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A B S T R A C T   

Curiosity and gossip often underline human activities and social behavior. Gossip can work as an instrument of 
power, controlling people’s actions but can it actively play a role in migration intentions? Migration studies often 
focus on structural and economic factors that influence people’s decisions to relocate, but socio-cultural factors 
such as gossip are not often included. Gossip is considered a fixed, given characteristic of small close-knit 
communities. Those communities often face the fact that fewer women decide upon residency in these loca-
tions. This research reveals the influence of personal gossip about love-life on out-migration intentions in small 
communities in Iceland, particularly for women. The research uses quantitative data from 56 villages in rural 
Iceland, collected as an online survey, examining migration and migration intentions. This paper examines if 
gossip in small close-knit rural communities can affect migration intentions and if this is particularly an issue for 
women. Our data show, that this is indeed the case. That is, the more gossip there is about people’s love-life, the 
more likely they are to have migration intentions. However, we do not find a significant gender difference in 
migration intentions in regards to this intimate type of gossip.   

1. Introduction 

Sparsely populated, rural areas are generally characterized by inti-
mate knowledge about the personal circumstances of other people, often 
described as ‘everyone knowing everything about everybody’. Such in-
formation about the physical, psychological, social and economic chal-
lenges facing other people can be integral to close-knit and caring 
communities with high levels of informal social support and social 
control. The informal exchange of information about the personal lives 
of other people in the community is often referred to as gossip, in 
particular when it takes a salacious turn and focuses on the most private 
aspects of other people’s lives. 

While the notion of close-knit and caring communities is integral to 
the ‘rural idyll’, young adults may also view such communities as 
intrusive and constraining (Glendinning et al., 2003, Haugen and Villa, 
2016; Pedersen and Gram, 2018; Rye, 2006a). The role of macho culture 
in female out-migration from rural areas has been well documented 
(Dahlström, 1996; Little and Austin, 1996; Leibert, 2016; Rauhut and 
Littke, 2016) and moving away from the prying eyes of friends, families 
and neighbors can be essential for sexual exploration and the 

development of sexual identities (Edluna, 2005; Thorsteinsson et al., 
2020; Wimark and Östh, 2014). However, although gossip is a 
frequently mentioned reason for the out-migration of rural women 
especially (Brettell, 2016; Glendinning et al., 2003; Haugen and Villa, 
2006; Rye, 2006b; Stockdale, 2002), no prior studies have to our 
knowledge estimated the specific impact of gossip on out-migration 
from rural areas. 

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the literature on rural 
out-migration by examining the role of perceived gossip about love-life 
in the migration intentions of rural Icelanders aged 18 years and older. 
First, we estimate the unique effect of love-life gossip on migration in-
tentions, controlling for age, gender, family situation, socio-economic 
status and community ties. Second, we empirically test the assumption 
that women are more negatively affected than men by perceived love- 
life gossip. Third, we explore the potential interactions of perceived 
love-life gossip with age, family status and community ties in shaping 
migration intentions in rural Iceland. 
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2. Rural communities: comfortably tight-knit or smothering? 

The contrast between close-knit rural communities based on per-
sonal attachment, informal social control and strong solidarity, and 
impersonal, bureaucratic and transactional cities was central to the 
emergence of contemporary social theory in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries (Durkheim 1893; Simmel, 1903; Tönnies, 1887; Weber, 1921). 
The assumption that small, close-knit communities and large, diffuse 
societies are based on fundamentally different types of social integration 
and social regulation continues to haunt contemporary social theory. 
This is perhaps most notable in contemporary distinctions between 
bonding social capital and community resilience on the one hand and 
bridging social capital and the ‘strength of weak ties’ on the other 
(Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973; Morgan and Sorensen 1999; Portes, 
1998; Putnam, 2000). 

The assumption of fundamental differences in social life between 
rural and urban communities is also one of the defining characteristics of 
the somewhat mythical notion of a ‘rural idyll’ in many Western soci-
eties (Horton, 2008; Little and Austin, 1996; Matthews et al., 2000; 
Short, 2006; Grimsrud and Båtevik, 2016). As Shucksmith (2018) points 
out, the celebration of the rural idyll is normative and power-infused, 
simultaneously masking repression and supporting local power 
structures. 

The hegemonic masculinity of many rural communities relegates 
women to the supportive roles of mothers and caregivers and female out- 
migration can in part be seen as a challenge to traditional gender roles 
(Campell, 2000; Campell and Bell, 2000; Dahlström, 1996; Grimsrud, 
2011; Little and Austin, 1996). Furthermore, the social control of inte-
grated communities represents a restriction of privacy, social in-
teractions and freedom to explore social and individual identities 
(Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 2006; Brettell, 2016; Rauhut and Littke 
2016; Stockdale, 2002). Young women can experience the rural as more 
intrusive and constraining than young men, especially young women 
that are slut-shamed because of their love-life (Farvid et al., 2016; Fjær 
et al., 2015; Papp et al., 2015). 

Although gossip is frequently mentioned as an important aspect of 
social control in rural communities generally and the control of female 
sexuality in particular (Brettell, 2016; Farstad, 2016; Glendinning et al., 
2003; Haugen and Villa, 2006; Rye, 2006a; Stockdale, 2002), the nature 
of such gossip and its role in social cohesion and social control is rarely 
examined in detail. Rural communities have thus been seen as rich in 
bonding social capital involving shared values, mutual trust, community 
support and normative control within the context of social closure 
(Coleman, 1988). To care for one another is a form of social behavior 
and an obligation that may be intense and hard to avoid in small and 
rural communities where it is near impossible to be anonymous. 
Everyone is highly visible to each other (Parr and Philo, 2003). Indeed, a 
Norwegian study found rural residents more likely than urban residents 
to believe that people in general care for one another and can rely on 
each other. At the same time, 22% of rural inhabitants and only 4% of 
urban inhabitants in this study said that there was too much gossip or 
negative talk about others in their community or neighborhood (Farstad, 
2016). 

While gossip can be defined in various ways it is mostly seen as 
informal, evaluative talk (Baumeister and Zhang, 2004; Chua and Uy, 
2014; Wert and Salovey, 2004) or unverified news about the personal 
business of others (Crescimbene et al., 2012; Litman and Pezzo, 2005). 
The line between care and curiosity, and between information exchange 
and gossip is likely to be blurred. It can be undertaken with good in-
tentions and care for others, and it can strengthen relationships between 
friends and strangers alike (Kim et al., 2019; Lyons and Hughes, 2015; 
Rosnow and Foster, 2005). Gossip is not just used in the means of social 
comparison (Festingar, 1954), it can work as an instrument of power: 
putting the subject of gossip down is a way of eliminating a perceived 
threat to power and status (Pheko, 2018). 

In this context it is important to note that individual perceptions of 

gossip may not correspond with actual levels of gossip and the functions 
of actual gossip may be different from the consequences of perceived 
gossip. In some cases, the subject of gossip may be the last to hear it and 
may be blissfully unaware of the power games afoot. In other cases, 
however, individual perceptions of community gossip about sensitive 
personal issues may profoundly affect residential satisfaction, irre-
spective of the actual level of gossip. Gossip that the subject is not aware 
of is of course mostly irrelevant to migration intentions while percep-
tions of imagined or real gossip may be quite consequential. A person 
faced with gossip might then choose to leave rather than confront the 
source of the gossip or risk retaliation (Wu et al., 2018). 

Gossip is of course not a specifically rural phenomenon; it can be 
found in the boardrooms of multinational corporations, in the hangouts 
of drug dealers, in university reading rooms and wherever else people 
interact, support and compete with one another. There is however a 
crucial difference between urban and rural communities in this respect. 
While urban people may be able to avoid gossip by finding another 
workplace, voluntary association or circle of friends, out-migration may 
be the only recourse for rural people to escape unwanted gossip. 

2.1. Iceland as a case study 

Iceland is a sparsely populated island with 364 thousand inhabitants, 
with two thirds of the national population living in the capital area and 
the remainder spread along the coastline in towns, fishing villages and 
farming communities (Statistic Iceland, 2020a, 2020b). The 20th cen-
tury was characterized by substantial internal migration from rural 
areas to the capital area, but the 21st century has witnessed declining 
migration from the more rural areas and a net flow from the capital area 
to adjacent exurban regions (Garðarsdóttir et al., 2020). 

Gender equality in Iceland has been ranked the highest in the world 
in terms of a composite index of economic participation and opportu-
nity, educational attainment, health and survival, and political 
empowerment (World Economic Forum, 2020). Iceland is nevertheless 
far from being a paradise of gender equality and various political, eco-
nomic, social and personal gender inequalities persist. Icelandic women 
tend to find it challenging to balance personal life and work life (Staub 
and Rafnsdóttir, 2019) and housework and childcare still largely remain 
the responsibility of women (Pétursdóttir, 2009: Hjálmsdóttir and 
Einarsdóttir, 2019; Thorsdottir 2012, Gíslason and Símonardóttir, 
2018). As demonstrated by the Icelandic ‘MeToo’ movement, sexual 
harassment and other forms of gendered violence remain pervasive in 
most spheres of Icelandic society (Bender, 2019; Björnsdóttir, 2018). 

Rural communities in Iceland are characterized by a more traditional 
division of labor in the workplace and at home, as well as by a strong 
demand for unpaid female volunteer work in the community (Gislason 
and Olafsson, 2005; Gunnarsdóttir, 2009; Karlsson 2013; Sigur-
steinsdottir and Rafnsdottir, 2009; Skaptadottir, 2000). Many rural 
communities have experienced severe out-migration of Icelanders and, 
in return, the in-migration of foreign nationals working in the fishing 
industry (Júlíusdóttir et al., 2013). 

Prospective migrants from Icelandic fishing villages name similar 
reasons for leaving as their counterparts in other rural communities in 
the global north; educational and occupational aspirations, better access 
to public services, cultural events and leisure activities (Bjarnason et al., 
2019). However, one in eight women name traditional gender ideology 
and about one in five men and women name gossip as an important 
reason for leaving the community within the next 2–3 years. 

3. Data and methods 

3.1. Data collection 

The study is based on a population survey from 2019, where 
migration intentions and living satisfaction were examined. Every resi-
dent 18 years and older in Icelandic towns and villages with fewer than 
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2000 inhabitants (and with some distance from larger towns and the 
capital area, Fig. 1) were in the target group of the survey. The target 
population was just over 18 thousand residents. 

A letter of introduction was sent by mail to all registered homes in 
the target communities, directing all inhabitants over the age of 18 to an 
online survey instrument. The letter was followed up with two reminder 
postcards after three and five weeks from initial contact. Furthermore, 
geographically targeted social media ads and postings on community- 
based social media groups were used to encourage participation. The 
survey instrument was available in three languages. In addition to Ice-
landic, the questionnaire was available in Polish as 42% of all immi-
grants in Iceland are of Polish descent, and in English for other 
immigrant groups. 

Data were collected in March and April 2019, yielding a total of 6788 
responses. 1146 respondents did not have their primary home in the 
communities (e.g. temporary residents, second homeowners, and former 
residents) and were omitted from further analysis. The remaining 5642 
respondents represent 30% of all registered inhabitants in the target 
towns and villages. Compared to official records, the share of female 
respondents is a bit larger (61% of the sample vs 48% according to 
official records), while the shares of the youngest and oldest age groups 
are smaller (18–25 year old are 9% of sample and 15% according to 
records; 71 years and older are 5% of the sample and 13% according to 
the records). Furthermore, respondents with two foreign-born parents 
are only 5% of the sample but 14% of the population according to 
official records. 

3.2. Measures 

3.2.1. Dependent variable 
Migration intentions were measured by the question “Are you 

planning to move away from [Name of town or village inserted] within the 
next 2–3 years?” with five response categories No, definitely not; No, 
probably not; Unsure; Yes, probably; Yes, definitely. The outcome variable 
of migration intentions is defined as a binary measure (1: Probably or 
Definitely; 0: other). 14% of all respondents expects to move away from 
the community within the next 2–3 years, with an equal share of males 
and females (Table 1). 

3.3. Gossip about love-life 

The measure of love-life gossip is derived from a four-item measure 
of perceived gossip: “How much do you think people generally gossip 
about each of the following aspects of your life in [Name of town or village 
inserted]?“. The items asked were on perceived gossip about a) “Your 
family life”, b) “Your financial situation”, c) “Your love life” and d) 
“Other things in your life”, with five response categories available - 1) 
Very little or none, 2) Rather little, 3) Some, 4) Rather much, and 5) Very 
much. In this paper, we focus on the dependent variable relating to love- 
life gossip with the response categories of 1 and 2 recoded into “Little or 
none” gossip, 3 and 4 into “some” gossip and 5 into “a lot” of love-life 
gossip. About 17% of the male respondents and 16% of the female re-
spondents report some love-life gossip about themselves, and 6% of 
males and 5% of females report a lot of gossip about their love-lives. 

Fig. 1. Location of Icelandic towns and villages surveyed (in red) and larger urban settlements (in blue). (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure 
legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.) 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics.  

Demographic background Range All Male Female 

Gender 0–1 – .39 .61 
Age     

- 18-25 0–1 .08 .07 .08 
- 25-30 0–1 .08 .08 .09 
- 31-40 0–1 .21 .20 .22 
- 41-50 0–1 .21 .20 .21 
- 51-60 0–1 .22 .21 .23 
- 61+ 0–1 .20 .25 .17 

Family situation     
Partner in household 0–1 .75 .74 .76 
Children in household 0–1 .44 .39 .45 
Socio-economic status     
Employed 0–1 .81 .85 .78 
University education 0–1 .29 .20 .35 
Good economic situation 0–1 .61 .64 .60 
Community ties     
Grew up in community 0–1 .67 .72 .63 
Foreign background 0–1 .05 .03 .06 
Gossip about love-life     

- Some gossip 0–1 .17 .17 .16 
- A lot of gossip 0–1 .06 .06 .05 

Dependent variable     
Expect to leave within 2 – 3 years 0–1 .14 .14 .14 
N: 5275     
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3.4. Control variables 

Gender was measured as a binary variable with 61% female re-
spondents. The skewed gender distribution did not cause problems in 
the analysis as males and females are reported separately in the bivariate 
analysis and we control for gender in the multivariate analysis. 

Age was measured in six categories; 18–25, 26–30, and in ten year 
increments up to 60 years or older. In the multivariate analysis, the 
51–60 year old age group serves as the omitted reference category. 

Family situation included the two items having a spouse or children 
under the age of 18 in the household (1: yes, 0: no), and was derived 
from a checklist of people who potentially lived in the same household 
as the respondent. Of the respondents, 75% lived with a spouse or 
partner and 44% lived in a household with their children. 

Socio-economic status included three measures of university edu-
cation (1: yes, 0: no), employment status (1: employed or self-employed, 0: 
other) and good economic situation based on self-reported economic 
status (1: rather or very good, 0: other). 81% of the respondents were 
employed, 29% were university educated and 61% considered their 
economic status to be rather or very good. 

Community ties included two measures of having grown up in the 
community and having both parents of foreign origin (1: yes, 0: no). 67% 
of the respondents grew up in the community and 5% were of foreign 
origin. 

4. Methods of analysis 

The data were analyzed using SPSS 25. In the bivariate analysis we 
test if there are significant difference in migration intentions by age and 
gender, when faced with love-life gossip. In the binomial logistical 
regression, the association of perceived gossip about love-life with 
migration intentions is tested, controlling for gender and age, family 
situation, socio-economic status and family ties. Interactions between 
perceptions of gossip and each of the other predictors were also tested 
individually. Only statistically significant interactions are reported. 

5. Results 

5.1. Bivariate results 

Overall, there is a statistically significant difference (Chi-square: 
180.1 (2), p. <0.001) in migration intentions by level of perceived 
gossip about love-life. About 11% of those who report little or no such 

gossip, about 21% of those who report some such gossip and 38% of 
those who report a lot of gossip about their love-life expect to migrate. 

Fig. 2 shows the migration intentions between these three groups by 
gender and age, dividing the respondents in two age groups; those 40 
years and younger and those over 40. These differences are significantly 
different among those who report little or no gossip about their love-life 
(Chi-square: 52.6 (3), p. < 0.001). The differences by age and gender 
were however not statistically different among those reporting some 
(Chi-square 4.7 (3), p. > 0.05) or a lot (Chi-square 3.7 (3), p > .05) 
gossip about their love-life. In other words, older men and women only 
reported less migration intentions if they perceived little or no gossip 
about their love-life. There is no age or gender difference in migration 
intentions among those who perceived some or a lot of gossip. 

5.2. Multivariate results 

Table 2 shows the results of the binomial logistic regression analysis 
of gossip about love-life on migration intentions, controlling for de-
mographic background, family situation, socio-economic status and 
community ties. 

5.3. Gossip about love-life 

The results show that when controlling for other factors, perceptions 
of gossip generally double the probability of migration intentions. Pat-
terns of statistical significance do however differ between males and 
females. The effects of some gossip about love-life are not statistically 
significant for females and for males the effect of perceptions of a lot of 
gossip does not quite reach statistical significance at the .05 level. Fe-
males that perceive a lot of gossip about their love-life are thus signifi-
cantly more likely to migrate than those that don’t perceive a lot of such 
gossip. 

5.4. Control variables 

The youngest two age groups are significantly more likely to migrate 
and the oldest group (60+) is significantly less likely to migrate than the 
51–60 year old reference category. Interaction effects between age and 
love-life gossip were tested but were not found to be statistically sig-
nificant. A statistically significant interaction term was found between 
the effects of having a partner in the household and perceptions of gossip 
on migration intentions. The main effect of having a partner in house-
hold is that the odds of intending to migrate are cut in half. However, 

Fig. 2. Proportion of respondents intending to leave within the next 2–3 years by age and gender and perceptions of gossip about their love life.  
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this only holds for those who do not report a lot of gossip about their love 
lives. The migration intentions of those who have a partner in household 
and report a lot of gossip about their love lives are no different from 
other respondents. Having children in the household neither has a sig-
nificant main effect nor a significant interaction effect with love-life 
gossip on migration intentions. 

Women with a university education are significantly more likely 
(1.4) to have intentions to migrate than women who do not have a 
university education. A similar effect of university education was not 
statistically significant for males and no statistically significant inter-
action effects were found for university education. Employment status 
and economic situation do not significantly affect the likelihood of 
migration. 

Finally, those who grew up in the community were significantly less 
likely to intend to migrate. Controlling for this effect, an immigrant 
background is not significantly associated with migration intentions. 
The interaction terms between these two variables and love-life gossip 
do not have a statistically significant effect on migration intentions. 

6. Discussion 

In his seminal discussion of the role of social closure in the genera-
tion of bonding social capital, James S. Coleman (1988) argued that 
shared norms and mutual trust gradually develop within groups that 
interact regularly within well-defined boundaries over an extended 
period of time. Under such conditions of social closure, people develop 
intimate knowledge of the prior behaviors of other group members and a 
mutual understanding that breaches common norms will have negative 
consequences in the future. As a result, self-interested individuals can 
make the rational choice to provide mutual assistance without imme-
diate compensation and entrust others with their children, property and 
personal well-being. 

Coleman’s concept of social closure would seem to fit perfectly with 
the proverbial rural village where most people have lived all their lives 
and engage in dense social interactions with other villagers at work, the 
grocery store, the pub and local charity meetings and where ‘everyone 

knows everything about everybody’. While actual rural communities are 
much more heterogeneous and fluid than such ‘idyllic’ portrayals of 
rural villages, they nevertheless tend to be characterized by high levels 
of individual visibility and a higher level of belief that people in general 
care and can rely on each other (Farstad, 2016; Parr and Philo, 2003; 
Wiersma and Denton, 2016). 

The exchange of information about other people is obviously central 
to the development of shared norms and mutual trust, and gossip can 
thus be seen as an important mechanism that enables both social support 
and social control in small, tight-knit rural communities. Gossip is thus 
not necessarily malicious; discussing the physical, psychological, social 
and economic challenges facing other people can be instrumental in 
enabling mutual support in such communities. Furthermore, it can 
strengthen in-group relationships and help integrate newcomers into the 
community (Kim et al., 2019; Lyons and Hughes, 2015; Rosnow and 
Foster, 2005). 

Those who are the subjects of gossip, however, frequently experience 
an intrusive breach of individual privacy that can also have negative 
consequences for their well-being in the community (Glendinning et al., 
2003; Pedersen and Gram, 2018; Rye, 2006b). Gossip about love-life in 
particular can be expected to play a role in strengthening and repro-
ducing patriarchal power structures and be geared towards controlling 
female sexuality in particular through slut shaming. The fear of gossip 
may thus contribute to the perception that young people must move 
away for sexual exploration and the development of sexual identities 
(Edluna, 2005; Thorsteinsson et al., 2020; Wimark and Östh, 2014). 

In this context, it is interesting to note that no prior studies have to 
our knowledge discussed in detail the role of gossip in social cohesion 
and social control or its specific impact on out-migration from rural 
areas. The results from our study contribute to filling this gap in the 
literature by estimating the impact of love-life gossip on the migration 
intentions of men and women in small towns and villages in Iceland. 

In the bivariate setting, we find that older men and women only 
reported less migration intentions if they perceived little or no gossip 
about their love-life. There is no age or gender difference in migration 
intentions among those who perceived some or a lot of gossip. This in-
dicates that when there is a lot of gossip about peoples love-life, it 
overwrites age and gender in regards to migration intentions. Age and 
gender differences in migration intentions found in prior studies may 
thus by partly explained by differences in perceived gossip and other 
forms of informal social control. 

In the multivariate analysis, we find that net of gender, age, rela-
tionship status and other factors, gossip about love-life roughly doubles 
the odds of firm plans of moving away. This effect size is on par with the 
effect of being single and stronger than the effects of, for example, ed-
ucation and having grown up in the community. Future research should 
explore the effects of other types of gossip, for instance gossip about 
personal finances, housekeeping or work-related issues. 

Our findings with regards to gender are interesting in this context. 
The general consensus in the literature seems to be that women are more 
likely than men to leave rural communities (e.g. Bonifacio, 2014; Bret-
tell, 2016; Carson et al., 2011; Corbett, 2007; Dahlström, 1996; Rauhut 
and Littke 2016). Female out-migration from rural areas may have a 
wide variety of causes, including educational and occupational aspira-
tions and perceptions and experiences of a macho culture and traditional 
gender roles in rural areas. Several researchers have in particular 
mentioned gossip and other aspects of limitations on privacy and per-
sonal freedom as a reason for young women to leave rural communities 
and move to more anonymous urban areas (Brettell, 2016; Pedersen and 
Gram, 2018; Glendinning et al., 2003; Haugen and Villa, 2006; Rye, 
2006b; Stockdale, 2002). However, we do not find a significant gender 
difference in migration intentions and there is not a significant inter-
action between the effects of gender and love-life gossip on such 
intentions. 

While our non-findings with regards to gender may be somewhat 
surprising, they are actually quite consistent with earlier research in 

Table 2 
Binomial logistic regression model of migration intentions in Icelandic villages 
by perceptions of gossip about love life and background predictors.   

All Females Males 

Gossip about love life    
Some gossip 1.57*** 1.30 1.98*** 
A lot of gossip 2.07*** 2.01* 1.94# 

Demographic background    
Gender    
Female 0.87 – – 
Age    
18–25 4.52*** 6.19*** 2.91*** 
26–30 1.52* 1.91** 1.17 
31–40 .92 1.17 .69 
41–50 1.01 1.42 .65 
51–60 (contrast) 1.00   
60+ .54** .49** .53 
Family situation    
Partner in household .45*** .41*** .49*** 
Children 1.07 1.08 1.00 
Socio-economic status    
Employed .88 .85 1.13 
University education 1.38** 1.41* 1.26 
Economic situation .83 .89 .78 
Community ties    
Grew up in community .64*** .64*** .62** 
Foreign background .96 .96 .92 
Interaction term    
Partner in household by a lot of gossip 2.62** 2.50* 2.91* 
Pseudo R2    

Cox& Snell .10 .11 .09 
Nagelkerke .17 .19 .16 

#p. < 0.10 * p. < 0.05 **p. < 0.01 ***p. < 0.001. 
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rural Iceland. Analysing standardized surveys of migration intentions 
among Icelandic youth, Seyfrit et al. (2010) found that the substantial 
gender gap in migration intentions in 1992 had become much smaller in 
2003 and had completely disappeared in 2007. More recently, Thor-
steinsson et al. (2020) found greater migration intentions among rural 
than among urban adolescents in Iceland. Moreover, they found that 
LGB + adolescents in both rural and urban communities have much 
greater migration intentions than their heterosexual counterparts. 
However, there were no significant differences in migration intentions 
by gender or sexual orientation between urban and rural settings. In 
terms of actual migration patterns, Júlíusdóttir et al. (2013) found that 
internal migration rates had become similar among men and women in 
rural Iceland, and Bjarnason (2019) found the gender imbalance in some 
rural communities to be due to low in-migration rather than high 
out-migration by women. It remains unclear to what extent these find-
ings can be related to the high level of gender equality in Iceland ac-
cording the World Economic Forum (2020) Gender Gap Index. 

Our findings are however not consistent with the reported persis-
tence of ‘slut-shaming’ in Icelandic society (Bryndísar-og Karlsdóttir, 
2015; Guðjónsdóttir and Pétursdóttir, 2018). According to conventional 
wisdom, women who lead active sex lives are condemned as ‘sluts’ by 
the court of public opinion while their male counterparts are considered 
‘studs’. Our findings however suggest that love-life gossip equally in-
creases the migration intentions of both men and women. Future 
research might for instance reveal qualitative differences in the content 
of such gossip between men and women, or alternatively that similar 
types of gossip have similar effects on the residential satisfaction of men 
and women. 

Urban-rural differences in gossip would also be an interesting topic 
of future research. City-wide gossip is likely to be limited to public fig-
ures known to the majority of people or individuals suspected of suffi-
ciently outrageous behavior to reach the attention of a large number of 
strangers. Most people can however be considered at risk of gossip in 
their personal circle of friends, co-workers or neighbors and city 
dwellers who experience uncomfortable levels of gossip might consider 
finding new friends, changing jobs or moving to another neighborhood 
or apartment building. In rural areas, however, leaving the community 
may be the only option of avoiding such gossip. 

Our results clearly indicate that gossip is an important subject of 
future studies on social cohesion and social control as well as on 
migration intentions and actual migration behavior from rural com-
munities. It should be emphasized that the association between 
perceived gossip and migration intentions is not only a matter of aca-
demic concern. Many of the predictors of rural out-migration uncovered 
in prior research are far beyond the control of rural communities, 
including the global economy, forces of urbanization, governmental 
policy and the organization of public services, and the business decisions 
of captains of commerce and industry. The way people in the community 
talk about one another and the degree of privacy and personal freedom 
that community members enjoy is however clearly within the control of 
local communities. In other words, communities might be able to in-
fluence future migration patterns by striving to be more inclusive and 
tolerant towards diversity in the personal lives of individual community 
members. 
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Stjórnmál og stjórnsýsla 5, 27–48. 

Simmel, G., 1903. The metropolis and mental life. In: The Sociology of Georg Simmel. 
Free Press, New York, pp. 409–424, 1976).  

Skaptadottir, U.D., 2000. Women coping with change in an Icelandic fishing community: 
a case study. Wom. Stud. Int. Forum 23, 311–321. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277- 
5395(00)00089-3. 
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