of fishing and other related work in fishing 

communities.  

Today, documentation is not as big of a problem, but too much attention is given to 

commercial fisheries when documenting fishing activities. Even though many women may 

not be involved in commercial fishing, they still fish for other reasons. Fishing in Arviat, a 

hamlet in Nunavut, Canada, is something that people do both to gather food for themselves 

and their families and as an activity that they find pleasurable. Interviews with Arviat 

women showed that they were not fishing Arctic char as much as they used to because they 

did not have the time if they had a full-time job elsewhere. And some women were 

saddened by the fact that they were not able to do it anymore (Tyrrell, 2009). For these 

women, fishing is definitely a hobby and a means to acquire food, but it is not always 

recorded, and therefore, it appears that women are not involved in fishing.  

Women involved in the fishing industry often have roles that are separate from the roles 

that men have. In many societies, jobs in the fisheries sector are gendered. Yet in many 

places, both women’s and men’s work, although different, is valued the same. For 

example, traditionally in Norway, but also in other countries, couples worked both on the 

sea as fishers and on the land as farmers. Although men usually fished and women stayed 

on land, roles could be exchanged when needed. This dynamic allowed families to have 

access to food in all seasons and to be able to make a living (Elstad, 1999). Another 

example of this can be seen in Northway, Alaska, where women and men have separate 

roles that can switch in unusual circumstances, like an illness (Robinson et al., 2009). 

Therefore, even though women might usually have a specific role that they normally play, 
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it is not unique for women to do jobs that are commonly thought of as jobs for men. And in 

some societies, gendered lines between roles are blurring. One study conducted in Alaska 

found that 78% of women thought that gender roles are more flexible than they have been 

in the past (Mulle and Anahita, 2009).  

Today, policy changes that do not make entering the fishing industry easy for women 

exclude them from becoming involved in the industry. An example of this is the 

introduction of quota systems, which was briefly mentioned in the previous section. In 

Norway, the introduction of the quota system resulted in a weakening of the connection 

that women have with fisheries. Now, women have almost no other option but to work in 

another sector, but they often choose to not work in fisheries even when they have the 

option (Gerrard 2003, as cited in Gerrard 2009). A similar occurrence happened in Iceland 

when in the 1980s and 1990s, Iceland introduced the individual transferable quota system. 

Anthropologists have showed that all decisions made in order to create and implement this 

system were made by men (Proppé 2002, as cited in Karlsdóttir 2009; Skaptadóttir and 

Proppé, 2005). The new system in Iceland, although sustainable for fish populations, did 

not consider the many social implications that it would have, especially not on women. 

Gerrard (2009) questions whether or not the quota system in Norway has become a barrier 

to women from working in fisheries, which could also be true in other Arctic and subarctic 

nations that have implemented the quota system.  

Yet, regardless of the barriers that women face when entering the fishing industry, women 

have found ways to become fishers. But their identity as fishers is often not the same as it 

is for men. For women, fishing may be a short-term activity, rather than a lifelong career. 

An example of the former can be seen in Aleut communities in Alaska, where some young 

women do fish. Reedy-Maschner (2009) tells a story of a young girl who went fishing as a 

crewmember in a storm and excitedly ran home to tell her mother that she was a real 

fisherman. The title was only temporary for her, though, and not a career choice. Her 

identity as a fisherman is something entirely different from the young men in the 

community who plan to continue fishing for a long time, perhaps even their entire lives.  

Identity is important to consider when looking at fisheries because it helps assign the roles 

that people play, which could help in fisheries management because all roles need to be 

consulted in decision-making. Even though women may not identify as fishers for the 
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long-term, their identity with fisheries as a whole can last a lifetime. In looking at a fishing 

community in Iceland, Skaptadóttir (2000) found that the women participating in her study 

shared a common identity as village members. They see themselves as having the same 

ideals as men, wanting to better the welfare of their community through the success of the 

fishing sector. Another type of identity that women in fishing societies have comes from 

the worry that a woman has for her husband out at sea, which gives her a distinct role in 

society. When men stopped fishing in an area of Newfoundland due to the collapse of fish 

stocks, women lost these expressive roles (Davis, 2000). Looking at identity is also 

important because it tells a story about the perceptions that women feel about their role in 

the fishing industry or in societies that rely heavily on fishing. 

2.1.1 Subsistence Fishing Communities  
Although the communities in the Westfjords of Iceland, the location of this thesis, could 

not be considered subsistence fishing communities, many fishing communities across the 

Arctic are subsistence fishing communities. Women’s roles in subsistence fishing differ 

than those in commercial fishing. Often, these roles will be segregated by gender, but the 

roles will be considered equal in importance in societies. There is a lack of knowledge 

about women’s roles in subsistence fishing communities, partially because much of the 

knowledge about women is in relation to men rather than on their experiences and roles 

independently (Mulle and Anahita, 2009). However, it is known that often, in communities 

that engage in subsistence fishing, a significant portion of women will fish for themselves 

and their families (Reedy-Maschner, 2009).  

A main difference between societies where commercial fishing is most common and 

subsistence fishing communities is that in subsistence fishing communities, women hold 

different but equal positions in the fisheries. Gender equality in the Arctic is different from 

other regions of the world. Williamson et al. (2004) even warns about looking at gender 

equality in the Arctic with the same view as gender equality would be looked at in other 

places. In other places, separate roles would not be considered equal, but in subsistence 

fishing communities, values are different. Subsistence fishing is commonly found in 

indigenous societies, and studies on these societies in the Arctic have shown how gender 

roles exist but are perceived as equal. An example of this can be seen in Inuit and 

Inuvialuit societies, who traditionally value all of the roles that both men and women play.  
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Researchers are now arguing that this idea of equality is changing but only because the 

Western world has brought into these communities the idea that women’s work is valued 

less than men’s work (Kafarowski, 2009). Now, in subsistence fishing communities in the 

21st century, gender roles are quickly changing. In some places that rely mostly on 

subsistence fishing, there is a rift in society due to the tradition of gender roles. In today’s 

world, to join what is considered modern society where men and women work in the same 

jobs, some traditional roles must be dissolved (Mulle and Anahita, 2009). Modern views of 

equality, where men and women do the same tasks, might not be appropriate to implement 

in a society if different roles are valued equally and if they are interchangeable if so 

desired. Therefore, communities must be studied on an individual basis to determine how 

members of that community actually perceive their roles and the value of these roles. 

In some places, subsistence fishing communities are also beginning to take place in 

commercial fishing, but women are lacking in the industry. There are many reasons why 

women rarely take part in commercial fishing in these societies, but the most common 

reason why women most likely do not want to take part in commercial fisheries is because 

of their life in the community. For example, commercial fisheries work by women in the 

Northwest Territories in Canada is limited because it is difficult work that requires a 

woman to be away from her family and home for a long time, and there are cultural 

barriers that would make the job unappealing (Kafarowski, 2009). Therefore, the equality 

traditionally found in subsistence fishing communities allows women to play multiple 

necessary and equal roles in their communities, from providing their family with fish to eat 

to looking after children, but this equality does not exist in commercial fisheries.  

2.1.2 Gendered Labour in Fish Processing  
A common job for women in fishing communities is to work in fish processing plants. 

There are mixed opinions about working there for many women, which has led to a shift in 

the nationalities of women working there. In Iceland, many young people do not see 

fishing or working in the fish processing sector as a career that they want. Many jobs, 

mostly in the fish-processing sector, have had to be filled by migrant workers (Karlsdóttir, 

2008). In the 21st century, Icelandic women instead prefer work in the service sector over 

working in the fishing industry because it does not pay enough for the amount of work that 

it requires. Therefore, immigrants from places like Poland, where unemployment is high 

and wages are low, are coming in to take the place of Icelandic women (Skaptadóttir, 
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2004). According to Júlíusdóttir et al. (2013), one reason why people from other countries 

began immigrating to Iceland was because the single labour market in the European 

Economic Area was set up in 1994, making it easier for people from Europe to move to 

Iceland for work. Jobs in the fishing industry were plentiful, and people began immigrating 

to Iceland in work there.  

Fish processing jobs in the Arctic and subarctic nations have increasingly become jobs that 

immigrant workers are taking. In Alaska, until the middle of the 20th century, Aleut 

women worked in canneries. However, now, the workers in the canneries are young 

immigrants from places like the Philippines or Mexico. Although a few of the Aleut youth 

may work in the canneries as a job early on in their lives, work in the canneries is not seen 

as a job that anyone in the community would want. This is why immigrants have had to 

take these positions (Reedy-Maschner, 2009). In Iceland, women from other countries are 

coming to take positions formerly held by Icelandic women and men are taking jobs that 

are considered to be more masculine (Júlíusdóttir et al., 2013). 

Also in Iceland, the processing jobs that are usually held by women are often not looked 

positively on by women. The Ministry of Fisheries in Iceland reported that the general 

view on these jobs is that they are boring, easy to do, do not pay much, and do not lead to 

career advancements in the future (Ministry of Fisheries Iceland, 2007). In Iceland, before 

immigrant workers took over jobs in the fish processing industry, there was a shortage of 

workers when working in fish processing became unfavorable to Icelandic women. The 

tasks in fish processing were seen as women’s work, but there were not enough women to 

fill positions (Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir, 2000). Fish processing work also takes its toll 

on people both physically and mentally, which is another reason why many women do not 

want to be involved in that industry (Kafarowski, 2009). 

Generally, however, women do not discuss their complaints with the fish-processing 

sector, mostly because they do not feel as if they are entitled to better positions, such as a 

leadership role (Karlsdóttir, 2008). Karlsdóttir (2009) also looked at women’s perceptions 

of leadership roles, seeing that their own perceived suitability for a leadership role really 

depended on the person but that many people did not think they were well suited for that 

kind of role. However, in the 1990s, Skaptadóttir (1996) found that women did not 

complain because they took pride in the work that they did. They took comfort in knowing 
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that they were providing for the entire nation, and they saw themselves as part of a larger 

identity rather than just a worker in the fish-processing sector. 

Jobs in the fish processing industry display an apparent division of labour, where men and 

women do different jobs depending on the qualities that they have (Husmo and Munk-

Madsen 1994, as cited in Husmo 1999). People must learn how to practice gender, or act in 

a way that is expected of them based on their gender, over time (Martin, 2003). Gendered 

roles in fish processing are assigned and taught to new women in the workplace, passed 

through generations of workers. In Finnmark, Norway, there have always been different 

gender roles in the fish factory. In the past, the variety of work that women could do was 

limited to activities like cutting and packing the fish (Gerrard, 1995). It was not until later 

in the 20th century until more roles, like quality managers, became available for women 

(Husmo 1995, as cited in Gerrard 1995). And although improvements have been made, 

work in fish processing plants is still extremely separated by gender.  

One outcome of this separation is the different statuses that men and women hold in the 

workplace. Women and men have unequal status in the workplace, which can be seen in 

the way that jobs are described. For example, a woman’s job may be seen as easy or 

unskilled, while a man’s job would be defined as difficult or skilled (Skaptadóttir and 

Rafnsdóttir, 2000). A major source of inequality in fisheries around the world is that there 

is a lower value associated with women’s work that stems from ideas of masculinity and 

femininity and the assumption that women can only do certain types of jobs (“World 

Bank”, 2009). In Iceland, fish processing jobs are unionized and women and men are paid 

the same if they do the same job. However, women do sometimes receive lower wages for 

labour that is seen as less skilled (Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir, 2000). And often, women 

do not have a choice as to whether or not they would like to work in jobs that are seen as 

women’s jobs. When entering the labour market, it is not uncommon for women to be 

segregated by their stereotypical abilities, or the perceived abilities that they have based on 

their gender (Anker et al., 2003).  

Opinions vary about segregation of labour in the workplace. Normalization Process Theory 

could potentially explain why people do not think that there is a problem with gendered 

differences in labour. This theory describes how ways of acting become routine in a 

workplace because people work on their own and as a group to normalize them. It also 
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points out that there needs to be a “continuous investment” to continue a practice in the 

workplace (May et al., 2009). Therefore, if gendered segregation in the workplace stopped 

being taught and accepted by workers, it is possible that it would disappear. Also, if 

traditional gender roles continue to exist, they might affect what kind of work opportunities 

women will hope for in the future. According to Nussbaum and Sen (1993), differences in 

the lives of men and women affect women’s desires “since it is difficult to desire what one 

cannot imagine as a possibility” (p. 5). So if a woman cannot image working in a 

traditional man’s role in the fishing industry or anywhere else, it is unlikely that she will 

end up working there.  

2.1.3 Gender and Mobility  
It is important to talk about gender and mobility due to the large number of immigrant 

women who come to Iceland to work in fish processing. Hanson (2010) when speaking 

about gender and mobility says that, “the two are completely bound up with each other, to 

the point of almost being inseparable” (p. 6). Since mobility and gender began being 

discussed together, mobility was seen as an agent of empowerment for women. For 

example, a well-known suffragette, Frances Willard, made the connection between riding a 

bicycle, and therefore increased mobility, with feminism in 1895 (Hanson, 2010). This idea 

that mobility gives women more opportunities and power still continues in much of the 

literature about gender and mobility. The thought process behind this idea is that if women 

are not being confined to the home, they can move and pursue their own lives. However, 

scholars have complicated the matter by saying that mobility can be detrimental to women 

in some cases because it can limit social networks and the benefits of living in one place 

(Gilbert, 1998).  

Studies have shown different patterns of migration based on gender. Munkejord (2015) 

found in her interviews of immigrants in Norway that they moved there in three types of 

gendered patterns. These patterns were that immigrant women moved to Norway to be 

with a future husband, that immigrant men were sent to Norway ahead of their families to 

set up a livelihood, or that couples chose to move to Norway together. Another way that 

people are brought into a new country is through personal networks. For example, people 

from Poland come to the country to work and establish networks that bring more people 

from Poland to the country (Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska, 2008). Often, families are split up 

when one family member moves to a new country to work. Families who have split up due 
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to an individual moving to another country for work are called transnational families, 

which can be defined as families that live apart from each other but maintain some kind of 

collectivity. Contact with family members who live far away is deliberate, either for 

emotional or economic reasons (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002). 

When a woman moves to a new location, there are different aspects of society that will 

influence her success in her new location. Hanson (2010) describes factors that influence 

the sustainability of gender and mobility, such as a woman’s participation in the household 

and community, access to transportation, institutions, access to technology, and gendered 

expectations in the culture. Therefore, mobility can empower women if it maintains their 

participation in society and gives them access to services, such as technology and 

transportation, that can help women improve their status in life. However, being mobile is 

not as viable if it does not improve conditions for women. For example, if a woman moves 

to another country to break free of unfair gendered discrimination but still encounters it in 

that country, her mobility has not really empowered her.  

There is a feminization of labour migration, or the fact that a large majority of people who 

move to a new country under economic circumstances are women. Although there are 

various reasons for it, some reasons include social inequality in the countries that women 

are moving away from, or where women rank lower than men in both the household and 

the workplace, and the types of jobs that are available to migrant workers. Regardless of 

why women migrate in search of employment opportunities, it can split families and can 

put a lot of pressure on the woman who is supposed to provide for her family living in 

another country (Piper, 2003).  

But in a lot of cases, even if women move from a country that is socially unequal to a 

country that is considered to have high gender equality, immigrant women can still feel 

marginalized. For example, Nordic countries, which are known worldwide for their gender 

equality, have recently been failing to equally incorporate immigrant citizens into society 

(Siim and Stoltz, 2015). Human security relies partly on an individual’s ability to feel at 

home where he or she resides, through infrastructure and the community. One reason for 

people to move to a specific place is because they expect to feel secure there (Williamson 

et al., 2004). However, many immigrant women do not feel secure in the places where they 

have moved. Additionally, when people migrate to a new country in search of work, they 
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often have to accept jobs that are not correlated to the level of education or experience that 

they have (Fossland, 2013). For example, a woman with a university degree might have to 

work in a factory after moving to a new country. The combination of undesirable 

community interactions and working conditions can make migrating to a new place 

because of economic conditions difficult for many people, particularly women.  

Gerrard (2008) suggests that the “perplexity concept as a representation of the dynamics of 

neo-liberal globalization” of Ramamurthy should be examined when looking at fisheries 

(p. 68). She discusses how identities of men and women in fisheries are a source of 

perplexity. Looking deeper into Ramamurthy and the perplexity concept, it is shown that 

people migrants often feel mixed emotions because of their daily experiences in new 

places (2003). For example, an immigrant woman may feel happy she is making more 

money in another country but may miss her home and her family. Migration to a new 

country and changes in a woman’s life due to globalization cause perplexities in a 

woman’s life, or a range of emotions from joy to doubt.  

2.1.4 Migration from Coastal, Rural Areas  
The previous section discusses women’s migration due to economic circumstances, which 

is why immigrant women have mostly come to Iceland, but there is migration within 

countries themselves, as well. Even though women are now taking on roles that have been 

widely traditional men’s roles, such as in leadership positions in fish processing plants, 

fewer women are involved in the actual act of fishing (Karlsdóttir, 2009; Willson, 2016). 

One reason for this is because women are moving away from marginal coastal, rural areas, 

which is occurring across the Arctic and subarctic. In Iceland, women have moved away 

from these areas to near the capital of Reykjavík since the end of the 20th century. 

Karlsdóttir (2009) claims that this is due to jobs and societies in which it is more beneficial 

to be a man, as well as social problems such as isolation and a lack of educational 

opportunities. Sometimes, increased mobility opportunities can cause changes in the 

community. An example of this from a study on a fisherman’s family’s migration to a 

larger city center shows that moving might be a better option for the family, even if it is 

not the best for the community. This fisherman and his family moved from their small 

village to a larger city to build a new home, have more job opportunities for the 

fisherman’s wife and to allow their children to attend school while still living at home 

(Gerrard, 2013). But the community lost more people because it is easier to move away 
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than to invest in more educational and job opportunities in a place with a small population. 

And when a family moves from a fishing village to an area with more job options, it makes 

it even more unlikely that a woman will become involved in the fisheries sector because 

they are not near the fishing industry on a daily basis (Willson, 2016). 

Often, people must move from their home community in pursuit of a job if they cannot 

find a position in the fisheries sector in their community and if that is where most of the 

jobs are. For example, in some indigenous communities, it is easier to move away than to 

struggle to have a position in the fishing industry. Úden conducted interviews of Sami 

women in Sweden and saw that women do not usually fight against the gendered 

differences that they experience in fisheries. Often, they just leave the fishing community 

in search of other work (Úden, 2009). But in many areas, both men and women are moving 

away. It is a large problem in places like Norway where both genders are moving from 

Sami coastal areas in pursuit of jobs and education (Angell, 2009). 

But many men do stay in coastal areas to participate in the fishing industry. Corbett notes 

that more women are traditionally expected to leave rural communities because they 

cannot as easily participate in the fisheries sector, but he also says that in these societies 

where labour is segregated by gender, it may be more difficult for women to leave their 

roles and move (Corbett, 2007). Women therefore experience difficulties in both staying in 

and leaving the community that men do not experience. 

2.1.5 Coping with Change  
Often, people have had to leave coastal areas due to changes in the fishing industry that 

have lost them their jobs. Changes in the fishing industry definitely can affect people and 

their quality of life. For example, changes in technology and mobility, as well as changes 

in legislation that impact fisheries, modify communities that have been centered on the 

fishing industry for decades. Skaptadóttir (2004) discusses how women thought that 

changes in fisheries affected the entire village and that they had to cope with these changes 

through collective actions, such as making handicrafts to sell to tourists. On the other hand, 

men were more focused on individually creating solutions for their family’s new situation. 

Sami women have also given themselves power through making traditional handicrafts, 

among other activities (Helander-Renvall, 2009). Women respond differently than men to 

change, and it is therefore necessary to study their roles in society differently.  
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An example of something that has fueled changes in fishing communities is the ITQ 

system in Iceland, which has changed how fishing communities operate. People have had 

to cope in response to these changes. To understand exactly how people have been coping, 

especially women, Skaptadóttir (2000) conducted a case study on Eyri, a pseudonym for a 

small, Icelandic fishing village. The most successful way that women in this village have 

coped with the loss of fisheries is through the local handicraft center. Originally, it was 

created to help women find ways to employ themselves but has also become an important 

location to socialize. Coping mechanisms help maintain a good quality of life, amongst 

trying times in fishing communities. 

Individuals can also incorporate coping mechanisms into their normal day-to-day lives. On 

a daily basis, people can resist to change and their current position in life if they are not 

satisfied with it. Scott uses the term “weapons of the weak” to describe everyday forms of 

resistance that have the power to make changes in a society. Through individual acts of 

resistance in people’s daily lives, such as gossip or humor, people can create a long-lasting 

form of resistance that is accessible to everyone regardless of position in society (Scott, 

1985). 

2.2 Iceland as a Case Study 

Although this thesis draws from examples across the Arctic and subarctic, the case study in 

this thesis is from Iceland. Iceland has always relied on fishing to support it, with entire 

communities being built around the fishing industry. Although Iceland relies on other 

industries to support its economy today, like aluminum and tourism, it still is heavily 

reliant on fishing. Throughout Iceland’s history, women have always been heavily 

involved in the fisheries sector. Since the 17th century, there have been many accounts of 

women fishing in Iceland, but until recently, these accounts have not been common 

knowledge (Willson, 2014). Some records even show that women have been involved in 

the fishing sectors since the 13th century, but their invisibility in the fishing sectors, both 

historically and today, is apparent (Sloan, 2002). And it was not until the late 1800s that 

women began fishing less and began to take on different roles in the industry, segregated 

by their gender (Willson, 2016). Icelandic women also most likely do not fish as much in 

today’s times because they are distant from the industry as a whole. Before, when more 

Icelandic women worked in fish processing, they had closer ties to boats and some of the 
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skills that they would need if they wanted to work at sea. Now, however, the majority of 

Icelandic women are working in jobs mainly outside of fish processing (Willson, 2014). 

And in Iceland, not only are women often left out of the discussions about the fishing 

sector’s past, but they are also left out of discussions about its future. Data from 2008-2013 

shows that 11% of people involved in fishing in Iceland are women. And when it comes to 

fish processing in Iceland, 48% of the people involved in fish processing are women 

(Monfort, 2015). Also, a lot of women in Iceland, according to Karlsdóttir (2009), still 

believe that women and men should have different roles in fisheries. In 2016, the Global 

Gender Gap Report ranked Iceland for the eighth time in a row as the world’s most gender-

equal country (“The Global Gender Gap Report”, 2016). Yet inequalities still exist in 

Iceland, and they can be seen in the fisheries sector.  

2.3 Background Summary  

Data on women fishing is lacking across the world, but fewer women are fishing now 

because of modern changes. Often, decision-makers in fisheries management do not think 

how their decisions will affect women involved in fisheries, particularly those who engage 

in unseen and unpaid work. It is difficult for a woman to get a job as a fisher, and if a 

woman can get a job, she will face many difficulties. This section also shows how identity 

is important in the fishing industry, whether if women identify as fishers or in some other 

way, because it can help decision-makers to acknowledge all of the roles that are a part of 

fishing communities.  

This section also briefly described how in subsistence fishing communities, women and 

men can have different but equal roles. This is different from men and women who work in 

fish processing because the segregated work that they do in fish processing plants is not 

valued the same. In Iceland, many women do not want to work in fish processing so 

women from other countries, like Poland, have overtaken their jobs. A problem with 

having men and women do different work is the lower value, and sometimes smaller 

salary, that is associated with women’s work.  

Work in fish processing is gendered, which is also the case for migration. Immigrant 

women face many unique challenges, both in their home and new countries. A 

feminization of labour migration exists, and many women have to move from their home 
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country to find work in a new country, regardless of the negative effects it might have on 

them. Women often move to achieve higher human security through having an income, but 

they can feel very insecure in a new community if they feel unaccepted by the community 

and do not like their job. For women, moving to a new place is a source of perplexity 

because they feel many different emotions about it. Women also migrate within their 

country if their rural community does not offer them the job or education that they desire. 

Both genders moving away from coastal, rural areas is a problem for communities in the 

Arctic and subarctic, but men are more inclined to stay in fishing communities if they want 

a job in the fishing industry, something that is harder for women to get.  

The main goal of this thesis is to answer the question: What are the roles, perceptions, and 

hopes of women involved in the fisheries sector of the northern Westfjords of Iceland? To 

do this, this thesis will explore what it is like for women to work in fish processing in the 

Westfjords of Iceland, including the different experiences that women have in leadership 

roles, gendered differences in the workplace, and challenges of working in fish processing. 

It will also look at the roles that women fishers play in the Westfjords, as well as the 

different experiences and perceptions that women working in fisheries have in their 

communities.  
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3 Methods 

In order to answer the research questions in this thesis and to obtain a broad view of the 

roles, perceptions, and hopes of the women studied in this thesis, I collected both 

quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data was collected in the form of a 19-

question, 1-page survey, and qualitative data was gathered through interviews.  

3.1 Study Location 

Both interviews and surveys were collected in 5 towns throughout the northern Westfjords 

region (Figure 1). Data were conducted in all towns within 25 kilometers of Ísafjörður due 

to time and travel limitations. Ísafjörður (including Hnífsdalur, a nearby village that is a 

part of Ísafjörður), had a population of 2818 people in 2017. It is the largest town in the 

region and offers two flights a day to Reykjavik. The old town of Ísafjörður is built on a 

spit of land in the fjord because it started out as a fishing town. The second largest town in 

the area is Bolungarvík with a population of 908 in 2017. It is connected to Ísafjörður by a 

tunnel. Flateyri, with a population of 242 in 2017, and Suðureyri, with a population of 271 

in 2017, are also connected to Ísafjörður by another tunnel. Súðavík, with a population of 

156, is connected to Ísafjörður by a coastal road. These small towns all lie on the coastline 

and were originally built to be fishing towns (Figures 1 and 2) (Statice.is). 

These areas were chosen for this study because the Westfjords is one of the regions in 

Iceland that depends the most on the fishing sector for survival (Karlsdóttir, 2008). 

Additionally, this area experienced a large influx of immigrant workers to work in fish 

processing since the mid-1900s (Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska, 2008), which makes it a 

good location to study immigrant women in the fishing industry. I also spent six months 

living in Ísafjörður before starting to collect the data for this study. More locations in the 

Westfjords were not studied because it would have provided too much data to analyze in 

the scope of a master’s thesis. This data collection took place during the entire month of 

February 2017. 
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Figure 1 Map of Westfjords region of Iceland (map by Google Earth)  

 

Figure 2 Case study locations (map by Google Earth) 
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3.2 Interviews 

Qualitative information, gathered through semi-structured, face-to-face interviews 

provided in-depth details about the lives of the interviewed people. Hoogensen (2009), in 

describing how gender analysis looks at society from the bottom up, states that “the 

personal is political” and how every person’s story has relevance for the state and even 

higher institutions, which is why interviews were chosen as the primary data collection 

method for this thesis (p. 223). Face-to-face interviews were chosen because information 

could be obtained about not just the words the interviewee was saying, but by body and 

intonation clues, as well (Opdenakker, 2008). Semi-structured interviews were chosen here 

because they allowed the conversation to travel to information that the interviewees 

thought was important to be heard, but the interviews were still focused on obtaining the 

experiences that the interviewee has in the workplace and in the community (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 1997). The questions created for the interviews were formed after consulting 

relevant literature and conducting introductory participant observation. By the time I had 

begun my fieldwork, I had lived in the Westfjords for 6 months. Living my daily life in the 

community informed the study a great deal. In the community, I was a participant as much 

as I could be with the language barrier but in the fish processing plants, I was a complete 

observer. Interviewees were found by asking survey respondents if they would be 

interested in being interviewed and by snowball sampling. Snowball sampling was mainly 

used to find women to interview who are directly involved in fishing because it is a hard to 

find population due to its small sample size (Bernard, 2006).  

I chose to interview women from multiple companies and towns and of different 

occupations, nationalities, and ages to ensure that my sample was not homogenous and that 

it accurately displayed the experiences of various women living in the Westfjords. 

Interviews, which lasted between 45 minutes and 1.5 hours, were recorded with 

permission, transcribed within 24 hours, and handed back to the interviewee if requested to 

ensure that their opinions and experiences were correctly portrayed during the interview. 

Although the interviews were recorded, notes were taken during the interview about what 

the interviewee was saying, as well as any other noticeable observations, such as body 

movements or different intonations. Saturation had been reached after these 10 interviews 

and sufficient data was collected to answer the research questions of this thesis.  
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3.3 Survey 

To assess the overall quality of life in the communities of the northern Westfjords, a 19 

question, 5-point Likert scale survey was distributed to women working in the fishing 

industry in the northern Westfjords area. This was given out in the form of paper surveys 

due to the language barrier between most of the women who work in these sectors and me. 

The survey was translated from English into Icelandic, Thai, and Polish. Women who are 

involved in fish and other seafood processing plants, fish drying plants, fishing, and other 

related industries were distributed the survey. These surveys followed a purposive 

sampling scheme because I went to fish processing and drying plants to distribute it, 

therefore selecting a cross-section of the population (Battaglia, 2008). In each location that 

surveys were distributed, I had to contact the plant first to set up a date where I could come 

sit in a room to distribute the surveys when the women working there went on a break. 

Every business that I contacted gave me permission to do so. In the 5 towns that I chose to 

incorporate into this case study, all fish processing and drying plants agreed to let me 

distribute my survey at their facility.   

This method was decided on due to the difficulty of encountering these women elsewhere 

in the community. All women who worked on the floor or as managers in these plants at 

the time of my visit were given the survey to answer if they wanted to. Handing out the 

surveys and waiting to collect them was a useful method because I was able to answer any 

questions that the survey respondents had during the survey. All questions directed at me 

were answered in English, and if there was a language barrier in answering these questions, 

respondents who spoke English translated my answers to the language that the others 

spoke. I waited and collected the survey for everyone, but two respondents asked to take 

the surveys home to complete overnight. Most people were willing to take the survey, but 

some women turned it down. In one case, one woman took half of the survey, but did not 

wish to complete the questions related to her job. I began collecting survey data before 

interview data because the survey was not meant to confirm the information found in the 

interviews. It was mainly to provide a quantitative and holistic view of the women working 

in the fishing industry in this part of the Westfjords, especially since I was unable to 

interview a majority of the survey respondents due to the language barrier.  

The questions for this survey were based on those used by García-Quijano et al. (2015) in 
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their study of life satisfaction and well-being in coastal Puerto Rico. This survey was 

chosen because of its inclusion of three categories of interest to the research questions of 

this thesis: Life Satisfaction, Job Satisfaction, and Enjoyment of Community. These three 

categories combined are indicators of quality of life. Each survey also asked the age of the 

woman, how many years she has lived in Iceland, if she considered her position at work a 

leadership role, and what country she was from. 

The questions about Life Satisfaction assessed how content the survey respondents have 

been in their lives (i.e. “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life”), as well as 

how content they are with their lives right now (i.e. “I am satisfied with my life”). These 

statements were answered on a 5-point scale, with 1 meaning “strongly disagree”, 2 

meaning “disagree”, 3 meaning “neither agree or disagree”, 4 meaning “agree”, and 5 

meaning “strongly agree”. The total possible scores for this category ranged from 5 to 25, 

with a score of 5 given to the people who are strongly dissatisfied with their lives and a 

score of 25 given to the people who are strongly satisfied with their lives. A neutral score 

would be 15 (García-Quijano, 2015).   

The questions about Job Satisfaction, used by García-Quijano et al. (2015), were chosen 

because they had been commonly used in other studies that examined quality of life and 

well-being in communities across different cultures. This section of the survey consisted of 

9 questions, and this section was also answered on a 5-point Likert scale, similar to the 

Life Satisfaction scale, but with possible answers ranging from “not at all satisfied” to 

“very satisfied”. Total possible scores ranged from 9 to 45, with 9 being the score of 

someone with an extremely low job satisfaction and 45 being the score of someone with an 

extremely high job satisfaction.  

The Enjoyment of the Community section focused on social relations within the 

community and asked respondents if they agreed with statements such as “In this 

community, everybody knows everybody” and “In this community people help one 

another”. García-Quijano et al. (2015) chose to use this to also assess quality of life and 

well-being due to its prevalence in other studies. This section contained 5 questions 

answered on a 5-point Likert scale of “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, like the 

questions in the section on Life Satisfaction. Also like in the section on Life Satisfaction, 

the possible scores ranged from 5 to 25.  
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As for the translation of the surveys, although there are many different ways to deal with 

translations in surveys, I chose to use the traditional translation and back-translation 

method (Bernard, 2006). I therefore first wrote the survey in my native language (English) 

and had a bilingual person in the languages I wanted the survey to be translated in translate 

it (i.e. Polish, Thai, and Icelandic). I then chose another bilingual person to translate the 

survey from the target language back into English to ensure that the translation in the target 

language was the same as my native language. This method worked for the Polish and 

Icelandic surveys, but I could only find one bilingual individual to translate the survey into 

Thai. However, only one woman from Thailand chose to take the survey in Thai, so I did 

not consider this lack of back translation a significant problem. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

3.4.1 Interviews 
Interviews were transcribed to include every word said by the interviewee, including words 

that some researchers would consider unhelpful to the data analysis, like ‘um’ or ‘like’. 

Then, the data was analyzed through grounded theory (Priest et al., 2002). This method 

was chosen after consulting literature that described the methods and philosophy behind 

different qualitative data analysis methods (Priest et al., 2002). This method of data 

analysis involved reading the transcriptions of the interviews repeatedly, using open coding 

to find themes, as well as similarities and differences between the information provided by 

the interviewees. This method forms categories of the data. Following open coding, axial 

coding was used to connect the categories. After doing open coding and axial coding, 

selective coding was used to then form theories about the data. There were only 10 

interviews to analyze so this was all done by hand.  

3.4.2 Survey 
Survey data was analyzed using the statistical program R in RStudio due to its increasingly 

common usage in literature, as well as its free availability (RStudio Team, 2016). 

Respondents in the survey skipped some questions, although there were no identifiable 

trends in which specific questions were skipped that would affect the validity of the 

remaining results. Two women did not include their age in the survey, and two women did 

not record how many years they have lived in Iceland. One woman did not answer any 

questions about job satisfaction and said she did not feel comfortable doing so. Besides 
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these non-responses, 13 questions were skipped out of the 1,767 asked. This totals an 

entire 0.07% of the data. Since I was taking the sum of the responses, however, leaving 

these answers blank would have incorrectly skewed the data. To account for them, I took 

the average of the other answered questions in the section of the missing answer for each 

individual. If the number was not a whole number, I rounded to the nearest number. For 

answers that came to exactly half of a number, I rounded in the direction of the average of 

the 5-point scale, or 3. This was done manually since only 13 questions required this 

modification. Using the mean of an individual is one of many ways to account for missing 

data and has been shown to produce significantly similar to actual population answers, 

especially when the missing data is such a small subset of the data (Downey & King, 1998; 

Shrive et al., 2006). 

Following the study done by García-Quijano et al. (2015), the sum of each section of the 

survey was analyzed using the Mann-Whitney U statistic, also known as the Wilcox test on 

R. It compared two groups together, such as Icelandic women and women from other 

countries, Icelandic women and Polish women, Icelandic women and Filipino women, 

Polish women and Filipino women, and women with and without self-proclaimed 

leadership roles. Polish and Filipino women were chosen as comparative groups because 

there were enough women from those countries to run a statistical analysis on. This test 

was used because the Likert scale provides ordinal data, so therefore, a nonparametric test 

should be used. This test can also be used when the data contains unequal sample sizes, 

which was true for this study. Additionally, the Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test was run on 

the data, as done in other studies that use the Likert scale (Chambers and Carothers, 2016). 

This was used to compare multiple groups at once to test for significant difference between 

groups, but it cannot tell which groups are significantly different, which is why the Mann-

Whitney U statistic was the primary method of comparison. To compare individual 

questions and sections qualitatively based on country of origin, I made Likert bar charts 

using the HH Package in R (Heiberger and Robbins, 2014). Survey data based on location 

was compared to see if the community where women worked influenced the survey results. 

Groupings were also made based on age (under 30, between 30 and 50, and over 50) and 

years spent in Iceland (less than 2 years, between 2 and 6 years, between 6 and 11 years, 

and between 11 and 21 years, and more than 21 years). The groupings were chosen based 

on observations in the community of people’s life experiences based on age or years spent 

in Iceland.  
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3.5 Limitations of Methods 

One unique limitation to this study was that this data was all collected during a fishery 

strike in Iceland that caused trawler fishermen to go on strike for nine weeks, from 

December 2016 to February 2017. Although that made it helpful because the women might 

not have been as busy at work and could therefore make time to be interviewed or take the 

survey, it made it difficult to collect the data at the processing plants because companies 

were not working every day of the week in some cases. Or, fewer women were working at 

the time that I was able to go distribute the survey, which resulted in less women 

participating in the survey. Enough data was collected to answer the research questions of 

the thesis, but more respondents to the survey would have provided an even better picture 

of the experiences and opinions that the women in these industries have. Additionally, the 

age and years spent in Iceland groupings could be considered a limitation because they are 

based on my observations and could have been grouped differently. It would have been 

better to analyze these variables on a continuous scale, but the Likert data collected from 

my survey is ordinal and would not have fit the criteria for a continuous data analysis.  

The scope of this study can also be presented as a limitation. There were many more 

women I could have interviewed, as well as surveyed, in more towns throughout the 

Westfjords. This could have given a truer view of the overall experiences of women in this 

part of Iceland. However, I had to keep the scope of the study manageable for the data 

analysis. According to the labour union for the Westfjords, Verk Vest, I found out that due 

to Icelandic Law 80/1938, all people who work in the fishing industry must register with 

the local union (personal communication). Therefore, I could get a vague idea of the 

percentage of women in the Westfjords in these industries participating in my study. The 

labour union for the Westfjords reported that 210 women worked for the fishing industry in 

the Westfjords, not including Bolungarvík because it has its own labour union. 79 women 

outside of Bolungarvík participated in this survey, or a total of 37.6%. The fish processing 

plant in Bolungarvík also reported that 30 women worked for them, of which 14, or 46.7%, 

participated in this survey. This study only sought to survey and interview women in the 

northern part of the Westfjords, however, and these percentages reflect the entire 

Westfjords region. In addition, if I had had more time, I would have liked to work in a fish 

processing plant to conduct more detailed participant observation. 
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Another limitation to this research was the language barrier that I had with a majority of 

the women who participated in this study. The interviews had to be conducted in English, 

which limited the people I was able to talk to. Women who do not speak English could 

have different experiences than women who can speak English because the ability to speak 

a language that many others in the community speak could provide a different quality of 

life. In addition, a language barrier also existed when translating the surveys because 

problems can occur when translating surveys. First of all, one or more words in the 

translated survey could lack semantic equivalence with the original survey language. This 

could change the meaning of the survey. Secondly, although the source and target language 

surveys asked the same questions to people from difficult cultures, there may be a 

difference in the way people conceptualize aspects of life based on the culture they come 

from. Finally, there could be a difference in social conventions amongst different groups of 

people. Perhaps part of the population surveyed could be uncomfortable discussing certain 

topics that are considered small talk by people in other cultures (Behling and Law, 2000). 

These issues were considered in the translation of the survey used in this study. Since the 

questions were taken from another study in which they were translated from a source 

language into a target language, the questions used in the survey were decided to be valid. 
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4 Working in Fish Processing 

The majority of women interviewed and surveyed in this thesis worked in fish processing. 

One of the aims of this thesis was to find the differences and similarities between the lives 

of women from Iceland and women from other countries in the workplace. Differences in 

the way that women perceived their role in the workplace varied across nationalities of 

women, which is described in this section. This section also explains how leadership roles 

and gendered labour were perceived differently by women depending on where they were 

from. But regardless of position or country of origin, all women working in fish processing 

faced challenges that are mentioned in this section.  

To summarize the data, I conducted 10 interviews and 93 surveys. Most women working in 

the fisheries sector are not from Iceland, and therefore, 17.2% of the survey respondents 

were from Iceland and 82.8% were from other countries. In total, women from 9 different 

countries were surveyed in this study, while women from 3 countries were interviewed. 

Immigrants to the area have lived here from less than a year to 29 years. And the age range 

for this study was 17 years old to 67 years old. Overall, 6.5% of people surveyed have a 

leadership role, and 10 people were interviewed from Iceland, the Philippines, and Poland.  

4.1 Migration to the Westfjords 

Of the 93 women who took my survey, only 16 of them were from Iceland. The majority 

of women who work in the fishing industry in the Westfjords are from other countries. One 

question that I asked in all of the interviews was why that person moved to the Westfjords 

if they were not originally from there. All four interviewees from countries other than 

Iceland moved to the Westfjords to find work. In all cases, the women interviewed found 

out that they could find work there because they had a family member already living and 

working in Iceland. As one woman said, “I think almost everyone who comes here, they 

have someone here before,” which seemed to be true based on the women that I talked to. 

All but one of these four women came to work in the fish factories. The other woman came 

to Iceland to help a family member with a new baby, but when her family member did not 

need help anymore, she stayed to work in the fish factory.  

Another question that I asked these women in interviews was why they chose to work in a 
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fish factory. None of the women from other countries chose work in the fish factory 

because they thought that they would like it. They chose it because it was the only 

available option. When I asked why one woman decided to work in a fish factory rather 

than another job, she said, “We move here not exactly to [work in fish processing], we 

didn’t have so many choices about the work. If you don’t speak Icelandic, you can only go 

to a company that makes fish.” One woman even laughed when asked why she chose to 

work in the fish factory, saying it was the only option. All women expressed how difficult 

it was to find a job back in their home countries, which is what led them to move to 

Iceland. Even women who had a job back in their home countries said that they liked 

working there better because they could make more money.  

Interviews showed that in fish processing, the accumulation of capital was the driving 

factor of women’s employment in the fish factories. Instead of trying to find a job 

somewhere they might like better but that pays less, women in the industry will work in 

fish processing to make as much money as they can in a short amount of time. This was 

exemplified through quotes like, “Work, work, work, save money, then the holiday. That is 

life here in Iceland. You need to save money and then you get holiday.” This kind of 

working mentality was found in Icelandic woman, as well. One woman said that she just 

works, even if she thinks it is boring because “something better comes later.” However, 

there was a noticeable difference when it came to the opinions of the salary that Icelandic 

and immigrant women received at the fish factories. One Icelandic woman said that she 

thinks the salary at the fish factory is way too low for all of the pain, such as foot and back 

pain, which comes with the job. Although immigrant woman said that they would like a 

higher salary, they seemed pleased with the amount of money that they could make 

working fish processing in comparison to the amount of money they could have made by 

staying in their home countries.  

Even finding a job at all, regardless of pay, was difficult for some women in their home 

countries. In one case, a higher level of education did not even help one woman find a job 

in her home country. “I was so nervous, I was so depressed,” said one woman when 

describing her struggle in finding a job in her home country. After seeing how much easier 

it was to live in Iceland, she invited her partner over to join her, and now they both are 

working in the Westfjords. She regretted obtaining a university degree because she did not 

think it was helping her in life. She expressed this opinion in a mocking tone when talking 
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about looking for a job, saying, “Maybe it would be better to say I was just finished 

primary school to get a job because when you have studies and a degree it’s harder to have 

a job.”  

This regret over receiving a higher education was not echoed by Icelandic women. Some 

Icelandic women working in fish processing had even pursued a higher education to get 

their current job. One Icelandic woman discussed her move to the Westfjords from 

Reykjavík, saying that her job in Reykjavík bored her and that the job in the Westfjords 

was more interesting and related to her studies in university. Another woman moved back 

to the Westfjords after going to school in Reykjavík because she did not like “the big city 

life.” To her, working in fish processing was a way to have a job and live in the area where 

she wanted to live, and going to school was not a regret of hers.  

Although many of the women interviewed told me that they did not really have any other 

options in choosing their career in Iceland and that is why they chose to work in the 

fisheries sector, I was curious to see if anyone felt some kind of connection to the ocean 

after working in an industry related to it. People from other countries, when asked if they 

felt a connection to the ocean, said that working in the industry was just a job, they liked to 

eat fish in Iceland, or that the view of the ocean is beautiful. However, no real connection 

to the ocean was found. The connection of Icelandic woman working in fish processing to 

the ocean varied depending on the person. One woman told me that her parents grew up in 

the Westfjords and that fish has always been a part of her life. But another Icelandic 

woman said the ocean frightens her, even if she does think it is beautiful. Even an Icelandic 

woman who said that she loves nature said that the work at the fish factory is just a job. 

The closest connection to the ocean, therefore, of Icelandic woman working in fish 

processing was because of heritage more than anything else, and most women did not feel 

any special connection to the ocean.  

Additionally, moving to a new country from another one can be difficult for people, but 

technology has aided people in still being able to communicate with the place and people 

that they left behind. One woman said, “It was hard before to communicate but it’s good 

now. You miss a lot the family but they have Internet to communicate.” Being able to 

contact family members, such as a partner, parents, or children, that still live in the country 

where the immigrant women are from was thought to be important for many of the women 



 34 

interviewed. Technology has also made mobility easier for people. Many specialty jobs do 

not exist in the Westfjords, but it is easier to go to Reykjavík, the capital and place with 

more employment opportunities, than ever before. One Icelandic woman I interviewed 

decided to live in the Westfjords because her family lives there, even though all of the jobs 

she wanted were in Reykjavík. She works in the fish factory to earn money but is able to 

fly to Reykjavík over the weekends to do short-term jobs in the field she is interested in. 

4.2 Leadership Roles 

Throughout the interview process, I asked women working in the fish factories about 

whether or not they would want to hold a leadership position as well as what those who 

held one thought about it. Examples of leadership positions in fishing processing include 

quality managers and managers that organize the work inside of the factory each day. It is 

important to see who holds a leadership position in fish factories because in these 

positions, there is usually a higher pay and a better social standing. In addition, an 

Icelandic woman told me that she liked working at the fish factory now that she was a 

leader in it but that she did not like it and did not want to work in it when she was younger 

and working on the line. Therefore, holding a leadership role can be more enjoyable than 

not holding one. Survey data showed that women in leadership positions had a 

significantly higher quality of life in the job satisfaction (Wilcox W = 126, p-value = 

0.03452) and life satisfaction (Wilcox W = 90.5, p-value = 0.008064) categories. There 

was no significant difference in the enjoyment of community category, which makes sense 

because the leadership role could affect job and life satisfaction but does not have anything 

to do with the community (Figure 3). All but one of the Icelandic women interviewed in 

fish factories held a leadership position and all but one of the immigrant women did not 

hold a leadership position. 
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Figure 3 Life and job satisfaction scores of women with and without leadership roles 

None of the immigrant women without a leadership position wanted one, and only one 

Icelandic woman did not want a leadership position. A woman from the Philippines said, 

“For me I don’t want to have a position because I just want an ordinary life. It’s so hard to 

have a position...I’m happy I have a job. Just only ordinary. I like the ordinary worker.” A 

second woman from the Philippines said she did not want a leadership position because it 

was “too much pressure.” Another woman from Poland interrupted the question about 

whether or not she would like a leadership position, saying, “No way. No way. Too much 

stress.” In her mind, the worst part about being in a leadership position was working with 

people. Only one Icelandic woman that I spoke to did not have a leadership position and 

did not want one. She said that she had tried it before and the work did not equal the salary 

that she was receiving. However, she thought because of her experience, she was still 

doing more work that other women in the factory and thought she should be paid more to 

do so.  

Holding a leadership position in fish processing and not being Icelandic is difficult. One 

non-Icelandic woman with a leadership position said that being a leader is hard because the 

other people are jealous of her. She says that her work is lighter and that she earns more, 

which could be the cause of this jealousy. But she thinks that the others will soon see, 

maybe after one year, that she is working well and trying to learn Icelandic. She also thinks 

that if people keep complaining and do not try to learn more, “they will always [be] 

trimming and always packing and nothing more.”  
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An Icelandic woman also mentioned how difficult it is for a woman from another country 

to hold a leadership role. She said that if a woman from this country becomes a leader, the 

others look at her like “she’s standing out of the group” and see her as “an enemy.” It can 

also be difficult for an Icelandic woman to be in a leadership position, but for different 

reasons. When one Icelandic woman first got a leadership position, she said that some of 

the older men would not reply when she told them what to do. But she was not sure if this 

was more due to her age or gender. Therefore, for immigrant women, holding a leadership 

position comes with difficulties from within the group of people from that same country, 

but Icelandic women experience more difficulties due to their age and gender.  

The opinions of women on why more women from countries other than Iceland do not 

hold leadership positions differed based on their nationality. An Icelandic woman said that 

it is harder for people from other countries to get a leadership position if they do not speak 

Icelandic or English, which is why mostly women from Iceland hold these positions. To 

Icelandic women, there is a language barrier as to why more women from other countries 

do not hold leadership positions. One Icelandic woman even said that the fish factory did 

not even need that many leaders if everyone was “more informed and know what’s going 

on in the company.” In contrast to this, a Filipino woman said that there could not be a 

Polish leader because most of the women working in the fish factory are Polish and if a 

leader were Polish, there would be a “sort of bias.” She said, “we’re sort of equal because 

the Icelandic are our supervisor.” The Polish women that I spoke to did not really know 

why there were not more Polish woman as leaders but mentioned that to become a leader, 

one should try and learn Icelandic and should work really hard.  

All women who held leadership positions expressed the opinion that they were fit for this 

type of job. The non-Icelandic woman in a leadership position thought that she was well 

suited for it. Another Icelandic woman thought the same due to her experience level but 

sometimes felt like she was not well suited for it on days where there is a lot of pressure 

and things do not always go smoothly. She said,  

And I feel like that’s just days when everything is going on and I feel like I can’t do 

this job and it’s too much, but I still end up coming home and everything was done 

for the day. So it’s like I have doubts about myself some days but I get everything 

done so it’s fine, I can do this. But it can be hard sometimes.  



 37 

I also asked women in leadership positions if they were looked down upon at all for 

achieving positions of power in their workplace, but this was not a problem for the women 

interviewed in this study. The women I interviewed from both Iceland and other countries 

stated that they found no problem in working and having a family. For some women, they 

had to work to support their family, especially if they had to send money overseas to 

family, such as in the Philippines. They had to work to make a living and were not judged 

for working instead of being with their family more.  

4.3 Gendered Differences in the Workplace  

There is a very clear division of labour in the fish factories. Women, unless in a leadership 

position, mainly work on the line where they cut and clean fish, as well as package fish. 

Men work slaughtering fish, in the freezer, or driving the forklift around. I observed this 

division of labour while touring the fish processing plants, and it has been seen in Iceland 

by other researchers, as well (Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir, 2000).  

4.3.1 Feelings About Gendered Labour in Fish Processing 
One aim of this thesis is to figure out why there is this division of labour when it comes to 

jobs in the fish factories, as well as how women feel about this division of labour. The 

women I talked to from the Philippines seemed to be more content with the division of 

labour in the workplace than women from Poland or Iceland. When asking a woman from 

the Philippines why women mostly work in the lines, she said “Because in the machine 

part [it] is so hard.” Cleaning was another task that she associated with men but said that 

there is now one strong girl involved in cleaning. Another woman from the Philippines 

thought that the division of labour by gender was “not bad” because the men can do the 

“heavy stuff” and the women can do the “easy stuff.” She did not want to do the heavier 

work, and she thought this division was okay. But she did think that anyone could do the 

cutting of the fish, which is important to note. In fact, the phrase “anyone could do it” was 

frequently used by women from all countries in describing their work in the fish factories. 

By saying this, women were noting that men could do their jobs but that women could not 

do the jobs that men do.  

Women from Poland seemed to think that the only jobs available for women from other 

countries were in fish processing. One Polish woman said that it is a “really big problem if 
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you don’t speak Icelandic here. You can’t find another job, especially for a woman because 

men can go, I don’t know, maybe build something. A carpenter. Everything. But women 

can only go to fish factory.” She also said that men get paid a little bit less when working 

in a fish company than if they worked as a carpenter or something else, which is why they 

try and choose those jobs.  

There were mixed ideas about why women were involved in cutting and packing instead of 

men, with some women thinking that they did their job better than men could and others 

thinking that men could do it better. Women from Poland and Iceland thought that they did 

the job better than men could do it. One woman from Poland repeated the words of her 

Polish friend, which were, “The women perfectly doing everything so they do job like 

cutting and packing because we be careful in what we’re doing, unlike men.” Another 

Icelandic woman said, “...they let the women take the worms and stuff out of the fish. 

Because, I don’t know, maybe they are more petite, you know cleaning the fish, but I don’t 

know.” This expresses the idea that women are more fit for that kind of job and would 

perhaps do it better. On the contrary, an Icelandic woman expressed the opposite feeling 

about the skill of women in the line, saying “I also think the men are better, do it faster, I 

don’t know, than the people in the factory.” Regardless of nationality, there were mixed 

opinions about why women did some jobs and men did other jobs.  

4.3.2 A Problem with Men 
Some woman saw this division of labour in the fish factories as a result of a problem 

amongst the men and not the women. A Polish woman, who did not see the difference 

between men working with heavy items or packing and trimming, said that there would be 

a problem if some men did heavy jobs and some did light jobs. She thought it was better to 

have men do exactly the same work, but it was okay for women’s work to be more varied. 

This is because if the men had varied jobs, she thought that they would make fun of each 

other and that it would not be good. 

However, a few women had problems with men doing all of the hard work. One Polish 

woman said she had a problem with there being feminine and masculine jobs. She said, “I 

know they work, you know, hard work. They need to be strong and okay. But I’m not with 

this. I think women make the same work like men.” Another Polish woman, in talking 

about working on the line, said that the “character of job is more concentrated on women” 
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but did not really know why, saying it was “no problem for men to pack and trim.” She 

thought maybe it was connected “with Icelandic history, many many worlds ago”. She said 

that when men went away to sea, women had to do everything on shore at home and with 

their children. “Sometimes men didn’t return so that I think women in Iceland are very 

strong position that’s why they are appreciated. This is connected with history, I think. 

They have to be very brave when they were alone because the sea has taken their husband 

forever. You can imagine what I’m talking about.” Through these statements, this woman 

was not framing the job in a negative way but was rather discussing how strong women 

have to be to work jobs like this on land.  

Icelandic women also echoed immigrant women’s feelings of discontent with men not 

working the line. One woman said that men are teased if they do women’s work in the fish 

factory but that men do the exact same work when out at sea. Another Icelandic woman 

also thought it was weird that men do not do the same kind of work on land that they 

would have done out at sea. The reason behind why men do not do this type of work on 

land was unclear to many women. One woman said,  

I was a bit surprised in the factory that they said they needed more women and I 

thought, ‘what? Why can’t you use the men to do this and this?’ I think it’s just an 

old habit or something like the men don’t pack the fish. I don’t know. I don’t 

understand why they don’t do it.  

I only spoke to one woman working in an industry related to fishing but not fish processing 

or drying (details here are not provided so that the identity of this woman is protected). She 

was the only woman working there and said that it is mostly men working there because, 

“It’s connected to the sea. I don’t know. Just I’m not sure why. It’s dirty. Dirty work. You 

sometimes have just your hands all brown or something because I just think it’s kind of 

like that or something.” She did not think women would want to have the job because 

“they have fancy nails.” Although she did like to be fancy sometimes, she thought she was 

different from other girls. She said that other girls could be boring by talking about boys all 

of the time and although this was not why she chose to work with mostly men, she liked it 

because of that. She also did not feel any different treatment because she is a woman and 

said that she was treated as just another person. However, she did work in a fish factory 

before working in this related industry and said that it is more equal where she works now 
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because there are no “men doing this and woman doing that.”  

Although some women did not think that they were treated any differently than the men, 

some women felt like they were. One Icelandic woman said, “I think it’s sometimes hard 

especially in this area, in this fish thing, there are so few women.” She said that the men 

who work with her still value her ideas and opinions and that she is lucky because of that 

but that she feels like she is standing out when they do not invite her to do social activities 

outside of work. She also thinks that this could be because of the age difference between 

her and the other men, too, but that the differences are mostly based on gender.  

According to interviewees, women are now increasingly holding some jobs that used to be 

held by men in fish processing, particularly leadership positions. One Icelandic woman in a 

leadership position in a fish factory said that holding these leadership roles has always 

been something that older men do and that not a lot of young people, especially girls were 

doing it. But now, as a friend of hers told her, more women are studying how to do this 

job, and employers would rather pick the woman over the man when hiring. When I asked 

her why she thought that was true, she said, “maybe they do it better or something.” 

Some of the Icelandic women thought that they could do the jobs that men traditionally do 

in fish processing and would even sometimes do them. One Icelandic woman said the offer 

of help by men at the fish factory sometimes offends her, but she did not think that the men 

were intentionally trying to offend her. Another Icelandic woman who often does what she 

called “the men’s jobs” said,  

I think I kind of bruise their manhood when I say, ‘hey get off I’ll do this,’ if 

they’re not doing a fast enough job, but they know that I have years of experience 

in this so they don’t really say anything but I think that and lifting boxes off the 

pallets would kind of be the man’s job that I’m doing. And the guys just last week 

they were laughing at me, saying ‘oh it’s so funny, you’re a girl and you’re stronger 

than most of the guys here.’ Except for maybe a few of them. And I was just like 

well I need stuff to get done so I need to do them myself sometimes, I’m not going 

to wait for a guy to come. But the Polish guys here are a little bit like ‘you’re a girl, 

I’ll take this and do this, just wait.’ I’m kind of like, ‘hey, piss off I can do this 

myself, kind of girl.  
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Even though the previous examples of gender segregation mostly had to do with the way 

people from Iceland segregated workers by gender, some women thought that people from 

Poland separated jobs by gender more so than other countries. Some Icelandic women 

thought that living in Iceland could change the way that people view this division of labour 

by gender in the workplace. For example, one woman thought that, 

Poland is a little bit behind in this that woman can do what men can do, but I think 

most of the employees here have seen that women can do what men can 

do...especially the people who have lived here in Iceland for a few years, they can 

see that girls can do what guys can do.  

The interviews conducted in this study showed that gender segregation exists in fish 

processing for many reasons, such as tradition, superiority skills that women have in doing 

activities like removing worms from fish, or because men would be made fun of if they 

worked in women’s roles. However, many women explained that men’s jobs in fish 

processing were harder to do and that they required more strength. When I described my 

research to other people in the fish factory who I was not interviewing, I heard that there is 

just some work that women cannot do and that it is not sexist to think that way. In the 

communities that I conducted the interviews in, there seems to be a general feeling that 

men and women do not do the same kinds of jobs in the workplace because of physical 

reasons. However, this does not explain why men do not do jobs traditionally held by 

women.  

4.3.3 Perceived Knowledge 
Having knowledge about what affected fisheries seemed to be positional (i.e. women in 

fish processing knew less than women fishing about factors such as the strike or the quota 

system). But knowledge also seemed to be something that women did not always perceive 

themselves as having. For example, at the time of this research, the trawlers were on strike. 

The strike was affecting fish processing plants because it was limiting the amount of fish 

they could get, which meant that the people who worked there were working less. All of 

the women that I interviewed except one said that they did not know much about the strike. 

The exception was an Icelandic woman in a leadership position whose job responsibilities 

changed slightly with the strike. One woman said they did not know what was happening 

because it was a problem for the company. The Icelandic woman I interviewed from a 
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related industry said that she now knows a lot more about what is happening in the industry 

but that she did not know much when working in fish processing. Before, she said, “when 

I’m working with the fish, I don’t know anything. I’m just working with the fish.” This 

shows that women working in fish processing seem to know less about occurrences in the 

fisheries than in other related industries. Even a woman fisher on strike said that she did 

not really understand the strike. She said, “the guys get it” but that she does not really 

understand, even though it was affecting her income. 

The quota system in Iceland has also affected women’s work in fisheries since it was 

implemented, but most of the women interviewed did not know too much about the quota 

or were too young to know what life was like before the quota was implemented. However, 

it did come up in two of my interviews with Icelandic fishers. One fisher talked a lot about 

the quota and how it worked in the Westfjords. She understood how the quota system 

worked. But another fisher said that she did not know a lot about it. She did say, “I would 

like to own a lot of quota. That’s where the money is.” She said that “the guys” talk about 

it sometimes, but she just zones out when the topic comes up. In a way, she assumed that 

men knew more about the quota system than she did, but by understanding that the quota is 

“where the money is”, she likely knew more about it than she may have thought.  

4.4 Challenges of Working in Fish Processing 

This section focuses on the challenges that women face in the workplace, what they do to 

get through the day, difficulties in the job based on language barriers and nationality, who 

people spend the most time with at work, and how the strike which occurred during this 

study affected the women involved in this study. These categories all paint a picture of 

what jobs in fish processing are like for women in Iceland.  

4.4.1 Biggest Challenges 
Some challenges are perceived as beneficial for the women working in the fish factories, 

while others just cause discomfort in the workplace. An example of a challenge that was 

seen as both beneficial and difficult was having more fish come in through the fish factory. 

One Filipino woman said that when there are more fish coming through that day, she is 

more tired because she has to work faster. However, if working in the line in some 

companies, one can make more of a bonus if one works quickly and produce more 
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kilograms of fish. I was told that preference is mostly given to the line if there is a bonus to 

be made, but otherwise packaging or cutting fish seemed to be the same to most women - 

just work.  

Physical and mental struggles were both expressed when asked what was challenging 

about working in the fish factory. A Filipino woman said that her biggest problem with 

working in the fish factory is how cold her hands get, while a Polish woman described pain 

in her hands from cutting the fish all day. Back and foot pain were also described by an 

Icelandic woman. It seems like regardless of nationality, the job entailed discomfort in 

some way. A word that also came up in describing the job often was “boring.” For 

example, when asked to describe her job, one Polish woman called it boring and rolled her 

eyes at having to describe it. She even said, “you just get crazy” because of how boring the 

work can sometimes be. One of the Icelandic women said it is not boring but it is not 

exciting either. In another case, a Filipino woman said she did not like her job at all and 

really wants to go back to school because she would like to have a job that is exciting to 

her.  

Based on my interviews, it seemed like many people did not really think a non-leadership 

role in the factory required much skill. When asked what skills were necessary to work in a 

fish factory, one woman told me that patience was necessary. But some of the Icelandic 

women said that no skills were really necessary to work there. Aspects of work life like 

opinions on the excitement of the job and the skills required for the job obviously depend 

on the person’s own experiences, but most women expressed that the job was not very 

exciting and that not many skills were necessary to have that job.  

4.4.2 Getting Through the Day 
Since most women expressed discontent in their work life, I asked how they all got through 

the day. Humor was one thing that seemed to get some woman through the day. One 

immigrant woman showed me pictures of women playing with the fish in the processing 

line by making faces and pretending to kiss them. Another Icelandic woman told a story of 

how people from five different countries were working together and laughing. She said 

that, “...somehow without speaking the same language, everybody was laughing…” Even 

though one Icelandic woman did not know much Polish to speak with a lot of the other 

workers, she knew a few bad words in the language and will scream them inside as a joke. 
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People would then laugh, and she feels like there was a little bit of a connection with them 

when that happened. Humor, although not implicitly said as a way of coping during the 

day, seemed to be something that interviewees appreciated in the workplace.  

Tangible things, like coffee and technology also helped people get through the day. Coffee 

really seemed to keep women going. “I’m just surprised how one human can drink so 

much in one day,” said one Polish woman about her coffee drinking at work. Others 

described listening to music or audiobooks while working to keep them entertained. One 

immigrant woman even sometimes tries to learn Icelandic while working. These are things 

that women do while working that keep their spirits up and their minds occupied.  

4.4.3 Language Barrier 
The language barrier was one challenge for women that both immigrant women and 

Icelandic women brought up. English was not a barrier for the women that I interviewed 

due to the fact that they spoke English well enough to be interviewed. However, immigrant 

women did express their difficulties with learning Icelandic, and both Icelandic and 

immigrant women discussed language barriers at the workplace. One Polish woman said 

she was trying to learn Icelandic but that it was hard working in the fish factory where 

most people just spoke Polish. And she barely had time to learn it after work because by 

the time she had made dinner and showered, it was time for her to go to sleep.  

Many of the Icelanders expressed their desire for other people to learn Icelandic. One 

Icelandic woman said, “and I think if the people can communicate in Icelandic, they, you 

know, live here they have kids in school and I also think everyone will get happier and 

better start. Better start if they are happier too.” She also thought it was easier to trust 

people with work if you could communicate directly with them, rather than through a 

translator. Another Icelandic woman said that when she has to use a translator, she feels 

like it is hard for the workers who do not speak the same language as her to take her 

seriously. 

The Filipino women said that most people from the Philippines speak English but that it is 

hard to learn Icelandic when they can just speak in English. One Polish woman said that if 

she is working with someone who does not speak Polish or English, she just shows them 

what she wants. To her, it is not a big deal that there is a language barrier. This shows that 

people had varying opinions about how difficult it was to not be able to speak the same 
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language as others in the fish factory. 

4.4.4 Problems with Working with People from Other Countries  
For some people, working with people from other countries is no problem. For others, 

there is a problem, both based on nationality and not. Some problems that were expressed 

had nothing to do with nationality. Although people have to work together at work, one 

Polish woman said she would rather work alone because she does not want to cooperate 

with people who are lazy. This, however, did not seem to be correlated to where the people 

were from. Another huge problem at work seemed to be gossip. One Polish woman said 

that others sometimes make up stories about people and spread gossip around. She said 

that she did not mind people from Thailand or Iceland because she could not understand 

them but that she would become really annoying with people from Poland because of all 

their gossip.  

One major problem based on nationality had to do with how problems are dealt with 

depending on where the person causing the issue is from. One Polish woman said that the 

manager will shout at Polish people if there is a problem but they “try not to see it” if the 

problem is with an Icelandic person. She gave an example of one man who causes 

problems but does not get in trouble because “he is from them and they like each other.” 

One Filipino woman said she did not find any cultural differences as problems but the 

language barrier with people from Poland was really difficult to overcome at work.  

Talking to women who hold leadership roles in the fish processing plants shed a lot of light 

on the relations between people from different countries. One woman told me that she 

thinks the Polish people think they are better than people from Thailand but that she was 

not sure about this. It has caused hesitation for her over whom to put in certain groups, 

though. One Icelandic woman had a highly positive opinion of the work ethic from people 

from the Philippines. But in describing people from Poland, she said that some people just 

want to have a job where they can do as little as possible. Any problems that Icelandic 

people had with people from other countries seemed to be about people from Poland, but it 

cannot be said that this is a problem with Polish people. The majority of people working at 

the processing plants are from Poland, and it is therefore more likely to encounter 

problems with them since there are more people from there.  
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4.4.5 Who People Spend Time with at Work 
Regardless of what leadership position they were in or what country they were from, all 

women worked together at some point during their day at the fish factories. Respondents 

from countries outside of Iceland expressed the difficulties in communicating with other 

people at work due to the amount of people from different countries working there. One 

woman, after describing her difficulties in communicating with others, said,  

But it’s okay for me sometimes because I speak English. But it’s hard for others 

who only speak Polish. But it’s okay now because I have my family together. My 

husband. We talk together at the table during coffee time.  

Three of the four women interviewed from other countries tended to spend break times at 

work with their family or partners because they also worked at the same factory. Some 

women that I interviewed had entire families that worked at the factory - parents and 

siblings. In small towns like these in the Westfjords, if you live close enough to the 

factory, you can go home even during short breaks, which is what some families do. This 

limits the interactions that people have with others. For the most part, people, whether 

from Iceland or other countries, tend to spend time with people from their own country at 

work.  

Language did not seem to be the only barrier between talking to people from work and 

spending time with them either at or outside of the workplace. Even though one of the 

women I interviewed spoke two languages (English and the language of her home country) 

and was learning Icelandic, she said that she only had one friend from the fish factory. 

Other than that, she just spent time with her boyfriend. For some people, it was just a 

personal preference to not spend more time with people from work. A majority of the 

women working in fish factories in the Westfjords are from Poland. One Icelandic woman 

said that it is great to work with people from Poland but that they only talk Polish to each 

other sometimes and that it is hard to have a conversation with them. She even said that 

this happens more in certain factories than others. In some factories, the Polish women 

seem to try and learn Icelandic but in other factories, she said that the “people are in some 

bubble or something.” One woman from Iceland said that she felt more disconnected from 

Polish men than Polish women because the men are more shy and do not want to talk as 

much. One Icelandic woman thought that it would be good for people from other countries 

to come together over what they had in common - living in Iceland. “I also think if people 
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are more involved in this Icelandic culture, they can find some kind of...they have more in 

common.” But currently in the workplace, people are not very integrated with people from 

other countries.  

4.4.6 Problems Icelandic Women Face 
A large problem that Icelandic women face when working in the fish processing plants is 

the opinions of other people about the kind of work that they are doing. One woman said, 

“...when I was young, everybody always said you have to study or do you want to end up 

working in a fish factory?” She also said that now she is proud of her work, though. She 

thinks opinions like this could be changing, saying that some employees with lots of work 

experience “have a lot, maybe not on paper like grades and stuff, but they have a lot of life 

experience.”  

Even women who like their job are not sure if it is what they want to do forever, though. 

One Icelandic woman liked the job enough and said it paid well, but she did not want to do 

this job forever. Another Icelandic woman told me she could not find any other job besides 

working in the fish factory when she moved back to the Westfjords from going to school in 

Reykjavík, even though she was so sick of working there because she had before. Wanting 

to live in a small community where work options are limited can be challenging for some 

women who desire to use the skills they have studied in school but do not want to leave 

their families to live elsewhere.  

One woman seemed really upset when talking about how “everybody looks down to you” 

when you work in a fish factory. Using a high-pitched voice, she mimicked the voices of 

her friends who have moved to Reykjavík, saying “Oh my god, you shouldn’t be doing 

that!” referring to her work in the fish factory. She said that it sometimes really affects her 

when people talk like that, but she thinks that only Icelandic women working in the 

factories are looked down on because it is common for people from Poland to work there.  

4.4.7 Job Satisfaction 
The results of the survey showed that there was a significant difference in job satisfaction 

when all the countries represented were looked at together (Kruskal-Wallis Chi-squared = 

18.234, p-value = 0.01954). Comparing two countries at a time, there was found to be a 

significant difference in job satisfaction between people from Poland and people from the 

Philippines (Wilcox W = 485, p-value = 0.0007151). There was no significant difference 
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between women from Iceland and Poland or Iceland and the Philippines. There was also no 

significant difference between women from Iceland and everywhere else when looked at as 

two separate groups. By looking at individual questions, trends emerged in the job 

satisfaction of women surveyed (Figures 4, 5, and 6). Even if certain groups of women did 

not have significantly different job satisfaction scores, it is important to notice what 

women from each country are the most unsatisfied and satisfied with. For example, women 

from Poland are most unsatisfied with the healthfulness of the job, whereas women from 

the Philippines are the most unsatisfied with the physical fatigue of the job. And Icelandic 

women are most unsatisfied by their actual earnings. When it comes to things that women 

are most satisfied with in relation to their job, women from Poland and the Philippines are 

satisfied with their job safety, whereas women from Iceland are satisfied with the physical 

fatigue of the job. Looking at Poland individually, job satisfaction significantly differed 

based on years spent in Iceland (Kruskal-Wallis Chi-Squared = 12.908, p-value=0.01173). 

Polish women who have been in Iceland less than 2 years, between 6 and 11 years, and 

more than 21 years had a similar and higher job satisfaction score than women who have 

been in Iceland between 2 and 6 years and 11 and 21 years, with 11 to 21 years being the 

lowest score. No other group of women significantly differed in job satisfaction across age 

group or years spent in Iceland. 
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Figure 4 Job satisfaction Likert scores for Icelandic women 
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Figure 5 Job satisfaction Likert scores for Polish women 
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Figure 6 Job satisfaction Likert scores for Filipino women 

4.5 Fish Processing Summary 

This chapter has shown that women migrate to the Westfjords of Iceland in search of a job 

and end up working in fish processing because there is no other option for them. Their 

lives in the Westfjords becomes mainly about work rather than anything else, and some 

people just save up money to support their family and to possibly go to their home country 

on a holiday. Even though most of the women working in fish processing are immigrant 

women, most of the women in leadership roles are Icelandic. This is because people from 

other countries do not want a leadership position, would experience jealously in the 

position from other people from their home country, or do not know Icelandic well enough 

to have the position.  

Gendered labour exists in fish processing in the Westfjords, and the opinions of this gender 

segregation differed amongst the women interviewed in this study. Women from the 
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Philippines thought that the work that women do was rightly segregated because it was 

easier to do. Polish and Icelandic women, on the other hand, thought that maybe women 

did certain jobs because they were better at those jobs. Some Polish and Icelandic women 

even thought that there should be no difference between jobs that men and women do, 

especially because men do the same jobs as women out at sea on boats that process and 

freeze their fish. Additionally to tasks, knowledge about occurrences in fisheries like with 

the quota system or the strike seemed to be based on roles, with women who are not fishers 

knowing very little about what occurs in fisheries. 

Interviews also showed that working in fish processing has many challenges, both physical 

and mental. But various coping strategies, from humor to listening to music, helped all 

women get through their days at work. For all women, the language barrier between 

Icelandic women and women from other countries was a problem. Yet even when women 

spoke other languages, they still tended to spend time, both in the workplace and out of it, 

with people from their home country. Icelandic women faced the unique challenge of being 

judged for working in fish processing, which is seen as a job for immigrants in Iceland. 

Overall job satisfaction, which contributes to quality of life, differed amongst women 

based on where they were from. There was low job satisfaction overall for women working 

in fish processing, but women from Poland were significantly less satisfied with their jobs 

than women from the Philippines.  
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5 Women Fishers 

The fishers that I interviewed shed light on how they identify or do not identify with the 

role of fisher, what it is like to be a fisher, why there aren't more women involved in the 

industry, what it is like to balance a family and fish, and how women support fisheries in 

other ways. This section describes the roles that women fishers have in the Westfjords of 

Iceland and how they perceive these roles.  

5.1 Identity 

Identity was an important factor discussed by fishers, whether it was about their identity as 

a fisher or about what persona they were trying to demonstrate by being a fisher. Some 

women used their job to show that they were “not the type of girl who always wants to 

watch makeup videos and want to learn about that.” Even though one woman’s father 

wanted her to go to school to learn how to cook and knit, she said that she would rather 

work as a fisher.  

Being a woman who fishes gives these women a very unique identity because it is not a 

profession that many women pursue. When I asked one woman about her identity as a 

fisher, she described herself as a hard worker, saying that her work on a fishing boat gave 

her a value. But another woman I talked to involved in fishing thought that fishing was not 

a part of her identity to a large extent. She also said that she understands why some people 

feel so connected to fishing because the people on the boat are like a family to her but to 

her, fishing is not something that she wants to do for her entire life. It is just a way to make 

money on a timescale that she likes. Both women fishers said they could not see 

themselves fishing their entire lives.  

The two fishers interviewed also described community perception and ties. One woman 

said that people in the community thought she was strong and confident but that she knows 

who she is and is not worried about what other people think. The other fisher said 

something similar about how she is perceived as a hard worker and as stronger than most 

women. One of the fishers thought that being a fisher tied her into the community. She said 

that as an individual, she does not feel like an important member of the community but that 

the crew of the boat that she works on as a whole is important to society because they 

provide the community with fish. 
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5.2 Why Women Fish 

Since fishing in not traditionally a role held by women in the industry, I was interested in 

learning why the Icelandic woman I interviewed who are or were fishers took up that 

occupation. Both women said that it would be a temporary job but that they stayed in the 

job much longer than they expected. One woman who currently fishes says that she will 

probably only fish a year or two more, but she said, “you’ll meet me in 10 years and I’ll 

still be here” because people who start fishing seem to continue it. She said it is really hard 

work and she does not like work that much but is still fishing after years of it. She also 

said, “people who normally go on the sea say they’re just going to go for one or two times 

but 40 or 50 years later, they’re still there. It’s always like that.” Another woman I talked 

to said that she meant to fish for only a few months in the beginning but ended up fishing 

for years.  

Both women I talked to who had been fishing said that they started for the salary. Many 

people told one woman that she was not tough enough to do it, and she wanted to show 

them that she could. Although nobody told her not to go, many people did not believe that 

she actually would go. One woman continues to fish for the money and the ability to work 

for a few weeks and then to have free time for a few weeks. Similarly, one fisher said that 

she likes going to sea when she can get a half-month’s salary in one day. She does not 

want to go when it is dark and cold and she feels seasick. However, she talked about the 

old days in fisheries when the weather was nice and it was more fun. 

The people they work with influences why they work on fishing boats, as well. One 

woman is happy to be the only woman on board. She said, “I’m actually really glad that 

there are no women. Girls are just girls. They’re just girls. Yeah, if anything happens or 

anyone’s mad at anyone on board, it’s over when we get into the cafeteria. Girls just keep 

the feud going. It’s nice. I’m like one of the guys.” The only different treatment one fisher 

has felt on the boat are jokes about hair or makeup, but she did not consider them mean 

jokes.  

Both women interviewed who have fished in the past called themselves strong and 

somehow unlike other women. One fisher said everything about fishing is masculine 

because “it’s hard work on the body, it’s a lot of work, a lot of hours. All kinds of 

weather.” She said that some of her friends say they want to try it, but she knows they will 
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not like it. They see the act of fishing as masculine because it is difficult to do, but they do 

not see themselves as masculine. Instead, they see themselves as strong and hardworking.  

However, a woman who has spent a lot of time as a fisher said, “there’s something 

unexplainable” about her connection to the ocean. She feels really connected to the sea 

now but has not always felt that connection until being a fisher. When she was younger, 

she hated “everything about it, the smell, and the cold, and the dirt”. Another woman who 

has been fishing for years says she does not have any kind of spiritual connection to the 

sea. And although she thinks some of the animals that are caught, like seals, are cute, she 

does not feel bad about having them caught as bycatch. Her main reason for working in the 

fishing industry is to make money in a short amount of time.  

5.3 Why More Women Do Not Fish 

Although Iceland has a rich history of women going to sea, it is still not a common 

occurrence (Willson, 2016). When I asked women why mostly men go to sea, they said 

they were not sure or it has always been like that. One Icelandic woman said that it used to 

be a very hard job but that it is also hard to get a spot on a ship if you are a woman. The 

fishers I interviewed found a spot on a boat because they knew people who owned the 

boats or were very persistent in calling the captain of a boat until he agreed to let her go 

fishing. I asked one woman who fishes why more women do not go to sea and she said that 

when a person is hiring, they are more likely to pick a man over a woman. She said, “he’s 

not going to choose the woman if you’re not related to someone or something, born in a 

family.”  

Women are also faced with the challenge of entering an industry that most people thinking 

fishing is a job for men. One fisher’s family has said, “why can’t you just work in the fish 

factory like normal people?” to her, but she thinks they say this just because they are 

worried. Even women who fish think of fishing as a man’s job. One fisher said, “I just 

think it’s a man’s job, a tough job.” But her opinion on what makes a job tough seems to 

be based on physical strength because she thinks women are going to control more 

companies in the future because “we’re smarter.” In discussing skills that are necessary to 

be a fisher, one woman who works as a fisher told me that she had to do safety school but 

the main skills one needs to be a fisher is the ability to learn quickly and common sense.  
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One fisher also thinks that a lot of women are just not interested in doing it, especially if 

they have small kids. Another fisher said fishing is “dirty and far away and it’s disgusting. 

And hard work. And we like to be pretty.” Both Icelandic women and women from other 

countries said that fishing has always been a man’s job because it is hard and requires 

strength. Regardless of nationality or occupation, even if talking to a fisher, fishing was 

considered a man’s job.  

A lot of the women interviewed who worked in fish processing had no desire in becoming 

a fisher and gave reasons why not, which were land discriminations and perceptions mostly 

effected through rumor that discouraged women from fishing. Examples of this were 

rumors that can spread about women fishing or the dangerous nature of the job. One 

woman interviewed also told me of a woman she knew who used to fish but rumors started 

that she was sleeping with everyone on the boat. She thinks this is one reason why that 

woman stopped fishing. All but one of the women interviewed who are not fishers 

expressed any desire in becoming a fisher. A woman from Poland told me she would not 

want to be a fisherman because she thought that only 50% of people return from sea. One 

Icelandic woman told me she would not want to be a fisher because she has a lot of other 

responsibilities in town and likes being able to come home after work and do them.  

One Icelandic woman who works in a related industry to fishing does want to one day be a 

fisher. However, her father does not want her to go because she is a girl. She says he was 

just raised to think that girls do one thing and boys do another. But when talking about the 

sea, her face lit up as she described how the ocean excited her and how she loves to be near 

the sea. She, as well as another Icelandic woman that I interviewed, think that more women 

might be involved in fishing in the future because more women are doing other traditional 

men’s roles now, such as mountaineering.  

5.4 Family and Fishing 

Life at sea can be different for men than women. One woman went to sea the entire year 

until she was 32 weeks pregnant. Laughing, she said she was “on sea with my older son 

pretty long until my belly was just too big to work.” But focusing on their career rather 

than raising a family did not seem to be a problem in the lives of any of the women I talked 

to. But I learned that it is hard to be a fisher and have children. One fisher was only able to 
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go out when she had a small child because of her mom who would stay with the child. 

Also, she said that it was a “nice thing to be your own boss” because she was able to 

decide when or not she went fishing. If her child needed her, she could just stay home. 

However, once she had another kid, she found it harder to go to sea.  

She also said going to sea was both good and bad for spending time with her children. It 

was good when she had days where she was not working and could spend quality time with 

her kids. Now that she has a job everyday she feels like she is “always getting like the 

normal Reykjavík life, it’s stressful, and I guess that’s just if you want to have a good job, 

that’s life nowadays.” However, she did miss important meetings at the school when being 

at sea, too. She also said it was hard to raise a family and go to sea if the baby has been 

crying all night and then you have to work 12 to 16 hours the next day. The other fisher 

interviewed did not have kids and she said going out to sea for weeks is not difficult for 

her, but it is for her boyfriend sometimes.  

5.5 Supporting Fisheries in Other Ways 

Women support fisheries in many ways, whether it is through directly fishing or invisible 

work in the home. Today, women in Iceland mostly have distinctive roles in the fishing 

industry, such as being a support on land for those out at sea and doing important 

paperwork that needs to be done for a fishery to keep operating. I definitely saw this kind 

of identity in many of the women that I talked to. One Icelandic woman whose family 

member goes fishing for weeks at a time said that her family member is able to know she is 

thinking about him and will be there when he comes home and that this is very helpful for 

him. Another woman said that she definitely provides support for her partner that is a 

fisherman. Also, one woman I interviewed, who is the partner of a fisherman, said that 

fishing “takes a toll on your relationship.” She said that it is hard when he goes away for a 

couple of weeks, especially when the weather is bad and she worries. And although she 

probably does not like worrying, it gives her a distinctive role in the society.  

Women also provide support through fisheries by doing paperwork related to the fishery. 

One Icelandic woman who works with paperwork at a fish factory says that she recognizes 

this kind of work from her mother who takes care of the bookings and paperwork for her 

father’s fishery. A fisher described the role that her mother plays in her family’s fishery, by 
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saying, 

 ...she works at home, she has just one room as an office. And she’s been doing this 

for, I don’t know 15 years or something, and people think she’s just staying home. 

Doing nothing. And like because my brother and my dad, they are not thinking 

about the paperwork at all and they don’t know how things work, so sometimes we 

have to rent the quota or sell the quota or buy the quota or we need some license or 

something, and my mom, she’s like, she does all that. And she gets like a bill from 

some company that’s way too high and she’s calling and it takes a lot of time, a lot 

of energy just to be calling around. They don’t see it, my brother and my dad, they 

think it’s so much small, but it’s a lot, and of course you have to calculate the 

salary and then there’s the VAT, you have to pay the taxes, I don’t remember how 

many times a year and that takes quite a lot of time. So it’s a lot of work for her.  

This quote highlights the huge responsibility that her mother has. Icelandic women who 

were not fishers even saw this in other women. One said that she knows wives of 

fishermen who do bookkeeping and take care of the home and children so that “fishing can 

keep going.” Another Icelandic woman said that her mother takes care of everything when 

her father is out fishing. Therefore, many of the women interviewed realized that without 

the activities that women do at home while men are out at sea, the men would not be able 

to have a family or a household.  

5.6 Women Fishers Summary 

Women begin to fish to make money but also to show other people that they were strong 

and a type of girl who was not just interested in what they thought were girly things, like 

makeup. Community perception and ties were important to the fishers interviewed because 

being a fisher showed the community that they were strong and also connected them to the 

community through providing the community with a fish to eat. To the women fishers, 

being a fisher is hard work and a masculine job. One fisher even described herself as “one 

of the guys.”  

This chapter also looked at why more women do not fish. Icelandic women mentioned that 

it is hard to get a job on a boat for women or that it is just a job that men usually do 

because it is difficult. Women from all countries interviewed considered fishing a man’s 
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job. The perceived dangers of fishing and rumors that could spread if a woman fished also 

prevented women from wanting to go to sea.  

Additionally, this chapter looked at fishing and families. Being a fisher was both good and 

bad for mothers. It was good when the fisher with kids was not fishing because she had 

plenty of time to spend with her kids, but it was bad when she had to miss important events 

at school because she was out at sea. Also, women interviewed supported fisheries in a 

variety of other ways, though supporting fishers at sea or through important paperwork.  

This chapter highlights the important, direct role that women have in relation to fisheries.  
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6 Community Life 

Life outside of the workplace was important to look at in this study to give a holistic 

picture of the lives that women involved in fisheries have. This section looks at who 

women spend time with in their towns, the difficulties that women face in their 

communities (both the larger Icelandic community and smaller ethnic communities), and 

the changes that women wish would take place in their towns. It also compares life 

satisfaction and enjoyment of community based on where women surveyed were from.  

6.1 Who People Interact With 

Community interactions, both within in the larger Icelandic community and smaller ethnic 

communities, seemed to differ depending on who I talked to. One woman from the 

Philippines said, “the people here in Iceland are very friendly. You can quickly adapt to 

culture here because if you come here, you are the same family.” One Icelandic woman 

said that “everybody knows everyone”, which was one of my survey questions.  

But still, women from other countries did not feel as integrated into the broad Icelandic 

community as they did with their communities back in their home countries. Someone 

from the Philippines said community interactions are different in Iceland than back in the 

Philippines because you only go from your house to work and back again, but back in the 

Philippines, families go to their neighbors’ homes often. When talking with Polish people, 

one woman said she feels like a part of the Polish community in the Westfjords but not 

with the Icelandic community because she does not speak Icelandic. She said that she does 

not even speak English to them. Another Polish woman said she feels like an alien among 

everyone, Polish and Icelandic. She hates that “there is nobody to talk to except small 

talks.” However, she did mention that when she first moved to Iceland, other Polish people 

were very welcoming and asked if she needed anything for her house.  

Based on town events and parties, there was a consensus that the people to participate the 

least are people from Poland. One Icelandic woman said that Polish people just stay home 

a lot. When it came to big community events, she said she say people from the Philippines 
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there but not Polish people. She thinks this could be because many Filipino women have 

married Icelandic men and their kids have grown up with other Icelandic kids, pushing 

Filipino families into the community more. The woman interviewed has also seen single 

Polish men at parties and events but thinks that couples that came to Iceland from Poland 

usually just stay home together. She also thought that Polish people might not go to 

community events because they often do not speak Icelandic or English, and many of the 

Filipino people speak English.  

Having kids seemed to really help foreigners and Icelanders from other places become 

more involved in the community. One Polish woman said that she meets people at 

meetings for her children. Another Icelandic woman said that if two kids become friends 

from different countries, the parents meet and maybe become friends. Not having kids 

even felt isolating for some people. One Icelandic woman said that a group of women who 

she would like to exercise with workout early in the morning because they have kids. 

However, she does not have any kids, and if she worked out in the morning, she said that 

she would not have anything to do in the afternoon.  

Regardless of nationality, most women said that they spent most of their time with family 

and significant others. But according to some of the Icelandic women interviewed, people 

hang out with others from other countries quite often. The women from other countries that 

I interviewed, however, did not express this view very strongly. For example, a young 

woman from Iceland said she spent most of her time with her boyfriend or brother but she 

did try and see friends, too. She told me that she had close friends from three other 

countries, as well. Another Icelandic woman spent a lot of time with her boyfriend but also 

with people from the Philippines because she was related to them, as well as people from 

Poland who are her age. A lot of her friends from school have moved to Reykjavík, and 

she has had to make more friends with people from other countries because nobody else 

her age lives in her community.  

All of the people from other countries that I interviewed said that they mostly just stayed at 

home after work, but the people interviewed from Iceland always listed activities that they 

like to do in the community. Common town activities for Icelanders included skiing (cross-

country and downhill), snowboarding, choir, church activities, the rescue team, going to 

the pool, and spending time with friends. Although all of the people I interviewed were 
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from towns within driving distance to Ísafjörður, people in the smaller communities in the 

area felt like there was not as much going on as there used to be when larger fish factories 

were in their communities and more people lived there. One Icelandic woman thought that 

Polish people went out and did things in the community when more people lived there but 

that it is not as large of an occurrence now. However, some women are just not interested 

in being active in the community, as one Filipino woman told me. She is not active because 

of the language barrier, but she does not really want to be more active.  

6.2 Challenges Living in Iceland 

When asked what the biggest challenges are of living in the Westfjords, all of the people 

from other countries said the weather, but nobody from Iceland mentioned that. One 

woman said that the weather was the only minus of living in Iceland. Living in Iceland can 

come as a shock to a lot of foreigners. As one Polish woman said, “you just have 

mountains and the sea and nothing more.” In addition, all but one of the women from other 

countries said the language barrier was one of the biggest challenges of living there. The 

one woman who did not include language as a challenge said that she was excited to learn 

it. But for those who found the language barrier a challenge, it seemed like it definitely was 

a huge challenge. One woman gestured frustratingly at her head, saying she wanted to 

learn it but was having trouble doing so. She thought that people from other countries 

living in Iceland for more than just one or two years should learn the language because it is 

embarrassing to have to take someone to translate for you if you have to go anywhere like 

the doctor. Another challenge of living there that was mentioned was the darkness in the 

winter. However, the ability to make more money there than in other countries seemed to 

outweigh these challenges. As one Filipino woman said in comparing the challenges of 

living in Iceland, like the cold, to making a living, “you have a cold, you can survive, but 

your stomach is for your needs, you know that [it] is so hard to survive we say so you need 

to find a job, good job.”  

The only shared challenges of women living in the Westfjords from both Iceland and other 

places were transportation issues and gossip. Issues with transportation included the lack of 

public transportation and the instability of the flights to Reykjavík. One woman also said 

the one-way streets in Ísafjörður were very challenging. As for gossip, one Polish woman 

said that it happens in both Poland and Iceland. But one Icelandic woman said that it is 
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difficult to live in Ísafjörður sometimes because everyone believes everything that they 

hear about people, and sometimes those things are negative.  

The biggest challenges for Icelandic women only were the lack of places to go and the size 

of the towns. One woman said it was challenging to live in the Westfjords after most of her 

close friends had moved to Reykjavík, another said that all of her actions were under 

“radar” which did not happen in Reykjavík, and another said there just were not many 

places to go out if you wanted to have a nice dinner. Another wished that the grocery store 

had more food to cook with and that it was difficult to cook with the food that she could 

get in the Westfjords.  

Many women interviewed suggest that various changes should be made in the towns in the 

Westfjords. Changes that the women interviewed would like to see in the community were 

very specific. One Polish woman suggested that there should be a Polish person working 

with the doctors for people who have just moved to the Westfjords. Also, the plans for a 

new swimming pool in Ísafjörður came up in three different interviews. One woman said 

the people controlling the plans for the new pool need to think about a better place to put it. 

In addition, one Icelandic woman felt like more activities should be offered in Ísafjörður. 

She would like a better gym and thinks that more money should be devoted to public 

health. This opinion was echoed by another woman who said there is not much to do 

outside of the house. Another Icelandic woman thought that there should be better 

kindergartens, which would attract more people to live in the area. She also wants more 

courses available at the high school and mentioned how important it is to talk care of older 

people. Some improvements that were suggested by community members were specific to 

the town in which they lived. For example, in Flateyri, there are plans to put the 

kindergarten with the school, but the kindergarten house was a gift from the Faroe Islands 

after the avalanche. She said that there should be more community input about projects like 

this, which is similar to what some people thought about the pool plans in Ísafjörður.  

6.3 Enjoyment of Community 

Based on the quantitative data from the survey, in comparing enjoyment of the community, 

there was a significant difference when comparing all countries together (Kruskal-Wallis 

Chi-squared = 21.848, p-value = 0.005206). Specifically, there was a significant difference 

between people from Iceland and people from elsewhere (Wilcox W = 310, p-value = 
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0.001775). There was no significant difference between people from Poland and people 

from the Philippines, showing that women surveyed from Poland and the Philippines felt 

similarly about their opinions of enjoyment in the community. But comparing only Poland 

to Iceland, the enjoyment of community was significantly different (W = 743, p-value = 

0.0002353) when it was not significantly different when comparing the Philippines to 

Iceland, showing that people from the Philippines do feel a higher enjoyment of 

community than people from Poland when compared to people from Iceland. Looking at 

the Likert data questions individually, it can be seen that women from Iceland, Poland, and 

the Philippines answered differently depending on the question (Figures 7, 8, and 9). 

Icelandic women had little that they did not enjoy in the community, but a few women 

thought that people in the community do not cooperate with each other. Some Polish 

women disagreed with all of the questions, and many Polish women did not feel as if 

people in the community are united, whereas most Filipino women did not think that 

everyone knows everyone in the community. Most Icelandic and Polish women surveyed 

thought that everybody in the community knows everybody, though. The most Filipino 

women instead thought that people in the community help one another. There was also no 

significance for this data across age group or years spent in Iceland.  

 

Figure 7 Enjoyment of Community Likert scores for Icelandic women 
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Figure 8 Enjoyment of Community Likert scores for Polish women 

 

Figure 9 Enjoyment of Community Likert scores for Filipino women 

6.4 Satisfaction with Life 

Overall, despite the challenges and difficulties that women expressed throughout the 

interviews, they seemed to be overall satisfied with their lives, or that is at least how they 

expressed it. One woman from the Philippines said that she is happy because her needs are 

supported. Another Filipino woman said she was not happy with her life now but that she 

was satisfied because she was making a stable income. She thinks that if she just works 
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now, she can save up and do things she likes in the future. Both women from Poland said 

that they are happy and satisfied with life. This contradicts what I found in the survey, but 

perhaps the ability to speak English and to have a partner in Iceland has helped these 

women feel more satisfied with life.  

In comparing the life satisfaction of all of the surveyed countries together, there was a 

significant difference (Kruskal-Wallis Chi-squared = 31.956, p-value = 9.485e-05). 

Specifically, there was found to be a significant difference between women from Iceland 

and women from elsewhere (Wilcox W = 417, p-value = 0.04227). There was also a 

significant difference on the survey scores between women from Poland compared to 

women from Iceland (Wilcox W = 700, p-value = 0.001831) and women from Poland 

compared to women from the Philippines (Wilcox W = 492.5, p-value = 0.0004303). There 

was no significant difference between women from Iceland and women from the 

Philippines. Therefore, overall, women from Poland are less satisfied with life than women 

from Iceland or the Philippines, according to the survey results (Figures 10, 11, and 12). 

With women from all three countries, the question that most women disagree with was “If 

I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.” Also, the question that women 

from all three countries most agreed with was “I am satisfied with my life.” There was no 

significant difference between the women based on age group or years spent in Iceland.  

 

Figure 10 Life satisfaction Likert scores for Icelandic women 
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Figure 11 Life satisfaction Likert scores for Polish women 

 

 

Figure 12 Life satisfaction Likert scores for Filipino women 

Some of the women interviewed had never really thought about if they were satisfied with 

life or not. One Icelandic woman was not sure if she was satisfied with life. She said that 

she would like to change some things about herself but it was not really a thing she thought 
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about. Another Icelandic woman who had moved to the Westfjords from Reykjavík said 

she is both satisfied and unsatisfied with life. She enjoys her job, but she wishes there were 

more people in the Westfjords and more activities to do.  

Satisfaction with life could greatly depend on which community the people interviewed 

came from. One woman told me about the avalanches in Súðavík and Flateyri. She said 

that people who lost their houses left and probably thought it was too much trouble to 

come back. She also mentioned the quota system, saying, “it’s been quite a struggle. There 

has been like four new fish factories has started and collapsed.” However, some women 

did not find the communities that they lived in that far away from Ísafjörður, the largest 

metropolis in the area.  

For many people when they thought about life satisfaction, there was usually something 

that they thought they needed that could improve their satisfaction with life. One Icelandic 

woman said that she is pretty happy but would like more money. Another Icelandic woman 

said that having more free time to do things like go to the gym would make her happier. 

Although one Icelandic woman was satisfied with her life, she would be happier if there 

was not as much negativity about her working at the fish factory.  

6.5 Hopes and Plans for Future 

Women brought up what they wished would be different in their futures, as well as what 

their plans are for the future. Women who had moved to the Westfjords mentioned their 

plans for staying there, their thoughts about leaving the area, and what their hopes were for 

themselves and their children, all which are described in this section.  

6.5.1 Plans for Staying in the Westfjords 
A lot of the women I talked to from other countries mentioned their plans for moving or 

staying in the Westfjords. One woman from the Philippines said that she is planning on 

staying in the Westfjords because of the high salary in comparison to what she could make 

in the Philippines. She kept saying that to support her children, she needed this amount of 

money. However, laughing, she told me that she might return to the Philippines when she 

is old because it will be too hard to stay in such a cold place when she is old. Another 

Filipino woman plans to leave to return to school as soon as she makes enough money to 

do so. She said, “I want to go home to the Philippines and study there.” 
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One Polish woman does not want to go back to Poland and wants to stay in Iceland, either 

in Ísafjörður or Reykjavík. She laughed and said that she would maybe move somewhere 

warmer, though. Another Polish woman said that she could not move back to Poland 

because there is too much corruption there. She lives in Iceland with her boyfriend from 

Poland, though, and thinks she could live anywhere as long as she is with him. She also 

thought that life in Iceland is easier when you have someone.  

6.5.2 Hopes for Self 
When I asked what people’s hopes were for the future, they discussed mainly personal 

goals. One Polish woman hoped for more workplaces in the area and thinks tourism could 

help with this. An Icelandic woman saw hope for future employment and growth in the 

area through aquaculture, after seeing the success in Patreksfjörður, another town in the 

Westfjords where aquaculture has caused significant growth in population and the service 

industry. She also thought that tourists could bring growth to the town but that aquaculture 

is better in the long term. More work opportunities for themselves and others seemed to be 

a hope for many people.  

For some, having a family was the biggest dream for them, while some women want to 

travel and have a job that they like for now. One Polish woman wants to buy a house and 

to have enough money to visit family back in Poland. She said that she has “simple 

dreams.” For an Icelandic woman happy with her job, she would like to see the company 

grow and she would like to stay in her town and raise a family. She said she is “kind of old 

fashioned like that.” Many women expressed other simple dreams, as well, such as more 

money, better food, and good weather. The women I interviewed also expressed hopes for 

their own employment. One Icelandic woman wants to be a fisher, own a fish company, or 

be a jewelry designer, while another wants to work in the makeup industry. But most 

Icelandic women either did not know what job they would rather have or were content with 

their job. Immigrant women also had ideas about future employment possibilities. One 

women from Poland wants to work in literature so she can use her imagination, whereas 

another Polish woman said that she would rather just have any other job than working in 

fish processing. Fish processing jobs for many women interviewed did not seem to be the 

job that the women would like for the long run.  

For now, many of these women will continue to work in fish processing. Although most of 
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the women interviewed told me that they work in fish processing because there are no 

other alternatives, one said that she chose to work in the fish factory because there are 

more benefits. Since so many people are working there, it is easy to take a long holiday 

when she wants to go back to the Philippines to visit her family there. A Polish woman told 

me that her work is good from the social side because if she has to leave for any reason, 

because she is sick or has an errand to run, it is no problem. But it is not what she wants for 

forever, which can be seen when she says,  

But this is not what I dreamed of. Maybe one day when I will learn Icelandic what I 

try to do, hardly, maybe, I will change my job. Maybe. But I like my job for one 

side because I know what to do, it’s very regular, I am paid well, and from social 

light, this is very good but this is not what I want to do for the rest of my life. 

6.5.3 Hopes for Children 
During interviews, most women mentioned their children when discussing their hopes for 

the future. For women from other countries, one of their main hopes was for their children 

to learn Icelandic so that they could have a better life in Iceland than they have. For 

example, one Filipino woman said that she wants to stay in Iceland so that her children will 

have a future. Right now, she said that she is “just only thinking for my children.” She 

worries that her children will not learn Icelandic because they always speak to their friends 

in English. She tells her son, “will you learn Icelandic or never get good job?” Another 

Filipino woman wants her children to learn Icelandic so that they can get any job that they 

want. Another said that she wants her kids to go to university. The Polish women were 

very adamant about their children not working in a fish factory. Both women from Poland 

that I talked to interrupted my question about this, one saying, “No way, ever. No fish. 

Ever.” Both Polish woman thought that if their children could speak Icelandic, English, 

and Polish, they could easily get another job or go to college. 

For the Icelandic women, they all said that they would just want their kids to do whatever 

they wanted to do. One woman specified that she would want her children to have the 

ability to move up in the job, saying,  

I would [want them to work in fish processing] as long as they would maybe get the 

chance to evolve in the job like I did. I wouldn’t really want them to, unless they 

were happy with it of course, take worms out of fish. But if that’s what they really 
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want to do, it’s fine with me. And not like end up here because they didn’t have 

anything else or didn't have the willpower to seek what they really wanted to do.   

These differences between Icelandic women and women from other countries could be due 

to the experiences that they have in the workplace. Having a leadership position in a fish 

processing plant is more desirable and is something that Icelandic women would not mind 

their children doing, but women from other countries are only seeing their job as a job that 

they do not really like and would not want their children to do in the future.  

6.5.4 Leaving the Community 
Statistics of immigration and emigration to and from the Westfjords show that more people 

are leaving the area than coming to the area (Tables 1 and 2). Based on the interviews, it 

was difficult to get a sense of whether or not young people were moving away from the 

Westfjords. One respondent told me, “There are some moving back and away. Just moving 

away and then they come back and then they go away. It’s just kind of like that. There are 

many people who come back in the end like when they have kids and they raise the kids 

here.” I was told that both men and women were leaving the community, as well. Some 

women said that they miss their friends who have moved to Reykjavík and that there are 

less people to do activities with. One woman said that she would definitely move to 

Reykjavík if she could get the same job there. Others also said they would move to a 

bigger city if it was not so expensive to live there. And a lot of the younger woman 

expressed that they wished there were more people their age in the area. One woman said 

that she would move away if all her friends and family did. For some people, the other 

people in the area were what were keeping them there. For others, it was their job or the 

location itself. 

Table 1 Migration to and from the Westfjords in detail (Statice.is) 

Year Number of People 

Moving from 

Westfjords to 

Reykjavik 

Number of People 

Moving from 

Westfjords to 

Other Places 

Number of People 

Moving to 

Westfjords from 

within Iceland 

Number of People 

Moving to 

Westfjords from 

other countries 

2010 296 378 169 209 

2011 266 285 151 136 

2012 195 230 134 96 

2013 292 300 168 132 

2014 287 256 157 99 

2015 278 306 175 131 
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Table 2 Total migration to and from the Westfjords (Statice.is) 

Year From Westfjords To Westfjords 

2010 674 378 

2011 551 287 

2012 425 230 

2013 592 300 

2014 543 256 

2015 584 306 

 

Even though women did not think people moving away from the community was a big 

problem right now, one said that there are not enough jobs for people with degrees in the 

Westfjords. One woman said, “why study something just to work at the grocery store. So 

of course they have to go somewhere to get a job. So a lot of people who study something, 

they don’t come back.” At least, distance learning, or attending classes online, can help 

keep some young people in the community while they are completing their degrees. For 

example, one woman who is studying controlling a workplace like a fish factory is only 

doing it because it is now an option to do this through the Internet. She said that before, a 

person would have to go to Reykjavík to learn that.  

6.6 Community Life Summary 

Community interactions differed for women based on where they were from. Women from 

the Philippines said that people in Iceland are friendly, but life in Iceland was different and 

less social for them than in the Philippines. But they seemed to participate in the 

community more than women from Poland. Having kids increased community 

participation for all women interviewed, and all women interviewed spent most of their 

time with people from their own countries.  

Living in Iceland has its challenges, both for women from Iceland and women from other 

countries. For immigrant women, the landscape, language, weather, and darkness in the 

wintertime all proved to be challenging. Challenges that were only expressed by Icelandic 

women were the lack of places to go and the size of the towns in the Westfjords, while all 

women thought that transportation issues and gossip were challenging. Many of the 

women interviewed suggested that certain changes be made in the communities, such as 

more community input for projects and better translation services for foreigners.  
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Women from Iceland significantly had a higher enjoyment of community than others. 

When comparing Poland and the Philippines individually to Iceland, women from Poland 

had a significantly different and lower enjoyment of community survey score, while 

women from the Philippines did not. For life satisfaction survey results, women from 

Iceland also had a significantly higher life satisfaction score. Women from Poland were 

significantly less satisfied with their lives than women from Iceland and the Philippines.  

All women interviewed had some kind of hope for the future. For immigrant women, these 

hopes were having different occupations and a better life for their children. Icelandic 

women mainly wanted to have a family or to try out another type of job. The women 

interviewed listed various other employment opportunities, but most women, especially 

from other countries, will stick with fish processing in the meantime to make money. 

Additionally, more people are leaving the Westfjords than coming to the Westfjords 

statistically, but it did not seem to be a huge problem to the women that I interviewed. 

Some women wanted to move away but thought that living in cities was too expensive or 

that they could not get the same job there. Others did not want to move, do to their job or 

the location itself and the people there. Some women did say that it is hard to find a job 

after getting a degree in small communities, though. 
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7 Discussion and Conclusion 

This section discusses the results and puts them into context to the theory of Chapter 2 with 

the results found in Chapters 4 to 6. It also recommends future studies related to this thesis, 

as well as management recommendations based on the results of this thesis.  

7.1 Discussion 

This thesis has shown the differences and similarities between the roles, perceptions, and 

hopes of women involved in fisheries in the Westfjords of Iceland. It has done this through 

providing an understanding of why and why not women want to be involved with the 

fishing industry, what the quality of life is for women involved in the fishing industry, 

what it is like to be a woman fisher, and what the opinions are of leadership roles in fish 

processing. In all of these categories, this thesis has compared and contrasted women based 

on the country they were from.  

Women in the Westfjords are involved in fisheries through the actual act of fishing, fish 

processing, and other related industries. In addition, they participate in unpaid and 

unrecognized work, such as doing bookwork that is essential to the operation of the fishery 

or giving fishers support on shore, roles that are important to the operation of any fishery 

(Úden, 2009). Although Iceland has a long history of women working for the fishing 

industry throughout the centuries, today most of the women working in the fishing industry 

are immigrant women who come to Iceland to work in the fish processing plants. The 

industry does not pay enough money for the amount of work it requires, according to many 

Icelandic women, and therefore, women from places like Poland move to Iceland to work 

in fish processing and take the jobs that Icelandic women do not want (Skaptadóttir, 2004).  

In fish processing, women mainly cut and package fish. Some women hold a leadership 

position, such as a quality manager, but mostly Icelandic women get this kind of job. 

Almost all of the immigrant women interviewed in this study did not want a leadership 

role, but only one Icelandic woman did not have one and did not want one. Karlsdóttir 

(2009) found that some women say that they are not suited for a leadership role in 

fisheries, which was true for half of the women interviewed in this study who work in fish 

processing. According to Skaptadóttir, age, gender, and ethnicity all determine what a 
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person’s position is in society (Skaptadóttir, 1996). I also think that these factors influence 

women’s experiences in obtaining leadership roles and being respected in those roles in the 

fish factories. 

Survey results in this thesis showed that women in leadership positions felt a significantly 

higher satisfaction in their job and in their life. This thesis also looked at leadership roles in 

the workplace and saw that there were challenges associated with holding a leadership 

position. For Icelandic woman, a challenge was getting older men to listen to a younger 

woman in the position, whereas immigrant women struggled with being ostracized from 

the rest of the people from the country where she was from if she held a leadership 

position.  

Based on this study, women from Iceland work in fish processing, usually in a leadership 

role, because it allows them to live and work in the area they want to be in, or it is related 

to what they studied in school. Women from other countries, like Poland or the 

Philippines, work in fish processing to make more money than they did in their home 

countries or because they could not find any other kind of work in the area. They focus on 

working to make money above all else. Previous studies done in the Westfjords found that 

leisure time is associated with holidays and free time spent back in immigrants’ home 

countries (Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska, 2008). This is what I found, as well. Most of the 

immigrant women I interviewed said that their lives were defined by work and that they 

did not have much time for anything else.  

This study also looked at why women took roles in the fishing industry, with one idea 

being that perhaps there was a connection between people and the sea. However, the 

interviews conducted with women who work in fish processing showed that there seems to 

be no connection to the sea. This view differs from what Skaptadóttir (1996) found in the 

1990s when women working in fish processing saw themselves as food providers. Now, 

working in fish processing is just a job for women. This could be due to a general opinion 

that has changed over time, possibly because a majority of women working in fish 

processing are from other countries and might not have the same connection to the sea that 

Icelanders have had in the past. However, a connection can be seen in some Icelandic 

women who are fishers.  

In fish processing, men and women are separated into different jobs based on their gender. 
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Being separated by stereotypical abilities due to gender is common in the labour market 

(Anker, et al., 2003). Often, the easier jobs that are valued less go to women and the more 

difficult jobs go to men (Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir, 2000). Women interviewed from 

different countries in this study had varying opinions on gendered labour in the workplace 

depending on where they were from. Women from the Philippines said that labour in the 

workplace was segregated due to physical reasons and that this segregation made sense. 

This opinion could possibly be explained through Normalization Process Theory because 

routine actions become normal after a time (May, et al., 2009). Icelandic and Polish 

women had mixed opinions about why women do certain jobs in fish processing and men 

do other jobs. Additionally, the statement that women do easier jobs and men do harder 

jobs, which was expressed by some women, could be argued as more perception than 

reality. Driving a forklift, which was considered a man’s job by many in the fish 

processing plants, required no more strength than cleaning fish, which was considered a 

woman’s job.  

Although some Iceland and Polish women thought that women were better at cutting and 

packing and that is why they did that, others thought that perhaps the men could do it 

better. Some women even had a problem with men not doing the same jobs as women 

when they do those kinds of jobs at sea. When women did traditionally men’s jobs, like 

fishing, they expressed the feeling that more women would not want to do those jobs 

because the work is too dirty or too hard. Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir (2000) found that if 

a woman did a man’s job, she was described as manly, which is what I also saw during the 

interviews in this study. Additionally, Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir (2000) found that 

women were more skeptical of the gendered division of labour than men. In their study, 

some women thought that women’s work was harder than men’s. This study only looked at 

woman’s perceptions, but many women did question the division of labour in fish 

processing plants during interviews. Interviewees in this thesis thought that perhaps the 

gendered division of labour in the fish processing plants was due to the men. For example, 

even when a woman tried to do a job that men normally do, the men would run over and 

try to help her. Also, men do not apply for jobs like working in the line in fish processing, 

and therefore women have to take those positions. Research done in the past supports this 

idea, saying some men would rather be unemployed than be humiliated by working a 

woman’s job in the fish processing plant (Skaptadóttir, 1996).  
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Working in fish processing as a woman is not without its challenges. It can cause physical 

pain and mental struggle, such as boredom. For immigrant women, the language barrier 

and favoritism in the workplace can also be a problem. And for Icelandic women, there is a 

stigma in the community about working in fish processing that they have to face. Other 

studies have described this negative view that society has of Icelandic women who work in 

fish processing, which was found to be a major challenge for Icelandic women in this 

thesis (Karlsdóttir, 2008). But women can be seen resisting to their dissatisfaction with 

their jobs in small ways. Through “weapons of the weak”, a term used by Scott (1985) to 

describe small forms of resistance that anyone can use in society, women are resisting. 

Whether it is through humor, like laughing during the day, or through gossip, women are 

finding ways to make their lives at work more tolerable.  

Survey results also showed that there is a significant job satisfaction difference in women 

from Poland and women from the Philippines, with women from the Philippines being 

more satisfied in their jobs. With women from Poland, job satisfaction differs based on 

years spent in Iceland. Many of the women I interviewed found problems with working 

with others from Poland, which is contrary to the findings of other studies. A previous 

study found a different view about the opinion of Polish workers in the workplace. Many 

of the Icelandic women that I interviewed expressed a negative view of some of the Polish 

people that they worked with, whereas Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska (2008) found that 

Polish people experienced less prejudice than other immigrant workers in the Westfjords. 

This difference could be due to the personal opinion and experiences of the women 

interviewed in each study. 

Although I only encountered one woman from another country working in fish processing 

who had received a university-level education, there is a global problem of migrant 

workers being demoted to lower positions than they would have held in their home 

countries. Fossland studies this phenomenon in Tromsø, Norway and saw that migrant 

workers are having trouble working in a high-paying job that are correlated to their 

education or experience level because their former education (if coming from outside of 

Scandinavia) is not recognized by employers or they lack skills, such as language, that are 

necessary to work in the positions they worked in back home. She also found that 

immigrant women fall farther behind in their careers than immigrant men after moving to a 

new country (Fossland, 2013).  
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This study also looked at women fishers in the Westfjords of Iceland. Although in 

significantly less numbers than the number of women involved in fish processing, some 

women are involved in fisheries in the Westfjords through the actual act of fishing. Being a 

fisher adds value to their lives but it is not a part of their identity to a large extent. They say 

they will not fish for a long time but usually stay longer. The reasons behind their entry 

into fishing have to do with the salary and showing other people that they could do it. In 

describing themselves, they use words like “strong” and in describing their job, use words 

like “masculine”. They also say that other women would probably not be able to do it. 

Skaptadóttir and Proppé (2005) interviewed a woman who was gossiped about because she 

had a perceived masculine job of unloading boats. The authors said that her job could be a 

form of resistance to traditional gender roles in the society. The fishers interviewed in this 

study, even if not trying, have also resisted traditional gender roles in the fishing industry 

by partaking in an activity that is considered mostly male. Both women faced backlash 

from family or friends in the community about becoming fishers. This happens frequently 

throughout Iceland, and women have to be determined enough to face all of this rejection 

(Willson, 2016). 

Most women are not interested in fishing and if they are interested, there is strong pressure 

from families to not do it or it is too challenging to get a job on a boat. This is a common 

theme throughout the world, and if a woman has a position on the boat, it is thought that 

she is somehow related to or associated with the captain (Reedy-Maschner, 2009). Having 

children can also make it difficult to go fishing, but one interviewee in this study said that 

when not fishing, there is more time to spend time with children than a normal day job 

would allow. In addition, women who are not actively involved in fishing still support the 

act of fishing through support for those who fish or through important bookkeeping. Or, 

they provide support through worrying, which gives them an expressive role (Davis, 2000). 

Many of the Icelandic women interviewed worried about their partners or brothers out at 

sea, which gave them this expressive role.  

I think that the reasons why more women are not involved as fishers can be related to 

Nussbaum and Sen’s (1993) idea that if a woman cannot think of something as a 

possibility because her life is so different from a man’s, she will not desire it. The way life 

is structured in the Westfjords, many women probably do not want to be fishers because 

they cannot even imagine it as a possibility. Also, based on the results of this study, 
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women seem to be excluded or have no interest in detail surrounding the fishing industry, 

such as the quota system or the strike. They fish to make money and to prove that they are 

strong, in some cases. Gerrard (2008) talks about how fishing has become more of a way to 

accumulate capital rather than as a way of life. In the Westfjords, this seems to be true for 

women fishers. Although fishing to accumulate capital and fishing as a way of life are not 

mutually exclusive, the women in this study were more likely fishers to make money. 

However, in one case, the fisher interviewed came from a family of fishers and fishing was 

a way of life for her family, which probably influenced her decision to participate in 

fisheries.  

This study also looked at women’s live in the community to understand what the quality of 

life is like for women involved in the fishing industry. Women in the Westfjords had 

varying opinions of community interactions. Most people from other countries, if not 

married in the community, tended to spend time with their family or friends from the 

country they were from. This is common in many places across the world. Sometimes 

people are forced into it due to economic circumstances, such as if one neighborhood is 

cheaper than anywhere else and that is where most migrant families go. Or it may be easier 

to move to a place where people all share the same language and culture as the migrating 

family (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002). The factors that influence how sustainable a 

woman’s migration to another area include participation in the household and community, 

access to transportation, institutions, access to technology, and gendered expectations in 

the culture. Based on the results from the interviews in this study, the factor that women 

lack the most in the Westfjords seems to be participation in the community.  

Polish women participated the least in town activities and Icelandic women participated the 

most. But regardless of nationality, having kids increased women’s participation in the 

community. The biggest challenges for immigrant women in the communities were the 

language barriers and weather, the biggest challenges for Icelandic women were the size of 

the town and the lack of places to go, and all women felt challenged by transportation to 

and around the area and gossip. Although most people said they were satisfied with their 

lives in interviews, survey results showed that Icelandic women had a significantly higher 

enjoyment of community than women from Poland. Women from the Philippines did not 

have a significantly different enjoyment of community from Polish women or Icelandic 

women, but since women from Poland showed a lower enjoyment of community than 
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Icelandic women, it can be inferred that Polish women have a lower enjoyment of 

community than Filipino women. Many Filipino women marry Icelandic men, which help 

them integrate into the community (Skaptadóttir, 2015). This could explain why Filipino 

women in this thesis had a higher enjoyment of community score than Polish women. 

However, interviews with a young Filipino women showed a low enjoyment of 

community.  

One reason for a lower enjoyment of community from people could be that people are 

working too many hours and do not have time to be an active member of the community. A 

lack of time can decrease positive feelings and increase pressure and other negative 

feelings (Burke, 2008). This might have been the case for many women, both from Iceland 

and other countries, who mentioned that they work all day and do not really have time to 

do other activities after work because they are too tired.  

For life satisfaction, women from Poland had a significantly lower life satisfaction survey 

score than women from the Philippines or Iceland. This could be due to a number of 

reasons, from the language barrier to negative interactions in the community with people 

from both Iceland and Poland. Regardless of life satisfaction, women from everywhere had 

many hopes for the future, for both themselves and their children. Dreaming about 

different job occupations and futures for children was common for many immigrant 

women, while women from Iceland hoped for things from better services in the community 

to having a family. Although there is a negative view of Icelandic women working in fish 

processing in society, the Icelandic women interviewed did not state that they did not want 

their kids to work in fish processing in the future. And even though in society it is accepted 

for Polish women to work in fish processing, the Polish women did not want their kids to 

work there in the future.  

Hopes for the future can really affect wellbeing and get people through the parts of life that 

they find difficult. Some of these hopes can become a reality if the women work towards 

them, but the choices of what jobs people can have will depend on economic conditions 

(Elstad, 1999). Even though new job opportunities are coming to the Westfjords as the 

tourism and aquaculture industries grow, these jobs may not be what people dream of 

doing. For example, one of the women I interviewed would like to help at her friend’s 

clothing store if she ever makes enough money to open one. If she has enough money, this 
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dream might become a possibility, but it just depends on economic conditions.  

This study has shown that immigrant women have gained and lost power by moving to 

Iceland. For example, one Filipino woman who I interviewed who moved to Iceland alone 

was able to make more money to give herself and her family a better life back in the 

Philippines but lost important connections with her community and neighbors back home. 

She moved from a place where she had connections to a place where she had very little, 

which could lessen her quality of life, which is seen in other places, as well (Gilbert, 1998). 

Many Nordic countries have been lacking in their ability to incorporate immigrant citizens 

into society (Siim and Stoltz, 2015). And even though they have high levels of gender 

equality, women struggle with adapting to a new life in a new place. According to 

Williamson et al. (2004), people move to a new place to feel more secure, but if society 

does not do enough to make immigrant women feel welcome and they do not feel satisfied 

in their jobs, life can be extremely difficult for them. This is where Ramamurthy’s 

perplexity complex can be seen. Women feel perplexed because they are happy they have a 

job and a place to live, but they might feel negative emotions from missing home or not 

being included in society (Ramamurthy, 2003).  

Finally, this thesis briefly looked at whether the problem of migration from coastal and 

rural areas was a problem in the Westfjords. Looking at Iceland specifically, Bjarnason and 

Thorlindsson (2006) found that women in fishing communities in Iceland are 1.6 times 

more likely to migrate from their communities due to their lack of interest in the fishing 

industry. Although migration from coastal rural areas is a big problem in many places, the 

communities in the Westfjords are not decreasing in population as much as they used to, 

partly because of the increased numbers of immigrants moving into the area (Júlíusdóttir et 

al., 2013). This study showed that there were mixed opinions about people moving away 

from the Westfjords and whether or not it was an issue. But even if the Westfjords region 

is not experiencing as strong of a depopulation trend of young people as other regions of 

Iceland and the Arctic, this is a huge problem for rural communities in many places that 

should be acknowledged in similar studies to this one. 

This thesis has looked at the roles, perceptions, and hopes of women involved in fisheries 

in the Westfjords of Iceland. Through interviews and surveys that examined job 

satisfaction, enjoyment of community, and life satisfaction, this thesis has painted a picture 
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of the overall quality of life of the women who work in fisheries in the Westfjords. More 

studies like this need to be done to see how life could be made better for all women in 

communities in the Westfjords and elsewhere, which is important because improving the 

quality of life for these women can improve their quality of work and make the community 

and businesses more successful.  

7.2 Future Studies 

In order to collect data that represents the northern Westfjords as a whole, this thesis 

collected interview and survey data from five different towns in the area. The survey asked 

questions about quality of life, which could be affected based on which town the 

respondents lived in. There were differences in the various categories of quality of life 

studied in this thesis (Figure 13). These differences could be caused by many reasons, 

including population size in the town or the number of immigrant women surveyed in that 

town. It is also important to note that this data reflects where the women surveyed worked, 

not lived. It was common that women would live in a different town from where they 

worked, and their assessment of community life would then be of the town in which they 

live. It is necessary that each of these towns be studied at a deeper level individually to 

assess why exactly the women in these towns feel the way they do about their quality of 

life. 
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Figure 13 Significant differences in quality of life indicators between towns based on 

survey data (lines connect communities with significant differences) 

In addition, more talk and research needs to discuss gender in the Arctic. Case studies like 

these could immensely benefit the Arctic and should be conducted to set social baselines in 

communities that might drastically change as stressors like climate change become 

stronger. Comparative studies between regions could also be useful in seeing what 

communities could do to improve the quality of life of all women in a specific location. 

Another future study could use the same survey that was conducted in this thesis to see 

how men perceive their quality of life in fish processing. Additionally, as Skaptadóttir 

(1996) and I have noticed, jobs in fish processing for women are more monotonous than 

jobs for men. Researching how companies could make jobs for women less monotonous 

could even improve the quality of work from people, making both the people working and 

the company happier. In addition, more research should be done to look at wage 

differences and the hiring practices of fish processing plants to see how much higher paid 

more perceived skilled labour is.  

Most importantly, in my opinion, the effect of aquaculture on communities should be more 

intensely studied in the Arctic and subarctic. In the Westfjords, aquaculture is growing and 

could provide many jobs in the future. One Icelandic woman described the aquaculture 

boom in Patreksfjörður, a southern fjord in the Westfjords region. She said that there are 

no houses for sale anymore because people keep moving there because there are so many 

other services growing around fish farming. Therefore, it is important to look at how 

aquaculture could benefit communities where it does not currently exist.  

More studies also need to look at the potential job opportunities for women that 

aquaculture could open up. In a study that looked at women who are involved in 

aquaculture, it was seen that women liked working in aquaculture more than fish 

processing because living fish were better to work with than dead ones. It also found that 

in Iceland, women have been able to achieve a higher level of education and create 

opportunities for themselves related to aquaculture. “Aquaculture is an industry with future 

economic potential for women and men in Iceland as it becomes clear that fishery 

resources are being fully exploited…” (Karlsdóttir 2009: 81). However, the women 

interviewed in this thesis did not seem to be interested in aquaculture as a career.  
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Most of the women who I asked about aquaculture were not interested in working in it in 

the future. The women interviewed said aquaculture was “for the man mostly”, that they 

did not want to work outside like people do in aquaculture, that aquaculture is “dirty and 

sticky”, that the fish would seem like pets, or that live fish freaked them out. Only one 

woman said that there was a potential for women to work in aquaculture through the small 

fish in hatcheries. The woman that I talked to did not seem to have much interest in 

aquaculture, but that could also be because they did not know a lot about it. Therefore, 

more studies should be conducted on women and their opinions and potential roles in the 

aquaculture industry.  

7.3 Management Recommendations  

Starting in the 1990’s, women’s fisheries organizations across Europe became more 

popular. They were established to improve the lives of fishermen’s families. Some 

organizations have petitioned for more rights for women in the fishing industry, such as 

allowing women to inherit fishing rights. Therefore, more women’s organizations could be 

created in the Arctic to lobby for more rights in the fisheries decision-making process 

(Frangoudes, et al., 2014).  

Additionally, as aquaculture becomes more developed in the Westfjords and in other areas 

of the world, steps should be taken to include women in the industry. In Norway, fish 

farming could have equally included women in this new and successful industry, but 

labour became as gendered as it was with fisheries. A study done on the role of women in 

fish farming in Norway concluded by saying “the myth of fish farming as best suited for 

men still remains” (Pettersen and Alsos, 2007: 116). It would be a good idea for the towns 

in the Westfjords to hold workshops about aquaculture that are specifically geared towards 

women to show how they could potentially get involved with it in the future.  

Finally, managers should pay more attention to the challenges and problems faced by 

women in the workplace. This study can help show the kinds of problems that do exist so 

they can work on them. The figures in this thesis that display the Likert data show what 

different groups of women are most satisfied and unsatisfied with. By looking at individual 

questions, management decisions can be made to target specific problems that women have 

that affect their quality of life. Iceland should strive to make their gender gap even smaller 
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by stopping the segregation of labour in fish processing by gender and allowing men and 

women to pick whichever job they like. Skaptadóttir and Rafnsdóttir (2002) found that 

women receive lower wages for labour that is seen as less skilled. Even if labour continues 

to be segregated by gender in fish processing, stereotypically men’s jobs, which are often 

seen as more skilled than women’s, should not be paid more.  

7.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, through the roles, perceptions, and hopes of women who work in fisheries in 

the Westfjords of Iceland, this thesis has quantitatively and qualitatively described the 

quality of life and experiences that Icelandic and immigrant women have in this sector. 

There are significant differences between the quality of life of women from different 

countries involved in the fisheries sector, with Icelandic women having a higher quality of 

life than women of other nationalities, with Polish women having the lowest quality of life. 

The results of this study also describe why women from other countries are involved in 

these sectors more than Icelandic women, as well as how women feel about having a job in 

fish processing. Women who have leadership positions within the fish processing plants 

have a significantly higher job and life satisfaction, and most women who hold these 

positions are Icelandic.  

This study also looked at gendered differences in fish processing in the Westfjords. 

Women from the Philippines thought that gender segregation in the workplace was due to 

physical reasons and that it made sense, while Icelandic and Polish women had mixed 

opinions about gender segregation. Some women thought that they did jobs in fish 

processing, like cutting and packaging fish, better than men, while others thought that 

perhaps men would be better at it. When it comes to job satisfaction, Polish women are 

significantly less satisfied than women from the Philippines, most likely due to the 

language barrier between women from Poland and others.  

Additionally, this thesis looks at women fishers in the Westfjords. It shows that women 

began fishing to make money and to prove that they are strong and can do it. This thesis 

also shows how difficult it is to raise a family and fish at the same time and highlights the 

unrecognized work that women do in the community to support fisheries. Finally, this 

thesis describes what it is like for immigrant women to live in the Westfjords, where the 
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language and climate can be completely different from what they are used to. Icelandic 

women have a significantly higher enjoyment of community and life satisfaction than 

women from other countries. This thesis provides detailed experiences and opinions of 

women on their job and in the community, which can be used by decision-makers in 

fisheries and in the municipality to create programs to better lives for these women. 

Improving their lives can have lasting beneficial effects on the communities in the 

Westfjords, such as keeping women in the communities. Although future studies need to 

be conducted on this topic, this thesis can start improving the lives of immigrant and 

Icelandic women in the Westfjords.   
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