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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis investigates sustainable development and sustainability assurances and certifications, 

and the government's role in them through the perceptions of Icelandic tourism enterprises. The 

research addresses the question of “How do tourism enterprises in Iceland view sustainable 

development, the use of certification systems, and the government's role in them?”. The research 

is rooted in a previous study by the author and therefore uses an abductive approach to examine 

the question at hand. It is a qualitative study that utilizes data collected through in-depth interviews 

with five owners of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) operating in various sectors of 

the Icelandic tourism industry. Additionally, this study examines a large number of previous 

literatures to provide a deep understanding of the topics of sustainable development, sustainable 

tourism, the use of sustainable assurances and certifications, and the role of government in 

sustainable tourism development. 

 

The study finds that while there seems to be a general understanding of sustainable tourism 

development among participants, with a particular focus on environmental sustainability - but 

confusion and lack of knowledge are still present about the concepts at hand. Examining the 

participants' lived experiences with, and perception of, sustainable certifications, a strong 

preference for processes and standards over certifications is presented. Limited resources of small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the biggest influencer there, although all participants 

have a clear desire to engage in sustainable practices.  

 

As for the role of government, it is clear from this research that mandatory sustainability 

certifications and onerous requirements are unlikely to be successful should the government want 

to reach its goal of becoming a leader in sustainability. Although different opinions are offered by 

participants, it seems the role of the government should entail increased education about 

sustainability and a focus on supportive actions, particularly through infrastructure development. 

 

With this study, the author hopes to inform policymakers and other tourism stakeholders about the 

importance of the perspectives of small and medium-sized (SMEs) operating in tourism, as 
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sustainability efforts and assurances move increasingly from voluntary to mandatory, to ensure 

longevity, prosperity, and sustainability for all tourism stakeholders. 

 

Keywords: Sustainable development, Sustainable tourism, Sustainable certifications, Tourism 

Governance, Tourism Policy, Small-medium sized tourism enterprises (SMEs)  
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1. Introduction 

The small nation of Iceland has seen an incredible boom in tourism over the last decade, starting 

with the dramatic eruption of the Eyjafjallajökull volcano in 2010 which gained worldwide 

attention. Since then, tourism has become a significant industry in Iceland’s economy, as well as 

influencing the social and environmental aspects of the country. As global discourse on the 

sustainability of tourism increases, and demands for sustainable assurances become louder, the 

industry is at a crossroads - not only in Iceland but globally. The Icelandic government has set 

forth an ambitious tourism policy that aims to answer this discourse and has followed it with an 

Action Plan to ensure the aims are met. In it, the government calls for mandated sustainable 

certifications used by tourism enterprises. But to ensure long-term sustainability within the 

industry, the perspective of tourism enterprises is vital, as they are the ones that have to face the 

operational realities of implementing sustainable assurance, such as certifications. This 

introductory chapter will provide background information for the research at hand, outline the 

motivations for it and the structure of the thesis will be presented. 

 

1.1. Case background 

To provide clarity on the context in which this research takes place, the following chapter will 

provide insight to tourism in Iceland. It highlights the growth of tourism, focusing on benefits and 

challenges of economical, environmental and social factors. It also details the governance of the 

industry and current state of policy making in Icelandic tourism. Finally, it discusses the use of 

certifications in tourism in Iceland and previous research done by the author on the subject. 

 

Tourism in Iceland 

In 2010, the eruption of the Eyjafjallajökull volcano in Iceland created an ash cloud that would 

halt all European air traffic, drawing significant international media attention. This event caused a 

dramatic increase in tourism in Iceland, marking a pivotal moment in the country’s tourism history 

and is often credited as the starf of tourism as we know it today in Iceland. 
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Sine 1949, The Icelandic Tourist Board (ITB) has tracked visitor numbers, showing a steady 

increase until 2010, after which the numbers surged. From 2009 to 2023, visitor numbers rose by 

351% - see picture 1 (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-a). Recovery from the Covid pandemic 

has been quick in Iceland and predictions for 2024 from ITB, ISAVIA (the company operating 

Keflavík International Airport), and major banks show a slight increase from ‘23 to ‘24 - see 

picture 3. Picture 2 shows the year-to-year changes in the number of international visitor arrivals 

in Iceland compared to global numbers (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-a; López., 2024; United 

Nation World Tourism Organization [UNWTO], n.d.-a). It is therefore safe to say that tourism has 

grown exponentially in recent years in Iceland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 1: Tourism growth in Iceland 

Picture 2: Year to year growth - Iceland vs World 
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In 2023, overnight stays in registered 

accommodations neared 10 million, a 16% rise from 

the previous year, with international visitors 

accounting for 78% of these stays (The Icelandic 

Travel Industry Association [SAF], 2023). The 

average stay was 3.5 nights, a 10% decrease from the 

prior year. Seasonality remains a challenge, though it 

has improved from 72% in 2009 to 47% in 2023 

(SAF, 2024). Seasonality “involves the unequal 

distribution of tourism activities within a given 

destination” (Zvaigzne et al., 2022). According to the UNWTO, the seasonality of a tourism 

destination is usually estimated as the percentage of the three months of the year where the arrivals 

of foreign tourists are the highest, at all types of registered accommodation of the respective 

destination, of the total arrivals of the year. High fluctuations in seasonality can create challenges 

such as high prices, inadequate infrastructure in high seasons, lack of employment stability, and 

more (UNWTO, n.d.-b). Seasonality can therefore hinder the sustainable development of a 

destination as it affects the environment, the economy, and society (Zvaigzne et al., 2022). 

 

Tourists rated Iceland relatively high in 2023, with a Net Promoter Score of 77.5 (The Icelandic 

Tourist Board, n.d.-b). The Net Promoter Score (NPS) is a metric used in customer experience and 

significance whether customers recommend the bought product (Qualtrics, n.d.-a). According to 

research by ITB, tourists visiting Iceland in 2023 were most satisfied with the general condition 

of the destination, safety in destinations (through signage and safety equipment), and performance 

in environmental and sustainability matters. Respondents were least satisfied with the number of 

tourists on site, the road conditions and safety on roads, and traffic signage (The Icelandic Tourist 

Board, n.d.-b). Looking at tourists' decision to come to Iceland, nature, nature-based activities, and 

the country’s safety conditions were most influential. Attending events (personal or work-related) 

and influence from media /such as movies and TV series) were the least influential factors in the 

decision to travel to Iceland (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-b). 

 

Picture 3: Projection for no. of tourist in 2024 
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Economic effects 

Tourism contributes significantly to the Icelandic economy. In 2022, tourism’s share of the 

country’s GDP was 8.8% and in the same year, tourism contributed 155 billion Icelandic krona 

(ISK) directly to the government through tourism companies' tax payments and the VAT paid by 

tourists' expenditure (Statistic Iceland, n.d.-a; Reykjavík Economics, 2023). 

 

Environmental effects 

Nature is Iceland’s primary attraction, with 97.4% of 12,000 tourists, surveyed in 2023, stating it 

influenced their decision to visit the country. Additionally, nearly 80% cited nature-based activities 

as significant factors in their visit (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-b). Given this, monitoring the 

environmental effects of tourism is crucial.  

 

Iceland has around 120 protected areas, which are managed to conserve nature and its associated 

values (The Environmental Agency of Iceland, n.d.-a). Human activities significantly impact these 

protected areas, especially as many popular tourist destinations are within them. The 

Environmental Agency of Iceland (UST) is in charge of monitoring these sites and notes that 

during the height of the pandemic in 2020, a significant improvement could be seen in many areas 

and most of those have kept their positive status, even as tourism numbers have increased since 

the pandemic restrictions were lifted (The Environmental Agency of Iceland et al., 2023). 

 

Social effects 

While the economic and environmental effects of tourism can be measured with various scientific 

tools, the social effects of industry can often be more complex to measure. This will be further 

discussed later but to give insight into the current situation of Icelandic tourism, we look to the 

perceptions of Icelanders towards international tourists. Since 2014, The Icelandic Tourism 

Research Center (ITRC) has periodically conducted nationwide research on the matter. This 

research was conducted in 2014, 2017, and 2019. It was also conducted in the fall of 2023 but at 

the time of this thesis, the results are not published (Icelandic Tourism Research Centre, n.d.).  
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The latest research from 2019 indicated a generally positive perception of international tourists 

among Icelanders. The most cited benefits were economic gains, improved living conditions, 

cultural diversity, and increased happiness and positivity. Notably, 92% of Icelanders surveyed 

acknowledged that the absence of tourists would have significant consequences, reflecting an 

awareness of tourism’s substantial impact on the country (Bjarnadóttir, 2020). Further supporting 

this positive sentiment, a 2022 survey by Maskína, a research and analytical company, found that 

75.5% of Icelanders viewed international tourists positively, while only 6.4% had negative views 

(Maskína, 2022). Despite these positive results, there are growing concerns among Icelanders 

about the rapid growth and scale of the tourism industry. Working within the Icelandic tourism 

space, the author notes increasing discussion about overtourism, its associated challenges, and the 

impact of tourism on inflation and local satisfaction. These concerns highlight the balance 

Icelandic tourism, and all its stakeholders, must maintain between leveraging the economic 

benefits of the industry while addressing its social and environmental impacts. This further 

underscores the need for a sustainable practice to ensure long-term benefits without compromising 

local satisfaction and environmental status. 

 

Characteristics of Icelandic tourism enterprises 

According to the latest public data, just over 2,000 businesses operate within the Icelandic tourism 

industry (KPMG, 2023, p. 6; The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-e). According to The Icelandic 

Tourist Board’s categorization of companies (based on the company's income), about 80% of those 

enterprises can be categorized as small or medium enterprises, about 8% as large, and about 13% 

of companies fall between those categorizations (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-e). It can be 

pointed out that, due to the small size of Iceland and its economy, the size categorization of 

businesses is vastly different between Iceland and global definitions. In global comparison, close 

to all of Iceland’s tourism companies are considered micro-enterprises or SMEs. 

 

Just over half of tourism enterprises in Iceland are registered in the capital area but many 

companies have operations all over the country (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-e). The 

operations of tourism companies also vary by sector. In the general discussion, tourism enterprises 

are usually placed within the following categories, although other types of operations also exist 
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within the industry. These categories are travel agencies, activity operators, car rentals, aviation 

companies, lodging and accommodations, bus companies, restaurants, sailing operators, and travel 

tech companies (The Icelandic Travel Industry Association, n.d.; The Icelandic Tourist Board, 

n.d.-e). 

 

Governance 

In Iceland, the tourism industry is overseen by multiple public institutions and governed by several 

framework laws that are implemented at either the local or state level of government. Development 

of tourism policy and co-ordinations of governmental bodies falls under the purview of the 

Ministry of Culture and Business Affairs (Government of Iceland, n.d.-a). The Department of 

Business Affairs and Tourism (within the aforementioned ministry) oversees the operation and 

performance of The Icelandic Tourist Board, the agency that manages tourism affairs (The 

Icelandic Tourist Board, 2018). The duties of The Icelandic Tourist Board include implementing 

the government’s tourism policies, planning and assisting regional development, licensing and 

overseeing authorized operations, data collection and research, safety, quality, and consumer 

protection, and managing the Tourist Site Protection Fund (The Icelandic Tourist Board, 2018). 

Other public entities responsible for various matters within tourism in Iceland include, but are not 

limited to;  

 

● The Tourism Council - an advisory council to the minister, comprised of industry experts, 

on matters of long-term policy planning in tourism (The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-c). 

 

● Visit Iceland - the official destination marketing organization responsible for attracting 

visitors to Iceland. It is a part of Business Iceland, a public-private partnership overseen by 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Visit Iceland, n.d.-a). 

 

● The Regional Marketing Offices of Tourism in Iceland (DMOs). There are seven local 

destination management organizations around Iceland, each responsible for tourism 

development and marketing within their region (Markaðsstofur, n.d.). 
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Other key stakeholders 

Besides the governmental entities, listed above, other key players in shaping and developing 

tourism policy in Iceland include The Icelandic Travel Industry Association (SAF), The 

Icelandic Tourism Research Center (ITRC), the Tourism Skill Center, the universities and 

educational institutions and sector-specific associations such as FHG (Association for 

companies in the hotel and accommodation sector), SVEIT (Association for companies in the 

restaurant sector) and Cruise Iceland (Association for companies operating within the cruise 

sector). This is not a complete list of those organizations and entities involved in Icelandic tourism 

but represents major stakeholders who have been involved with shaping tourism in the country. 

For further information on organizations and entities involved - as well as information on the 

legislations influencing the industry, see Picture 4. 

 

 

Picture 4: "A complex reality". (The Icelandic Tourist Board, 2015). 
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Policy 

The government’s charter from 2021 says: “Tourism will continue to be a major factor in the 

Icelandic economy and needs to be given the opportunity to develop after the pandemic’s shocks. 

Emphasis will be placed on ensuring that the travel industry in Iceland is profitable and competitive 

and in harmony with Icelandic nature, culture, and language. We want Iceland to be a leader in 

sustainable development and innovation in the travel industry. Work will continue on building 

infrastructure in line with the increase in tourist numbers” (Government of Iceland, 2021). In 2022 

work began to update the existing Tourism Policy until 2030. This revision was completed in early 

2023 and its future vision for tourism is that Icelandic tourism should be leading in sustainable 

development based on economic, environmental, and societal harmony. Additionally, a legally 

binding Action Plan was to be made, serving as a blueprint to achieve the goals of the tourism 

strategy. Work on the Action Plan began in May 2023 when the Minister of Tourism appointed 

seven working groups, consisting of industry experts, to formulate the plan. The working groups 

each had different focus areas, that is; sustainability and energy exchange; competitiveness and 

value creation; research and innovation; development of destinations competence and quality; 

health, catering, and incentive tourism; and cultural tourism (Government of Iceland, n.d.-b). Work 

was completed on the Action Plan in early 2024, with close to 30 action points to be worked on 

and is currently in due process with the Parliament of Iceland. Picture 5 shows Iceland’s tourism 

policy until 2030. 

 

 

 

Picture 5: Iceland's Tourism Policy - Leading in sustainability. (Government of Iceland, n.d.-b) 
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Certifications in Icelandic tourism 

Vakinn is the official certification program for quality and environmental standards in the Icelandic 

tourism industry and is managed by The Icelandic Tourist Board (Vakinn, n.d.-a). Vakinn is based 

on Qualmark, a certification system in New Zealand, and the European Hotelstars system and has 

been available to Icelandic tourism enterprises since 2012. Vakinn aims to promote quality, safety, 

and environmental awareness in tourism in Iceland, as well as to help increase the social 

responsibility of tourism companies. Its criteria and other resources serve as a tool on the journey 

towards sustainability and increased quality and safety, as well as guidance for operational 

improvements (Vakinn, n.d.-a). Unfortunately, participation in Vakinn is not strong among 

Icelandic tourism enterprises as only 49 companies currently have Vakinn, representing about 

2,45% of all tourism enterprises in Iceland (Vakinn, n.d.-b; KPMG, 2023; The Icelandic Tourist 

Board, n.d.-e). 

 

Previous research by the author indicates that most tourism enterprises in Iceland do not hold 

quality, environmental and sustainable certifications, with over 73% of the 153 respondents not 

certified. Of those that are certified, Vakinn was the most common certification, followed by other 

international certifications; Green Key, Blue Flag, and the Nordic Swan - citing the reason for 

those certifications is alignment with the company’s operations. Of those not certified, half do not 

have standard operating procedures surrounding sustainability, environmental or quality factors. 

Exploring the uncertified companies' interest in certifications, it was equal between interest and 

uncertainty. The details of that research will not be elaborated on further but highlight the need to 

explore the topic of sustainability and certifications further. The project can be found in its entirety 

under Appendix 1. 

 

1.2. Choice of topic and motivations 

The chosen topic of this thesis is the perception of tourism enterprises in Iceland on sustainable 

development, certification systems, and the role of government within those. The reasoning for 

this topic stems from the author's work at The Icelandic Travel Industry Association (SAF). During 

the author's 9th semester of her Master of Tourism education, she landed an internship at SAF. 
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The choice of the topic then came from a conversation with Jóhannes Þór Skúlason, Managing 

Director at SAF, about the lack of research into the topic of certifications in the industry. During 

the internship, she conducted research on the status quo of the use of sustainable, environmental, 

and quality certifications among Icelandic tourism enterprises, as discussed in the previous 

chapter. The research results indicated a low certification rate, confusion about sustainability and 

certifications, and discontent with government mandates pertaining to sustainable development. 

As the previous project came to an end, the author felt she wanted to expand on this topic, as little 

research has been conducted on it in the Icelandic context. 

 

By exploring the perception of tourism enterprises in Iceland on sustainable development, 

certification systems, and the role of government within those, the author hopes to inform 

policymakers about how to create policies that align with the operational realities of Icelandic 

tourism enterprises. The author also hopes that by researching this topic, relevant stakeholders are 

better equipped to engage in the conversation about sustainable tourism development in Iceland. 

 

1.3. Problem formulation 

As sustainable business practices and ways to monitor and report them become increasingly 

important, for example through tightening European Union regulations and increased public 

awareness, decisions made regarding sustainable development in tourism must be based on 

research and data - to ensure the longevity and sustainability of the industry. As the previous 

chapters have outlined, tourism contributes significantly to the Icelandic economy and society and 

has profound effects on its environment - which is its biggest selling point as a destination. 

However, as previous research by the author shows, understanding sustainability and sustainable 

tourism development is still lacking. This research aims to better understand the perspective of 

tourism enterprises on these topics because creating a sense of common understanding is key for 

a united industry. Unity within tourism can help the industry shape a prosperous and more 

sustainable industry for all - and help inform policymakers to make decisions that align with those 

goals. 
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Additionally, previous research by the author showed a general discontent with government 

mandates when it comes to sustainability. In the government’s Action Plan, discussed previously, 

one action point discusses imposing mandates on tourism enterprises to have sustainability policies 

and certifications - see action A.3 in an infographic from SAF news item (The Icelandic Travel 

Industry Association, 2024). But for such mandates to be effective, the opinions and perceptions 

of tourism enterprises are vital, as they are the ones that have implemented these practices into the 

operational realities of their companies. Keeping the perception of tourism enterprises central can 

also play a large role in Iceland’s competitive standing with other destinations and help level the 

competitive advantage between companies in the domestic market of Iceland. Currently, limited 

research exists about the use of sustainable certifications in Icelandic tourism and the perception 

of tourism enterprises. This gap underscores the need for further investigation to inform policy and 

support the industry's sustainable development. 

 

1.4. Research question 

To understand the topics at hand, the author aims to answer the following research questions: 

 

How do tourism enterprises in Iceland view sustainable development, the use of 

certification systems, and the government's role in them? 

 

Expanding on the research question, this thesis explores several key aspects. Firstly, it investigates 

the perception of tourism enterprises in Iceland regarding sustainability and sustainable 

development, and how these companies integrate sustainable practices into their operations. 

Secondly, it examines the use of sustainable certification schemes, assessing perceived benefits 

and challenges. Thirdly, the aim is to analyze how tourism enterprises in Iceland view the role of 

government in sustainable development and its role in the use of certifications within the industry. 
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1.5. Thesis structure 

To provide clarity and make the reading of this thesis easier, the following text details the structure 

of this thesis. 

Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

Serves as an introduction to the thesis by providing an extensive background 

to Icelandic tourism; its recent growth and current status, its governance and 

the work currently taking place on the country’s tourism policy, and an 

overview of the Icelandic certification scheme Vakinn. The aim is to provide 

the context in which the research takes place. 

 

Chapter 1 also contains the author’s motivations and reasoning for the choice 

of topic, as well as the problem formulation and research questions. 

Chapter 2 

 

Literature 

review 

Explores existing literature and research conducted on the relevant topics dealt 

with in this thesis. Among the academic fields explored are sustainable 

development, sustainable tourism, sustainability assurances, certification 

schemes, and policy and governance. The literature review also explores 

relevant industry reports, websites, video recordings, and more. 

Chapter 3 

 

Theory 

The third chapter provides an overview of the theoretical framework used to 

analyze the literature reviewed and the data collected. 

Chapter 4 

 

Methodology 

Lays out the methodological choices made during the research process. It 

details the research approach; and research design, including the scope of the 

thesis; discusses the data collected and its analytical process, and the research 

validity and reliability. Finally, it includes limitations faced in the process and 

ethical considerations. 

Chapter 5 

 

Results 

Presents the results from the interviews conducted, providing insight into the 

perceptions of participants. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Discussion 

The discussion chapter aims to highlight identified themes from the Results 

chapter 

Chapter 7 

 

Conclusion 

Discusses the research and findings 

 

Finally, the thesis concludes with a bibliography - documenting the literature and data used. 
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2. Literature review 

A comprehensive literature was done to better understand what previous scholars and research 

have discovered about the central topics in this thesis, including sustainable development and 

sustainable tourism; the different dimensions of sustainable tourism; sustainability assurance 

through measurements and reporting; and the role of government in sustainability and interaction 

with tourism enterprises.  

 

2.1. Sustainable development 

Origin and definition 

Sustainability is the ability to support and maintain a process over an extended period of time 

(Mollenkamp, 2023). The concept of sustainable tourism is intrinsically tied to the broader notion 

of sustainable development, which is defined as “meeting the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations [UN], 

n.d.-a). The term, sustainable development, was popularized in a report known as the Brundtland 

Report, published in 1987 by the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). 

When the United Nations (UN) General Assembly accepted the report, the term gained political 

merit  (Drexhage and Murphy, 2010, p. 6). The report is generally credited for being the first to 

discuss sustainability in the three pillars we associate with sustainability; environmental factors, 

economic factors, and social factors (GEP, 2023). Further global consensus on sustainable 

development was reached at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 

Brazil in 1992 when representatives from 179 countries met in a massive effort to “focus on the 

impact of human socio-economic activities on the environment” (U.N., n.d.-b). During the event, 

the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, and Agenda 21 were signed but both are 

documents outlining principles to guide nations towards future sustainable development (United 

Nations, n.d.-b). This act institutionalized the concept of sustainable development and set a 

foundation for a new kind of collaboration among the nations of the world that is based on shared 

responsibility, mutual needs, and common interests (Kostić and Jovanović-Tončev, 2014, p. 277).  
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Purvis et al. argue in their paper on the conceptual origins of the three pillars of sustainability, that 

this concept emerged gradually, not only from the UN’s attempt to balance economic growth as a 

remedy for social and ecological issues but also from various criticisms “in the early academic 

literature of the economic status quo from both social and ecological perspectives” (Purvis et al., 

2018, p. 681). Some researchers say the concept of the three pillars of sustainability dates back to 

1968 with the establishment of the Italian ‘think tank’ Club of Rome and their 1973 publication 

Limits to Growth, where predictions were made about the future of humanity, including the 

negative effects of industrializes processes, population growth, depletion of natural resources, and 

growing issues with poverty (Weizsäcker, Lovins, & Lovins, 1998 as cited in Mania, 2024; Dror, 

2012 as cited in Mania, 2024, p. 5). It is therefore clear that the precise origin of the three pillars 

of sustainability is not fully agreed on and has been an evolving concept for decades.  

 

Sustainable development goals 

In his book, “The Age of Sustainable Development”, Jeffrey D. Sachs, a world-renowned 

economics professor, and sustainable development leader, discusses that sustainable development, 

as an intellectual pursuit, “tries to make sense of the interactions of three complex systems: the 

world economy, the global society, and the Earth’s physical environment”. Additionally, he adds 

that “sustainable development is also a normative outlook on the world, meaning it recommends a 

set of goals to which the world should aspire” (Sachs, 2015, p. 3). The goals referred to are the 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the UN, which are at the heart of a globally shared 

blueprint adopted by all United Nations Members in 2015, called The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, for “peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future” (UN, 

n.d.-c). The SDGs build on decades of work by the United Nations and its member countries, with 

milestones including the Rio Summit discussed earlier; the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) to reduce extreme poverty by 2015 adopted at the Millennium Summit in 2000, and The 

Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development and the Plan of Implementation, adopted 

at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in South Africa - to name a few (UN, n.d.-

c). Sachs highlights the significance of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development [Rio+20] 

in Brazil in 2012.  As world leaders met in Rio they were faced with the reality of Limit to Growth’s 

predictions some 44 years prior, that “the challenge of combining economic development and 
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environmental sustainability would pose huge threats in the twenty-first century” (Sachs, 2015, p. 

481). The first challenge was the rapid growth of the earth’s population, from 3.8 billion in 1972 

to 7.2 billion in 2012, and the negative effects on carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere 

as a result of human activity. The second challenge these leaders faced was the fact that the treaties 

signed in 1992, The Rio Declaration and Agenda 21, had not delivered what was promised by the 

Rio+20 Summit  (Sachs, 2015, p. 482). One of the outcomes of the summit was the recognition 

and acknowledgment that the development of goals could be “useful for pursuing focused and 

coherent action on sustainable development” (United Nations General Assembly [UNGA] cited in 

Sachs, 2015, p. 483). Work began to develop the SDGs and the process culminated in the UN 

General Assembly’s adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, with the 17 SDGs 

at its core, in September 2015 (UN, n.d.-c). 

 

Multiple scholars agree with Sach’s sentiment of the importance and/or relevance of the SGDs; 

David Le Blanc’s analysis of the SDGs as interconnected targets supports Sach’s view of the SDGs 

as a comprehensive framework that requires integrated solutions across sectors; Meschede's 

bibliometric study of the SDGs in scientific literature emphasizes the value of global and 

multidisciplinary research, supporting Sachs's call for international collaboration and knowledge 

exchange to address issues related to sustainable development; and lastly, Joyeeta Gupta and 

Courtney Vegelin discuss a holistic approach to sustainable development where all pillars are 

given equal importance - similar with Sach’s emphasis on the integrating economic, social and 

environmental dimensions (Le Blanch, 2015; Meschede, 2020; Joyeeta and Vegelin, 2016). 

 

However other scholars challenge the conventional understanding of sustainable development, the 

use of the SDGs, and the United Nations’s role in sustainable development. In her article “Re-

assessing traditional notions of sustainable development” (2006), Angela Williams offers some 

critiques of the traditional notion of sustainable development. Firstly, she highlights a fundamental 

problem with the focus of sustainable development on the needs of future generations when the 

majority of the present generation does not have their basic needs met. She also highlights a 

problem with the global perspective of sustainability, arguing that it creates a way in “which 

sustainable development is ‘administered’ in various situations” (Williams, 2006, p.177). Other 

researchers have argued that the SDGs are vague and hard to measure and monitor, the fact that 



24 
 

they are non-binding with the expectation that each nation creates its own national plan - perhaps 

to the disadvantage of developing countries; critiques also question the effectiveness of the UN 

Commission on Sustainable Development, highlighting challenges within policy guidance and 

goal achievement (Swain, 2017, p. 342 in Leal Filho, 2018; Kaasa, 2007). 

 

Values in sustainable development 

Values play an important part in sustainable development. They serve as a guiding light that 

influences the decisions and behaviors of individuals, businesses, and governments to achieve 

sustainable development goals. Generally, values are considered beliefs in, or expressions of, the 

worth of qualities, objects, or behaviors (Robert et al., 2005, p. 16). Elkington (1998) points out 

that the integration of values into sustainable business practices and policymaking is essential to 

encourage behaviors that support long-term sustainability that balances all three pillars. At first 

glance, it seems the underlying values of sustainability are relatively clear; respect for the 

environment, a desire for social inclusion, and economic prosperity. But as Robert et al. (2005, p. 

20) point out, real-world experience has often shown that reaching agreement on sustainability 

values, goals, and action is often difficult as different stakeholders, with different values, clash in 

their pursuit of sustainability. 

 

2.2. Sustainable tourism 

Two factors highlight the link between sustainable development and tourism; the significance of 

the industry and the ‘resources’ it uses (Kostić and Jovanović-Tončev, 2014). Tourism is one of 

the biggest sectors of the global economy and has a great impact on the environment, the economy, 

and the local community - as well as public policy (UNWTO, n.d.-c). The resources referred to 

relate to the fact that tourism and its development often occur in beautiful nature, and significant 

cultural and historical places (Kostić and Jovanović-Tončev, 2014). 

 

Sustainable tourism is not a specific type of tourism, although niche markets that adhere to strict 

sustainability principles do exist, such as ecotourism. Rather, it refers to the application of 

sustainable practices within the tourism industry, aiming to recognize the impacts of the industry, 
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mitigate its negative effects, and enhance beneficial effects (Global Sustainable Tourism Council 

[GSTC], n.d.-a). The UNWTO defines sustainable tourism as “tourism that takes full account of 

its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, 

the industry, the environment, and host communities” (UNWTO, n.d.-d). As seen, it takes into 

account the three pillars of economy, environment, and social aspects but also highlights the needs 

of the visitors. 

 

Environmental sustainability in tourism 

The environmental effects of tourism have been extensively researched by various authors. Among 

the challenges and negative effects identified are waste management issues, harm to natural 

environments through erosion caused by foot and vehicle traffic, water scarcity, contribution to 

climate change, detrimental effects on local wildlife, increased energy consumption, air pollution, 

and resource scarcity (Anderson, 2023; Thorstensten, 2024;  Fletcher, 2008 as cited in Egilsdóttir, 

2013, p.3; Sunlu, 2003, pp. 263-267). Sunlu (2003) also discusses how the environment affects 

tourism, for example through climate change and natural disasters (often worsened by climate 

change). It therefore seems that in some ways, the tourism industry is caught in a loop of 

contributing to factors that in turn negatively affect the industry. Gíslason (2000, as cited in 

Egilsdóttir, 2013) points out that the negative effects of tourism can be both local and global in 

scale. But the environmental effects of tourism can also be positive, particularly through 

preservation efforts of buildings and monuments, and the creation of natural parks and preserved 

areas (Fletcher, 2008 in Egilsdóttir, 2023, p. 3).  

 

Iceland is a nature-based destination, as it is the primary attraction to the island (The Icelandic 

Tourist Board, n.d.-b). But the Icelandic environment is fragile, and with the massive growth in 

tourism in recent years, research has shown that heavy foot traffic in popular sites such as the Blue 

Lagoon, Golden Circle, and Fjaðrárgljúfur Canyon has led to vegetation damage, soil erosion, and 

disturbance of local wildlife (Ólafsdóttir and Runnström, 2011). These attractions are not equipped 

to handle the volume of visitors they receive, which has led to the closure of areas, such as 

Fjaðrárgljúfur Canyon (Sæþórsdóttir, 2013; The Environmental Agency of Iceland, 2023). On the 

flip side, tourism can, and has, contributed to combatting the negative effects of the industry on 
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the environment. In Iceland, revenue generated from tourism has been reinvested into conservation 

projects and the maintenance of natural sites, through the Tourist Site Protection Fund (The 

Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-d). The Icelandic government and various non-profit organizations 

have used tourism funds to implement sustainable practices, such as improving waste management 

systems, developing eco-friendly infrastructure, and promoting responsible travel behaviors 

among visitors (Visit Iceland, n.d.-b; The Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.-d). 

 

Social sustainability in tourism 

Social sustainability, although rooted in the same ideals, has various, slightly different definitions. 

According to Mohamed and Paleogos (2021, as cited in Kosmopoulos, 2024), social sustainability 

“can be defined as a measure of human welfare”. It has also been defined as a way to meet the 

needs of the existing generations in a manner that does not jeopardize the needs of future 

generations to do the same (Schneider Electric, n.d.). Within social sustainability are matters such 

as quality of life, equality, diversity, governance and democracy, and social cohesion (Schneider 

Electric, n.d.) 

 

Multiple scholars have pointed out that social sustainability, both in the context of sustainable 

development and within tourism studies, has been far less researched than the other dimensions, 

that is economic sustainability and environmental sustainability. In their study, “Defining social 

sustainability and socially conscious tourist in sustainable tourism development”, Nugraheni et al. 

(2019, p. 264), highlight a gap in research on social sustainability within tourism, in favor of 

environmental and economic studies. Vu et al. (2023) agree with this sentiment, pointing out a 

major gap in relevant research on the social dimensions of tourism. 

 

The social aspects of sustainability can be complex issues, due to their unquantifiable nature and 

limits on assessment tools (Hossain et al., 2018, p. 1654). Fletcher (2008, as cited in Egilsdóttir, 

2013) discusses that while tourism can positively affect things such as cultural preservation, and 

bring about economic prosperity - friction and conflict can occur between tourism and locals. He 

also points out that this has a cause-and-effect element where negative perceptions of locals 

towards tourists can lead to tourists having a negative effect on the local community. As discussed 
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in Chapter 1, the latest published research on the perception of Icelanders towards tourists and 

tourism was positive (Bjarnadóttir, 2020). The result of that research shows that social 

sustainability factors are among the highest positive perceptions of locals on tourism, including 

themes such as increased diversity and a more lively society, and more openness within it, and 

positive effects on the demographical composition as younger people move to rural places to work 

in tourism (Bjarnadóttir, 2020, pp. 67-68). The main negative social effects of tourism mentioned 

were that the local infrastructure cannot handle the number of tourists received, an increase in 

unsafe situations in traffic, a sense among locals that there is no space for them in their own 

hometown, and wait time increases for services (Bjarnadóttir, 2020, p. 72). 

 

Although the research explored all pillars of sustainability, it is interesting to note that the positive 

effects of tourism and tourists on Iceland’s society yielded almost twice as many answers than the 

negative effects, or 2938 positive versus 1532 negative (Bjarnadóttir, 2020, p. 70). 

 

Economic sustainability in tourism 

As a 7.7 trillion-dollar industry in 2022 (Statista Research Department, 2024), the economic effects 

of the travel and tourism sector are vast and well-researched by scholars and industry stakeholders. 

Economic sustainability can be described as “practices that support long-term economic growth 

without negatively impacting social, environmental, and cultural aspects of the community” 

(University of Mary Washington, n.d.). As cited in Ágústsdóttir (2024, pp. 6-7) multiple scholars, 

such as Ennew, Diongsont, and Egilsdóttir; have identified economic factors that can be influenced 

by tourism. Among those are job creation, value creation, prosperity in destination, tax revenue, 

impacts on foreign currency reserves, housing markets, and cost of living for locals.  

 

In the newly published Travel & Tourism Development Index by The World Economic Forum 

(2024, p.37), Iceland scores among the worst-performing nations in Europe when it comes to price 

competitiveness. This poses a major economic sustainability challenge for the island and highlights 

perhaps the negative effect of overdependence of destinations on tourism (O’Farrel, 2021). 
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2.3. Sustainability assurance 

As sustainability becomes an increasingly important topic across the globe, sustainability 

assurances are also becoming more important. Sustainability assurances refer to the processes and 

practices used to verify and communicate the environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 

performance and impacts of an organization. These assurances aim to provide stakeholders with 

confidence that a company's, or an organization’s, sustainability claims are accurate, reliable, and 

based on credible data (ESG | The Report, n.d.). Key aspects of sustainability assurance include 

verification of data, compliance with standards, transparency and accountability, risk management, 

and continuous improvements. These assurances can be both internal and external, that is either 

conducted by an organization’s internal audit team or by a third-party auditor or certification body 

(ESG | The Report, n.d).  

 

Multiple scholars have discussed the need to establish and monitor indicators of sustainable 

practices, as well as guidance on the principles of sustainability (Kostić and Jovanović-Tončev, 

2014; Miller and Torres-Delgado, 2023; Back, 2024). Back (2024) additionally discusses the 

significance of implementing ESG strategies due to two factors, the widespread use of the UN’s 

SDGs since their creation in 2015, and that the Covid-19 “critically enhanced awareness of 

environmental and social impacts on all stakeholders’ well-being, thus prompting political agendas 

and organizational strategies to include the sustainable development movement”. 

 

However, others point out that it is often “unclear whether the notion of sustainability applies to 

the tourism industry per se or at a destination level” (Glyptou et al., 2022, p. 13). Additionally, the 

same authors discuss that the majority of in-depth sustainability assessments and frameworks are 

mostly case-context-specific and are therefore not transferable or replicable (Glyptou et al., p. 13). 

 

Standards and certifications 

Generally, sustainability standards can be considered as guidelines for sustainable practices, while 

sustainability certifications provide third-party verification that an organization has met those 

standards. Both play crucial roles in promoting sustainability, with standards providing the 
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framework and certifications offering formal recognition and credibility. Thousands of standards 

and certifications exist, which has often been criticized (further discussed later on), but this thesis 

will briefly discuss some widespread sustainability standards and certifications used in tourism. 

 

ISO - International Standardization Organization, “is an autonomous and non-governmental 

global organization with a membership of 169 national standards bodies. It serves as a platform 

for experts to exchange knowledge and create voluntary, consensus-based, market-relevant 

international standards that support innovation and provide solutions to global challenges” (ISO, 

n.d.-a as cited by Ágústsdóttir, 2024, pp. 8-9). Their environmental management standard 

(ISO14001) is perhaps the most well-known for tourism companies, but other standards applicable 

to tourism (and perhaps most businesses) include quality management system standards, and 

energy management system standards (ISO, n.d.-a as cited by Ágústsdóttir, 2024, p. 9). 

 

United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - as discussed in the previous chapter, 

the SDGs are at the heart of a globally shared blueprint adopted by all United Nations Members in 

2015, called The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, for “peace and prosperity for people 

and the planet, now and into the future” (UN, n.d.-c). They consist of 17 goals and include 169 

targets to reach the goal’s intended aims. It is not uncommon to see other standards and 

certifications include a comparison of their actions to SDGs, as they are well known globally. 

 

Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) - is an independent organization that "establishes 

and manages global standards for sustainable travel and tourism" (Ágústsdóttir, 2024, p. 9). The 

standards they issue are called the GSTC Criteria and are categorized into Industry criteria (relating 

to the sustainable management of the private-sector travel industry, with a focus on Tour Operators 

and Hotels), Destination Criteria (for sustainable management of destinations), and MICE Criteria 

(aimed at the MICE sector) (Global Sustainable Tourism Council [GSTC], n.d.-b). 

 

These three organizations are considered among the leaders in standardization but an important 

distinguishment must be made between them and certification schemes. ISO, the SDGs and the 

GSTC Criteria are not certifications but rather provide a framework for certification schemes to 

be built upon. 
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The general definition of certification is that it is “a voluntary procedure which assesses, monitors, 

and gives written assurance that a business, product, process, service, or management system 

conforms to specific requirements” (Honey and Rome, 2001, p. 17 in Rajca, 2021). Many different 

certifications, applicable to the tourism industry, exist with some reports putting the number at 150 

(Fant, 2023). Within the context of Iceland,  Green Key, The Swan, Vakinn, and Blue Flag can be 

named (Ágústsdóttir, 2024). Rather than going into specifics about different certification systems, 

the focus will be put on highlighting the benefits and challenges identified by researchers. 

Benefits  

Benefit Details Research 

Increased Credibility and 

Trust 

Certification increases the 

perceived value of the 

product, increases customer 

trust, and ensures 

accountability; Third-party 

verification increases 

credibility 

Nygaard, A., 2023 

Karlsson and Dolnica, 2016 

Dragomir et al., 2018  

Market Differentiation Certification can provide 

marketing benefits, allowing 

for a competitive advantage  

Karlsson and Dolnica, 2016 

Bilbao-Terol et al., 2020 

Increased knowledge and 

awareness about sustainability 

Certification schemes enable 

sustainable practices, 

increasing knowledge and 

awareness 

Dragomir et al., 2018 

 

Economic benefits Certifications can reduce cost 

within business operations 

Bilbao-Terol et al., 2020 
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Challenges 

Challenges Details Research 

Cost and resources Implementing and 

maintaining certifications can 

be costly and resource 

intensive 

Bilbao-Terol et al., 2020 

Confusion, Lack of 

understanding 

Understanding of certification 

schemes can be lacking 

Karlsson and Dolnica, 2016 

Jarvis et al., 2010 

Bricker and Schultz, 2011 

Number of certification 

schemes 

Proliferation of certification 

schemes cause confusion and 

create doubt of effectiveness 

Font et al., 2003 

Nygaard, A., 2023 

Compliance and 

greenwashing 

Certification systems should 

be designed to combat 

greenwashing 

Nygaard, A., 2023 

Applicability Certification systems can 

highlight that ‘one size fits 

all’ can be challenging in a 

dynamic industry such as 

tourism 

Bricker and Schultz, 2011 

 

 

From voluntary to mandatory 

As seen in the previous chapter, the general definition of certification involves a voluntary action 

by the organization or enterprise (Honey and Rome, 2001, p. 17 in Rajca, 2021). However recent 
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years have seen a shift towards a mandatory disclosure landscape (Hardy, 2024). While this holds 

true for more aspects than sustainability, this discussion will focus on sustainability and ESG. Here 

it is important to mention a few significant works of mandates, policies, and legislature that pertain 

to the issue.  

 

The European ESG regulatory landscape has played a crucial role in creating a global discourse 

and establishing disclosure standards for businesses and investors, across industries (Callaghan, 

2023; ). These measures by the European Union (EU) often serve as catalysts for change, as 

discussed by Vincent Ng, a Hong-Kong tourism expert, saying that EU regulations set standards 

that the rest of the world follows, taking the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) as 

an example (personal communication, April 24, 2024). Some significant milestones include the 

European Commission’s Action Plan on Sustainable Finance, the EU Green Deal, the Strategy for 

Financing the Transition to a Sustainable Economy, EU Taxonomy, and the Corporate Sustainable 

Reporting Standards (CSRD) (SFDR) (Callaghan, 2024). These regulatory frameworks aim to 

integrate sustainability into corporate and governmental practices, and financial systems, promote 

‘green’ investments, and enhance transparency and accountability in sustainability reporting 

(Callaghan, 2024). Additionally, there is the EU’s Green Claims Directive, which targets 

greenwashing by companies and organizations (Carriere-Pradal and Van Ormelingen, 2024; 

SBInsight, n.d.). 

 

Iceland is not a member of the European Union but adopts many of its initiatives as EU member 

states are important political and economic partners to the country (Government of Iceland, n.d.-

c). 

 

2.4. The role of government in sustainable tourism 

The government is an important stakeholder in tourism. In their research paper “The Role of Local 

Government in Sustainable Development”, Gorica et al. (2012) discuss the role of government as 

responsible for the sustainable development of a country through strategies, plans, programs, and 

laws. This is often in conjunction with transnational collaboration and commitments, as seen by 

the discussion of the EU sustainability landscape in the previous chapter. Effective governance 
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involves the integration of sustainable principles into regional and national tourism policies, 

ensuring tourism aligns with the notion of sustainable development (UNWTO, 2018). “Tailored 

and effective governance is a key requirement for implementing sustainable tourism: it can 

enhance democratic processes, provide direction, and offer the means to make practical progress” 

(Bramwell and Lane, 2011).  

 

3. Theory 

Having examined the extensive body of literature on sustainable development, sustainable tourism, 

and sustainable assurances, and seeing as the industry perspective is at the core of this thesis, the 

theoretical framework called the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) serves as a beneficial lens through 

which the data collected will be examined. 

 

3.1. Triple Bottom Line (TBL) 

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is a framework for organizations that emphasizes the equal 

importance of social equity and environmental factors to profits (traditionally referred to as ‘the 

bottom line’. A key element in TBL is that it requires organizations to not only benefit shareholders 

but all stakeholders (Stoddard et al., 2010, p. 235). The phrase “people, place, and profit” is often 

used to describe TBL which was coined by John Elkington, a British management consultant and 

sustainability expert, in 1994 (Kenton, 2024; Elkington in Henriques and Richardson, 2004). It is 

also important to note that although originally an accounting method, TBL was never meant to be 

purely that but rather a broader way of thinking about corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

(Elkington, 1994, 1998 in Stoddard et al., 2010, p. 236; Elkington, 2019). 
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4. Methodology 

The following chapter outlines the methodological choices made in the process of the research. To 

shed insight into how this research will be conducted, it is important to understand the 

philosophical underpinnings and positionality that shape the author’s perceptions about and 

approach to the subject. The data collected and used will be elaborated on, as well as how it was 

analyzed. Finally, any limitations to the research will be discussed. 

 

4.1. Research approach 

Positionality statement 

Positionality describes both an individual’s worldview and the position they have in a research 

process and its political and social context (Foote and Bartell, 2011; Savin-Baden and Major, 

22013; Rowe, 2014 as cited in Holmes, 2020, p.1). In his paper, Andrew Holmes discusses the 

importance of researchers identifying and clearly articulating their positionality in the research 

they conduct (2020). This means self-reflecting with a reflexive approach, “examining one's own 

assumption, belief, and judgment systems, and thinking carefully and critically about how these 

influence the research process. The practice of reflexivity confronts and questions who we are as 

researchers and how this guides our work” (Jamieson et al., 2023, p.1). By discussing the author’s 

positionality towards this thesis, the aim is to be transparent about the decisions made in the 

research process; on the interpretation of literature, on the collection and analysis of data, and 

subsequently on the conclusions drawn. 

 

The author would therefore, in the spirit of reflexivity, like to discuss her positionality in this thesis. 

The author is employed at The Icelandic Travel Industry Association (SAF) and acknowledges the 

influence the work done there has on her view on the topics at hand. Those influences can be 

categorized into two; the viewpoint of tourism enterprises and the viewpoint of the association of 

the government’s tourism policy and Action Plan, described in Chapter 1. SAF works towards the 

interest of tourism enterprises and as such, the industry’s point of view and opinions are often 

central to the association's stand on matters relating to tourism. On the second factor, the author 
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was privy to a lot of conversations surrounding the Action Plan which can be influential to the 

author's opinions on the matter at hand. Recognizing this has prompted the author to carefully 

consider where and when bias might appear and has tried to distance herself from them, and 

consider other viewpoints and approaches. 

 

Research paradigm 

Interpretivism 

This thesis follows an interpretive research paradigm. Interpretivism is a research paradigm that 

places emphasis on understanding an individual’s subjective meanings and experiences. It has 

philosophical roots in phenomenology, hermeneutics, and social constructivism. Interpretivism is 

particularly well suited for exploring complex, context-dependent topics (Bryman, 2016, pp. 26-

28). Interpretivism is underpinned by a relativist ontology, meaning that it acknowledges the 

subjective nature of reality, and emphasizes that reality is not a singular, objective entity but is 

constructed through social processes and interactions. This aligns with a constructivist 

epistemology, suggesting that knowledge is co-created by researchers and research participants 

through dialogue (Guba and Lincoln as cited by Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, pp. 101-105). 

Following this research paradigm, this thesis is concerned with understanding sustainability, the 

use of certification systems, and government involvement through the socially constructed, 

individual experience of tourism enterprises. 

 

Abduction 

The thesis follows an abductive reasoning approach, which can be defined as “a creative inferential 

process aimed at producing new hypotheses and theories based on surprising research evidence” 

(Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). Abduction is well suited to explore phenomena which is not 

fully understood or is constantly evolving, as it moves back and forth between evidence and 

hypothesis to try to find the best or most plausible explanation for that phenomenon (Stewart, L., 

n.d.; PhilosophyALavel, 2023).  
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4.2. Research design 

A qualitative study 

This thesis is a qualitative study of the perception of tourism enterprises of sustainability, the use 

of sustainable certifications, and their perception of the role of government in sustainable 

development. Qualitative research is  “the study of the nature of phenomena, which includes their 

quality, different manifestations,  the context in which they appear,  or the perspectives from which 

they can be perceived, but excludes their range, frequency, and place in an objectively determined 

chain of cause and effect” (Ugwu and Eze, 2023, p. 20). Qualitative studies allow for a rich, 

detailed description of the participants’ individual experiences and can help understand the 

nuances of each participant’s perception (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 179). Although various 

secondary data, in the form of a survey conducted by the author in previous research, industry 

reports, articles, and more are considered and used in this thesis to give context and understanding 

to the data collected, the thesis primarily uses one data collection method to explore the topic, that 

is interviews. It can therefore be considered a mono-method qualitative study, which can be 

described as a research design that uses a single data collection technique (Saunders et al., 2019, 

p. 179). The data collected and analyzed will be further elaborated on later. 

 

Scope 

The scope of this thesis refers to the boundaries within which the research takes place. It is 

important to define as it gives the researchers and readers clarity as to what the thesis aims to 

explore (DiscoverPhDs, 2020). 

 

Geographical Focus: The study is confined to the context of Iceland, although global discourse 

is explored within the literature review and was deemed fitting. The geographical focus of Iceland 

was chosen due to the country’s dynamic tourism industry, its position as a nature-based tourism 

destination, its exponential growth in recent years, and the current actions being taken by the 

Icelandic government with The Action Plan discussed in Chapter 1, to shape the future of the 

industry. Additionally, the author is Icelandic and works in the industry there, which influenced 

the choice to focus on the context of Iceland. 
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Industry view: While it is acknowledged that tourism has various stakeholders, who would 

undoubtedly provide unique perspectives on the topic at hand, the scope of this thesis is the 

industry’s perceptions. The author defines this as businesses working within the tourism sector of 

Iceland. Additionally, the thesis looks at the perspective of small and medium-sized enterprises. 

The reason for this is two-fold; the majority of tourism businesses in Iceland are SMEs, and 

secondly, because the author has a personal interest in understanding companies of this size, as 

they face different challenges than larger companies. 

 

Certifications: The use of certifications is a key concept in this thesis but two boundaries should 

be clarified regarding them. This thesis specifically discusses sustainability certifications but many 

other types of certifications exist. This however includes some certification systems, such as 

Vakinn, that are technically branded as environmental and/or quality certifications. The reason for 

this is rooted in the colloquialism of the Icelandic tourism industry. Therefore, some slack is given 

in the definition of sustainable certification systems. Additionally, the thesis will not do an in-

depth analysis of specific certification systems - beyond what the author feels is needed for 

contextualization but rather focuses on the use of these systems as a tool within sustainability. 

 

4.3. Data collection and analysis 

Primary data 

Interviews 

As this thesis aims to explore the perception of tourism enterprises, a qualitative approach was 

deemed fitting for data collection. Conducting qualitative research can entail a variety of different 

data collection methods, such as interviews, focus groups, and observations - to name a few. 

Ultimately, the decision was made to conduct in-depth interviews and a thematic analysis of them 

to understand the topic at hand. Using interviews has benefits such as being useful for complex 

topics, being rich in data, and providing in-depth information and context. On the other hand, this 
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data collection method also comes with its challenges including difficulty with generalizing the 

outcomes, and they can be time-consuming to carry out (Qualtrics, n.d.-b). 

 

Sampling strategy 

As the thesis aimed to understand the perception of tourism enterprises to sustainable development, 

the use of certifications, and the role of government in them, the author considered who would be 

the most appropriate choice to interview. Some of the topics to be explored in the interviews 

required good knowledge about the operations of the company and therefore the author decided 

owners of SMEs operating in the Icelandic tourism industry would be a good choice. 

 

The sampling strategies used were convenience and purposive sampling, meaning it contained 

elements of both approaches. Both are non-probability sampling methods, involving non-random 

selection based on convenience or other criteria” (McComber, 2019). This often allows for a 

quicker and easier way to collect data with participants being more readily available, and it also 

allows for targeting of participants that fulfill specific criteria - in this case, company owners within 

the tourism sector in Iceland. Drawbacks of these types of sampling methods include the fact that 

non-probability sampling is unlikely to be representative of the population studied, undermining 

the generalizability and validity of this research; and risk of research bias (Nikolopoulou, 2022). 

A list was made of potential participants based on membership at The Icelandic Travel Industry 

Association (SAF).  The author deemed that finding participants from SAF members would be 

beneficial for three reasons; accessibility to contact information, the willingness of participants to 

partake in research conducted by an employee of an association they are a part of, and lastly, value-

added if this thesis is used in some form in the work the author does at SAF - as the association 

works in the interest of their members. The drawbacks of this sampling strategy and interviews are 

further discussed in the limitations chapter of the thesis.  

 

Participants 

Five company owners were interviewed for this research. Four out of five were male and one was 

female. Their operations span across different sections of tourism in Iceland; specializing in 

activities, accommodation, gastronomy, car rental, and more. 
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Interview conduction 

The process began with a phone call to each of the participants, where the author explained the 

purpose of the interview. In the phone call, it was made clear that the research was for the author’s 

use for the completion of her Master’s thesis, and not explicitly for, nor representative of, SAF - 

although the participants were informed their answers might be used in the work done in the 

association, anonymity was promised and will be upheld. As the author was located in another 

country than Iceland, the interviews were conducted via E-meeting on Microsoft Teams. The 

participants were told the overall topic of the thesis, which is sustainability, sustainable 

certifications, and government involvement in them. They were not asked to prepare in any way, 

nor were they deterred from it, but the emphasis was put on this being an informal, casual 

conversation as the author wanted to create a relaxed atmosphere. This would allow for the 

participants to feel at ease and encourage open communication during the interview. After the 

initial phone call, the participants were sent a meeting invite via email with a written consent form 

attached – see Appendix 2. The allotted time for each interview was 30 minutes. 

 

The interviews were semi-constructed, using an interview guide which had been discussed and 

formulated through dialogue with Ágúst Elvar Bjarnason, Project Manager at SAF. The interview 

guide consisted of five broad questions; General perspective on sustainability and sustainable 

certifications; Experience with sustainable practices and certifications, and impact of use; State’s 

involvement; Future outlook and recommendations; and, Other insights. Additionally, the author 

had sub-questions to guide the conversation should it stray away from relevant issues, or to attempt 

to gain a deeper understanding of the answers provided by the participants. The interview guide 

can be found in Appendix 3.  

 

Interview analysis 

All interviews were conducted on May 6th through Microsoft Teams. The interviews were 

recorded and spanned from 24 to 33 minutes. A video recording can aid the researcher in the 

transcription of the interviews, provide transparency, and allow for subtle, non-verbal cues to be 

detected (Bush, 2023). An intelligent verbatim transcription method was used, removing pauses 

and most filler words, such as “uh”. This method made the transcription more readable but it is 
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acknowledged that some nuances, such as hesitation and emotion, can be lost (Streefkerk, 2019). 

The full transcription of the interviews can be found in Appendix 4. 

 

Next, a thematic analysis was done on the interview transcriptions. A thematic analysis involves 

locating, recognizing, and interpreting themes and patterns in the data (Ugwu and Eze, 2023). 

Several patterns and themes were identified and will be further discussed in the results chapter of 

this thesis. 

 

Informal primary data 

During the process of writing this thesis, the author also collected informal primary data through 

conversations, observations, and note-taking. This added to the author's perception of the research 

and the topics at hand, highlighting the elements of hermeneutics and social constructivism of the 

thesis. The author also attended the Global Sustainable Tourism Council’s (GSTC) conference on 

sustainability in Stockholm in April 2024. During the conference, the author attended several 

lectures on sustainability, certification systems, and tourism governance. Additionally, the author 

had the opportunity to engage in deep conversations with tourism and sustainability professionals 

from all over the world. This contributed to the author’s understanding of the research topic and 

was a valuable source of data, although informal. 

 

Secondary data 

In addition to the primary data used in this research, the author drew on existing research and data, 

focusing on what others have discovered about sustainability, sustainable development, the role of 

government in sustainability, the interactions between state and tourism enterprises, sustainable 

certifications, and more. This research and data included industry reports, government reports and 

policy documents, and legal frameworks pertaining to tourism in Iceland. Various websites, 

educational videos, and recordings were also examined, for example, recordings of sessions from 

GSTC’s sustainability conference (not attended by the author). The survey, conducted by the 

author previously and served as the catalyst for this thesis, was also used. By utilizing existing 

material on the topics of this thesis, the author aims to deliver a more comprehensive and nuanced 

thesis. 

 



41 
 

4.4. Validity and reliability 

Validity and reliability are concepts in research that are used to evaluate the quality of the research, 

ensuring that the data used is sound and replicable, and the results are valid (Middleton, 2019; 

Mohajan, H., 2017). Reliability is about the consistency of the research, that is to what extent the 

results can be reproduced when the research is conducted again under the same conditions, while 

validity is concerned with the accuracy of the research, meaning to what extent the results measure 

what the research intended to measure (Middleton, 2019). The reliability and validity of qualitative 

research have often been subject to debate (Leung, 2015, p. 324). The subjective nature of 

qualitative research might mean that different researchers could interpret the same information 

differently. Additionally, qualitative studies often focus on context-specific settings with a small 

sample group. 

 

Considering the validity and reliability of this thesis, the following can be identified. The author 

believes the research has validity, as the chosen research approach and design harmonize well with 

research that aims to explore individual perceptions and experiences. It is however acknowledged 

that limitations can be identified with the choice of sampling strategy. Considering the reliability 

of the research, the author recognizes that the social constructivist and hermeneutical nature of the 

research negatively affects the reliability of the study. This was especially evident in one interview 

where the participant, who initially admitted to very little knowledge about sustainability 

concluded the interview by declaring she had learned a lot during the conversation. This means 

that if the research was being conducted again under the same conditions, it would likely yield 

different answers and perspectives. 

 

4.5. Ethical considerations 

Research ethics enhances the scientific integrity of studies and their validity (Bhandari, 2021). A 

few ethical considerations can be identified in the process of conducting this research; anonymity 

and transparency, informed consent, and respect for the participants' work within their companies. 

During the interviews and in all communication with participants, it is important to uphold their 

anonymity. This has been done by giving each participant a pseudonym and obscuring any 
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identifying information about them or their companies (besides Appendix 2 - which is marked 

confidential). The author also took great care to be transparent with the participants about the fact 

that although she works for SAF, the research is not conducted by them. However, it was made 

explicitly clear that the results might be used in any future work by SAF. Also made explicitly 

clear that even if their answers were to be used in SAF’s work, the author would not share their 

identity or the identity of their companies. The second ethical consideration is getting informed 

consent, which implies the participants are aware of what they agree to participate in, and how 

their answers are used. All participants were provided with a document to sign an informed 

consent. Unfortunately, despite multiple attempts to obtain them, only three of the five participants 

returned the written consent to the author. These can be found in Appendix 2. However, verbal 

consent for the interview and video recording was obtained at the beginning of every conversation 

and therefore, the author is confident informed consent was given by all participants. The third 

ethical consideration the author had for this research and her approach to the participants was 

respecting their work. By this is meant that the author consciously tried to distance her own 

personal beliefs about the operations of the participants’ companies, any efforts they put (or don’t 

put) into running a sustainable company and withhold any judgment about statements made during 

the interviews. 

 

4.6. Limitations 

Understanding the limitations of one’s own research and acknowledging them allows transparency 

between researcher and readers. A few limitations can be identified in this thesis. Firstly, all 

interviews were conducted on the same day, which did not allow time for reflection between 

interviews and may have affected the depth of data collected. Secondly, the sampling strategy 

could have been more inclusive. Instead of selecting participants exclusively from SAF members, 

a wider net could have been cast to find participants among all tourism companies in Iceland, 

providing a more comprehensive perspective. Additionally, prior exploration of participants' 

knowledge about the topics might have been beneficial, as limited knowledge from one participant 

impacted the focus of their interview. While having participants with varying levels of expertise 

is valuable, establishing their knowledge beforehand could have helped tailor the interviews more 

effectively. Another limitation is the gender imbalance among respondents, with 80% being male. 
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Although this is not believed to have significantly impacted the results, ensuring equal 

representation from all genders could have enriched the findings. Lastly, disclosing the author’s 

affiliation with SAF had mixed effects. While it facilitated access to participants and possibly 

made them more open to partake, it could also have introduced bias, as participants might have 

tailored their responses knowing the author’s association with SAF. 
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5. Results 

In this chapter, the results of the interviews will be presented before moving to Chapter 6 where 

those results will be further discussed and contextualized within existing literature and data. 

 

5.1. Understanding sustainability 

To start the conversation, the respondents were asked about their general thoughts on sustainability 

and what it meant to them. Respondents B, C, D, and E all provided answers that are similar to the 

general, broadest definition - referring to “the ability to maintain or support a process continuously 

over time” (Mollenkamper, 2023). (B) gave the term a clear business-oriented connection, saying 

“It is first and foremost this concept of trying to do business that doesn’t deplete resources and 

people and the communities we work with. So we can keep running a business, that we are not 

emptying the chests”1. Respondent (C) said it means not removing from a system at a faster pace 

than it can replenish itself. (E) used similar wording, saying sustainability means not using 

resources excessively, so they are available to coming generations. Similar references to future 

generations can also be found in (D)’s answer which had an environmental-focused view, saying 

sustainability means to leave nature and the environment in a state we want future generations to 

receive it in. Respondent (A), however, had a different answer, saying the concept of sustainability 

confuses her greatly, and that it is not something she talks or thinks about.  

 

 

5.2. Sustainable practices 

Throughout the interviews, the respondents talked about numerous things relating to sustainability, 

and further views on sustainability could be detected. By highlighting the examples given of 

sustainable actions, further insight can be had to understand the underlying values and emphasis 

of sustainability among the respondents. 

 

 
1 Interview transcriptions, p. 9 
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Environmental sustainability 

Various elements of environmental sustainability were discussed by most respondents, for 

example, both respondents (A) and (E) spoke of proper waste disposal. (A) said her company takes 

great care to not leave waste on the hiking trails where they take groups, taking it with them in 

remote places and disposing of it when back in town. (E) spoke of issues with waste disposal, that 

although his company sorts and properly disposes of waste, it is difficult to get the guests in his 

accommodation to do so because of different sorting methods in different countries - or 

indifference towards this issue in some which is reflected in the guests' behavior. Respondent (C) 

acknowledged the use of polluting equipment, in the form of vehicles, but shared plans to replace 

a large portion of them with electric ones in the coming years. The issue of sustainable produce 

was also brought up, as respondent (E) discussed sustainable hunting for produce in his restaurant. 

Respondent (C) expressed an emphasis on environmental sustainability, stating that although all 

pillars of sustainability are important, environmental sustainability should be central on the 

account that Iceland is a nature-based destination. On a similar note, (A) talked about how 

preservation needs to be deeply rooted in society itself - in its values and behaviors.  

 

Social sustainability 

Social sustainability practices were also discussed. Respondent (A) shared a passion for having a 

positive effect on the local communities where she operates her tours; buying goods and services 

from locals and establishing a relationship with members of the local community. She tells a story 

about purchasing the services of a local bus driver for a short drive for a large group, only to find 

out the driver was the chairman of the local search and rescue division. As this was the first time 

she was meeting the group, she was unsure of everyone’s physical abilities to complete the remote 

hike in weather that was not ideal for hiking, it gave her great comfort to know that she had 

established a connection to a local who could assist if anything went wrong. This perhaps 

highlights that connections with local communities do not only benefit the locals through income 

and job creation but also benefit tour operators - giving a sense of security. (A) also discusses the 

importance of acquiring knowledge from local communities about environmental and sustainable 

practices in the area. (B) and (D) also discuss social sustainability in the context of their employees, 

that is creating a fulfilling work environment that meets an increased desire from staff to work for 
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socially responsible and sustainable companies. (D) also discusses social sustainability by being 

inclusive towards domestic tourists. 

 

Economic sustainability 

When asked about sustainable practices respondent (B) highlights that one of the main reasons 

they monitor various factors within their operations is for economic sustainability, that is to reduce 

costs. He elaborates: “For example, this year we have reduced purchase of oil per driven kilometer 

immense, just with increased constraint and involving the staff in that - the main motivator there 

is cost but also sustainability”2.  

 

Respondent (D) brings up how the operating models of both tourism enterprises but also the 

government’s operational model of tourism, are often not in line with the sustainable development 

of the industry. He specifically brings up the profitability requirements of investors and pricing 

before adding: “It is not sustainable for us, it is not in line with our strategy that we are going to 

be a leader in sustainability by 2030 that we are receiving all these passenger ships, which I think 

is just completely crazy. I also feel that these profitability requirements and the profit ratio of large 

tourism companies, compared to, for example, the car rentals, that it is not normal that there is a 

30-50% profit ratio. It is not sustainable. So we have a long way to go with this. Of course, making 

a profit and all that, but the excessiveness is high in some places, while small and medium-sized 

companies are killing themselves, that's... we have to be a bit careful there. This clearly also has 

to do with sustainability, that's the issue. I think there needs to be some kind of awakening there. 

But of course, in other respects we are doing extremely well”3.  

 

Another economic matter brought up is reaching the correct target group of customers. Respondent 

(D) talks about ‘not better paying, but better thinking tourists’ - a term widely used within the 

industry in Iceland, coined by Skúli Mogensen, an industry giant in Iceland and entrepreneur. (D) 

says that this is not the progression happening within the industry as too many tourists can afford 

to come to Iceland but be in Iceland, adding: “we see this especially in the winter, all these people 

 
2 Interview transcriptions, p. 11 
3 Interview transcriptions, p. 26 
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who never enter restaurants, never enter hotels. They only live in small mobile homes and only eat 

from Bónus [a low budget grocery store], and this is absolutely not our target group. Thus the 

results could be much greater. So maybe we're just giving off the wrong message in our marketing 

materials”4.  

 

Concerns of an equal competitive position between companies operating within tourism in Iceland 

is also brought up, particularly in relation to unequal resources of large and small companies when 

obtaining certifications, as will be discussed later. 

 

5.3. Sustainability assurances 

Next, the group was asked about the frameworks they operate within when it comes to 

sustainability (if any); referring to policies, standards, and/or certifications. None of the 

respondents interviewed currently have sustainability certification although one respondent (D) is 

in the process of acquiring such certification. Certification use will be further discussed in later.  

 

Four out of the five companies participating in this research have policies regarding sustainability 

publicly available on their websites. During the interviews, (A) revealed there are no set protocols, 

standards, or frameworks used in her operations relating to sustainable practices. Her reasoning 

for this lack of standardization is twofold; the size of the company, and the alignment of business 

practices among current staff. She explains that there is strong consensus among the two owners 

and three employees of sustainable practices, but shares that if they were to expand, she would 

strongly consider creating policies. (B) monitors certain aspects of his operation, as discussed 

earlier, but elaborates there are no standard operating processes that they adhere to.  

 

The author also wanted to understand if the respondents feel pressure to standardize sustainable 

practices, and if so, where that pressure comes from. Three respondents (B, C and D) said that 

pressure comes from their business-to-business customers, and two (B and C) explicitly say that it 

comes from personal motivations to standardize and monitor sustainable practices. (B) adds that 

 
4 Interview transcriptions, pp. 27-28 
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while pressure has been coming from international travel agencies for a few years, he feels an 

increase from Icelandic companies purchasing his services. This could indicate a change in how 

Icelandic tourism enterprises are conducting their operations and an increase in sustainable 

practices. Interestingly, respondent (D) says that the pressure he feels comes exclusively from 

European travel agencies and that American and Asian agencies are “not thinking about this at all” 

- highlighting a difference between global regions and markets when it comes to sustainable 

practices. (C) briefly mentions the business-to-consumer clients, saying the company’s shift to 

more sustainable vehicles in the coming years partly comes from “guests not wanting to participate 

in polluting or unsustainable activities that are not compensated in another way in some form”. 

Respondent (E) says he does not feel pressure to standardize from customers but acknowledges an 

increased global awareness of sustainability which leads to pressure. There is a consensus among 

the group that the pressure refers to being able to document sustainable practices and permits that 

are legally required for companies but does not specifically refer to the use of certification systems. 

 

Experience in using certification systems 

When asked about sustainable certifications and the respondents' use of such systems, two (B and 

C) have previously had Vakinn, and one, (D), is in the process of acquiring Green Key - an 

international certification system for environmental responsibility and sustainable operations 

(Green Key, n.d.).. Respondent (A) has no previous experience with sustainable certifications and, 

in her own words, has very little knowledge and interest in such systems, in addition to the small 

size of her company. Respondent (E) has also not had previous experience with a certification 

system, citing the size of his company, saying only the two owners are running the operations and 

certification has simply not been a priority. 

 

Sharing about their experience of Vakinn, respondent (B) highlights a misalignment between the 

requirements of Vakinn to the operational realities of the tourism industry, for example, that 

Vakinn required his company to send tour guides on courses that (B) was unwilling to do because 

the tour guides are independent contractors, saying it’s not that they don’t want to participate in 

educating them but the guides are contractors and hired in for a project at a time, asking why his 
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company should take on a big expense of courses when there is no assurance the participating 

guide will work for him again. (B) also goes on to highlight an inconsistency in Vakinn’s criteria, 

saying that out of the blue, after much debate, the issue with the guides did not matter to Vakinn, 

saying “the most difficult thing with Vakinn, was dealing with Vakinn”5. Respondent (B) also 

discusses the lack of development of Vakinn and that Vakinn needs to promote itself more, as well 

as put effort into customer retention, for example, he says his company was not contacted about 

why they left Vakinn. Although respondents (B) and (C) left Vakinn, both say they have 

considered getting re-certified, either by Vakinn or other systems because they say they recognize 

that it might become a necessity in coming years. Asked why (B) is considering re-entering 

Vakinn, he replied that it is a fairly simple system, compared to many others, and that it is created 

specifically for tourism operations. 

 

Respondent (D), the only one in the group in the process of getting certified, seems to share the 

view of necessity, saying “Personally... Privately and personally, I think having policies and 

process is enough but there was a call for the other things (certifications)”6 and that in the future, 

those not certified, will be left behind. (D) also discusses that even though certification is a big 

endeavor, the implementation is going well as they already had extensive processes surrounding 

their sustainable practices. 

 

Perceived benefits 

Asked about the perceived benefits of using certification systems, (B) and (D) talked about how 

certifications provide a framework for measurements and indicators that help them track their 

intended goals, as well as highlighting cost reductions that certification systems can bring about. 

(B) also brought up how certification systems can help when communicating with customers, that 

is, when asked what the company's sustainability practices are, he could just send them Vakinn’s 

website where customers could read about the criteria, whereas now, after his company left 

Vakinn, he sometimes has to spend time communicating back and forth about their sustainable 

practices. Two respondents (C and D) discussed that it is positive that certifications are monitored 

 
5 Interview transcriptions, p. 11 
6 Interview transcriptions, p. 22 
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by a neutral, third party, with (D) adding that this arrangement is preferable for management within 

the company and general staff, rather than “homemade processes”. Respondent (A) had little to 

say about certifications but added that it might be a good thing to formalize procedures if and when 

they expand. Respondent (E) displayed an indifference towards certifications, saying “It's 

definitely fine to have some certifications. But as I say, if you can just validate it yourself and be 

true to yourself in that, then I think that's really the most valuable thing in this”7. 

 

Perceived challenges 

When asked about the perceived challenges of certification systems, a few challenges can be 

identified. Firstly, the resources needed to acquire sustainability certifications; (E), (C) and (D) all 

emphasized that certifications are costly, with (C) adding that even though Covid is not a pandemic 

anymore, his company is still recovering from the financial repercussions of it. Some respondents 

also brought up an issue with the criteria outlined in certifications, as well as inconsistency in the 

monitoring of them. An example would be the story from respondent (B) about guide educational 

courses, outlined earlier. He also emphasizes the issue of fitting the complex and diverse 

operations of his company into one system, as they operate a hotel, a restaurant, and a car rental. 

(E) also mentions that he feels some criteria in certifications are onerous and difficult for small 

companies to comply with. (C) also brings up an issue with credibility and continuity of 

certification systems, saying “When we are looking at this here internally, it is one thing to choose 

the certification, you don't even know if this is the certification that ranks with the potential 

customers you get or if you should choose another one. Don't even know if this is a certification 

that will be useful to you until you start using it. .. It discourages you from thinking about jumping 

on something, both devoting time to this and an employee to this and paying for this up to... Not 

knowing what this is useful for or if you need to go for other certifications next year”8. Most 

respondents also talked about the world of certification schemes being a “jungle” and difficult to 

navigate. Two respondents discuss The Equal Pay Standard, a mandatory certification scheme for 

all companies in Iceland with over 25 employees, citing that mandating specific certifications has 

 
7 Interview transcriptions, p. 31 
8 Interview transcriptions, p. 21 
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not yielded better results toward the goal of the certifications, and has placed difficult and onerous 

requirements on companies. 

 

Pressure to use certifications 

Asked about whether these tourism operators feel any pressure to get certified, four respondents 

identified various sources of pressure - and in which form. Pressure from business-to-business 

(B2B) customers came up. (B) says that foreign travel agencies have been pressuring suppliers for 

a few years, not necessarily that his company is certified but assurances that the company works 

according to certain standards, that they have safety plans, are measuring environmental impacts, 

and more. But (B) specifies that this has never any loss of business, meaning no travel agency has 

forgone a business arraignment because his company is not certified. (B) also brings up that 

recently Icelandic travel agencies and companies have started to apply pressure. He then 

emphasizes the disparity between large and small companies' capacities to comply with 

certifications, saying “It’s like they [large companies] have the resources to have one person to do 

this, to send emails and ask about this, fill out forms and such. Meanwhile, the small companies 

do not have time for this, they are not sending emails and asking “Hey, do you have sustainability 

certifications? Can I have an overview of this” - and this and that. They just have their heads in 

the dirt”9. Respondents (C), (D), and (E) also discuss mentions from their B2B customers. (D) also 

brings up an interesting discourse about the difference in the monitoring of sustainable practices 

between countries, saying the pressure of certifications comes exclusively from European travel 

agencies and operators, and that their American partners do not seem concerned with the matter. 

Considering any potential pressure for certifications from business-to-consumer (B2C) customers, 

(C) mentioned ‘answering a call’, referring to his B2C customers wanting the activities they 

engage in with the company (which includes polluting vehicles) to be compensated in other 

sustainability practices by the company. He also adds that the discourse about certifications within 

the tourism industry adds more pressure than from outside of the industry. 

 

 
9 Interview transcriptions, pp. 12-13  
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Internal motivators to be sustainable are also discussed. All of the respondents express a desire to 

operate their business sustainably. Respondent (A), although seemingly the least familiar with the 

terminology of sustainability and certifications, expresses a passion for social and environmental 

sustainability. She adds that were her company to expand, she would consider creating a 

framework around their sustainable practices. (B) adds to that discourse of internal motivators, 

saying he personally wants to be sustainable or at least working towards it, adding a noticeable 

increase in his employees, and new hires, wanting to be a part of a sustainability-conscious 

company. 

 

5.4. Government’s role in sustainable development 

Next, the conversations shifted to the government's involvement in sustainable development in 

Icelandic tourism. 

 

Regulatory requirements 

A subject that repeatedly came up when discussing sustainable tourism and the involvement of 

government was onerous requirements. Respondents expressed that any actions taken by the 

government have to be done in a manner that does not add onerous requirements as they feel there 

are enough of those set on companies operating in Icelandic tourism, through other types of 

mandatory certifications and operating licenses. The cost of these mandatory business practices 

was also brought up, with respondent (E) saying a thousand krona here and a thousand krona there 

adds up, especially for smaller businesses. (C) also expresses this view, saying: “It [the 

government] looks a problem that is a real task and the government solution is usually to impose 

costly and burdensome obligations on the companies, which may not necessarily result in better 

work but rather increased cost and just to be doing something to check a box”10, further discussing 

that onerous requirements by the government do not necessarily result in more sustainable 

practices and are sometimes a form of virtue signaling. Respondent (B) also mentions virtue 

signaling by local governments highlighting minimal efforts by companies, which may not always 

 
10 Interviews transcriptions, p. 19 
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reflect the true sustainable efforts of those companies. This alludes to forms of greenwashing by 

local government agencies and an imbalance of which efforts are highlighted and which are not.  

 

Incentives for sustainable development 

Asked what incentives the government can deploy to support sustainable development within the 

tourism industry, tax concessions and grants, infrastructure development and educational 

approaches was brought up. Respondent (A) expresses an indifference to government 

involvement and emphasis that the motivation should rather come from the community and 

tourism industry itself - through grassroot movements and local community efforts, adding that 

someone coming from Reykjavík (the capital of Iceland) to tell locals how to sort their trash would 

not go over well. This brought up an interesting perspective of urban-rural tension in sustainable 

tourism development. (B) also brings up this friction of the local, urban communities and the 

government’s institutions (located in the capital), saying the ‘people in the south’ (referring to the 

capital) should not dictate how he runs his business. (D) and (E) also hint at a ‘distance’ between 

the urban businesses and rural governance. 

 

Discussing financial incentives the government could implement to increase sustainable practices 

and further sustainable development in Iceland, tax concession seemed to be preferable to grants 

among the respondents. As (B) points out, receiving tax concession while implementing 

sustainable practices or certifications could be the government’s way to reward those that are 

participating in the journey of sustainability. (D) and (E) also have similar mindsets about tax 

concessions, but respondent (C) expresses concern that this approach could be difficult to 

implement in a way that benefits everyone equally; big and small enterprises, new ones and 

established enterprises. He says he is not opposed to tax concessions but they have to be done 

carefully. Although (A) believes incentives should come from the grassroot of the industry and 

through society itself, she points out grants could be a way too go. Respondents (D) and (E) are of 

opposite opinion, pointing out that applying for grants is also often a big, resource intensive task 

for small companies. 
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Three out of five respondents (C, D and E), highlight infrastructure development by the 

government could serve as a strong incentive for sustainable development in Icelandic tourism. It 

can be discerned from their words that they believe that much more could be done in terms of 

infrastructure, for example charging stations for electric cars. (D) talks about how his company 

did not have the necessary resources for more electricity to be able to set up an electric vehicle 

charging station. And instead of having to apply for financial aid from the government to take on 

this project of increased electricity, he asks “wouldn’t it just have been easier to get Rarik [the 

government-owned energy company] to provide me with what was needed?”11. Respondent (E) 

also says “just this electric car trend that has been going on for the past few years and the 

government subsidized the car rentals by a billion to buy electric cars. At the same time, the 

infrastructure is by no means ready to accept electric cars. And charging stations are only in a few 

places”12. Infrastructure development was the first thing respondent (C) mentioned when asked 

what the government’s role in sustainable tourism development should be, saying the government 

need to secure infrastructure development, especially in tourist sites that are under their 

management. 

 

Lastly, the role of government incentives for sustainable tourism development through education 

was discussed. There were mixed opinions on this topic among the respondents about this. 

Respondents (B) and (D) say there is plenty of educational material available on sustainability, 

with (B) saying “If I go on YouTube and search ‘sustainability’ - it’ll last you a lifetime”13. (D) 

praises the educational efforts of The Icelandic Tourism Cluster, a cluster network across all 

sectors of tourism in Iceland (Icelandic Tourism Cluster, n.d.), adding that the organization would 

benefit from increased support in their efforts, perhaps through Public-Private-Partnerships with 

the government. It should be added though that the cluster works closely with The Icelandic Tourist 

Board - a governmental organization but perhaps this could be strengthened further. (D) also says 

there is plenty of information out there but enterprises need to be better at seeking it out. This 

perhaps echoed in what respondent (E) says; “I think it would be nice if the state could prepare 

some kind of... I don't know how to say it... Table or guidelines on sustainability and sustainable 

 
11 Interview transcriptions, p. 25 
12 Interview transcriptions, p. 32 
13 Interview transcriptions, p. 15 
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thinking and all that. Just build a house out of wood, isn't that a sustainable building style or? Use 

aluminum on the outside of the house, isn't that good? Should I be using something else? Just 

things like that that you don't necessarily know yourself and it's not easy to get information 

about”14. 

 

5.5. Industry alignments 

Some insights could be gathered about the respondent’s view of the industry’s alignment in matters 

of sustainable tourism development, and their future vision for it. Participants generally agreed 

that the people within the tourism industry in Iceland generally want, and are doing, well in 

sustainability matters, with (B) adding; “these are people who have renovated their home into a 

guest house, farmers who have owned the land for dozens of years, people who are out in nature 

every day, guides who then start a business - these are not people who don’t care”15. Interestingly, 

he also adds that the people who don’t actually care are the ones operating in large tourism 

companies - highlighting again potential tension between larger and smaller tourism enterprises in 

Iceland. Respondent (C) also highlights friction between different sectors of the industry towards 

sustainability practices, saying; “People who specialize in hiking, they would most like to ban the 

traffic of motorized vehicles into the highlands or.. Just to name a few. So in itself there is always 

friction, but I think it will always be there the wider the group is. Still, I think that everyone agrees 

on the goal”16. It therefore seems there is a general consensus among the industry to engage in 

sustainable practices, for a more sustainable tourism industry.   

 

Despite this, respondent (D) brings up an interesting point about how the industry need to be its 

own, best advocate, as well as the the general public in Iceland when they discuss not only tourism 

but the country as a destination. This could point to issues with social sustainability, as the interests 

and operations of tourism might be negatively effecting local perception and satisfaction. 

 

 
14 Interview transcriptions, p. 34 
15 Interview transcriptions, p. 14 
16 Interview transcriptions, p. 20 
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Respondent (A) also highlights an interesting issue within tourism in Iceland. She feels, as most 

of her customers are Icelanders traveling domestically, that the tourism industry does not consider 

them ‘real’ tourists. She adds that educational material and industry lobbyism towards the 

government is all centered around international tourists. This brings about a discussion about an 

imbalance in the power structure within tourism. Adding to this, she says some of her main 

competitors have government-sanctioned exemptions because they are amateur clubs and not 

businesses. She discusses how this can negatively affect her competitive position and how she 

feels powerless to fight it as her company is very small and has limited resources.  

 

5.6. Future vision of sustainability 

Lastly, the respondents were asked how they see the future of sustainable development within the 

tourism industry in Iceland. Some different visions are shared. (A) expresses concerns of 

overtourism, and how the industry must take care of the environment it operates within. 

Respondent (B) turns his sights on the government, that if Iceland is to obtain its goals of being a 

leader in sustainable tourism, the government has to “Do it then. Create a framework that makes 

it possible for the companies to see their benefit in going all the way and enable the companies to 

export this knowledge. It is not the government that will export this”17. (C) shares the view of 

respondent (A) regarding environmental focus, saying “Iceland is very different from other tourism 

countries in that we are mostly selling nature, so I think that those who work in the industry, all 

the companies realize the importance of nature.. If nature is not in a sellable state, then it will only 

hurt the industry”18 and emphasis this discourse will only become more dominant within the 

industry. Respondent (E) hopes that the future of sustainable tourism involves a closer 

conversation between the industry and government, highlighting that perhaps these conversations 

need to move from the highest level of government to local destination management companies 

(DMOs), as well as closer cooperation between the companies themselves. Respondent (D) ends 

on a positive note, saying Icelandic tourism stands well in sustainability compared to other 

 
17 Interview transcriptions, p. 16 
18  Interview transcriptions, p. 19 
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destination, in part thanks to the islands green energy source and more, saying “we are 

sustainable”19. 

 

6. Discussion 

From the interviews several themes can be identified, which will be discussed further in this 

chapter.  

6.1. Nature is the core product 

The respondents repeatedly highlighted the importance of Iceland’s natural environment as the 

primary product of the Icelandic tourism industry, emphasizing the need to preserve it. There 

seems to be a strong understanding of environmental sustainability among the group. This is 

perhaps not surprising as the literature shows it is extensively researched and has often taken center 

stage when discussing sustainability. Some major challenges highlighted in both the literature on 

environmental challenges (Egilsdóttir, 2013) include waste management (participants A and E) 

and air pollution (participant C). 

 

6.2. Economic realities of SMEs 

The economic realities of small and medium-sized enterprises are discussed continuously by the 

participants, highlighting that sustainable practices and particularly certifications are a resource-

intensive undertaking, both in terms of direct cost but also in terms of manpower and other non-

direct costs. This is fully in line with previous research that shows that cost is a major challenge 

with sustainability assurances (Bilbao-Terol et al., 2020). The example from respondent (B) about 

reducing oil consumption within their operations as a cost-reduction action but an environmentally 

sustainable one is a great example of the intended philosophy of the Triple Bottom Line framework 

as it calls for a holistic approach to business operations. 

 

 
19 Interview transcriptions, pp. 25-26 
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6.3. Social inclusivity and Urban-Rural tension 

Within social sustainability, the positive influences of the participants' business operations on the 

local community are discussed, particularly by participant (A) who emphasizes the value of 

knowledge exchange and taking the time to get to know the local providers of services bought. 

The dedication of these participants, and hopefully most tourism operators, to contribute to local 

communities positively could be a contributing factor to the positive results of research among 

locals in Iceland about their experiences with tourists and tourism (Bjarnadóttir, 2020). But social 

inclusivity can also be applied to inclusivity within the tourism industry. Here some challenges are 

identified, mainly the feeling of exclusion from the industry by participant (A), and an obvious 

urban-rural tension between smaller companies operating in the countryside and larger companies 

located in the capital area of Iceland. This urban-rural tension is also evident in the discourse about 

the relationship between industry and the government. 

 

6.4. Preference of processes over certification 

None of the participants are currently certified, although one is in the process of acquiring 

certification. Interestingly, that participant speaks about how well the implementation process is 

going, and one wonders if that is thanks to previous standardization of sustainable practices within 

the company. All of the participants, except one, currently have sustainable processes that could 

aid with the challenge of compliance of certifications, identified in the literature (Nygaard, 2023). 

There is a clear preference for sustainable standards and processes over certification schemes 

among the participants. However, research shows that sustainability assurances are moving from 

voluntary to mandatory (Honey and Rome, 2001 in Rajca, 2024, and therefore it would be an 

important process for companies to begin so they are well-prepared when the regulatory 

environment becomes tighter. When that happens the problem of proliferation in the world of 

sustainable certifications must be dealt with as both research and participant responses show that 

at present, there are too many schemes that confuse and reduce credibility. 
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6.5. Government mandates unlikely to succeed 

The Icelandic government’s Action Plan, which presents plans of mandatory certifications for the 

tourism industry is unlikely to be well received, or successful, judging by the participants’ replies. 

Bramwell and Lane (2011) argue that the provision of direction by the government to make 

practical process. This is echoed in some of the results from the interviews conducted, for example 

in participants (B) and (E) comments about how the government should set best practices. There 

is also a strong consensus in the group that whatever strategy the government decides on, 

requirements must not be onerous – especially for SMEs as participants feel they already adhere 

to burdensome requirements. It also suggested that the government’s role should be educational, 

perhaps through strengthening public-private partnerships, or through Iceland’s only national 

certification scheme, Vakinn.  

 

6.6. Future research  

The author feels each of the identified themes merits further research, in particular, the relationship 

between tourism entities as the urban-rural tension has the potential to cause misalignment between 

large and small, rural and urban tourism enterprises. 
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7. Conclusion 

This thesis began as a quest to explore a previously investigated issue of the use of certifications 

among Icelandic tourism companies. That research indicated dissatisfaction with government 

mandates when it comes to sustainable assurances and highlighted the low rate of certified tourism 

enterprises in Iceland. This research builds on that and further explores the perceptions of tourism 

enterprises toward sustainable tourism development and their opinions on the government’s role 

in furthering the sustainable development agenda, particularly through the use of mandatory 

sustainability certification schemes. 

 

The thesis begins by providing context to the environment this research takes place, providing 

context to the current landscape in Icelandic tourism. Tourism has boomed in Iceland over the last 

decade after the eruption of the Eyjafjallajökull volcano in 2010, with visitor numbers increasing 

by 351% from 2009 to 2023. In those years, tourism has been established as one of the country’s 

most important and impactful industries, contributing 8.8% to its GDP and 155 billion Icelandic 

krona through VAT payments in 2023 alone. Research also shows that tourists and tourism have 

had positive effects on several social sustainability factors, such as an increase in diversity in 

Icelandic society and positive changes to many locations' demographics as younger people return 

to the rural towns to work in tourism. Environmental effects of tourism are also highlighted, 

discussing how extreme measures, such as closing tourist sites, have sometimes become necessary 

due to the high number of visitors in fragile environments. The majority of tourism enterprises in 

Iceland are categorized as small medium-sized enterprises and for that reason, SMEs were the 

focus of this study. 

 

The topics within the research, that is sustainable tourism development, sustainable certifications, 

and the government’s role in them are broken down and explored individually – and then in context 

with one another. Through an extensive literature review and qualitative data collection in the form 

of in-depth interviews with tourism professionals, the aim was to highlight the industry’s 

perspective to inform policymakers and work towards harmony between the two stakeholders. 
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The literature and data collected mirror the complexity of the topic as several themes are identified; 

but ultimately the research question, “How do tourism enterprises in Iceland view sustainable 

development, the use of certification systems, and the government's role in them?”, can be 

answered as follows. 

 

There seems to be a general understanding of sustainable tourism development among participants, 

with a particular focus on environmental sustainability - but confusion and lack of knowledge are 

still present about the concepts at hand. Examining the participants' experiences with, and 

perception of, sustainable certifications, a strong preference for processes and standards over 

certifications is presented. Limited resources of SMEs are the biggest influencer there, although 

all participants have a clear desire to engage in sustainable practices. As for the role of government, 

it is clear from this research that mandatory sustainability certifications and onerous requirements 

are unlikely to be successful should the government want to reach its goal of becoming a leader in 

sustainability. Although different opinions are offered by participants, it seems the role of the 

government should entail education and support, particularly through infrastructure development. 
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