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PRIO POLICY BRIEF

Brief PointsOwning one’s home is both a norm 
and a political objective in Norway. 
Three out of four people in Norway 
live in owner-occupied dwellings. 
But only half of immigrants do so. 
The reason lies partly in immigrants’ 
financial and employment situations, 
as both these factors will determine 
whether they can obtain a mortgage. 
But among Muslims, there may also 
be another reason: unavailability of 
mortgages that are compliant with 
Islamic law. In this policy brief, we 
investigate the extent to which this 
lack in fact explains why home own-
ership is not more widespread among 
immigrants.
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• Most Norwegians live in owner-
occupied dwellings, but doing so is 
unusual among certain immigrant 
groups.

• Differences in demographics, edu-
cation, resources and priorities do 
much to explain who is a home 
owner.

• Islam prohibits interest-bearing loans 
and making profits from interest, but 
the prohibition is interpreted in dif-
ferent ways.

• A lack of Islamic mortgages may hin-
der home ownership, but this affects 
relatively few people.
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Home Ownership among Immigrants

More than three-quarters of the Norwegian 
population live in owner-occupied dwellings – 
either self-owned homes (selveierbolig) or tenant-
owned homes, which are rented from a housing 
company or cooperative (borettslag) of which 
the tenant is a co-owner. For our purposes, the 
differences between these two forms of home 
ownership are not important. The important 
distinction is between owning and renting.

Nearly half of immigrants in Norway do not own 
their homes – instead, they rent.

The reasons are many, but the most obvious are 
linked to financial resources. Income and equity 
are what determine the feasibility of buying a 
home, usually with the assistance of a mort-
gage. In this analysis, we investigate whether 
religion is part of the explanation for why the 
proportion of immigrants who own their own 
homes is smaller than in the population as a 
whole.

One possible explanation is that Muslims are re-
luctant to take out conventional mortgages, even 
where this option is available to them, because 
Islam prohibits interest-bearing loans and mak-
ing a profit from interest. In many countries, 
there are sophisticated Islamic financial prod-
ucts that have been developed to comply with 
this prohibition.

Is it the case that the proportion of homeowners 
among immigrants is so low because of a lack 
of Islamic mortgages? To answer this question, 
comparing Muslim immigrants with other im-
migrants is insufficient. There may be other 

reasons why a lower percentage of Muslims are 
homeowners. For example, they may be worse 
off financially or be more vulnerable to dis-
crimination, including in the mortgage market. 
In addition, it is likely that Islamic law does not 
influence the financial choices of all Muslims, 
but primarily the choices of those who are par-
ticularly strict in their observance of the Koran. 
Fortunately, we have data that enable us to dis-
tinguish between these different reasons.

The proportion of homeowners varies greatly 
between immigrants from different countries 
of origin, and also between immigrants from 
different countries with majority Muslim popu-
lations. There are high proportions of homeown-
ers among immigrants from Pakistan, Turkey 
and Bosnia, but there are low proportions of 
homeowners among those with Afghan, Iraqi 
and Somali backgrounds.

Statistics on Housing and Religiosity

We use data from Statistics Norway’s Survey on 
living conditions among persons with an immigrant 
background in Norway (“the LKI Survey”), which 
was conducted in 2015–2016. Immigrants 
from 12 countries participated in the survey: 
Afghanistan, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Eritrea, 
Iran, Iraq, Kosovo, Pakistan, Poland, Somalia, 
Sri Lanka, Turkey and Vietnam. The survey 
looked at many different topics. In the case of 
some countries of origin, interviews were also 
conducted with immigrants’ Norwegian-born 
children. In total, the researchers conducted 
5,500 interviews.

The survey is not representative of all immi-
grants in Norway, but it is representative of 

immigrant populations from the 12 selected 
countries of origin. People who had lived in 
Norway for less than two years or who were un-
der 16 or over 74 were excluded.

What Factors Influence Home 
Ownership?

Before we can say anything about the signifi-
cance of religiosity, we must establish what gen-
eral factors determine whether immigrants own 
their own homes in Norway. We can identify 
three categories of circumstances.

1. Demographics and education

Age is a strong determinant for the proportion 
of homeowners. This is true among Norwegians 
in general. For immigrants, the duration of resi-
dency in Norway is also highly significant. We 
also take account of gender, although in this con-
text, the respondent is not necessarily the family 
member who is the legal owner of the property.

Another important demographic fact is country 
of origin. This plays an independent role, which 
cannot be explained by differences in other fac-
tors such as employment, education or religion.

For our analysis, it is particularly important 
that country of origin is not synonymous with 
religion. Ten of the 12 origin-country groups in-
clude respondents who identify as Muslims, but 
the proportion of these respondents within any 
group is always below 100%.

Educational attainment also influences the like-
lihood of home ownership, even when we com-
pare people with the same incomes and jobs.

In the housing market in Norway, owner-occupancy is widely seen as an aspirational ideal. Photo: Markus Tacker CC BY-ND
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2. Resources

Buying a home is expensive, and obtaining 
a mortgage can be difficult. Accordingly, the 
household’s resources in terms of labour and 
income are crucial factors. In our analysis, we 
have taken into account information about over-
all household income and the number of people 
in full-time work.

3. Priorities

Although a person may be able to afford to buy 
a home, we cannot assume that they will make 
doing so a priority. Among immigrants, there 
may be particular reasons for choosing different 
priorities.

Some will have plans to move back to their 
countries of origin, or to move on to another 
country, and accordingly choose not to obtain a 
mortgage in Norway. For this reason, we have 
taken account of what the respondents say about 
their future plans.

Regardless of their plans for the future, the 
respondents may also be living transnational 
lives, in the sense that they have strong socio-
economic links to their countries of origin. For 
example, they may choose to invest in a property 
there, rather than in Norway. As indicators of 
such links, we have looked at whether the re-
spondents regularly send money to people in 
their countries of origin.

How Can We Measure Religiosity?

With the help of data on demographic factors 
and education, resources and priorities, we can 
come a long way in explaining who is – and who 

is not – a homeowner. Before we add religious 
factors to the analysis, however, we must pause 
and think about how religion (in this case Islam) 
can be thought to influence home ownership.

Firstly, Muslims may be reluctant to take out 
interest-bearing loans because of their religious 
convictions. This is what we want to find out.

Secondly, Muslims may experience discrimina-
tion in the mortgage market, and accordingly 
find it more difficult than non-Muslims to buy 
a home.

Thirdly, information about religion may capture 
differences between respondents that are not di-
rectly associated with their religion. These could 
include differences in family values or attitudes 
towards risk. These factors are not covered by 
other variables and could potentially affect be-
haviour on the housing market.

If we only compared “Muslims” and “non-Mus-
lims”, we would be unable to say which of these 
three factors we had measured. Fortunately, the 
data give us other options.

The effect of religious objections to interest-
bearing loans will not apply to all Muslims, 
but probably only to those who are strictest in 
their observance of their religion’s most specific 
rules and practices. In contrast, discrimination 
against Muslims may have a negative impact on 
anyone who is assumed to be a Muslim due to 
their name or appearance.

Accordingly we used questions from the LIK 
Survey to narrow down the general category 
of “Muslims” to a more specific group of im-
migrants who are more relevant to the issue of 

religiosity and home ownership. Firstly, we only 
included people who identify as a Muslim today, 
in contrast to having grown up in an Islamic 
environment or having come from a country 
where Islam is the dominant religion. Among 
these people, we further narrowed our selection to 
include only those people who experience religion 
as “very important” in their lives. This is based on 
a question where respondents were asked to in-
dicate the importance of religion in their lives on 
a scale from 0 to 10, in which 10 corresponded to 
“very important”.

There was a large degree of variation between 
groups from different countries. Among both 
Somalis and Afghans, 9 out of 10 respondents 
identify as Muslims today, but the percentage 
who considered religion to be very important is 
almost twice as high among Somalis (84%) as 
among Afghans (44%).

Are the Responses Reliable?

Surveys such as the LKI Survey often include 
questions that are difficult for the respondents 
to answer and for the researchers to interpret. 
This certainly applies to the question about the 
importance of religion in the respondents’ lives.

Firstly, it is not really clear what is meant by the 
religion’s “significance” and how this relates 
to specific religious activities. Secondly, the 
answers may be influenced by what the respon-
dents perceive (consciously or unconsciously) as 
the “most socially acceptable” answer. Perhaps 
some people will think instinctively that a good 
Muslim is obliged to say “very important”. At 
the same time, others may be reluctant to give 
this answer due to their experience of hostility 
to Islam in society.

Demographics

Resources

Priorities

Religiosity

Actual
owner

Actual
renter

Predicted
owner

Predicted
renter

58%
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11%
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important in life

Figure 1: Predicted and actual home ownership Figure 2: Percentage who consider Islam very important in their lives
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THE PROJECT

extent of the problem. (Due to the composition 
of the selection of respondents, it is not possible 
to translate the figure of 3% to the immigrant 
population in general).

Even with good data there is much uncertainty. 
The figures from the LKI Survey provide a very 
good basis for investigating the relationship 
between religiosity and home ownership, but 
even so there is much that is imprecise. For ex-
ample, we have only some rough indications as 
to which factors may make some people deliber-
ately decide to rent, even though they have the 
opportunity to buy. We also do not know what 
role is played by the large geographical differ-
ences in the Norwegian housing market. (The 
respondents’ home addresses are omitted from 
the data to preserve their privacy).

The interpretation of Islamic rules on loans and 
interest is variable and unpredictable. The Koran 
forbids the charging of interest (riba), but a 
non-binding legal opinion on a point of Islamic 
law ( fatwa) issued in 1999, which was aimed at 
Muslims in Europe, allows them to enter into 
interest-bearing loans if doing so is necessary 
and there is no alternative. Muslim leaders in 
Norway have adopted various positions on this 
question, and the views of the Muslim respon-
dents to this survey are uncertain.

Regardless of religion, a diverse population 
imposes new demands on the housing market. 
Immigration has made Norway’s population 
more diverse and created new housing tenure 
trajectories. For example, there are many people 
who enter the housing market at a later stage in 
life, but who lack inherited wealth, and many 
who wish to live in multi-generational house-
holds. This diversity makes more urgent the 
need for a housing market with different routes 
to home ownership as well as good alternatives 
to owning.  

etc.), but who in fact do not own their own home 
in Norway. As shown in Figure 2, this group 
comprises 11% of the selection in the survey.

Are there particularly many people among these 
11% who are Muslim and experience religion 
as particularly important in their lives? In this 
case, a lack of access to Islamic mortgages can 
be thought to be significant to differences in 
home-owning status.

The red numbers in Figure 2 show how the per-
centages of people who see Islam as particularly 
important in their lives varies. The percentages 
are strikingly similar in the four cells, ranging 
between 24% and 32%. This is not particularly 
high, as it would have been if there were many 
people who have the option to buy, but who 
choose not to for religious reasons.

Conclusions

Differences in rates of home ownership can be 
explained by differences in demographics and 
education, resources and priorities. When fewer 
immigrants are homeowners, this is largely 
because of circumstances such as lower income, 
weak links to the labour market, and prioritiza-
tion of investments in their countries of origin. 
On the basis of this analysis, we cannot say 
anything about the relative importance of these 
various factors.

If a lack of Islamic mortgages is hindering home 
ownership, this applies to relatively few people. 
Our analysis suggests that approximately 3% 
of the selection in the study are in a situation 
where they 1) have characteristics that are in-
dicative of home ownership, 2) in fact are not 
homeowners, and 3) experience Islam as very 
important in their lives. Among this group, it is 
possible that a lack of Islamic mortgages is the 
crucial factor, but there may also be other fac-
tors. In other words, 3% is the upper limit of the 

Such circumstances will always generate some 
uncertainty about the answers, but in this case, 
there is no reason to believe that they cause sys-
temic distortions that affect our conclusions.

Religiosity and Home Ownership

Is it the case that Muslims who could afford 
to buy their own homes will continue to rent 
because they do not have access to Islamic mort-
gages? We can approach an answer to this in 
three steps.

The first step is to use the circumstances that 
do not relate to religion to predict which respon-
dents are homeowners. In other words, we take 
the data that we previously presented under the 
headings (1) demographics and education, (2) re-
sources and (3) priorities, and calculate whether 
each respondent is more likely to own or rent.

Second, we compare the results of our calcula-
tions with each respondent’s actual situation. 
This comparison is shown in Figure 1, in which 
100 percent of the selected respondents are di-
vided amongst four cells on a grid. In two of the 
cells the prediction is correct (i.e., it coincides 
with the actual situation), but in two of the 
cells it is wrong. The prediction was correct in 
respect of 82% of the respondents (58% + 24%). 
This confirms that data about demographics 
and education, resources and priorities is usu-
ally sufficient to predict whether a person is a 
homeowner.

The third step is to investigate whether the 
incorrect predictions can be associated with reli-
giosity. If it is correct that a lack of Islamic mort-
gages is preventing people from buying homes, 
we should find the people this applies to among 
those who were predicted homeowners, but are 
actual renters. In other words, these are people 
whom we expected to be homeowners (on the 
basis of their financial and family situation, 
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