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Abstract 

This exploratory qualitative research attempts to dig into a new scientific standpoint of 

virtual communication, mobilisation and transnationalism practised in the social media 

by Icelandic refugees and asylum seekers who have been travelling thousands of 

kilometres away from their home countries to seek refuge in Iceland, which is a sparsely 

populated island that is located far away from other European borders. The rational 

choices of travelling to Iceland is explored through the means and modes of socio-virtual 

tendencies, how information through the social media determine the choice of travelling 

to Iceland through expectations generated by commercialised tourist media platforms, 

what expectations the refugees and asylum seekers have on Iceland prior to their arrival, 

and what kind of reality that they are living in the country. This research emphasises on 

the hermeneutical approach through various types of qualitative methods combining 

micro causalities between rational choices and virtual behaviour to understand the 

rationale of asylum seekers targeting a country like Iceland. This research aims to be 

exploratory and proposes new kind of methodological approaches through socio-virtual 

science based on the reflection of existing methodological and ethical guidelines and 

through the encouragement of innovation in social sciences today. 
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Forewords 

While you are reading this research proposal, you are currently sitting in a physical space 

within a physical sphere. But you might soon find it necessary to move away from the 

physical world and put yourself into the virtual world that is constructed into billions of 

algorithms that not only serve you as the Lord of your own virtual space but also gives 

you the approximation of total freedom to do whatever you want. You can reach beyond 

time and space without moving away from the physical space that you currently occupy. 

In the virtual world, you can move across borders and communicate with people from 

the other side of the world, you can have job interviews without being physically present 

in the company, you can hear the explosions from wars happening thousands of 

kilometres away from your own home as if these are happening right in front of your 

window, you can punish people because of their unlawful acts somewhere far away from 

you through petitions or by mobilising into larger virtual groups; in fact, you can do so 

many things! Your daily principles might want to force you into the virtual world even if 

you would deny it. You might want to have a look at your virtual profiles such as Facebook 

notifications and messages, emails, Twitter posts or Instagram pictures. You might want 

to check your salary, your homework, your calendar or even the latest Christmas offers 

on Elko's website, all of which happen in the virtual sphere. You might feel an inner desire 

of creating social awareness around you through social media or in the national and 

international news in the name of your own and/or your relatives' safety and comfort. 

You might have had a bad day and therefore decide to dig into the virtual world and check 

the latest gossips and scandals regarding the celebrities, which might make you feel more 

grateful about yourself and your humble 'normalised' life. You might have noticed later 

that you have, at some point, committed yourself to the virtual world once or twice while 

standing in the physical world. You are not the only one. So, have I and so have over 1 

billion people around the world.  
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Chapter one: Introduction 
 

In the past couple of years, we have experienced an increased number of asylum seekers 

and refugees targeting Iceland from all around the world to establish a new life. There 

exists no prior research about the role of the social media affecting the asylum seekers' 

decisions of seeking refuge in Iceland. This exploratory qualitative research attempts to 

use and formalise various forms of qualitative approaches to combine micro causalities 

between rational choices of travelling to Iceland and the behaviour in the social media 

platforms such as refugee communities, where most asylum seekers decide based on the 

inflow and outflow of information which country to target. As we are entering a new and 

untouched field, the methodological approaches in this research act rather exploratory 

through the analogy of constructing a research emphasising on the grounded theory to 

pick up new social tendencies and to enlighten a new world and provide new 

methodological opportunities that can act as guidelines for future science within this field 

and within other fields that involve socio-virtual science. This is done by attempting to 

live the life of refugees and asylum seekers and by attempting to understand different 

social phenomena from a hermeneutical approach.  

1.1 Outline of the study 

 

This research is rather inductive and attempts to understand and thematise different 

social tendencies from a qualitative approach through in-depth interviews, participant 

observations, observation of virtual refugee communities and through ethnographical 

field research in various Icelandic migration institutions, in various virtual refugee 

communities and the homes of refugees and asylum seekers in Iceland. The decision of 

conducting this research from a qualitative method is rationalised through the limitations 

of a quantitative macro approach such as when conducting a questionnaire which would 

not be applicable to newly arrived asylum seekers, as they are not registered in Iceland, 

and since a qualitative research provides us with an in-depth understanding of the way 

that refugees and asylum seekers in Iceland come to understand, act and manage their 

daily lives within particular settings. Instead of trying to understand, 'what' is happening 

through numbers and raw data from a macro approach, a qualitative micro research use 
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words and images that help us to understand 'why' and 'how' things are happening, how 

things evolve and why they evolve. Using different qualitative approaches in this 

research, we attempt to provide a more profound examination and realisation of the 

Icelandic asylum seekers' travel to and experiences in Iceland. We need to know and 

understand the sentiments of the field that we are approaching and understand the 

world that is seen from the asylum seekers perspectives starting from when they leave 

their home country to when they arrive and attempt to establish a life in Iceland.  

 

This research, therefore, goes through following chronological order: 

1 Trying to understand why, when and how asylum seekers left their home countries 

2 Discussing the travel from their home countries to other countries  

3 Discussing the role of the social media in the decision of targeting Iceland and the 

expectations that refugees and asylum seeker had to Iceland prior to their arrival 

4 Discussing the arrival in Iceland, the Icelandic migration bureaucracy and the way 

that Icelandic authorities are handling asylum seekers  

5 Discussing the tendencies of some refugees becoming a part of the Icelandic society 

while others are excluded 

6 Discussing the living conditions of refugees and asylum seekers in Iceland  

7 Comparing whether or not the asylum seekers find their expectations of Iceland 

living up to their thoughts about the country prior to their arrival; with the social 

media having a strong role in this expectation. 

 

This research is, therefore divided into following chapters following a conventional 

framework:  

 

Chapter one will start by describing the rationale for undertaking this research project 

and by giving an outline of this study, explaining the methodological approaches used and 

why these approaches play an essential role in this research.  

 

Chapter two comprises of a literature review given based on prior studies that have 
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inspired this research and acted as a guideline to new ideas and methodological 

approaches that are designed in this research. Emphasising on prior research, we will 

start by introducing the important role of the social media in terms of migration, 

explaining the transnational virtual refugee communities that determine the inflow and 

outflow of information that are helping refugees and asylum seekers to target a specific 

country to travel - herein Iceland - and the challenges that Icelandic refugees and asylum 

seekers have experienced during their travel to Iceland and their establishment in 

Iceland. Here, there will be an emphasis on cultural capital and social media platforms 

like YouTube that is portraying an paradisal Iceland through increased commercialism in 

tourism in Iceland. 

 

Chapter three will define and specify the aim of this research, the different qualitative 

approaches and designations that are used to conduct this research, the in-depth 

interviews and participant observations conducted in this research, sampling and 

selection of themes coded from the transcribed interviews and ethical considerations 

prior to the implementation of the research. 

 

Chapter four will present the different themes that are following the same chronological 

order as previously mentioned presenting and discussing ten different themes, theorising 

and rationalising these themes into existing theories in social sciences and by generating 

new theories and explanations through the outcome and interpretation of the themes.  

 

 

Chapter five will discuss the pros and cons of the methods that are used in this research, 

the existing methodological and ethical guidelines existing around qualitative socio-

virtual research, the implementation and innovation of new methods when conducting a 

research about an isolated group of people, its limitations and what could have been 

done better to conduct this research. 

 

Chapter six will conclude and evaluate the findings  and introduce a new paradigm within 

social science today  based on the conduction of this study. 
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Chapter two: Literature Review 
 

The aim of this chapter is to review previous studies that give us an insight into the 

tendencies of migration, reflecting on the important role of social media affecting the 

decisions of travelling to specific places.  This literature review particularly reflects on the 

research by Dekker et al. (2018) that is one of the few prominent research that links 

contemporary mass migration in the West such as the refugee crisis in Europe in 2015 

with the virtual tendencies in terms of refugee mobilisation and transnationalism in the 

social media platforms like Facebook and WhatsApp.  

 

2.1  Social media, transnationalism and general migration 

 

The world society today is mainly defined by its 2-dimensional spheres constructed into 

the physical sphere and the virtual sphere, both of which define the contemporary 

Western societies. The social media has given new opportunities for individuals around 

the world to communicate and to interact with each other making the borders between 

countries insignificant in these terms. Cross-border communication plays a vital part in 

the name of survival among individuals today, as the dependency on the social media has 

never been more significant in terms of understanding the surroundings; the good and 

bad around us, the family and friends, from whom we need support, the easiest ways to 

bring food on the table, the most effective way to seek recognition from other individuals, 

the way of navigating through unknown paths etc. One could argue that we are living in 

a globalised world society that is determined by liquid modernity (Bauman, 2015). The 

ongoing development of new technology, constant changes in the global systematic 

structures, the unstructured human behaviour and the fluid state is adapted by 

individuals that are surrounded by these social facts, which reject the thoughts about 

absolutism and gives us a range of ideas about an unspecified and instable future 

modernity. The questions that arise around the interpretation of globalisation, therefore, 

seem to variate as a function of time and space, as time changes space and space defines 

time. That means globalisation is neither a label nor an absolute definition of a thing but 

is the process of interaction and integration among individuals in the societies, 
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institutions and governments worldwide. That also means that the way each individual 

would use the word globalisation all depends on the subject that one is dealing with, and 

how globalisation is linked to this subject. Thomas and Clarke (2013) describe 

globalisation as a discourse rather than reality, as one is emphasising on the changes over 

time from a historical-comparative standpoint. That means, the word globalisation seems 

to be about space but ends up losing over the mechanism and limitations of spatial 

relationships (Thomas and Clarke, 2013, p. 308). That also tells us that the globalised 

world, therefore, shapes and reshapes as a function of time and space, and so does the 

universal interpretation of globalisation! 

The social media is an important tool for migrants to navigate themselves through 

borders, to receive information about the destination that they are targeting, to maintain 

contact with social ties and to create an awareness of what is happening around them in 

the name of safety and security. The social media is easily accessible, relatively cheap and 

consist of media-rich means of communication which allows asylum seekers to establish 

and maintain contact with different social ties around the world. Individuals base their 

rational choices on circumstances around them. As for asylum seekers, the choice of 

travelling from one country to another is based on strategies, advice, cross-border 

information and the reiteration of the country that they are targeting and that are mostly 

provided through different socio-virtual networks.  

The internet world has expanded more rapidly than any previous technology. In a 

mobile world, there are intricate and extensive links between physical travel and modes 

of communication, which form new fluidities and are difficult to stabilise (Urry, 2016). 

The awareness of an existing country called 'Iceland' in the globalised world has become 

more widespread due to increased online commercialism in the expanded tourism 

industry in the country in the last couple of years. Besides the glorious pictures and videos 

about Iceland and its astonishing paradisal nature shown in the social media, Iceland is a 

well-established and strong welfare society and a democratic model which not only 

attracts more asylum seekers to the country but create high expectations with regard to 

the receiving country. The material connection of people, images, information, machines, 

money, ideas and dangers are constantly 'on the move', which contributes to the rapid 

circulation of connections between different people from different parts of the world. 



13 

There is mobility in terms of semi-permanent geographical movement and in the sense 

of constant migration in the globalised world (Urry, 2016).   

 

Migration has always existed throughout history, but the conditions of 

globalisation have through the virtual world, and technologised modes of products such 

as cars, ships, planes, and many other wonders increased these tendencies. Clearly, the 

notion of international migration plays an important role in the logic of globalisation 

today, and many control strategies based on older political approaches are likely to fail 

due to the alienation (or refusal of accepting) the social reality with its liquid modernity 

(Cotrell and Chayko, 2003). The circular flow of individuals, goods, information and 

symbols across countries have been triggered by determining elements within the logic 

of globalisation such as social media. Thomas Faist (2000) mentions in Williams and Hall 

(2000) that the globalised village is constructed into a transnational social space, where 

the flow of information and people, who receive this information (mainly through the 

social media), is increasing. Hannam (2006) suggests that the notion of globalisation 

today should be seen from its many tendencies that it offers with the access to billions of 

information through the virtual world, and Sheller (2006) in Hannam (2006, p. 246) 

suggest that the paradigm of 'new mobilities' is formed in the social science today as a 

reaction to this ever-expanding globalised tendency. 

Hein de Haas (2007, p. 837) mentions that migration is not simply a linear function 

of global disparities in life perspectives; and due to the ongoing development and 

expansion of new technology, there is little cause to expect that we will see a decrease in 

mobility and migration in the Western societies. It is predicted that there will be at least 

one billion international arrivals around the world each year by 2020 (Urry, 2015)! 

Migration today defines a liquid world society that is constantly on the move. The rise of 

neo-nationalism and neo-populism since the refugee crisis in 2015 has put more interest 

in tendencies within globalisation such as the social media. In fact, Hein de Haas reminds 

us that even that the study of migration is anything but a new topic, the rise of 

nationalistic political ideologies contributes paradigmatic shifts of understanding 

migration in a globalised world (Brønden, 2012). 
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2.2  Asylum seekers' travel and the challenges of using the polymedia  

 

Dekker et al.'s (2018) findings are important for the understanding of the cause of a' 

shrinking' globalised world society due to constant cross-border communication and 

information, where distances between individuals around the world have become 

relative to the use of the internet and the social media. In fact, they are describing the 

use of social media over the smartphone as a "polymedia", where the smartphone not 

only gives the opportunity for asylum seekers to call and text but also offer an internet 

connection, GPS, apps etc. Asylum seekers, who are travelling through borders using their 

smartphones can be referred to as the "do-it-yourself migrants", where they take the 

journey of establishing a new life in their own hands using the social media as their 

strongest weapon.  The existence of social media is essential for the expansion of migrant 

networks beyond existing ties and access to diverse information on migrant routes and 

destinations. The expansion of migrant networks is both based on weak, strong and latent 

ties that are realised through virtual communication in apps such as Facebook and 

WhatsApp. This is a significant advantage for migrants, who go beyond the 'public 

transcripts' of national governments by interacting with people and by exploring new 

things through the social media and allow them to access 'hidden transcripts', in which 

practical advice can help successful crossing of borders and where official information 

can be challenged (Dekker et al., 2018). Leung (2010) explain that the access to the social 

media can be very challenging at times for the asylum seekers and also in terms of 

affordability, surveillance and connectivity of others in migrants' social networks. It is not 

always possible that the migrants have access to social media, as they might need to 

charge their phones during their travel and do not have access to any plugins, or they 

sometimes run out of internet and need to buy a new SIM card, as no Wi-Fi is available 

around the location that they are present in. The lack of access to social media can put 

the migrant into considerable difficulties, as the internet is what they are dependent on 

when travelling through unknown places or when attempting to get in contact with their 

existing social ties (Dekker et al., 2018).  

The challenge of using the social media can as well be caused by external factors 

such as unwanted surveillance by state and non-state actors, which sometimes force 

migrants to use encrypted messaging apps such as Signal, Telegram and WhatsApp. Social 
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media allows information to circulate based on an informal basis and enables the 

extension of one's social network with mostly latent and weak ties. This does as well 

create a feeling of uncertainty among the asylum seekers in terms of the truthfulness of 

information that is shared online (Dekker et al., 2018). 

The social media has an unspecified access to power and determine the 

individual's rational choices due to its variety of functionalities and opportunities that it 

offers. One could understand the social media through Foucault's notion of modern 

power, as he (Foucault) mentions that power is the name that one attributes to a complex 

strategical situation in a particular society" which in our case is the social media 

(Bonanno, 2014, p. 62). From a Foucauldian perspective, we can associate the social 

media as institutions, in which individuals are shaped and constrained to specific 

structures, where rational choices are made and where individuals are ultimately limiting 

their ability to freely represent themselves even though they in fact could. From what 

Goffman probably would have said, the information that is available in the social media 

constitutes a 'backstage' space, where information coming from the outer virtual world 

can be conceived by migrants and used in the strategy of finding safe establishment in 

the new grounds that they are approaching (Bonanno, 2014). This information can consist 

of availability of jobs and accommodation, availability of social support given by the 

receiving country or illegal ways of crossing borders by communicating with smugglers 

through encrypted online chatting platforms.  

 

2.3 Tourism in Iceland, cultural capital and migration 

 

Iceland has not until recent years been a preferred destination for asylum seekers due to 

its geographical location and by people not knowing about the country (Ingvarsson, 

Egilson and Skaptadóttir, 2016). But the last 10 – 15 years Iceland has become better 

known globally due to increased commercialism in tourism. The increased commercialism 

in the tourist business can create an illusion of a country in perfection with a portraited 

'well-functioning' society and marvellous history and nature. This can result in asylum 

seekers not feeling that their expectations prior to their arrival to, in this case, Iceland 

not being fulfilled (Ingvarsson et al., 2016). 
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Ingvarsson et al. (2016) mention that people born abroad living in Iceland were 

numbered only 5700 in Iceland in 1996 but was almost 31000 in 2014, which is the year 

where tourism reached its peak. This was caused by (1) increased need for labour workers 

in the tourism sector and (2) larger waves of asylum seekers arriving from Syria, Eritrea 

and Albania.  Some of the respondents that Ingvarsson et al. (2016) were interviewing 

described Iceland as being no different from any of the countries in the global South when 

it comes to the way of handling refugees. The asylum seekers felt disclosed, left outside 

the society, and isolated in prison-like conditions far beyond their expectations. The 

tendency of illusion or misleading information versus reality can reflect on some of 

Dekker and Engbarssen (2013) arguments, in which they mention that the social media 

can provide illusive utopic representations of a country unrealistic to the social reality or 

even false information that might lead asylum seekers into dead ends. Social media can 

provide manipulative offerings by employers or by weak social ties, where the promised 

outcome turns out to be its opposite.  

 

2.4  Conclusion 

 

The aim of this chapter was to review the literature relating to the role of the social media 

in terms of the decisions of travelling to Iceland, how the commercialised tourism sector 

in Iceland has increased this tendency and how one should emphasise on migratory 

tendencies with a focus on the functionalities within the virtual world.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 

This chapter presents the qualitative methodological approaches that have been used to 

experience and understand the lives of refugees and asylum seekers in Iceland, their 

travel to Iceland, the rationale and expectations of travelling to Iceland, the role of the 

social media in terms of rational choices and the way asylum seekers are treated in 

Iceland. This chapter will present the aim of this research, the different methodological 

approaches adopted for this research, and the ethical guidelines that this research 

attempts to follow. It will as well present the qualitative samples in terms of 

transcriptions and coding of interviews and participant observations that were recorded.  

 

3.1   Aim of research  

The aim of this research is to:  

- Trying to understand the role of social media in terms of migration to Iceland 

among refugees and asylum seekers 

- Trying to understand what motivated the refugees and asylum seekers to travel 

all the way to Iceland emphasising on the expectations they had prior to their 

arrival in the country, and how the social media plays a role in these 

expectations.  

- Trying to understand what kind of reality the refugees and asylum seekers are 

facing in Iceland while staying in the country 

- Comparing their expectations of the country prior to their arrival and the reality 

that they are living.  

 

3.2   Interviews – approach and implementation 

In this research, semi-structured interviews have been constructed to allow the 

respondents to answer freely, to elaborate the answers, to allow flexibility during the 

interviews, to allow range and to give the respondents the ability to elicit more 

information during the conversations. These semi-structured interviews gave the 
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opportunity to respondents to answer in their own ways yet still maintaining a good 

structure throughout the interview. The interview questions were open-ended and rather 

semi-structured, which would allow the respondent to speak freely and let the 

respondent have the breaks that the respondent needed throughout the interviews. As 

the conversation with an asylum seeker or a refugee would imply some very sensitive 

topics, the interviewer had the opportunity to prepare the respondent for the interview 

before conducting the interview (Kumar, 2005). The questions asked during the 

interviews were different compared to whom the questions were targeting, as we were 

dealing with both married and single respondents, males and females, those who were 

staying in housing in Reykjavik and those who were staying in the camps such as Ásbru, 

those who were suffering from PTSD and those who were depressed. The whole idea of 

emphasising on open-ended questions was to ensure that the respondent would feel 

comfortable in the setting of the interview preventing having a so-called doctor-patient 

conversation that would increase the tendency of limiting possible crucial information 

and increase the risk of stress and discomfort around the respondents.  

The practical construction of transcribing, coding and analysing the interviews 

reflect on Esterberg's (2002) suggestion about open coding where she argues that one 

should look at 'what is out there' rather than coding in advance based on' what one might 

be expecting to code' prior to the coding process, as this might impose an own sense of 

what is ought to be there, which increase the risk of missing important themes. Esterberg 

(2002) suggests that one should remain open-minded in terms of coding down themes 

that come unexpected and that might be turning around the emphasis of the research. 

The construction of the interviews was inspired by Creswell's (1996) description of the 

inductive approach that relates to the grounded theory, in which the collected 

information from the interviews (and the ethnographical field work) were coded and 

interpreted into generated theories. An attempt of avoiding violating the rights of the 

respondent such as asking questions that could harm the respondent psychologically was 

determent for the construction of the interviews and the planning of the setting of the 

interview following existing ethical and methodological guidelines. The practical and 

methodological part of this research reflect on Dekker's et al. (2018) qualitative work on 

Syrian asylum migrants in the Netherlands and how they used social media information 

in their migration decision-making. Dekker et al. (2008) did report the problem of finding 
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refugees who would be willing to be interviewed due to fear of their answers becoming 

consequential for them.  What Dekker et al. (2018) did not manage to do was to reflect 

on the reasons of these denials, whether or not it had something to do with the fact that 

asylum seekers' fear of being deported by revealing too much information during the 

interviews. But Dekker et al. (2018) have decided to cover up some other important 

things reflecting on the use of social media among asylum seekers having managed to 

conduct an exceptional research that this research is inspired by.  

The rationale of conducting qualitative research is based on the possible 

accessibility of understanding various social phenomena from a rather interpretivist and 

micro perspective based on a hermeneutical approach. Contrary to qualitative research, 

quantitative research has for many years been deemed the proper scientific approach for 

conducting research due to its possibility of measuring causality between different social 

elements in the society while qualitative research being associated with phenomenology. 

The positivist philosophical tradition is often preferred by social scientists who rather 

emphasize on hard and raw data that can be measured and generalised from a macro 

perspective of the society. But when it comes to a minority group of people and people, 

who are secluded into isolated institutions or people, who are afraid of revealing 

information and data about themselves or not being registered in the Icelandic statistics, 

measuring a social phenomenon from a macro perspective would exclude many hidden 

phenomena due to the critical approach of measuring things as an object instead of a 

subject. In fact, the grounded theory, the conduction of verbal analysis or the analysis of 

a setting from a qualitative approach can alter the direction of the study in terms of 

discovering new phenomena. While a mixed approach of macro and micro research could 

specify certain social phenomena, this is not always the case when dealing with a very 

small minority that is secluded and isolated.  

This research has attempted to use a Weberian tradition relying on the expression 

of 'value-free sociology' created by Max Weber with the intention of creating a less naïve 

methodology moving away from concerning itself merely on questions of facts and rather 

attempt to seek a deeper understanding of the practices and elements with the 

implementation of 'verstehen' in the world of social science ('verstehen' in German 

meaning 'to understand'). Therefore, a hermeneutical approach in terms of interpreting 
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a social phenomenon based on a collaboration between verbal analysis and participant 

observation has been conducted to increase the reliability of this research.  

 

3.3   Sampling and selection 

The ideas on sampling follow the relevance of the target group of this research. In 

choosing the sample of respondents in this research, the purposive sampling method has 

been used in order to recruit respondents who would be able to provide detailed 

information about the scientifical framework that this study emphasises on. The 

participants and the respondents were sought through personal contacts starting from 

Betty, who is mentioned in this research and who is a volunteer working with refugees 

and asylum seekers, and Hamza, who was interviewed in this research and who provided 

with great support in helping the researcher to reach other respondents.  

Some of the other respondents and participants in this research were reached 

through the Muslim community, that the researcher is familiar with. While others were 

reached through the Red Cross or through other volunteers like Betty who take active 

part in movements like "No Border Iceland", who are opposing against the deportation 

of asylum seekers. As highlighted, the participants come from very different social 

backgrounds, different countries and are currently living in different social statuses in 

Iceland being a refugee, asylum seeker or being denied their asylum processes facing the 

risk of deportation.  

The respondents who were subjects of this research aged between 25 and 50, 

where the youngest among the respondents were those who travelled individually to 

Iceland, whereas the oldest ones were those who travelled with a family or with the 

purpose of bringing the family later to the country. All the respondents were given 

fictious names in this research, that means, the names given in this thesis do not 

represent their real names to protect their confedentiality. Those involved in the 

interviews were 7 males and 2 females (Table, 1): 

 

 

 

 



21 

Table 1:  Descriptive Statistics for Interviewed Participants  
Respon-

dent 

Sex Age Marital 

Status 

Travelled Children  Status Employment 

home-

country   

Occupation in 

Iceland 

Origin Conduc-

tion time 

Interview 

took place 

Ahmed M 40 Married Alone family 

joined later 

2 Refugee Police Chief Janitor Turkey August 

2020 

Researcher’s 

home  

Hamza M 31 Married Alone 0 Asylum 

Seeker 

Translator for 

American 

army in Iraq 

Unemployed Iraq August 

2020 

Room at the 

University of 

Iceland 

Furkan M 30 Divorced Alone 1  Refugee Police Officer Fishing 

industry 

Turkey June 2019 Researcher’s 

home 

Kadir M 43 Married With family 3 Refugee Business Unemployed Iraq Septem-

ber 2020 

Respondent’s 

home 

Basir M 42 Married Alone 3 Asylum 

seeker 

PHD  physics Unemployed Tunisia Septem-

ber 2020 

Room at the 

University of 

Iceland 

Meriem F 35 Married Came later 

with Ahmed 

2 Refugee Police officer Unemployed Turkey March 

2020 

Location near 

Laugadalur 

           

Hazal F 27 Married With family 2 Refugee Shop 

assistant 

Studying Lebanon October 

2020 

Respondent’s 

home 

Baku M 28 Single Alone 0 Refugee Unknown  Unemployed Uganda August 

2020 

Room at the 

University of 

Iceland 

Ramazan M 39 Married Alone  Family 

joined later 

3 Refugee Police 

Commissar  

Security 

guard 

Turkey Decem-

ber 2019 

Researcher’s 

home 
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Observed Participants 

Respondent Sex Age Marital 

Status 

Travelled Children  Status Employment 

home-

country   

Occupation in 

Iceland 

Origin Conduc-

tion 

time 

Sevda Female 34 Married Came 

with 

Ramazan 

3 Refugee Teacher Unemployed Turkey March 

2020 

Fatih Male 29 Married Came 

with 

Oguz 

0 Deported Teacher Living and 

employed in 

Belgium 

Turkey Exact 

date not 

specified 

Abdu Male 39 Married Alone 2 Icelandic 

Citizen-

shio 

Unknown Business Somalia May 

2019 

Marwan Male 33 Married Family 

(married 

with 

Hazal) 

2 Refugee Shop 

assistant 

Unemployed Lebanon October 

2020 

Mambu Male  Un-

known 

Alone  Asylum 

seeker 

Unknown Unemployed Un-

known 

February 

2019 

Kamal Male 25 Married Alone 1 Icelandic 

citizen-

ship 

Homeless Studying Morocco Exact 

date not 

notified  

           

Hazal Female 27 Married With 

family 

2 Refugee Shop 

assistant 

Studying Lebano

n 

October 

2020 

Oguz Male 29 Married Came 

with Fatih 

0 Deported Teacher Delivering 

company 

Turkey Exact 

date not 

specified 

Ramazan Male 39 Married Alone  

Family 

joined 

later 

3 Refugee Police 

Commissar  

Security guard Turkey July and 

August 

2019 

Furkan Male 30  Divorced Alone 1 Refugee Police 

officer 

Fishing 

industry 

Turkey June 

and 

August 

2019 

Those involved in the participant observation were 8 males and 2 females. (Table, 2). 

Some of the time of conduction have not been specified.  
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3.4  Data collection  

The data collection took place from January 2018 to November 2020. The MA-thesis was 

delayed due to the COVID-19 outbreak, but this gave the researcher more time to focus 

on the existing data and to reach some new approaches with more data-collection. An 

app on the phone was used to record the interviews while the surrounding was secured 

from noises that would interrupt the recordings of the interviews. All of the interviews 

were fully transcribed verbatim. Most of the participants were interviewed in a room at 

the University of Iceland while some of the participants were interviewed in their homes, 

where they could feel more secure in their own surroundings and therefore be allowed 

to speak more freely. The strategy of interviewing was based on being able to ensure that 

the respondent could act freely and answer freely. The sequence of the questions was 

varied and in fact, differed based on the answers given by the respondent. That means, 

if the respondent would give an answer that would catch more of the researcher's 

interest, the researcher could ask the respondent to elaborate the answer more. It was 

necessary to allow empathy to develop between the researcher and the participant to 

avoid 'professionalism' occurring during the interview in a so-called 'doctor-patient' 

conversation, to be able to relate to the respondents' answer and to give some signals in 

terms of eye contact and body movement that would show that the researcher found the 

respondent's answer very interesting. As the respondents could reveal some very 

sensitive topics, the researcher attempted to balance the interview in terms of not asking 

into the sensitive answers to protect the respondents' rights.  

 

The interviews were targeting four different groups:  

 

Group 1: Those respondents who have not been staying in Iceland for a long time still 

waiting for their asylum process to go through 

 

Group 2: Those respondents who have migrated to Iceland individually without the help 

of organisations or governments. 
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Group 3: Those respondents who have stayed in Iceland for a longer time while having 

their asylum rejected  

 

Group 4: Those respondents who have stayed in Iceland for a longer time and gotten a 

refugee status or even and Icelandic Citizenship.  

 

3.5  Data analysis 

As the data were transcribed, they were placed in different orders based on the time that 

the interview took place, then coded, analysed, interpreted and verified. The main 

intention of the coding was to find the different themes that the respondent was 

presenting; both directly and indirectly. Some of the themes were 'hidden' in the 

arguments which was one of those things that the researcher had to prepare for, as the 

respondents would in certain situations during the interview feel insecure or afraid of 

revealing too much information due to the fear of, e.g., being deported. The coding 

process began when the interviews were fully transcribed and organised and were based 

on thematical keywords. These codes were all keywords that helped organising and 

categorising the transcribed interviews and the keywords were placed into a specifc order 

based on the repetition of these keywords. The data was then analysed into different 

themes by interpreting the codes and then identifying any reoccurring themes 

throughout the transcriptions. The very last process of analysing the transcribed 

interviews was the data verification, in which the coded themes and the transcripts were 

looked through again in order to look for new themes or to understand a 'deeper 

meaning' of particular themes through a hermeneutical approach by eventually reflecting 

on the outcome of the conducted participation observations.  

 

3.6 Ethnographical research – Ásbru  

In this thesis, the researcher decided to conduct an ethnographical research based on a 

case study implying participant observation and field researches, as this would help the 

researcher to understand more appropriately about the social and cultural phenomena 

that were lived and experienced by some asylum seekers in Iceland and therefore being 
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able  to specify the themes from the interviews more in-depth. The rationale of 

conducting a qualitative analysis emphasizing on ethnographical approaches gave the 

ability of understanding a phenomenon from the actor’s point of view by participating in 

situations while notifying what was going on in the settings around some asylum seekers. 

This, of course, presented unique challenges to the researcher due to the sensitive 

environment that the researcher approached such as an environment like Ásbru, where 

many asylum seekers are housed. A major challenge of conducting a case study such as 

visiting places like Ásbru was to avoid letting the negative surroundings affect the 

researcher's way of conducting the study in terms of subjectivity which could turn the 

research into a direction of 'activism' rather than 'academical' when not being careful. 

Nevertheless, a case study of this camp offered the chance of getting unique insights into 

the settings that some asylum seekers in Iceland are living. Another main challenge was 

to obtain access to the different settings and agreeing with the organisation or the 

institution of conducting the participant observation in the name of science. The case 

study of Ásbrú was conducted in August 2019 during a participation observation of 

Ramazan and Furkan, who invited me into their rooms in Ásbru.  

During the case study of Ásbru asylum camp in August 2019, the researcher went 

inside the camp observing the living conditions in the camp and documenting the 

surroundings while getting into a conversation with some of those living there. There 

were only males in the camp while the females were staying in another camp in 

Hafnafjordur with better living conditions since some of them were with kids. There were 

no security guards in Ásbrú at that time and the researcher was not aware of the rules of 

entering the asylum camp due to the lack of guidelines existing around the camp. Even 

when attempting to find some rules and regulations about entering the camp from 

various institutions in Iceland and on Google, nothing was specified to the researcher. 

The researcher acknowledged later on that the camp had rules that could be specified by 

the security guard present in the camp whether or not a visit was permissible. The 

security guard was not present at the researcher’s arrival. The researcher entered Ásbrú 

during a participation observation of two of the participants (Ramazan and Furkan) in this 

research, and the participants offered me the chance of visiting their rooms in Ásbru.   

The researcher managed to have a conversation with a worker from the Red Cross 

and was informed that Ásbru was occasionally monitored by representants from the Red 
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Cross once or twice every second month. The researcher’s intention was to enter Ásbrú 

building during its natural settings since the aspect of monthly monitoring by the Red 

Cross would possibly not give a proper insight of the place as (1) the authorities could 

possibly be preparing for these visits, (2) these observatory representants are only there 

for not more than a few hours and mostly manage to document the living conditions in 

terms of material circumstances or the interior and physical environment of the building 

without getting into detailed conversations with those staying there. 

 

3.6.1 Entering the Immigration Office 

 

The researcher was able to conduct a couple of observations of the Immigration Office 

emphasising on the interaction between the employees and those visiting the 

Immigration Office to observe the bureaucratical tendencies in the office, how the 

employees were assisting those visiting the Immigration Office (friendly/not friendly, 

welcoming/not welcoming, assisting/not assisting, smiling/not smiling etc.), how it was 

to be a migrant visiting the Immigration Office, the interior, the provided service, waiting 

time, the communication between people entering the place and employees, what kind 

of people that were present in the office and general services provided.  

The observations and case studies conducted in Ásbru and in the Immigration 

Office rely on multiple sources of evidences and data collection. The role of the 

researcher was rather an attempt to be an ethnographer by living and experiencing the 

settings within the organisation. The observation of the Immigration Office and Ásbru 

implied at first hand knowing the:  

 

- The location of the settings 

- Date, time, and place of observation, since this would determine the traffic of, 

e.g., the number of people entering the Immigration Office or whether, e.g., those 

staying in Ásbru were present or not.  

- Sensory impressions: colours, sounds, interior, numbers, atmosphere, air quality, 

facial expressions  
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- Specific facts: type of people inside the setting, detail of what happens in the 

setting 

- Personal responses: recording fieldnotes of what is observed and detected within 

the setting 

- Verbal communication: communicating with those in the setting, questioning 

about people, questioning about what is happening inside, summaries of 

conversations, summaries of expressions and behaviour exaggerated within the 

setting  

Lastly, during the conversation with several of the respondents in the interviews, the 

respondents often related virtual communities that were mobilised with the intention of 

sharing and guiding other migrants through the European borders. Few of these virtual 

communities were observed in terms of activity, communication etc., and to understand, 

how big a role these virtual communities play in terms of migration.  

 

3.6.2 Becoming a part of a transnational virtual migration community  

 

As this research builds up upon the hermeneutical approach, the researcher wanted to 

investigate the different mobilised virtual migration communities that were often 

mentioned by several of the respondents during the interviews. These virtual 

communities often alter the direction of migration through cross-border communication 

and constant inflow and outflow of information. The researcher decided therefore to 

become a part of one of these communities to understand how they function, the 

transnational tendencies, the individuals inteferring in these communities, the 

information shared in these communities, the accessibility of becoming a part of these 

communities and its members and administration.  

 

3.6.3 Visiting the refugees and the asylum seeker in their homes 

 

The researcher managed to conduct several participation observations by visiting some 

of the refugees and asylum seekers that the researcher was in contact with. Prior to the 
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visits, the researcher managed to construct a friendship with several of the respondents 

before being invited in their house, which gave the opportunity of observing their living 

conditions by focusing on:  

 

- The interior of the houses 

- The colours and settings 

- The language spoken in the house  

- The channels watched in the TV 

- The culture and religion practiced in the house 

- The behaviour of the actors in the house  

- The feelings and atmosphere in the house 

 

With the friendships established with some of the participants, the researcher got a great 

opportunity to meet the participants occasionally and assisted the participants visiting 

several institutions such the Immigration Office and the doctor or even going out for a 

day trip in the Icelandic countryside with one of the participants.  With the participation 

observations, the researcher got an opportunity of reaching an intuitive understanding 

the culture and settings from participating in it. 

 

3.6.4   The importance of ethnographical studies 

 

While positivism presents a scientifical agenda relying on pure objectivity and the 

adaption of the scientifical approaches to a phenomenon into social sciences, 

ethnographical research presents the phenomenology that represents a reality that is not 

external and objective but is created and constructed around the mindsets of the 

individual which makes reality subjective. The challenge of using the ethnographical 

approach is the consumption of time, but with the delay of this MA-thesis due to the 

outbreak of COVID-19, the researcher had much time to expand the data collection in 

terms of participant observations in order to contribute the research with more in-depth 

explanations of phenomena. However, as for many other qualitative approaches, the 
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common criticism of using this kind of approach is the lack of generalisability, which 

makes the hermeneutical approach of combining the different qualitative methods used 

in this research more relevant. In the case studies that are conducted in this research, the 

studies were based on the contextual conditions that were relevant to the phenomena 

investigated for this research focusing on the events and situations that were 

experienced by the researcher based on organisational issues rather than the technical 

issues of the entered field. Further details about the limitations of the study will be given 

in the discussion paragraph.  

 

3.7 Ethical considerations  

 

Following ethical guidelines is a discipline and gives the perspective of what is right and 

what is wrong from a moral framework of duty. Before conducting this research, a 

research proposal was given to the supervisor and was then approved prior to the 

implementation of this research. It is important to be aware of the impact of the 

respondents and the environment that is entered during the different investigations and 

that these are respected and protected in terms of moral and ethical rights. Any violation 

of breaking these rights would go beyond the implementation of this study. Accumulating 

information without the consent of the participant would be unethical. All the 

participants were therefore aware of the implementation of this research; however, 

some of the environments that were visited like the Immigration Office did not need this 

consent. All the participants involved in this study, therefore, had given informed 

consent.  

The respondents were informed before the conduction of the interviews that 

there was no specific length of the interviews and that the respondent could talk freely 

without worrying about the time. The respondents were offered to sign a consent 

protecting their confidentiality, but they rejected the offer due to (1) the trust that was 

built up between the respondent and the researcher due to long and friendly 

conversation that the researcher would have with the respondents prior to the interviews 
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and (2) due to the fear and insecurity of putting their names on a paper1. This research 

does touch upon some very sensitive matters and therefore needed great cooperation 

with other volunteers, who contributed to this research such as Hamza, Betty and 

representants from Red Cross, and by following guidelines given by the supervisors.  

Many asylum seekers were very careful with sharing information about their stay 

in Iceland and their backgrounds. It was crucial to determine the right questions to ask 

and to ensure that these questions were not affecting the respondents nor the research 

negatively. The ethical and moral guidelines given by the supervisors and the peer 

reviews were followed and respected in a way that they lived up the supervisors' advices, 

the expectations of the faculty and the expectations of volunteers who were willing to 

support this project. The respondents were informed prior to the interviews that the 

respondent would remain totally anonymous in the research appearing with a fictious 

name, that all kinds of confidential rights would be protected and that the interview 

would not have a negative outcome on the respondent in terms of their asylum 

processes, their security etc. The respondents were informed that the research was 

conducted in the name of science and that it had absolutely no intention of cooperating 

with any kind of authorities such as the Immigration Office or to be an information 

provider to any of those authorities and institutions. The main challenge was to construct 

the interview questions that in one hand intended to receive as much information out of 

the respondent as possible but in the other hand ensured that none of the respondents 

ended up having their rights violated.  The limitations of this study have been discussed 

in the very last chapter of this research under discussion and limitations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 See statement concerning the issue, from the advisor of the thesis, in the Appendix.  
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 

In this chapter, the findings are presented based on the themes that were coded and 

identified and based on the participant observation that were conducted. In this chapter, 

we are emphasising on ten themes. Each theme follow a chronological order in a specific 

timeline from when the asylum seekers left their home countries (Theme one) when they 

targeted Europe using the social media (Theme two), their decisions of targeting and 

arriving Iceland using the social media (Theme three), their psychological well-being upon 

and in their arrival in Iceland (Theme four), the Icelandic immigration institutions and 

housings for refugees and asylum seekers (Theme five), the perception of refugees and 

asylum seekers in the general public (Theme six), the exiting and selection of social ties in 

Iceland through the social media (Theme seven), the denial of being able to work (Theme 

eight), the success of re-establishing a better life (Theme nine), comparison between 

expectation and reality of Iceland with a focus-point on the effect of the social media 

(Theme ten). The details about the interviews in terms of age, gender, time, location of 

where the interviews were conducted, maritial status, occupation, education etc. can be 

found on Table. 1, page 21. Note that the transcripts are direct quotations from the 

interviews. 

 

 

4.1  Theme one: Leaving home-country, mobilisation and transnationalism.  

 

Hamza and Ahmed were the first two respondents that were interviewed for this 

research. Hamza was interviewed at the university while Ahmed was interviewed from 

his home. A more in-depth description of Ahmed will be given later in this chapter. Both 
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Ahmed and Hamza chose, in the beginning, to travel to Norway or in Sweden based on 

previous experiences shared by other refugees through the social media. But Ahmed 

changed his mind after leaving Greece when hearing about the increased tendency of 

racism and far-right nationalism in Norway through socio-virtual ties:  

 

To be honest, I was thinking about going to Norway. I researched the 

Icelandic people compared to other European countries (through the 

social media and the contacts that he had on Twitter etc). (…) I found 

that there was an increased tendency of racism and far-right (in 

Norway) which was something that I saw in the internet (through the 

contacts). We were looking for a place with more humanity and less 

prejudice against other people and that was what I read about Iceland 

(…) the Iceland parliament stood against racism and the Danish 

nationalist (Pia Kjærsgaard) was not welcomed in the Icelandic 

parliament 

         (Ahmed). 

 

Migrants often prefer to migrate in places with existing social ties (Dekker et al., 2018), 

and even though Ahmed's decision of travelling to Iceland seems to be an independent 

decision, he does admit that existing social ties motivated him to travel to Iceland: 

  

(…) This country has not been through the same problem as other 

European countries and I have heard many good things about Icelandic 

people (something that he has heard from existing social ties) (…) and I 

was also getting information from people living here – people that I yet 

had not been meeting with, but which happened through the social 

media.  

         (Ahmed). 

 

The travel through Europe and through the different European borders and the constant 

information circulating in the socio-virtual spheres make refugees more determined 
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about choosing a specific country to establish a new life. Migrants weigh their choices 

based on factors such as whether or not it will support the security around them and 

around their families and whether the travel to a specific destination will decrease the 

risk of being deported.  Bretell and Hollifield (2000) mention that migrants are subjects 

to macro processes that steer migration and who selectively move between countries 

that are determined by cross-border information and the communication that happens 

through the virtual world. Migratory movements become self-sustaining by time in a 

cumulative causation in a given transnational virtual space, where individuals act upon 

the rules and regulations in these transnational spaces, and where everybody no matter 

national, cultural nor religious background mobilise around the same sets of ideas and 

interests.  

Hamza was the second respondent that I interviewed, and he was willing to take 

part in the research helping me into the refugee/asylum community. Hamza explained in 

the interview that he was living through a tough time during the civil war in Iraq, which 

was a conflict between Iraqi forces and their allies and the Islamic State of Iraq and the 

Levant including local militias such as the Shia militias, which began in December 2013 

and ended in December 2017. Hamza had to leave the country as he explained to me that 

he was under the risk of being assassinated by the Shia militias as he worked as a 

translator for the Iraqi army during the invasion of Iraq back in 2003. Hamza is single and 

was among the larger groups of asylum seekers who left Iraq individually to escape the 

danger around him. Hamza had a strong personal economy in Iraq, a bigger house and 

more than enough to provide for himself, and he mentioned in the interview that he 

could have lived a decent life in Iraq but that the danger around him forced him to flee 

the country:  

 

But if you ask me about the situation, I had everything I need, I never 

mention that I would leave. Why could I leave when I have everything? 

Bu the only thing that was missing is to be safe 

         (Hamza). 
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Hamza described a chaotic journey through Europe where he was travelling in larger 

mobilised groups that were crossing many European borders which we in West could 

watch on TV back in the refugee crisis in 2015. He targeted Norway, to begin with as he 

received positive feedback about the country from other refugees through virtual ties 

and through virtual social spaces such as Facebook, where refugees from all around the 

world mobilise into closed virtual communities sharing their personal perspective and 

experiences of their travel and about the country(ies) that they were arriving in. When 

Hamza left Iraq, to begin with, he first targeted Turkey to apply for asylum with the 

intention of becoming a quota refugee through the United Nations, but during this time, 

there were a lot of asylum seekers crossing the borders between Turkey and the 

neighbouring countries, Iraq and Syria: 

 

But the problem is when I applied in 2015 for, ehm, United Nations, they 

gave me appointment for the first interview in 2022. (...) that was crazy 

for me because you cannot live in Turkey when you have diabetes type 

1 and have to have special medicine and food 

         (Hamza) 

 

This made him reconsider his stay in Turkey because of his health and as he is coping with 

diabetes which made both time and space very important for him. Due to the very long 

waiting time in Turkey, he and thousands of other refugees decided to cross the Turkish 

border targeting other European countries through various methods of human trafficking 

on boats or in larger transportation vehicles. The coordination of travels from Turkey 

through Europe was planned in virtual transnational communities through socio-virtual 

interaction that encouraged thousands of asylum seekers like Hamza to target different 

European countries. Hamza was travelling through the European borders with larger 

groups of refugees, but the question was: where were they heading? And what was it 

that encourages them to leave home? During the stay in Turkey, Hamza was living in a 

hostel where he got in good contact with several asylum seekers, who were staying at 

the same hostel. Establishing new social ties was important for Hamza and other asylum 
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seekers, and it did not matter for Hamza where these new friends were from as they all 

shared the same interests of searching for a new home: 

  

And I was living in hostel where people every day come, and they 

became my friend  

          (Hamza). 

One day, Hamza received a phone call from few of his friends that he had met some hours 

before the phone call and they informed Hamza that they had crossed the Turkish border 

and were situated in Greece:  

 

(…) they called me after 6-7 hours saying, "we are in Greece!". And I say: 

"what?". “We are in Greece”. How was that happened, I said. And they 

say we took the boat. So, I say can I go? They gave me phone number, 

and I phoned them, and they spoke. Yes, we can take you to Greece in 6 

hours, so I take then away (go away) 

          (Hamza). 

 

The smugglers, whom Hamza refers to as “them”, were patrolling between the Turkish 

and Greece border smuggling people with a payment of 2000 – 8000 EURO, 500 EURO 

for a fake passport and 150 – 300 EURO for a fake ID according to Furkan, whom I had a 

conversation with during a participant observation, and whom we will talk more about 

later.  As mentioned by Hamza, the social media plays an important role in coordinating 

and mobilising interest groups and how these groups were helping him and those around 

him to be guided around, where to go, how to go and the possibility of deportation in the 

destination country: 

 

They were groups on Facebook, explain where we go, how we go (…) 

when people arrive (in a country), they also provide us with information 

(…) there was hundreds of Facebook pages in Arabic (…) so we was 

following up and we saw people are successful in their way (in the 

country that they are arriving). 
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          (Hamza). 

 

The need for mobilising into transnational groups create not only safety but does as well 

facilitate with more opportunities and more awareness of what is going on around them.  

The rational choice of travelling from one country to another is determined by the 

information provided through socio-virtual ties that are shared by individuals through 

their experiences in the countries that they have arrived in. The realisation and efficiency 

of travelling strengthen with the use of the smartphone due to the endless information 

and the possibility of communicating with one another without having to reveal their own 

identities. Migration in the globalised society today must be understood by the tools that 

are used through the realism of migration and this constant migration seems to be 

strongly determined by transnational virtual communities and socio-virtual 

communication, which was for Hamza, but also for the other respondents who were 

interviewed in this research, a driving force of their travel and their encouragement to 

travel to Iceland. Hamza’s decision was based on other individuals’ experiences that he 

witnessed through the social media Hamza said:  

 

I did not know where I was going (…) I meet people on the way. They 

said the best way you have to go to Finland. So, I say “ok”. I will go to 

Finland. (…) I came to Helsinki and stayed 2 weeks (…) I did not like it. I 

called some people on Facebook; some people said “We are in Norway. 

Norway is good. Don’t you come?” Then, I said OK. I took the long way 

(with train) to Norway (through Sweden).  

          (Hamza). 

 

The globalised technological society allows people like Hamza to choose the destination 

that they would like to establish their lives in.  

Ahmed came from Turkey and had to flee the country after the attempted putsch 

in 2016. He crossed the Turkish border with his wife and two sons and later decided to 

leave the family in Greece and to try to find another country, where his family could be 

safe, as the conditions in Greece were so miserable according to Ahmed, he decided to 
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try to find another country to settle himself and his family as staying in Greece would only 

put more harm on his family. He, too, used the social media to decide, where he would 

be targeting:  

 

(…) with the help of the internet, we were able to search about the 

different countries in Europe, the conditions of being an asylum seeker 

in each one of the countries, which country that politically were not 

harsh against refugees and whether or not these countries would, in the 

end, deport us 

          (Hamza). 

 

Here, the study by Alencar, Kondova and Ribbens (2018) becomes relevant as they were 

researching the refugees’ use of mobile communication technologies and they argue for 

the importance of smartphones among refugees, with which they can contact families, 

friends, and connect to other migrant communities. The smartphone provides the 

opportunity to take pictures and videos of what the refugees are experiencing through 

their travel, which they can document to other refugees or even make a commitment of 

network mobilisation when they feel unfairly treated in the country that they are staying 

in. As Dekker et al. (2018) mentioned, social media has become the “weapon of the weak” 

allowing refugees to contact the outer world continually. But it is also a way for refugees, 

who do not speak English or other international languages, to use apps like Google 

Translation translating information to their native languages throughout their travel. As 

Ahmed describes: 

 

For example, when I write “Italy” in the social media or the internet, it 

shows where you can live in Italy, where you can go or travel in Italy, 

where you can find the cheapest restaurants, where you can possibly 

find the cheapest hotel, where you can find a place to pray, I mean, you 

can basically find everything. Everything in every forms. I mean. I do not 

speak many more languages than Turkish. And as I went to Greece, I 

had to use translators such as Google Translation and other apps, this 
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became very helpful for me. When I for instance would go somewhere, 

(…) Without asking. Independently, (…) Calling taxi etc. Without even 

having to talk to anyone. All alone and independently. As I do not speak 

the language. Everything over the internet, social media and apps. I 

mean it is very difficult to travel for one who do not speak the language 

in a strange unknown place not knowing anyone, not being able to talk 

to anyone as you do not speak the language. Think about it… You do not 

have a phone or internet with you. And you do not understand the 

person in front of you, and he does not understand you. It is difficult. 

Where you supposed to stay, you want to sleep, find me a hotel, or when 

arriving in the hotel and you would like to rent a room; you cannot 

explain these kinds of things without having the internet in your hand. 

Therefore, the internet has almost been a revelation for us, almost like 

a miracle for us. Yea. Therefore, this is what I think.  

          (Hamza). 

 

The social media offers cheap and easily accessible means of communication for asylum 

seekers and access to information about the world around them. The mobilisation of 

virtual communities consisting of people wanting to migrate to other countries, or even 

virtual communities that mostly comprised of refugees and asylum seekers, reflect on 

common shared believes and goals that goes about being able to migrate to the best 

country.  

 

 

4.1.1 Becoming a part of a virtual asylum community. 

 

I had to find these groups that both Hamza and Ahmed were talking about, and it took 

hours and hours of work to find at least one Facebook group that was established with 

the intention of guiding refugees into different European countries. I found the group 

called نیططنشملا  translated to “Karajat Al Mushuntiteen” which translates from Arabic as 

“Travellers' Platform” which to my own surprise had roughly 332,500 members 
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(23.10.2020; 11:23 Icelandic time).  The group had two admins and nine moderatos and 

with around 14 new posts every day and the group consisted of generally Arabic speaking 

members from the Middle East and North Africa. The group had over +300 new members 

every week, and in order to become a member of the group, I was asked several questions 

in Arabic, which a volunteer helped me to translate into English:  

 

 

ةعومجملا لوخد نم كفدھ ام كیف الھسو الھأ ؟؟؟  

 

Translated: Welcome! What is your goal for entering the group?? 

  

I gave the following answer:  

 

My goal is to write a research about this group. I am a student at the 

University of Iceland. 

 

The second question given was: 

 

ةعومجملا كلوخد لبق ةمھم ریتك اھنأل ةعومجملا نیناوق أرقت تیرای كیف الھسو الھأ  

 

Translated: Welcome! I ask you to read the regulations of the group 

before entering, as they are very important.  

 

I gave the following answer:  

 

I agree with the terms. 

 

The third question was:  
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 تسیلو ءوجللاو ةططنشلا رومأب ةصتخم ةعومجم نیططنشملا تاجارك ةعومجم ایابصو بابش
 مكل اركشو رظحلل ابنجت ةعومجملا نیناوقل ةفاضإلاب تبثملا تسوبلا ةءارق مكنم وجرأو ةیلستلل

ةرادإلا#   

 

Translated: Karajat Al Mushuntiteen group, a group specialised in 

asylum trouble and asylum matters, not for entertainment. +I ask you 

to read the regulations and the rules of the group, thank you 

#administration 

 

I gave the following answer:  

 

Understood. 

 

The admins accepted me after one day of waiting, and I became a part of the group, 

where I could note down the following observations:  

 

The group is used on a daily basis, and people are asking different kinds of questions 

about how to get asylum in certain countries and which country would be the safest for 

an individual to seek asylum. What I could observe from the group was that many of the 

profiles who were active in the page were hiding behind fake Facebook profiles with a 

clear intention of hiding their own identities due to risks that are existing in the vast socio-

virtual sphere. Ahmed told me that he was hiding behind a fake social media profile to 

prevent not only government officials but also strangers, to track him down and to know 

about his life, location, occupation etc., as this could go beyond the safety of his family, 

who were still staying in Turkey. It seems evident when looking at the different profiles 

in the group that many members of the group were doing the same thing as Ahmed did 

in terms of hiding behind fake profiles and using these fake profiles to gather information.  

I was looking at the different Facebook profiles in the group, and the majority of 

them had random pictures such as a picture of a car or a picture with nothing else than a 

quotation taken from the internet with no further information about the profile and no 

information about whom the profile is connected with, nor any other pictures nor posts 
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from the profile. One of the profiles that I clicked on called himself/herself” ةبرغ ةبرغ ” 

which could mean “weird” but also “being far away from own country” (some Arabic 

words do not have a direct translation into English due to their broad connotations). 

As I was looking at the comments and posts given in the group, most of the profiles 

interfering with the post were people asking for advice or existing knowledge about a 

country in Europe or travel methods through Europe. An individual was asking 

(23.10.2020; 11:23 Icelandic time):  

 

 عو ةحایس ازیفلاو الثم ادنلوھ يف ءوجل مدقی ردقیب ىتمیا ادنلوب ع ازیف دحاو دخا لاح يف ھنا
طقف ادنلوب  

 

Which means:  

 

“If one applies visa in Poland, when will he be able to apply for asylum 

in the Netherlands, for example, with a tourist visa from Poland only?”  

 

The individual asking this question from a fake profile was located in Poland and wanted 

to know how to seek asylum in the Netherlands. This post received 19 comments and 24 

likes within 6 hours by individuals, who by majority were hiding behind fake profiles. All 

of those who interfered with the post showed interest in receiving the same knowledge 

as the original poster. Eighteen of those comments were from people, who simply 

inserted a “.” or an emoticon. That means, whenever someone adds to the post, those 

who have commented on the post would be notified over Facebook and would therefore 

receive information immediately. Beside commenting, some have tagged their friends on 

the post, who too would get notified, when someone would comment. This way of 

sharing and gaining information reflects on the efficiency and the immediate circulation 

of information in mobilised virtual groups, which brings more people into these virtual 

communities placing them into virtual filter bubbles and echo chambers constructing 

transnational socio-virtual groups, where the majority no matter cultural, religious or 

ethnical background share the same interests.  
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An individual answered this post by saying:  

 

ادنلوب ع يسارد ازیف علط ادنلوب ھیف ةبلاطو ادنلوھ اب وضفر ارتف نم يقیفر كحصنب ام  

 

Which means:  

 

I don’t advice you my friend for a while. They rejected a student from 

Poland in Netherlands. He went on education visa to Poland.   

 

It is clear why Hamza and many other refugees are so strongly depended on these 

mobilised virtual groups. It is a big advantage for refugees and asylum seekers that they 

can create a fake identity over social media platforms, where they can search, post and 

access endless of information without worrying about external risks and consequences. 

It was remarkable to observe how active this group was and how individuals in this group 

were helping each other to guide each other into different paths through Europe. Ahmed, 

Hamza and most of the other refugees/asylum seekers, whom I have been interviewing, 

had been using the same methods except for those who have gone through the UN 

system as quota refugees. When I asked Ahmed about how he ended up in Iceland, one 

of the very first things that Ahmed mentioned during our interview was social media. He 

mentions that social media helps individuals to ask endless questions reflecting on these 

virtual communities without being held responsible for anything and without having to 

meet each other physically. He says:  

 

(…) in the internet, you can find anything about the condition of the 

countries. Not from the people because people can only guide you in a 

limited way. But the source of the information and the goal that is 

attempted to reach all planned on the internet. The goal is the internet 

(…) the social media and the internet, rather mostly the social media, 

gives unlimited source of information (…) it is a place where different 

people are writing in different ways 

          (Ahmed). 
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When Ahmed is mentioning the “different ways” of possibilities that exist in the socio-

virtual spheres, he reflects on the tendency of the different information that individuals 

are providing, and the different kinds of methods and strategies people in these groups 

are using thus reflecting on transnational tendencies. But Ahmed does clarify that a lot of 

the information that is available in the social media is junk and has to be filtered closely, 

so it becomes relevant for the searcher. And the lack of physical interaction and the many 

fake profiles that exist in social media can be a huge disadvantage in terms of trusting 

information provided by different individuals, in which he mentions:   

 

(...) there is a big junk of information, and one has to pick. You have to 

pick up the people that you know that you can talk to or share the same 

points of views as yours  

          (Ahmed). 

 

That means, individuals like Ahmed, but also Hamza, are both trying to establish new 

social ties that they can trust, and that share the same kinds of values as their own 

encouraging them to join transnational socio-virtual groups.  

 

4.2  - Theme two: Targeting Iceland, tourism and online virtual commercialism 

 

Tourism does often generate migration flows not only because of the demand for labour 

but also because of the images and videos that are shared in the social media platforms 

(Williams and Halls, 2000). In fact, both Ahmed and Hamza have been researching the 

country through YouTube and the social media, but for Kadir from Iraq, this led to his 

decision to travel to Iceland.  Kadir argues that YouTube inspired him to come to Iceland 

due to the very beautiful nature that he saw on YouTube: 

 

In the beginning, when I was deciding to come to Germany, I started, 

you know, one of my friends, and we start searching in YouTube about 
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Iceland. And we found a lot of information about Iceland. And we 

decided to go. 

          (Kadir). 

 

The strengths of commercialism on YouTube and the investments in Google SEO etc., 

makes it problematic for migrants to distinguish between commercialism and reality, as 

they are dependent on commercialized visual description of the country, which could be 

due to not being able to talk the language (English and Icelandic). I decided to try myself 

to see what kind of results that popped out on YouTube when searching “Iceland.” When 

searching after “Iceland” in the search function on YouTube, many of the results that 

popped up on my screen were about the nature of Iceland, waterfalls, northern lights, 

road trips, mountains with titles “What to do in Iceland”, “Beautiful Iceland”, “Northern 

Lights in Iceland” etc., where many of the viewers are tourists that are interested in 

travelling to Iceland based on the comments under the videos. This, too, affected Basir, 

who is from Tunisia and came to Iceland in 2018. He argued that it was especially his 

friend that was inspired by the Icelandic nature which he watched on YouTube and after 

which he decided to start a new life in Iceland:  

 

So, one of my friends came here before me, he said, it’s very nice 

country. I (his friend) watch some videos about the nature beauty of 

that. That you decide to come here.   

          (Basir). 

 

4.3  - Theme three: The danger of the ‘refugee journey’ 

 

The ’refugee journey’ brings a lot of danger and results in traumatic periods with mental, 

social and physical obstacles throughout the journey (Mazetti, 2008). Previous studies 

have provided an insight into the psychological aspects of migration experiences, their 

mental stances and the different post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD) that refugees are 

experiencing. However, the processes and events of the journey, the arrival to the 
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destination country and the way refugees cope with the challenges they face throughout 

their journey both in and outside their destination country, have not yet been fully 

investigated. Migration needs motivation and reasoning, and Iceland has not until recent 

years been a preferred destination for asylum seekers due to its geographical location 

and the tiny population which makes Iceland less significant on the world map 

(Ingvarsson, Egilson and Skaptadóttir, 2016). For instance, Ahmed did not know about a 

country called Iceland: 

  

They (his family) do not know about a country called Iceland I mean. (…) 

Yes, I explained them later on. But still, when I explain them about 

Iceland, they have hard time having a sense of where Iceland is  

          (Ahmed). 

 

But the same goes for Furkan, whom I was introduced by Ahmed; a young man at the age 

of 29 who used to be a police officer in Turkey and who was imprisoned during the purge 

and mass-arrests of many police officers, journalists, teachers after the 2016 Turkish coup 

d'état attempt. Furkan has a very special story that I have been listening to while spending 

my time with him during his daily routine. He divorced his wife when he got imprisoned 

and was released in Turkey, as he had to meet up in court. Furkan used the opportunity 

of his temporary release to flee to Greece by contacting smugglers over the social media 

and ended up in Greece for a very short time until he got the fake passport that he had 

delivered illegally through socio-virtual ties. He then continued his journey from Greece 

to Italy, from Italy to Norway and from Norway to Iceland using the fake passport that he 

bought.  

When Furkan arrived in Keflavik Airport, he was caught by Icelandic authorities 

and put in prison where he had to spend one night while he and his illegal documents 

were investigated. The stay in prison was short, and he was immediately moved to the 

refugee camp in Ásbru, stayed there for some months, where he then decided to move 

into a friend’s house in Reykjavik due to the bad conditions that he experienced in Ásbru. 

It took him roughly 1 year to get residency, and he told me that he recently got a job in a 

fish factory in Keflavik. What is special about Furkan is that none of his family members 

knows where he is. They do not know about Iceland other than Iceland is a country that 
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is safe for him. The only interaction that Furkan has with his family happens over social 

media such as WhatsApp. He talks with his mom on an everyday basis and sees his son 

over WhatsApp, whom he has not seen physically in 4 years. Yet, knowing that he is safe, 

they do not know where he is due to the geographical location of Iceland.  

I have seen Furkan having a conversation with his son, and when Furkan and I 

drove in the Icelandic countryside together, he would call his son telling him that he drove 

all the way to the countryside just to show his son the beautiful surroundings of Iceland. 

The opportunity of keeping a strong relationship with relatives over the smartphone 

makes refugees like Furkan very depended on the smartphone, and it did not surprise me 

to see that Furkan was carrying a very new phone as it plays such a big role in his daily 

life. In fact, asylum seekers and refugees who are carrying ’luxurious’ smartphones are 

sometimes referred as “Bogus refugees” or “rich refugees” which has created rhetoric 

against these groups of people being in no need of help due to the luxurious materials 

that they are carrying (Dekker et al., 2018). But as for Furkan’s story and the other 

refugees that have been interviewed for this research, all of them were carrying a 

luxurious phone due to its important role it and not due to luxury. Or on other words by 

Ahmed:   

 

If I would choose between a bag or a phone, I would choose phone. 

Because that is our way of everything 

          (Ahmed). 

 

There is indeed a strong interest in putting a personal investment in phones and material 

relating to phones such as luxurious headphones, as this seems to reflect on what Dekker 

et al. (2018) regard as the smartphone being the refugees’ strongest weapon for survival 

and does only require minimal affordance.  

 

4.4  - Theme four: PTSD among Icelandic refugees – visiting a family 

 

Kadir and his family have been through a lot of trauma in the city in Iraq that he used to 

live in. The interview that I had with Kadir went far from expected and came to a point, 
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in which I was considering stopping the whole interview due to the details that he was 

revealing. Kadir used to be a millionaire in Iraq owning a big factory, but due to the civil 

war, he had to leave the country with his family. When I arrived at his home, I realized 

how careful the kids were to come near to me. His wife was also a little bit careful, and 

Kadir was almost looking at me, suspecting something. I could feel the negative 

atmosphere around me, and fortunately, Hamza was present as well during the visit, as 

he was helping Kadir to translate a few things during the interview. And his presence was 

very important to give this trustiness atmosphere around us.  

We sat down, and Kadir approached me looking at me suspiciously, and I could 

see that Hamza was noticing, how uncomfortable Kadir was. I tried my best to make him 

comfortable by talking about myself, by not having too much eye contact due to the 

possible PTSD I was assuming he might have and to show my humbleness and respect. 

Kadir became more comfortable as he saw how Hamza and I were chatting with each 

other in a friendly way, which I did intentionally to show Kadir that I was a friendly person 

and not a person that intended to do any harm. The way that I was handling the situation 

is inspired by Sennett (2004), in which she says: 

 

In-depth interviewing is a distinctive, often frustrating craft. 

Unlike a pollster asking questions, the in-depth interviewer wants 

to probe the responses people give. To probe, the interviewer 

cannot be stonily impersonal; he or she has to give something of 

himself or herself in order to merit an open response. Yet the 

conversation lists in one direction; the point is not to talk the way 

friends do. The interviewer all too frequently finds that he or she 

has offended subjects, transgressing a line over which only friends 

or intimates can cross. The craft consist in calibrating social 

distances without making the subject feel like an insect under the 

microscope (Sennett, 2004, p. 37-38). 

 

This method of attempting to create a bond between the researcher and the respondent 

is crucial for the sake of security, the respondent’s health, the outcome of the interview 

and the comfortable setting during the interview. And when it comes to refugees, it is 
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important to expect that many of the refugees that are interviewed might struggle with 

psychological issues such as PTSD, which makes it crucial for the researcher to be extra 

careful with the questions and always be able to observe the way that the respondents 

are reacting. When I was interviewing Baku from Uganda, Baku got triggered by some of 

the questions that I was asking him, and I could see it in his body language. I, therefore, 

asked him, if he felt comfortable answering the question and that he could say ‘no’ if he 

did not want to answer some of the questions, as it became evident that Baku was 

suffering from some kind of psychological problem, which could very well have been 

PTSD. It is important to remember that a person who is suffering from PTSD might not be 

able to exaggerate ‘normal behaviour’ due to the inability of controlling certain behaviour 

during certain situations  (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, 2018). People who are 

suffering from PTSD feel their daily lives as a fight for survival, and many external factors 

such as crowds, flashing lights, loud noises etc. can affect the way they behave and can 

trigger any debilitating symptoms. These symptoms can as well occur when someone says 

something wrong to them or something that might trigger the unconscious mind to 

reconstruct conscience thoughts about previous traumatic experiences that the 

individual might have had (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, 2018).   

After a longer conversation with Kadir, he became more comfortable with me and 

was willing to show me his house, where his wife and three kids were living. The house 

did not have any art nor decoration but rather ‘primitive’ things that would cover their 

physical needs such as a bed, a TV, a rather empty living room with a table and two sofas, 

a rather empty children room and only few figures and dolls that were put on the sill of 

the living room window. Kadir’s wife came into the living room and offered me some cake 

and tea, and I managed to have more eye contact with Kadir. Kadir told me that his kids 

were traumatized and that his kids were not able to get much close to me or hear much 

when I was calling their names due to the strong trauma that they were coping with. Kadir 

and his wife are also experiencing PTSD.  

Kadir started travelling from Iraq to Turkey and from Turkey to Greece by  paying 

smugglers. He had stayed in Greece for seven months. He then saw YouTube videos about 

Iceland and began researching the country. He found out that there was not an Iraqi 

Embassy in Iceland and that racism was not a widespread phenomenon in Iceland 

compared to the other Scandinavian countries:  
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I got to know about Iceland by YouTube (…) I saw a lot of in about Iceland 

in Internet (…) and I choose Iceland because I found that there is no 

racist in Iceland. And there is no Iraqi Embassy. I thought it is the best 

country for me and my family 

          (Kadir) 

 

Kadir was very short in his answers, and despite the trust he had on me and the good 

bond that we had established, he was still very cautious in his answers. But he was willing 

to talk about the severe PTSD from which he, his wife and especially his kids were 

suffering:  

 

(…) my son has very bad psychology. He has PTSD. He is not talking to 

anyone, you know, speak to anyone. You no touch anyone. But after he 

come (arriving in Iceland) he got to the psychology. He’s better.  

          (Kadir). 

 

Kadir showed a deep appreciation of the way the Icelandic authorities have been dealing 

with the issues of trauma that his family is living through:  

 

I give my son (psychologist), so he is feeling better because he starts 

feeling safe. I (also) feel my wife (safe) and when I look to my wife and 

my kids, I feel them day by day they start to feel more happy. Must big 

things I want to say that I want to thank Iceland, about everything. They 

did it for me and for other people.  

          (Kadir) 

 

4.5  - Theme five: An unwelcoming environment – visiting Ásbru  

 

The conditions in Ásbru were very inhumanely. The individuals, all mostly young men 
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travelling to Iceland alone, were living in a room, with each room consisting of 2 beds and 

a small window outside that barely allowed the sunlight to get into the camp itself. There 

was no furniture other than a small table for each bed. There was a shared kitchen, and 

the camp was constantly observed by the security, who was able to see every single 

individual that would go in and out from their rooms from a panopticon perspective due 

to the strategic location of the office of the security. When I got into a conversation with 

Ramazan, whom I was conducting a participation of with Furkan, he had explained to me 

that he was hitchhiking all the time from Ásbru when he needed to go to Reykjavik, but 

that he only had limited time to be in Reykjavik, as the security was monitoring him in 

terms of whether or not he had ‘checked in’ in Ásbru certain times a week. A failure of 

‘checking in’ would risk a possibility of deportation. Ásbru is located far away from any 

bus stops preventing the individuals who are staying in Ásbru to interfere with the rest of 

the society. The camp building is built very close to the airport, in which the sounds of 

the planes frequently rumbled over the roofs of the building giving those living there a 

flashback of their cities being bombed in their home countries. The construction of Ásbru 

and the whole design and interior seem to have been built based on the purpose of not 

giving ‘too big hope’ to those staying there, and it is evident that the building lacks proper 

budget due to the very bad conditions such as old furniture, old carpets, lack of painting 

etc. In fact, almost everything was concrete. I met Mambu in Ásbru, who was Ramazan’s 

old roommate, and who was introduced by Ramazan as we entered Ramazan’s room, 

that was located a in the middle of the camp. Ramazan kept telling me in Turkish that I 

should not mention to Mambu that Ramazan was staying in Reykjavik all due to respect. 

Mambu was explaining to me that he had been staying in the camp building for a rather 

long time. He explained that Ásbru was a kind of a prison where everybody was depressed 

and where a lot of fights were happening due to the frustration that people were living, 

especially during the night. People were isolated from the rest of the society, and the 

camp looked like a prison. Hamza too did give his own explanation of Ásbru, when he 

stayed there:  

 

(…) If you are living there, you are living the life with nothing around. 

You have not asked to go out of your room where I should go if I go out 

of room a room with this bad weather. Okay, yeah, you just have 
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internet on us just sit. And this cause you a lot of psychological problem. 

I've been here 4 years in Norway and even I was not in this like I was 

asylum seekers there and I have a hard situation. But I never mentioned 

that one day I will be thinking about to hurt myself or suicide or 

something like this. But after I can find some one of the let me live in 

Asbru or this place and start thinking that because this has made my 

your psychology is very bad. You are in a place where there's nothing 

around you and you just sit 24 hours just and you didn't sleep at night 

you just sleep daytime, all the camp. If you go to the place, you will see 

no one in daytime. But go on night-time, all of them are awake on night-

time. And this all goes to their psychology is very bad. Made bad 

psychology for them. So, this is the thing they need to look at it. Many 

of the you know maybe something will change from the last time until 

now. 

(Hamza).  

 

4.5.1 – Visiting the Immigration Office 

 

I went and visited the Immigration Office a couple of times and was surprised by its 

composition and interior. I was with Ramazan, when he was about to apply for a work 

permit, and Ramazan called me to help him translating the conversation with the 

employers in the Immigration Office. What I noticed with the Immigration Office was the 

very unwelcoming interior. The Immigration Office is located in Kopavogur. The opening 

hours are from 09:00 – 14:00 from Monday – Thursday and 09:00 – 12:00 on Fridays, in 

which it is closed on the weekends. It is limited how much you can get in contact with the 

Immigration Office, as one has to make an appointment to expect a possible phone-call 

with someone from the Immigration Office. We went inside with Ramazan and 

apparently, he was trying to apply for a family reunion in Iceland. He was explaining to 

me that he had to swim from the Turkish border to Greece in order to cross the border 

and flee the Turkish authorities, as he, like Ahmed and Furkan, was a police officer and 

was imprisoned like thousands of other police officers in Turkey after the coup. He was 
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released in a short period after spending 1 year in prison and was facing imprisonment 

by the court. That is when he decided to flee Iceland through virtual ties. I was lucky to 

have witnessed both the application process that he had to go through in 2019, and when 

he was reuniting with his family in the summer of 2020. As we entered the Immigration 

Office, I noticed a room full of people, and there were only two people standing on the 

desk with over 20 people waiting inside. There was a huge glass that was significantly 

separating the individuals and the employees, and the employees were talking through a 

microphone to communicate with those coming to the glass after their numbers were 

shown on a screen. Often did it happen that the individuals had to speak loudly and put 

their ears on the window in order to understand what the employee was saying. The huge 

glass between those entering the Immigration Office and the employees reflect on  threat 

and fear towards the safety of the employees in the Immigration Office but does as well 

indirectly label the migrants entering the office as those being ‘dangerous’.  

Many people were standing up waiting for their turn, and none of them were 

smiling. It was rather airless in the Immigration Office due to the number of people 

standing in the office, and people had to take a number to wait for their turn. Ramazan 

and I waited for more than 40 minutes on our feet. There was limited art, no colours other 

than a white/yellow wall and a wall that was painted rather light grey close to white. 

There were few toys on the table for those who had their kids with them as many had 

their kids with them in the office.   

As it was about to be our turn, Ramazan told me what to tell the employee, and 

we stood there preparing what to say. Ramazan told me that even though he would be 

visiting the Immigration Office, he always got very limited information and assistance 

from the Immigration Office and was often in contact with his lawyer, who too could not 

provide with proper help other than ensuring Ramazan’s rights.  

We walked to the glass window when our number appeared on the screen and 

spoke through the microphone to communicate with the employee. The employee did 

not approach us with a smile even though I tried to smile, and she was rather harsh and 

cold. I have been visiting the Immigration Office a couple of times with Ramazan, which 

became crucial for my fieldwork, and one thing repeated a couple of times: the unfriendly 

behaviour from the employee talking on the other side of the glass, and it did not matter 

whom we were talking to.  
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Ramazan began talking and I was translating for him. The question was whether 

Ramazan has been following the right guideline throughout his process of applying for 

family renunion. The worker repeated almost robotically the whole process of 

immigration giving Ramazan a bunch of paper step by step how to apply for asylum. This 

was not what Ramazan had asked for, and she was not answering the questions that 

Ramazan was trying to ask. She kept going back to again how to apply for asylum giving 

Ramazan 4-5 different kinds of forms, which made him mad. He kept telling me and asking 

me, why he got so many paper in his hands and that he already knew all these things that 

the employee was telling him. He asked a simple question that he did not get an answer 

of. The employee ended up saying that she could not answer the question and that 

Ramazan had to go home and make an appointment for a phone call.  

I got in contact with an anonymous person who is a relative of mine and who 

works in the Immigration Office in Denmark and was wondering about what kind of 

power people have in the Immigration Office. When asking Ramazan about the service 

provided by the Immigration Office, he would call those working there ‘evil’ and ‘cold’. I 

approached the same ‘cold’ behaviour and almost robot-alike behaviour, which we often 

see in bureaucratical institutions, so I wanted to ask my relative in the Danish 

Immigration/asylum centre, how things were working. She said:  

 

Even though we don’t want to reject some cases, or that we want to 

help specific people, or we feel sad about how some people are feeling, 

we cannot do anything. It is not under my power. We just sign and follow 

the rules and guidelines that we have to follow. 

     (Employee from the Danish Immigration Office) 

 

That means the migration institution in Iceland is most likely underlying a strong 

bureaucratic tendency. Julia Dahlvik, who has been written the book Inside Asylum 

Bureaucracy: Organizing Refugee Status Determination in Austria (2018) argues that the 

administration of asylum represents a field of public administration that has undergone 

changes and reconstruction as a function of societal, political and legal events and 

developments in the world. According to Morris (2002:23) asylum has since the late 1980s 
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been treated as immigration rather than a humanitarian issue and is now deemed as a 

vector of immigration. The issue of asylum processes and the granting of political issues 

in Europe has long been controversial since the beginning of the 21st century, but these 

controversies have become more visible and become a key issue of state politics (Joly, 

2016) in the line of the recent refugee crisis in Europe. Not only is the bureaucratic work 

internally conflictive (Heyman, 1995:264) but as mentioned by Thomas (2011:48), that 

asylum decision making is notoriously difficult, perhaps the most problematic 

adjudicatory function in the modern state. The approach of the Icelandic Immigration 

Office can be said to have involved in the process of nation building (Dahlvik, 2018), which 

is embedded in its institutions, manifested in its policies and practices, and organized 

through state bureaucracies (Basch et al., 1994:37). But Heyman (1995) includes that the 

construction of this nation building is also contributed by civil servants through their daily 

practices and the labelling (or decision) of who belongs to the country and who does not. 

Although there seems to be a certain characteristic to the asylum procedure and the link 

to human rights and international laws including jurisprudence of higher courts (Bossuyt, 

2010), it is out of the question that the state sometimes fails to provide national 

protection to specific individuals due to the strong bureaucratic functionalities that 

determine the procedures and practices of the Icelandic Immigration Office.  

 

4.6  - Theme six: System Justifying believes in Iceland 

 

The discourses practised in the social media platforms can reveal some particularly 

important themes about the perception of migrants in the public, in the media and in 

political aspects. The social media sphere is a space where people can express themselves 

freely without worrying about the consequences given by their ideas and thoughts on 

migrants, and the social media platform has also become a space where both the 

commercializes media and politicians attempt to gain more attention from the public 

through different discourses. The media today is determined by what Bourdieu labels as 

‘symbolic violence’, in which means of power is practised through symbolic capital 

through communication, which may develop both institutional and structural forms of 

discrimination (Kamali, 2005). The median world has a strong determining role in 
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influencing peoples’ opinion and interfering with the political agenda and the perceptions 

of reality. The medialized world acts as the ‘information provider’ of the globalized world, 

but no media is absolutely neutral, as the survival of medialized companies is based on 

capitalizing different sets of ideas and strategies and expanding the dominance as being 

the main information provider in the physical and the virtual societies, which requires the 

ability of constantly being able to pull the audience towards itself. The audience is often 

drawn by stories that affect them and their surroundings, and migration topics are 

essential for this attraction. This attraction becomes an advantage for politicians to gain 

more supporters from the general population by emphasizing on a specific minority of 

people being the main cause of a crooked society that ‘once’ used to be perfect and in 

absolute consensus (Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2008). The negative discourses of 

migrants in the media world might describe the realization of the conditions that newly 

arrived migrants have to go through such as being placed in a refugee camp far away from 

the rest of the civilization. There are many restrictions and special laws targeting migrants 

in Iceland, who do not have a social security number, and this can reflect on the 

discourses and stigmatization that are practised by the general public, by the media and 

the politicians that use the media as a mouthpiece.  

There is an existing parallel society in Iceland called Asbrú, where asylum seekers 

get systematically and indirectly punished in an unwelcoming way. There have been 

different proposed theories about the existence of inequality in the modern state such as 

social classes, status, power etc., but these conflicts have often been based on conflict 

theories in terms of social classes, stratification and group competition for the possession 

of material and goods. The existence of a parallel society that undergoes separate rules 

than the majority living within the borders of Iceland is an outcome of system justification 

practised in various forms. One must not forget that inequality and unjust is practised in 

all kinds of societies around the world but in different extents, but it becomes a problem 

when individuals in the society passively support the system-instilled norms existing in 

the society when these system-instilled norms clearly violate human rights and universal 

human values. That means when individuals show some kind of residence to incidental 

inequalities by displaying inequality aversion, individuals in the society might not 

necessarily oppose these incidental inequalities and these widespread disparities might 

be passively legitimized (Goudarzi et al., 2020). When the palliative function of system-
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justifying mindsets endorse system justifying ideas, this realizes the existence of 

inequality towards a minority of people (Jost and Napier, 2008) such as refugees. The way 

that we are using labels in the public sphere such as news or on the internet has the 

potential of dictating the ways displaced people are received and perceived in the 

receiving country justifying the way refugees are handled (Ju-Sung Lee and Nerghes, 

2018). Immigrants are often imagined as the global poor with self-fulfilling purposes 

(Anderson, 2015), which makes it difficult for migrants like refugees to become a part of 

the solidarity in the arrived country while increasing the chance of formations of parallel 

societies. The way refugees are labelled and framed in the public spheres shape a 

common public opinion, which can lead to serious issues in the hosting society in the way 

of handling refugees and justifying the violation of human rights. The employment of 

certain labels such as “refugee crisis”, “migrant crisis”, “Syrian”, “Middle-Eastern” etc. 

may affect the way, refugees are seen in the society. The negative labelling of refugees 

and asylum seekers seems to be a problem across all European borders, who are 

somehow affected by the increasing number of immigrants arriving at their country. The 

system justification of excluding asylum seekers from certain institutions is not only a 

systematic problem but a cultural problem of labelling. The global citizen-regime is under 

pressure from above and from below with its tensions with liberal values of universalism, 

where the rights are increasingly exposed. The rules and regulations intending to stabilize 

politics around refugees and asylum seekers constantly undergo new changes due to the 

violation of human rights.  

The constant pressure that refugees are experiencing nationally and 

internationally put them in a strong role of believing that they are and remain under 

native citizens in the country that they have arrived. The laws, regulations and the social 

and cultural perceptions of refugees could, in fact, create sanctioned deviance, which is 

the way that societies are allowing different individuals to break away from the strict 

rigour of life in civilization, where the individual accept the deviance that is constructed 

around the individual to become a reality in their status and roles. These obligations put 

you into the role that you begin practising, which becomes the role you are living. Charles 

Horton Cooley (1902) has described this tendency in a more interpretivist approach 

arguing that the social interaction between individuals play an important role in self-

perception and self-realization, in which he mentions in the theory of “looking-glass self”. 
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Cooley argues that individuals develop their concept of self by reflecting on the way that 

they are perceived by others through social interaction, which gives a self-prediction of 

how other people around them will view them. The self-concept, according to Cooley 

(1902) is built in solitude within social settings, in which society and individuals are two 

complementary aspects of the same phenomenon. The constant labelling of refugees and 

the asylum seekers and the statuses that they are given therefore realise the limitation 

of freedom and human rights among a specific group of people in the society with a clear 

notion of system justifying belives among the general population. Adding this up to a 

more contemporary research, Einarsdóttir, Heijstra and Rafnsdóttir (2018) concluded in 

their research about social and political integration of immigrants in Iceland that there 

are immigrants who do not feel heard and do not feel that they can influence political 

matters. They also feel they lack the knowledge and place themselves lover on the social 

scale than Icelanders.  

So why would people engage in a society with system justified tendencies? System 

justifying ideologies help reducing the feeling of guilt and dissonance among people by 

serving its palliative function that leads to this reduction of feeling guilty or taking 

responsibility of a practice in Iceland such as homophobia, racism or bad treatment 

towards asylum seekers. The System Justification theory was proposed for 25 years ago 

and presented a new understanding of intergroup relations helping researchers to 

understand the contradictions that exist between human rights, inequality and the 

justification of social constructions and social orders that individuals in the society 

passively support or avoid getting involved with. People in the society are motivated to 

bolster and defend existing societal status quota and realize the existence of resistance 

change and outgroup favouritism that indirectly perpetuate the unfair system (Osborne 

et al., 2019). Compared to classical theories on conflicts between intergroup relations in 

the society, in which individuals are related to the struggle of symbolic and material good, 

the System Justification Theory attempts to understand conflicts in the society based on 

the mindset that dispositional attribution for poverty allowing system justifiers to avoid 

the existence of poverty in the same society. System justifiers do not have to reflect on a 

specific group of people but can be based on commonly shared values and labels in the 

society.  
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4.7 - Theme seven: Lack of freedom 

 

In every interview that I conducted, several respondents expressed fearing whether or 

not the things they said in the interviews would put their asylum process at risk or even 

being deported. I ensured them that every confidentiality would be respected and that 

their identities would be fully protected. But the fear that they exaggerated was eye-

catching. Hamza said:  

 

I have been speaking last time. So, because of how I speak that they 

deport me. They deport me a very bad situation. 

          (Hamza). 

 

Hamza has been active with several other asylum seekers in the “No Deportation 

Protests” in 2020 in which thousands of people attended and many of  those who took 

an active part in the demonstration were deported by the Icelandic authorities:  

 

Okay, but at the same time, there was some many people got to stay 

here. But people have been in the process all of them they've been 

deported. 

          (Hamza). 

 

Hamza had been in Iceland 2 times to seek asylum, and the first time that he was here in 

2018, he decided to take an active part in the Icelandic organization called No Borders in 

Iceland who held several protests in Iceland. Hamza was deported after this protest, 

together with all those who, like Hamza, took an active part in organizing and realizing 

the protest. In fact, Hamza experienced extreme behaviour from the Icelandic authorities, 

as he resisted being deported. He said:  

 

The last time I be leading protest here in Iceland, and I saw when they 

deport me, they come with the SWAT team on to more than 25 police 

officer and they send the SWAT team with me in a plane. And I even with 
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that, I was sure that I'm going to stay I'm not going to be deported. Now 

if they deport me maybe the Iraqi embassy will catch me this time. So, I 

have to be careful. 

          (Hamza) 

 

It became evident to me that Hamza was among the main organisers of these protests.  

There is a clear awareness among the respondents that their expressions can increase 

the risk of deportation, which has become a reality for Hamza but also Basir and Kadir, 

who a couple of times during the interviews asked, whether the things they said would 

affect their asylum/refugee processes in Iceland. It is important to notify that the 

information of these kinds of tendencies is often shared within the refugee/asylum 

community, and there is a common understanding and perception among 

refugee/asylum seeker in Iceland that talking too much can increase the chance of 

deportation. In fact, the decision of governments of limiting refugees’ freedom of 

expression is often driven by political interests. The access to civic freedom for refugees 

and asylum seekers shall be recognized as a world-wide problem with millions of migrant 

workers and refugees continue to be denied basic rights. As the scale of the migratory 

phenomenon continues to grow, more people are being driven to the margins of society 

and subjected to abuse, in contexts increasingly fraught with xenophobia and restrictions 

in the space for civil society. This also has something to do with the labelling of refugees 

(Freedom to move, 2019, p. 10). 

 

4.8  - Theme eight: Existing social ties and the selection of social ties in Iceland  

 

Hazal is a Kurd and has been travelling with her husband and kids to Iceland from Lebanon 

in 2019. I was writing to her over Facebook after she started texting me explaining to me 

that she and her husband were living a hard time in the Northern part of Iceland due to 

being lonely and isolated. She explained to me that she and her husband were looking for 

other Kurds in Iceland to be in interaction with. Knowing Hazal only from the social media, 

I kept the contact with her and was able to have one or two phone calls with her husband, 

Marwan, who wanted to invite me over for dinner. I never managed to meet them 
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personally, but they recently moved to Reykjavik from the North, which gave me the 

opportunity to visit them.  

Hazal invited me for dinner and as I arrived at their house, both Hazal and Marwan 

approached me very happily. The first thing that I noticed when stepping inside their 

house was a big Kurdish flag that was hanging on the wall. They were living 4 in a small 

apartment of 2. I am not sure about the size of the apartment, but it was a student 

apartment for families as Hazal had started studying in the university in English for 1-year 

diploma. Her to 2 sons and her husband approached me and shook my hand, and we 

went straight for the dinner. There were not many materials, which reflected on their 

limited economic status, but the house was clean and tight and was located near the 

university campuss. Hazal told me that Marwan had been very depressed after moving to 

Iceland through UN. Marwan wanted to end up somewhere where he could meet 

someone who shared the same Kurdish culture as himself. Hazal mentioned that Marwan 

rather wanted to be in Germany as he knew that there would be other Kurds that he 

would be able to relate to.  Meeting me was overwhelming for him as we spoke the same 

Kurdish language. We sat down on the dining table and began eating, and Hazal told me 

that they had just gotten their apartment for 3 months ago since she became a student 

at the University of Iceland.  

After the food, we sat down in the living room and started a conversation, in which 

I got the opportunity to interview Hazal. She and her husband were living in Lebanon but 

were originally Kurds from Syria. They were both working in the same shop in Lebanon, 

and due to the civil war in Syria, it was difficult for them to go visit their family members 

in the Northern part of Syria. Hazal decided around New Year in 2018 to try to visit her 

family, as she explained that it was difficult for her to be apart for so long time, so she 

travelled with a bus that crossed the border between Lebanon and Syria and went to visit 

her family. Marwan stayed in Lebanon to continue working, while Hazal was on the visit, 

and Hazal had taken her eldest son with her.  

On her way back to Lebanon during the night, while she was sitting in the bus with 

the other passengers somewhere in the Northern part of Syria, they all of sudden heard 

gunfire around them but couldn’t see where the shootings came from. Hazal’s son 

complained about a sudden pain in his leg, but Hazal did not think it came from the 

gunshot until sometime after, where she decided to take a look at his leg. She said:  
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(…) I was not aware of it. I looked down and I saw blood. A lot of blood. 

And there were no hospitals (…) 

          (Hazal). 

 

After some time driving, they managed to find the nearest hospital in Syria, where her 

son could get treated. She reunited with Marwan in Lebanon, but the hard time was not 

over. Both Hazal and Marwan were facing the economic crisis in Lebanon and the 

Lebanese government were organizing mass repatriation of foreigners with other 

nationalities even ripping their passwords off. Hazal and Marwan stood in a situation 

where they could be deported to the civil-war Syria.  

 

(…) we had no choice. We had to find solution. And we had to move out. 

Because we could not go back.  

          (Hazal) 

 

They were therefore were moved by UN to Iceland in 2018. Hazal and Marwan mentioned 

that they had no one to talk to, as they did not want to interfere with Arabs nor other 

ethnicities in Iceland, which has something to do with the geopolitical problem in the 

Middle East, where Kurds are the biggest ethnic group not having a piece of land and who 

have throughout history experienced oppression from neighbouring countries. As 

mentioned by Kayaalp (2019), people who are of Kurdish origin live today with the effects 

of a century of political and cultural subjugation. When I entered the house, I noticed the 

large Kurdish flag hanging in the house and it became clear that they did not want to 

interfere with other refugees than those who were Kurds.  

The story of Meriem and Sevda is a bit different. Sevda is living with her husband 

Ahmed with her 2 children, and Ahmed has already been interviewed and mentioned in 

this research. Ahmed and Sevda reunited in Iceland in 2019 after fleeing Turkey, after 

Ahmed had been living alone in the country with his eldest son later reuniting with Sevda 

and their youngest son in Keflavik airport. I visited Ahmed’s and Sevda’s house and 

managed to get into a conversation with Sevda, how she as a female refugee is dealing 
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with a new country like Iceland that is very far from her own home country. Sevda 

explained that she was feeling fine in Iceland, especially because she already had existing 

social ties in Iceland. She said:  

 

 

(…) I have my group (other Turkish women) and we often meet up in 

each other’s houses. Sometimes we go out to fish together. 

        (Sevda).  

 

That means, existing social ties are very important for refugees to be able to settle in 

Iceland, and Hazal and Marwan are one of the few cases where this has not become a 

reality due to the limited numbers of Kurds living in the country. As mentioned by Greene 

(2019), social ties that can bridge cultures, languages, and backgrounds are important for 

the well-being among refugees, blending the benefits of strong and weak ties.   

The immediate establishment of social ties became evident from the beginning for 

Meriem. Meriem is Ramazan’s wife, and I got the opportunity around spring to follow 

some of the obstacles that Ramazan had to live through. It was not hard for Meriem to 

establish herself, as she got to know Sevda through Ahmed and a couple of other refugees 

with a Turkish background. In fact, as mentioned by Thoits (2011) the emotional 

sustenance and active coping assistance describe the two types of support from strong 

ties, which can be identified with people who have similar and relevant experiences. 

These social ties often reflect on the feeling of safety, comfort, and support, which lead 

to reasons for productivity and efficiency (Kadushin, 2012). For those refugees who 

resettle in a new country, resettlement organization become an important source of 

support due to the lack of informal sources of social support that exist for these people 

in Iceland, and this may lead to new blooming sub-communities in Iceland such as smaller 

Turkish, Syrian and Moroccan communities. In contrast to Hazal and Marwan, Meriem 

and Sevda felt very happy being in Iceland due to the feeling of belonging to a group and 

being able to communicate with people who share the same Turkish background. 
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4.9  - Theme nine: Highly educated refugee with no jobs 

 

Basir’s story is unique. Basir came from Tunis to Iceland  with his eldest son after his friend 

recommended him to come. Basir was already an academician in one of the larger 

universities in Tunis and was teaching about physical science. Like other participants in 

this research, who come from a higher social status, Basir was a well-respected doctor in 

physics who had to leave Tunis and flee to Iceland with his son in 2018 due to some 

problem that was caused by his teachings. Basir came to Iceland after his friend moved 

to Iceland when seeing how beautiful the country was over YouTube. Basir had high 

expectations of Iceland, and he was forced to leave Tunis due to the fear of being killed 

by locals after a lecture that he had with his students: 

 

(…) I talked about why the sky is blue (…) I am a teacher of physics, 

scientific (…) It’s, I think, to go outside Iceland not to go to Tunisia 

because I came here because I have a problem in Tunisia, I am a teacher 

and they will kill me, they will kill me. 

          (Basir). 

 

Basir was very careful of talking about the reason of him leaving the country, but it 

became clear that he had committed some kind of blasphemy that made it dangerous for 

him to walk around in the streets of Tunis: 

 

(…) it’s not really politic. It’s a religion. Like religion, I am Muslim. I am 

Muslim. 100%. No problem. 

          (Basir). 

 

What is very interesting about Basir is that Basir comes from an upper social class in Tunis:  
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(…) I have a salary in Tunisia I have a house. I have a big garden. I am 

rich in Tunisia. I’m rich, rich. Why? To leave my country and came he. 

This is the question. 

          (Basir). 

 

But the risk around him forced him to leave the country. Basir had dreams like many 

others who have been researching Iceland through social media, and he hoped that he 

would get into the university and be able to restart what he once left. Basir was clearly 

almost crying during the interview. Like many other refugees who came to Iceland alone, 

his hopes and expectations about Iceland seem to be drained out due to the policies that 

are practised in the bureaucratical system in Iceland.  

 

(…) I don’t like immigration. Zero. I just want to say they must change 

the way of thinking they must change. They must change the change 

they must think about the I say the opinions of this country. 

          (Basir). 

 

What is interesting about Basir is that I do remember him seeing him on the streets before 

getting to know him, when he was collecting bottles in Iceland on an anonymous location. 

I remember seeing him picking up bottles from the trash cans. I recognized Basir when he 

mentioned that he was using his time to pick up bottles in order to send money back 

home, as he mentiones:  

 

I am collecting some bottle and can make some money for my family. 

You see that. In a big country. Government. Don’t they don’t give you 

choose to do something. So, for me I can’t do anything here.  

          (Basir). 

 

It was remarkable to see that a person who used to be an academician and who wished 

to re-establish a life in Iceland with the ability to provide academical work in the Icelandic 
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society ends up collecting bottles on the streets.  I was wondering how much he earned, 

and he said: 

 

(…) I can collect bottles and cans every day and I have some money to 

send to my family. Now. Really, I stopped doing that is to month I never 

do that. Because you work for our for 2000 for our go go back go go 

back for 2000. Go, go back, go, go back for 2000 kr 3000 kr is fucking 

work it’s dirty it’s fucking work. Government here don’t key don’t give 

us no chance go to your stay waiting for 18,000 kr by week. Sleep. 

Sometimes if you want to go study Icelandic it’s possible but I don’t like 

to study Icelandic now because my mind it’s not with Icelandic language. 

So, it’s not good. Really. An average 4000 in one day one day 5000 not 

bad. 5000 if you work hard. In average 5000 

          (Basir). 

 

And the outbreak of Covid-19 made it all much more difficult for him:  

 

Yes, it’s difficult now. Before COVID I sent them, some money say so my 

wife is economical they he’s intuition she’s intuition to spend the money 

how to spend the money. 

          (Basir). 

 

Despite the challenges, Basir admits to like Iceland due to the people and the service and 

support that he and his son had received:  

 

(…) really, I from my heart, I like Iceland, you know, because Iceland gave 

me my son bed to sleep and the food to, to survive. So, I like the country. 

I like people. Very good people. I don't like immigration. 

          (Basir). 
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But what bothers Basir is the lack of recognition that he has received in terms of his high 

educational background forcing him to collect bottles on the streets to earn money: 

 

They don't accept someone who is educated. They don't accept someone 

who's who is liking like the best for this country. Just something. 

          (Basir). 

 

And for him, but also for Hamza and many other single asylum seekers that I have been 

interacting with, this tendency goes again. A big part of those refugees that I have met 

come from higher social status in their home countries and have a higher education, 

which could be beneficial for the Icelandic society. Hamza said e.g. following: 

 

like we have to be honest, you know, I been a police officer in my country 

and the law, so I know these situation. Iceland have opportunity to have 

a good system to use this immigrant in their side, but they didn't use it. 

I can make this immigrant from the jobless to people who can support 

this country 

          (Hamza) 

 

And the same goes by Basir who ended up the interview saying:   

 

I had many dreams when coming here to Iceland. Ideas. But now zero. 

now it is possible to collect energy in from the speed of the wind, 

especially in winter, there is a lot of, you know, we can collect, 

transform, how to transform the speed of the wind its energy to 

electricity. And you can transform this electric energy to offer kind of 

electricity and it's it can be sell it. It can be sell it exported, exported to 

other country this money 

          (Basir) 
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Employment is important for the social inclusion of refugees as this helps them creating 

cultural skills and develop social networks, improve the living standards and allowing 

them to be more integrated into the society (Tilbury, 2007). This is, however, a rare 

possibility due to the strict policies that exist in many European countries, including 

Iceland. The role of the state regulation plays a determining role in shaping the economic 

behaviour of immigrants in a country (Freeman and Ögelman, 2000) but does as well 

create a negative sentiment against a country like Iceland. When we are conducting 

studies about migration today, we are often focusing on the negative tendencies that 

migration contributes such as ghettoes, parallel societies, radicalism, crime, migration 

discourses, stigmatization, discrimination, politics etc. As Schiller (2011) mentions, little 

is said about migrants’ provision of vital labour, service and skills. It is often the case that 

asylum seekers have high education in their home country, but as they arrive in a Western 

society like Iceland, they are enabled to use their educational background and prior 

experiences undergoing ‘brain abuse’ through the denial of using their experiences. 

Schiller (2011) argues that migration scholars have not been able to establish a critical 

perspective and to develop a global perspective that describes international migration, 

development of national rhetoric on migration and refugee policies. Instead, Schiller says, 

migration scholars have adopted the perspective of their respective nation states 

(Schiller, 2011, 321).  

The processes of expectations that the refugees have for Iceland prior to their arrival 

seem to reflect on a transition model (Figure 1) that was presented by Marshall (1992), 

in which he would argue that refugees are generally optimistic about their future 

prospects following an initial disorientation that often let to disillusionment and 

depression due to the frustration of attempting to secure work. 
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Figure 1: Marshall’s (1992) Transition Model 

 
Williot and Stevenson (2013) argue based on Marshall’s diagram that the experiences of 

professional refugees are more complicated than Marshall’s diagram. In fact, by reflecting 

on Shiferaw and Hagos (2002) conclusion, there seems to be a common agreement that 

refugees often go from being optimistic to go through a process of disillusionment, but 

that this process can go rather forth and back instead of being a linear line with morale 

as a function of time as Marshall (1992) argue. Williot and Stevenson (2013) argue that 

refugees have a different kind of mindsets when it comes to attempting to find work 

respectively mentioning (1) those prepared to work in any jobs, (2) those determined to 

find work in their original profession, (3) those resigned to retraining or using their 

transferable skills and (4) the “disillusioned”. For Ahmed, it was all about finding any kind 

of work, which put him into category (1) as he was prepared that he would not find a 

work equal to his old profession. This made him less disappointed and this situation 

supports the continuation of Willion and Stevenson’s theory. Work was about connecting 

with Icelanders, and Ahmed would do any kind of work, no matter the conditions:   

 

And talking to neighbours in balcony I mean I have already accepted 

that we probably would not find a work that would be equal to the work 

that I had in Turkey, indeed. 

          (Ahmed).

  

Kadir, however, would not accept the fact that he with his profession would be working 

in a low-skilled job, as he said:  
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Teach us how we can get job we need to work on we need to build the 

country that where we are their country will give us safer place. So, we 

need to be successful in this country and work for to to do something 

good for the country for Iceland. 

          (Kadir). 

 

And the same goes for Basir:  

 

According to my experience, I didn't find a job what I like to do. 

          (Basir) 

 

For Hamza, his dreams are more based on bigger ambitions wanting to work on his own 

without being depended on anyone:  

 

My goal is not to work for someone I'm not working for. For the company 

I need to to own my own business. 

          (Hamza) 

 

While for Hazal, working requires re-taking education and accepting the reality:  

 

I started English in diploma. At least starting with something 

          (Hazal) 

 

All 4 respondents put themselves in each of the categories mentioned by Willion and 

Stevenson (2013). While Ahmed is prepared to do any job (1), Basir is prepared to do a 

job based on his original profession (2).  

Furkan experienced going back and forth on Marshall’s (1992) graph first trying to 

find a low-skilled job, then educating himself in IT-design through online courses in US 

while staying in Iceland and but ending up not being able to find a job based on this 
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profession, which in the end forced him to go back to work on a low-skilled job. This goes 

into Willion and Stevenson’s (2013) category (3), in which they argue that the group of 

optimistic refugees like Furkan who had been staying for a longer time but decided after 

a longer period of time to accept that finding employment based on profession would be 

difficult in the short to medium term.  

Then we have the (4) “disillusioned” like Basir, who are people that are educated 

and who have been staying a country for a longer period of time but are disillusioned by 

their negative experiences of finding work in their chosen field due to lack of language 

competences such as Basir, who received is education in French:  

 

Everything in French. Nothing in English. And that’s very bad. Because 

you know English is an international language that the best in the world. 

           (Basir) 

 

What is common to all the respondents were that those who had very high expectations 

prior to their arrival in Iceland were those who ended up being most depressed and 

disappointed like Hamza, Ramazan and Basir, while Ahmed, Furkan and Kadir were less 

disappointed as they did not have the same higher expectations prior to their arrivals  

The question is whether the refugees are experiencing a so-called brain abuse 

where they systematically are prevented being able to work in Iceland even with the 

profession they have. Anderson (2020) argues that recognition is an important factor in 

integrating highly skilled refugees. However, there is a lack of recognition among refugees 

in Iceland due to existing policies and the contemporary bureaucratical construction of 

migration policy and it is questionable whether or not we are ready in Iceland to recognize 

the complexities of social exclusion and its possible existence of it, as individuals from 

some countries who come with a degree are not accepted the Icelandic educational 

sector due to the selection of cooperative universities. The lack of recognition seems to 

be evident in all the interviews, in which the majority of them come from a higher 

educational background (see table 1 on page 21). Bauder (2003) mentions that migration 

does not only cause the possibility of ‘brain drain’ in a country that they have been fleeing 

from but the de-skilling and the non-recognition of refugees in the country cause brain 
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abuse in which refugees are systematically and institutionally forced to work in low-

skilled labour even though they have professions to not only contribute to the newly 

arrived country but as well as giving them a chance to build up a field of knowledge and 

information shared with the rest of the Icelandic solidarity. Bourdieu’s idea of cultural 

capital becomes a sentimental point in this problematic, as Bourdieu’s concept of cultural 

capital reflects on the collection of symbolic elements such as skills and material 

belongings that one needs to be a part of a social class in the society (Bourdieu, 1977). 

Bourdieu mentions that cultural capital comes in an embodied form, objectified form and 

an institutionalized form, and the devaluation of institutional, cultural capital among 

refugees in Iceland not only exclude them from the Icelandic solidarity but does regulate 

their professions preventing the possibility of sharing information and science to the rest 

of the society as well as becoming a barrier of employment in the Icelandic society.  

People like Ahmed, Basir, Kadir, and Meriem are appointed to less qualified positions and 

lower wages compared to the great opportunity they would have in the Icelandic labour 

market.  

Formal and official recognition of foreign credentials will reduce prejudice and give 

more fair treatment towards migrant employees. Tilbury and Colic-Peisker (2007) argue 

that policies and practised need to be reconstructed into a structure that implies a 

‘welcoming model’ that offer refugees equally access to finance and transparent support 

structures that allow refugees to stand independently both materially and financially. This 

recognition process can be constructed into 3 different competencies according to 

Anderson (2020) among refugees, respectively:  

 

1. Formal competencies, which reflect on formal credentials from a higher 

educational background in another country, in which the credentials coming from 

another country will be at the equivalent possibility of being hired than the 

credentials valid in the destination country. This, of course, reflects on the best 

possible outcome for refugees arriving in a new country. That could as well imply 

a non-formal certificate that indicates the degree of the credentials arriving in 

Iceland equivalent to the credentials already living and working in Iceland if these 

degrees meet up to the qualifications of labour.  
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2. Actual competencies, which reflect on the actual capability of the credential in 

terms of knowledge and ability of contributing into a specific area within the 

Icelandic labour market. Some professions with regulations such as medicine have 

to go through the formal competencies of the credential while other non-

regulated professions rather focus on the credential’s actual competencies.  

 

Anderson (2020) argues that it is important to focus on the subject experiencing 

recognition that implies a focus on the individuals' experiences and competencies and 

turning this into a reality rather than focusing on the professional regulations. That means 

the individual shall be recognized through the subject’s perspective in terms of mapping 

prior learning and actual competencies and turning this into formal competencies and 

qualifications. The dispersal and reduction of accessibility of the welfare system for 

asylum seekers create certain isolation among these individuals and increase the chance 

of brain abuse and the possibility of merging sub-societies, where unemployed minorities 

mobilize into groups and end up being less integrated into the Icelandic society and a 

smaller contribution to the country. That means new strategies that focus on the 

individual’s capability of employment must be emphasized (Bloch, 2007) in terms of 

overcoming both structural and personal barriers but also promoting the attempt of 

integrating these individuals. In fact, giving the opportunity for refugees using their actual 

competencies in the Icelandic society can lead to a chain reaction of more employment 

among refugees and therefore an increased tendency of brain gains for the Icelandic 

society, as some refugees have the tendency of finding a job via a personal network 

(Tubergen, 2011). When Ramazan found a job, this led to Ahmed and Furkan also finding 

a job, as Ramazan’s ambition not only encouraged his friends but did as well create hope 

of being able to be a part of the Icelandic society. That is why it is important to establish 

some kind of a recognition process in Iceland in order to demonstrate this chain in upper-

skilled jobs. It is although important to point out that the lack of recognition of refugees 

who have a higher educational background shall not only be seen or understood as being 

a systematic failure or attempt of diminishing the tendency of migration to Iceland. There 

are many internal factors that prevent refugees from working, such as imbalance of 

mental stances among refugees, trauma, physical injuries etc., which one have to put on 
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emphasis. But these processes can alter the success of both these group of people and 

for the beneficial of the Icelandic society as a whole.  

 

4.10 Abdu’s successful story – a longer conversation 

 

Abdu’s story is unique to all the respondents that I have been dealing with and he shared 

an interesting story about his journey to Iceland and how he as an asylum seeker reached 

success and became an Icelandic Citizen. Abdu was not formally interviewed but we had 

a long conversation together in which I wrote notes based on what he said during the 

conversation. Abdu is a guy from Somalia and he has been involved in several of my 

assignments and projects throughout the courses of my MA-degree due to the interesting 

story of his success in Iceland that he has been sharing. I met Abdu in the mosque in 2018 

and he informed me that he was once selling perfume on the street. But his history is 

more than just a perfume selling refugee, as he later became a very successful 

businessman in Iceland. Abdu came from a rather poor Somali family and used to live in 

Kenya with his dad. He one day got in contact with some smugglers who offered him to 

be transported by a jeep through the Sahara Desert to Libya, where he would be offered 

different kinds of jobs in Libya. Abdu explained that he and many other people were all 

packed behind a 4x4 jeep and they were driving through the huge desert of Sahara 

through the burning sun. The problem with the ride was that many people were stacked 

on each other on the 4x4 and that the ride was very bumpy. Some people fell off the jeep 

during the ride in the middle of the big dessert, and the driver did not stop and left those 

behind, who had fallen off the 4x4. They are probably all dead now, Abdu said. But it was 

the only option they had either facing the risk of death due to lack of opportunities in 

their home country or facing a possible risk of death in the mighty dessert at least seeing 

an opportunity after the dangerous journey. Abdu explained that they arrived in Libya 

after days and approached some very brutal people, who would offer them work in 

miserable conditions and made them work without paying them, which reflected on 

modern slavery. Abdu explained that he once was called out by a man who was looking 

for people who could kill the rats that were eating on his field, and Abdu accepted the 

offer. Abdu explained how he and a couple of others were using fuel to burn the rats from 
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their holes, and that he was called ‘the rat killer’ by people around him. He went out in 

the field under the burning sun and killed as many rats as he could and then went to the 

lord to ask him for money. But the lord did not want to pay him, so Abdu and his friend 

went to his farm and kidnapped one of his cows to press the lord to pay them money. 

The Somali embassy was involved in this, and so was the media, and Abdu ended up 

getting what he required. Abdu realized that it was too dangerous for him staying in Libya, 

and he decided to run for another risk migrating from Libya to Malta on an inflatable boat 

with many other individuals.  

As he arrived in Malta, he was able to get occupied with some work, but his life 

was still at risk and he decided to travel further from Malta through the European borders 

in which he used the money that he had earned paying for the illegal smuggling ending 

up in Iceland after having paid for the plane ticket. I was not informed from where he 

departed from in order to travel to Iceland. When he arrived in Iceland, he managed to 

find a job in a factory in which he explained that his responsibility was to push on a bottom 

every single time a product went on the band. I did not get many details about his first 

occupation. But what I understood was that Abdu then met an Icelandic woman during 

an event that a friend of his, whom he met in Iceland, was organizing. They later got into 

a relationship and got married. Abdu did not want to work in a factory pressing on a single 

bottom as he saw himself as a guy with much more potentials than that. He then began 

taking pictures and tried to work out some blogging, which did not work very well. He 

then proceeded selling perfume on the street which worked pretty well, but this was not 

an income that he would survive on. He then used his money that had to establish a 

company that would supply security guards in different sectors in the Icelandic society 

everything from Hagkaup to N1. This company grew very fast, and he managed to give 

jobs to many foreigners in Iceland, who were living without a job. His company expanded 

rapidly, and he became from being called a ‘rat-killer’ to a successful businessman in 

Iceland driving in the newest car having money enough to invest in new companies and 

providing seminars in different Icelandic institutions such as universities, where he had 

provided seminars to business students of how to establish a business.   
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4.11 Theme eleven: Feeling a part of the Icelandic society 

 

Commonly to all the respondents, there seems to be a very optimistic expectation of 

Iceland prior to their arrival. The experience in Iceland, however, is different based on the 

way that the respondents were treated in their arrivals and how their asylum cases were 

taken care of. When Ahmed was about to land in Keflavik Airport, he was noticing a 

landscape that really caught his attention, as he said:  

 

So we are arriving in Iceland (…) seeing it under us a completely dark 

landscape and then we came during the winter (…) and this had an 

impact on me coming all the way from the Mediterranean,  from very 

green environment to this (…) I was looking from the plane telling 

myself, where have we come?  

          (Ahmed). 

 

He immediately noticed that he was in another country when looking at the skin colours 

of individuals at the airport:  

 

People were very different, completely blond people, and this had a big 

impact on us (…) this is the first time we have gone abroad 

          (Ahmed). 

 

But what really caught his attention was the way the way that the police were 

approaching his boy when arriving in the airport:  

 

We went in and one of the positive impact that I noticed was that we 

were walking around in the airport (…) with no police around us. The 

police officers did not have a gun (…) I felt the feeling of security and 

comfort. And the police was polite towards me and my son (…) gave us 
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a place to stay with toys for my son (…) made well dialogue and 

conversation (…) transported us into a private taxi 

          (Ahmed). 

 

And the further experiences that he saw strengthened the positive impact that he got on 

Iceland:  

 

We got house after 1.5 – 2 months (…) stayed in hotel (…) they sent my 

child to school (…) we got residence permit (…) special psychologist for 

my child (…) I mean, in the world we are 7 or 10 billion people, within 

those we went within a very small percentage (…) and you can 

comfortably live your religion 

          (Ahmed) 

 

And that made him wanting to be a part of the solidarity, as he mentions:  

 

I have not seen much of an unfortunate here (…) we have good 

relationship with our neighbours (…) sharing food (…) In this way, they 

were helping me. And I wanted to find a job so I could learn the language 

too. And learn the Icelandic culture, and in order to learn these kind of 

things, you have to be with the people and among the people. And 

create dialogue. Therefore, I had to work. And in a place like a school, 

like working in a school and among kids, I think in these matters this 

could be a great advantage for me. (…) I am happy to be here with my 

family, and I wish actually that I would be from here.  

          (Ahmed). 

 

The application of social cohesion becomes evident at this point, as Ahmed feels a sense 

of belonging in the Icelandic community and has already gotten a great relationship with 

other Icelandic individuals, which reflects on the connectedness and solidarity that he 
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feels and want to be a part of. In recent years, the implication of social cohesion as an 

equivalent for integration in the society has become an import factor for the well-being 

of refugees and the sense of belonging and will of being productive in the society. And it 

is evident that Ahmed feels obliged to work as he feels a part of the society due to the 

positive impact that he experienced throughout the process of establishing himself here. 

He later did reunite with his wife and his youngest son after a couple of months of waiting 

time in Reykjavik, and the smoothness of this process has given him the opportunity to 

both overcome his traumatic experiences but also to feel a part of a new community. This 

process is well-described by Marc Granovetter (1973), where he explains about the 

incidence dimension of social integration, respectively formed into two different 

characteristics: frequency and intensity. Granovetter explains that frequency reflects on 

the number of ties that the individual has to its surroundings or ties with groups, which 

Ahmed felt in the beginning, while the intensity of these social ties reflects on the nature 

of these ties such as the feeling of familiarity and belonging. It is, however, important to 

clarify that intensity and frequency are not necessarily in correlation with each other as 

one can have a minimum frequency with people while having a stronger intensity with 

those few around the individual such as the family, which has to do with identification 

(Entzinger and Biezeveld, 2003). That means, when the individual manages to identify 

itself with others, this individual will be able to create stronger ties to these relatable 

people, and the individual will be able to fit itself into specific groups. For migrants like 

Ahmed, there is and will always be a strong identification and intensity with the family 

back home, but the process of social integration gratifies and intensifies throughout the 

steps of being able to expand the frequency among Icelanders and therefore establishing 

new forms of intensity and identifications. Kadir, who came from Iraq with his family and 

who has been through a lot of trauma, experienced the same welcoming feeling as 

Ahmed. The similarities between Ahmed and Kadir are that both came or were intended 

to come with their family and therefore had to go through another bureaucratical process 

than if they would intend to settle individually. Kadir expressed that he was happy to be 

in Iceland due to its peace and security that is around him, and his family has gotten 

housing and residency in Iceland, economic support and mental support providing free 

therapy through a psychologist, as both he, his wife and all his kids indicate strong 

traumatic stress disorders. He has found one Icelandic friend who helped Kadir and his 



78 

family to find a house and whom he has a very good relationship with. But what Kadir 

misses is the number social ties with Icelanders, or what Granovetter would reflect on 

the frequency and intensity of social ties, although he has been able to establish some 

kind of intensity with that one friend that he has. Kadir has attempted to meet Icelandic 

friends and attempted to learn the language, which according to him will in the future 

allow him to be a part of the solidarity in Iceland, but this has not been successful for him:  

 

We don't have like Icelandic friend we love to have we have one friend 

who have because also they have one friend. He helped them to find 

house for the Icelandic camp and they are also stressing to have some 

Icelandic friend. One of the things that I was expected to have that many 

Icelandic friends, but I didn't get so much. I don't know how I would love 

to have a chance to meet Icelandic people and the speak with them. If I 

get a chance to meet them, they will be my friend. But is no chance to 

be connected to Icelandic people because of language. I love to meet 

and speak with the Icelandic to learn the language to integration in this 

society. This is the thing I'm looking forward to it. I love to integrate.  

          (Kadir). 

 

The aspect of being able to create social ties with Icelanders and to be able to have 

Icelandic friends is for Kadir a key factor of being a part of the solidarity in Iceland and to 

become integrated. But another important way of getting into the system is to get a job 

according to Kadir: 

 

(…) Icelandic people on the Icelandic authorities to give us a chance to 

be integrated in society and part of the society. To teach us how we can 

get experience, teach us how we can get job we need to work on, and 

we need to build the country that where we are their country will give 

us a safer place.  

          (Kadir) 
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In order to understand the process of integration, which often is researched from a macro 

level based on the social inclusion of people with other ethnical backgrounds, there 

should be a bigger emphasis in understanding how migrants experience the process of 

social integration from an interpretivist standpoint and to try to understand, what the 

society means to the migrant and how the migrant tries to integrate into the system 

(Castles, 2002). As mentioned by Cheung and Phillimore (2013, p. 2), integration is not 

only a linear process but must be understood as an ongoing negotiation between past 

and present, the country of origin and the country of refuge, how social ties and network 

are developed and maintained, how the new socialization processes build up in the newly 

arrived country, and what kind of obstacles that the refugee is experiencing in the 

destination country. That means, the whole intention of going through a timeline of 

happening from the refugee’s perspective, from the time where the refugee left his/her 

country of origin, the travel to Iceland and the arrival to Iceland, is based on the concept 

of fully understanding the thoughts and obstacles that the refugee has to go through. This 

thesis may be used as a guide for future research but also as a manual for the Icelandic 

authorities to be able to understand the world experienced by refugees. That means, 

understanding the life lived by refugees implies a larger aspect of complexity due to the 

technologized globalized world and the complicated socio-virtual ties that determine the 

refugee’s decisions.  

Chapter 5: Discussion and limitations  
 

This research revealed interesting topics and phenomena that were discovered through 

a micro approach allowing the researcher to get very close to the respondents to 

understand the mind-set of the respondents from a closer perspective but also within the 

setting that the respondents were living. But this research has as well through its 

methodological approaches understood the dilemma of methodology and the limitations 

that methodology in social sciences today have. This is done by understanding 

methodology better through these limitations and why micro research is so important 

when emphasizing on a minority of people that are excluded and isolated from the rest 
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of the society, not only from the phenomena that were discovered, but also from the 

missing and hiding phenomena, that are still unexplored. In this research,  there are 

complexities of researching people who are severely affected by external factors limiting 

their ability and willingness of talking due to fear and insecurity. This research has shown 

that the attempt of getting closer to respondents through a personal conversation and 

being physically present within the settings around the repondents would provide the 

researcher a deeper meaning from social context of researching, however, three 

particular limitations prevented the researcher to get closer when wanting to. These 

limitations were clearly expressed by the respondents during the interviews through (1) 

the fear of being deported or having their asylum processes declined limiting their 

freedom of expression, (2) the fear of having their names appearing anywhere which was 

evident when all of them denied signing a confidentiality agreement, (3) fear of their 

names circulating in the society due to the possibility of getting caught and ‘punished’ by 

interests and authorities.  That means, this study helps us to understand how limited we 

as social scientists are in terms of reaching these people even attempting to explore a 

phenomenon hidden microscopically in the society within the physical and virtual 

environments, that these people are living. Therefore, this chapter will begin by 

introducing some of the limitations and biases of the study, but the main focus will be to 

talk about the importance of innovation within qualitative research, the importance of 

research freedom, the importance of paving ways to future researchers both ethically 

and methodologically, and the importance of reaching the consensus between what is 

ethically right and wrong to do when attempting to innovate new methods and new 

paradigms within the world of social sciences.   

 

5.1   Limitations of the study 
 

While undertaking this study, some limitations were encountered that need to be 

addressed. These limitations were partly due to the lack of methodological guidelines 

existing within this field of research when trying to understand the link between the 

virtual world, migration and expectations of an arriving country generated by social 

media platforms.  
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The first limitation was the challenge of reaching respondents while the small number of 

participants in the study made it difficult to generalize things from the findings. But the 

use of the hermeneutical approach helped reaching a wider perspective of the field and 

a more in-depth and meaningful understanding of the different phenomena appearing in  

the field.  

The method of interviewing and observing was time-consuming but very efficient in 

terms of understanding the field and extracting information from individuals. One of the 

limitations in terms of interviews was that some of the respondents were not very fluent 

in English. They were not able to fluently explain things that they wanted to explain.  

The places of where the interviews were conducted were often chosen based on the 

level of noise around the respondent in order to avoid possible interruptions during the 

interview or to prevent the respondent from feeling insecure during the interview. 

Although it happened once or twice that there was too much noise around the 

respondent the respondent had to find another place to conduct the interviews. This, 

however, did not cause any problem and all the interviews went very well.  

In terms of the participant observation, one of the difficulties was to follow the 

ethical guidelines and to require content from institutions that were observed such as 

Ásbrú. It is also very time consuming despite its rich information that it provides and 

represent a rather small sample size making it hard to generalize from data. Like the 

interviews, there was always a risk of being affected emotionally due to the surroundings 

or even being involved in the activity within the field.  

The selection of cases was a challenge, and as a good research design is an iterative 

and not a linear process, existing literature became a big help of guiding and formalizing 

the whole research process from a hermeneutical approach.  

The lack of standardization due to the open-ended nature of the setup was 

another possible bias as it could be difficult to ‘sum up’ consensus of all the conducted 

interviews and to quantify the outcome. There was a lot of information coming from the 

interviews and the observations but to quantify this information, so they became relevant 

to each other, was very difficult. This has, in fact, been the biggest challenge of this 

research as much information has been deleted while other information has been 

prioritized in terms of the research context.   



82 

Furthermore, due to the use of the hermeneutical approach, the research 

sometimes ended up being unstructured due to a load of verbal data and the many 

different observations that had to be prioritized in order to make meaning of them. This 

was very difficult especially when the researcher attempted to be rather explorative 

trying to pick up different phenomena that are generated and caused by the social media 

leading into other interesting phenomena such as the living conditions of refugees and 

asylum seekers and their settlement in the destination country.  

Lastly, many of the respondents and participants in this research were men. The 

accessibility to female respondents were limited as most of the asylum seekers in Iceland 

are men, and while women declined to participate more often. A possible advice for 

future science would therefore be attempting to reach the females in other refugee 

camps than those, that are only housing men. Reflecting on Dekker et al. (2018) study, 

they purposefully approached and targeted female refugees to prevent this problem to 

happen.   

5.2  New paradigm of guidelines within socio-virtual science 
  

This research was dealing with a minority of people in Iceland, and the beautiful thing 

about social sciences is that everything is relative, and that all phenomena change and 

reoccur as a function of time and space. During this study, the researcher ran across new, 

unexpected phenomena in what Becker relates to a ‘shock of recognition’ that was 

originally mentioned by Herman Melville (see Becker, 2014). The phenomena discovered 

in this research are just tiny pieces of a larger puzzle hidden in billions of different social 

elements that stack on top of each other and function around a liquid interdependency. 

Liquid, as these functionalities constantly undergo changes and follow their own paths 

based on the actions that individuals intentionally and unintentionally commit in the 

society. In this research, the researcher has untraditionally attempted to conduct various 

forms of qualitative approaches in term of exploring the field that the researcher was 

entering and was able to uncover different phenomena instead of few with the intention 

of opening new doors for future research endeavours. The researcher was dealing with 

moral objectivism when conducting the research in terms of approaching new fields that 

had never been scientifically walked before. With moral objectivism, the researcher 
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discovered what was right and wrong based on the independent methodological 

decisions that were taken to uncover the new field. We are moving from moral 

objectivism to moral relativism as prior research has already given us disciplines about 

what is prevailed as morally and ethically right and wrong. Moral relativism becomes 

more relevant as (1) views are relative to differences in perception and consideration, 

and (2) moral relativity differentiates based on the contemporary social elements one 

might approach (Jeske and Fumerton, 1997). These elements might define a reality today 

but might define another reality tomorrow that is an approximation of the reality that we 

see today.  In fact, the researcher can enter a field that is so new and so alien to many 

researchers that there might be limited to no existing moral and ethical guidelines to lead 

the researcher through the field like being the case in this particular research! This is here 

where it becomes evident to ‘predict’ human behaviour and a general human reaction to 

specific actions based on previous disciplines before conducting a study and expect the 

best outcome of the actions that are committed. We call it consequentialism (Jeste and 

Fumerton, 1997). The whole complexity of migration today is overseen, and for us to 

make sense of migration processes and their variations, it is important to theorize the 

global flows of the capital of various kinds and not only on the agency of migrant (Schiller, 

2011). As mentioned by Wimmer and Glich Shiller in Hui (2016, p. 72), the value of 

studying globalization, transnational communities and migration to contribute to this 

shift of perspective away from methodological nationalism, which has become a 

pervasive characteristic of migration research today (Hui, 2016, p 74).  While most studies 

simultaneously focus on the link between migration and labour market, it is evident that 

the rapid changes of the globalized world leave us estranged to these changes especially 

with the existence of the virtual world. We overlook important socio-virtual tendencies 

that in many ways have become the key factors of contemporary migration among, for 

instance, asylum seekers in a particular country such as Iceland by emphasizing the new 

virtual world. The virtual world plays a determining role in the contemporary globalized 

society that is characterized by liquid modernity, where societal changes occur in the line 

of the expansion of the virtual world. Alienation of understanding this world often 

becomes a challenge among social scientists today, who are forced to adopt new 

methods to understand this world or to reconstruct existing ethical and methodological 

guidelines, which requires constant flexible thinking. This flexible reconstruction or 
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renewal of existing methods that are integrated into the socio-virtual science face many 

challenges as these new methods must live up to certain ethical and moral limitations 

existing in the world of academia (Mckenna, Myers and Newman, 2017). 

In the academic world, guidance about ethics for virtual research are limitedly 

defined in learned societies such as The Council of Abduican Survey Research 

Organization and The British Educational Research Association but common to each 

other; these learned societies share a distinctive perspective about ethical guidelines for 

virtual research emphasizing the harms that might arise from asking for consent in the 

virtual world, or through the process of asking for consent (Sugiura, Wiles and Pope, 2016, 

p. 187). Content in the virtual world is easily accessible, and not many guidelines about 

virtual research are defined in any learned societies due to the rapid expansion of the 

virtual sphere resulting in confusion and variated antagonistic perspectives of the defined 

ethical guidelines and limitations of accessible content. The question arising about these 

contents occurs as it seems to be extremely challenging to define and distinguish 

between ‘private’ content and ‘non-private’ content when both appear publicly in the 

virtual sphere. (Sugiura, Wiles and Pope, 2016).  

Methods that are constructed to research the virtual world, therefore, seem to 

be characterized by innovation in one hand and restriction, anxiety and uncertainty in the 

other; because the virtual sphere compromises a universal non-physical world that 

constantly merges with and emerges from the ongoing technologization of the society 

relatively as a function of time and space (Hine, 2013). But the challenge of researching 

the virtual world depends on the level of measurement that is conducted when focusing 

on both micro and macro levels.  Jankowski and colleagues argue that modifying existing 

methodological approaches are more common than undergoing radical reconstruction, 

in which innovations of methods appear more often at the micro level compared with the 

macro-level (Jankowski et al., 2010). This seems to be evident as measurements from a 

macro level is more likely to emphasize on raw and ‘existing’ data whereas measurements 

from a micro-level requires an ability to innovate, construct and adopt new ways of 

accessing the hidden data and bringing it to light without breaking ethics and laws. 

Looking at Shamoo and Resnik (2009), they argue that a person who is considering making 

an ethical decision should use both intellect and judgement to weight the different 

options that are available in the light of the relevant facts and ethical values. An ethical 



85 

decision does not have to be perfect, as ‘perfection’ can never be fulfilled due to its 

variations of interpretations, but one must attempt to reach an approximation of 

perfection based on existing facts and values that one is surrounded with. One should 

consider all of the ‘possible’ affected parties and examine all possible negative outcome 

from the choice; one is making. The ethical decision committed in an immerse world of 

virtual interactions and virtual algorithms can be hard to distinguish.  

Scholars have debated three approaches to ethical decision-making in the last 

decades. Referring to Shamoo and Resnik (2009) for this implication, these approaches 

respectively are (a) a top-down, theory-based approach, which is when we form our 

perceptions with a larger concept or idea before attempting to gain more detail 

information about a certain thing, (b) a bottom-up, case-based approach known as 

casuistry, which, generally said, uses principles in reasoning analogically such as vexing 

cases or paradigms such as clear-cut cases while resembling legal reasoning and can be 

particularly useful when used in authoritative writings relevant to a particular case, and 

(c) a mid-range, principle-based approach known as principlism, which is an applied ethics 

approach to the examination of moral dilemmas based on the application of certain 

ethical principles. However, one must remember that these different approaches are the 

outcome of problems that scientists have approached when attempting to conduct 

research and therefore become ‘problem-solving approaches’ that can commonly be 

shared by scientists from all around the world. But time is precious, and the world 

changes drastically due to the ongoing technologization of societies, and sometimes 

innovating new methods that go against classical methods are necessary to understand 

this drastically expanding virtual world.  As mentioned by Shamo and Resnik (2009), 

ethical theories are usually abstract and complex and can be difficult for the interpreter 

to apply. Scientists need guidelines that are not too difficult to interpret, and that are 

clear and easy to understand. Otherwise, we might end up with scientists being alienated 

to this ever-expanding virtual world and the outcomes of the contemporary post-modern 

Western society. Hence, the paradigms, theories, theoretical approaches, ethical, moral 

and methodological guidelines that are available today in the field of social sciences 

mostly represent the physical world and how choices made in conducting research have 

an effect on individuals within physical spheres. The long historical processes of 

developing, constructing and reconstructing methodologies and ethical guidelines have 
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provided clear lines for researchers today of knowing how to approach different social 

elements within the physical spheres and not the virtual spheres. The virtual world has 

become enormous and functions around its own social rules, norms and cultural practices 

as the accessibility of virtual communities is almost unlimited, and everybody can create 

their own virtual platforms, connect with people from all around the world and constantly 

innovate new virtual spheres limitlessly. We need to be able to constantly construct and 

reconstruct new flexible methods and ethical perceptions that help us understanding the 

fascinating virtual world, which expands by milliseconds into billions of different 

algorithms reaching millions of people on a daily basis. We have to be able to go beyond 

traditional methods that represent the physical world. We have to be experts in the socio-

virtual world to understand the globalized world village. We need to innovate new 

methods to understand the socio-virtual world, and we need to sometimes go beyond 

existing ethical guidelines, since the virtual world, compared to the physical world, is 

constantly experiencing changes in its infrastructure. Despite the imperfections and the 

few controversial practices used in this research emphasizing on migrants in Iceland with 

a clear functionality of the determining role of the social media in travelling, this research 

has attempted to conduct and present new approaches that intend to help future 

scientists in entering a field that implies the dominant role of the social media.  

 

5.3   Where are we now, and what should we aim for?  
 

The network society today is characterized by speed and intensity of communication and 

information flow, which plays an important role in the daily activities among individuals 

in Icelandic society. The internet, which once was used as a tool for scientists or the 

military, is now available for almost everyone in the world weaving together the 

contributions of millions of people not only in the sense of being the consumers of the 

virtual world but also the producers of media content. The so-called ‘Web 2’has resulted 

in a new evolution of media technologies that is characterized by flexibility, freedom of 

speech and cross-border communication (Alejandro, 2010). The evolution and revolution 

in communication and information technology play a significant role in decision-making 

among migrants and non-migrants as demonstrated in this research, who are 
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geographically dispersed but can create social ties abroad through transnational 

networks in the virtual world (Dekker et al., 2018).  

There is little said about the impact of the internet on migration today. Much 

research today emphasizes on the one-to-one communication tools that the internet is 

providing, which helps individuals to maintain social ties. But social media today is much 

more complex and have much more to offer. The network structure where the 

communication takes place constantly changes, and the whole infrastructure of different 

virtual platforms such as Facebook and YouTube are constantly changing as well. 

Technological rationalization in the post-modern society works as ‘nerves in the brain’ of 

the globalized world starting from simple communication, planning or information in the 

virtual world that by time becomes a physical action in the physical society as we saw 

with many of the respondents and participants taking an active part in this research. The 

analysis of migration networks relating to the expansion of the virtual world plays a key 

factor in understanding the different functionalities and dynamics in migration which 

leads to a better understanding of the globalized world village. As mentioned by Brettell 

and Hollifield (2015), migrants are subject to macro processes that steer migration and 

who selectively move between countries, which so often is determined by cross-border 

information and communication through the virtual world. This is where transnational 

virtual spaces are generated, as migratory movements by time become self-sustaining in 

a cumulative causation, since migrants often prefer to migrate to places with existing 

social ties or with good repetitions (Dekker et al., 2018). This research has attempted 

courageously to go beyond traditional methods from an explorative perspective issuing 

many phenomena that will alter the direction for future scientists while using flexibility 

and freedom in understanding the dominant role of the social media, the socialization 

processes that it practices and the determining effect of decision-making in terms of 

migration and movement of people due to generated expectations.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This study has given an insight of the life of refugees and asylum seekers in Iceland 

attempting to understand the rationale behind their decisions of travelling to the country 

emphasizing on their expectations and hopes prior to their arrivals and the reality that 

they are living. The reflection between hope, expectation and reality is methodologically 

fully understood through the implication of the virtual world emphasizing on socio-virtual 

communities and virtual search engines that often determine the rationale of travelling 

given its cheap accessibility and its endless of possibilities of reaching information about 

a country. This research, however, has also through its methodological approaches 

understood the dilemma of methodology and the limitations that methodology in social 

sciences today has when trying to understand a minority of people that are often 

systematically and culturally alienated and isolated from the rest of the society. The 

insecurity among refugees and asylum seekers and the fear of deportation result in lack 

of freedom in terms of expressing themselves, which became evident throughout the 

interviews.  Creating a hermeneutical approach with a collaboration between verbal 

analysis and ethnographical field research emphasizing both on physical and virtual 

communities helped reaching a deeper understanding of the different phenomena 

existing among refugees and asylum seekers in Iceland. In fact, the combination of 

‘understanding the whole’ and the ‘engagement with the phenomena’ produced and 

reproduced themes altering the possibility of understanding the reality around refugees 

and asylum seekers beyond their limitation of expressing verbatim. The hermeneutical 

approach also allowed a broader combination of studies attempting to emphasize on 

both physical and virtual communities to understand the inter-dependency of socio-

physical and socio-virtual spheres and to understand the merge and emerge of migration 

mobilities, transnationalism, cross-border communication and constant inflow and 

outflow of information within socio-virtual spheres. This research stresses out the 

absolute importance of implying the virtual world when attempting to conduct any kind 

of studies relating to human behaviour in social sciences today due to the determining 

role of different socio-virtual spheres such as the social media. To specify the conclusion, 

this research has presented the different outcomes of the studies produced by the 

hermeneutical approach but, most importantly, attempted to innovate, introduce and 
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suggest a new scientifical paradigm within social science that the researcher would like 

to call socio-virtual science, that combines the understanding of a group of people 

emphasizing on the physical world and the virtual world that requires hermeneutical 

approaches to make sense of its interdependency.  
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Appendix 

Attachment to the final version of the dissertation “The Smartphone is My Hope“. 

 

 

Declaration concerning ethical issues of the data collection. 

 

The student, Muhammed Emin Kizilkaya, faced difficulties getting a signed informed consent 

from his interviewed subjects – as is customary in research such as this. The absence of the 

signed informed consents is due to the fact that the subjects were in a vulnerable position, as 

asylum seekers in Iceland, and they were suspicous of authorities and afraid that talking about 

their situation might jeopardize their chances of getting refugee in Iceland. The subjects 

therefore wished to take part in the research without having to sign their name on an official 

document (see page 29).  

 

I, as the advisor of the dissertation, hereby confirm that despite the absence of the signed 

informed consents from the subjects of the research, the interviews took place in appropriate 

manner. I have further received transcripts of all the interviews in question and confirm their 

existence.  

 

The issue of a signed informed consent for vulnerable groups, such as asylum seekers, 

however raises interesting ethical and methodological questions in terms of doing research on 

such groups. Thus, the issue could serve as an extension of the findings from this dissertation 

and raise further questions on which measures can be seized when the obtainment of informed 

consent is problematic, as in this case. This final note serves the function to raise this issue.  
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