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Preface 
This research paper is part of a comparative Nordic research project “Nordic welfare states and the 
dynamics and effects of ethnic residential segregation (NODES)”, funded by NORFACE’s 
Research Programme on Migration. NODES is a four-year research project which involves a team 
of fourteen researchers and six partner institutions from Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. 
 
The NODES project comprises five multidisciplinary subprojects that aim to capture the links 
between the Nordic welfare state policies and trajectories of social and spatial integration. The main 
research question is: How are the Nordic welfare states shaping the conditions for ethnic residential 
segregation and de-segregation, and how are the patterns and processes of segregation affecting the 
wider  social  and  spatial  developments  in  the  different  host  societies?  The  underlying  causes  and  
impacts of ethnic segregation are explored from the perspectives of both individual migrant families 
and the receiving society.  
 
This research paper is part of the first subproject, which analyses differences and similarities in 
policy frameworks, immigration flows and settlement patterns in the Nordic countries. The specific 
research questions are: 1) How do welfare, housing, immigration and integration policy goals and 
practices differ between the countries, and what are the most prominent policy practices with regard 
to immigrant settlement patterns?, 2) What are the characteristics of immigrants and their migration 
flows into and out of the countries, and the major urban regions?, and 3) What characterises 
settlement patterns of different immigrant groups?  
 
These questions are discussed in four individual country reports that comprise of case studies from 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. The country reports function as background reports to 
contextualise the policy framework, and migration and settlement patterns that we hypothesize to 
shape and affect the processes of ethnic residential segregation in our countries. Each country report 
comprises five chapters focusing on recent changes in the policy goals, practices and structures of 
welfare (chapter 1), housing (chapter 2), immigration (chapter 3), integration (chapter 4), and 
segregation and settlement patterns (chapter 5). The main findings are summed up and discussed 
with reference to ethnic residential segregation in a concluding chapter. 
 
The four country cases and comparative cross-country conclusions are published in a joint book, 
titled “Immigration, Housing and Segregation in the Nordic Welfare States”. The book can be 
downloaded on the NODES webpage http://blogs.helsinki.fi/nodesproject/publications/. 
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1.  Welfare in Norway 
Terje Wessel 

1.1.  Income inequality and poverty 
Norway  ranks  close  to  the  top  of  the  OECD  league  in  terms  of  gross  domestic  product  (GDP),  
labour productivity and labour productivity growth (OECD 2009; St. meld. 9 2008-2009)). This 
favourable situation reflects, of course, a significant rise in oil and gas revenues. Currently, the 
petroleum sector accounts for more than 20 per cent of total GDP and approximately half of total 
export.  

The implications of an open and growing economy are diverse and difficult to grasp. It has, no 
doubt, become harder to maintain egalitarian principles and practices. This is evident in several 
sorts of statistics, particularly income statistics. The country as a whole has experienced a marked 
growth of income inequality since the late 1980s. The Gini coefficient for household disposable 
income grew from 0.208 in 1986 to 0.240 in 1996 and further to an average of 0.269 during 2004-
2007 (Table 1). The latter figure reflects huge fluctuations from year to year due to changes, and 
reported changes, in the capital gains taxation. The interplay between capital gains and capital gains 
taxation played a similar role in the early 1990s, when issues of economic inequality sparked a 
prolonged debate about distribution, equity and poverty. An often heard argument is that earnings 
inequality remains stable due to tripartite co-operation and long-term low-wage policies. This may 
have been true until the late 1990s, but not any longer. The Gini coefficient for wage inequality 
among full-employed employees grew from 0.165 in 1997 to 0.191 in 2007 (St.meld. 9 2008-2009). 
Equally important, a narrow focus on wage does not capture all premiums in the labour market. 
Many of the expanding sectors rely on low-priced shares, stock options and beneficial savings 
schemes as part of the reward structure.  

Norway has thus changed its position in the league tables of income inequality. Sweden, Denmark 
and Norway used to appear in one end of the OECD ranking, as the most equal societies. The latest 
report (OECD 2008), by contrast, places Norway behind 10 countries on a similar ranking and 
behind 13 countries on a ranking based on the squared coefficient of variation (SCV). Much of the 
change in Norway has occurred at the top end of the distribution, partly through upward mobility 
and partly through increasing income in the upper stratum. These types of change are effectively 
captured by the SCV measure, which concentrates on differences from the mean.  

It  might  be  seen  as  a  mitigating  circumstance  that  poor  households  enjoy  a  certain  amount  of  
protection in restless times (e.g. ‘industrial shift’, trade union decline, fluctuating international 
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markets, accelerating globalisation, etc.). The lowest decile has seen only a slight reduction (11 per 
cent) in its  share of all  incomes over two decades.  A staggering 59 per cent of all  incomes in the 
lowest decile are public transfers (St. meld. 9 2008-2009), which clearly indicates the role of 
government policies. Some experimental calculations show that the Gini coefficient increases by 
0.154 if all taxable transfers are excluded, and by 0.022 if all tax-free transfers are excluded (NOU 
2009:10).1 Another relevant comparison is the ‘risk-of-poverty rate’ before and after social 
transfers. Norway figures on this measure (2006) with the highest re-ranking effect of the Eurostat 
countries, followed by Sweden, Denmark and Finland.2  

Table 1. Measures of income dispersion. Household equivalent income between persons.  

 Early 80s Mid 80s Mid 90s Mid-2000s  
Gini coefficient* 

Gini coefficient**  

 

 

0.208 

0.234 

0.240 

0.256 

0.269 

0.276 
Gini coefficient*** 0.243 0.230   
Squared coefficient of variation** 

Interquintile share ratio* 

 0.278 

2.9 

0.301 

3.4 

0.456 

3.8 
Interquintile share ratio**  3.4 3.8 4.0 
Decile 1: share of all incomes*  4.5 4.2 4.0 
Decile 10: share of all incomes*  18.1 21.1 24.1 
*Students are excluded. Year of registration: 1986, 1996 and an average for 2004-2007. Equivalent 
income is based on the EU-scale, which consists of the following weights: 1.0 for the first adult, 0.5 
for every additional adult and 0.3 for every child. Source: Statistikkbanken (Statistics Norway), 
Income statistics for households (http://www.ssb.no/iffor_en/) and St.meld. 9 2008-2009. 

** Students are included. Year of registration: 1982, 1986, 1995 and 2004. Equivalent income is 
based on the square root of the household size, without any distinction between adults and children. 
Source: OECD 2008.  

*** Students are included. Year of registration: 1982 and 1986. Equivalent income uses the 
following weights: 1.0 for the first adult, 0.7 for every additional adult and 0.5 for every child. 
Source: NOU 1993:17. 

Poverty varies a lot between demographic and social groups, and over time for these groups. A 
much applied approach in such research measures prolonged periods of low income, for instance 
the  per  centage  of  people  with  less  than  50  per  cent  of  median  income (the  OECD-scale)  over  a  
three year period. This share is quite low in Norway, but it hovers at a higher level than ten years 
ago. It has also grown among non-western immigrants, although not since 2002-2003 (Table 2). 
The level as such (20 per cent during 2004-2006, compared to 2.3 per cent in the whole population) 
reflects a combination of several factors: low participation in paid work, over-representation in non-

                                                
1 Taxable transfers include old-age pension, unemployment benefit, vocational rehabilitation benefit, disability 
benefit, sickness and maternity benefit, benefit to single parents and occupational pension. Tax-free transfers are: 
social security, housing allowance, child benefit, child support and cash benefit for parents of infants (one to three 
years). 

2 The ranking is based on tsis20 and tsis030 in the Eurostat series. Both estimates relate to equivalent disposable 
income.  
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standard employment and a large share of young adults respectively child-rich families. Looking 
forward, there are many positive signs. Young adults of non-western origin have a participation in 
work and education (chapter 3) that is likely to trigger upward mobility. It is, on this basis, hard to 
see massive poverty and exclusion as a suitable scenario.  

Some other details emerge if we shift to the EU-scale, which gauges the proportion of people with 
permanent income less than 60 per cent of the median. A large number of old-age pensioners fall 
below this threshold. The trend among old-age pensioners, however, is positive (Table 2). New 
cohorts enter retirement age with more pension points than the older, fading generation.3 This group 
has also received special privileges through the tax system (e.g. a lower social security contribution 
and a specific allowance for age and disability). A rather different pattern exists for single parents 
and multiple-child families. Both of these groups have grown in numbers while simultaneously 
losing ground in the state budget.4 Fortunately, both groups are compensated through the production 
and distribution of municipal services (St. meld. 9 2008-2009). They will also benefit from a 
pending improvement in the structural basis of the minimum pension.  

Table 2. Persistent low income in particular groups, measured in per cent (St. meld. 9 2008-
2009).  

 1997-1999 2000-2002 2002-2004 2004-2006 
OECD-scale*     
The whole population 2.3 2.7 3.6 3.8 
Single parents 3 3 7 6 
Couples with one child 1 1 1 2 
Couples with three children + 3 4 8 6 
Old-age pensioners  1 1 0 1 
Young single adults 8 8 9 9 
Non-western immigrants 15 21 24 20 
EU-scale**      
The whole population 9.0 9.0 9.6 9.3 
Single parents 9 7 17 14 
Couples with one child 2 2 2 4 
Couples with three children + 4 6 9 9 
Old-age pensioners  28 25 22 18 
Young single adults 17 21 22 22 
Non-western immigrants 28 31 37 32 
*More than 50 per cent below median income. 

** More than 60 per cent below median income. 

                                                
3 This is a classic cohort effect because older pensioners were unable to obtain supplementary pension points in a 
large part of their working carrier. The watershed year is 1967, when a national Insurance scheme was introduced in 
Norway.  

4 The effect among multiple-child families depends on the age of the children. Some families have gained through an 
extension of the child benefit in 2000 (from 16 to 18 years). Others have gained through the introduction of cash 
benefit for infants, starting in 1998. Many large families, however, are budget-losers because the child benefit has 
declined both in real and relative terms (Epland and Kirkeberg 2007). 
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A final point concerns the urban dimension of inequality and poverty. The Gini coefficient for 
household disposable income grew by 8.8 per centage points in Oslo during 1986 to 1996, 
compared to 3.5 in Norway as a whole. Later research has highlighted the importance of industrial 
shift and labour market dynamics. Rising inequality is closely linked to the growth of producer 
services and, to a lesser extent, high-tech trade and high-tech manufacturing (Wessel 2005). There 
is also a clear-cut demographical pattern, where Norwegian men and immigrant men of western 
origin converge on the growing sectors, slowly followed by Norwegian women. Non-western 
immigrants and female western immigrants are increasingly over-represented in the stagnating, 
traditional sectors (Wessel 2010). These sectors are marked by a slow growth of factor income, a 
high degree of union density (‘unionisation’) and union coverage (number of workers covered by a 
union contract) and a stable level of income inequality. One could thus argue that economic change 
and labour market mobility combine to create a slightly ‘dualist’ economy.  

As for poverty, Oslo now appears as an outlier. The proportion of poor households is highest in 
Oslo whether one uses a country-specific or a region-specific definition of low income.5 The latter 
approach includes housing costs, and was used by Langørgen et al. (2003), who found large 
differences among cities and regions/counties. Using the EU-scale, the largest cities had the 
following figures: Oslo: 8.3 per cent, Bergen: 3.7 per cent, Trondheim: 3.7 per cent and Stavanger: 
3.6 per cent. A similar pattern appeared in a recent report on child poverty. The share of children 
living in poor households (the EU-scale) is 14.7 per cent in Oslo, compared to 7.9 per cent in 
Norway  as  a  whole  (Nadim  and  Nielsen  2009).  It  is  important  to  note  that  poverty  rates  vary  
enormously within the Oslo region. The figures above all relate to the municipality of Oslo. The 
surrounding hinterland (Akershus) has a level of child poverty below the national average.6  

1.2.  Employment and unemployment 
The introduction of performance-based pay schemes and a ‘shareholder value culture’ in parts of 
the economy represents a profound challenge to the existing labour market system. A crucial feature 
of this system is a dense web of connections between confederations of trade unions, enterprise 
organizations and the government.  

Norway’s model of labour relations might be seen as a sub-type of the broader Nordic model. What 
differentiate Norway from its Nordic neighbours is a slightly greater state presence in bargaining, 
dispute resolution and the production of social welfare schemes. Some authors (Sivesind et al. 
1995) have suggested that Norwegian labour relations reflect a fragmented organizational structure, 
with a rich ecology of institutions, ad hoc committees and work councils. A related point concerns 
the importance of late and limited industrialization. The Norwegian system grew out of a complex 
coalition between labour, farmers and fishermen (Rokkan 1987). Accordingly, labour market policy 
in Norway is intimately intertwined with regional policy. It remains a key task to create jobs in all 
parts of the country, and thus to sustain a scattered pattern of settlement. 

The windfall gains in oil and natural gas has created a larger disparity between Norway and the 
Nordic neighbours. During the 1990s Norway developed a ‘solidarity alternative’ policy which 
aimed to increase cost competitiveness by 10 per cent over a five-year period (NOU 1992: 26). 
Norway could thus maintain ‘old’ corporatist policies in a period when Sweden and Denmark 
pursued a policy of decentralisation and sector-based co-ordination (Dølvik 2008). There is a 
                                                
5 A regional frame of reference improves the comparability of living standards.  

6 There is in this respect a difference between income inequality and poverty: rising income inequality, particularly 
top-end inequality, appears both in the inner and the outer city. 
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distinct political touch to this course of action: it was launched and implemented by a labour 
government and it contrasted with liberal policies in the preceding decade. A ‘non-socialist’ 
government, which ruled from 1981 to the spring of 1986, introduced a policy of deregulation, 
credit-financed private consumption and increased capital mobility. With falling oil prices and 
increasing private debt (negative household savings), the recession in the late 1980s hit Norway 
hard. Investments in the mainland economy sunk by 30 per cent from 1987 to 1989 (Rødseth 1997), 
and a long-term regime of full employment came to an end.  

Table 3. Employment statistics of Norway. 

  1970 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 
Overall employment rate*  66.9 70.4 72.2 74.3 70.6 76.5 76.6 74.5 78.2 
Employment rate men*  87.8 82.5 81.4 81.0 75.6 81.7 80.3 77.2 80.9 
Employment rate women*  45.8 58.2 62.9 67.4 65.5 71.1 72.9 71.6 75.4 
Overall unemployment rate*  0.7 1.3 3.3 2.3 6.0 4.1 2.7 3.9 1.6 
Unemployment rate men*  0.9 1.2 3.5 2.5 5.3 4.2 2.9 4.1 1.7 
Unemployment rate women*  0.5 1.1 3.0 2.0 4.4 3.9 2.4 3.5 1.6 
Overall employment rate**        77.5 75.1 78.0 
Employment rate men**        81.3 77.9 80.5 
Employment rate women**        73.6 72.2 75.4 
Harmonised unemployment 
rate*** 

     6.5 4.8 3.2 4.3 2.5 

‘Dependency burden’*  1.38 1.14 1.10 0.99 1.13 1.05 0.97 1.01 0.88 
‘Dependency ratio’  58.7 57.7 55.4 53.2 53.3 53.8 53.7 52.4 50.3 
*Source: Statistics Norway (StatistikkbankenStatistisk Årbok, Historisk Statistikk, 
Arbeidsmarkedsstatistikk). Age span for employment rate and ‘dependency ratio’: 16-66. Age span 
for ‘dependency burden’: 16-74 (i.e. employed persons between 16 and 74 years). 
** Source: Eurostat. Age span: 15-64. 
***Source: OECD 2009. 
 
 The solidarity approach delivered impressive results in the mid 1990s. At its peak (August 1993), 
unemployment reached a level of 6.8 per cent of the labour force, or 9.4 per cent if we count 
participants in active labour market schemes. At the end of the decade, Norway was approaching a 
new era of great internal demand, favourable inflation7 and low unemployment. This restoration of 
an  old  path  contrasted  sharply  with  the  major  trend  in  advanced  economies.  Still,  comparing  the  
1970s and the 2000s decade, a repetition story is misleading on several counts. First, unemployment 
is now fluctuating over a wider range than 30-40 years ago. The numbers in open unemployment 
have varied by up to 45 per cent on a yearly basis, compared to an almost flat level throughout the 
1970s.8 Second, while Norway may be seen as a ‘success country’ (Freeman 1997), it has not 
managed to avoid inter-union rivalry and a slow breakdown of the ‘solidarity alternative’. In other 
words, it has become harder to maintain order and agreement within the labour movement, for 
instance between academics and poorly educated groups, or between stagnant and growing sectors. 
A case in point is the business services sector. Approximately 5-6 per cent of employees in KIBS 
industries (‘knowledge-intensive business services’) belong to a union within the Norwegian 
Confederation of Trade Unions (LO), compared to 33 per cent in the private sector as a whole 
(Andersen 2003; Neergard and Aarvaag Stokke 2005). Dominating unions in the KIBS segment are 
                                                
7 Inflation varied between 4 and 12 per cent in the 1970s. Comparative figures in the rest of Europe were slightly 
higher.  

8 There is one minor exception: the unemployment rate grew from 0.6 per cent in 1974 to 1.1 per cent in 1975. 
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typically based on skill or profession, targeting lawyers, scientists, engineers, architects, business 
school graduates, economists, etc. Such unions have pushed towards performance-based pay, which 
increases the tendency towards fragmentation and disruption. And, to drive the point further, a 
similar pattern exists on the employers’ side: many KIBS firms refrain from joining the 
Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry (NHO).  

These changes have not yet threatened the legacy of egalitarianism in labour market policies. 
Moreover, Norway has managed pretty well during the current economic crisis. Unemployment was 
pushed up to 3.3 per cent in November 2009, but has not increased further. Likewise, there is hardly 
a pending transformation of actual unemployment into structural unemployment (i.e., the ‘hysteresis 
effect’). The problem of institutional change lies more with long-term competition and the ability to 
curb industrial conflicts and wage drift. This implies that ties and solidarity in the labour market, 
including the silent contract between ‘employed insiders’ and ‘unemployed outsiders’, depends 
more and more on state intervention.  

A somewhat diffuse part of the changing industrial relations concerns the ‘gender order’ (i.e. the 
patterning of gender in the labour market model). Norwegian men have, as noted above, moved 
swiftly towards high-growth and profitable sectors. There are some signs of a female ‘catch-up 
effect’, but it remains unclear whether KIBS industries, or the broader KISA segment (‘knowledge-
intensive service activities’), provide a platform for improved gender equality. A plausible 
hypothesis might be that gender segregation – the proportion of men and women in different 
occupations and sectors – decreases. Young women are increasingly drawn towards male-
dominated occupations (Teigen 2006), even if they avoid money-spinning activities (Birkelund et 
al. 2000).  

The present pattern of gender relations is complex and multi-faceted. Rising female employment 
(Table 3) has not been followed by a comprehensive shift in women and men’s place in the 
occupational structure. Women dominate among salaried employees at low and middle levels, often 
in the public sector (Ellingsæter and Rubery 1997). This pattern is not unique for Norway; it is 
rather a typical outcome in countries that have made the transition to a dual breadwinner system. 
What is peculiar, perhaps, is that gender segregation has persisted in a period of changing work-
strategies: Norwegian women are increasingly seeking full-time work. The full-time rate (i.e. the 
share of women working 37 hours or more) grew from 47 per cent in 1980 to 52 per cent in 1990 
and further to 60 per cent in 2009. Young women, in particular, reject part-time work, and are 
helped in their decision by three welfare state arrangements: an inclusive system of child care, a 
generous maternal/paternal leave system and a tax system based on joint taxation for spouses. 
Important also, the gender wage gap between men and women who work in the same position and 
establishment is quite small (Petersen 2002).  

Female labour market participation is thus a long-run process which revolves around time, pay and 
skill. Summing up the post-war period, one might identify three stages of integration. The first 
stage, roughly from 1945 to the late 1960s, had the following characteristics: low employment rate, 
sharp occupational segregation, poorly developed services, crude employment regulation and 
significant gender wage inequality. The next stage covers one a half decade and is characterised by 
a massive growth in women’s employment (particularly part-time employment9),  extension  of  
reproductive rights, ‘normalization’ of part-time work10, unionisation and increasing relative pay11. 
                                                
9 Females account for 90 per cent of the growth in employment between 1970 and 1990. 

10 This process involved a transition from temporary to permanent employment, and, secondly, an improvement in 
contractual rights and working conditions (Ellingsæter and Rubery 1997).  
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Some structures remained intact, however. Women were still highly concentrated in specific 
industries and occupations (i.e. horizontal segregation). Women were also poorly represented in 
upper-level positions (i.e. vertical segregation). Finally, moving to the third stage, a dual 
work/family strategy emerged as the dominating norm: the majority of mothers continued to work 
after child-birth, often in full-time position. Further developments in union participation, public 
services, individual rights and wage mobility have consolidated the existing order.  

It remains to see whether a fourth stage has commenced. The growing interest in male-dominated 
occupations might suggest a future reduction in gender segregation. A legislative change in 2002 
pushes and pulls in the same direction: from 2008 onwards all listed companies on the Oslo stock 
exchange have to fill 40 per cent of the board seats with women. A lot of noise has occurred around 
this change, from stubborn resistance to enthusiastic commitment. What is clear, at least, is that 
significant numbers of women are breaking through the glass-ceiling.  

Increasing female employment is usually discussed in terms of equality and participation. But it has 
some other meanings as well. It implicates, for instance, that a larger proportion of the population is 
contributing to measured productivity. The burden falling on employed labour to provide for 
‘dependent’ sections of the public is improved or stabilized. This is brought out in the second last 
row of table 3. The ratio between non-working and working sections of the public (‘the dependency 
burden’) follows a familiar pattern of long-term decline punctuated by episodes of increase. The 
declining tendency is a side-effect of increasing female employment and decreasing younger 
cohorts. We also note a changing relation between people in ‘productive’ respectively ‘dependent’ 
ages. The ‘dependency ratio’ has declined since the mid 1960s, entirely due to falling birth-rates. 
The ‘old-age dependency ratio’, by contrast grew steadily throughout the 1960s and 70s, and has 
fluctuated over a 10 per cent range (i.e. below 1.5 per centage points) for the last 30 years. 

1.3.  Social welfare 
Labour market institutions are logically linked to particular welfare policies and expenditures. A 
useful distinction in this context relates to the redistributive and the insurance views of welfare 
policy. The former is fundamentally about the redistribution from rich to poor, independent of 
labour activity. The second set, by contrast, reflects the need to protect against risks that private 
insurance markets fail to cover (Moene and Wallerstein 2001). These views tend to co-exist in the 
same nations, and have opposite implications for the relationship between pre-tax inequality and 
redistributive policies. One would expect, theoretically, an increasing support for welfare spending 
when pre-tax inequality rises. Countries with equal wages would thus spend less on welfare 
programmes targeted at persons without employment. Such countries may, however, have a huge 
demand for social insurance spending. Responding to this demand, they therefore end up with a 
combination of compressed wages and generous benefit programmes (Moene and Wallerstein 
2000). 

Norway  is  a  good  example  of  social  insurance  policies.  The  risk  of  income  loss  has  remained  a  
dominating concern in Norwegian welfare policy through upturns and downturns. A crude 
impression of this tradition is given in table 4. Following Moene and Wallerstein (2001), ‘insurance 
benefits’ cover six types of expenditure: unemployment benefit, labour market programmes, 
sickness benefit, vocational rehabilitation benefit, disability benefit and survivor’s benefit.12 The  
                                                                                                                                                            
11 The overall gender wage gap has decreased since the early 1970s (Bojer 2005; 2009). 
12 Moene and Wallerstein also include services for the disabled and elderly. It can be argued that this benefit aims at 
the whole population, given a mixture of functional and demographic criteria. Similar arguments exclude old-age 
pension, health care, housing benefits and education from the measure. 
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ensuing category makes up 60 per cent of public household support, and 10 per cent of mainland-
GDP. The share of mainland-GDP has actually grown since 1980, largely due to expenditure 
increases in sickness benefit, vocational rehabilitation benefit and disability benefit. Unemployment 
benefit and labour market programmes represent a more fluctuating type of expenditure, which 
corresponds to labour market trends (see Table 3). A reduction in these costs explains the relative 
reduction in insurance benefits from 1995 to 2007. Moreover, and importantly, it is the main factor 
behind the changing balance between private and public activities (OECD 2003). 

Table 4. Welfare expenditures as a percentage of GDP (Statistics Norway: Historisk Statistikk 
1994: Table 23.5; Statistikkbanken: Tables 03659 and 07335). 

 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2007 
Public household support: per cent of total 
GDP 

11.3 11.7 15.8 15.4 13.3 13.3 12.3 

Public household support: per cent of 
mainland GDP 

13.7 14.5 18.4 18.0 17.5 17.8 16.1 

Insurance benefits: per cent of total GDP 6.5   8.1   6.3 
Insurance benefits: per cent of mainland GDP 7.6   10.8   9.5 
Public expenditures: per cent of total GDP 41.3 41.0 48.8 45.5 37.9 41.0 39.8 
Public expenditures: per cent of mainland 
GDP 

50.0 50.9 57.5 53.3 50.3 55.0 52.3 

 

A focus on insurance benefits is obviously not sufficient. Redistributive policies and norms are 
highly  important  features,  particularly  in  relation  to  each  end  of  the  income  scale.  The  rich  face  
little risk of income loss, and may rely on private insurance, while the poor receive predictable 
transfer payments (Moene and Wallerstein 2001). 

There have been some changes in redistributive policies over the last decades. A more selective 
approach has emerged in housing policy, social services and elderly care (Stamsø 2005; Hansen 
2005). Such changes have often been supplemented by changes in the organizational and financial 
basis of public services. Some services have been decentralized, others have been centralized. The 
‘tool box’ also includes ‘new public management’, i.e. a set of reforms centring on cost-efficiency, 
privatization, administrative specialization and competition within the public sphere. Still, 
notwithstanding some efforts to depart from the beaten path, Norway remains a state-dominated 
welfare nexus. Pressures for reforms and new priorities tend to collide with existing practices and 
institutions, partly at a national and partly at a sub-national level. The risk of income loss is often at 
the centre of attention, and evokes strong feelings within the labour movement. Thus, contrary to 
most European nations, and contrary to requests from OECD, a full-scale sickness benefit (working 
from day one) is still enjoyed by all Norwegian employees. The criteria pertaining to disability 
benefit have been changed a couple of times, but these are minor adjustments. The expenditures in 
the sickness benefit system have kept rising, despite a huge effort to re-educate the labour force. To 
quote an OECD report (2006: 1), “public spending on sickness and disability benefits is higher than 
in any other OECD country”.  
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2.  Housing policy and housing market in Norway 
Susanne Søholt and Terje Wessel 

2.1.  Norwegian housing policy – Main characteristics 
The overall research question for this project is if and how the Nordic welfare states are shaping the 
conditions for ethnic residential segregation and desegregation. Furthermore, how do the patterns 
and processes of segregation affect the wider social and spatial developments in the various host 
societies? The first step towards capturing the links between welfare state policies and trajectories 
of ethnic spatial residential integration or segregation is to describe and analyse the national policies 
within the Nordic countries. Housing policy is believed to influence how and where people live. A 
housing policy which contributes to segregating people of different socioeconomic status and/or 
ethnic background could have serious and important implications for other policy areas such as 
education, social integration, tolerance, democracy and more.  

This chapter focuses on the ordinary housing policy. Special activities to integrate ethnic minorities 
into the housing market are further described in Chapter 4 – Policy analysis related to immigrant 
settlement and integration. First, to establish the context in which immigrants and ethnic minorities 
have to settle, the main traits of the housing policy are described. Next, there is a description of the 
housing stock and the development of tenures in line with policy changes. Thereafter, access to the 
main segments in the housing market is described in general, with a special focus on the ethnic 
minorities’ accessibility. Lastly, the politics for increasing accessibility, affordability and 
creditworthiness relevant to ethnic minorities are presented before the conclusion.  

The primary objective of the Norwegian housing policy is that all inhabitants shall have an adequate 
and secure housing situation (White Paper no. 23: 2003-2004). In Norway, a secure home is 
associated with owner occupancy in some form, which has an historical basis. After the Second 
World War, the main goal of the housing policy was that ordinary people should be masters in their 
own home.  In  1951,  former  Prime Minister  and  representative  of  the  Parliament,  Trygve  Bratteli,  
announced: “For me, this is a principal question and I will express myself clearly. In modern society 
there are some sectors where there is private business and other sectors where there is no longer 
private business or where private businesses are phasing out, and I don’t accept that owning other 
people’s homes should be an area for private business”.13  

In this research project, it is relevant to ask if and how a focus on homeownership is affecting ethnic 
residential segregation or integration. This chapter does not answer this question, but presents and 
asks tentative questions based on available data.  

The main national strategy for obtaining the vision of decent housing through homeownership has 
been to adapt to a well-functioning housing market. According to the government, the interest rate 
level is the most important economic factor which influences the housing market. This is why the 
government attaches such great importance to a policy which secures a stable interests rate over 
time. Nevertheless, the graph below shows an increasing mismatch between housing prices and 
income. Even though interest rates are stable, housing costs are increasing.  
                                                
13 The original quotation in Norwegian: “For meg er dette et prinsippielt spørsmål og jeg vil gjøre det tindrende klart. I 
moderne samfunn er det viss områder hvor det drives privat næringsdrift, og andre områder hvor det ikke lenger 
drives privat næringsdrift, eller hvor det er under avvikling, og jeg for mitt vedkommende godtar ikke som et område 
for privat nærngsdrift det å eie andre menneskers hjem”. Stortingsforhandlinger, bind 7a, 1951, s. 455.  
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Figure 1. Development of income per man labour year and development of housing prices. 
Indicators: 1981=100 (Bård Øistensen, Temporary Director of the Norwegian State Bank. 
Presentation on October 11, 2010.) 
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Figure 2. Development of yearly income after tax for some groups and the development of 
housing prices (Bård Øistensen, Temporary Director of the Norwegian State Bank. Presentation on 
October 11, 2010). 

The figure above shows that a dual family income is necessary to match housing prices. Single 
parents and young adults moving out of their parent’s home will have difficulties in buying a home 
if  they  do  not  have  additional  economic  assets  such  as  a  heritage.  To  provide  disadvantaged  
households with a decent home, it is known that the housing market is not sufficient. In addition to 
a well-functioning housing market in general, efforts have been made to provide adequate housing 
to targeted groups encountering difficulties in the housing market. Since the White Paper in 2003, 
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more attention has been focused on groups with problems in the housing market. For example, 
reducing homelessness has received special political attention since the beginning of the 2000s, as 
has the promotion of good housing for refugees and immigrants. The Norwegian State Housing 
Bank has been given the main responsibility for implementing the national housing policy. The 
Bank works closely with local authorities and the private market to improve and adjust 
socioeconomic housing measures to changing housing challenges and conditions in both society 
and the housing market. Over the years, the Bank’s role has shifted gradually from being a general 
mortgage lending institution that supports new construction towards having more explicit welfare 
functions, in which cooperation with other welfare services is crucial. One example is the Bank’s 
latest cooperation with the Directorate for Integration and Diversity. Together, they are developing 
a plan to see how the Bank can contribute in easing the municipalities’ settlement of refugees and to 
ease refugees’ capabilities in entering the homeownership market.  

Even so, housing has not really managed to be part of the welfare policy discourse in Norway 
(Torgersen 1987; The Norwegian State Housing Bank 2010). This is still the case, despite the last 
White  Paper  on  housing  explicitly  expressing  that  a  home  and  a  place  to  stay  are  important  
conditions for integration and participation in society. According to the White Paper, a home is one 
of the three fundamental elements in a welfare society, together with work and health (White Paper: 
6). Still, housing is not a fundamental right by law in Norway. The municipalities have an 
obligation to assist people with trouble in the housing market, but the responsibility for the housing 
itself is on the individual household. The only exception to this is direct help to people in 
sudden/acute distress, who can obtain shelter for a few nights (see the Norwegian Act relating to 
social services).  

Housing was deregulated in the mid–1980s. From that point on, market conditions have been the 
primary factors for housing supply, demand and distribution. An important consequence of the 
belief in the market is that the volume of social housing in Norway is minimal. Only about 5 per 
cent of the housing stock consists of municipal, social housing. A consequence of this is a housing 
policy that includes the private market in solving housing problems for disadvantaged groups and 
households. A municipal housing policy has to take this option into account. As a result, many 
municipalities cooperate with the private rental market on market conditions to help to house 
disadvantaged households.  

The Norwegian housing policy is the same for all, including immigrants and refugees. However, 
refugees who are given permission to stay are given the opportunity to settle in a municipality under 
the condition of “no or little choice” settlement. The refugees’ lack of finances gives them access to 
municipal assistance for housing. Housing allowances are given under the same conditions as other 
households, according to economic need. When and if the refugees decide to move to another 
dwelling or municipality, they are obliged in principle to take care of their own housing situation. 
Other regular immigrants only receive access to economic and other types of municipal assistance if 
they are in need or cannot manage to take care of their own housing situation.  

2.2.  The Norwegian housing stock and tenures 
The character of the housing stock is of importance for immigrants. What is available in the market 
has an influence on their welfare stemming from housing conditions. The vast bulk of Norwegian 
housing, approximately 85 per cent, has been built after World War II. This fact means that most of 
the stock is quite modern and has a bathroom and toilets, which is different from the conditions of 
the housing stock in the centre of the cities. The most intensive production period took place from 
the late 1960s to the early 1980s, when Norway built more housing per 1,000 inhabitants than any 
other European country, completing up to 44,000 units annually. By the end of this period, housing 
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production adjusted to a series of parallel changes: stagnating demand, shifting preferences (from 
‘large-scale to ‘small-scale’ housing), the emergence of a new aesthetic ideology (‘old is better’), 
and most of all, housing policy reforms. The exceptional production performance had been 
facilitated by a system of government subsidies (both direct and indirect), housing regulation, 
macroeconomic governance and credit control/regulation. Now, much of the system has been 
dismantled and substituted by a market-led approach to housing provision. A number of new 
(private) actors have entered the scene, and some of the older ones have switched from planning 
/management logic to a value-driven logic.  

One immediate result of the policy reforms has been a massive growth in the condominium sector, 
largely through conversions to rental and cooperative housing (Wessel 1996). Other results have 
emerged in the long run, and are difficult to disentangle from changes in the social and cultural 
context.  What  we  may  notice  are  three  or  four  differences  from  the  previous  period.  First  of  all,  
housing production has sunk to a lower level in concrete terms from an average of 41,100 units per 
year in the 1970s to 31,300 in the 1980s, further to 19,700 in the 1990s and then up slightly to 
24,900 in the 2000s (Statistics Norway: Historic statistics: Table 17.5). Second, housing prices have 
fluctuated much more than in the past. Norway experienced a credit-driven housing market bubble 
in the late 1980s, which burst in 1988. A reverse development in the early 1990s had dramatic 
effects  on  the  economy,  with  a  collapsing  banking  sector  and  equally  dramatic  effects  on  the  
household sector, with magnified losses and stagnating mobility. A combination of oil revenues, 
fiscal policy and the ‘Solidarity Alternative’ (see above) set the nation on a new track, while the rest 
of Scandinavia was still in a slump. From 1993 to 1994 and onwards, a long boom of asset-price 
inflation evolved, peaking in 2004-2006. The financial crisis in 2007-2009 brought an interregnum 
of declining prices (from roughly September 2007 to March 2009), followed by a new boom 
dynamic in 2009 and 2010 (ECON, 2010). Third, much of the current building activity has unfolded 
in  the  major  cities,  often  in  the  city  centre.  There  has  also  been  a  change  in  the  composition  of  
building activities, with renovation and transformation (i.e. the reuse of industrial properties) taking 
on a greater importance.14  

By 2010, Norway had approximately 2.3 million dwellings, of which almost 2.2 million were 
occupied (Statistics Norway, 2010; Families and household Tables 1 and 3). Over the past three 
years, the number of dwellings has increased by 86,000, of which 60 per cent are in multi-dwelling 
buildings. Due to centralisation, the largest increase has been in urban settlements. In 2008, the 
number of dwellings in urban areas increased by almost 34,000, while the number of dwellings in 
sparsely built-up areas decreased by 7,000. Households in Norway are small; in 2010, the average 
was 2.2 persons per dwelling.  

1.2.1.  Improved housing standards 
In 2010, more than half the population live in detached, single family housing, while less than 25 
per cent live in multi-dwelling buildings (see Figure 3). It is a common perception that detached 
single family homes are more attractive than multi-dwelling buildings. However, the diversity in 
lifestyles and life phases contributes to more diverse preferences. In addition, high-standard and up-
market multi-dwelling buildings are becoming a more common part of newly built housing, 
particularly in urban areas.  

                                                
14 The latter changes have made housing provision a less tractable issue: one cannot squarely rely on housing 
statistics (Barlindhaug and Nordahl, 2005).  
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Figure 3. Dwellings by type of building, January 1, 2009, Per cent (Statistics Norway, January 1, 
2009). 

In the table 5 below, the type of housing for the immigrant population is compared to the whole 
population.15 As the table shows, persons with immigrant backgrounds are adapting to the 
Norwegian pattern over time. While living in multi-dwelling housing is increasing for the whole 
population, it is decreasing among those with an immigrant background. And while living in single 
family housing is stable over the 12-year-period from 1995 to 2007 for the whole population, it is 
increasing by almost 50 per cent among the immigrant population.  

 

Table 5. Immigrant and whole population living in different types of housing. Persons age: 16-
70 years, Per cent (Statistics Norway. Level of living among immigrants 1996 and 2005/2006. 
Survey to a representative selection among 10 groups. Level of living in the whole population 
in 1995 and 2007). 

 Immigrant population Whole population 
 1996 2005/2006 1995 2007 
Single family 
house 

13 25 42 43 

Small house 24 27 27 23 
Multi-dwelling 
building 

61 45 30 33 

Other 3  1 1 

                                                
15 To be able to compare housing situations among the immigrant and the whole population, a weight system is 
applied in which the whole population is balanced according to the variables of gender, age and type of area (sparsely 
or densely populated) among the immigrant population. This weight system is used for Tables 1, 3 and 4.  
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1.2.2. Decreased density  
The policy reforms of the 1980s coincided with an expansive economic climate and a wide-spread 
public optimism. Many of the urgent housing problems had been, if not solved, substantially 
ameliorated. Below 10 per cent of the households lived in densely populated housing, according to 
the official threshold. Around 90 per cent had access to bathroom and toilet, and 76-78 per cent was 
home-owners (table 6).  

Table 6. Housing features. Whole population. Norway (Population censuses and the “Level of 
Living Survey” (2004), Statistics Norway).  

 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2001 2004 
Densely populated housing* 42 28 18 8 7 7 7 
Densely populated housing** 3 3 
Number of occupants per room 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6  
Number of occupants per dwelling 3.5 3.3 2.9 2.7 2.4 2.3  
Individual ownership 53 55 64 61 62 
Cooperative ownership 13 19 17 14 14 
Rental housing*** 34 26 20 24 24 
Toilet 46 72 89 96 97 98 
Bathroom 45 66 88 96 97 98 
*More than one person per room (kitchen excluded), plus single adults in one-room dwellings. ** 
More than one person per room (kitchen excluded). Single adults in one-room dwellings excluded. 
***Rental housing includes a “rest category” – only 20 per cent (2001/2004) confirm that they rent 
a dwelling. 

The immigrant population lives in densely populated housing more often than the whole population. 
As shown below on the table 7, almost half the immigrant population lives in densely populated 
housing, while this is the case for less than 10 per cent of the whole population. This could be 
explained by a mismatch between economic resources and prices in the housing market, whereas 
another explanation could be ascribed to preferences. However, the tendency is the same as among 
the whole population: a decrease in overcrowding over time.  

Table 7. Immigrant and whole population living in densely populated housing over time. 
Persons. Age 16 – 70. Per cent (Statistics Norway. Level of living among immigrants 1996 
and 2005/2006. Survey to a representative selection among 10 groups. Level of living in the 
whole population in 1995 and 2007). 

Densely 
populated 
housing 

Immigrant population Whole population 
1996 2005/2006 1995 2007 

Yes 53 45 13 8 
No 47 55 87 92 
 

The housing conditions for the whole population further improved in the 1980s and 90s as a result 
of high-quality production, private home improvements and professional renovation and demolition 
activities. The last major housing survey, which was conducted in 1995, documented a combination 
of high consumption and high social equality. Housing problems such as overcrowding, 
substandard buildings and insecurity of tenure formed a dispersed rather than stratified pattern. 
However, this favourable situation did not apply to the major cities, especially Oslo (Wessel, 1998). 
In these places, housing problems were still accumulating within the lowest occupational class. Of 
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equal importance, new inequalities were detected at both the national and city level. The largest 
concentration of poor housing was found in the centre of the city, where the non-western 
immigrants were concentrated, controlling for all other characteristics (ibid.). 

On the whole, housing issues in Norway often boil down to a question of tenure. Owner occupancy 
has been politically encouraged for decades, despite the egalitarian legacy. Reflecting on this 
combination of individualism and collectivism, Tranøy (2008) characterises the nation as a “deviant 
case”. Similar arguments are presented by Stamsø (2009), who observes a striking similarity 
between Norway, Italy and Greece: all three countries exhibit an unusual combination of large 
public activity and extensive homeownership. What is clear at least is that homeownership is the 
high road to a housing career in Norway. This applies to both the majority and ethnic minorities in 
all  parts of the country,  with no exception for the major cities.  The rental  share in the four major 
cities  (Oslo,  Bergen,  Trondheim  and  Stavanger)  is  29  per  cent  collectively  (Statistics  Norway,  
Statistics Bank, Table 05264). In addition, the rental market is quite expensive, unstable and 
difficult to access.16 

2.3.  Access to different segments in the housing market 
Tenures, housing types and standards are unevenly distributed in regions, urban areas and 
neighbourhoods in Norway. In combination with prices, the conditions for access to the different 
tenures will therefore effect the housing situation for newcomers and households with limited 
economic, social and informational resources. Furthermore, the conditions for access may have 
implications for the social and ethnic composition of rural and urban neighbourhoods. 

When describing access to housing, both formal and informal access has to be taken into account. In 
principle, all the housing segments are open to ethnic minorities of all types, regardless of 
background, reason for entry or social class. However, given that, the market is the main channel 
for  the  distribution  of  housing  regardless  of  tenure  and  economic  situation.  In  this  context,  
attachments to the labour market become vital for the access and possibility of maintaining a decent 
housing situation. Moreover, when the market is the main channel of distribution, the supply side 
might have additional considerations other than pure profit in each transaction.  

As mentioned above, homeownership is the dominant tenure in Norway. About 80 per cent of the 
whole population is homeowners, living in either owner-occupied (69 per cent) or cooperative 
housing (11 per cent) (Level of living, Statistics Norway, 2007). Owner-occupied and cooperative 
housing have become more similar according to the law. Market prices are more dependant of 
localisation, building type and standard than on tenure in the homeowners market.  

The table 8 below compares the development of tenures between the whole population and the 
immigrant population over a 10-year-period, with two main trends being revealed. First, 
homeownership (owner-occupied and cooperative housing) is increasing for both groups over time, 
though more among the minority population. Second, among homeowners with a minority 
background, there is a shift from cooperative housing to owner occupancy over time. The main 
pattern is that the immigrant population is adapting to conditions in the housing market, i.e. from 
being dominant in cooperative housing to being dominant in the owner-occupied market. In 
2005/2006/2007, the share of cooperative housing is balanced between the two groups.  

                                                
16 Many dwellings are exchanged between friends and family members (Gulbrandsen and Norvik, 2007). 
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Table 8. Tenure types. Immigrants and the whole population 1995-2007. Persons age 16-70 
years, Per cent (Statistics Norway. Level of living among immigrants 1996 and 2005/2006. 
Survey to a representative selection among 10 groups. Level of living in the whole population 
in 1995 and 2007). 

 Immigrant population Whole population 
 1996 2005/2006 1995 2007 
Home 
ownership 

22 45 42 58 

Cooperative 
housing 

32 18 19 17 

Rental or other  46 37 29 25 
- Public renting 17 13 2  
- Private renting 29 24 27  
 

The policy in Norway is that rental is temporary. Policy to equalise renting with homeownership is 
lacking when it comes to tax benefits, safety and the possibility for stability (contracts, lengths of 
stay). The rental market is dominated by small letters who have one or only a few dwellings for 
rent. The dwellings are on the market as long as the owner or his/her family does not need to live in 
them. Municipal rental housing is limited and targeted towards the most disadvantaged. In 2007, 
only 12 per cent of the renters lived in municipal housing, and among immigrants 33 per cent of the 
renters rented from the municipality in 2005/2006.17  

In Norway, all types of tenure can be found in all types of dwellings and housing. Cooperative 
housing can be found in blocks and single family houses, as can private and social renting. When it 
comes to tenure, dwellings per se are not designed for ownership or rental. It is up to the owner to 
decide whether to live in, rent or sell the dwelling he or she controls. When a block of flats is owned 
by one party, the situation is the same. The owner can decide whether to rent or sell the dwellings, 
either on an individual basis or all together, with the only exception being cooperative housing. 
Here, the single shareowner can sublet his/her flat for a certain amount of years, while as an 
organisation the cooperative cannot choose tenure.  

As different kinds of home ownership are the dominant tenure in Norway, access to this segment is 
of importance for immigrants’ integration into the housing market. Nevertheless, for newly arrived 
immigrants, for immigrants with an uncertain future in Norway and for people in difficult economic 
situations, renting a home might seem more relevant.  

2.3.1. Owner-occupied housing 
The main condition for accessing the homeowners market is the economic situation of the 
household. In combination with income stability over time, the more capital a household manages 
to invest when buying a house, the better the conditions for obtaining a down payment from a bank. 
The banks consider the household’s total income and debt situation when offering housing loans. 
Moreover, it has been found that households can manage a 2-3 per cent increase in interest. A study 
from 2003 finds that half of ethnic minorities had no debts when applying for a loan to buy a house, 
while only a third of the majority was in the same situation (Barlindhaug and Dyb 2003:69). 
Housing prices vary in relation to attractiveness, which implies that a modest income allows for 
                                                
17 Source: Statistics Norway. Level of living among immigrants 2005/2006 and level of living in the whole population 
2007, cross section.  
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different  possibilities  in  different  localities.  A  study  from  2003  on  the  use  of  loans  from  the  
Norwegian State Housing Bank showed that the proportion of income related to mortgage varied 
with  the  size  of  the  household  and  the  amount  of  income.  The  study  also  found  that  households  
obtaining loans from the Norwegian State Housing Bank have a mortgage ratio far higher than what 
is recommended. One interpretation is that households with low or modest incomes are striving to 
get into the ordinary housing market, while another is that there are few alternatives to 
homeownership when looking for a decent housing situation.  

2.3.2. Cooperative housing 
Most of the cooperative housing in Norway is organised by housing associations and regulated by 
law, with access to cooperative housing being the most regulated and most transparent. Today, it is 
a mix of market, the highest bid and seniority. Before deregulation in the mid-1980s, prices were 
regulated and distribution followed seniority. In fact, for many years there was a need for 
membership in a housing association to gain access to a dwelling in a housing cooperative. This 
implies that deregulation was a benefit for immigrants, because market prices became more 
important.  Even  with  a  limited  membership,  both  immigrants  and  others  can  attain  access  to  
cooperative housing if they have the highest bid and if the right to pre-emption among those already 
living in the actual cooperative is not used. The right to pre-emption when living in a cooperative 
also implies that immigrants and others can make a housing career in the housing cooperative if 
they match the highest bid. As it is difficult for sellers of dwellings in housing cooperatives to 
discriminate, this segment of the owner’s market is quite valuable for immigrants. All buyers have 
to be accepted by the board in a housing cooperative. However, the board can only refuse a buyer 
on the basis of fair treatment since what is accepted as fair is regulated by law. Ethnicity, 
background, religion, citizenship, etc. are not regarded as fair. Prices and creditworthiness in the 
cooperative sector are much the same as in owner-occupied housing.  

Taking owner-occupied and cooperative housing together, approximately 80 per cent of the 
dwellings are owned by the household living there. To underscore the importance of ownership in 
the Norwegian housing market, about 90 to 95 per cent of the households become homeowners 
during their lifetime (Gulbrandsen and Norvik, 2007 in Sandlie, 2010:97).  

2.3.3. Private renting 
The private renting sector is quite disorganised in Norway. Few letters are professional companies, 
though that segment of the market seems to increase in the Oslo region. The professional letters are 
private companies, housing associations or housing associations for students. Individual landlords 
who  own  a  block  or  more  of  dwellings  are  decreasing  in  number.  Many  sold  their  blocks  of  
dwellings to residents during the urban renewal period in Oslo (1977-1985). Today, the majority of 
letters are people with one or more dwellings for hire, often temporary according to the household’s 
own needs. Roughly 10 per cent of the homeowners own an additional dwelling that can be hired 
out if there is a local demand (Gulbrandsen and Norvik 2007 in Sandlie 2010:97). This implies that 
immigrants  and  others  have  to  look  for  rentals  in  a  complex  and  weakly  organised  rental  market.  
Much of the dwellings for rent are in the basement of single family houses. There are regulations 
against discrimination, but it is hard to document such behaviour among small letters. Yet, if real 
estate agents are renting out private dwellings, there is a code of conduct to avoid explicit 
discrimination, though how this is practised is not evaluated. All rent regulations were abolished as 
of January1, 2010. The principle for rent setting for new contracts is the market. The minimum 
contract period is three years for ordinary rentals. During the contract period, the rent increase will 
follow the retail price index. Renting is the first choice for newcomers and immigrants who believe 
they are not going to stay long in Norway.  
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Since demand surpasses supply in the urban renting market, letters can pick and choose their tenants 
to a large degree. A study from 2009 confirms that letters use personal judgement and discretion 
when selecting tenants. The main criteria used in the judgements were the letters perception of the 
match between the actual dwelling and the tenant’s household. Relevant factors were the tenant’s 
expected conduct and properness, economic situation, size of the household, ability and motivation 
to take care of the dwelling, ability to communicate with the letter, ethnic background, and religion 
and name, as well as the letter’s intuition. The result was that applicants with majority background 
were met with less prejudice than applicants with a minority background. Nonetheless, it must be 
emphasised that applicants with different ethnic backgrounds experienced different possibilities in 
the private rental market. While people with a background from Chile and Bosnia received access to 
the private rental market after an acceptable amount of trials, applicants with a background from 
Somalia and Iraq encountered rougher conditions. More often than not, they only acquired access to 
substandard dwellings, weaker contracts and higher prices, if they got anything at all. Their 
experiences were in line with the letters, who confirmed that they seldom rented out their dwelling 
to people with these backgrounds (Søholt and Astrup 2009).  

2.3.4. Social housing 
In Norway, social housing is most often municipal rental housing reserved for people in need. 
Nobody has a right to housing, but the social services are obliged to assist people in need to get a 
home. Municipal rental housing is a scarce resource indeed. On average, Norwegian municipalities 
dispose 20 municipal dwellings per 1,000 inhabitants (KOSTRA 2008). The scarcity has implied a 
need for prioritising applicants. When buildings are subsidised by the Norwegian State Housing 
Bank, the Bank has formulated criteria for distribution that have changed over the years. In 2009, 
rental dwellings supported by a supply grant from the Norwegian State Housing Bank were 
supposed to be prioritised to persons moving out of a prison or institution, to young people leaving 
public  child  welfare,  to  help  settle  refugees  and  to  ensure  that  nobody  stays  longer  than  three  
months in a temporary shelter. For groups in need of comprehensive municipal services, the grant is 
40 per cent of the total construction costs, rehabilitation or acquisition of property, and the 
settlement of unaccompanied minors is also included among these groups.  

Apart from the guidelines set by the Norwegian State Housing Bank, it is up to the municipalities as 
to how they practise the distribution of their housing stock. Where there is a lack of social housing, 
particularly in urban areas, the municipality can work out their own additional rules for prioritising 
applicants. A common rule is that you have to be a registered citizen in the municipality for two to 
three years before you are accepted as an applicant. Refugees who are settled directly from asylum 
centres  are  prioritised,  but  if  they  want  to  move  from  their  first  dwelling,  they  are  treated  as  all  
others with problems in the housing market. The immigrants’ share of municipal housing is an 
indicator of their situation in the housing market. As mentioned above, 33 per cent of renters with 
immigrant backgrounds rented from the municipality, while only 12 per cent of all renters lived in 
municipal housing in 2007 (Statistics Norway 2005/2006 and 2007). In the aforementioned study of 
ethnic minorities, different treatment and the rental market, it was evident that households with 
immigrant backgrounds received municipal housing because they did not manage to access the 
private market by themselves (Søholt and Astrup 2009).  

The rent level in municipal social housing varies across municipalities. It is up to the municipalities 
to decide on the principle for rent setting, be it market prices, covering costs or anything else. To 
cover the rent, the tenants can apply for housing allowances from the Norwegian State Housing 
Bank, which is distributed by the municipalities.  
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2.3.5. Regional distribution of tenures 
Tenures are unevenly distributed in different regions in Norway. As a result, conditions for access 
to a decent home will vary by area of residence. The size of the whole population is about the same 
in densely and sparsely populated areas, a little more than one million people. The immigrant 
population has a different residential pattern. Although there are people with immigrant 
backgrounds all over Norway, this part of the population is more concentrated in densely populated 
areas. In 2010, 29 per cent of the immigrant population were living in the city of Oslo, 42 per cent 
in the Oslo region (Oslo and Akershus Counties) and 57 per cent in the five counties around the 
Oslo Fjord (Statistics Norway, Immigrants and Norwegian born with immigrant parents). The 
uneven regional distribution of tenures and immigrant population implies that the conditions for 
access to housing vary according to place of residency.  

The tables 9 and 10 below highlight how tenures are unevenly distributed in Norway. Not 
surprisingly, owner-occupied housing is most widespread in sparsely populated areas, while 
cooperative housing is almost non-existent in these areas. It is also not a surprise that rental housing 
is more widespread in densely populated areas and in the Oslo region. In the municipality of Oslo, 
the share of rentals is 26 per cent, which is also the average for densely populated areas.  

Table 9. Regional distribution of tenures. Norway and Oslo. Households. Row per cent 
(Statistics Norway 2007. Level of living). 

 Owner-occupied Cooperatives Rental housing Other 
Norway 62 14 19 5 
Oslo region 52 23 21 4 

Table 10. Regional distribution of tenures. Densely and sparsely populated areas in Norway. 
Households. Row per cent (Statistics Norway. Level of living 2007).  

 Owner-occupied Cooperatives Rental housing Others 
Densely 
populated areas, 
100,000 or more 
inhabitants 

42 29 26 3 

Sparsely 
populated areas, 
less than 200 
inhabitants 

75 1 15 9 

 

Since the immigrant population is more often tenants than the majority, access to this segment is of 
importance for the housing welfare of the group. As discussed above, access to the various parts of 
the  rental  market  varies.  The  table  below  shows  the  ownership  pattern  of  rental  dwellings  in  
Norway in densely and sparsely populated areas. The table 11 shows that family and friends, as well 
as private renting, are the most important channels for obtaining a contract. In sparsely populated 
areas, two-thirds of the contracts are distributed through family or friends (2007). Immigrants are 
vulnerable to this private distribution system if they are not part of a network in which others have 
dwellings for rent. The surveys for the level of living among immigrants in 2005/2006 compared to 
a similar study among the whole population in 2004 had interesting results. While one out of three 
among the whole population confirmed that the letter was a friend or a relative,  the same was the 
case among only one of four immigrants. The implication of this is that immigrants are much more 
dependent on the letter’s individual priorities when choosing a tenant (Søholt and Astrup, 2009).  
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Table 11. Distribution of different types of letters in densely and sparsely populated areas 2007 
(Sandlie ed. 2010: 110).  

 Public Firm/foundation Family/friends Private renting 
Densely 
populated areas, 
100,000 or more 
inhabitants 

10 21 24 45 

Sparsely 
populated areas, 
less than 200 
inhabitants 

9 4 65 23 

 

The immigrant population is overrepresented in densely populated areas and more dependent on 
private letters who are not part of their networks. A previous study of housing strategies among 
three groups with different immigrant backgrounds in Oslo found that those who belonged to a 
group with surplus financial and housing resources were in a favourable position when it came to 
access to private renting (Søholt 2007). From the table 11 above, it seems as if immigrants who 
want to rent a dwelling in sparsely populated areas would increase their chances if they managed to 
be included in local social networks. According to the survey on the level of living, 65 per cent of 
the renters acquired a contract through personal, social networks in these areas.  

2.4.  Policies to increase accessibility, affordability and creditworthiness 
National and local authorities have economic, judicial and distributional means to increase 
accessibility to and living conditions in the housing market for households in vulnerable positions. 
Examples of households in vulnerable situations are the poor of all kinds, people on welfare, 
immigrant households with many children, refugees, the homeless, people with disabilities, etc. 
Distributional means can be on both an individual and collective level.  

2.4.1.  Characterisation of economic support in the Norwegian housing policy  
As mentioned in the introduction, the national housing policy focuses on a well–functioning 
housing market. To obtain this goal, the Norwegian State Housing Bank offers support to 
developers and municipalities to help motivate an increase in the supply of affordable housing 
(table 12). Another important financial measure is the tax support to homeowners, making it much 
more economical to own than rent a home, as long as the household has the necessary economic 
means  to  access  and  stay  in  the  owners  market.  Another  important  economic  mean  to  ease  poor  
people’s access to a decent home is the housing allowance, which provides individual support to 
help cover housing costs. After the last revision of the housing allowance system, this support is 
available for all types of tenure and housing. The main principle is to support poor households, 
whether singles or families.  
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Table 12. Economic means to support affordable and decent housing for all.  

  Social 
housing 

Private 
renting 

Co-
operatives 
etc 

Owner-
occupied 

Individual support to housing costs 
(Housing allowance) 

yes yes yes yes 

Supply support (Developers, 
municipalities) 

yes no yes yes 

Tax support no no yes yes 
Rent/price control no no no no 
Regulation of access yes no (yes) no 
Supported finance (Individuals) - - yes yes 

(yes) means partially. Members after seniority are prioritised, as long as they have the highest bid.  

 Individual support to housing costs: Rent allowance and deposit for rent.  
 Supply support: Support in the form of loans and grants from the Norwegian State Housing 

Bank to increase the supply of affordable housing. It goes to developers/municipalities and 
not to individual residents. 

 Supported finance: Means-tested grant and/or loan from the Norwegian State Housing Bank 
to individual households.  

A former study of supported finance revealed that the level of support was limited (Barlindhaug and 
Dyb, 2003). The result was that the households had to buy a home in the cheapest areas. This 
implied that this economical mean supported people in helping to obtain a decent dwelling, but at 
the same time contributing to economic and ethnic segregation, especially in urban regions.  

The figure below shows that an increasing number of households have received housing allowances 
in order to help them pay their market-based housing costs. If the municipalities use market rents, 
the  consequence  is  that  most  of  the  municipal  renters  will  have  to  apply  for  a  housing  allowance  
(state). The housing allowance is open for all poor people, regardless of tenure. The increase in the 
number of recipients is a result of both higher housing costs and new conditions for this support.  
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Figure 4. Housing allowances 2008 –2010 (increase in number of recipients) (Bård Øistensen. 
Temporary Director of the Norwegian State Bank. Presentation October 11, 2010). 
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Parallel to the increase in homeownership among ethnic minorities, there has been an increase in the 
number of recipients of housing allowances. This increase is an expression of a tighter household 
economy among ethnic minorities, as well as an expression of the integration of ethnic minorities 
into the welfare schemes. To receive a housing allowance, you have to know about the system and 
apply for the support. The table 13 below shows that descendants are much better off economically 
than their parents.  

Table 13. Housing allowance. Number of recipients in the whole population. Immigrants and 
descendants in per cent for the whole population receiving housing allowance (Proposition to 
the Storting (2010-2011). Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion).  

Year Number of recipients Per cent immigrants Per cent descendants 
2006 121,600 21 0.2 
2007 129,700 28 0.4 
2008 126,100 35 0.5 
2009 136,000 38 0.6 
(Immigrants  are  born  abroad,  while  descendants  are  born  in  Norway with  parents  who were  born  
abroad.) 

2.4.2.   Judicial means to ease access to the housing market  
The most important judicial means for the immigrant population are the paragraphs from 2004 
against discrimination in all housing laws. Even though it is hard to prove that one is treated 
unequally when accessing the housing market, the laws are important flagships for the wanted 
norms of conduct. There have been a few cases in the owner-occupied market in which the buyers 
with immigrant backgrounds have won the cases. It is also of equal importance that the Association 
of Estate Agents has voted for a code of conduct that prohibits discrimination in all selling 
processes. The rules for entry to cooperative housing are also important for immigrants’ access to 
this segment. The combination of the highest bid and seniority, together with the norms and rules 
for fair trade, contribute to avoiding individual discretion. Moreover, the transactions are taken care 
of by the housing associations, which hopefully help to secure a fair process. The possibility for 
having a housing career in the cooperative where one is living contributes to making this segment 
attractive for groups who are regarded as less attractive in the general market.  

2.4.3.  Redistributional means  
When the market is not effective in helping disadvantaged groups to secure decent housing, there is 
a need for a redistributional policy. In addition to economic and judicial means, the most important 
redistributional means are of course social housing of all kinds, in which households in difficulty 
are prioritised. Municipal housing for the homeless is just such an example. Early in the new 
immigration period (1976-1992), a state agency was established to assist municipalities and housing 
associations to include immigrants in their ordinary work and to inform migrants about conditions 
in the housing market (SIBO, State Agency for Immigrant Housing). As the agency worked to 
acquire dwellings all over Oslo, their activity contributed to helping to desegregate the immigrant 
population within the city (Blom, 2001).  

Area interventions in distressed urban neighbourhoods are collective redistributional means that 
have proven to be important for the population with immigrant backgrounds. For example, the 
urban renewal in Oslo (1977-1985) improved the physical housing conditions for people living in 
the older parts of the centre of Oslo. Because these areas had low standard, low rents and gave 
access to immigrants, they functioned as gathering areas for a large part of the immigrants arriving 
in Norway before the halt on immigration in 1975. With urban renewal they received better 
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housing, the possibility of becoming homeowners in cooperatives or in owner-occupied flats at 
subsidised prices, or to continue as tenants. To make it possible for people to stay in the area, they 
received a special housing allowance to cover the increased housing costs if needed. The later 
action programmes in the same area and the suburbs of Oslo focused on improving the living 
conditions and the neighbourhoods. None of these redistributional means were developed 
exclusively for the immigrant population. To the contrary, people with immigrant background and 
others were favoured because they lived in these areas. However, it was obvious from the start that 
these latest area programmes were developed, among other things, because of public concern for the 
concentration of ethnic minorities, the living conditions in the areas and a fear of the development 
of parallel communities.  

2.5.  Conclusion 
In this chapter, housing policy and housing conditions are highlighted to contextualise ethnic 
minorities’ possibilities and position in the Norwegian housing market. Conditions in the housing 
policy and housing market most likely influence residential patterns both within and between ethnic 
groups. Even so, citizens of all kinds choose to live in centralised urban areas because of a belief in 
better possibilities for education, work, access to diversified urban lifestyles, social networks and 
more. This tendency works for all groups, but more so for the minorities than the majority, even 
though the housing prices in these areas are the highest.  

A Norwegian housing policy which favours homeownership for all social classes, in combination 
with no right to housing and a welfare policy that builds on the premise that all citizens should take 
part in society and work if possible, may be an explanation for the high share of homeownership 
among the immigrant population in Norway. Over time, it has been demonstrated that the rental 
market does seldom offers a safe and decent housing situation. The immigrant population’s 
concentration in some city districts in Oslo and some other municipalities might be further 
explained by a complexity of economic factors, rules for access and attractiveness. In the suburbs 
with an increasing immigrant population, one can get more housing for less money and rules for 
access to cooperative housing are non-discretionary. The city districts characterised by an increase 
in ethnic minorities are suburbs that include high-rise and multi-story dwellings built after the 
Second World War, which appear to be less attractive for the white middle class. Moreover, 
cooperative housing is mostly well-kept. While the first generation of housing in the suburbs 
consists of small family flats, the dwellings from the 1970s and 1980s are more spacious and well 
suited for families with children. Conditions in relation to access, housing prices and a feeling of 
social acceptance all contribute in helping to explain the ethnic segregation patterns in the city 
districts  of  Oslo  and  some  other  urban  areas.  Likely  important  is  the  possibility  for  making  a  
housing  career  in  these  districts,  as  the  housing  stock  consists  of  blocks  as  well  as  of  large-  and  
moderate-sized single family houses. As these areas have gained increased public attention through 
action programmes, everyday area qualities are highlighted and improved, which is something that 
can attract and maintain the minority population. Housing careers in the cooperatives and other 
owner-occupied housing in the multiethnic city districts could be explained by a local belonging 
and social acceptance. Whether the residential patterns can be completely explained by ethnic 
preferences, as opposed to social capital and individual economic resources, remains to be explored 
in further studies.  
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3.  Immigration to Norway 
Terje Wessel 

3.1.  Historic background 
People have been immigrating to Norway for hundreds of years. A long historical view (Kjelstadli 
2003) reveals a diverse pattern of in-migration, relating to trade, agriculture/forestry and 
construction work. Such a view also pinpoints the importance of re-migration and refugee 
settlement. The early 20th century, for instance, witnessed a large influx of returning Norwegians 
from America. A concurrent settlement of Jews demands attention because it introduced a new type 
of urban diversity. Most of the Jews (close to 60 per cent) who arrived between 1890 and 1940 
settled in Oslo, where they formed a thriving community with synagogues, kosher shops and 
cultural activities. 

The arrival of Jews, however, was a drop in the ocean compared with out-migration in this period. 
Approximately 863,000 Norwegians migrated to overseas continents between 1840 and 1940, 
putting Norway second to Ireland in terms of emigration volume as a proportion of the population. 
Emigration declined in the 1930s and remained low in the 1940s and part of the 1950s. The 1960s 
was a decade of increasing migration, but still with a balance between immigration and emigration. 
A notable change occurred in 1971, when immigration exceeded emigration by 6 600 migrants. 
From now on a new pattern emerged, with fast-increasing immigration and slow-increasing 
emigration. Counting four decades, 1970-2009, immigration exceeds emigration by more than 
400,000 people. An opposite pattern has existed for Norwegian citizens for fifty years (Table 14).18 

Table 14. Migration volumes 1960-2009 (Statistics Norway). 

     Norwegian citizens 
  

Immigratio
n 

 
Emigration 

Net 
migratio
n 

 
Immigration 

 
Emigration 

Net 
migratio
n 

1960-69 133093 135058 -1965 56598 77009 -20411 
1970-79 186225 146378 39847 104114 79894 -5357 
1980-89 231707 172536 59171 70238 90786 -20548 
1990-99 299729 204083 95646 95956 104114 -8158 
2000-09 463212 240102 223110 86795 97500 -10705 
  
A  breakdown  on  world  regions  reveals  two  major  shifts  in  the  composition  of  immigrants  (table  
15). The first one occurred in the 1970s and involved immigrants from Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. This category (previously called ‘culturally aliens’ and ‘non-Western immigrants’) 
increased its share from 20.2 per cent in the 1970s to 34.5 per cent in the 1980s. The second shift 
can be linked to the fall of the iron curtain in 1989-91. The emergence of new nations (e.g. Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania) and the regime change in older nations (e.g. DDR, Poland, Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia, Rumania and Bulgaria) gave rise to a substantial influx of immigrants from 
Eastern Europe. A related but yet different type of movement emerged through enlargement of the 
European Union in 2004 and 2007. These latter changes set the stage for a new era of labour 
migration, with added effects in terms of family reunification. As a result the total number of 
migrants from Eastern Europe grew rapidly, from some 40,000 in the 1990s to 108,000 in the 

                                                
18 The statistics for the preceding decades, particularly the 1940s, are deficient and less reliable. The main picture, 
however, appears to be the same: a net loss of Norwegian citizens through migration. 
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2000s. Yet, looking at relative figures we also observe large increases (84 respectively 83 per cent) 
in the established flows from Africa and Asia. 

Table 15. Immigration, emigration and net migration by world region (Statistics Norway). 

 1970-79 1980-89 1990-99 2000-09 1970-09 
Immigration      
Nordic Countries 58083 67924 92247 99190 317444 
Rest of Western Europe  48479 50452 50939 73624 223494 
Eastern Europe 4509 8259 42485 108537 163790 
North America  32684 23992 24068 19092 99836 
South and Central America 3812 10572 8911 12753 36048 
Oceania 2715 1989 2734 3874 11312 
Eastern Asia 11995 30663 29062 53163 124883 
Western Asia, North Africa, 12555 24112 29877 52488 119032 
Sub-Saharan Africa 9323 13580 18719 37319 78541 
Unknown 1533 164 687 3572 5956 
Emigration      
Nordic Countries 53398 70337 71988 97669 293392 
Rest of Western Europe  41167 44705 46518 44530 176920 
Eastern Europe 2751 1721 9967 16211 30650 
North America  24163 20807 24557 14671 84198 
South and Central America 2080 3899 4946 3706 14631 
Oceania 2298 2123 2957 2811 10189 
Eastern Asia 5417 7399 11184 12145 36145 
Western Asia, North Africa, 5316 7296 10028 8664 31304 7296 10028 8664 31304 
Sub-Saharan Africa 7729 8332 7435 5866 29362 
Unknown 1611 2907 14489 33829 52836 
Net migration      
Nordic Countries 4685 -2413 20259 1521 24052 
Rest of Western Europe  7312 5747 4421 29094 46574 
Eastern Europe 1758 65538 32518 92326 133140 
North America  8521 3185 -489 4421 15638 
South and Central America 1732 6673 3965 9047 21417 
Oceania 417 -134 -223 1063 1123 
Eastern Asia 6578 23264 17878 41018 88738 23264 17878 41018 88738 
Western Asia, North Africa, 7239 16816 19849 43824 87728 
Sub-Saharan Africa 1594 5248 11284 31453 49179 
Unknown -78 -2743 -13802 -30257 -46880 
 
The pattern of emigration is very different. Most emigrants (74 per cent during 1970-2009) head for 
Western destinations, particularly other Nordic countries. The sizes of these flows do not converge, 
but they share one feature: there is a tight link between inflow and outflow. New arrivals are thus 
offset by departures, at least in the long term. The flows to and from Asia, Africa and Latin 
America (e.g. South and Central America) are, by contrast, marked by low emigration and sharply 
increasing net migration.  

The mismatch between incoming and leaving migrants also applies to single countries. The four 
largest sending countries during 1970-2009 are, in descending order, Sweden, Denmark, United 
States and United Kingdom. These countries obtain the following ranking in terms of net migration: 
13, 35, 14 and 15 (Table 16). The fifth largest sending country, Poland, figures at the top of this list, 
followed by Germany, Pakistan, Iraq, Somalia and the Philippines. We note, in addition, that most 
Western countries display a stable and predictable pattern: the influx does not vary a lot from 
decade to decade. Countries in other parts of the world form either a similar pattern (e.g. Pakistan,  
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Table 16. Immigration, emigration and net migration by country. The 30 largest immigration 
countries during 1970-09 (Statistics Norway). 

 Immigration Emigrati
on 

Net 
migration 

Rank net 
migration 

 Total 
1970-
09 

 
1970-
79 

 
1980-
89 

 
1990-
99 

 
2000-
09 

Total 
1970-09 

Total 
1970-09 

Total 
1970-09 

Sweden 16131
6 

24572 27843 54280 54621 149330 11986 13 

Denmark 10988
6 

25125 30330 24575 29856 107254 2632 35 

United States 87775 28992 21476 21065 16242 76424 11351 14 
United Kingdom 77123 20431 22926 16709 17057 66033 11086 15 
Poland 60690 1176 3388 3113 53013 7277 53413 1 
Germany* 49454 7815 7230 10399 24010 27191 22263 2 
Pakistan 29206 5930 8292 7055 7929 9251 19955 3 
Finland 24488 4801 4542 6517 8628 19813 4675 27 
Serbia and 
Montenegro* 

24205 - - - - 8810 15395 7 

France 21522 4580 5181 5478 6283 17657 3865 31 
Iraq 21164 35 758 5355 15016 1290 19874 4 
Spain 19110 2861 3825 4745 7679 22718 -3608 268 
Netherlands 19109 4256 3720 4178 6955 13166 5943 25 
Somalia 18834 15 1299 5273 12247 1125 17709 5 
Philippines 18755 966 4660 4154 8975 3352 15403 6 
Iceland 18159 3065 4304 5490 5300 14029 4130 30 
Thailand 17429 628 1810 3181 11810 3850 13579 9 
Turkey 17088 2529 4219 5173 5167 3945 13143 10 
Russia 16530 - - 3727 12803 1975 14555 8 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 15399 - - 13397 2002 2807 12592 11 
Iran 13529 544 4465 3388 5132 1409 12120 12 
India 12808 2011 3372 2119 5306 3406 9402 19 
China 12717 291 1318 3156 7952 3350 9367 20 
Lithuania 12385 - - 460 11926 1329 11056 16 
Canada 12061 3692 2516 3003 2850 10774 1287 52 
Sri Lanka 11955 202 4797 4065 2891 1816 10139 18 
Vietnam* 10884 665 4052 3425 2742 681 10203 17 
Ethiopia 10051 950 1740 2392 4969 2769 7282 22 
Chile 9201 828 4987 1645 1741 2931 6270 24 
Australia 9157 2275 1498 2190 3194 8487 670 82 
*Migrants from DDR, the separate nations Serbia and Montenegro, former Yugoslavia, South 
Vietnam and North Vietnam are excluded.  
 
Turkey and India) or a pattern marked by sudden changes (e.g. Poland, Iraq, Somalia, the 
Philippines, Russia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Iran, China, Lithuania and Sri Lanka). What we are 
looking at here is, tentatively, the importance of transnational spaces versus politics, violence and 
force. The flows from Asian villages, particularly in Pakistan, have been maintained through a 
complex set of contacts, most of which have a local foundation. A change in this direction can be 
detected for several countries in the second group. People who flee from war and conflict tend to 
maintain close contact with non-migrant relatives in the place of origin. The transnational dynamics 
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may  thus  stretch  beyond  the  first  phase  of  family  reunifications.  A  similar  transition  is  bound  to  
evolve in the East-West European migration space, although these flows differ a lot from the guest 
worker and asylum immigration. East-European migrants are more likely to engage in circular 
mobility, adapting to the ebb and flow of economic demand (Favell 2008).  

3.2.  Formal permits 
Legal  settlement  in  Norway can  be  obtained  on  several  grounds.  Some of  these  official  gateways  
are subject to political change, while others remain stable and difficult to change in a humanitarian 
responsible society. There is in this respect a patent asymmetry between immigration as a 
demographic event and immigration policy as a civil challenge. Labour immigration, for instance 
cannot be separated from other categories of immigration (Brochmann 2008).  

The novelty of this issue has affected both the political process and the acquisition of factual 
knowledge. An unfortunate lag exists between demographic events and the production of new 
statistics.  

We know, however, that work allowances dominated in the early phase when Norway evolved into 
an immigrant-receiving country (i.e. in the mid 1960s). A huge need for unskilled labour, combined 
with changing regulations in other countries, steered a number of labour migrants from Pakistan, 
Yugoslavia, Turkey, Morocco and India to the high north. These ‘guest workers’ were expected, 
and expected themselves, to leave within a few years. As it turned out, life had a different fate in 
store: many remained in Norway, and were followed by other migrants from the same places (i.e. 
the same villages).19  

The early phase of labour migration ended, at least formally, with the ‘immigration stop’ in 1975 
(chapter 5). This led to an immediate change in the pattern of permits, with family reunification as 
the dominating gateway. The scale of immigration in these years was slightly reduced, but only for 
a short while.20 Looking into the 1980s and 1990s, a new flow of refugees and asylum-seekers 
changed the context of immigration policy once more. Norway had subscribed to the United 
Nations’ convention on refugees in 1951 and the additional rules of 1967. Following this tradition, 
the country now entered into a permanent co-operation with the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNCHR). An agreement was also struck regarding minor applicants, whereas other 
individuals and groups were required to demonstrate their need for protection.  

The levels of different permits can be documented from 1990 onwards. This registration shows that 
acceptances of refugees and labour migrants have developed in opposite directions, the former 
declining and the latter rapidly escalating (Table 17). Family reunifications were increasing until 
2003, when Norway adapted to a norm which privileges migrants with a refugee status. Those with 
a humanitarian status were subjected to similar rules (exemption from maintenance requirement) for 
six and a half years, between January 1997 and May 2003. The change in labour migration is, as 
indicated, an effect of the EU enlargement. A second factor is the new border-cross provision of 
services within the EEA. 

Tables 18 and 19 illustrate that permits vary enormously by region and country. Refugee protection 
is the dominating gateway for Iraqis, Bosnians, Somalis and Afghans. A number of other groups 
                                                
19 An often overlooked fact is that many pioneers, particularly from Pakistan, have migrated to Norway several times 
(Vassenden 1997). 

20 The migration volume dropped by 3 per cent from 1975 to 1976, but then picked up again in 1977.  
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have a lower but still notable proportion of refugees. These populations (e.g. from Sri Lanka and 
Vietnam) appear to move into a stage of secondary migration, largely through family reunifications. 
Secondary migration may also expand to ever-wider family circles. A further breakdown of the 
statistics in Table 3.6 shows that 93 per cent of family reunifications among Iraqis and Afghans can 
be linked to refugee protection of a family member. Similar figures for migrants from Bosnia, Iran, 
Vietnam and Sri Lanka are as follows: 77, 76, 61 and 60 per cent. A third group of countries, 
notably Thailand, the Philippines and Russia, have many family reunifications but few that are 
triggered by refugee status.21 The trigger in these cases is, rather, the evolvement of global social 
spaces, where people travel and communicate across international borders. Put simply, permits 
among Thais, Filipinos and Russians tend to involve majority men and minority women (Lidén 
2005). 

Table 17. Immigration by reason, 1990-2008. Per cent* (Statistics Norway). 

  1990-
94 

1995-
99 

2000-
04 

2005-
2008 

Total 

Work  8.9 13.8 13.5 43.0 24.2 
Family reunion  36.6 42.7 47.3 35.7 40.2 
Refugee protection  44.8 30.8 26.5 11.3 24.4 
Education  9.0 12.0 12.3 9.7 10.7 
Unknown  0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Other reasons  0.7 0.7 0.5 0.3 0.5 
Total  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
*Nordic citizens are not counted, due to the common settlement space in the Nordic countries. 
 

Table 18. Immigration by reason world region, 1990-2008. Per cent (Statistics Norway). 

 Work Family Refugee 
protectio
n 

Educati
on 

Other 
reasons 

Total 

Europe 41.1 30.6 18.5 9.3 0.6 100.0 
Asia including Turkey 4.7 52.2 31.7 11.2 0.2 100.0 
Africa 2.3 41.8 44.2 11.6 0.2 100.0 
North and Central 
America 

25.1 55.0 1.0 16.3 1.7 100.0 

Oceania 8.5 68.1 6.1 16.9 0.4 100.0 
Stateless 36.6 38.8 0.5 23.4 0.9 100.0 
Total 24.2 40.2 24.4 10.7 0.5 100.0 
 

                                                
21 The proportion of privileged reunifications is only 1 per cent for Thailand and the Phillipines.  
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Table 19. Immigration by reason and country (selected countries), 1990-2008. Per cent 
(Statistics Norway). 

  
Work 

 
Family 

Refugee 
protectio
n 

 
Educati
on 

Other 
reasons 

 
Total 

Poland 71.5 25.0 0.5 2.9 0.1 100 
Germany 54.3 29.0 0.2 14.9 1.5 100 
Iraq 0.1 39.0 60.7 0.1 0.1 100 
Somalia 0.0 42.7 57.2 0.0 0.1 100 
Russia 7.6 47.9 28.3 16.0 0.3 100 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 1.1 8.3 89.9 0.6 0.0 100 
United Kingdom 54.4 39.4 0.4 3.9 1.8 100 
United States 28.8 52.8 0.7 15.6 2.1 100 
Thailand 0.6 93.7 1.0 4.5 0.1 100 
Philippines 7.3 52.8 2.0 37.6 0.3 100 
Iran 1.9 31.4 64.6 1.9 0.1 100 
Lithuania 67.1 22.1 0.2 10.5 0.1 100 
Pakistan 2.2 87.1 5.0 4.9 0.9 100 
Afghanistan 0.1 35.3 64.5 0.1 0.0 100 
Netherlands 46.2 44.6 0.2 6.9 2.1 100 
China 11.8 40.8 5.5 41.7 0.2 100 
Turkey 3.1 86.2 6.5 3.8 0.5 100 
Vietnam 1.3 58.3 36.1 4.0 0.3 100 
Sri Lanka 1.2 62.4 29.3 7.0 0.1 100 
France 47.9 35.3 0.5 15.4 1.0 100 
India 30.7 53.8 1.8 13.3 0.3 100 
 Ethiopia 1.0 33.6 46.5 18.8 0.0 100 
 

3.3.  Immigrant background – shades of difference 
Table 20 classifies migration groups according to birthplace (within/outside Norway) and parent 
background (within/outside Norway). ’True’ immigrants increased their proportion of the 
population from 1.5 per cent in 1950 to 9.5 per cent in 2010. The progeny of this group 
(’descendants’) made up a tiny 0.1 per cent in 1950, increasing to 1.9 per cent in the following four 
decades. Some other groups have been growing as well, particularly people born abroad with one 
Norwegian parent.  

A telling picture of population diversity in Norway is given in Figure 3.1. We note, firstly, that very 
few people (less than 50,000) had a foreign background in the early post-war years. The fifties, the 
sixties  and  the  seventies  were  all  marked  by  small  change,  although  with  a  steady  shift  towards  
Non-European migration. Then, in the 1980s, migration began to develop its own momentum. This 
was the period when families were settling down to permanent residence. Equally important, 
immigration became more complex as flows of refugees and new labour migrants entered the 
country. Some decades along this path, Europeans now make up 51 per cent of all immigrants. 
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Table 20. Migration groups by country of birth. 1970, 1990 and 2010. Total numbers and per 
cent (Statistics Norway). 

 1970 1990 2010 
 Total Per 

cent 
Total Per 

cent 
Total Per 

cent 
Total population 3888305 100.0 4249830 100.0 4858199 100.0 
Born abroad 57041 1.5 150973 3.6 459346 9.5 
Born in Norway with immigrant 
parents 

2155 0.1 17325 0.4 92967 1.9 

Population with immigrant 
background 

59196 1.5 168298 4.0 552313 11.4 

Other groups       
Born abroad with one Norwegian 
parent 

8491 0.2 17290 0.4 30766 0.6 

Born in Norway with one foreign 
parent 

52899 1.4 100381 2.4 206627 4.3 

Born abroad with two Norwegian 
parents 

10544 0.3 16004 0.4 36688 0.8 

  
 

 
Figure 5. Number and composition of foreign-born in Norway 1950-2010 (Statistics Norway). 

 

3.4.  Demographic composition  
The structure of the migrant population depends partly on the migration process itself (i.e. the 
selection and self-selection of migrants) and partly on the natural demographic development 
through births and deaths. These two developments take place simultaneously, but not along the 
same paths. Most groups go through a protracted transition whereby migration counts for less and 
less. Obviously, this also depends on how the migration population is defined.  

It  has  been  common  practice  in  Norway  to  count  both  migrants  and  their  children  as  part  of  the  
immigrant population. Regular reports from Statistics Norway have shown key characteristics at 
several levels of aggregation (nation, continent, Western/non-Western origin). The latest report of 
this kind (Daugstad 2008) stuck to the tradition even though it coincided with the introduction of 
new concepts (chapter 2). Statistics Norway’s ‘internet bank’ (Statistikkbanken) has started to use 
the new option, but it does not replace or fully supplement the older series. 
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We are obviously bounded by these practices. Descendants are still a rather small group, and it 
shares many similarities with the parent generation. A study of six minorities (from Pakistan, India, 
Turkey, Morocco, Vietnam and Chile) shows that most descendants marry a person from the same 
ethnic background, usually a migrant. Most of them, like their parents, live in Oslo, Akershus or 
(less common) another major city. Looking closer at Oslo, there is no huge disparity in settlement 
geography between parents and children: the vast majority live either in established immigrant 
communities in the inner east or in eastern/southern satellite towns (Søholt and Astrup 2009). It 
therefore seems reasonable to include descendants in the description of minority populations. Of 
course, many descendants have advanced beyond their parents in terms of education and income 
(Birkelund and Mastekaasa 2009), but they are still heavily conditioned by their ethnic background. 
They are also treated as an integration challenge by the Norwegian authorities.  

3.4.1.  Sex 
The sex distribution of the minority population has become increasingly balanced. The entry of 
labour migrants in the early 1970s reduced a previous surplus of females. An opposite irregularity 
appeared, however, as labour migration progressed. The so-called ‘first wave of immigration’ 
(Tjelmeland 2003) separated husbands from wives, partly due to pull-factors (i.e. economic 
conditions in Norway) and partly due to push-factors (i.e. economic, demographic and cultural 
conditions in the countries concerned). This imbalance was rectified through family reunifications 
and the natural demographic development through births and deaths. The latest figures (Table 21) 
show that males make up 51 per cent of the minority population in Norway. At a more detailed 
level, the proportion varies between 40 per cent (descent in Eastern Asia) and 57 per cent (descent 
in Eastern Europe). We also note that Eastern Asia had a completely different pattern twenty years 
ago, with a slight surplus of males. This matches the pattern in Table 3.6, and is obviously 
explained by a growing incidence of interethnic marriage. 

Table 21. Composition of natives and immigrants/descendants by sex. 1970, 1990 and 2010 
(Statistics Norway). 

 1970 1990 2010 
 Men Women Men Women Men Women 
Norwegians        
Immigrants/descendants:       
Nordic countries 10 951 15 598 16 701 21 388 30 868 32 172 
Rest of Western European 
countries 

6 041 9 199 14 972 14 283 31 829 28 893 

Eastern European countries 3 484 2 244 7 202 6 180 75 842 58 428 
Sub-Saharan Africa 316 278 4 764 2 384 28 912 26 476 
Western Asia, North Africa, 
Turkey 

999 158 20 489 13 186 40 624 32 138 

Eastern Asia 593 615 14 761 12 912 34 939 51 894 
Latin America 303 291 4 352 3 933 8 039 10 313 
North America 3 340 4 417 4 369 5 687 4 289 5 024 
Oceania 113 233 293 420 1 036 684 
 

3.4.2.  Age 
The distribution of people at different ages changes in a similar direction (Table 22). That is, there 
are some signs of a more balanced distribution. The statistics pertaining to age do not allow a long-
term view or a detailed division of nation groups. Looking at nine years, 2001 to 2010, the 
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proportion of children below 16 years declined slightly. A corresponding increase took place at ages 
between 45 and 67 years, while people in retirement age maintained a low proportion. Again, there 
is no convergence across regions. Africans, for instance, have retained a wide base of children and 
youngsters.  Viewed  as  a  whole,  the  populations  from  Africa,  Asia  and  Latin  America  are  by  no  
means balanced. Currently, only 1-3 per cent of these populations have reached the age of 67, 
which is the formal retirement age in Norway. 

Table 22. Table 3.9 Immigrants/descendants by world region and age. Per cent (Statistics 
Norway). 

 0-15 years 16-19 years 20-44 years 45-67 years 67 years + 
 2001 2010 2001 201

0 
2001 2010 2001 2010 2001 2010 

Europe 13.7 14.0 3.5 3.1 46.3 52.1 27.9 24.5 8.7 6.3 
Africa 31.0 32.5 6.3 5.8 51.9 47.7 9.8 12.7 1.1 1.3 
Asia (incl. 
Turkey) 

29.0 25.0 6.5 6.5 49.6 48.9 13.4 17.6 1.6 2.0 

North America 6.5 7.2 2.4 2.3 38.7 38.9 26.0 32.9 26.4 18.8 
Latin America 19.2 12.6 6.6 4.9 52.2 54.2 19.7 25.5 2.3 2.9 
Oceania 5.5 5.5 5.5 1.6 53.7 67.5 27.9 20.4 7.5 5.0 
 
 

3.5.  Unemployment, employment and poverty 
Successive studies have found that people of minority background are at a higher risk of 
unemployment than Norwegians (Vassenden 1997; Bråthen et al. 2007; Olsen 2008). The early 
1990s hit immigrants, particularly young immigrants, harder than Norwegians. It also turned out in 
the following upturn that immigrants are more exposed to long-term unemployment than 
Norwegians. Looking at 1994 to 2010, a disturbing feature emerges: the unemployment rate among 
immigrants/descendants has fluctuated two to three times above the total rate. Another persistent 
feature is a huge variation in the experience of different groups. All groups have followed the 
general trend towards lower unemployment, but some groups have remained far behind in relative 
terms. This is particularly pronounced for people of African descent, who had an unemployment 
rate five times above the average both in 1994 and 2010 (Table 23). 

Table 23. Unemployment rate 1994-2010. Immigrants/descendants by world region compared to 
the whole population (Statistics Norway). 

  Nov. 
1994 

Nov. 
1998 

Nov. 
2002 

Nov. 
2006  

Feb. 
  2010 
Total population  4.4 2.1 3.3 2.1 2.5 
All immigrants/descendants  11.3 5.7 8.6 6.1 7.9 
Nordic countries  4.8 2.2 3.7 2.3 3.5 
Rest of Western European countries  5.0 2.4 4.3 2.3 4.3 
Eastern Europe   13.6 9.2 9.8 5.4 9.8 
North America and Oceania  4.8 2.9 4.4 2.5 3.4 
Latin America  14.8 6.7 9.1 6.1 7.9 
Asia including Turkey  18.5 9.1 11.5 8.3 8.4 
Africa  22.4 9.9 15.9 13.2 13.7 
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The most significant change in the level of employment applies to immigrants/descendants from 
EU-countries in Eastern Europe (Table 24). An overall growth in the employment rate by 14 per 
centage points during 2001-2008 must be seen in the context of politics, but also in the context of 
selective mobility. Many young craftsmen have been drawn to the tempting prospects of the 
Norwegian labour market. We find a concentration of these groups in volatile industries such as 
construction, low-tech manufacturing and personal services. Not surprisingly, many have been 
seriously affected by the recent financial crisis, both compared to Norwegians and to immigrants 
from Asia, Africa and Latin America (Statistics Norway 2010). 

Table 24. Employment rate by world region and gender. Immigrants/descendants compared to 
the whole population (Statistics Norway). 

  Total 
2001 

Total 
2008 

Men 
2008 

Women 
2008   

Total population  70.9 71.6 74.6 68.5 
All immigrants/descendants  59.3 64.2 69.3 58.7 
Nordic countries  73.7 75.6 77.5 73.6 
Rest of Western European countries  68.1 73.4 78.2 66.6 
EU-countries in Eastern European   60.0 73.5 76.4 67.8 
Rest of Eastern Europe  56.6 63.2 65.9 61.1 
North America and Oceania  55.0 65.7 72.1 59.3 
Latin America  62.3 66.1 71.5 62.1 
Asia including Turkey  52.5 56.8 63.2 51.1 
Africa  46.2 49.7 55.4 42.8 
 
Further, while all groups have experienced growing employment in the long run, there is also a 
striking  continuity  in  the  difference  across  groups.  A  key  factor  in  this  respect  is  the  economic  
activity of women. Some European groups (e.g. Swedes, Finns and Germans) have employment 
rates  above  70  per  cent,  while  others  (e.g.  Somalis,  Pakistanis,  Moroccans  and  Turks)  have  rates  
well  below  50  per  cent.  Somali  women  make  an  extreme  case;  only  25  per  cent  of  this  group  is  
formally employed (Table 25). 

Experience in the labour market is often seen as a door opener to other fields, and thus as a basis for 
integration. A more careful approach suggests that employment is a latent rather than a manifest 
‘fault line’. It depends on group characteristics a well as place characteristics whether employment 
has knock-on-effects in the housing market, the field of politics, leisure activities, etc. What is clear, 
though, is that employment has a direct bearing on income and poverty. Groups with low 
employment rates have, with no exception, high poverty rates. The opposite applies to a number of 
European countries (Denmark, Sweden, Germany, United Kingdom and Bosnia-Herzegovina), but 
not to Poland. Immigrants from Poland expose a rare combination of high employment and high 
poverty. This obviously reflects the elusive character of the flows. Norwegian media have presented 
numerous ‘horror stories’ from the cross-border labour market that has evolved in the geopolitical 
context  of  the  EEA.  Many  migrants  from  Poland  and  the  Baltic  states  appear  to  languish  in  
underpaid and unattractive jobs. The demand side of the market includes employers and recruitment 
agents who come into play as brokers of information and opportunities (see Elrick and 
Lewandowska 2008).  
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Table 25. Employment rate by country and gender. Immigrants/descendants compared to the 
whole population (Statistics Norway). 

 Total 
2008 

Men 
2008 

Women 
2008 

Total population 71.6 74.5 68.5 
All immigrants/descendants 64.2 69.3 58.7 
European countries:    
Denmark 70.5 75.0 65.5 
Finland 70.9 69.0 72.2 
Sweden 80.0 81.1 78.8 
Germany 75.6 80.2 70.0 
United Kingdom 70.3 78.0 60.5 
Poland 73.3 76.9 64.5 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 66.2 68.0 64.4 
Other countries:    
Pakistan 48.2 63.1 32.3 
Vietnam 64.7 68.3 61.5 
Iran 59.7 62.7 56.0 
Sri Lanka 68.8 76.9 61.4 
Turkey 54.7 63.7 42.8 
The Philippines 62.5 74.2 60.1 
India 63.4 69.5 56.1 
Morocco 49.2 55.0 41.4 
Somalia 35.7 44.6 25.1 
 
Poverty is also a real and significant problem for many large families, and even for groups with 
high fertility rates. The following picture appears to apply (Table 26 and 27): Immigrants of 
Western  descent  have  small  families  and  low poverty  rates.  Many groups  from other  parts  of  the  
world have large families and high poverty rates. Pakistanis, as an example, have a poverty rate 
(EU-scale) at 38 per cent and an average household size at 3.4 (compared to 2.2 in the whole 
population). But the exceptions loom large, and should not be neglected. Immigrants from Sri 
Lanka and Vietnam tend to have large families, sometimes with three generations under one roof. 
These groups seem to reduce the risk of poverty through rapid and lasting labour market integration.  

Table 26. Household equivalent income below 60 per cent of mean income (EU-scale). 
Immigrants/descendants compared to the whole population. Per cent (Source: Statistics 
Norway). 

 1996 2002 2008 
Total population 12 11 12 
All immigrants/descendants 28 27 31 
Immigrants from Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin America  36 33 36 
People with refugee background 34 36 39 
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Table 27. Household equivalent income below 60 per cent of mean income (EU-scale). One 
single year (2006) and persistent over three years (2004-2006). Immigrants/descendants com-
pared to the whole population. Per cent (Daugstad 2008, based on data from Statistics 
Norway). 

  
 
2006 

 
2004-
2006 

Average 
househo
ld 
Size 

Total population 10 8 2.2 
All immigrants/descendants 29 25 2.3 
Immigrants from Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin 
America  

34 31 2.5 

European countries:      
Denmark   13 9 1.9 
Sweden   15 10 1.8 
Germany   18 12 1.9 
United Kingdom   12 9 2.0 
Russia   32 31 2.4 
Poland   37 17 1.6 
Bosnia-Herzegovina   18 19 2.5 
Other countries:    
Pakistan   38 38 3.4 
Vietnam   23 22 2.8 
Iran   27 30 2.3 
Irak   52 53 2.8 
Sri Lanka   19 17 3.0 
Turkey   36 35 2.9 
Somalia   64 65 2.5 
    
There is, moreover, a correspondence between poverty and refugee status. Refugees and asylum-
applicants are worse off than labour migrants and dependants. This relative drawback has become 
increasingly visible since the mid 1990s (Table 28), although one cannot easily assess the interplay 
between gateways and national background. Refugees from former Yuogoslavia, for instance, may 
have had some advantages (e.g. in terms of skill and language) compared to their Asian and African 
counterparts. What is comforting, anyhow, is a marked shift in the sources of incomes. Labour 
income used to be less important than social assistance and other benefits. Now, the picture is 
opposite (Table 28 and 29), although some groups lag behind. Somalis and Iraqis receive 35 
respectively 52 per cent of their income through employment even after 3-9 years in Norway 
(Kirkeberg 2008). 

A final point concerns poverty duration. Most groups, including Norwegians, are marked by 
sizeable mobility in and out of poverty. Such transitions are strongly associated with life-course 
events, whereas persistent poverty is more a question of educational disadvantage, lack of 
experience, social immobility and inactivity. Some of the figures presented in Table 3.14 are in this 
respect quite grim: almost two thirds of the Somali group and more than half of the Iraqi group 
remained in poverty (EU-scale) during 2004-2006 (Table 27, second column). 
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Table 28. Employment income as dominant income source. Share of population 1996-2008. 
Immigrants/descendants compared to the whole population (Statistics Norway). 

 1996 2002 2008 
Total population 74 74 76 
All immigrants/descendants 63 67 75 
Immigrants from Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin America  56 62 73 
People with refugee background 46 54 64 
 

Table 29. Share of individuals in households that receive social assistance. Immi-
grants/descendants compared to the whole population. 1996, 2002 and 2008 (Statistics 
Norway). 

 1996 2002 2008 
Total population 7 5 4 
All immigrants/descendants 28 22 14 
Immigrants from Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin America  40 29 19 
People with refugee background 61 42 30 
  

3.6.  Education 
Summary  statistics  that  lump  all  residents  together  can  easily  disguise  demographic  change.  The  
distortion imposed by newcomers is one problem; another is the relative performance of different 
indicators. The age profile of the minority population implies that large cohorts are yet to advance 
very far in their careers; they are still students, or have just completed a degree. Hence, educational 
indicators are likely to give a more optimistic picture of demographic change than indicators of 
employment, poverty and income.  

The trends in figure 6 indicate massive change across generations. Children of immigrants tend to 
split in two groups, one with high educational ambitions and one that fails to complete secondary 
school (Birkelund and Mastekaasa 2009, Fekjær and Brekke 2009). The former group is 
disproportionately drawn towards disciplines that pay dividends in the labour market, such as 
medicine, pharmacy, engineering, economics and science (Schou 2009). Descendants and 
immigrants alike do, on the other hand, struggle to perform at the same level as the Norwegian 
majority, partly due to the skewed selection (Kolby and Østhus 2009). There is also a marked ethnic 
divide in terms of educational choice and achievement: certain ethnic groups (e.g. Indians, Iranians, 
Tamils and people of Vietnamese background) are far ahead of other groups (Fekjær 2006; Schou 
2009). This diversity is part of the background for the pattern in table 29. Any measure of 
meritocratic success/failure (in this case educational level) at the level of world regions is bound to 
reflect great variation. More important still is the dynamics of upward mobility, which fail to 
emerge in cross-sectional data. Or, to put it in concrete terms, the disparity between Norwegians 
and immigrants from Asia, Africa and Latin America is reproduced through new immigration. A 
more detailed interpretation of table 30 is difficult due to missing data.22 

                                                
22 The registration of educational level is based on three sources: i. ordinary registration based on education in 
Norway, ii. registration of previous education through survey, iii. transmission of information from country of origin. 
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Figure 6. Share of people 19-24 years in higher education. Immigrants born abroad and 
descendants compared to national average (Statistics Norway). 

Table 30. Educational level 1995 and 2007. Immigrants/descendants compared to the whole 
population and native Norwegians (Statistics Norway). 

 1995 2007 
 Unknown 

or no 
education 

Primary 
school 

Sec. 
school 

Univers
ity or 
college 

 
Unkno
wn 

No 
edu-
cation 

Primar
y 
school 

Sec.  
schoo
l 

Univers
ity or 
college 

Total population 2.9 26.1 51.4 19.6 4.1 0.2 29.6 41.3 24.8 
Norwegians 1.0 27.0 52.5 19.6 0.4 0.1 30.2 43.9 25.2 
Nordic countries 28.0 15.2 33.6 23.2 16.9 0.2 22.7 32.2 27.9 
Rest of Western 
Europe, North 
America and 
Oceania 

 
28.6 

 
9.1 

 
32.0 

 
28.6 

 
19.4 

 
0.2 

 
18.5 

 
29.0 

 
32.5 

Eastern Europe  58.9 8.8 19.9 12.4 49.4 0.3 19.6 16.7 14.0 
Asia, Africa, Latin 
America 

37.1 12.5 35.0 15.3 30.2 1.6 33.0 19.8 15.5 

 
 

3.7.  Concluding remarks 
The  factors  that  shape  migration  have  changed  over  time,  with  additional  effects  on  the  de-
velopment of the minority population. Many groups have become more balanced in demographic 
terms, partly through family reunification and partly through fertility and mortality. Many groups 
have also managed to climb the social ladder, both within and (more pronounced) across 
generations. Some other groups, however, remain heavily dependent on welfare, even after many 
years in Norway. This invites a number of questions concerning socio-economic integration and 
residential location: are there ‘spatial traps’ in the major cities? Or, more positively, do certain 
locations facilitate socio-economic integration? The NODES project attempts to approach these 
questions both from a macro and a micro level of analysis.  

 



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Norway 
 

 41

4.  Policy analysis related to immigrant settlement and integration 
Susanne Søholt 

Integration policies have developed over time since the start of the new immigration in the late 
1960s. Policy development has been a response to the interpretation of the volume and character of 
the challenges and problems that followed the immigration. The situation was new, and it took 
some time before immigration resulted in a conscious immigration and integration policy. At the 
outset, the discussion about the policies for immigration control and integration were highly 
connected. Later, it was argued that the high level of universal welfare rights and services, in 
conjunction with the accessibility for immigrants to legally stay, influenced the need for a control of 
immigration (Brochmann in debate on immigration September 7, 2010. Arr. The North in focus).  

However, in the late 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s as in 2010, the focus was/is on how to 
manage immigration with the desired integration. In the NODES Project, the overall question is 
whether integration and inclusion policies have contributed to increasing or decreasing ethnic 
differences in the housing market and whether it has influenced residential segregation or 
desegregation. 

The objective with this chapter is to present and discuss policies related to immigrants’ settlement 
and integration. First, there is a presentation and discussion of the birth and development of this 
new policy area following the immigration of the 1960s. Next, main subareas in this policy field are 
presented and discussed. The chapter ends with a short summary of the chapter, in which dividing 
lines in the integration debates are highlighted.  

4.1.  Introduction 
In many ways, the actual experience with immigration and integration has proven the wisdom of the 
early  works  of  Thomas  and  Znaniecki  when  they  analysed  the  Polish  immigration  to  the  United  
States at the beginning of the 19th century (Thomas and Znaniecki 1918-1920/1996). “Becoming” 
became a tool for understanding the social processes that took place when immigrants established 
themselves in the United States. This perspective had importance for understanding the immigrants’ 
adaption to American society and to how Americans and American society changed as a result of 
immigration and what the immigrants brought with them. The important lesson to be learned here is 
that it is difficult to know the effects and consequences of immigration beforehand. According to 
the Norwegian sociologist Brochmann, most of the European countries receiving immigrants had no 
experience when it came to formulating their immigration policies (Brochmann 2003:155). The 
same can be said for integration policies, though Norway had some experience with trying to 
assimilate the Sami people. In previous years, the authorities had not bothered much about the 
adaption and integration of immigrants, as the labour immigrants were purely seen as temporary 
workers. It can be said that it came as a surprise when they turned out to be human beings with 
needs, feelings, aspirations, a need for love and care, etc. Moreover, as it turned out they were not 
temporary, but stayed on. However, the manifest social problems that followed the first wave of 
labour immigrants forced integration onto the agenda. In Norway, housing was one of the main 
concerns.  

The development of immigration and integration policies in Norway had been intermingled before 
they developed into separate policy areas in the 1990s. There were four White Papers from the late 
1960s and beginning of the 1970s to the end of the 1980s that focused primarily on immigration 
policy (Report No. 45 (1968-1969) to the Storting “On labour market policy”; Report No. 39 (1973-
1974) to the Storting “On immigration policy”; Report No. 107 to the Storting (1975-1976) “On the 
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halt on immigration and efforts related to immigration issues”; Report No. 39 (1987-1988) to the 
Storting “On immigration policy”). There is a shift in policy between the first White Paper and the 
ones that follow. While the first White Paper embraced a liberal immigration policy, the next ones 
focused on the need for immigration control. The first underscored that international contacts and 
exchange should meet as few restrictions as possible. It went on to further state that the individual 
worker and employer should have as much freedom as possible to enter into employment contracts 
(p. 63). It additionally said that it would be more common for people to cross borders, not only as 
tourists but for longer stays. This was followed by a statement that a border crossing and a choice of 
where to stay were part of the ordinary freedom of choice that people would want to claim in the 
future. The paper stated that this development must be regarded as natural and desirable (p. 64). The 
next White Paper was the first to directly discuss immigration policy. In this paper the government 
wanted to continue its liberal immigration policy, but in combination with immigration control. The 
argument for this control was that Norway was too small  to absorb too many immigrants without 
the usual subsequent social problems. The White Paper from 1975-76 went further and introduced a 
temporary halt on immigration for unqualified workers, which was made permanent from 1981. The 
objective was that immigration should not exceed the possibilities for securing acceptable living 
conditions for immigrants to Norway. The Agency for Immigrant Housing (state level) was 
established in 1976 to try and solve the immigrants’ housing problems. The Agency for Refugee 
Housing was established a few years later in 1979.  

4.1.1. Integration and policy development 
The White Paper that introduced the halt on immigration in 1975 also debated integration. 
According to this paper, it was up to the immigrants to decide in what way they wanted to connect 
to Norwegian society (p. 6). Immigrants could choose between being assimilated into the national 
population, be more loosely integrated or leave the country. It was emphasised that the integration 
path implied that immigrants should be able to maintain and develop their own culture and religion 
in Norway. In fact, that was the introduction of multiculturalism in Norway. The first White Paper 
focusing primarily on integration policy was not launched until 1996 and was labelled “About 
immigration and the multicultural society”. In this report, integration policy was defined as the 
objectives and measures aimed at encouraging integration and participation in the multicultural 
society. These intentions should be embedded in all policy areas and should include the whole 
population (p. 10). The main objective in the policy was that everybody, regardless of background, 
should have the same rights and duties to participate in society and have the possibility to use their 
competencies (p. 8). A multicultural society was defined by its cultural diversity. The concept was 
interpreted to include an active acceptance and adaption of greater diversity as it concerned values, 
expressions, views and ways of life. Receiving an education in one’s mother tongue has been a tool 
for maintaining identity and diversity. According to the law on education, pupils with a mother 
tongue other than Norwegian have a right to a special education in Norwegian, and if necessary, an 
education in their first language as well (Ministry of Education and Research). How this is practised 
in the municipalities varies. In 2005, the city of Oslo closed down special education in Norwegian. 
The result was that only 6 per cent of the pupils were educated in their mother tongue in 2010.23 
The argument for concentrating on the training in the Norwegian language was simple: all pupils 
shall learn Norwegian. It is expected that all children should be able to follow ordinary teaching in 
Norwegian.  

The second White Paper on integration from 2003 expressed a more nuanced view on integration 
and diversity. The message was that the integration policy should be directed to integrate 
                                                
23 City of Oslo, Department for Culture and Education, case document 201002757-3. July 8, 2010. In 2010, there were 
20,000 pupils with minority backgrounds in primary school in Oslo.  
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immigrants (first generation) into society, while the policy for diversity includes all people living in 
Norway. The message behind this was that descendants who are born in Norway are not in the 
target group for the integration policy, but for the policies on inclusion, as they are part of a diverse 
society. The concept of a diverse Norwegian society underscores that there are and should be many 
(accepted) ways to be and develop as a Norwegian. 

An important dilemma in a multicultural and diverse Norwegian society is the border between 
support for ethnic groups, religious societies, etc. versus support for individuals’ rights to go their 
own way, which stands in opposition to traditions within the ethnic communities. In 2010, the 
dominant understanding in mainstream society is that traditions and practises in ethnic communities 
and families should not override the individual right to choose one’s own life. This includes 
violations such as circumcision and forced marriages, but also the right to decide on education, 
career and way of life. There are dividing lines in the debates taking place in relation to an 
understanding of equality, from the former “being alike” to “equal opportunities” to “adapted 
opportunities to be able to reach similar results if desired”. In the last White Paper (2003-2004), it 
is emphasised that the government is working for an equality which is understood as putting an 
equal value on people with different backgrounds and not an equality understood as similarity. 
Since the 1970s the climate in the policy debates has changed from emphasising assimilation in 
ways of living to two-way integration and embracing a multicultural society to diversity in everyday 
life connected with assimilation to core values in society. The aftermath of 9/11 has given fuel to 
distancing the Muslim population and including all immigrants in the Muslim category. As a result, 
there is more public/media pressure to motivate visible ethnic minorities to assimilate to core 
values, ways of living and ways of looking in public life (Report to the Storting no. 49 (2003-2004): 
62; Aften October 6, 2010). 

During the 40 – 50 years of immigration, immigration and integration policies have been 
intermingled, contested and debated by those who oppose it and those in favour of it. In 2010, the 
government’s policy on integration and inclusion builds on equality, solidarity and justice. 
Everybody should have the same rights and duties to contribute and participate in the work society. 
To succeed with integration, the government claims that the immigration policy has to be controlled 
and restricted. That control includes the asylum policy, as well as the policy for family 
reunification, marriage to foreigners, visas, foreign workers, etc. Immigration rules for workers 
from the EU are regulated by the EEA agreement. The aim of integration and inclusion is that you 
should not be able to tell an individual’s ethnic origin from their socioeconomic status. To be able 
to include all immigrants and their descendants in the universal welfare system, it is believed that 
the input (volume of immigrants) has to be limited for society to be able to absorb the immigrant 
population into the labour market, which is the cornerstone of the welfare state. The argument is 
roughly the same in 2010 as it was in the 1970s, although the volume has increased almost 10 
times.24 As immigration and ethnic residential segregation in the metropolitan area has increased, 
the question of social cohesion has become more urgent. The anxiety for and fear of parallel 
societies has given rise to a demand for policies that could handle these questions. 

The responsibility for these policy areas has changed over the years. In 2010, immigration policy is 
the responsibility of the Ministry of Justice and the Police with the Directorate of Immigration. The 
Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion is responsible for integration together with the 
Directorate of Integration and Diversity. 
                                                
24 The 47,405 immigrants in Norway on December 31, 1975 increased to 489,273 by January 1, 2010. Immigrants from 
the other Nordic countries are excluded. The increase of immigrants from the other Nordic countries was only 2.5 
during the same period, from 25,169 to 63,040 persons.  



Contextualising ethnic residential segregation in Norway 
 

 44

4.2.  Integration and inclusion – interconnected but separate policy fields 
As mentioned above, the integration policy has become more comprehensive over the years, and 
can be characterised by two main tracks – integration and inclusion. The first is for the integration 
of newcomers. The second is about the inclusion of everybody in society, be they the elderly, 
disabled persons or ethnic minorities. Descendants are part of the inclusion policy, which is about 
how to make society work for all in a society characterised by diversity. This statement is followed 
by a more concise use of the concepts. In new political documents, descendants in Norway are not 
labelled as immigrants, but as part of the population with an immigrant background.25 In everyday 
speech, it is doubtful however that people would know the difference.  

The integration policy covers: 

– Earmarked integration programmes and activities mainly for newly settled refugees and their 
families.  

– Activities to integrate marginalised groups such as illiterate groups, mostly non-working women. 

The inclusion policy covers: 

– Laws, action plans, programmes and activities to adapt the ordinary society to a more diversified 
population. For example, public services, equal access to housing and the job market, etc. And 
vice versa, policies to adapt and include all residents to the existing conditions in Norway.  

– Access to and adaption of ordinary welfare services and benefits for people with a legal stay.  

While the immigration policy covers all immigrants, the primary focus of the earmarked integration 
policy is for refugees and their families, while the inclusion policy should include all. However, few 
activities are directed towards labour immigrants. This is the fact, even though the share of 
immigrants with refugee backgrounds is decreasing compared to labour immigrants. In 2008, the 
share of new immigrants with a refugee background was only 10 per cent (Østby October 12, 2010, 
speech in Rommen school).26  

4.2.1.  Integration policies 
As mentioned above, the integration policy has been developed to target newly arriving refugees. 
The  relevant  policy  areas  for  the  housing  conditions  of  refugees  are  the  asylum  policy,  the  
settlement policy, the policy for the integration of refugees into the labour market and the policy for 
residence permits.  

Asylum policy 

The asylum policy is part of the immigration policy. Nonetheless, the special character of the life 
situation and prospects of asylum seekers draw one’s attention towards integration. The 
expectations of the asylum seekers are to obtain permission to stay. In 2009, 42 per cent of the 
asylum seekers received this permission (Directorate of Immigration 2010a). 

To support the life situation of the asylum seekers staying in reception centres, they receive training 
to ease their integration into society if they get permission to stay. Even so, language training (250 
hours) and the possibility of work for asylum seekers has been on and off over the years. In 2010, 
                                                
25 Statistics Norway uses Norwegian born with immigrant parents.  

26 Østby is the senior researcher on immigration at Statistics Norway. 
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language training and information programmes about core values in society and how to live in 
Norway  are  mandatory.  The  10  per  cent  of  asylum  seekers  with  a  known  identity  can  apply  for  
work. Only those living in the reception centres are eligible for economic and other kinds of 
support. In 2009, about 50 per cent of asylum seekers lived in reception centres organised in 
ordinary housing in ordinary neighbourhoods (Søholt and Holm, 2009). The objective of this policy 
is manifold. Apart from allowing the possibility for a more normal life, one intention is to build 
capacity for living in and taking care of a “Norwegian” housing situation, in addition to the 
experience of local participation. The government’s ambition is that the stay in the asylum reception 
centres should be as short as possible. In 2009, the average length of stay was 12 months (median).  

National immigration and integration policies meet the municipal integration policy through the 
asylum reception  centres.  The  centres  are  located  all  over  Norway in  both  urban  and  rural  areas,  
with the location being decided through bids in the market. The growth and decline of reception 
centres are totally connected to the arrival of asylum seekers, as the municipalities have little 
influence on their establishment and location. On the contrary, they have to offer health and school 
services to the asylum seekers, for which they get economic compensation from the state. The 
money is not ticketed.  

Settlement policies 

Refugees are free to settle where they want if they can support themselves and find housing. If not, 
they are settled in a municipality after an agreement between state and local authorities. Until 2010, 
refugees have not been encouraged to find housing by themselves as part of the settling procedure. 
The municipalities have little influence on the location of the reception centres, but they have 
sovereignty when it comes to the settlement of refugees, which has always been and still is 
voluntary for the municipalities. The municipalities receive economic compensation for five years 
as motivation for settling the needed number of refugees. The money is not ticketed, but after 2004 
settlement is followed by an obligation to offer introduction programmes to the refugees.  

Until the beginning of the 1990s, most of the refugees were settled in southern Norway, from 
Trøndelag County and southwards. The increase in refugees following the war in Bosnia-
Herzegovina contributed to a need for more housing. From that point on, refugees could be settled 
all over Norway in all municipalities. 

The system for settling refugees was changed in 2001 (Ministry of Local Affairs 2000). The 
background for this was a stable lag between the need for and the actual settlement, with too many 
refugees waiting too long in the reception centres for a new home. The objectives with the changes 
were to ease the settlement process, to motivate and support the municipalities to take on this job 
and to lay the groundwork for a stable and swift settlement practise. One strategy was the 
establishment of a national committee (state and municipalities), which should decide on next 
year’s need for settlement and distribute the relevant number of refugees among the various 
counties. On the county level, the regional office of the Directorate of Immigration, together with 
The Norwegian Association for Local and Regional Authorities, is responsible for a proposal of 
distribution of the refugees to the municipalities. The criteria for distribution between counties and 
municipalities should be population, the refugees’ wishes of where to live, experiences with 
settlement and conditions in the labour market. Another strategy was to target the settlement around 
20 central areas in all the regions of Norway. The ambition was to reduce refugees’ further mobility 
to central areas, build liveable ethnic communities and spread the presumed settlement burden to 
more municipalities. 
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The table 31 shows the number of municipalities that have settled refugees over a 10-year period. 
The  number  of  settled  refugees  varies  due  to  the  arrival  of  asylum  seekers,  number  of  granted  
residence permits and local conditions. The main strategy for settling refugees has been to try to 
find them accommodation in the same region where they stayed in the asylum centres. The sprawl 
of the reception centres has contributed to a widespread settlement. Of the approximately 430 
municipalities in Norway, the number of municipalities which have agreed to settle refugees has 
varied between 158 in 1993 to 280 in 1994, whereas the number of settled refugees varied between 
2 513 (1996) and 11 628 (1994). A later study which included the years from 1997 to 2007 
documented that between 205 and 314 municipalities have accepted the request to settle refugees 
every year (Steen, 2008). In 2010, 325 municipalities were asked to settle refugees, while only 255 
had accepted before the end of June (Directorate of Integration and Diversity 2010). The ups and 
downs in the number of requests for the housing of refugees varies with the increase and decrease 
of asylum seekers. About 10 per cent of the municipalities rejected the offer to settle refugees, while 
the same amount were never asked, mainly because the municipalities were too small and 
geographically isolated (Steen 2008). The experience so far is that in years with a high request for 
settlement, the municipalities are reluctant to accept to settle all of them. But nevertheless, they 
usually succeed in settling more refugees than in previous years (Steen 2008; Søholt and Holm 
2010).  

Table 31. Settlement practise 1990 –2000. Number of municipalities and number of settled 
refugees (Source: Report to the Storting no. 17, 2000-2001).  

Year Municipalities Refugees  
1990 268 4 531 
1991 191 3 907 
1992 167 3 564 
1993 158 3 049 
1994 280 11 628 
1995 255 5 489 
1996 203 2 513 
1997 174 2 594 
1998 189 3 046 
1999 253 6 738 
2000 266 4 446 
 

Even though there are ambitions that the refugees should be able to exert some influence on where 
they  are  settled,  it  has  proven  that  this  principle  has  been  overruled  in  times  in  which  there  is  a  
mismatch between the need for and the supply of housing. In practise, it is probably more accurate 
to say that the asylum seekers who obtain permission to stay are settled in a municipality based on 
the principle of “no or little choice”. In a report to the Storting, there were worries that there was a 
tendency  among  the  municipalities  to  pick  the  refugees  they  wanted  to  settle  (Ministry  of  Local  
Affairs 2000 – 2001). The result is that refugees who are assessed as being troublesome have to 
wait longer in the reception centres. The reluctance to settle refugees might be connected to the 
municipalities’ obligations to offer introduction programmes, interpretation and health services, as 
well as school and kindergarten to refugee children.  

Integration programme 

The Introductory Act came into effect in 2003. The law requires the municipalities to provide 
introduction programmes for various groups of new arrivals. Newly arrived and settled refugees 
who are outside the labour market have the right and obligation to participate in an individually 
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tailored qualification programme on a full-time basis for two years, with a total of 2,700 hours. 
Participation is linked to payment of a specific benefit which is treated as salary and not as a social 
allowance. Once in the programme, the refugees also have rights to housing allowances and other 
welfare arrangements if needed. The programme works when it comes to capacity and competence 
building for the labour market or further education. Figures from 2008 showed that 53 per cent of 
the participants who finished their programme in 2008 transitioned to work or education 
(Directorate of Integration and Diversity 2008). Statistics Norway’s annual monitoring of refugees 
one year after completing the programme revealed that 65 per cent of the refugees who left the 
programme in 2006 were involved work or education in 2007. The introduction programme seems 
to take good care of newly arrived refugees and their families. Since the introduction programme 
came into existence, the centralisation of refugees has slowed down (Høydahl 2009). If the refugees 
move from their first municipality, they lose the right to participate in an introduction programme. 

However, other immigrants with poor language competency, a poor education background and no 
or only a limited relation to the labour market are not in the target group for the integration 
programme, although there are special programmes for women with low language skills in 
Norwegian and no work experience. These programmes are not obligatory, and one has to apply to 
attend.  

Residence permit 
Once  they  are  let  into  the  country,  all  types  of  regular  immigrants  can  acquire  a  permanent  
residence permit after three years with valid provisional residence or a labour permit. Asylum 
seekers who receive permission to stay can ask for a permanent permit after the provisional three-
year residence permit.  

Does the integration policy have any impact on the housing and settlement pattern among the 
refugees? 

The various aspects of the integration policy targeted at refugees seem to contribute to help adapt 
the refugees to the Norwegian housing market. The settling policy, together with the introductory 
programme, has been proven to keep refugees in the districts and slow their trying to move to more 
central areas. The obligatory participation in the introductory programmes push refugees into 
education or work activities, something which underpins an independent housing career over time. 
The integration policy is targeted at refugees, though very little includes the labour immigrants who 
form the majority of the immigrants. There has been little effort expended to obtain any knowledge 
of their living and housing conditions.  

4.2.2.  Inclusion policy 
The policy for inclusion is about democracy, equal rights and possibilities for all people in society. 
It is about making diversity work, in which people with different cultural and religious backgrounds 
become included in society under equal conditions in the housing market, in the neighbourhood, in 
the housing cooperative, in the education system, in the labour market, etc. The question is whether 
these types of policies have any impact on ethnic residential segregation/desegregation or contribute 
to levelling out ethnic differences in housing conditions.  

Citizenship and naturalisation 
The main rule for attaining Norwegian citizenship for immigrants is in connection to the principle 
of  jus  soli  (right  of  the  soil).  This  implies  that  first  and  foremost  the  rights  of  the  applicants  are  
connected to territorial stay and not to ancestral or family ties (jus sanguinis: the right of blood). 
There are a set of demands to attain citizenship. The applicants must document their identity, be at 
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least 18 years old, live in Norway, have stayed in Norway for at least 7 out of the last 10 years, have 
an unblemished record and been able to end former citizenship if possible. For reasons of national 
belonging, Norway does not accept dual citizenship. As of 2008, there have been new requirements 
added in relation to acquiring some knowledge of the Norwegian language and society, either by 
documentation of training or by tests. In 2009, roughly 50 per cent of the approximately 11,000 new 
citizens had arrived for reasons of family reunification. Over the last few years, the Iraqis and 
Somalis have formed the largest national groups (Directorate of Immigration 2010a). From 1977–
2009, about 225,000 individuals have attained Norwegian citizenship (table 32).27 The majority of 
them have originated from Africa, Asia with Turkey and Latin America. 

Table 32. New citizenship by region. 1977–2009. Per cent. N=224 619 (Source: Statistics 
Norway). 

Nordic and other 
Western countries 

Eastern Europe Africa, Asia with 
Turkey, Latin 

America 

Total 

13 18 69 100 
 

To contribute to the new citizens’ inclusion in and belonging to Norwegian society, a voluntary 
ceremony/ritual was offered from 2006, which is in line with the new law on citizenship.  

When it comes to children born in Norway with immigrant parents, the principle of jus sanguinis 
overrides the principle of jus soli. To become a Norwegian citizen, the mother or the father of the 
child needs to have Norwegian citizenship. If not, a child born in Norway has to wait until the age 
of 18 to apply for citizenship. This was problematised in a public meeting in the most segregated 
suburb of Oslo in October 2010.28 Young immigrants said that because neither of their parents had 
achieved Norwegian citizenship because of irregularities with immigration law or the police, the 
children were being punished. The lack of Norwegian citizenship had consequences for their daily 
life. For example, they could not take part in tours abroad with their school because they lacked a 
valid passport. They wanted to integrate, they spoke the language, they were active in education, 
but they felt they were not being fully let into Norwegian society.  

A former study of immigrants’ residential patterns in Oslo showed that “naturalised” immigrants, 
those with Norwegian citizenship, tended to choose housing careers other than those chosen with 
foreign citizenship. These “naturalised” immigrants were more reluctant to move to the suburbs, 
where they could become homeowners at a modest price (Blom 2002). Since many did follow this 
track, more and more immigrants have settled here. As a result, these suburbs have become the 
most immigrant dense city districts in Oslo and Norway.  

Political rights  
Norwegian citizenship gives the eligibility to vote in the national elections. In elections on the local 
level, the main requirements are a registered residency for the last three years. Nordic citizens can 
vote as long as they register before the end of June in the year of the election. The interest in voting 

                                                
27 http://www.ssb.no/emner/02/02/statsborger/tab-2010-05-27-03.html. Statistics Norway.  

28 The Ministry for Children, Equality and Social Inclusion was invited to a public meeting in which the intention was to 
listen to what people in the suburbs thought was good about living in these areas and what could be improved. The 
framework for the meeting was integration.  
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is lower among the immigrant population than among ethnic Norwegians. In the last election for 
Parliament in 2009, 52 per cent of immigrants (with the right to vote) voted, compared to 76 per 
cent of all possible voters.29 Immigrants with Norwegian citizenship participate more often in local 
elections than immigrants with foreign citizenship. In the local elections in 2007, 37 per cent of 
immigrants with Norwegian citizenship voted, compared to 28 per cent among those without 
citizenship (Bergh, Bjørklund and Aalandslid 2008).  

Rights to welfare 

All people with a legal stay in Norway are entitled to social and welfare benefits. People in need 
can apply for social economic support according to the Norwegian Act relating to social services. 
The amount of sick pay and unemployment benefits is dependent on the individual’s salary and 
previous contribution in the regular labour market. Regardless of whether they have citizenship, 
legal residents receive universal benefits that are not needs tested such as child and cash benefits for 
parents who stay at home with children under three years of age. Day care is open for all under the 
same conditions, and obligatory school is free for all children, even those without a legal stay.  

According to the Immigration Act, illegal residents are entitled to emergency aid until the 
concerned person leaves the country.  

Support to ethnic and religious communities 
Economic support to ethnic and religious organisations is a way to implement the political vision 
that the ethnic minority population should be able to maintain and develop their culture and religion 
in Norway and to ease their social participation in society. There are various possibilities for 
economic support from the national and local level. The objectives for national support to local 
immigrant organisations are to increase immigrants’ access to widespread social networks and to 
improve immigrants’ capabilities to voice their interests toward local authorities. The city of Oslo 
has developed its own policy on diversity and integration. This policy includes support to ethnic 
minority organisations and comprehensive work in the municipality to develop Oslo as an open, 
inclusive city which is free from racism and discrimination. Oslo is a pilot city in the European 
development programme: “Intercultural Cities – Governance and Policies.” 

When it comes to religious organisations and communities, they can apply for economic support as 
long as they have more than 500 members. The support is per capita. In 2010, the amount was a 
little less than 50 Euros per capita.  

Laws against discrimination 

Norway passed its law against discrimination in 2005, with the intent to prevent indirect and direct 
discrimination in all areas of society. The law prohibits discrimination because of ethnicity, national 
origin, descent, colour, language, religion and philosophy of life. The year before, the three housing 
laws  were  amended to  include  articles  against  discrimination  when applying  for  a  home and  as  a  
reason for dismissal. The most important impact of these laws is probably the signal that 
discrimination is illegal and that all people in Norway should be treated equally regardless of origin, 
etc. For the individual, the law makes it possible to protest against unequal treatment, though there 
has been much discussion as far as how easy this is to prove in court.  

 

                                                
29 http://www.ssb.no/emner/00/01/10/vindinnv/main.html. 
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Housing: From tailored to mainstream policies  
A lack of housing was one of the main arguments behind the halt on immigration in 1975. Still, the 
halt did not solve the problem. When the labour immigrants wanted to bring their wives and 
establish their families here, a condition for family reunification was obtaining a decent home 
beforehand. In the 1970s, the Ministry for Local Affairs granted NOK 4 million to the city of Oslo 
for special housing for the immigrants. In 1976, just after the immigration halt, the state agency for 
Immigrant Housing (Sibo) was established. The objective was not to produce ticketed housing to 
immigrants, but to improve their housing conditions and ease their access to the ordinary housing 
market. Sibo worked with municipalities and housing associations to help include immigrants in 
their ordinary work and to inform immigrants about conditions in the housing market. Another 
strategy was to buy old blocks of rental flats in the centre of Oslo, which were undergoing extensive 
urban renewal. SIBO renewed the buildings and all the tenants, including those with an immigrant 
background received an improved housing standard and the possibility of buying their flat, which 
was organised in a housing cooperative. Another strategy was to build new housing, preferably in 
areas with a low density of immigrants. A maximum of half of the flats were offered to immigrants 
on the condition that they became members of the actual housing association running the housing 
cooperative. The rest of the flats were distributed to members in the housing association who were 
willing to trade their existing flat for a new one. The traded flats anywhere in Oslo, whether they 
were rented or owned, were then distributed to the immigrants. A third strategy was to offer loans 
or  grants  for  loans  to  make  it  possible  for  immigrants  to  buy  a  home.  As  the  agency  worked  to  
obtain dwellings all over Oslo, their activity contributed somewhat to help desegregate the 
immigrant population in the city (Blom 2001).  

While SIBO did not subsidise the rent for labour immigrants, the twin agency for refugees, which 
was established in 1979, had another policy. The refugees received far better housing without 
having to pay the actual costs. While the refugees were cared for in many different ways, the labour 
immigrants had to take care of themselves. The two agencies were merged in 1988 and closed down 
in 1992. After the merger, the new company focused on obtaining work for settling refugees. There 
was no special policy to monitor the housing careers of former labour immigrants and their families.  

When the Agency for Immigrant and Refugee Housing was closed down in 1992 after 12 years of 
activity, about 6,700 households had received help in becoming homeowners. In addition, NOK 
47.5 million was granted for individual housing loans through an agreement with a private bank. 
The Ministry of Local Affairs emphasised the importance of a continuing concern for immigrants’ 
integration into housing and neighbourhoods (Report to the Storting no. 50 (1991-92):4). It was 
argued that housing and neighbourhoods were important ways to integrate immigrants in times with 
increasing unemployment. With the closing of Sibo, the housing policy for ethnic minorities 
changed from tailor-made to mainstream. The exception was the municipalities’ responsibility for 
the first  settlement of refugees.  Apart  from that,  ethnic minorities are treated as any other citizen. 
They can ask for help with housing if they are in difficulty. If not, they have to manage the housing 
market by themselves.  

To prevent the exclusion and marginalisation of ethnic minorities in the housing market, the 
ongoing Action Plan for Inclusion (Ministry of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion, 2010) has 
measures and indicators to monitor the housing conditions of ethnic minorities. The indicators are 
the share of immigrant households or descendants who receive housing allowance or are homeless. 
Since 2006, immigrants constitute an increasing part of households receiving a housing allowance 
(from 21 (2006) to 39 per cent (2009)). Very few descendants receive a housing allowance. In the 
same period, their share constituted an increase from 0.2 (2006) to 0.6 per cent (2009). The output 
of the indicator can be interpreted in two ways. The immediate interpretation is that the share of 
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immigrant households with a mismatch between income and housing costs is increasing. This is in 
line with the general increase in the mismatch between the development of income and housing 
prices (see Ch. 2). Moreover, the indicators support the knowledge that immigrants have lower 
incomes than the majority and face a higher risk for persistent poverty (Bhuller and Aaberge, 2010). 
The  other  interpretation  is  that  the  widespread  use  of  housing  allowances  shows  that  immigrants  
know about the possibilities for economic support to cover their housing costs and that they in fact 
do apply for such support. This implies that immigrants are included in the welfare system and that 
the conditions for the housing allowance fit the economic housing conditions among the immigrant 
population. The conditions for the housing allowance have been changed over the last few years. 
Today, the intention is to meet the needs of poor people’s housing conditions. Before the change, 
the amount of receivers of the minimum (state) pension and single parents was overrepresented.  

When it comes to homelessness, the share of homeless people born outside Europe and other 
Western countries has been stable since 1996 at approximately 13 per cent. The actual number of 
homeless people has also been stable at about 6,000. This implies that the majority of the increasing 
number of immigrants is finding their way into the housing market. 

Urban policies 
Since the 1990s, both Oslo and some other towns have initiated urban area programmes in 
neighbourhoods with a high concentration of residents with ethnic minority backgrounds. The 
intention has been to improve the general level of living and underpin the processes for social 
cohesion. The area programmes in the suburbs of Oslo are comprehensive and have a 10-year 
perspective (see also Ch. 2). While the policy focused on the immigrants’ living conditions in 
connection to housing in the 1970s, the focus has shifted to living conditions and the social effects 
of ethnic residential segregation at the beginning of the 21st century. In the 1970s, the policy means 
were mostly physical. In 2000, the problem is defined as segregation and possible parallel societies. 
Both the type of policy and policy means that may reduce unwanted segregation and support social 
cohesion across ethnic background are much more diffuse and uncertain than a mere physical 
upgrading of neighbourhoods.  

Indicators 

The government has worked out a set of indicators to follow how inhabitants with an immigrant 
background perform in the Norwegian society (Proposition to the Storting no. 1 2010-2011). The 
indicators are: participation in the labour market and level of income, education, child care 
language, health and care, police, probation and justice, elections, housing, culture and media, and 
the state as employer (in a multiethnic society).  

Does the policy for inclusion have any possible impact for housing and settlement patterns among 
the immigrant population? 
All legal immigrants and their descendants are included in general welfare arrangements. Only 
unemployment and sick pay are dependent on their former participation in the labour market. 
Immigrants and ethnic minorities are encouraged to take part in local elections after a three-year 
stay, regardless of citizenship. Whether society’s formal arrangements for inclusion and anti-
discrimination have had an impact on ethnic minorities’ ambitions and activities in the housing 
market is uncertain. But it certainly helps that they are supported economically if they cannot 
provide for themselves. However, register studies have proven that naturalisation corresponds with 
homeownership and moving patterns to areas with modest prices. Naturalisation is an individual 
decision about establishment and settling down that has been followed by efforts to be part of and 
invest in the ordinary housing market. Today, there are no special arrangements for helping ethnic 
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minorities in the housing market, and they have to cope just like everybody else. When in need, 
they are met with the same criteria for municipal help as others with problems. Yet, since there are 
more poor people among the immigrant population and because they more often face 
discrimination, they are overrepresented in municipal housing (see Ch. 2). The urban area policies 
have been directed towards improving the immigrant dense areas. Except for the former state 
agency which helped to improve the immigrants’ housing situation, there has been no or only a 
limited urban or housing policy with the means to change the pattern of segregation.  

4.3.  Conclusion 
This chapter has focused on policies of integration and inclusion. In the first part, the development 
of these policy areas is discussed. In the next part, some subareas with integration and inclusion 
policies are presented. The intention is to highlight the possible impact on ethnic minorities’ 
housing conditions and patterns.  

The aim with the introduction of the policy areas has been to focus on the development of this 
policy and to present important changes and dilemmas. In the case of Norway, the immigration and 
integration policy was handled in the same manner as when the new labour immigration wave 
started in the late 1960s. The character of the integration policy was coloured by the problems 
encountered following the immigration. From the beginning, the main problem has been housing 
and the related living conditions. In the 1970s and 1980s, the state ran a special agency for 
immigrant and refugee housing. From the beginning of the 1990s, the housing problems following 
immigration were embedded in the general work of the municipalities for households with housing 
difficulties. As time went by, the immigration/integration policy was divided into three policies 
with different responsible ministries: the immigration control policy, the policy for labour 
immigrants and the policy for the integration of refugees and the inclusion of all, including 
descendants, into a diverse society.  

The primary principle for integration and inclusion is that all residents with a legal stay shall have 
the same or equal rights, duties and possibilities as ethnic Norwegians. However, there have been 
three interconnected and non-ending debates following integration. First: Whether people with an 
ethnic minority background shall have the same rights, the necessary possibilities for achieving 
satisfactory results or the same results as the majority. Second: Whether to support ethnic and 
religious communities or individuals. Since the last White Paper in 2003-2004, the focus has been 
on the right of the individual with a minority background to choose his/her way of living and life 
career in opposition to family and ethnic traditions. Third: Whether the ambition of the integration 
and inclusion policy is assimilation or integration. In 2010, it seems as if the policy is a mix 
between diversity in everyday life and a claim for assimilation to core values as a way to sustain the 
welfare state and underpin social cohesion across ethnic backgrounds.  

The subsequent parts of the chapter describe subareas in the integration and inclusion policy which 
might  influence  the  housing  conditions  and  careers  of  ethnic  minorities.  The  question  is  whether  
conditions for asylum seekers and refugees lay paths which motivate an independent housing 
career. Moreover, whether the inclusion policy is inclusive enough to encourage ethnic minorities to 
move to and stay in ordinary neighbourhoods in terms of ethnic composition. In Norway in 2010, 
ethnic minorities’ housing conditions have become roughly the same as the majority, but the 
residential patterns differ. In the metropolitan and some other urban areas, the majority and ethnic 
minorities have developed segregated residential patterns.  
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5.  Migration flows and settlement patterns 
Terje Wessel 

We noted in chapter 4 that refugees and asylum seekers have been subjected to increasing 
settlement regulations. These changes have affected the distribution of migrants within Norway, 
although a pattern of urban concentrations remains.  

A significant breaking point occurred in the early 1980s, with the influx of refugees and the 
subsequent diffusion strategy. Labour migration in the 1970s was largely concentrated to the major 
cities, and almost entirely to the southern/eastern part of Norway. The various settlement policies, 
including the ‘whole nation strategy’, brought people of foreign descent to many smaller 
communities. By the end of the 1990s, all municipalities had at least some immigrants (Brochmann 
2003). At this point, Norway experienced a massive centralization of the population. Young adults 
moved in vast numbers from peripheral regions to the major urban areas, particularly Oslo, Bergen, 
Trondheim, Stavanger, Kristiansand and Tromsø. Compulsory settled immigrants represented in 
this situation a demographic counterweight, although a minor one.  

The representation of the immigrant population in Norwegian municipalities is shown in Figure 7, 
and some of the major changes in table 33. The first measure is the well-known dissimilarity index 
(the ‘D index’), which refers to the differential distribution of two population groups across 
geographical units, and which varies from 0 (equal representation in all units) to 100 (complete 
separation in geographical space). The two groups in this case are immigrants/descendants30 and 
Norwegians. We further show the concentration of immigrants compared to the population as a 
whole. What we measure, to be precise, is the share of municipalities with a location quotient above 
1 (i.e. a greater representation of immigrants in the municipality than the representation of all 
inhabitants). The third measure is the share of immigrants with a residence in Oslo respectively the 
Oslo region. Finally, we also include the location quotient for these two entities.31  

Table 33. Concentration/dispersal of immigrants in Norway 1980-2010. Based on municipalities 
(Statistics Norway, The internet bank). 

 1980 1990 2000 2010 
D index (between immigrants and 
Norwegians) 32,2 33,9 30,6 26,0 
Share with a location quotient > 1 8,5 8,5 7,4 9,2 
The municipality of Oslo: share of all 
immigrants 29,1 32,8 33,6 29,1 
The Oslo region: share of all immigrants 41,8 45,2 45,3 41,8 
The municipality of Oslo: location quotient  2,61 3,03 2,96 2,41 
The Oslo region: location quotient 2,07 2,19 2,08 1,81 

  

                                                
30 The term ‘immigrants’ covers both groups in the remaining chapter. 

31 The municipality division changed many times during 1980-2010. All calculations are based on the 2010 division, 
which included 430 municipalities.  
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Figure 7. Representation of immigrants in Norwegian municipalities. 2008 (Daugstad 2008). 

The 1980s were marked by a weak concentration of immigrants. Moving to the 1990s, we note a 
more complicated pattern. In this decade, a general dispersal occurred outside the Oslo region. The 
Oslo region had a declining representation according to the location quotient, but not according to 
the share of immigrants. In other words: the growth of the immigrant population was weaker than 
the centralization/relocation of the majority population. Finally, a pattern of broad dispersion 
appeared during 2000-2010. Looking closer at the figures, several processes appear to converge in 
the same direction: first, a continuous centralization of the majority population; second, a ‘spillover’ 
effect from existing immigrant clusters; third, a dispersal to mono-ethnic majority communities; 
fourth, a growth of new immigrant clusters. 

5.1.  Migration among refugees 
Secondary migration, i.e. migration away from the first settlements, represents a major challenge in 
Norway. The peripheral regions have a homogeneous ethnic structure, a low density of people and a 
scarce set of opportunities and facilities. The natural environment is often harsh and barren, with 
cold climate and long dark winters. It is not surprising that people from the southern hemisphere 
choose to leave these places. One report (Seland Forgaard 2005), analyzing 1994 to 2003, found 
that close to 50 per cent of all settled refugees move from the settlement municipality within five 
years (Table 34). This figure varied widely, from below 20 per cent in Oslo to around 90 per cent in 
Finnmark up north (Seland Forgaard 2006). Significantly, some later reports reveal a less dramatic 
picture. The level of mobility during the two first years is less than half of what it used to be, as we 
can see from table 34. Relatively more refugees move in the following years, but the net effect 
appears to be positive: there has been a marked stabilization of the refugee population. A relevant 
point here concerns the unsettled character of the group. Refugees tend to remain mobile many 
years after arrival in the host nation. Høydahl (2009), for instance, observes a mobility level around 
10 per cent four to seven years after settlement. Overall mobility in the majority population is, by 
comparison, 4 per cent. 
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Table 34. Secondary migration among refugees, measured in relation to settlement muncipality. 
Cohorts. Per cent (Høydahl 2009). 

 Per cent who moved out of the settlement municipality 

Cohorts 
Year of 

settlement 
 

Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 
1998 6 17 27 35 40 45 
1999 7 17 30 42 48 53 
2000 7 18 30 40 47 52 
2001 7 16 26 33 39 45 
2002 5 12 21 29 35 41 
2003 5 8 15 23 31  
2004 4 8 14 23   
2005 5 6 13    
2006 4 7     
2007 4      

 

The shift towards lower migration appears to be linked to the settlement reform. It is not a perfect 
timing between the reform (2003) and the first signs of stabilization (2001-2002), but this can be 
explained by a protracted political process: many municipalities introduced parts of the new 
programme or the whole programme before 2003 (Høydahl 2009). What is more difficult to assess 
is the impact of different policy instruments. One interesting detail here concerns the number of 
involved municipalities, which declined from 370 in 2000 to 210 in 2007 (Hidle and Vangstad 
2008). Fewer and larger settlement municipalities secure, on the one hand, a certain integration 
capacity at the local level, and, on the other hand, a larger basis for the creation of immigrant 
communities. Which counts most cannot be decided from migration statistics.  

Refugees are of course a diverse group of people. The level of mobility varies according to many 
factors, especially gender, family situation and national background. Single men are more mobile 
than  single  women,  and  both  these  groups  are  more  mobile  than  couples  with  children.  National  
background is important in two senses. First, various groups have a different demographic 
composition, which affects the level of mobility. Second, some groups are drawn towards Oslo to a 
greater extent than others. Some figures for the 2003 cohort are suggestive: 49 per cent of those 
who moved in the Somali group ended up in Oslo (2008), compared to 41 per cent among Afghans, 
19 per cent among Iraqis and 12 per cent among Russians (Tsjetsjenians) (Høydahl 2009). Previous 
research (Seland Forgaard 2005) indicates that Bosnians, Serbs, Albanians (from Kosovo) and 
Iranians resemble Russians – a small proportion move from the settlement municipality to Oslo.  

5.2.  Migration in the entire immigrant population 
Immigrants have, until recently, not been treated as a separate category in the national migration 
statistics. Current knowledge is therefore based on specific reports.  

Most of these reports show a centralizing pattern of mobility. Vassenden (1997) found that Oslo 
received ten times more immigrants through internal mobility (net migration) than any other 
municipality during 1991 to 1995. The level of mobility varied a lot between groups, and so did the 
centralizing tendency. One particular group, Iranians, accounted for a substantial part of net 
migration to Oslo. Interestingly, this group appear to have changed its pattern of mobility (see 
previous section). Other groups (e.g. Pakistanis and Moroccans) had a preceding concentration to 
Oslo, and did not relocate to suburban municipalities or other places in Norway.  
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The attraction of Oslo is somewhat moderated by Østby (2004). He shows that ‘non-refugees’ (i.e. 
people who arrived as labour migrants, family members of labour migrants or students) tend to head 
directly for Oslo or remain in other municipalities. He also observes a declining level of secondary 
migration in this diverse group, comparing 1992 to 1997 and 1998 to 2003.  

Seland Forgaard (2006) uses the traditional distinction between ‘western’ and ‘non-western 
immigrants’ (see chapter 2), comparing both groups with the Norwegian majority. Her results 
reveal a difference in mobility, which increases with geographical level (Figure 8). Non-western 
immigrants have (2005) a level of mobility which is 77 per cent above the Norwegian majority at 
the lowest level (municipalities), increasing to 121 per cent at the highest level (parts of the 
country). She further emphasizes that immigrants follow the same migration routes as Norwegians. 
The main receiving counties are all located in the Eastern and Southern part of the country: Oslo, 
Akershus, Østfold, Buskerud and Vestfold. Immigrants are thus contributing to a more centralized 
pattern of settlement in Norway. Third, the Oslo region is a major destination for moving 
immigrants. This applies not only to the core municipality (Oslo), but also to the surrounding belt 
(Lørenskog, Skedsmo, Sørum, Gjerdrum, Ullensaker, Fet, Bærum and Asker).  

The  report  by  Seland  Forgaard  covered  only  30  municipalities.  Statistics  Norway  has  now,  since  
2008, presented net migration for all immigrants and descendants. An outlook on this pattern (net 
migration) is given in Figure 9. It shows a distinctive zero-sum game between losing and gaining 
municipalities. The Oslo region is definitely on the gaining side. 

 

  
Figure 8. Mobility among immigrants and Norwegians, 2005 (Seland Forgaard 2006, Table 1). 
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Figure 9. Net migration among immigrants. Municipalities 2009 (Statistics Norway and the 
Norwegian mapping Authority). 

 

5.3.  Segregation of immigrants in the Oslo region 
Oslo is characterized by a complex ethnic situation. Some places exhibit a wide range of cultural 
and social groups alongside tolerant and pro-diversity attitudes. Other places are rife with tensions 
over demographic change and place identity. Then there is a large landscape of ‘host communities’, 
marked by high social status and liberal values, located largely in the western suburban belt. 

This geography impinges on ethnic segregation as a social issue: people in different parts of the city 
may see segregation, alternatively, as a key challenge and a non-issue. Some experience segregation 
on a daily basis; others take a detached and disinterested view of the matter.  

Much of the interplay between ethnic groups can also be seen in the context of economic change. 
The first wave of labour immigration coincided with a rapidly declining manufacturing base and, 
subsequently, the emergence of an oil-driven service economy. Immigrants from third world 
countries were, almost without exception, integrated into low-skilled and unskilled segments of the 
labour market. Their location in the city was determined partly by their economic position, partly by 
their lack of housing rights32 and partly by their status as single males. One particular place in the 
city, Oslo inner east, soon crystallized as a hub for arriving migrants. This was a run-down working 
                                                
32Early on, immigrants were excluded from municipal housing. Very few had the opportunity to buy a flat in the co-
operative sector. If they had the money, and if they headed for the major co-operative society (OBOS, they would 
anyhow have to wait their turn. The queue in the 1970s could be several years 
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class area which had been deprived through decades of social filtering. The new ethnic settlements 
can thus be described in multiple terms as a reflection of occupational class, housing market 
position, ethnicity and gender. Moreover, much of the succeeding history concerns the relative 
attraction  of  Oslo  inner  east.  We  shall  soon  return  to  these  details.  Let  us  first  look  at  a  higher  
geographical level. 

Table 35 presents segregation measures at the municipal level. The D index for all immigrants rose 
by 10 per centage points between 1980 and 2000, largely through a process of centralization, i.e. a 
concentration to the core municipality (Massey and Denton 1988). This was partly a compositional 
change, as Asian and African minority groups increased their share of the total immigrant 
population. Similar effects may account for part of the modest decline in the D index during 2000 to 
2010. We suspect, however, that the latter change reflects a ‘real’ diffusion from the core 
municipality to the suburban belt. Our present data do not allow a breakdown on specific national 
groups, nor a review of population dynamics (i.e. mobility, fertility and mortality). What we can 
say, at least, is that Oslo inner east has been replaced by Groruddalen as the major hub for minority 
settlement.  Groruddalen  is  a  broad  valley  east  and  north  of  the  inner  city.  It  consists  of  
approximately 130,000 inhabitants, distributed across numerous satellite towns. Most of the 
housing stock was built in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, following a municipal plan from 1950. The 
area has a large proportion of owner-occupied flats (both co-operatives and condominiums) (Guttu 
et al. 2008). The technical standard is generally good, and has been modified through continuous 
investments.  It  is  an  area  which,  in  short,  offers  a  decent  space  standard,  a  rich  recreational  
environment and, not the least, a share in the ‘property owning society’. Some sub-areas have a 
mixture of house types and attract different social groups. Some other sub-areas lack detached and 
semi-detached housing, which might contribute to out-mobility. There are also problems of 
overcrowding, despite a high proportion of spacious homes. Guttu et al. (2008) emphasize a set of 
relationships between immigrant background and overcrowding, child density and overcrowding, 
and low educational attainment and overcrowding.  

Table 35. Segregation measures for the Oslo region 1980-2010. Municipalities/townships 
(Statistics Norway, The internet bank). 

 1980 1990 2000 2010 
D index between immigrants and Norwegians 15.2 22.1 25.3 21.7 
The municipality of Oslo: share of immigrants in the 
region 

69.8 72.7 74.1 69.5 

The municipality of Oslo. location quotient within the 
region 

1.26 1.38 1.42 1.33 

 

A glimpse into the changes is given in table 36 This analysis is carried out at two geographical 
levels, first with 37 units and then with seven units. The first one consists of 15 townships in the 
core municipality (Oslo) and 22 municipalities in the surrounding region (Akershus). It is a suitable 
division, although it does not capture the finer details of dispersal and clustering. Average 
population size of municipalities and townships in 2010 was 24,400 in Akershus and 38,800 in 
Oslo. The second division is based on more or less ‘natural’ morphological characteristics, using 
three radial divisions (the inner city, the inner suburbs, the outer suburbs) and three sector-based 
divisions (west, east/north and south).  

We notice, in the first row, a fluctuating level of segregation between Norwegians and all 
immigrants. A dispersal occurred between 1995 and 2000, and further between 2005 and 2010, 
whereas 2000 to 2005 was marked by concentration. The change between 2005 and 2010 is likely 
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to reflect a combination of refugee settlement and secondary migration from other regions. It 
follows logically that declining secondary migration is a plausible factor behind dispersal in later 
years. But to repeat, we also spot a redistribution of immigrants within the region. Oslo inner east 
has reduced its share of all immigrants since the late 1990s, in a period of growing population 
density (see the location quotient in table 36). A first stage of dispersal includes suburban districts 
and townships within the municipality of Oslo (Groruddalen, Østensjø and Søndre Nordstrand). A 
second stage appears to include ‘overspill areas’ north and east of Groruddalen. These areas 
(Romerike) experience a marked growth in the location quotient. Grorudalen, while still a major 
inflow area, has entered a more stable development.  

A remarkable feature in table 36 concerns the sinking proportion of immigrants in the western 
suburbs. This is a vast area, comprising 332,000 inhabitants, and it remains a slightly isolated part 
of the city. It is a part of the region which holds the key to a further reduction in segregation levels.  

Table 36. Segregation measures for the Oslo region 1995-2010. Municipalities/townships and 
collections of municipalities/townships (Statistics Norway, The internet bank). 

 1995 2000 2005 2010 
D index (all immigrants versus Norwegians) 28.9 26.8 30.0 27.6 
Share of all immigrants:     
Oslo inner east 22.0 20.3 16.8 15.9 
Oslo inner west 8.8 8.1 7.3 7.9 
Groruddalen 20.3 21.8 25.1 23.8 
Østensjø and Søndre Nordstrand 11.0 12.0 12.5 11.2 
Western suburbs/municipalities 23.8 22.3 20.5 20.8 
Romerike 8.0 9.2 11.4 13.7 
Follo 5.7 5.9 6.0 6.2 
Location quotient:     
Oslo inner east 2.23 2.05 1.68 1.46 
Oslo inner west 1.21 1.12 1.02 1.07 
Groruddalen 1.64 1.8 2.11 2.05 
Østensjø and Søndre Nordstrand 1.47 1.60 1.68 1.54 
Western suburbs/municipalities 0.78 0.73 0.68 0.70 
Romerike 0.38 0.44 0.55 0.63 
Follo 0.51 0.52 0.52 0.55 
Note: Western suburbs include four townships in Oslo (Nordre Aker, Vestre Aker, Ullern, Nordstrand) and two 
municipalities in Akershus (Bærum and Asker). A rest category of the immigrant population, approximately 0.4 per 
cent, is not counted. One part of this group lives in the core of the city; another part lacks a location address. 

Ethnic segregation in the Oslo region has not been thoroughly studied. Some data have been 
presented for a larger area, covering Oslo, Akershus and parts of the neighbouring counties Østfold, 
Buskerud and Vestfold (Pettersen 2003). The remaining analyses have been restricted to the 
municipality of Oslo or to sub-areas within Oslo.  

Tables 37 and 38 are based on two studies by Svein Blom at Statistics Norway. Table 37 reports 
changes in segregation measures for non-western immigrants during 1988 to 2006 at the level of 
census tracts, which is the most refined division available. We note here a substantial growth in the 
D index between 1988 and 1998, and a stable situation between 1998 and 2006. A somewhat 
different index, the isolation index, grew throughout the whole period, but at a stagnating pace. 
Contrary to the D index, the isolation index takes into account the relative size of the minority and 
majority populations. It shows, in statistical terms, the probability that members of a particular 
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group (here: ‘non-western immigrants’) will meet members of the same group in their own census 
tract. It is obvious that this index has changed its path of growth: it is now only affected by the size 
of the non-western population. 

Table 37. Segregation between non-western immigrants and Norwegians in the municipality of 
Oslo. Based on census tracts  

 Share of 
population 

Isolation 
index 

D index 

1988 6.5 13.0 38.5 
1993 10.2 20.1 41.2 
1998 13.0 25.7 43.7 
2001 15.7 29.0 43.7 
2003 16.9 30.4 43.1 
2005 18.2 32.3 43.1 
2006 18.9 33.2 43.0 
Note: The number of census tracts changed in 1998, from 477 to 552.  
 

Table 38. D index between minority groups and Norwegians in the municipality of Oslo, 1998 
and 2008. Based on 92 neighbourhoods (Source: Blom 2009). 

  
1998 

 
2008 

Share 
1998 

Share 
2008 

Non-western immigrants 38.3 36.4 13.0 20.6 
Selected countries:     
Pakistan 49.3 53.6 3.2 3.6 
Somalia 47.1 44.3 0.6 1.7 
Sri Lanka 57.3 64.1 0.7 1.3 
Poland 23.4 20.8 0.3 1.2 
Iraq 43.6 43.8 0.3 1.1 
Turkey 48.7 51.0 0.8 1.0 
Morocco 45.8 45.3 0.8 1.0 
Vietnam 53.2 49.2 0.7 0.9 
 

Table 37 looks at segregation across 92 sub-areas. This division has recently been constructed by 
analysts in the municipality of Oslo. It is an attempt to differentiate between localised communities 
or neighbourhoods, based on physical and social characteristics. The period of analysis is 1998 to 
2008. 

A weak tendency towards desegregation can be seen in these data. The non-western minority 
population has apparently spread over a larger part of the city. However, we also note that different 
minority groups have different patterns. Two of the largest groups, Pakistanis and Tamils, have 
become more segregated. Some other large groups, Somalis and people from Vietnam, have 
dispersed from their initial settlements. Yet other groups, e.g. Iraqis and Moroccans, have 
maintained a stable level of segregation. 

The location quotient (i.e. the share in each sub-area divided by the share in the municipality) for 16 
national and continental groups is shown in table 39. A key point, again, is the distinction between 
suburban and inner-city location. Some ‘old’ immigrant groups, such as the Pakistanis, the Turks 
and the Indians, are greatly over-represented in eastern and southern suburbs (Groruddalen, 
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Østensjø  and  Søndre  Nordstrand).  The  same  is  true  for  several  groups  with  a  shorter  immigrant  
history: the Tamils, the Afghans, the Iraqis, the Iranians, the Ethiopians and the Vietnamese people. 
One recent group, the Somalis, differs notably. This group exhibits a more ‘traditional’ location 
pattern, with a high concentration in Oslo inner east. The main explanation is probably that they live 
in municipal housing, which are highly concentrated to Oslo inner east.  

Table 39. Concentration (location quotient) of minority groups. Districts in Oslo 2010 (Oslo 
municipality: population statistics). 

  Location quotient 
  

Population 
Inner 

east 
Inner 
west 

Grorud- 
dalen 

Wester
n 

suburbs 

Østensjø,  
S. Nordstr.  

Non-western immigrants 117514 1.08 0.49 1.87 0.36 1.33 
Former Yugoslavia 8597 1.09 0.59 1.79 0.34 1.40 
Rest of Eastern Europe 3076 1.05 1.36 0.81 0.94 0.97 
Turkey 5991 0.73 0.31 2.50 0.16 1.46 
Africa north of Sahara 7235 1.45 0.37 1.71 0.26 1.34 
Ethiopia/Eritrea 3910 0.94 0.44 2.01 0.47 1.14 
Somalia 11572 1.93 0.43 1.28 0.30 1.13 
Rest of Africa south of 
Sahara 

5949 1.10 0.68 1.58 0.54 1.17 

Afghanistan 2514 1.03 0.36 2.47 0.24 0.82 
Sri Lanka 7221 0.39 0.07 3.29 0.09 1.09 
India 3684 0.66 0.72 1.85 0.39 1.73 
Iraq 6837 1.34 0.29 1.94 0.28 1.16 
Iran 5344 0.87 0.82 1.68 0.48 1.32 
Pakistan 21203 0.77 0.09 2.26 0.15 2.01 
Vietnam 5575 1.21 0.46 2.03 0.23 1.19 
Rest of Asia 13579 1.06 0.84 1.35 0.76 1.00 
South and Middle America 5227 1.34 1.30 1.14 0.56 0.85 
 
Aalandsli (2009) has recently analysed immigrant settlement in the eastern and southern suburbs. 
He emphasizes that most groups have a long experience as immigrants in Norway. The proportion 
of immigrants with at least 15 years of residence is 33 per cent for the nation and 40 per cent for 
Oslo. Similar figures for Pakistanis, Turks and Vietnamese people in the eastern/southern suburbs 
vary between 51 and 80 per cent (Table 40). This clearly indicates that many families have 
dispersed to new areas as part of a housing career. It fits conveniently with the evidence provided 
by Blom (2002), who studied immigrant settlement and mobility in great detail. He showed that 
non-western immigrants who moved from Oslo inner east to the satellite towns (i.e. the 
eastern/southern suburbs) were better off than some comparable groups (among them internal 
movers in the inner east). He thus depicted dispersal from initial settlements as a voluntary move, 
arising from housing needs and increasing expectations. It was not, as it were, a displacement from 
gentrifying areas (ibid).  

Blom was not able to utilize the housing survey of 2001. Without such data, he could only vaguely 
indicate the importance of housing tenure. Non-western immigrants were, he suggested, moving 
from rental housing in the inner east to owner-occupied housing in the satellite towns. Norwegian 
households who made the same move were, by comparison, often home owners. This would explain 
a net economic difference: the latter group had a lower income than stayers and internal movers 
(within Oslo inner east). In other words: an upward move in the non-western population might 
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correspond to a downward move in the Norwegian population. Such a pattern, if it proves to exist, 
clearly affects the context of integration in Oslo. 

Table 40. Share of the minority population in the eastern and southern suburbs with at least 15 
years of residence in Norway. Selected groups (Aalandsli 2009). 

  
Bjerke 

 
Grorud 

 
Stovner 

 
Alna 

Søndre 
Nordstrand 

Pakistan 51 58 63 61 66 
Somalia 13 25 23 22 22 
Turkey 49 49 51 64 63 
Iran 50 45 43 55 68 
Iraq 8 21 14 11 24 
Morocco 48 55 - 67 59 
Vietnam 69 70 69 80 78 
Sri Lanka 51 44 58 53 - 
 

Much of the prevailing evidence, including Blom’s research, highlights a classic relationship 
between relocation/dispersal and socio-economic status. To quote a UK study: “Migration gives 
spatial form to social stratification” (Simpson et al. 2008:168). Yet, the Oslo pattern also contains 
some peculiar features. One group, the Tamils, has become strongly segregated despite successful 
integration into the labour market and the educational system (see chapter 3). The Pakistani group 
has  developed  in  Oslo  over  40  years.  It  is  spread  over  many  districts  and  townships,  but  not  the  
western part of the city. Only 1 per cent of the group lives in Oslo inner west! Iranians, by contrast, 
has a much higher representation in the western districts. Economic integration in this group 
appears to trigger a more profound dispersal throughout the inner and the outer zone. As a whole, 
the pattern clearly points beyond a pure economic rationale. The additional factors behind 
clustering/dispersal include cultural motives, urban experience, demographic behaviour (i.e. 
fertility/mortality) and, not the least, inter-group relations. At present, there is not much knowledge 
about any of these factors. 
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6.  Conclusions 
 

The objective of this country report is to contextualise the national conditions for the immigration 
and  integration  of  immigrants  into  Norway.  This  includes  a  description  of  the  main  traits  of  the  
Norwegian welfare state and to some degree the ideology behind it. To understand these conditions, 
the special policies developed to control immigration and ease immigrants’ adaption to take part in 
society are discussed. The characteristics and analysis of the migration flows into, out of and within 
Norway and the urban areas yields a picture of where immigrants and descendants find access to 
liveable conditions when settling in Norway.  

6.1.  The solidarity principle – a cornerstone of the Norwegian welfare system 
Historically, Norway is characterised by high income equality, low unemployment and wide-
ranging and inclusive welfare arrangements. If you are in need, you should get economic and other 
kinds of help or assistance from the public sectors. This principle builds on mutual reciprocity. It is 
only sustainable if all the members of society perform according to one’s means. The social welfare 
arrangements build on a complex combination of public social insurance and redistribution. The 
redistribution policies have become more selective, for instance in housing policy, social services 
and elderly care. Norway nevertheless remains a state-dominated welfare nexus. A large part of the 
benefit  system  is  dependent  on  or  attached  to  labour  activity,  and  is  difficult  to  alter.  The  union  
movement sees this system as a key historical achievement, and defends it with unyielding force. 

The union movement also played a major role during the downturn years in the 1990s. A contract 
(‘the solidarity alternative’) between labour, capital and government brought Norway back on track, 
with low unemployment and great internal demand, within the span of five years. A combination of 
political commitment, mutual trust and economic resources facilitated this traditional approach. 
Today,  there  are  signs  of  strain.  Many  of  the  growing  industries,  both  consumer  services  and  
business services, have a low union density and a market-based approach to wage. This has made it 
difficult to maintain a low level of inequality. A redistribution in favour of rich individuals and 
families is particularly pronounced in the fast-changing Oslo region. Part of this region, the 
municipality of Oslo, faces a difficult poverty problem. Non-western families in particular are often 
locked into poverty for a long period of time. Much of the problem appears to lie in a weak relation 
to the labour market.  

All demographic groups in Norway are strongly encouraged to participate in waged work, as part of 
the ‘social insurance policy’. The patterning of gender in the labour market is, in this respect, a key 
concern. Female employment has been rising rapidly since he 1970s. A ‘male breadwinner’ model 
has thus been replaced by a ‘dual earner’ model. The majority of mothers continue to work after 
child-birth, often in full-time position. Their decision is supported by three welfare state 
arrangements: an inclusive system of child care, a generous maternal/paternal leave system and a 
tax system based on joint taxation for spouses. The present gender order is, however, also marked 
by occupational segregation. Women are poorly represented in specific industries, for instance 
crafts industries and finance, and in upper-level positions. 

Work and its institutions are important parts of the Norwegian integration context. This is partly an 
ideological issue, related to a deep-seated work ethic. But it is also a practical issue: many sorts of 
welfare statistics show that work ‘pays’.   
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6.2.  Immigration to Norway 
People have immigrated to Norway for hundreds of years.  A new immigration flow in the late 
1960s gained increasing strength over the following decades. This flow was different for two 
reasons: it brought people from distant continents, with different values and practices, and it had a 
larger volume than previous flows. Currently, immigrants and their offspring make up 11,4 per cent 
of the population. Approximately 51 per cent originate in Asia, Africa, Latin America or Turkey. 
East Europeans have increased their share to 25 per cent.  

There have been several shifts in the official gateways to Norway. The first one appeared in the mid 
1970s, when labour migration was succeeded by family reunifications. A new flow of refugees and 
asylum-seekers emerged in the 1980s, and has continued in wax and wane ever since. The 
enlargement of the European Union brought a new wave of labour migration, with Poland rising to 
the top of the immigration statistics. Finally, there is also a new type of reunifications, involving 
transnational marriages between majority men and minority women. 

The immigrant population has ‘matured’ in two senses. First, it has become more balanced in 
demographic terms, partly through immigration of women and partly through natural population 
change (i.e. births and deaths). Second, many groups have climbed the social ladder. These groups 
are marked by an increasing level of employment and a high educational motivation. The 
participation in higher education is particularly high among descendants from India, Iran, Sri Lanka 
and Vietnam. Some other groups, however, lag behind. This is not only a question of residence in 
Norway. Individuals in some groups exhibit a lack of integration (e.g. a combination of high 
poverty, low employment and low participation in higher education) even after many years in 
Norway. There is, in other words, a marked ethnic divide in the pattern of economic and social 
integration. 

6.3.  Policy analysis related to immigrant settlement and integration 
Since the new immigration in the 1960s, there has been an ongoing policy development regarding 
immigration control, integration and inclusion. When it comes to integration and inclusion, the 
question has been what is necessary to accomplish in order to adapt the immigrants and their 
families to the expectations of participation in education, work and organisational life in Norway. 
Later, there has also been a focus on how services and welfare arrangements have to adapt to a 
multicultural population. The policy development has been rather pragmatic and incremental. 
Simultaneously, there has been a growing debate about social integration and adaption to core 
values  in  everyday  life  such  as  gender  equality.  It  seems  as  if  the  later  policies  towards  the  
integration  of  refugees  have  worked  rather  well.  Refugees  are  settled  all  over  Norway  and  their  
mobility towards central urban areas has slowed down, which is in accordance with Norway’s 
labour market and regional policy. It is more difficult to verify if the comprehensive inclusion 
policy has had any impact on housing and settlement patterns. However, in Oslo, naturalisation has 
proven to correspond positively with homeownership and moving to the suburbs. The various 
public economic arrangements to help people keep their home, regardless of tenure, have probably 
been of importance.  

6.4.  Housing for all in the owner-occupied market 
The housing market in Norway is dominated by homeownership, and has a low level of regulation. 
Only 23 percent of all households rent their dwelling and only five percent live in municipal social 
housing. This implies that the ethnic minorities have plan on ownership early in their career in 
Norway  to  be  able  to  buy  a  satisfactory  place  to  live.  The  result  is  a  high  share  of  homeowners  
compared to other countries. Sixty-three percent of the ethnic minorities own their home compared 
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to 75 percent of the whole population. Access to homeownership meets less discrimination than 
rentals. The access to cooperative housing is the most regulated, and is where one meets with the 
least amount of discrimination. Conditions in the housing market have contributed to heavy 
segregation in the metropolitan area. Those who do not manage to cope with the owners market in 
urban areas face difficult and expensive situations in the private rental market. There is no longer 
any special policy to care for ethnic minorities in the housing market, except for the first settlement 
of refugees. Otherwise, ethnic minorities are treated on par with the majority population. The most 
important policy means for households are probably the housing allowance. There has been an 
increase in the number of recipients of housing allowances, especially among ethnic minorities, 
which reflects a tightening in the household economy. Another tool, comprehensive area programs, 
is targeted at immigrant-dense city districts and neighbourhoods. The intention is to improve the 
level of living, reduce majority out-migration and attract majority households to these areas.  

6.5.  Migration flows and settlement patterns in Norway  
Immigrant settlement in Norway has dispersed over the last decade. A new introduction program, 
effectuated in 2003, appear to have stabilised the refugee population, possibly through the creation 
of new multi-ethnic clusters. A parallel but rather different process takes place in the Oslo region. 
Immigrants have spread from the inner city to the inner suburbs and further to the outer suburbs. 
This expansion has a contained form: it is directed towards low-priced and medium-priced 
homeownership  districts  north  and  east  of  the  city.  The  high-price  western  districts  are  scarcely  
affected by the relocation dynamic.  

The importance of geographical scale looms large in the Oslo data. We sense that new clusters are 
created at a low geographical level. What is more, some old immigrant groups continue to cluster at 
a high geographical level. This applies for instance to the large Pakistani group. 

Further research should focus partly on macro-level constraints (e.g. housing and settlement 
policies), partly on micro-level behaviour (e.g. fertility and mobility), partly on cultural values (e.g. 
preservation of customs and language), and partly on discrimination and inter-group relations (e.g. 
selective mobility in the Norwegian majority).  

All in all, the immigration to Norway has proved successful in many ways even though there are 
problems and challenges. The majority of the immigrants are finding their way into the labour 
market, and are able to take care of their living situation, though more often with public support 
than the majority. However, Norway is in a special situation in terms of immigrants integrating into 
the housing system by becoming homeowners. Still, they have developed a different mobility 
pattern than the majority. When living in the metropolitan region, they are concentrated in certain 
areas. This segregation pattern is now perceived to be among the most serious challenges following 
immigration.  
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