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Abstract 

In 2020 a deadly Corona virus, named COVID-19, caused a world pandemic. The pandemic 

had a great economic impact globally and one of the industries highly affected was the 

tourism industry. This sort of sudden change in world safety is likely to enhance anxiety in 

individuals, specifically in this context, travel anxiety. This thesis explores how the Icelandic 

tourism industry can attract international travellers post COVID-19, what its strategy is 

regarding the crisis management theory and if emerging travel anxiety in individuals is a 

barrier for attracting international travellers post COVID-19. Six stakeholders were 

interviewed qualitatively, and the data was analysed with thematic analysis. The 14 themes 

identified were disruption of activities, opportunities for evolving new projects, maintaining 

infrastructure and relationships, provision of financial support, demand and interest is there, 

clear communication about how Iceland is a safe destination, good track record on how 

Iceland has handled COVID-19, safety on transportation to Iceland, low concern regarding 

travel anxiety, focus on things you can control, sustainability, fewer but longer trips, health 

orientation, decrease in business trips. A SWOT analysis was also conducted, and findings 

showed the strengths being nature, location, infrastructure, experience, high tourist 

satisfaction. The weaknesses being pricing, lack of high-end services, tourist congestion. The 

opportunities being sustainability, volcanic eruption at Fagradalsfjall, Iceland being the least 

densely populated county in Europe. The threats being competition, dependence on airlines, 

perception of over-tourism, decline in control of ownership, climate change. It was 

concluded that the efficient sharing of information and awareness creation concerning that 

Iceland is a safe destination to visit is one of the key measures for attracting travellers post 

COVID-19. Those measures must include information that Iceland is densely populated, 

strong service infrastructure in all regions, Iceland having handled the COVID-19 pandemic 

efficiently, and that Iceland should be favoured as a destination for sustainable tourism. 

Nature is Iceland’s main tourism motivator and a new opportunity has emerged with a 

recent volcanic eruption. Crisis management shows that Iceland is reactive in its measures. 

Findings showed that emerging travel anxiety is not considered a barrier when attracting 

international travellers post COVID-19. That conclusion is built on existing demand for 

travels to Iceland and insights from individuals within the industry.  
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1 Introduction 

At the time of writing we are living in what feels like surreal circumstances, a global 

pandemic due to a Corona virus named COVID-19. The how, when and where of the cause 

of the virus is still being investigated, but it won’t change the disastrous effects it has 

already had on the world and its industries (Sample, 2021). An industry that is exceptionally 

vulnerable to a global pandemic is the tourism industry (Yeh, 2020) and since the outbreak, 

the tourism industry has had to endure a massive hit with closing of borders, cancellation of 

flights, curfews and mandatory quarantine, with world tourism declining by over 80% in 

2020 compared to recent years (UNWTO, 2020). For some countries the tourism industry is 

a large contributor to the nations Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and one of those countries 

that are very dependent on tourism is Iceland (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). 

As a consequence of the pandemic people become insecure, find it hard to trust in 

otherwise established structures such as health care systems, law and order or honesty of 

their neighbours. Anxiety levels and ability to trust in local structures also becomes a 

variable when tourists choose their desired destination (Luo & Lam, 2020). 

1.1 Research question 

The aim of this master‘s thesis is to answer the following research question: 

RQ: How can the Icelandic tourism industry attract international travellers post COVID-19? 

Sub-question 1: What is the strategy of the Icelandic tourism industry regarding Crisis 

Management Theory? 

Sub-question 2: Is travel anxiety considered a barrier for attracting international travellers 

post-COVID-19? 

1.2 Motivation and relevance 

With the Icelandic economy being so tourism dependent, and with the developing travel 

anxiety resulting from the pandemic in individuals, there is clearly a challenge for the 

Icelandic tourism sector (KPMG, 2020) in terms of managing the current decline. Therefore, 

the researchers studied how organizations within the Icelandic tourism sector intend to 

rebuild the success they endured before the pandemic, and what their strategy is towards 

buffering the decline and especially travel anxiety. 
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1.3 Delimitation 

This thesis is delimited to the Icelandic tourism industry, with an emphasis on different 

entities within that environment. The researchers define an entity as being part of the 

Icelandic tourism industry if they in one way or another were significantly affected by the 

downfall in tourism. The research participants for this thesis play different roles within the 

industry, but have the same interest in common, which is attracting foreign travellers back 

to Iceland as soon as possible.  

1.4 Thesis structure 

In the follow up of this current chapter of introduction, the structure of the thesis includes a 

literature review in chapter 2, where there will be covered existing literature related to the 

research topic. This includes a thorough definition of what a pandemic is, the impact of 

critical events on tourism and economies, the impact of COVID-19 on both international and 

Icelandic tourism, travel anxiety, and the theory of crisis management. The literature review 

is followed by chapter 3, where the methodology of the research is explained. The 

methodology consists of an elaborate description of the research philosophy, research 

approach, research design, research plan and the data collection. This is followed by chapter 

4 where the data gathered is presented and analysed. Chapter 5 is where the findings are 

discussed, which is then followed by a conclusion on the research question and 

recommendations in chapter 6. The thesis is then concluded with future research and 

limitations in Chapter 7. 

2 Literature review 

In the following chapters, we have gathered existing literature concerning the research field. 

The literature review will explain what a pandemic is and what the consequences are from a 

pandemic. Then it goes on to cover the effect of past critical events on tourism 

environments. These two are then combined, in the form of the COVID-19 pandemic 

(defined as a critical event) and its effect on both international tourism and the Icelandic 

tourism industry. This is then followed up by theory of crisis management and past 

implementations of crisis management in past disasters. Lastly, the challenges and 

opportunities for the Icelandic tourism industry are covered and the role of crisis 

management in the face of those challenges.  
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2.1 What is a pandemic?  

Epidemic is a term that is often broadly used to describe any problem that has grown out of 

control. An epidemic is defined as "an outbreak of a disease that occurs over a wide 

geographic area and affects an exceptionally high proportion of the population." 

An epidemic is an event in which a disease is actively spreading. In contrast, the 

term pandemic relates to geographic spread and is used to describe a disease that affects a 

whole country or the entire world (Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, 2012). 

In the early days of 2020 a new virus emerged, identified in Wuhan China, soon creating a 

global pandemic in humans. Speculations and rumours surrounded this invisible enemy 

causing fear in individuals, one being a farmer in China becoming ill from eating a raw bat 

and infecting a village as a result, with the Chinese government trying to cover it up or 

another saying that wicked scientists in the Wuhan district deliberately developed a virus, 

and unleashed it into the public for the sake of cleaning up humanity (Aljazeera, 2020). The 

World Health Organization announced an official name for the disease, abbreviated as 

COVID-19. In COVID-19, “CO” stands for corona, “VI” for virus, and ”D” for disease (World 

Health Organization, n.d.).  

Most people who have COVID-19 have mild symptoms, but some experience severe illness 

and even death. Especially at risk are older adults and people who have certain underlying 

medical conditions (National Foundation for Infectious Diseases, 2020). The severity of the 

disease has caused widespread fear with international medical response aiming to control 

the virus and minimize the impact.  

One of the industries highly affected by this is the tourism industry as people have both 

been restricted in their traveling as well as experiencing fear of infection (Yeh, 2020). The 

concept of tourism is defined as a geographical movement of people from one place to 

another in the purpose of exploiting uniqueness and novelty of a destination, and for the 

gain and feel of new experiences (Correia & Kozak, 2010).   

The COVID-19 pandemic is by definition a major critical event. A critical event is an event 

with a specified, high consequence such as an event involving an offsite community impact, 

critical system damage, a severe injury, or a fatality (Dictionary.University, 2021). These 

events can result in extensive damage to human life, as well as social and natural 
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enviroments which weakens both the financial structure and the reputation of organizations 

and even industries as a whole (UNISDR, 2012) 

2.2 The impact of critical events on arrival and behaviour of tourism 

Our world has experienced numerous critical events whether it being pandemics or other 

major disruptive events such as natural disasters or terrorist attacks. Disasters and other 

critical events are strong examples of determining factors and forces that constantly shape 

the global tourism industry. They bring along profound effects on individuals and societies 

as a whole that can result in a considerable impact on tourism and tourist behaviour 

(Rosselló, Becken, & Santana-Gallego, 2020). Tourist behaviour can be divided into a process 

that consists of four stages where the first stage is when the tourist recognizes a need for 

travel, followed by the second stage where information is gathered on potential 

destinations. In stage three, the tourist decides on a destination, organizes his travels, and 

subsequently executes the tour. The final stage is then an evaluation of the carried-out trip. 

Certain demographic factors affect this tourism behavioural process such as, age, gender, 

marital status and income and certain individual leisure preferences such as weather 

conditions and the drive for nature or cultural attractions (Wachyuni & Kusumaningrum, 

2020). Existing literature has put weight into exploring the effect that these events have on 

tourism industries around the globe (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006; Henderson, 

2013; Hitchchock & Putra, 2005; Karabulut, Bilgin, Demir, & Doker, 2020) 

2.2.1 The impact of terrorist attacks on tourism 

In international affairs, terrorist attacks have established themselves as a modern issue and 

appear to make an apparent impact on demand in tourist destinations. The contemporary 

media coverage of such happenings may result in frightening or discouraging travel for 

potential visitors, and unintentionally creating a believe in them that they might end up 

becoming victims of a terrorist attack (Pizam & Smith, 2000). Thus, providing the value that 

terrorist organizations want from an attack (Jetter, 2017) and the reaction of travellers 

feeds into the perceived importance of terrorist attacks and it can take time to recover the 

demand to pre-incident times (Pizam & Smith, 2000). 

In the year 1985 a substantial amount of terrorist attacks occurred all around the globe. 

Including a hotel bombing in Athens, café bombing in Rome, an Egyptian jetliner hijacked in 
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Malta, cruise ship hijacking in the Mediterranean, and mass shootings at Leonardo da Vinci 

(Rome) airport and Schwechat international airport in Vienna, Austria (Sönmez & Graefe, 

1998). Terrorism doesn’t only induce fear and cause destruction, it also can have serious 

economic consequences for the tourism industry. In a statement released by the World 

Tourism Organization, they held terrorist attacks accountable for $105 billion combined in 

unearned revenue of tourism organizations, for the year of 1985 (Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). 

In the follow up of these events, bookings to the Mediterranean countries decreased by 

50%, and bookings to Egypt suffered a decline of 65% (Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). In a Gallup 

Poll conducted in North- America in 1986, 79% of participants said they had no interest in 

travelling abroad due to the fear of terrorism. Hotel occupancy rates showed a drastic 

decline after 1985, and a survey among 205 travel agencies showed that 48% of their clients 

cancellation were due to the fear of terrorist attacks (Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). 

Study by Pizam and Smith (2000), covers a total of 70 terrorist attacks in the time period 

1985-98. According to their findings on the correlation between terrorist attacks and 

declining tourist demand, a significant part of them (79%) caused a very large decline in 

tourism demand of the destinations. While 50% of them were able to recover to previous 

demand within three months, the other destinations were not back to normal until 7 to 12 

months later (Pizam & Smith, 2000). 

On September 11th, 2001, 19 men hijacked four commercial airplanes in the United States 

and steered them straight into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Centre in New York City. 

This resulted in the tragic loss of an estimated 6000 people, workers, and emergency 

responders (Goodrich, 2002). The North America hotel industry endured a hard hit during 

the first three months after the attack as bookings dropped down to 50% due to 

cancellations. This amounted to a loss of $2 billion in unearned revenue for the hotel 

industry (Goodrich, 2002). In Las Vegas, the city of gambling, there were reports of a 50% 

decrease in guests due to the fear of flying or anxiety to travel (Goodrich, 2002). Some 

states in North America are more tourist dependant than others and one that especially 

relies on tourism for their economy is Florida, with 17% of jobs dependant on tourism and 

about 20% of these jobs were laid off in the aftermath of the attack on the Twin Towers 

(Goodrich, 2002). 
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In the beginning of the decade, the island Bali in Indonesia was a popular and sought-after 

tourist destination, but on October 12th in 2002 tragedy struck in the well-known tourist 

district of Kuta when terrorists bombed a popular nightclub. Most of the victims of the 

bombings were in fact tourists, none of the fatalities included members of the Kuta 

community. The aftermath of the bombings brought upon a substantial downfall in tourism 

to Bali and accounted for a negative impact on their economy (Hitchchock & Putra, 2005). 

According to measurements from Ngurah Rai International Airport, in Bali, their visitors in 

May 2003 accounted for less than half of the visitors from the year before, thus a 50% 

decline (Hitchchock & Putra, 2005). In May 2004, Bali was back on track with the same 

numbers of tourists as pre-incident, but despite the upwards spiral in tourism demand, the 

severity of the crisis showed in the numbers of layoffs for hotels and tourism related 

organizations in an already economically weak culture (Hitchchock & Putra, 2005). The 

downturn in Bali’s economy at the time accumulated for $40 billion in damages and a 2.5% 

decline in global industrial production (UNISDR, 2012), which was considered so great that 

to restore confidence in Bali as a destination, both national and international measures had 

to be taken. These measures included substantial marketing resources attained to restore 

Bali’s destination image (Putra & Hitchcock, 2006).  

On November 13th in the year 2015, a series of terrorist attacks took place in Paris. The 

attacks occurred in restaurants, bars, a major sports stadium, and a concert hall. These 

events had the European media on edge as it was ongoing. Effects of these attacks are 

visible in the statistics of foreign travellers in Paris in the months after the attacks. There 

was an approximately 30% decline in foreign travellers in the following two months after 

the incidents, when compared to the year before (Meindl, 2018). The Paris attacks were 

then followed up in 2016, when an airport and a metro station were bombed by the same 

terrorist group in Brussels on March 22nd.  As in the other above-mentioned incidents, this 

had a significant impact on tourism in Brussels as hotel occupancy rates fell by 

approximately 20% in the first six months after the attack (Vanneste, Tudorache, & Thérese, 

2017). 

2.2.2 The impact of natural disasters on tourism 

Due to the aggravating effects of climate change and evolving complexity of socio-ecological 

structures in a globalized society, the occurrences and impacts of natural disasters have 
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significantly increased, thus affecting the tourism industry (Rosselló, Becken, & Santana-

Gallego, 2020). In fact, in the last 40 years the number of disasters in the world has 

increased more than fourfold (International Federation of Red Cross, 2002) and have with 

time sculptured part of the broader “riskscape” that people around the world have had to 

manage and live with (Rosselló, Becken, & Santana-Gallego, 2020).  

Looking at the effects of natural disasters on tourism from a theoretical standpoint, 

assumptions are made that the impact of these occurrences are negative when it comes to 

inbound tourism traffic. Nevertheless, in some instances, an increase in tourist visiting 

numbers following a natural disaster seems feasible, dependant on the size and type of the 

disaster (Rosselló, Becken, & Santana-Gallego, 2020). 

On December 26th, 2004, a devastating tsunami hit southern Thailand, amongst other 

regions. Although the tsunami had a devastating impact on many regions and areas, its 

impact on the provinces of Phuket and Phang Nga has gained tremendous interest amongst 

tourism researchers due to their attraction and reliance on tourism. The island of Phuket, 

which is in southern Thailand is famous as a tourism hotspot due to its white beaches, 

luxury resorts and vibrant nightlife. Tourism is a principal part of the economy in Thailand 

and Phuket is one of the biggest contributors to that. Phuket is the most tourist-dependant 

province in Thailand and important to the Thai tourism economy. In the mainland, just north 

of Phuket, lies the province of Phang Nga. In the years before the tsunami, Phang Nga and 

especially it´s beach district Khao Lak had developed a strong tourism hub by building 

multiple ocean resorts, many of them more peaceful and smaller than the Phuket ones 

(Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). 

When the Indian Ocean tsunami hit, in high season, a much higher proportion of the victims 

in Thailand were tourists, when compared to other effected regions. In the years following 

the tsunami, Thailand experienced a decline in tourist arrivals, most severely in 2005 and 

2006. From 1998, visitor numbers had been increasing steadily and in 2004 those numbers 

peaked with 1.2 million international travellers arriving in Thailand each month. In January 

2005, only a month after the tsunami hit, the number of international visitors had reduced 

to roughly 800.000, generating a severe downfall (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 

2006). 
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The provinces of Phuket and Phang Nga experienced significant decline in the numbers of 

international visitors with overall tourism revenue declining greatly in both provinces. In 

Phuket it went down 71% and in Phang Nga it went down by unparalleled 82% (Birkland, 

Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). This massive decline was at the time expected in Phang 

Nga as most of the province´s resort district was destroyed. The decline in tourism revenue 

in Phuket raised fear as the physical damage by the tsunami was severely less than in Phang 

Nga thus more likely to be a result of tourists´ perception that Phuket was an unsafe 

destination to visit (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). In both provinces, Phuket 

and Phang Nga, during the period of January-March 2005, only about one-third hotel rooms 

were occupied. In comparison, the usual occupancy rate is in the range between 57-70% 

(Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006).  

In the year following the disaster, Thai (domestic) visitors nearly equalled the number of 

international visitors in Phuket, and in Phang Nga the domestic visitors even outnumbered 

international travellers. This is in spite of any visible government incentives that incited 

domestic visitors to travel. These numbers seem to just reflect a natural rate of domestic 

tourism movement in country (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). 

Thus, the impact on Thailand was twofold; the severe physical damage on the provinces hit 

by the disaster and the severe impact from a tourism standpoint was the emerging of a 

sense that the former popular area had become unsafe to visit (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & 

Wallace, 2006). 

On March 11th in 2006 a powerful earthquake, measuring 9 on the Richter Scale, struck 

Tohoku region in Northeast Japan (Henderson, 2013). Following the earthquake, a colossal 

tsunami made its way to the mainland, generating widespread physical devastation. 

Consequently, from the destructive tsunami, a nuclear crisis broke out as reactors at the 

Fukushima Daiichi plant suffered partial meltdowns from the flooding. Radioactive fission 

products leaked into the atmosphere and ocean, polluting farmland, and fishing areas. In 

total, around 16.000 people lost their lives, 3000 were reported missing and 330.000 were 

displaced (Henderson, 2013). The prefectures of Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima sustained the 

most severe damage and it was estimated that reconstruction would cost 314 billion US 

dollars for the next decade (Henderson, 2013).  
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Since the 1960´s, Japan´s tourism industry had grown substantially. In 2010 Japan attracted 

roughly 9 million foreign visitors, half of which were of Asian origin, who altogether spent 

approximately 15 billion US dollars. Respectively, 293 million domestic travellers spent 148 

billion US dollars that same year (Henderson, 2013). The impact of the threefold disaster in 

Japan was tremendous, and the tourism industry was no exclusion. Inbound tourism traffic 

in Japan suffered a great decline with an overall drop in arrivals for 2011 of almost 30%, 

despite domestic and international flights being restored again in Tohoku in the end of July 

2011. In addition to the initial structural impacts in Japan, foreign governments issued 

warnings, advising against non-essential travels to Japan due to the possibility of aftershocks 

and hazards concerning the nuclear accident. It wasn´t until in the end of 2011 that an 

upswing started to occur concerning tourism traffic and in 2012 inbound visitor numbers to 

Japan had sustained (Henderson, 2013). 

2.2.3 The impact of pandemics on tourism 

The SARS 2003 pandemic, originating in China, had a serious negative impact on tourism 

development in China. Zeng et al. (2005) looked at SARS as a short-time crisis defining it so 

from its nature, its effect on infrastructure and the period of recovery (Zeng, DeLacy, & 

Carter, 2005). The SARS pandemic resulted in a vast amount of deaths and great economic 

losses, but in its essence it became a crisis due to the lack of preperation and intense media 

attention (Zeng, DeLacy, & Carter, 2005). Adding on to the study of Zeng et al.(2005), Kuo et 

al. (2008) assessed the impact of two epidemics, SARS and the Avian Flu, with regards to 

arrivals of tourists in Asia. They showcased how the amount of tourist arrivals significantly 

lowered in countries hit by SARS but no effect was visible in terms of the Avian Flu (Kuo et 

al., 2008) which they did not offer any explanation for.  

Rosselló et al. (2017) focused their research on tourist arrivals in Malaria, Dengue, Yellow 

Fever, and Ebola affected countries. Their findings showed a remarkable decline in arrival of 

tourists where e.g. a risk of Malaria transmission in a country leads to 47% decline in 

tourism. It is estimated that immediate annual cost of dengue and chikungunya combined to 

the economies of endemic countries are substantial. For Malaysia the cost amounts to $133 

million, and for Thailand approximately $127 million (Mavalankar, Puwar, Murtola, & Vasan, 

2009).  In Sierra Leone, the impact of Ebola on tourism arrivals was instant with a 50% 
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downfall from 2013 to 2014, and until this day the numbers haven‘t recovered to their pre-

epidemic status (Turner, 2018). 

The full extent and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is hard to forecast as the world society 

hasn´t experienced a global pandemic of this caliber in recent times. With global tourism 

mainly taking off in the 20th century the previous experiences might not shine the right light 

on the possible impact that the COVID-19 outbreak might have on tourism (Karabulut, 

Bilgin, Demir, & Doker, 2020).  

2.3 The impact of critical events on international tourism economy 

The economy around tourism has endured a big hit since the emergence of COVID-19, this 

shows in the comparison of the amount of jobs in tourism between 2019 and 2020. In 2019 

the total travel and tourism jobs amounted to a total of 334 million globally, whilst 

amounting to 272 million in 2020 (World Travel & Tourism Council, 2021). The decline of 

internationals tourism in 2020 is equal to a loss of approximately 1 billion arrivals and 1.1 

trillion US dollars in international tourism receipts. This grave decline in international 

tourism results in an economic loss of roughly 2 trillion US dollars in global GDP, which in 

comparison is more than 2% of the global GDP for the year 2019 (World Tourism 

Organization, 2020). 

Karabulut et al. (2020) researched the international evidence of how pandemics affect 

tourism and more precisely tourist arrivals. The research brought to light that a nation´s 

GDP may determine the scale of impact that pandemics have on tourist demand. The higher 

a GDP per capita in a country is, the stronger the inbound tourism demand will be. When a 

nation´s currency depreciates, the country can attract more international travelers as travel 

costs will be moderately cheaper. That is, the exchange rate has a positive effect on arrival 

of tourists. 

During the SARS outbreak in 2003, China´s economy was effected significantly negatively, 

with the tourism sector taking the heaviest hit. By the end of 2003, China´s revenue from 

tourism decreased 50-66% when compared with tourism revenue from 2002. That 

amounted to roughly 10.8 billion US dollars at that time (Hai, Zhao, Wang, & Hou, 2004). In 

addition to this, revenue from domestic tourists lowered by around 10%. In total, it was 

predicted that the loss suffered by China´s tourism industry would be around 16.8 billion US 
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dollars by the end of 2003. Looking at the bigger picture, it was concluded, with the help of 

a multiplier effect, that SARS would negatively impact China´s economy by 25.3 billion US 

dollars in total and that China´s GDP growth rate would lower by 1-2% compared to if SARS 

wouldn´t have emerged (Hai, Zhao, Wang, & Hou, 2004). 

In 2014-2015, the Ebola virus outbreak affected the tourism and hospitality industries in 

Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Liberia negatively, particularly in Sierra Leone. Tourism, mining, 

manufacturing and farming industries were heavily disrupted due to the Ebola Virus and all 

across West Africa, the epidemic waws having ripple effects and coming down negatively on 

economies. Compared to previous Ebola Virus Disease outbreaks, the 2014 Ebola epidemic 

was eleven times larger then earlier outbreaks combined. A total of 2.2 billion US dollars 

was lost in GDP in Liberia, Guinea, and Sierra Leone due to the outbreak in 2015 

(U.S.Department of Health and Human Services , 2019). This accounted for a total loss of 

0.9% in Guinea‘s GDP and 1.6% in Sierra Leone‘s GDP. From an average ten year growth rate 

of 7.8% in Sierra Leone, it slowed down to 4.6%, while the economy in Guinea came to 

almost a complete stop over the period 2014-2015 (Turner, 2018). This didn´t only affect 

and threat the stability of macroeconomics but also human capital development, food 

security and private sector growth. The negative economic effect was certainly not limited 

to these three countries as it´s calculated that the global economy suffered a fall by roughly 

50% (U.S.Department of Health and Human Services , 2019). The cost of response was 

severe and overall, approximately 3,6 billion US dollars were spent to fight the outbreak by 

the end of 2015 with 2,37 billion US dollars coming from the US government, 364 million US 

dollars coming from the United Kingdom, and 140 million US dollars coming from the World 

Bank (U.S.Department of Health and Human Services , 2019).  

Emerging and advanced economies have stood strong through past pandemics and the clear 

negative effect of pandemic outbreaks seem to mainly exist for low-income economies. 

Poor health infrastructure and lack of transparency can be labeled as some of the key 

aspects of decreasing tourism demand, post pandemics, in low-income countries (Karabulut, 

Bilgin, Demir, & Doker, 2020). On the other hand, previous pandemics have been mostly 

regional and have lead to fewer infections and deaths then the now globally threatening 

COVID-19 pandemic. For this reason, emerging and advanced economies and their health 
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systems were able to manage the pandemic more efficiently (Karabulut, Bilgin, Demir, & 

Doker, 2020). 

2.4 The impact of COVID 19 pandemic on international tourism 

The overall effects of COVID-19 are not yet visible as travel restrictions and other 

interventions are still in place and we are yet to see what happens once they are lifted. 

However, what is currently known is that the international tourism industry is severely 

affected and in 2020 the industry suffered a decline in international arrivals of roughly 70%, 

putting the industry back to levels from 30 years ago (World Tourism Organization, 2020). 

 “Travel bubbles”, have been suggested as a solution to the current pandemic and was first 

initiated by Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania where citizens from these countries are allowed to 

travel freely (without quarantine requirements) within their own bubble (Reuters, 2020). 

However, Yetgin and Benligiray (2019) argued that under this circumstance, economic and 

social pressures will affect people’s mental state which could be acerbated when people are 

surrounded by rumours or misleading false information about COVID-19 (Yetgin & Benligray, 

2019). 

Roughly every nation faces the threat of their health systems being overloaded and even 

collapsing and the aim of restrictions such as travel bans and curfews, remains to flatten the 

COVID-19 infection curve (Karabulut, Bilgin, Demir, & Doker, 2020).  

In January 2021, The United Nation´s World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) conducted a 

global survey amongst their Panel of Tourism Experts and the survey revolved around the 

impact of COVID-19 on tourism and the expected time of recovery. In one section in the 

survey, the experts were asked what they believed were some the main factors weighing in 

on the recovery of international tourism. In a worldwide context, 79% of the experts 

mentioned travel restrictions and 68% mentioned slow containment of the virus as the main 

barriers. In a European context, 84% of the expert mentioned travel restrictions and 67% 

mentioned slow virus containment as main barriers (World Tourism Organization, 2020). 

As of April 17th, roughly a month after COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic (World 

Health Organization, 2020), more then 16.000 passenger jets were grounded worldwide due 

to the impact of the pandemic on international tourism, summing up to roughly two-thirds 
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of the world´s passenger jets (Kotoky, Stringer, & Saxena, 2020). Allocating the space and 

conditions for 62% of the worlds planes and keeping them airworthy suddenly became a 

priority for airlines. The airline industry is one of the key players regarding international 

tourism and managing such large scale storage is a challenge for an industry already in a 

crisis. With this grounding of aircrafts around the world due to the pandemic, roughly 25 

million jobs are at risk and revenue from flying passengers could drop by nearly a third of a 

trillion US dollars (Kotoky, Stringer, & Saxena, 2020). 

2.5 The impact of COVID 19 pandemic on Icelandic tourism 

A survey was conducted by Íslandsstofa in June 2020, where the participants were foreign 

travel professionals. The findings showed that bookings to Iceland were substantially lower 

than compared to past surveys, which could be explained by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, the Net Promoter Score for Iceland as a destination has never been higher, which 

is a positive statement for the Icelandic tourism industry, and gives a sign of how strong 

Iceland‘s image as a destination is. The findings further showed that 65% of the participants 

have a positive outlook towards Iceland‘s response with regards to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and 74% of participants classify safety as being one of the positive factors about Iceland. 

Also, 83% expected their clients to be willing to travel before the next winter season was 

over, and 80% expected their clients bookings to Iceland to pick up in the summer of 2021, 

and based on their answers they expect markets closer to Iceland to be more likely to start 

bookings to Iceland rather than the more distant markets (Íslandsstofa, Foreign Travel 

Professional Survey About Icelandic Tourism, 2021). 

A section in an extensive consumer survey conducted by Íslandsstofa (2021) regarded to 

how safe Iceland is as a destination in the eyes of the participants. In one of the questions, 

the participants were asked to rate to what extent the statement “is a safe country” applied 

to Iceland as a destination. 21,8% of the participants answered that the statement applies 

completely, giving it a 7 on a scale from 1-7. 29,9% of the participants gave it a 6 out of 7 

and 27,2% gave it a 5 out of 7 (Íslandsstofa, Mælaborð, 2021) 

The survey conducted by Íslandsstofa (2021), indicates that willingness to travel to Iceland 

after the pandemic is strong and that Iceland, as a destination, is comparing well against its 

competitors. Out of 7000 participants, 2743 (40,3%) answered “very positive” when asked 
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how positive or negative they were towards Iceland as a travel destination and 2631 (38,7%) 

answered “somewhat positive” to the same question. When the participants were then 

asked when they realistically intend to travel again internationally, 2060 (30,1%) out of the 

7000 participants answered “within 12 months” and 2080 (30,4%) answered “within 24 

months” (Íslandsstofa, Mælaborð, 2021).   

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Iceland’s tourism industry had been growing consecutively 

for nine years and had contributed to approximately 10% of the nations Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP), accounted for 39% of the nation’s total export revenue and created about 

30.000 jobs, making tourism one of the main pillars in the countries economy (OECD, 2019).  

Roughly 45% of Iceland’s incoming tourists are from the United States (24%), United 

Kingdom (14%) and Germany (7%) (OECD, 2019). These three countries were all hit very 

badly by COVID-19 and cases and recorded COVID-19 related deaths in these countries kept 

exceeding their own records (ABC, 2021). This means that not only is the pandemic a 

disaster for the tourism dependent economy of Iceland, but a large piece of their tourism 

related customer base was heavily hit, resulting in them being labelled as high risk countries 

with relevant travel restrictions (Tremlett, 2020).  

The Icelandic tourist board recently launched a new initiative called the Clean & Safe Stamp 

which can help tourism operators to welcome their customers in a responsible way so that 

they feel safe while enjoying their travels. It is intended to establish the safety credibility of 

tourism operators. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, it´s expected that people will form 

new travel habits, new standards, and new values. The Icelandic tourism industry must adopt 

to this new reality and tourism operators must be willing to receive travellers in a safe and 

responsible way. Overall, Iceland needs to continue being a desirable and safe destination 

(Icelandic Tourist Board, clean & safe - info and participation, 2021). 

2.6 The concept of Travel Anxiety 

A global pandemic is an unnerving event which can cause uncertainty, anxiety and create 

fear in individuals. Anxiety is defined as the fear of negative consequences (Luo & Lam, 

2020), and one specific form of anxiety is travel anxiety (Luo & Lam, 2020). Travel anxiety 

has been defined as the fear of negative consequences through the act of travelling (Luo & 

Lam, 2020), where studies have shown a positive correlation between travel anxiety and 
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fear of COVID-19, thus the more the fear of COVID-19 the greater the anxiety. Furthermore, 

travel anxiety and risk attitude moderate the indirect impacts between fear of COVID-19 

and travel intention (Luo & Lam, 2020).  

Previous research has shown that anxiety is a strong predictor of behaviour and when 

people become more anxious with regards to COVID-19, they tend to increase personal 

hygiene and engage in more social distancing (Taylor, 2019). High anxiety and worry about 

the future might act as signals to avoid taking risks (Smith, Ebert, & Broman-Fulks, 2016). 

Although the desire to travel is closely related to people´s well-being and mental state, 

tourism researchers generally pay little attention to research on people’s feelings and 

emotions (Gnoth, Zins, Lengmueller, & Boshoff, 2000). 

However, past studies have shown how emotions can affect people’s behaviour (White & 

Yu, 2005; White, C.J., 2005). Thus, emotions can influence how tourists decide their 

destinations and their behaviour (Moyle, Moyle, Bec, & Scott, 2019). 

Attitude is a stable and persistent psychological construct that can effectively affect and 

predict human behaviour (Kraus, 1995). Risk attitude is an attitude towards taking a possible 

risk, a mindset on taking this risk under uncertain or risky condition (Hillson & Murray-

Webster, 2007). People tend to act rationally under risky or uncertain circumstances. They 

may downplay or buffer the risk entirely or partially in their minds (Maser & Weiermair, 

1998). 

Even though there is an option to avoid the risk completely, this option is less likely to be 

chosen (Maser & Weiermair, 1998). Instead, people are more likely to create back-up plans 

according to the nature of the risk (Kozak, Crotts, & Law, 2007). Risk perception has been 

shown to be an important predictor of consumers’ decisions and judgement (Yavas, 1987). 

Grounded flights and travel restrictions is thus not the only worry for tourism related 

companies, but also the psychological state and recovery of their consumer base. During 

recent months COVID-19 psychological, social, and economic consequences have been 

studied by researchers providing knowledge and data to better prepare for future events 

(Zenker, Braun, & Gyimóthy, 2021).  
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This type of anxiety has been, in the past, more related to the fear of visiting unfamiliar 

destinations, experiencing health conditions on foreign soil, or fear of accidents in the 

means of transportation (car accidents, plain crashes, e.g) (Lockett, 2019). With the COVID-

19 pandemic, a whole new wave of travel anxiety has emerged where individuals are 

experiencing anxiety towards contagion from this invisible threat and being put in 

mandatory quarantine at both the travel destination and in their home country (Flaherty & 

Nasir, 2020). People suffering from travel anxiety have a tendency to cancel trips if they feel 

unsafe or anxious, and they prefer destinations which give them a confirmation of their 

security and safety. The perception of security in a destination is related to the effects on a 

travelers anxiety, and the weaker the trust in security and safety of a destination, the more 

likely symptons and abondonment of scheduled trips will occur (Ahn, Cho, & Jeong, 2013). It 

made world news when a few cruise ships in early 2020 had their own COVID-19 outbreak 

onboard, the first one was “The Diamond Princess” that had to be anchored in Yokohama 

port in Japan on February 3rd, 2020. Out of 2666 people on board, 691 ended up being 

infected with COVID-19 and the vessel stayed docked at Yokohama port for a whole 27 days 

(Nakazawa, Ino, & Akabayashi, 2020). The fear and anxiety towards their own personal 

safety and the safety of their loved ones took a toll on their mental state. (Takahasi, 

Manaka, Hori, Arai, & Tachikawa, 2020).     

The anxiety related to COVID-19 has recieved a distinct diagnosis in the psychology world, 

labelled as coronophobia. A phobia such as this one can involve two types of symptoms of 

anxiety, somatic and cognitive symptoms. Somatic symptoms include experiences of 

insomnia, dizziness, sweaty palms and a racing pulse, while cognitive symptoms are mindful 

and consist of worries, doubts and distress. In some cases, these symptoms can be so severe 

that they result in individuals backing out of plans or activity. Coronophobia, may very well 

result in individuals being to anxious to travel due to the fear of contracting COVID-19 

(Zenker, Braun, & Gyimóthy, 2021). This is not only fear of possible negative consequences 

but also based on objective information as news have reported that there is a certain 

infection risk of COVID-19, especially on long haul flights (Khanh, et al., 2020). In an analysis 

reported by Khan et al. (2020), a COVID-19 infected individual boarded a 15-hour flight from 

London to Hanoi. Out of 217 passengers and crew, the infected person managed to infect 16 

people in their proximity (Khanh, et al., 2020). 



Sigurður Hrannar Björnsson  Master’s thesis 
Vilhjálmur Gunnar Arthúrsson  May 2021 

22 

 

With this emerging new wave of travel anxiety, researchers have developed tools in order to 

measure this new concepts of coronaphobia which has provided important information to 

be used in the tourism industry. Measuring scales such as The Fear of COVID-19 Scale 

(Ahorsu et al., 2020) and the Coronavirus Anxiety Scale (Silva, de Sampaio Brito & Pereira, 

2020), which are brief screeners for Corona related anxiety are examples of that. Both of 

these scale‘s were used as a framework in a research for COVID-19 related anxiety by Lee, 

Sherman A. (2020). The scales are specifically tailored towards the correlation between fear 

of COVID-19 and anxiety. Zenker et al. (2021) designed a scale called the Pandemic Anxiety 

Travel Scale that looks specifically at the relationship between a Pandemic and the Anxiety 

to travel. It is a 5-item, simple and easy to use scale that Zenker et al. (2020) used in two 

independent studies for ensuring its reliability (Zenker, Braun, & Gyimóthy, 2021).  

2.7 Crisis management theory 

Through time, managers, researchers, and consultants have aimed most of their focus 

towards problems related to financial growth and performance but more recently there has 

been more heed paid to the management of corporate and industry crises. Managers of 

organizations and others responsible can confront a crisis such as pollution, industrial 

accidents, natural disasters, and product defects directly, if they prepare efficiently and 

adopt a systematic and thorough perspective for managing crises. This is where so called 

„crisis management“ comes into play (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). Crisis 

management is designed to protect organizations from threats and/or reduce or manage 

impact from threats. The basic purpose of crisis management is thus not prevention of all 

crises but rather continous testing, detection of issues and revision of strategies that enable 

organizations and industries to manage more effectively when a crises transpires. These 

strategies are for example maintenance procedures, safety policies, crisis audits, 

enivironmental-impact audits, worker training, and emergency planning (Mitroff, 

Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). 

To understand the foundational concept of crisis management it´s ideal to look at the Model 

of Crisis Management in Figure 1, introduced by Mitroff et al. (1987). Which is a basic model 

where crisis managment unfolds into four phases which consist of detection, crises, repair 

and assesment. The phases can be entered and exited from any point and can proceed in 

any given direction. It´s practicable to start at the first phase –detection.  An example of 
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such a phase are plant/equipment monitoring systems, management information systems, 

computerized process control systems, and enviromental scanning systems that play the 

role of scanning both the external and internal environments for detecting clues of pending 

crises. It is an essential part of developing a crisis management protocol as it gives direction 

to what sort of problems might arise within a given industry. It´s a challange to prepare for 

or prevent crises from occuring that an industry or oganization has not yet detected or 

identified. That is why the phase “detection” is placed in the model ahead of the slope that 

holds prevention/preparation (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987).  
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Figure 1: The Mitroff et al. (1987) model of crisis management. 

In the crisis phase, the core of the problem itself is approached. This phase indicates that its 

almost impossible for industries and organizations to foresee and prevent all crises from 

occuring. At the repair phase, the focus is moved from the proactive aspects of crisis 

management over to the reactive aspects of the model. This stands for the route to 

recovery, post-crises, with the help of major structures and mechanisms within the 
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impacted industry or organization. Those structures can be emergency plans, public 

relations plans, crisis management teams and more (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). 

The assessment phase is the final one of the model. This is where the industry or 

organization reflects on what can be learned from the crises that has passed, how that 

knowledge can be used as an advantage later on, and what areas within their crisis 

management strategies needs to be more effective and further developed (Mitroff, 

Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). 

Industries and organizations can either spend more time on the proactive or reactive side of 

the model. The more crises the players anticipate or prepare for, the more they engage in 

proactive behavior. On the contrary, if these players remain blind to their vulnerability, they 

will find themselves spending more time on the right side, reacting and doing damage 

control post-crises (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). 

Although the concept and practice of crisis managment is still in continous development, 

prior data shows that the more crises industries and organizations prepare for a possible 

crisis, the better suited they are to quickly and succesfully recover from any type of crises. A 

fundamental rule within crisis management claims that crises unfolding exactly as 

envisioned or planned for is impossible and therefore leaves crisis management as a never 

ending process rather then a practice with a beginning and an end (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & 

Udwadia, 1987). 

The typology of crises is expanding and it´s becoming clear that industries and organizations 

must not only focus on crises that are well known to them but also to the various disasters 

that can now occur and impact any organization or industry in the future. Its crucial to 

differentiate between crises who develop outside the organization or industry and those 

who arise within, since the warning signals vary, depending on the form of the crisis. If the 

players, only pay focus to one part of the chain, they risk missing valuable lessons for 

preparing the system as a whole (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987).  

Many countries have shown good crisis management in the follow up of some of the major 

world crisis in the past two decades whether it has been from a natural disaster, a terrorist 

event or a pandemic. (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006; Goodrich, 2002; 

Henderson, 2013; World Health Organization, 2014) 
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2.7.1 Crisis management of the Ebola pandemic in Africa 

A worthy example of crisis management during a pandemic is the Ebola Virus Disease 

Outbreak Response Plan in West Africa (Maphanga & Henama, 2019) carried out in 2014 

post-Ebola. The plan called for action in the form of an emergency appeal for funding to the 

World Health Organization (WHO). In collaboration, the governments of Liberia, Guinea, and 

Sierra Leone, put the appeal for financial aid and support forward where they asked for the 

total of roughly 71.000.000 US dollars to carry out their outbreak plan. The vision behind 

this funding plan was to empower the countries that were affected by the Ebola Disease 

outbreak and to enable the governments of Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone to implement 

operational practices as a response to the disease such as setting up health facilities and 

isolation units (World Health Organization, 2014). The funding plan involved WHO 

stakeholders, both on a national and international levels  and was presented in two 

different parts. The first part revolved around assisting the action plans of the first three 

Ebola Virus Disease affected countries (Sierra Leone, Guinea and Liberia). The second part 

addressed the need for interventions in neighbouring countries and societies so they can be 

alert and prepared, and eventutally lower the chances of the outbreak crossing neighboring 

boarders. In addition to this two part action plan, all affected countries were advised to 

structure a National Task Force for Ebola Outbreak Respone and the Ebola Virus Disease was 

declared an pandemic and a national health emergency. The plan and this declaration 

advocated for the establishment of a public awareness program about the Ebola Virus 

Disease (EVD), its risk factors for transmission as well as how it can be prevented and 

controlled (World Health Organization, 2014). 

Looking at this recap of crisis managment during the Ebola Virus Disease outbreak and 

comparing it to the model of crisis management which was explained before, it´s inevitable 

to categorize the actions taken, as being the reactive aspects of the model rather then the 

proactive stages (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987).  As the model explains, the 

reactive aspects of the model refer to the stages of damage containment and recovery. Its 

not ideal to enter the model for crisis management at these stages as you will find yourself 

looking back at the crisis after it occurred, instead of having prepared sufficiently for the 

impact during the proactive stages (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987), loosing valuable 

time and possibly having to address secondary impact of the crisis. Secondary impacts as 
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those caused by a crisis (or in this case a pandemic) indirectly, either through the effect of 

fear (such as travel anxiety) in individuals or as a consequence of the actions taken to 

control and contain it (UNICEF, 2020). 

With the outbreak of the Ebola Virus in West Africa came the need for an efficient 

contagious disease early warning system. As discussed, early warning systems are 

fundamental and can for example provide appropriate surveillance indication mechanisms 

that gather information on epidemic-stages which trigger elicit health interventions (World 

Health Organization, 2014). These early warning systems in relation to a pandemic were 

epidemic surveillances that is a ongoing systematic collection, analysis, and interpretation of 

health data that are essential to the planning, implementation and evaluation of public 

health practice  but could also be implemented as indication mechanisms which trigger 

health interventions (Wolitski, Janssen, Holtgrave, & Peterson, 2004).  

2.7.2 Crisis management of the tsunami in Thailand 

After processing the trauma and configuring the true effects that the tsunami had had on 

the provinces and the Thai economy, Thailand strategized towards recovery. Southern 

Thailand is home to some of the most desirable beaches and best developed and managed 

resorts in the world and the region has accomplished a status in the mind of people as the 

ideal tropical vacation spot for people worldwide. Additionally, compared to its tropical 

competitors such as the Caribbean, Southern Thailand remains a low-cost alternative and 

remains a good value destination for foreign travellers (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 

2006). Looking ahead, it´s highly unlikely that Thailand will ever take the protective 

measures of moving resorts and attractions more inland as the beaches are the primary 

drivers for tourism in the regions of Southern Thailand and it would be unreasonable to 

engage in such dramatic actions for a hazard whose return interval is unknown. This 

alternative was briefly discussed at the time, but a more efficient solution was configured, 

namely an early warning system (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). 

After the 2004 tsunami, information and early warning systems were implemented in 

Southern Thailand´s main tourist areas. These systems were complex to design and 

coordinate as multiple languages are being spoken in the area by tourists who are also 

highly unlikely to be familiar with the local roads and other surroundings. Even if these 

information and warning systems became effective, the true challenge would be to earn the 
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trust of potential tourists, that Thailand and especially its Southern regions, are a safe 

destination to travel to (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). Many smaller local 

initiatives were made such as hotels attempting to implement their own crisis management 

strategy by for example offering discounts, free breakfast, and other incentives to attract 

customers (Goodrich, 2002). 

In relation to the Model of Crisis Management by Mitroff et al. (1987), Thailand, as many are 

pre-crisis, were on the reactive side of the model, but have developed their crisis 

management to more of a proactive form with the implementation of the early warning 

system (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). 

2.7.3 Crisis management of the earthquake in Japan 

The risks of earthquakes and tsunamis occurring are well known to the Japanese people as 

the country is situated in an area of immensely high seismic instability. All over Japan, fixed 

procedures and policies concerning how to cope with earthquakes and tsunamis have been 

established for years and strict building and safety regulations apply across the country. 

Although Japanese citizens are well educated and informed about the risks and procedures 

that occur when earthquakes and tsunamis impact the country, the education towards the 

threat that those events can have on nuclear power safety seems to have been neglected 

(Henderson, 2013).  

After the impact, it was time to rebuild and strategize a response when it came to attracting 

travellers to Japan and earn their trust once more (Henderson, 2013). In Japan, entry 

requirements as well as visa restrictions were lowered, principally for Chinese travellers who 

had emerged as a leading and continuously expanding market for tourism in the country. 

After scientific data suggested that radiation levels had been contained, foreign 

governments were asked to lower their travel bans and warnings against traveling to Japan 

(Henderson, 2013). 

In late 2011, a Visit Japan campaign was launched as a marketing measure towards 

welcoming tourists back into Japan. The initiative was designed to target and suit various 

countries and its emphasis revolved around creating reassurance that Japan was a safe 

destination. The Japanese government reserved a budget adding up to 19.1 million US 

dollars to deal with negative rumours, and foreign media representatives and travel agents 
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were invited and flown out to Japan to see first-hand how safe the country was for 

traveling. On the Iwate coast, the tsunami became a source for tours run by local businesses 

and a vision was formed that the legacy of the disaster could become a tourism attraction, 

much like the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the 1940´s. 

Between March and August 2012, the average monthly increase in foreign tourist arrivals 

was 82%. Although the progress made can partly be explained by the prior mentioned steps 

taken, another contributor might also be the passing of time as negative images fade in the 

mind of people and a more positive view of the destination re-emerges (Henderson, 2013). 

Considering the Model of Crisis Management by Mitroff et al. (1987), Japan had been 

engaged in proactive measures with their strict construction rules but as mentioned before, 

crisis management cannot, due to the unpredictable nature of most crisis, be prepared for 

everything. Thus, a proactive plan for a meltdown at a nuclear plant had been overlooked. 

In order to manage the nuclear crisis effectively, Japan had to rely on reactive measures, as 

was the case with the Visit Japan campaign (Henderson, 2013).  

2.7.4 Crisis management of the terrorist attacks in Brussels 

An important factor in the recovery of the tourism in Brussels was the fast involvement of 

The Brussels Tourism Board. They implemented a 4-fold strategy for their reconstruction of 

tourism, first they offered support and transparent information through their website and 

information desks at airports and metro stations and kept updating the opening or closing 

of tourist attractions in the country (Meindl, 2018). 

The second part of their strategy was to reassure tourists and revoke positive thoughts by 

putting a lot of emphasis on turning fear into empathy and sympathy. In this phase big 

effort went into marketing campaigns, such as a campaign where they emphasised that the 

most dangerous thing about Belgium was the risk of cholesterol from their chocolate. They 

wanted to illustrate that life does carry on and difficult situations do come to an end. This 

was done by several social media campaigns, where pictures of everyday life in Brussels 

were shown (Meindl, 2018).  

Tourist attractions and tourist websites had started up their function again, as well a lot of 

marketing in the form of special accommodation offers, weekend holidays and other online 

promotion.  In the final part of their strategy they gave tourists, expats, local people of the 
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community a voice, to mediate on how things were in Brussels, in order to create trust and 

reliability for potential visitors (Meindl, 2018). 

The city of Brussels and their actions would account as being reactive when considering 

Mitroffs model (1987). These attacks were not something that they were prepared for and 

had to rely on reactive measures in order to re-establish the image of their city in with the 

aim to attract foreign travellers again (Meindl, 2018). 

2.8 Restarting international tourism in the aftermath of COVID-19  

In the last year there have been some fundamental and significant changes in the world, 

many of whom will become permanent. Its safe to say that when this pandemic subsides, 

we will find ourselves in a new world, and live our lives under the “new normal” (Taherian, 

The New World: How the World Will be Different After COVID-19, 2020). The pandemic has 

also brought several valuable lessons and opportunties such as opportunities for digital 

sharing, awareness of our environment and the vaccine passport that facilitates boarder 

crossing (Taherian, 2020). 

Long before the pandemic shook the world,  the tariff and trade wars had impacted global 

supply chains severly  (Taherian, 2020). Post the pandemic, companies all around the world 

may abominate international suppliers and may look towards localising their supply chains, 

even at higher costs (Taherian, 2020). It‘s hard to forecast just how long it will take to get 

that trust between nations back to normal, but most agree that it´s a matter of years 

(Taherian, 2020). Looking at this lack of trust from a tourism point of view, it´s troublesome 

to map out when we will feel comfortable about going on cruises, about letting strangers 

into our houses through platforms like Airbnb, or visiting or having visitors come to our 

country from nations with high COVID-19 infections rates (Taherian, 2020). Organizations 

that are involved in the tourism industry must get familiar with tourist behaviour, and 

realize what their preferred choice of destination is and what they are searching for in their 

travel experience, in order to predict sustainability of their business (Wachyuni & 

Kusumaningrum, 2020).  

Majority of work places and education institutions have due to the pandemic recently 

shifted towards digitalization and online solutions. There may be benefits found for 

companies where e.g. this may eliminate unnecesary costs related to business trips which 
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may in turn have severe economic implications for the airline industry as business travelers 

make up around roughly 12% of passengers, but result in 75% of airline profits (Gaskell, 

2020). This being said, there are some clear advantages of conducting business interactions 

face to face, such as a simple gesture of a handshake when it comes to igniting cooperation 

and forming new partnerships and there still seems to be willingness to hop on an airplane 

to go for conferences or to seal the deal in person, especially amongst big corporations 

(Gaskell, 2020). The need for human contact will still remain and has been shown to be one 

of the strongest predictor for good mental health (Harandi, Taghinasab & Nayeri, 2017). 

To understand tourist behaviour, many studies have based their results on the Theory of 

Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Wachyuni & Kusumaningrum, 2020). This theory considers human 

behaviour to be influenced by three factors: attitude towards behaviour, subjective norms, 

and perceived behavioural control. Attitude towards behaviour is a positive or negative 

assessment of individual’s displayed behaviour based on a subjective opinion of the 

environment and world around him. Subjective norms revolve around whether individuals 

evaluate a certain behaviour to be an acceptable behaviour from the viewpoint of their 

peers. The perception of behavioural control is defined as the perception of ease or 

difficulty in the performance of a certain behaviour, and perception may differ across 

situations. Which can result in an individual having various perceptions of a certain 

behaviour (Wachyuni & Kusumaningrum, 2020). 

Using the TPB, Wachyuni and Kusumaningrum (2020) conducted a study on peoples travel 

intention after the COVID-19 pandemic. The study participants consisted of a sample of 128 

individuals dominated by the millennial generation, which can be categorized as individuals 

born in the years from 1981 until 2000 (Reeves, 2007). It was found that 78% of the 

participants claim they will be travelling as soon as the pandemic is declared over. The 

participants were also asked which type of tourism they would prefer as soon as they could 

get back to travelling. Nature tourism dominated with 66% of the participants answers, and 

the priority aspects in the choice of destination for their travels were safe, clean, and 

beautiful. The study also showed that the number of COVID-19 cases in each country was an 

influential factor for people, were 29% agreed and 21% strongly agreed that they would 

prefer a destination with the least record of COVID-19 affected individuals. Interestingly, 
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more than half of the participants already had planned their first trip for when the 

pandemic is over (Wachyuni & Kusumaningrum, 2020).  

The pandemic has brought with it both positive and negative effects on the environment 

and it could be argued that the pros outweigh the cons. While the world has come to a halt, 

air quality and pollution rates have improved greatly as the global lockdown has caused a 

sharp decline in electricity demand, transport use, and industry activity. Oil prices and 

demand dropped down to a level which hasn´t been seen since 2012, China experienced a 

40% year by year drop in nitrogen dioxide in the first months of 2020, blue skies emerged in 

Kathmandu and the Venice canals became crystal clear (World Travel & Tourism Council, 

Oliver Wyman, 2020). Despite all these positive effects on the environement, the negative 

social and economic impacts, of having travel and tourism come to a standstill, should not 

be underestimated (World Travel & Tourism Council, Oliver Wyman, 2020). 

The realisation of this common responsibility of humankind for mother earth could be 

expected to result in a resumed interest in enviromentally conscious and environmentally 

responsible travel, especially in eco-tourism and sustainable tourism. When it comes to 

preserving protected areas and natural habitats, sustainable tourism plays a crucial role and 

travelers will begin to increasingly think about how travel and tourism brands can help them 

lower their environmental footprint. In a survey conducted by Publicis Sapient, 58% of 

participants asnwered that they are increasingly thinking about sustainability and 

environmental wellbeing, compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic (World Travel & 

Tourism Council, Oliver Wyman, 2020). 

A new term in the tourism industry is the „vaccine passport“ that provides proof that you 

have been vaccinated against COVID-19 and travelers will be able to pull up on their mobile 

phone as a part of your digital wallet or as an application. By digitalizing the process, it 

eliminates the need of having to pull out different papers for different countries as well as 

different documents at different checkpoints (Mzezewa, 2021). Certain countries have to 

date asked for confirmations of vaccinations such as yellow fever, malaria, or rubella by 

providing a stamped and signed “yellow card” but the digital aspect when perfected, will be 

more efficient in use than the physical vaccine cards of the past (Mzezewa, 2021). 
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Zurab Pololikashyili, secretary general of the United Nations World Tourism Organisation, 

states that these vaccine passports will be crucial when it comes to restarting the tourism 

industry as it calls for consistency and harmonization of rules and protocols concerning 

international travel. The introduction of these passes can eliminate the mandatory rules for 

quarantine on arrival, an approach which is understandably disabling the return on 

international travel for now. The digitalization will also enable individuals to gain access to 

public or closed spaces, such as sport events, music festivals or concerts, restaurants, or 

even universities or places of work (Mzezewa, 2021). 

2.9 Challenges and opportunities for the tourism industry in Iceland post COVID-19 

Iceland has an approximate square footage of 103.000 km2 and most of that area is 

uninhabited, thus a very lightly populated country. Iceland’s modernization came later than 

for other countries in Europe and the same story goes for the Icelandic tourism industry. 

The industry has been growing with extraordinary speed since the turn of the century, 

especially in the last seven years, as shown in Figure 2 (Ferðamálastofa, Mælaborð 

Ferðaþjónustunnar: Keflavíkurflugvöllur, 2020). Also, recently acknowledged as an economic 

development option, contributing to an approximate 10% to the nations GDP making it the 

third highest amongst the OECD nations (OECD, 2019).   

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a severe impact on the Icelandic economy. The nation´s 

dependence on tourism and other export sectors has experienced a backlash as these are 

one of the main sectors affected. This being said, a recent economic tranformation following 

the economic crisis of 2008 has been beneficial and has assisted the economy in coping with 

the epidemic. Strong public finances and low private debt has assisted companies, 

households and the government in tackling the consequences of the virus, providing 

ammunation and the confidence to fight back against the influences from the pandemic 

(Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). 

From mid-March to mid-June 2020, tourism activity in Iceland was almost nonexistant, but 

with the help of Icelandic tourism companies who provided special offers and unparalleled 

deals to domestic travelers, the tourism industry was able to maintain some strength.  The 

average daily traffic on the Icelandic ring road fell by 34% between March and May in 2020, 

but in July the traffic had rasied up by 31% from its low point in May due to domestic 
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travelers. The 19% year-over-year (YOY) growth in domestic payment card turnover in July 

2020 helped reduce some of the negative effects of the pandemic on GDP growth, as it was 

not a forecasted spike (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). 

Most experts agreed that the rebound would start in late 2020 and then reach its peak in 

2021, at a GDP growth rate of 5% (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). Due to the 

new spike in COVID-19 cases, these rebound forecasts might fall short as border restrictions 

could very well come down negatively on economic sentiment. Although Iceland´s economic 

outlook is similar to many other countries, Iceland has been relatively victorious concerning 

the fight against the pandemic. It´s projected that if the virus is contained and the tourism 

industry makes a quick recovery, it could result in a so called knock-on effect in supporting 

investment and the numerous economic sectors (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). 

The Icelandic economy has as mentioned, gone through a beneficial transformation which 

has resulted in lower debt level and a strong external position. Foreign exchange reserves at 

168% of International Monetary Funds‘s reserve adequacy metric will assist in stabilizing 

capital flows, and in the end support the Icelanic Króna. It´s worth mentioning that 100-

150% is looked at as sufficient (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). 

Historic cities are apparent as the most visited category in the tourism realm, but over the 

recent years, the concept of island tourism has been established as the second most visited 

category of tourist destinations (Jóhannesson, Huijbens, & Sharpley, 2010). Normally there 

is a correlation between tourism islands and tropical weather, white beaches, clear water, 

and cocktails, but this is not what one should expect when arriving to Iceland. Extreme 

weather conditions, mountains, black beaches, and beautiful waterfalls is what you will be 

greeted with. These sort of conditions and environment are categorized as cold-water island 

tourism and is becoming widely adopted as an intriguing option for travellers (Jóhannesson, 

Huijbens, & Sharpley, 2010).  

In 1964 the Icelandic Tourism Board was established to function as a state support for the 

industry, in the means of promoting and marketing Iceland as a desired tourist destination. 

The Board also collects data on the tourism flow for the purpose of research and 

development of the industry, and is responsible for the tallying and nationality registration 

of tourists that pass through the international airports of Iceland (Ferðamálastofa, About us: 

Icelandic Tourist Board, n.d.).  
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There are two ways to enter Iceland, by airplane and by boat. Before the pandemic there 

were 25 operating airlines scheduled for flight to Iceland each day (adventures.com, n.d.). A 

big chunk of those operated by Iceland’s very own airline, Icelandair which was hit hard by 

COVID-19 and they had to lay off over 2000 employees in the early stages of the pandemic 

(Viðskiptablaðið, 2020). A new Icelandic low-cost airline called Play Air is emerging and plans 

on starting scheduled flights between Iceland and Europe in June 2021, and flights between 

Iceland and North America by the end of the year (Morgunblaðið, 2021). 

The other alternative to enter is by boat, the Norröna Ferry sails once per week from 

Denmark to Iceland with a three-night transit time, docking in the east of Iceland in the 

town of Seyðisfjörður. This is a viable option for tourists that want to bring their own car to 

Iceland, and allows them to start their activities as soon as the ferry arrives (Iceland, n.d.). 

Furthermore, before the emergence of the pandemic, Iceland was becoming a popular 

destination for cruise ships. In 2020, 189 cruise ships were expected in Reykjavík but they 

were all cancelled due to the pandemic (Ingólfsson, 2020). Onboard passengers have the 

option to take part in planned tourist activities when they dock, organized by Icelandic 

tourism companies (adventures.com, n.d.) bringing number of participants to these 

activities.  

 

Figure 2:  Count of foreigners (in thousands) entering Iceland at Keflavik International Airport from 2013 – 2020 (or start of 
2021). The yellow line indicates the percentage increase or decrease compared to the year before. (Icelandic Tourist Board, 

2020) 
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As can be concluded from the figure, the Icelandic tourism industry enjoyed a big upswing in 

numbers of visitors from 2013 until the pandemic hit. (Ferðamálastofa, Mælaborð 

Ferðaþjónustunnar: Keflavíkurflugvöllur, 2020). 

In the tourism literature there is no decisive agreement on the definement of nature 

tourism. Although the term is considered as an act of tourism in the sense of travelling to 

beautiful locations, in order to explore and appreciate the scenery and nature 

(Sæþórsdóttir, 2010). In 2005 the Icelandic Tourist Board conducted a large survey in 

Iceland’s two main entry points, Keflavík International Airport and where the Norröna ferry 

docks in Seyðisfjörður focusing on the motivation for visiting Iceland, with a sample 

consisting of 3139 tourists. The results of the survey showed that 76% of the participants 

made their way to Iceland in the main motivation of exploring the nature (Sæþórsdóttir, 

2010). There are many opportunities for nature exploration in Iceland and recently, Iceland 

has just experienced a volcanic eruption. The eruption is located in Geldingadalur, close to 

Fagradalsfjall in the South-west of Iceland. In the Icelandic media this eruption has been 

described as a tourism eruption, as it is easily accessible by foot and particularly close to 

Keflavík International Airport (Gísladóttir, 2021). Tourism organizations in Iceland are not 

letting this opportunity pass them by, and various commercial and advertising attempts for 

attracting tourists to come see the eruption have started (Kolbeinsson, 2021).  

In 2010 there was the eruption of Eyjafjallajökull. Which paralyzed most of the aviation 

traffic in Europe for a few weeks. With flights back on schedule Benediktsson, Lund, & 

Huijbens (2011) studied tourists located in the capital and asked about their motivation for 

being in Iceland at that time. The study found that 88% of the participants, answered nature 

to the question of what their main attraction towards Iceland was, and 24% of participants 

responded positively to the question on if the eruption had an effect on their interest in 

visiting Iceland. (Benediktsson, Lund, & Huijbens, 2011). As mentioned earlier natural 

disasters do not always lead to a decrease in tourism although terrorist events certainly do 

(Rosselló, Becken, & Santana-Gallego, 2020). 

Growing uncertainty and restrictions on social gatherings and travels were drastic blows to 

the economy and a domino effect begun. In just two months, unemployment (including 

partial unemployment benefits for part-time workers) increased by 10% and credit card 

turnover took a massive hit, both domestic and foreign. The foreign card turnover, who 
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relied almost solemnly on tourists, became almost non-existant during this time (Fjeldsted, 

Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). The uncertainty put various businesses under acute 

pressure as revenues became as little as none and nobody knew for certain how long the 

restrictions would last. As an answer to that crisis, credit institutions, municipalities, and 

several other institutions made effort to assist these companies and households through 

those troublesome times. Shortly after, the largest measures of assistance were provided by 

the government of Iceland and the Central Bank of Iceland (CBI). The CBI made unparalleled 

monetary policy measures shortly after the first COVID-19 transmission in Iceland was 

confirmed, the CBI cut rate by 50bp and the main rate lowered from 2,75% to 2,25%.  A 

week later the main rate was cut again, down to 1,75%, and the governor of CBI, released a 

statement saying that they were only getting started. By the 20th of May, the main rate had 

been cut down to 1% and a temporary credit facility was stated in the form of collateralised 

loans (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). This quick reaction from the government, 

as well as other players, in addition to the fact that a lockdown was never imposed, 

undoubtedly reduced the overall negative effects on the Icelandic economy, compared to 

many other nations. Altogether, The Icelandic economy is better prepared than it has been 

in the best when it comes to prevailing againt a crisis of this caliber (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, 

& Bartolozzi, 2020). 

With the Icelandic economy being so tourism dependent, and with the developing travel 

anxiety resulting from the pandemic, there is clearly a challenge for the Icelandic tourism 

sector (KPMG, 2020). Therefore, a decision was made to research how organizations within 

the Icelandic tourism sector have planned or reacted in terms of crisis management and 

how they intend to rebuild the success they endured before the pandemic, and what their 

strategy is towards travel anxiety. 

RQ: How can the Icelandic tourism industry attract international travellers post COVID-19? 

Sub-question 1: What is the strategy of the Icelandic tourism industry regarding the Crisis 

Management Theory? 

Sub-question 2: Is travel anxiety considered a barrier for attracting international travellers 

post COVID-19? 
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3 Methodology 

The methodological approach carried out through this master´s thesis is described and 

thoroughly explained in the coming chapter. To start off with, the scientific theoretical point 

of view which impacts the methods applied will be examined, as well as a closer look will be 

taken on how the data is analyzed and concluded in the thesis. This will be followed by a 

discussion on the research design, the research plan and data collection approaches. Then 

the qualitative research method is reviewed, which took the form of in-depth interviews. It 

was concluded that personal statements of experience would be the most appropriate 

method in order to answer the research question. Lastly is explained how the data was 

handled and analyzed, a self-reflective overview is presented, where the validity, reliability 

and generalisability of the research is reflected up on. 

3.1 Research philosophy and approach 

The proceeding section describes the research philosophy which supports this research. The 

research philosophy functions as a guiding light through the research approach, the 

research design, the data collection techniques, as well as through the analysis procedures 

(Saunder, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2019) refer to the term 

research philosophy as a system of assumptions and beliefs regarding development and 

knowledge. During every stage of a research, a researcher will consciously or unconscioulsy 

make various types of assumptions. With the help of these assumptions, the researcher is 

shaped to more efficiently understand the research question, the methods used, and how 

he then interprets his findings. Those assumptions differ and may be ontological, 

epistemological, or axiological (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019).  

Ontological considerations concern the “real world” and how it functions. These 

assumptions indicate the view on the nature of reality, held by the researcher, and are 

considerations of being and the predetermined viewpoint of aspects that shapes a person´s 

reality. On the contrary, epistemology is the study of the nature of knowledge. Epistemology 

also regards to the consideration of what is looked at as acceptable and valid knowledge 

and how that knowledge is collected and transmitted. Axiological assumptions then refer to 

which extent the researcher´s own values and beliefs influence the process behind the 

research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 
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Business and management offer five major philosopies which all differ from each other in 

various ways but yet can be troublesome to makes sense of for a first time researcher. 

Those five research philosophical positions in business and management research are 

positivism, critical realism, interpretivism, postmodernism, and pragmatism. After a 

thorough research process and knowledge gathering, the researchers of this thesis have 

selected interpretivism as the philosophical view best suited to compliment the research 

process as it´s main purpose is to generate advanced, deeper comprehansions and 

interpretations of social worlds and contexts. For researchers working with business and 

managment researches, this relates to viewing industries or organizations from the view 

point of disparate groups of people. What interpretivists do is that they study, and focus on 

the view that humans differ from physical phenomena as they produce meaning, and that 

consequently researches concerning social sciences need to differ from researches 

regarding natural sciences (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

Interpretivism surfaced in the early- and mid-twentieth century based on several strands, 

most remarkably hermeneutics, and is critical towards the positivist view and the attempts 

of postivism as a philosophy to locate universal “laws” that apply to all. On the contrary of 

that positivist view, interpretivists focus on that rich perceptions into humanity are missed if 

such complexity is decreased completely to a series of law-like generalizations (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

Interpretivism can be regarded to as specificly subjectivist as it aims its main attention 

towards complexity, richness, meaning making, and multiple interpretations if 

interpretivism is explored from an axiological perspective, an implication can be made that 

interpretivists realize that their interpretation of data, other research materials, and their 

values and beliefs, functions as an important aspect of the research process. It is of severe 

importance that interpretivist researchers adopt an empathic stance since one of the main 

challenges that interpretivists face is understanding the point of view of their research 

participtants as they enter their social world. Business and managment situations are often 

complex and unique in context as well as they reflect a specific bundle of circumstances and 

communications that demends that individuals come together at a particular time. Based on 

this, interpretivist philosophy and perspectives are ideal when researches are undertaken in 

those fields (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019).  
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It often happens that a link is made between the philosophy of interpretivism and 

qualtiative research designs. This is understandable as the two theories do respond well to 

each other. Qualitative research methods can be referred to as interpretive as they insist 

that researchers dig into the subject and produce meanings concerning the phenomenon 

being researched. Although interpretivism and qualitative approaches have many 

similarities, qualitative research designs, much like quantitative researches, may also be 

exploited under realist and pragmatist philosophies. In those cases, the qualitative research 

method becomes a part of a mixed methods research design (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 

2019). 

3.2 Research design and research plan 

The research design functions as the foundational plan of how the researcher will go about 

addressing and answering his research question. As one should know, the research question 

is of severe importance to the research overall and defining it efficiently cannot be 

overemphasised. The research design chapter should contain clear objectives which are 

acquired from the research question, specifications on the sources which data is intented to 

be collected from, and how the researcher proposes to collect and analyse that data. Taken 

together, this chapter demonstrates that the researchers have thought through the various 

elements that make up their research and it´s overall design (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 

2019).  

It´s quite common to confuse the theories of research design and research methods with 

one another and Bryman and Bell (2011) proclaim that these two terms are used 

interchangeably in literature. Research methods regard to the relevent techniques exploited 

to collect data, whilst the research design sets the wide structure of the research and works 

as strategic underlying plan for the research. In addition to these theories, there is the so-

called research strategy that adds on to the definiton of research methods. It´s the 

methodological connection between the philosophy and suceeding choices of methods that 

collect and analyze the data. Just like strategy can in general terms be defined as a plan to 

reach a certain goal, a research strategy can be defined as the researchers plan when it 

comes to addressing and answering his or hers research question (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  
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Based on the built up of our research question and in order to attain and address that topic, 

the researchers behind this masters thesis have selected a case study as the research 

strategy. A case study differentiates from other research strategies (experiment, survey, 

archival and documentary research, ethnography, action research, grounded theory, 

narrative inquiry) based on its concentrated emphasis on a bounded situation, setting, 

entity, or system (Bryman & Bell, 2011). More thoroughly, a case study functions as an in-

depth analysis of a topic or phenomenon in the context of a real-world setting and has the 

aim to add to the understanding of that topic (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

In the research strategy form of a case study, the “case” may refer to a specific person, a  

group, an organization, an association, a change process, an event, and more (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). In the scenario of the current research, the case under the 

microscope is the Icelandic tourism industry. Once defined, the case itself needed to be 

studied and understood with regards to the dynamics of the topic. That is the dynamics 

between the subject of the case and its context, more specifically, the dynamics between 

the Icelandic tourism industry and the impact that COVID-19 has had. To reach this 

soughtafter understanding of the interaction between a phenomenon and its context it´s 

best to exploit the alternative of an in-depth case study. These case studies can then be 

designed to pinpoint what is occuring and why, and in the end help create an understanding 

of the effects of the situation and also implications for action (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 

2019) 

As a research strategy, case studies have been criticized by some due to misunderstandings 

concerning their ability to provide, generalizeable, theoretical, and reliable benefaction 

towards knowldege. Case studies have been used for a long period of time and this doubt is 

largely based on the view of positivist that criticize the use of small samples and the 

interpretivist methods of qualitative research. This form of criticism is substantially losing 

favor and the true value of qualitative and mixed methods research is appreciated more 

broadly (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

When it comes to the design of case studies, there are four main types which are 

distinguished based on a specific set of conditions and upon two discrete dimensions. The 

types of case study designs vary on the conditions whether single or multiple cases are 

being considered, and on whether the study consists of one unit of analysis (holistic), or on 
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multiple units of analysis (embedded) (Yin, 2018). After acquiring an understanding on the 

types of case study designs, it was estimated that the current research is a single case study 

as it focuses solely on the Icelandic tourism industry. A single case study design is at times 

exploited where it represents a critical, extreme or an unique case. It also offers the 

opportunity to detect and analyse a phenomenon that few might have observed or 

considered before (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Although only a single industry is 

being researched, the Icelandic tourism industry, it is desireable to inspect and gather 

insights from a number of sub-units there within, that is, various different organizations that 

are a part of the industry. Consequently, the research strategy in the end functions as an 

embedded single case study (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

In the context of scientific research, the expansion of knowledge and its validation are 

normally administered through two opposing ways of reasoning, deduction and induction 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Both the approaches have the ability to provide 

scientific conclusions, but what differentiates them from one another is their starting and 

ending points. When one applies the deductive reasoning approach, theory and an obliging 

hypothesis are initially evolved on the foundation of current knowledge. The deductive 

approach is therefore theory-driven. After the development of theory and hypothesis, the 

researcher gathers a collection of data to apply to the hypothesis and either proves or 

disproves it. Conversely, when one applies the inductive reasoning approach, the researcher 

starts by collecting and analysing data then follows up on that by deriving a theoretical 

explanation, based on his findings. The inductive approach is therefore data-driven 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

This masters thesis and its research will be grounded on the inductive reasoning approach 

to knowledge production. It was aimed to gather knowledge and understanding on how the 

Icelandic tourism industry intends to attract international travelers post the COVID-19 

pandemic. Furthermore, an exploration on how the Icelandic tourism industry and the 

organizations there within will and currently are reacting to emerging travel anxiety in 

individuals. To answer those questions, data was gathered from organizations within the 

Icelandic toursim industry on how the outbreak of COVID-19 had impacted their operational 

environments, what the current processes are in relation to managing the crisis, and what 

they believe are Iceland´s main strengths when it comes to attracting international travelers 
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post the pandemic. These insights allow the researchers to allocate certain aspects on the 

present situation that can then be optimized. More precisely, the gathered knowledge 

enables the researchers to critically reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of the Icelandic 

tourism industry and how those features can be exploited to get the industry back on its 

feet. Not only will this inductive approach in the end help answer the research question, it 

will also lead to a principal or general protocoles that can be useful to organizations and 

industries in future practices. 

The research undertaken in this masters thesis will take the form of a qualitative one. The 

aim of a qualitative research method evolves around putting a specific topic under the 

microscope and gathering an understanding by, for example, examining individual 

experiences. The experiences in discussion vary and can refer to personal life stories, 

everyday practices, or professional practices (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). When it comes 

to qualitative methods, the researcher has numerous alternatives, such as observations, 

focus group interviews, and in-depth interviews (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). For 

this masters thesis, it was decided to operate with in-depth interviews. That selection is 

based on its fit with the philosophical view of interpretivism and that philosophy´s 

epistemology and ontology, which is as mentioned this masters thesis´s theoretical point of 

view. 

3.3 Data collection 

The intention of data gathering in a qualitative analysis is to interpret the resulting themes 

and conclude an understanding of the research phenomenon. The data gathered for this 

thesis consists both out of primary data in the form of structured interviews, and secondary 

data which was gathered through desk research. The secondary data is in the form of 

journal articles, news articles, web pages and statistics received from a public institution. In 

this section of the methodology, the data collection will be outlined and discussed 

(Sargeant, 2012).  

3.3.1 Primary data 

The definition of primary data is original data that the researcher gathers to answer their 

own tailored research question. It is gathered in a data collection method that the 
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researcher concludes as appropriate to the sort of data that is sought after (Matthews & 

Ross, 2010). As mentioned before, the research question of this thesis is as follows. 

RQ: How can the Icelandic tourism industry attract international travellers post COVID-19? 

Sub-question 1: What is the strategy of the Icelandic tourism industry regarding the Crisis 

Management Theory? 

Sub-question 2: Is travel anxiety considered a barrier for attracting international travellers 

post COVID-19? 

To be able to conclude the best answer for this research question, a method of executing 

structured interviews was chosen in an in-depth qualitative form, with six experienced 

individuals of the Icelandic tourism sector. 

3.3.2 Secondary data 

Contrary to primary data, the selection of secondary data consists of doing desk research 

through existing data related the specific subject in question. This is data that has been 

gathered, analysed, and produced by other researchers. These researchers have as result 

published their data or made it available for further analyses by future researchers 

(Matthews & Ross, 2010). 

The secondary data consists of published journal articles, news articles, webpages, and 

received tourism statistics in Iceland. The data gathered from journal articles, news articles, 

and webpages are related to the subject of the COVID-19 pandemic or other previous 

pandemics, and how they have impacted tourism sectors and economies of different 

countries. This was for the purpose of getting familiar with the specific research field, and 

for providing the reader knowledge and understanding on the subject in question. The 

statistics on tourists in Iceland over the years, are collected from the Icelandic Tourist Board 

for better understanding tourist behaviour towards visiting Iceland. 

3.4 Structured qualitative in-depth interviews 

In this section the primary data will be described, as well as the purpose of structured in-

depth interviews in a qualitative form. This will be followed by a descriptive summary on 

why the specific interview participants were selected, and how the interview guide was 

constructed. Thereafter, the interview process and the transcription process will be 
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reviewed. Then finally the generalisation of our collected data is covered and its reliability 

and validity. 

3.4.1 Purpose of interviews 

The purpose of the interviews with different representatives from the Icelandic tourism 

industry is to gain first-hand perspective on the industry amidst a pandemic. It was sought 

to gain knowledge on how the COVID-19 pandemic had affected their organizations, as well 

as the participants personally. By asking the participants to describe the past months 

regarding the uncertainty they faced in the beginning of the pandemic, the sudden decline 

in customers, trying to look for original ways to keep their businesses going, the atmosphere 

around their work space, and the mental health of co-workers as well as their own, it was 

felt that a reasonable picture for the reader could be painted on how it has been to work in 

the Icelandic tourism industry during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The ongoing pandemic of COVID-19 is something that Icelandic organizations have never 

dealt with before in modern time. Therefore, it was intriguing to better understand both the 

practical and emotional viewpoints of the process in its whole. It seemed as a drastic change 

for such a promising industry, as the Icelandic tourism industry seemed to be before the 

pandemic, and therefore it was curious to understand the brainstorming and emerging 

thought patterns of employees and beneficiaries in this specific industry when the numbers 

and demand dropped as it did.  

It was also relevant to get to know their view on the topic of travel anxiety and see if they 

believed this emerging form of anxiety was something they might see as a threat to their 

industry or not. Also, to be able to have a conclusion for the research question their 

intentions for the future were explored, how they intend to rise to the demand for Icelandic 

tourism again and get back to things as they were before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

3.4.2 Selection of participants 

After having decided upon a research field and a research question, a desk research on 

possible participants was conducted. Participants in a qualitative research are selected on 

the conditions of being able to provide insight to the research question and enhance 

understanding of the phenomenon under research. Identifying the right participants is one 

of the most vital aspects of the study design, and the aim was to speak to individuals who 
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were all from different segments inside the Icelandic tourism industry. This way it was 

hoped to gain widespread knowledge on the industry, which would provide a better 

foundation for a conclusion on the research question. With that being concluded, a list of six 

individuals was created for interviewing. All of them, except for one, reacted positively 

towards making time for the interview. One, namely the minister of Tourism, Industry, and 

Innovation offered thorough replies in writing. Table 1 presents an overview of the six 

participants from different segments of the Icelandic tourism industry (Sargeant, 2012). 

Participants Gender Occupation Type of Organization 

Participant 1 Male CEO of Icelandair International Airline 

Participant 2 Female Head of Visit Iceland 
Official Icelandic Tourism 

Site 

Participant 3 Male CEO / Owner of Atlantik 
Destination Management 

Company 

Participant 4 Female 
General Manager at North 

Atlantic Agency 
Agency Network for Cruise 
Liners in The North Atlantic 

Participant 5 Male 
Tourism Director at the 
Icelandic Tourism Board 

Government Agency 

Participant 6 Female 
Minister of Tourism, 

Industry, and Innovation 
Parliament 

Table 1:  Overview of Participants that offered their knowledge and experience to the study 

3.4.2.1 Icelandair 

Icelandair operates out of Iceland and offers flights to and from the country. It’s history 

traces back 80 years and is well known in the community (About Icelandair, n.d.). The 

company is owned by shareholders and the majority of Icelandair’s shareholders are 

investment and pension funds, while the rest is owned by small individual shareholders. It 

can be speculated that it is of great importance for Icelandair and their shareholders that 

the Icelandic tourism industry would gain their momentum again, therefore it was of great 

importance that the chief executive officer (CEO) of this company was willing to provide 

valuable content for this research (Icelandair Group, n.d.). 

To demonstrate the contribution of Icelandair Group to the Icelandic economy, of all the 2 

million tourists arriving in 2019, most of them flew with Icelandair which was responsible for 
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67% of all seat capacity to and from Iceland. One can thus call Icelandair the bridge to and 

from Iceland. 

Not only does Icelandair fly passengers arriving in Iceland but in total, they flew 7.2 million 

passengers through Keflavik International Airport, including 1.9 million transit passengers 

flying with Icelandair between Europe and North America. 

Icelandair Group’s direct contribution to the Icelandic economy through salaries and related 

expenses, taxes and pension contributions was USD 416 million (ISK 3.5 billion) in 2019. 

Indirectly, through its leading role in the aviation and tourism industries, aviation and 

tourism accounted for around 11% of Iceland’s GDP, a contribution of USD 3 billion (ISK 330 

billion). Moreover, from that tourism was responsible for 35% of export revenues, a 

contribution of USD 3.9 billion (ISK 470 billion). Thus, the total workforce employed by the 

two industries was 41,000 which was 21% of the total labour market in Iceland (Icelandair 

Group, n.d.). 

3.4.2.2 Visit Iceland 

Visit Iceland operates under the “Business Iceland Act”. The objective of this Act is to 

strengthen Iceland’s image and reputation and strengthen the competitive position of 

Icelandic undertakings on foreign markets as well as to attract foreign investment and 

tourists to Iceland (Business Iceland, n.d.). 

Their role as a key stakeholder is thus to be a platform for collaboration between entities, 

on policymaking and on measures taken to strengthen Iceland’s reputation and image. 

Furthermore, they provide comprehensive service and consultancy for the purpose of 

facilitating the export of goods and services and play a leading role in attracting foreign 

tourists to Iceland with coordinated promotional and marketing operations. Also, their role 

is to attract foreign investments to Iceland, to inform foreign investors about the 

advantages of Iceland as well as acting as advisors to authorities on matters relating to 

investment. Lastly, they play a leading role in the support and promotion of Icelandic culture 

abroad. 

Visit Iceland thus holds the official tourism website for the country, where their work 

revolves around providing valuable information, recommendations and tips for tourists 
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visiting Iceland (Visit Iceland, n.d.). Which such decline in tourism, they become greatly 

challenged in their work, so finding a solution to the lack of tourists can be speculated to be 

of great interest for Visit Iceland. For that reason, it was believed that it would give value 

speaking to the head of this organization.  

3.4.2.3 Atlantik DMC 

To gain a widespread knowledge an input from the cruise aspect of the industry was 

desired. Atlantik is a full-service DMC (Destination Management Company) that focuses on 

the CRUISE market (Shore Excursions, Turnaround services and Pre-Post programs). 

The MICE market (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Events) along with tailor 

made FIT (Bespoke Luxury Travel) for couples or smaller groups. They possess extensive 

knowledge on the cruise market in Iceland, which is reflected in their 40 years of experience 

(Atlantik, n.d.). Getting input from a representative in the Icelandic cruise market was 

relevant especially of the substantial media coverage on cruise ships and COVID-19, as 

covered in the literature review.  

3.4.2.4 North Atlantic Agency  

North Atlantic Agency is a ship’s agency network that works closely with cruise liners visiting 

Iceland, providing them with extensive cruise and expedition services in the North Atlantic 

(North Atlantic Agency, 2019). They have a good business relationship with tourism 

operators in Iceland, and therefore they possess valuable knowledge of the market 

environment in tourism in Iceland.  

3.4.2.5 Icelandic Tourist Board 

The Icelandic Tourist Board acts under the Icelandic Ministry of Industries and Innovation is 

an independent authority. Their purpose is to promote and monitor the tourism 

development as a principle and sustainable factor of the Icelandic economy. They possess a 

great amount of statistics and data on tourists visiting Iceland and therefore it was 

concluded that by interviewing the tourism director a different viewpoint on the research 

question might be gained by gaining first hand insight into actual decline in numbers (and 

possible causes thereof) as well as decline in specific sectors of the tourism industry 

(Icelandic Tourist Board, Icelandic Tourist Board: About Us, n.d.).  
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3.4.2.6 Minister of Tourism, Industry, and Innovation 

The current Minister of tourism, industry and innovation in Iceland has engaged that role 

since 2017, and therefore has four years of experience in the Icelandic tourism environment 

(Government of Iceland, n.d.). The minister’s role inside the parliament is to develop and 

promote tourism in Iceland, and in the time of the pandemic of COVID-19 an emphasis has 

been on assisting viable tourism businesses to survive the crisis and re-start their operations 

when international travel gets going again. It was hoped to gain insight into the level of 

support the government is providing, or planning to provide, to support tourist 

organizations. They are a key element in terms of sustainability of the industry and their 

crisis management plan therefore of vital importance in a broader perspective. 

3.4.3 Interview guide 

For this master’s thesis, one interview guide was developed for all our research participants, 

although it was sought to have participants from different sectors within the Icelandic 

tourism industry, the same interview guide was still considered feasible for all participants. 

It was assumed that they had similar experiences throughout the pandemic, as well as 

similar goals and motives for the industry getting back on track. 

The purpose of an interview guide is a concrete way to structure the progression while 

conducting an interview. It works as a script for the interviewer to follow in order to have 

consistency between different interviews. The interview guide was in the style of a 

structured in-depth interview and the questions and their sequence were binding, to have 

responses that are directly comparable for the best utilization in the analysis. Also, the more 

structured interviews are the more comfortable they are to analyse (Kvale, Doing 

Interviews, 2007). 

When designing the interview guide, it was purposively attempted to create a flow in the 

questions so that each question would follow up nicely with the last. As well was it aimed to 

design the questions to be as easy to understand as possible, and if any of our questions 

contained academic concepts (e.g. travel anxiety), a brief explanation on those concepts 

was provided. 

Seven main questions and two sub-questions arose in the interview guide. By asking these 

sub-questions, it was possible to validate the understanding of the given answers from the 
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interviewee as well as it offers the participant the opportunity to elaborate better on the 

initial response and dig deeper into the answer to the proposed question (Agee, 2009).  

The seven questions are the following: 

 

1. How has the decline of tourists entering Iceland due to COVID-19, effected your 

organization and the industry in its whole? (The participant´s answer to this question, 

will be defined as the “situation” in the following questions) 

 

2.  What is your job when it comes to dealing with the impact of COVID-19 on your 

industry/business? 

 

3. How is the industry/company currently taking measures in dealing with the situation 

and how do you think that fight is going?  

 

4. Looking back over the exceeded time in this pandemic, what would you have wanted 

to have done differently as an organization? 

 

5. How can your organization help tourists overcome travel anxiety with regards to 

visiting Iceland? (Travel anxiety: Fear of negative consequences through the act of 

travelling. In this context, travel anxiety refers to negative consequences related to 

COVID-19, such as contagion, quarantine, etc.) 

 

SubQuestion 1: In your opinion, do you think travellers will be more reluctant or 

anxious to travel to Iceland post COVID-19? 

 

6. What is it that you have learned from your personal experience as an employee in 

the Icelandic tourism industry amidst of a pandemic? 

 

7. How do you see the future of the industry permanently changing due to the 

pandemic? 
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SubQuestion 2: In your opinion, what factors are key contributors to the future of 

the industry post COVID-19? 

 

In the end of the interview a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis 

was carried out of the Icelandic tourism industry with each participant. By co-creating a 

SWOT analysis with the interviewees, it was possible to attain vital inputs on how individuals 

from within the Icelandic tourism industry view the situation and its future. Much like the 

goal with the interview guide, it was attempted to locate themes within their answers 

concerning the SWOT analysis. It was believed that the comments made by the interviewees 

would give important insights into the creation of a SWOT analysis for the Icelandic tourism 

industry as their input may be information that´s troublesome to locate in literature and 

prior studies. 

3.4.4 Interview process 

During the process of conducting the in-depth interviews, the researchers have to keep in 

mind to maintain a professional manner to nourish the quality of the data gathered, as the 

interview process is vital for the final outcome of the research. There are a few aspects that 

dictate the overall quality of an interview. The interviewer has to be aware that his 

questions are short and simple but still maintain the ability to force long answers. 

Moreover, the interviewer has to think about his ability to elucidate what is being discussed 

during that interview, so he can follow up with sub-questions on the answers provided 

(Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). With these success factors in mind, it was attempted to 

bring up relevant follow-up questions where an opportunity arose during the interviews. 

This allowed the researchers, to confirm their understanding of the answers attained from 

the interviewee as well as it enabled the interviewees to dig deeper. 

As one can suspect, it´s pivotal that an interviewer has educated himself on the subject that 

the interview revolves around. Kvale (2007) emphasizes that knowledge on the topic in 

discussion informs the interviewer on what topics and issues are pertinent to look for, as 

well as he implies that in order to be a good interviewer, the interviewer needs to be able to 

structure the interview himself. As the inteviews were being conducted an effort was put 

into maintaining structure, both for the researchers as well as for the participants. The first 
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step in that process, regarded to setting the stage of the interview, was to make the 

interviewee as comfortable as possible. This was done by beginning the interview with 

briefing the interviewee on the purpose of the interview, its overall structure, as well as 

giving an overview on the main topics that would be covered and asking for permission to 

audio record the interview (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). To maintain our professional 

appearance, the interviewee was informed that their identity would be kept confidential but 

gained permission to reveal the names of the organizations they represented, as well as 

their job title. To wrap the interview up, the participants were debriefed and given the 

chance to reflect on, or to add something additional to the conversation that they thought 

was interesting or relevant to the case. 

Kvale (2007) explains how conducting in-depth interviews face-to-face is preferable in 

various ways. By sitting down with the interviewee face-to-face, the interviewer is better 

equipped to read the facial expressions as well as the overall body language of the 

participant. The connection made through face-to-face interactions allows the interviewer 

to gain a better understanding of the answers provided during the interview. Due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it became troublesome to schedule face-to-face conversations with 

some of our interviewees. Therefore, some of our in-depth interviews were done through 

digital platforms such as Zoom. It is believed that these digital interviews went very well, 

and even better then expected, as they were undertaken in a video-format. Taking the 

interviews through video calls allowed the researchers, to some extent, to study the facial 

expressions and body language of the interviewees. Luckily, some of the participants were 

able to meet up with the researchers face-to-face at their offices to conduct the interviews. 

Having taken in-depth interviews both face-to-face and through digital platforms was very 

informative to the inexperienced researchers, as it clearly showed them firsthand the 

advantages and disadavantges that certain interview formats can bring. 

3.4.5 Transcribing the Interviews  

As said, one of the main benefits of taking an in-depth interview in a face-to-face format is 

the ability to examine the interviewees facial expressions and body language. When the 

researcher then transcribes the interview from oral language to written language, some of 

the meanings might decrease (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). 
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The process of transcribing oral interviews and turning them onto a written format is 

certainly a time consuming job. Multiple hours were spent on the transcribing process in 

order to obtain high accuracy. What affects the time needed to transcribe the interview is 

amongst other things the quality of the audio, the attention to detail, as well as the 

accuracy. Overall, the quality of the audio recordings was excellent and although it´s time 

consuming to transcribe an interview, it gives the researcher an opportunity to generate 

deeper knowledge and understanding on the information that the interviewees gives (Kvale, 

Doing Interviews, 2007). 

The researcher has to keep certain aspects in mind when he begins to transcribe interviews 

from oral language to a written text. If the researcher doesn´t operate under only one 

method for typing, he risks that it will end up being troublesome for him to analyze the 

interviews and then compare them to one another. It´s also ideal for the researcher to keep 

verbatim in mind, relating to oral versues written style (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). With 

these crucial aspects in mind, the researchers transcribed the interviews as consitently and 

systematically as the information allowed. The transcriptions of the interviews are designed 

to be easy to read for any outsider interested in the research and a great effort was put into 

easily showcasing when the interviewer is talking and when the interviewee begins his or 

hers answers. 

3.4.6 Reliability, validity and generalisation 

The coming section will discuss and look back on the reliability, validity, and generalisation 

of the qualitative data that was obtained for use in this master´s thesis. In modern social 

science, these three concepts have acquired the status of scientific holy trinity (Kvale, 

Validation as Communication and Action, 1994). 

3.4.6.1 Reliability 

The reliability and trustworthiness of a research is determined through the consistency of 

the research process. If the findings from a research are possible to be reproduced by other 

researchers using the same method, the findings are considered reliable. The complications 

with in-depth interviews such as conducted in this thesis, are that the participants might 

differ in their given answers between interviewers. Therefore, it could be troublesome to 

reproduce the same findings, which is problematic in terms of reliability for in-depth 
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interviews. A structured interview guide was strictly followed, and there was a definite 

consistency in the questions asked between participants (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). 

Another threat to the reliability of findings through an interview is asking leading questions. 

Questions that are leading might have a negative effect on the interview quality, content, 

and trustworthiness of a participant’s answer. This is something the researchers were aware 

of and did their best to avoid, which they felt was successful (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). 

Reliability can also be affected by transcription, as transcription is a personal perception of 

spoken language in terms of a pause, sentence ending and emphasis on words. This 

personal perception might differ between individual researchers. In their best effort to 

minimize the risk of affecting the reliability of transcriptions, the researchers listened to the 

voice recording of each interview together and transcribed them to a manner they both 

agreed on (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). One interview was conducted in Icelandic due to 

the preference of the participant, while the other interviews were done in English. 

Transcription which involves translation from one language to another might include 

problems, and all quotes from the interview that was conducted in Icelandic are translated 

into English for the analysis, and it must be considered that reliability is possibly affected for 

that specific interview, due to the possibility of meaning being lost in translation. In this 

case, the researchers did the translation together and came to a result they both agreed on, 

for the sake of minimizing the effect on reliability (Davidson, 2009). 

3.4.6.2 Validity 

In the field of qualitative research, the term validity is defined as the appropriateness of the 

methodology, interview processes and data collection used in a research in terms of the 

research question (Leung, 2015). Validity in a research is achieved if the intended research 

subject is investigated in the most valuable manner considered for the subject. To achieve 

quality in terms of validity, it is crucial for researchers to continuously question and review 

their validity throughout the research process (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). 

The researchers believe that the approach and measures they took for their primary data is 

considered appropriate for answering this research question. The research question is 

focused on the Icelandic tourism industry and as mentioned before, it was aimed to 

interview individuals from different sectors of that industry. This was considered the most 
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appropriate manner, as in order to investigate a whole industry, a widespread broad 

knowledge from different sectors of that particular industry was needed. The knowledge 

gained from the interviews is validated by the secondary data, which was displayed in the 

form of publicly published content. 

3.4.6.3 Generalisation 

Whether the data discovered during the research can be transferred and used efficiently in 

other situations is refered to as generalisaton. To reach the ability to generalise, the number 

of interviewees is principal. Whilst too few organized interviews might be insufficient, too 

many interviews could also lead to troubles while analyzing, especially when the researchers 

are working under a strict time frame. When selecting the amount of interviewees, it´s an 

ideal reminder for the researcher that he should conduct as many interviews as it takes to 

reach saturation. That is to the point where additional interviews don´t seem to bring forth 

new knowledge (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). 

This research takes the form of a single case study research. Normally that would mean 

generalizing the findings could be troublesome, as generalisation is often referred to as one 

of the main concerns when it comes to researchers selecting case study research designs, 

and especially single case studies (Yin, 2018). That being said, the researchers do believe 

that this particular research might bring with it the ability to generalize, at least to a certain 

degree. Although COVID-19 is a special case, the impact that it has had on the Icelandic 

tourism industry could be replicated in future situations. The main allures to visit Iceland, its 

nature, its sparsely populated areas and other factors, have remained strong through 

decades and are likely to do so in the years to come. The researchers therefore hope that 

the outcomes of this research can offer a foundation in the future when, and if, the 

Icelandic tourism is impacted in the same way it´s being right now. Rather then asking if the 

findings collected from the interviews can be generalises on a global scale, one should 

rather consider whether those findings can be transferred and applied to applicable 

situations, such as Iceland itself (Kvale, Doing Interviews, 2007). 
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4 Analysis 

The following chapter contains an analysis of the qualitative in-depth interviews that the 

researchers have conducted with Icelandic officials and directors of organizations within the 

Icelandic tourism industry. The researchers begin with analysing each question of the 

interview guide, based on the answers provided by the participants from the industry. That 

is then followed by a comparison of the answers, with the aim of locating certain themes 

and areas of coordination which can form a direction to be optimised to benefit the 

Icelandic tourism industry when it comes to restoring tourism traffic in Iceland and minimize 

travel anxiety in possible travellers. Before beginning the analysis, it´s ideal to look at how to 

analyse data qualitatively, from a theoretical perspective. 

Since qualitative data is derived from spoken words (verbal data), written words, typed or 

printed words (textual data) and still or moving visual images (visual data), qualitative 

researchers often involve a simultaneous collection, analysis and interpretation of data. 

Data collection and data analysis are therefore an interrelated process and an analysis is 

conducted during and after the collection of data in qualitative researches. This enables the 

researchers to design the direction of data collection, especially when the research follows a 

more inductive approach, much like this research does (Saunder, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

The interactive nature of data collection and analysis also enables the researchers to 

allocate principal themes, patterns and relationships when collecting data. Rather than 

being simply a mechanical process, qualitative data analysis is an interactive, gradual, and 

thoughtful process, and a reflective and reflexive process. As this research is being 

conducted with the philosophy of interpretivism as a guiding light, it´s important for the 

researchers to ensure that the voices of the participants are heard throughout the analysis 

(Saunder, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

4.1 Thematic analysis 

This analysis is carried out with a thematic approach. Thematic analysis is often referred to 

as the foundational method when it comes to analysing qualitative data and its fundamental 

purpose is to search for themes, or patterns that arise across a data set. What a thematic 

analysis approach offers the researcher is a systematic but still a flexible way to analyse his 

qualitative data. The approach can both be exploited when it comes to analysing large 
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qualitative data sets as well as smaller ones, resulting in rich descriptions and explanations. 

For an interpretivist research, such as this one, using a thematic approach to explore 

divergent interpretations of a phenomenon is feasible. When it comes to the inductive 

aspect of this research, themes will be derived from the data. A search for themes to 

traverse will be conducted if it relates to the research but at the same time the researchers 

will stay away from imposing a framework of themes to inspect the set of data, built on 

existing theory (Saunder, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

When conducting a thematic analysis, it´s beneficial to execute the analysis with a four-step 

procedure. The four elements of the procedure are: becoming familiar with the data, coding 

the data, searching for themes and recognising relationships, and refining themes and 

testing propositions (Saunder, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

4.2 Themes located following the thematic analysis 

In this section, the themes that were located by the researchers using a thematic analysis 

will be discussed in relation to each of the 7 questions and the 2 sub-questions. 

After examining the data systematically, the researchers could locate certain themes in the 

answers collected through the qualitative in-depth interviews. The strongest theme that 

most frequently came up was Maintaining infrastructure and relationships. The second to 

that was the Provision of financial support and Disruption of activities and income. The 

others seemed to share equal importance for the stakeholders. 

The following 14 themes located by the researchers are as follows: 

• Maintaining infrastructure and relationships 

• Disruption of activities and income 

• Provision of financial support 

• Opportunities for evolving new projects 

• Demand and interest in place 

• Clear communication about how Iceland is a safe destination 

• Good track record on how Iceland has handled COVID-19 

• Safety on transportation to Iceland 

• Low concern with travel anxiety  
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• Focus on things you can control 

• Sustainability 

• Fewer but longer trips 

• Health orientation 

• Decrease in business trips 

 

4.2.1 Maintaining infrastructure and relationships 

In the second question of the interview, the interviewers asked the participants what their 

job was when it comes to dealing with the impact of COVID-19 on their 

industry/organization. Majority of the interviewees expressed how one of their main 

obligations had been to maintain a certain infrastructure and nurture existing relationships 

with partners and employees.  

The CEO of Icelandair reflects on how important it has been for him to “keep the lights on” 

within his organization, so that they´re ready to start again when things get brighter. 

“What we have been focusing on since the COVID pandemic started to impact us in a serious 

way, was to keep looking for ways to keep the lights on. So, the infrastructure could survive 

and all the flexibility, and so we would be able to wrap up and the demand would start to 

pick up again.” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC addresses how important it has been for them to 

maintain relationships with partners, suppliers and finally, employees. 

“Well, the people who are here remaining are working together as a team and keeping 

contact with our clients because they're still interested in, of course, to re-establish their own 

businesses and come back. And we are in contact with our local suppliers and following up 

what's happening with them and with the team that we had here before the pandemic. We 

are trying to keep in contact with our staff, our team and employees and following what's 

happening in their lives and supporting them the way we can.” 

The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) talks about how she had to be on top 

of multiple things at once, making things function in all directions. 
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“So specifically, one role was towards my partners in the North Atlantic Agency area. And 

the other one was in a port agency in Iceland trying to get operations going and service the 

one vessel that was allowed to come into Iceland.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism talks about the extensive job that the government has had 

to assist tourism businesses. 

“The Government’s job has been to ensure, as far as is possible, that viable tourism 

businesses can survive the crisis and re-start their operations when international arrivals pick 

up again.” 

4.2.2 Disruption of activities and income 

When the researchers asked the interviewees how the decline of tourists entering Iceland 

due to COVID-19 had affected their organization and the industry in whole, there was a 

unanimous response amongst the participants that the outbreak of the pandemic had 

halted the conventional activities of their organizations. 

The CEO of Icelandair refers to the situation that has been ongoing since March last year as 

simply a “hiatus mode”. 

“It has affected our company and the industry in an extreme way so to say. And, you know, 

we can say we needed to almost close down our schedule or network a year ago.” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC talks about the severe impact that the disruption of 

activities had on income for his organization. 

“Uh, we had in twenty nineteen, before things happened, we were here forty people in the 

office full time and of course, working with a lot of local partners around the world. I mean, 

groups and travellers coming to Iceland, both for cruises and for incentives and meeting 

groups. So, yeah, so we had 40 full time employees and we had a turnover of something 

close to or around 3000 million Icelandic kroner. And in 2020, we are, seven people working 

part time with the government paying part of the salaries and working only part time and 

with 10 million Icelandic kroner turnover. So, it means that our income fell by 99.3 %.” 

The Head of Visit Iceland discusses how a lot of the organization´s purpose is to promote 

Iceland as a destination and under normal circumstances that would involve, amongst other 
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things, inviting individuals within the tourism industry to Iceland to introduce them to the 

experience of visiting the country. 

“A lot of our purpose is to promote the destination. And then we use several tools to show 

for that. For example, we invite journalists to travel to Iceland to experience the destination 

and then write about it. And we have not been able to do that. For example, another big part 

of what we do is that we take Icelandic tourism companies abroad to travel exhibitions and 

trade shows to build business relations. And that is another thing that we have not been able 

to do. So, and of course, we have not been able to attract tourists to Iceland because of 

travel restrictions that have caused the travel to come to almost a complete halt over the 

last year for the last year, with a few exceptions.” 

The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA), much like the CEO and owner of 

Atlantik DMC, discusses how the decline in activity negatively influenced the organization´s 

streams of income. 

“So, we went from, I think, around 80 vessels down to one vessel. So, it was quite a 

significant drop in activity and in income of course, we didn't have any summer staff, the 

staff needed to go into other departments, such as the forwarding part and helping on other 

stages, everywhere we could, loading on trucks and so on. So, it was a complete blow to our 

efforts, which have been building up with a 20 percent increase since 2000, year and year 

increase, was around 20 percent. So, it was a significant drop in activity.” 

The Tourism Director of the Icelandic Tourist Board talks about how the arrival of the 

pandemic has upset tourist organizations and paralyzed the industry in its whole. 

“Yeah well, COVID has of course upset all tourism and, so, that has impacted tourism greatly 

and, in a way, paralyzed the whole industry and resulted in total collapse of revenue. And all 

problems connected to that impacts an organization like ours that touches down on tourism, 

administration, development and so on. It has an impact. 

Iceland´s Minister of Tourism addresses how the pandemic upsets a recently developed 

tourism strategy. 

“it did disrupt work on a new action-oriented tourism strategy that had started shortly 

before the onset of the pandemic and that is currently under review.” 
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4.2.3 Provision of financial support 

In the third question of how the industry or their company was taking measures in dealing 

with the impact of COVID-19, a theme emerged, concerning how financial aid from the 

government has helped the organizations survive through the situation created by the 

pandemic. 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC mentions how the support from the government has 

helped his organization to pay salary and keep a good relationship with its employees. 

“We have taken part in what has been offered by our government in terms of paying part of 

the wages to people that we had to let go. So yeah, basically we just try to use the measures 

that have been provided to us.” 

The Tourism Director of the Icelandic Tourist Board talks about how various initiatives by 

the government has minimized the impact of COVID-19 on the Icelandic tourism industry. 

“I think that it´s mostly the government that has in various ways, met with the tourism 

industry half way to minimize the impact, what means the most are those big interventions 

that the government has had and I think most people agree that those interventions have 

went well and minimized the impact.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism explains well how the government has stepped in and 

introduced the various interventions they have aimed towards helping the tourism industry.  

“The Government has implemented extensive response measures to provide support and 

mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. They aim at sustaining employer-employee 

relations and ensuring that profitable activities can stay afloat. Most are general economic 

measures that also benefit the tourism sector e.g. tax deferrals, the option for full time 

workers to move to part-time with government support, support loans for SMEs (Small and 

medium size enterprises), government support to pay a portion of salary costs for staff 

during their notice period, simpler rules on financial restructuring to ease hibernation, and 

revenue loss and resilience subsidies. Others are tourism specific e.g. suspension of the 

accommodation tax, establishment of a Travel Guarantee Fund, issuance of domestic travel 

vouchers, establishment of health protocols and a “Clean & Safe” label for tourism 

operators, and roll-outs of domestic and international marketing campaigns.” 
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“It is also important to prepare the destination for the return of international tour ists. A 

government investment acceleration initiative includes several projects that are aimed at 

supporting tourism e.g. increased funding for infrastructure at tourist sites, airport 

extensions and improvements, road and harbour improvements, infrastructure to speed up 

the electrification of harbours and rental car fleet, the renovation of Harpa Concert and 

Conference Centre in Reykjavik and additional funding for the Technology Development Fund 

to boost innovation.” 

4.2.4 Opportunities for evolving new projects 

In the answers of the same question as in the first theme, a few of the interviewees 

expressed how the arrival of the pandemic had brought along the opportunity to pursue 

new projects. 

The Head of Visit Iceland reflects on how the organization has had to digitalize its 

operations. 

“So, this has affected us very greatly and we have been forced to try to think of new ways. 

For example, we have had the virtual events. We have offered Icelandic companies to join us 

on virtual events to talk to travel agencies abroad. And we have also been in contact with 

journalists. We have sent them things from Iceland and tried to encourage them to write 

about Iceland, even though they cannot visit us. For example, change a little bit of our 

message, like on social media with we have a combined following of one million, and the 

message there has been, you know, try to dream about the time when you can travel again. 

So, we had some initiatives like “while we are dreaming” on social media, and also “Iceland 

at home”. Where we were sharing content about destination and trying to encourage people 

to dream about when they could travel to Iceland again.” 

Iceland´s Minister of Tourism discussed how the pandemic generated new projects for 

tourism in the country. 

“The crisis however also generated new projects, such as the issuance of domestic travel 

vouchers to help compensate for part of the loss from the absence of international visitors, 

and the launch of an international marketing campaign which will come into full effect when 

the timing allows. Other large projects that focus on e.g. improving infrastructure, 

destination management and simplifying regulation, have continued as planned.” 
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4.2.5 Demand and interest in place 

The researchers asked the interviewees how their organizations could help tourists 

overcome travel anxiety with regards to visiting Iceland. That question was then followed up 

by a brief definition of what travel anxiety stands for. The answers to this question 

presented various themes that the researchers diagnosed. One of those themes was the 

unanimous vision that an interest to visit Iceland post the pandemic already existed and that 

demand was growing. 

The CEO of Icelandair reflects on the big pent up demand for traveling to Iceland. 

“We feel that we experience extremely pent up demand. And we believe that the people will 

be willing to travel.” 

“The demand is definitely already there, and we think that all of us in this industry see the 

same.” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC believes that when things move in the right direction, 

the tourists will start arriving. 

“I feel that when we talk to our clients overseas, that there is a real interest. To travel to 

Iceland, but the challenge is you know, or the obstacle is, the current rules and regulations 

and limits to what people can do. 

The Head of Visit Iceland presented the researchers with an extensive consumer survey that 

the organization held. The survey shows, amongst other things, that people have a positive 

mindset when it comes to traveling to Iceland. 

“We feel we have a very positive outlook based on this. And I can send you the results from 

this consumer survey. That dashboard where you can just dive into it. I think it would be 

helpful for your research. And the numbers are showing us that people are positive towards 

travelling to Iceland. And we are comparing very well against our competitors.” 

The Icelandic Minster of Tourism points to the survey conducted by Visit Iceland and the 

recent volcanic eruption, which is likely to increase demand greatly. 
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“It remains to be seen how this plays out. However, surveys by Visit Iceland indicate that 

willingness to travel to Iceland in the country’s main source markets is relatively strong, 

considering the circumstances.” 

“An additional attraction is the new volcanic eruption in Fagradalsfjall which has resulted in 

substantial global news coverage and is likely to drive additional demand as long as the 

eruption continues. Interest in travelling to Iceland is therefore likely to pick up fairly quickly 

when restrictions are lifted.” 

4.2.6 Clear communication about how Iceland is a safe destination 

Furthermore, in the question regarding how their organizations could help tourists 

overcome travel anxiety towards visiting Iceland, many of the interviewees mentioned that 

getting the information across about the safety of traveling to Iceland, could benefit the 

industry when trying to lower travel anxiety, and that Iceland as destination offers certain 

features that tourists might be looking for, once they start traveling again. Some of the 

interviewee´s especially mentioned the arrival of the “Clean & Safe” stamp, designed and 

carried out by the Icelandic Tourist Board. 

The CEO of Icelandair highlighted some of the forces that might make tourists more willing 

to travel to Iceland, compared to other destinations. 

“You know, travellers are more eager to visit countries like Iceland, rather than queuing up in 

the big cities and so on. We have a lot of space here. We have very strong infrastructure, 

strong health system.” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC, much like the CEO of Icelandair, talks about how 

Iceland as a destination has many advantages over other destinations, as well as discusses 

the importance of giving out information. 

“We're busy giving information about our destination and what can be done and how things 

are and so on.” 

“But I think that also Iceland as a destination has some advantage to many others. I mean, 

you come here and you're visiting the nature. You're out in open spaces. You're not crammed 

in a church or a museum so much. So those are the things that people are looking for when 

starting to travel again. You know, they can find it here.” 
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The Head of Visit Iceland mentions how Iceland is ideal for practicing social distancing and 

emphasizes on the importance of giving out information and the arrival of the “Clean &  

Safe” stamp by the Icelandic Tourist Board. 

“I think a lot of anxiety is also related to that you don't know what the rules  are, or if they 

will change or if it will be safe when travelling here, so my organization can help with just 

trying to get the right information out there. And that is what we are constantly trying to do. 

And highlight the fact, for example, that Iceland is the least densely populated country in 

Europe. And that is a fact I speak frequently about in interviews before media and talk 

about, that Iceland is perfect for social distancing for example. And we have also highlighted 

the fact that Ferðamálastofa (Icelandic Tourism Board), they introduced a stamp, called the 

clean and safe stamp. Which they are encouraging companies to adopt, and we are 

reporting about that also. So, I think what we can try to do is get the message out there that 

Iceland is safe to visit and we have the vastness and the least densely populated country of 

Europe” 

The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) concurs with the other interviewees 

and reflects on the safety opportunities that Iceland has as a destination. 

“I think what we can do is communicate to them the measures that have been done in 

Iceland so far. We can emphasize the possibilities of being isolated in a bubble in Iceland 

because there are so few people in Iceland.” 

The Tourism Director of the Icelandic Tourist Board discusses how they just introduced their 

new Clean & Safe stamp. 

“It is good to mention that we just launched the so called Clean & Safe stamp recently which, 

uh helps tourist operators, to showcase towards tourists that they are safe and responsible.” 

The Icelandic Minster of Tourism talks about the importance of clear communication, the 

arrival of the Clean & Safe stamp and how Iceland is overall considered a safe destination. 

“Clear communication on the situation in Iceland at each point in time e.g. through covid.is 

and government initiatives such as the “Clean & Safe” label for tourism operators and the 

messaging in Visit Iceland’s international marketing campaign, can help reduce possible 

travel anxiety.” 
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“In general, the outlook for Iceland as a destination post-Covid is positive, amongst other 

things due to its strong infrastructure and positive image as a safe, clean, and sparsely 

populated destination offering pristine nature.” 

4.2.7 Good track record on how Iceland has handled COVID-19 

Another theme was located from the question on how the interviewee´s organization could 

help tourists overcome travel anxiety with regards to visiting Iceland. That theme regards to 

how Iceland has acquired a positive status on how it has handled the COVID-19 outbreak. 

The CEO of Icelandair reflects on how this positive track record can create an advantage. 

“First of all, Iceland has a good track record of actually handling the COVID situation 

compared to many other countries, and that will be a very valuable asset for the tourism 

industry and for us and is currently. We see, as I said, a big interest from all our markets for 

visits to Iceland. And part of that is how we have been able to tackle the pandemic. And so 

that is very positive for the tourism industry in Iceland and us.” 

“And we have been able to, as I said earlier, handle the COVID pandemic quite well 

compared to many other countries. So, we firmly believe that Iceland has great opportunities 

post the pandemic.” 

The Head of Visit Iceland talks about how one of the outcomes of their consumer survey 

showcases that Iceland is doing great when people were asked what country they trust best, 

based on how the government has handled COVID-19. 

“Another thing I think is really important, is that we did a huge consumer survey in our key 

markets in February and we asked, for example, which countries do you trust best based on 

how the government has handled COVID-19? And Iceland is leading there. So, it´s really 

important that Iceland has managed to create a very strong image because of how well we 

have managed to handle the COVID situation here. So that is also another thing that we 

want to express or communicate, because we see that also in this consumer survey that the 

number one factor that is most likely to make people not want to travel is fear of COVID. So, 

we have a strong message there that we want to also highlight.” 
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The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) briefly touches down on the positive 

publicity, that Iceland has received due to how they have handled the pandemic, whilst she 

is discussing the image that Iceland portrays as a safe destination. 

“I think we are seen as a clean and safe place to visit and there has been a lot of good 

publicity around how Iceland has tackled COVID. So, I don't think that travel anxiety will be a 

problem concerning Iceland as a destination, in my opinion, it's going to be more exciting to 

visit Iceland than other places.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism talks about the good track record in handling COVID-19 in 

the context of tourist demand. 

“They also show that Iceland’s successful handling of the crisis is an important factor in that 

willingness to travel.” 

4.2.8 Safety on transportation to Iceland 

As some of our participants represented airlines and cruise agencies, they felt it was of great 

importance to provide travellers with information regarding safety on the way to Iceland, in 

the hope of minimizing travel anxiety. 

The CEO of Icelandair discusses how unlikely it is to get infected on board an airplane. 

“That is very positive for the tourism industry in Iceland and us, we have been saying in the 

aviation industry and the airlines around the world that it is very unlikely that you will get 

the disease on board of an aircraft because the air filtration that renews more often on 

aircrafts. So, it is less likely that something will happen on board an aircraft. And of course, 

the cleaning measures and so on and have been brought up a level and so on.” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC talks about the safety measures that are being evolved 

on board the cruise ships. 

“Now, for example, when you think about the cruise ship passengers that come to Iceland, 

they tend to be old, you know, a little bit older. So, they are vaccinated. The companies are 

working to make sure that there are processes and protocols on who is allowed to come on 

the ship. You know, people are being vaccinated before they're even allowed to go on a 

cruise, and they have testing facilities onboard the ships now. Nobody wants to get an 

infection on board. So, they're looking very much after this.” 
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The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA), much like the CEO and owner of 

Atlantik DMC, talks about how cruises will have doctors and nurses on board that take every 

necessary measure to keep passengers safe. She also mentions how the Icelandic Coast 

Guard and Icelandic health authorities would help in every way if an emergency came up on 

board. 

“There are procedures in place for every scenario and the cruise lines that are coming to 

Iceland are very well equipped with nurses and doctors on board with isolation wards. They 

can do everyday testing. They measure the temperatures. They are taking every measure 

possible to prevent the case of spreading the virus into the community.” 

“And we can emphasize with their cruise line or their travel agent how and what will happen 

if an outbreak happens on board and reassure them that the Icelandic coastguard, the 

Icelandic health authorities and the civil department, the civil protection department, would 

be stand by to help in every way, and they would do what they can to get them into a 

hospital or get them straight home.” 

4.2.9 Low concern regarding Travel Anxiety 

The last theme that the researchers could locate, from the question about how the 

organizations of the interviewees could help tourists overcome travel anxiety with regards 

to visiting Iceland, revolves around the unanimous answer that the participants are not 

particularly concerned about emerging travel anxiety. 

The CEO of Icelandair expresses how he is not that concerned about travel anxiety, based on 

the demand he is already noticing. 

“And we are not afraid of this thing, you know, travel anxiety, because as I have said, the 

demand is clearly there” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC provided a very similar answer, expressing how travel 

anxiety is not their main concern, based on the interest he is sensing when he talks to his 

partners overseas. 

“I don't think travel anxiety is our main concern. We don’t think that they are anxious about 

coming. So, I think when things move further in the right direction, that we will see people 

come here and we feel that our clients are just waiting at the starting line.” 



Sigurður Hrannar Björnsson  Master’s thesis 
Vilhjálmur Gunnar Arthúrsson  May 2021 

69 

 

The Head of Visit Iceland talks about how this emerging travel anxiety relates to uncertainty 

and how her organization can help by simply getting the right information out there. 

“I think this relates to what I was talking about, the uncertainty. So I think a lot of anxiety is 

also related to that you don't know what the rules are, you know, will it change or will it be 

safe when travelling here so my organization can help with just trying to get the right 

information out there. And that is what we are constantly trying to do.” 

The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) admits that she believes that travel 

anxiety is here to stay for a while, but doesn´t believe that it´s higher in Iceland in any way, 

compared to other destinations. 

“I don't think that they will be reluctant to travel to Iceland, but travel anxiety as a whole is 

of course here to stay for some time, but for Iceland, I don't think it's worse compared to 

other destinations. So, I think we are seen as a clean and safe place to visit.” 

The Tourism Director of the Icelandic Tourist Board expresses that he is not particularly 

worried about travel anxiety and that he believes that people will simply “go for it” when 

they get a green light and when they have the right information available to them. 

“Well, I´m not really sure what you mean with travel anxiety, I think people just want to get 

going when they feel like they´re clear to travel. And well, then maybe it matters most in 

that context that people have access to good and correct information about the destination 

they´re considering. We´ve tried to contribute to that case. But yeah, I just think that as soon 

as vaccination or this pandemic is at a place and people feel safe about traveling, then 

things will just take off quickly.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism explains how Iceland only needs a fraction of the global 

pool of travellers. And that therefore, travel anxiety in some people shouldn´t severely 

affect travels to Iceland. 

“It also needs to be kept in mind that Iceland only needs a fraction of a percentage of the 

global pool of travellers each year to sustain its tourism industry. The target groups for 

Icelandic tourism are furthermore of the adventure-seeking type. So even if some people 

remain reluctant to travel post-Covid this should not affect travel to Iceland to a large 

degree.” 
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4.2.10 Focus on things you can control  

In the next question, the interviewees were asked what they had learned from their 

personal experiences as employees in the Icelandic tourism industry amidst of a pandemic. 

Some of the interviewees mentioned how they had learned to simply focus on the 

controllable and put effort into motivating people within the organization to get through 

these troublesome times. 

The CEO of Icelandair talks about how it is important to stop focusing on things you can´t 

control and how important it is to make the employees believe that there is a light at the 

end of the tunnel. 

“One thing that comes to mind is to focus on the things that you can control and not spend a 

lot of time thinking about things that are out of your control. Just trying take the company 

and the employees through the situation, as I said, focusing on the things that are under our 

control, and that we can have an impact on. And of course, another thing that is very 

important is to motivate the team. You know, we have been going through the uncertainty 

for a year now. This can go on endlessly. We are always expecting some good news and that 

things will start to pick up and then something comes up. And so, it's very important to keep 

the team and all the employees motivated and bring the message out, that there is a light at 

the end of the tunnel.” 

The CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC reflects on how he is increasingly learning how much 

professional relationships mean. 

“We also learned that, our clients are not only clients, but they are also people. And we have 

managed to build or strengthen our relationship with many of our clients because of this. 

And I think that what we will see is that the personal relationships are going to mean even 

more when things are well, when things are back to normal.” 

The Head of Visit Iceland talks about how being in her position amidst of a pandemic has 

taught her to incorporate serenity. 

“We just have to show, I don't know the English word for it, “æðruleysi” (serenity). It´s just 

you know, to be able to accept that you can´t control things, and try and prepare as well as 

you can.” 
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4.2.11 Sustainability 

In the last question of the interview guide, the researchers asked the interviewees how they 

see the future of the industry permanently changing. A few themes were pinpointed in the 

provided answers, one of which is sustainability. 

The CEO of Icelandair talks about a new tourism strategy that was introduced by the 

government in 2019. The strategy emphasizes sustainability, amongst other things. 

“It is not just because of the pandemic. It is also because of that the Icelandic government 

and the tourism industry came up with a new strategy for the tourism industry in Iceland in 

2019. And according to that strategy, we should focus more on, we can say sustainability 

and focus less on the quantity and more on quality. And I believe that that will be very 

important going forward for the Icelandic tourism industry.” 

“The Icelandic tourism industry was focusing too much on just the number of tourists visiting 

Iceland in the years 2012 to 2019. So, to say, instead of focusing on numbers, you know, the 

focus should be on value that the tourists were bringing to Iceland. And I believe and I'm 

optimistic that we will change this strategy going forward. It's largely because of the new 

strategy and partly because of the pandemic people will not want to be in a crowded place 

and so on.” 

The Head of Visit Iceland hopes to see more of conscious travel choices and that people will 

travel in more of a mindful way. 

“hopefully we will see more rise in conscious travel and people will be more aware of 

sustainability in tourism and base their travel choices and behaviour on that. We see some 

signs of that.” 

“It is a positive thing for the environment. Being mindful of the carbon footprint that travel 

has and if people are thinking along those lines, then they will hopefully, you know, travel in 

a more mindful way and not just, you know, travel somewhere just for the weekend”. 

The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) hopes to see a significant change in 

the cruise industry that will eliminate, or at least minimize, mass tourism. 

“I think that for cruise specifically and I kind of hope this will be the case, that we are going 

away from the mega ships, going away from ships with four or five, six, seven thousand 
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people on board, and maybe the expedition and the smaller vessels will become more 

popular because we see that it simply isn't a good idea to travel in such large groups if 

something happens. So, I hope that this is a trend that will sort of move us away from the 

mega ships and the mass tourism, because that is sort of the worst side of the cruise 

industry, in my opinion. The mass tourism that doesn't leave that much behind and is only 

about getting economies of scale.” 

The Tourism Director of the Icelandic Tourist Board believes that once we have gotten rid of 

COVID-19, the impact of climate change will become a priority again. 

“The day when COVID lets go I think environmental issues will go back to the top of the 

paper and we´ll start battling with them. I think that won´t change.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism mentions that it´s difficult to predict the future but that 

she sees an increasing emphasis on sustainability occurring.  

“It is difficult to predict, but we are likely to see increased health and safety measures, 

accelerated digitalization and an increased emphasis on sustainability.” 

“On a global level, the same trends that were affecting the tourism industry pre-COVID will 

continue to affect it post-COVID, including demographic changes (e.g. ageing populations 

and growing markets in Asia), the digital revolution and environmental issues, in particular 

climate change.” 

4.2.12 Fewer but longer trips 

Another theme detected in the answers to the question on how the interviewees see the 

future of the industry changing due to the pandemic, concerns travellers taking fewer but 

longer trips. This theme is understandably also related to sustainability. 

The Head of Visit Iceland admits that it´s hard to predict but hopes that people will take 

longer but fewer holidays. 

“Maybe you travel to take more days and enjoy your trip more. Maybe it will take fewer trips 

and longer. But it is really difficult to predict, maybe we could just go exactly what it was like 

before.” 
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The General Managers of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) provides a similar answer and 

predicts people might focus more on fewer but longer trips. 

 “So, I think that the smaller groups, smaller vessels booked through travel agents, maybe 

fewer holidays, but longer holidays. Yeah, I think that those might be some of the trends that 

will be more focused on.” 

4.2.13 Health orientation 

This theme is as well drawn from the speculation of how the participants see the industry 

changing due to the pandemic. Several of the interviewees mentioned that they think 

travellers will become more focused on the quality of the health systems at the destination 

they plan to visit. 

The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency (NAA) talks about how travel insurance 

might play a more important role and that people will consider more extensively how the 

healthcare system works at their travel destination. 

“I think people will be more concerned on what your travel insurance is going to cover if you 

are stuck somewhere or you need to get medical aid and the destination you're traveling to. I 

think that you want to have these things more figured out now than before”.  

“People will maybe also check more about, how the health care system is in the place that 

they are going to. What the procedures will be if something happens to them. So, they are 

not just going in thinking that they’ll figure it out if something comes up, because now we've 

sort of learned that things can really go bad. So, I think maybe people will do more 

background research before just jumping on a plane somewhere.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism says it´s hard to predict but that it is likely that increased 

health measures will arrive after the pandemic. 

“It is difficult to predict, but we are likely to see increased health and safety measures, 

accelerated digitalisation and an increased emphasis on sustainability”. 

4.2.14 Decrease in business trips 

The last theme detected from the question of how the participants see the industry 

changing due to the pandemic, is the prediction concerning the downfall of business travel. 
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The Head of Visit Iceland believes that there will be an increase in online conferences as 

we´ve learned to be more comfortable with digitalization during the pandemic. 

“It's difficult to say if we will see very drastic changes, but perhaps we will see more changes 

in MICE tourism. We could see more online conferences, people will maybe travel less for 

work- and business-related travel. I think that there's a huge effect of the pandemic that we 

suddenly are all very comfortable with doing these online meetings. But I don't think that 

they would completely replace business meetings. I think we would still have to travel and 

meet face to face. But I think that will be, an effect, a lasting effect that we will do less of 

that.” 

The Tourism Director of the Icelandic Tourist board provides a similar answer as he believes 

that there will be a decrease in business travel. 

“I believe that the case in a way, could be that there are some effects in all of this when it 

comes to business travel decreasing due to online meetings and so on, you know, there will 

be various changes in that field.” 

The Icelandic Minister of Tourism believes that there will be a change in the industry when it 

comes to digitalization. 

“It is difficult to predict, but we are likely to see increased health and safety measures, 

accelerated digitalization and an increased emphasis on sustainability.” 

4.3 SWOT Analysis 

A SWOT analysis is conducted to evaluate what the company´s main internal strengths and 

weaknesses are, as well as what external opportunities and threats might impact its 

functionality. In this research, the SWOT analysis won´t be conducted on a specific company 

but rather the Icelandic tourism industry in its whole. It´s in the hands of officials and 

businesses within the industry to transform their weaknesses into strengths, their threats 

into opportunities, and develop competences that allows the Icelandic tourism industry to 

make the most out of their strengths, so they can exploit the opportunities that the external 

environment has to offer. By conducting the process in an efficient manner, the industry can 

create and maintain competitive advantage over their rivals (Pride & Ferrell, 2014). 
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The SWOT analysis is applied to structurally bind together the results from an external and 

internal analysis of the industry. However, many companies and industries conduct the 

SWOT analysis prematurely in the process, that is before a deep examination of the external 

environment has been completed. When that occurs, the results from the SWOT analysis 

often become debilitated, insufficient, and more unlikely to deliver the outcome that the 

researcher is looking for. The more efficient way to conduct the analysis is to start by 

thoroughly examining the external forces and use that analysis as a foundation to bui ld on 

when the internal examination of SWOT has been completed (Paul, Cadle, & Yeates, 2014). 

Once the SWOT analysis has been sufficiently executed, it may leave the researchers with a 

long list of various strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Therefore, its crucial 

to be able to tell apart the things that really matter to the industry from the aspects with 

lower value  (Johnson, Scholes, & Whittington, 2005). 

A SWOT analysis was conducted with the research participants to get an overview on the 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of the Icelandic tourism industry. In the 

following sections their answers will be analysed, and a thorough SWOT analysis of the 

Icelandic tourism industry will be presented. The participants answers can be seen in 

Appendix 2-7. 

4.3.1 Strengths and weaknesses of the Icelandic tourism industry  

Strengths and weaknesses are defined as the internal aspects of the industry that can 

impact its capability when it comes to satisfying their target customer groups. The strengths 

of companies and industries can often be located within their core competencies and skills, 

whilst their weaknesses are the internal properties that stall the organization in the process 

of evolving or following through on their strategy (Nyarku & Agyapong, 2011). 

In this section, the strengths and weaknesses of the Icelandic tourism industry will be 

discussed from the point of view of experienced individuals from that specific environment.  

➢ Nature (Strength) 

It was unanimous in the participants answers that the Icelandic nature is the key 

strength and tourist attraction for the industry. Every single participant mentioned 

nature when discussing strengths and the director of North Atlantic Agency labelled 

exploring the Icelandic nature as being a bucket list activity for travelers. 
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➢ Location (Strength) 

The geographical location of Iceland is mentioned as a main strength amongst the 

participants. It is considered a strength in the sense of convenient travel time to 

both Europe and North America, therefore Iceland can be used as a stopover for 

tourists travelling from one continent to another. 

 

➢ Infrastructure (Strength) 

Four out of six participants mentioned the infrastructure in Iceland as being a 

definite strength and the Ministry of Tourism in Iceland has invested greatly in the 

country’s infrastructure, and the CEO of Icelandair talked about how much the 

infrastructure has improved over the last ten years. This includes airports, ports, and 

roads. Another strong infrastructure is the health authorities which has been 

expressed in the way the pandemic has been managed in Iceland, both in terms of 

new cases and case management. 

  

➢ Experience (Strength) 

Experience was mentioned by two of the six participants, but one participant was 

concerned about losing some of this valuable experience due to people being laid-off 

during the pandemic, and them entering different organizational environments than 

tourism. 

 
➢ High tourist satisfaction (Strength) 

Iceland is scoring very high in their Net Promoter Score (NPS), which is a 

measurement of customer satisfaction and predicts business growth. This is a very 

good reference of Iceland as a destination and a main strength according to Iceland’s 

Minister of Tourism. 

  

➢ Pricing (Weakness) 

Four out of six participants talked about the pricing in Iceland to be a major 

weakness. The union system in Iceland has seen a much higher increase in salary 

compared to the competitor countries. This results in the general pricing in Iceland 
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to be high, which is not ideal for the general tourist who is used to lower pricing of 

necessities or accommodations in their own areas. 

 

➢ Lack of high-end services (Weakness) 

Two participants mentioned that Iceland having a lack of high-end services being a 

weakness, and that in their opinion there should be put more emphasis in making 

high-end tourism a bigger piece of the tourism cake in Iceland. According to them, 

there are intentions for creating more luxury accommodations such as the Blue 

Lagoon hotel, to attract more high-end travelers. 

 

➢ Tourist congestion (Weakness) 

A couple of the participants talked about destination management being a 

weakness, that in peak seasons the tourist traffic is in some cases poorly managed 

due to the fact that Icelandic travel organizations take everything in that they can 

and then some tourist locations become overcrowded and form a sort of congestion. 

Since Iceland is the least densely country in Europe, the tourist organizations in the 

country could spread the traffic in a more sustainable way. 

4.3.2 Opportunities and threats for the Icelandic tourism industry 

The external aspects of the SWOT analysis, opportunities, and threats make a severe impact 

on the business that the industry conducts. These forces are formed in the external 

environment, meaning that industries and companies can often not control their efffect 

directly. Opportunities refer to optimal circumstances in the market, and if officials react to 

these circumstances in a correct way, it may result in a beneficial outcome for the industry. 

The threats on the other hand regard to obsticles in the market that might result in the 

company or industry not reaching their soughtafter goals (Nyarku & Agyapong, 2011). 

The following section discusses the opportunities and threats that the Icelandic tourism 

industry faces, post the pandemic. The opportunities and threats will be discussed and 

based on perspectives and insights from experienced individuals within the industry. 
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➢ Sustainability (Opportunity) 

During the in-depth interviews with individuals from the Icelandic tourism industry, 

there seemed to be an almost unanimous viewpoint that sustainability could be the 

biggest opportunity for the industry in Iceland, post the COVID-19 pandemic. Once 

things develop more towards normal circumstances, the tourism industry has the 

chance to address more strongly the sustainability aspect of Iceland. As one 

interviewee mentioned, the industry could even focus on sustainable tourism 

through tours to Icelandic power plants and sites of geothermal warmth that show 

first-hand that Iceland can be referred to as “green”. One of the interviewees 

discussed how it is important to remain careful and focus on attracting value, not 

volume, as the long-term goal is to remain sustainable. 

 

➢ Volcanic eruption at Fagradalsfjall (Opportunity) 

As was discussed earlier, the nature of Iceland is undoubtedly one of the main 

strengths of the tourism industry. A good example of how extraordinary Iceland´s 

nature can be, is the current volcanic eruption at Fagradalsfjall. Tourists arriving in 

Iceland can witness history being made right before their eyes as they get to 

experience the full force of nature, firsthand. As indications are that the pandemic is 

declining and that people are starting to travel again, this volcanic eruption at 

Fagradalsfjall holds the opportunity to become a tourism motivator for the Icelandic 

tourism industry as well as a chance to market Iceland as a destination, through 

media and other marketing routes. 

 

➢ Iceland is the least densely populated country in Europe (Opportunity) 

Along with the verity that Iceland is the least densely populated country in Europe, 

certain opportunities emerge. Although the population is relatively low, the country 

itself is quite large and still maintains a strong infrastructure in all its seven regions. 

There is a lot of service to offer all around the country, which gives travelers the 

chance to stay away from overcrowded areas while still receiving quality service. 

Iceland is therefore a perfect travel destination regarding maintaining social 

distance. Combining these opportunities with the strength of Iceland´s nature can 

offer travelers a destination that´s ideal to visit after the pandemic.  
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➢ Competition (Threat) 

As international travel resumes, every nation is going to be looking for a piece of the 

tourism pie. This results in a severe competition for Iceland, both against nations 

located close to Iceland, as well as more distant countries. As was previously 

mentioned, one of Iceland´s weaknesses is the salary increase and domestic costs 

which make Iceland an expensive destination to visit, compared to many 

competitors. This increase in competition is a delicate matter as the Icelandic 

tourism industry still wants to increase sustainability and therefore must be aware to 

maintain value over volume. 

 

➢ Dependence on airlines (Threat) 

Once the pandemic declines and airlines around the world can resume their 

businesses, it´s very important that the Icelandic tourism industry can reclaim their 

previous incoming air routes. Being an island with no nations closely surrounding it, 

Iceland, and the Icelandic tourism industry, is highly dependent on airlines and that 

they offer scheduled flights to and from the country. The Icelandic tourism industry 

must therefore rely on that airlines will get back on their feet quickly. If that doesn´t 

occur, it´s troublesome for Iceland to be successful as a destination. Prior to the 

pandemic, Iceland luckily had various scheduled flights incoming and served as an 

intermediary between North America and Europe, making it an important 

destination for airlines. Progress is already visible and in May 2021, at least three 

airlines will have scheduled flights between Iceland and the U.S., that is Icelandair, 

Delta and United Airlines. This occurred after it was released that vaccinated 

passengers from the U.S will be allowed to enter Iceland. Although events are 

moving in the right direction, Iceland´s dependence on airlines will remain a threat 

to the nation´s tourism industry. 

 

➢ Perception of over-tourism (Threat) 

Due to the increase in tourism from 2010 until 2018, many believed that Iceland was 

suffering from over-tourism. This belief stems from extensive media coverage about 

the rise in tourism in Iceland which often painted an incorrect picture of the 

situation. In 2018, Iceland attracted roughly two million travelers. When these 
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numbers are compared to Iceland´s population of roughly 360 thousand people, its 

understandable that some might think that Iceland is suffering from over-tourism. 

Therefore, it´s imperative to add a third column to the statistics, a column that 

showcases the size of the country. The truth is that even though Iceland´s main 

tourist attractions were attracting a good number of travelers, there were still 

regions in different parts of the country that wanted more visitors and had plenty of 

space. It´s understandable that this is a threat to the Icelandic tourism industry and 

there is awareness concerning the issue, within the industry. In recent years, the 

government of Iceland and tourism organizations such as Visit Iceland have been 

addressing this threat by trying to provide a more accurate explanation on the topic, 

and this information sharing will continue after the pandemic. 

 

➢ Decline in control of ownership (Threat) 

With an increased interest in Iceland as a tourist destination comes an increased 

interest by international investors. If big international organizations and players gain 

too much power, the profit from tourism might not reach the Icelandic communities, 

and societies won´t benefit like they used to before. To minimize this threat, the 

government of Iceland and other organizations simply must be aware of the risks 

and put effort into keeping certain things local. 

 

➢ Climate change (Threat) 

Climate change is a threat that everyone around the world is getting familiar with. 

These climate changes can affect all sectors and the tourism industry is no exception. 

Before COVID-19 arrived, the battle against climate change was a top priority on a 

global scale and is likely to become that once again, when the pandemic declines. 

One of Iceland´s main tourist attractions are glacier trips. If improvement isn´t made 

concerning these issues, those glacier trips could be a part of history relatively soon. 
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5 Discussion 

This study set out to explore the effects of COVID-19 on the Icelandic tourism industry and 

through a qualitative approach, looking for common themes from the qualitative interviews, 

an attempt was made to answer the following research question:  

RQ: How can the Icelandic tourism industry attract international travellers post COVID-19? 

Sub-question 1: What is the strategy of the Icelandic tourism industry regarding the Crisis 

Management Theory? 

Sub-question 2: Is travel anxiety considered a barrier for attracting international travellers 

post COVID-19?  

As well as introducing the themes found the chapter will also discuss the implications of the 

research from the relevant theories and topics that were detailed in the literature review. 

Fourteen themes were identified from the qualitative interviews, namely: Maintaining 

infrastructure and relationships; Disruption of activities and income; Provision of financial 

support; Opportunities for evolving new projects; Demand and interest in place; Clear 

communication about how Iceland is a safe destination; Good track record on how Iceland 

has handled COVID-19; Safety on transportation to Iceland; Low concern with travel anxiety; 

Focus on things you can control; Sustainability; Fewer but longer trips; Health orientation 

and Decrease in business trips. 

The strongest theme that most frequently came up was Maintaining infrastructure and 

relationships. The second to that was the Disruption of activities and income and Provision 

of financial support. The others seemed to share equal importance for the stakeholders.  

The theme of maintaining infrastructure and relationship was evident in the actions taken 

by the Icelandic government, as well as Icelandic tourism organizations. They seem to have 

consciously, or unconsciously, categorized their crisis management plan towards the 

tourism industry into two phases. The first phase concerning how to maintain infrastructure 

while the pandemic was still occurring, and the second phase concerning how to move in 

the right direction in order to recover and rebuild the industry and maintain relationships 

once the pandemic declines.  
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The theme of Disruption of activities and income urgently called for the provision of financial 

support that resulted in the way the government as well as the community stepped in to 

support.  

Once the impact of the pandemic hit and the tourism industry, as well as many other 

industries, came to an almost complete halt, the government of Iceland, the Central Bank of 

Iceland (CBI), credit institutions, municipalities, and several other institutions aimed their 

focus towards assisting companies and households through these worrying times. As 

presented earlier, the Central Bank of Iceland made unparalleled monetary policy measures 

in the first months of the pandemic, lowering the main interest rate from 2,75% to 1% and 

stating a temporary credit facility in the form of collateralized loans (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, 

& Bartolozzi, 2020). It was evident from the interviews that this had been a crucial factor in 

the sustainability of the industry with operators being able to maintain, at least some of 

their staff and operations, through government salary subsidies. This will undoubtedly have 

resulted in many of them being able to operate for a domestic clientele instead of resorting 

to a complete shutdown of their businesses.  

The government of Iceland carried out more extensive response measures to produce 

support and mitigate the effects of the pandemic on the tourism industry. Those were e.g. 

suspension of the accommodation tax making it easier for facilities to maintain operations 

with much fewer bookings, establishment of a Travel Guarantee Fund which provides cover 

for customers who have bought a tour if the company that was supposed to operate the 

tour fails to fulfil its obligations because of financial difficulties, issuance of domestic travel 

vouchers to encourage domestic travellers to explore and enjoy Iceland and its facilities, 

roll-outs of domestic and international marketing campaigns and establishment of clear 

health protocols as well as a “Clean and Safe” stamp for tourism operators which 

acknowledges operators cleanliness and safety. The stamp should provide comfort and 

assurance to travellers that their health and safety goals are being met. Other government 

measures are mostly economic but also benefit the tourism industry e.g. tax deferrals, 

support loans for SME´s, the option for full time workers to move to part-time with the 

governments financial support and government support to pay a portion of salary costs for 

staff during their notice period. Furthermore, they implemented simpler rules on financial 

restructuring to ease hibernation, and revenue loss and resilience subsidies. A facilitating 
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variable that assisted the Icelandic government and the Icelandic economy in coping with 

the pandemic is a recent economic transformation within the country, following the 

economic crisis of 2008. Altogether, the Icelandic economy is thus much better suited and 

prepared than it has been in the past to prevail against a crisis of this magnitude and carry 

out its crisis management plan (Fjeldsted, Guðjónsson, & Bartolozzi, 2020). 

Although all of the above measures that the Icelandic government and other institutions 

engaged in, fall mostly on the reactive side of the Mitroff et al. (1987) “Model of Crisis 

Management”(hereafter referred to as “the model”), an argument can be made that the 

strengthening and transformation of the Icelandic economy in recent years is an action of 

preparedness (based on experiencing a national crisis) and can be located on the slope 

between the “detection” and “crises” phases in the model. However, the “detection” phase 

in the model is placed ahead of the preparation/prevention slope to indicate that it´s hard 

to prepare for a crisis that hasn´t been detected, both systematically and comprehensively. 

When one unintentionally prepares for a crisis that has not been detected it´s often referred 

to as luck and happenstance (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). Although the Icelandic 

government had understandably not detected the pending occurrence of COVID-19, it was 

prepared to deal with some of the impact as it had been strengthening their infrastructure 

in order to prevent that the national economy could take another major blow as it did in 

2008. Thus, it had the capabilities to assist the Icelandic tourism industry and the society 

partly financially in general even though the type of crisis was not known beforehand. 

The financial aid provided by the government assisted Icelandic tourism organizations 

substantially and allowed the organizations to focus on maintaining their own 

infrastructure, nurture relationships with their partners and employees, and focus on their 

own crisis management plans. As the emergence of COVID-19 halted the conventional 

activities of tourism organizations, they needed to cope with and contain the crisis, referring 

to the slope in the model that is located between the “crises” and “repair” phases (Mitroff, 

Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). To contain the impact of the pandemic, many organizations 

had to rethink how they conduct their activities, which often resulted in digitalization as a 

temporary solution as well as focusing their marketing towards Icelanders for domestic 

travel, as Birkland et al. (2006) found in their study after the Tsunami in Thailand where the 

popular tourist locations where dominated by domestic travellers in the first years post-
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Tsunami. Even though this might be considered a reactive measure, the experience from the 

Tsunami crisis in Thailand in 2004 where domestic travellers dominated the market in the 

first two years post-Tsunami, might have informed the decision process to some extent, 

making it somewhat preventive.   

Looking ahead, it´s time for the Icelandic tourism industry to create roads to recovery and 

guide its operations towards the “repair” phase in the model as well as towards the 

recovery slope. During this phase, the major structures and mechanisms that the industry 

has in place to guide recovery will come into play as the goal is to return to normalcy (or at 

least to a new normal), and in this case, attract international travellers to visit Iceland again, 

after the pandemic declines (Mitroff, Shrivastava, & Udwadia, 1987). Which seems to be 

already in motion at the time of writing, currently with increasing vaccinations and slowing 

down of infection rates in many countries, demand and interest in Iceland seems to be 

already evident according to some of the participants. This believe amongst Icelandic 

tourism organizations that a pent-up demand for traveling to Iceland is already existent can 

be backed up by an extensive consumer survey conducted by Íslandsstofa (Visit Iceland). 

The survey indicates that willingness to travel to Iceland after the pandemic is strong and 

that Iceland, as a destination, is comparing well against its competitors where almost 80% 

answered that they were either very positive or somewhat positive about traveling to 

Iceland and most intended to take up travelling again within 12 – 24 months (Íslandsstofa, 

Mælaborð, 2021). With this in mind it is important to reflect on the fact that Iceland only 

needs a fraction of a percentage of the global pool of tourists each year for the industry to 

sustain. Therefore, even if some people remain reluctant to travel post COVID-19, it 

shouldn´t affect the Icelandic tourist industry to a large degree. 

Looking ahead to recovery from the pandemic, an identified global obstacle is in sight when 

it comes to resuming international travels. This obstacle is the emerging travel anxiety in 

individuals, more precisely, the fear of negative consequences through the act of traveling. 

Studies have shown a positive correlation between travel anxiety and the fear of COVID-19 

which is highly likely to affect the travel intentions of some individuals (Luo & Lam, 2020). 

Despite the evidence of this emerging travel anxiety in individuals, organizations within the 

Icelandic tourism industry do express a relatively low concern regarding the impact that 

travel anxiety might have on attracting international travellers to Iceland. This low concern 
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is partly based on the demand and interest that the organizations are experiencing through 

their partners and possible customers. The stance amongst industry players is therefore not  

that people aren´t eager to come, but rather that current international rules and regulations 

are limiting tourist’s ability to travel. Another more positive outlook on this might be that 

travel anxiety could act as a buffer towards over-tourism and even create a bit more 

balanced tourist inflow. As mentioned, over-tourism has created some challenges recently 

in the industry where the country could not keep up with building the infrastructure needed 

for this mass tourism. Infrastructure, which is essential to the protection of the nature, 

creation of eco-friendly venues and now in a new world of tourism, opportunities to travel 

with acceptable social distance.  

Although the common mindset amongst organizations within the Icelandic tourism industry 

seems to be that travel anxiety doesn´t appear as a threat to incoming tourism traffic, 

initiatives and certain measures must still be activated to address any uncertainty. This is of 

importance in order to provide possible travellers with information that their emerging post  

COVID-19 values can be met sufficiently when they travel to Iceland and that the country is 

an all-around safe destination to visit. This might be especially important for identities 

wanting to host conferences or other large gatherings in Iceland. 

Apart from travel anxiety but just as a result of the pandemic, travellers might become more 

health and safety oriented and could also be likelier to select a travel destination that they 

sense is overall safer to visit. As was discussed in the literature review, Phuket – Thailand, 

experienced a severe decline in tourism traffic and revenue after the Indian Ocean tsunami 

in 2004. That decline was particularly worrying as the physical damage in the area wasn´t 

substantial. The decline in tourism traffic was therefore a result of tourists´ perception that 

the area was unsafe to visit (Birkland, Herabat, Little, & Wallace, 2006). Although the 

circumstances in Thailand following the tsunami and the circumstances in Iceland now 

aren´t identical, the knowledge gathered from the crisis in Thailand showcases just how 

strong the fear of safety can be. To minimize the chances of a similar scenario occurring in 

Iceland post COVID-19, the tourism industry must efficiently share information and 

awareness that Iceland is a safe destination to visit. Most certainly the Clean & Safe stamp 

will contribute to this awareness raising. 
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A common message addressing this topic might be beneficial, where the Icelandic 

government and the Icelandic tourism industry develop their information and marketing 

campaigns to some extend together and might keep the Visit Japan initiative in mind, as a 

foundation to build on and shape towards post-pandemic needs. The Visit Japan campaign 

was as mentioned launched as a marketing measure towards welcoming back tourists into 

Japan following the tsunami in 2011. The initiative was designed to target and suit various 

countries and emphasized on creating reassurance that Japan was a safe destination 

(Henderson, 2013). This was an example of how governmental and private sectors can 

combine efforts creating a common message that strengthens it even further.  

When it comes to providing accurate information concerning Iceland’s safety as a 

destination post-COVID-19, the country has a few advantages that can be exploited. One of 

those advantages is the geography of the country itself. Iceland has an approximate square 

footage of 103.000 km2 (Ferðamálastofa, Mælaborð Ferðaþjónustunnar: 

Keflavíkurflugvöllur, 2020) and a population of roughly 360.000 people. Most of the country 

is therefore uninhabited and Iceland holds the title as the least densely populated country in 

Europe. Despite the mismatch in size and population, Iceland sti ll maintains a strong 

infrastructure in all its seven regions, and tourism services are no exception. A lot of service 

can be offered all around the country, providing travellers with the chance to stay away 

from overcrowded areas while still receiving quality service. In regard to maintaining social 

distance, which has become a familiarity during the pandemic, Iceland is therefore an ideal 

travel destination. Following the COVID-19 pandemic and the emphasis on social distancing, 

it´s expected that people will form new travel habits, new standards, and new values. 

Therefore, in order to communicate the message of Iceland being an ideal travel 

destination, the Icelandic tourism industry should adopt to this new reality and tourism 

operators should put a great emphasis on receiving travellers in a safe and responsible way. 

As mentioned by several interviewees the Clean & Safe Stamp initiative from the Icelandic 

tourist board is a strong step in that direction as it assures travellers, in a standardized way,  

that their safety is a priority when they visit Iceland (Icelandic Tourist Board, clean & safe - 

info and participation, 2021). 

According to the Minister of Tourism, the government is aware of the importance of 

preparing Iceland for the return of international tourists and a government investment 
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acceleration initiative has been established. The initiative includes several projects that 

focus on supporting tourism e.g. airport extensions and improvements, increased funding 

for infrastructure at tourist sites, infrastructure to speed up the electrification of harbours 

and rental car fleets, road and harbour improvements, additional funding for the 

Technology Development Fund to boost innovation and the renovation of Harpa Concert 

and Conference Centre in Reykjavik. 

Just as the government, private sectors have been preparing for the post pandemic tourism 

environment as well. As participants mentioned, there have been a lot of new and different 

projects evolving over the course of the pandemic. The head of Visit Iceland mentioned 

their social media campaigns which revolved around keeping the hope and excitement in 

individuals of being able to travel again. This pandemic has as well taught organizations a lot 

regarding digitalization, and as some participants forecasted, the concept of business travel 

might decline significantly as virtual meetings are both a more sustainable and cost-effective 

option. In spite of all these great initiatives if people remain fearful of travel or do not trust 

the infrastructure of countries, they may refer from traveling to that particular location. 

As a nation we seem to be established ourselves favourably in terms of safety judging from 

an extensive consumer survey conducted by Íslandsstofa (Visit Iceland) regarding how safe 

Iceland is as a destination. Almost 75% answered that the statement applies completely, 

giving it a 6 or a 7 on a scale from 1-7 (Íslandsstofa, Mælaborð, 2021). From these numbers, 

one can interpret that Iceland has already made a name for itself as a safe destination in the 

eyes of travellers, providing the government of Iceland and the tourism industry with a 

foundation to build on. 

These positive views might be based on the country´s track record of positively handling the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Which has received international recognition through extensive media 

coverage of the situation in Iceland. In the same survey by Íslandsstofa (Visit Iceland) in their 

key markets in February 2021, the participants were asked which countries they trust most, 

based on how the government of that nation has handled the COVID-19 pandemic and is 

Iceland leading in that aspect. Another result from that survey is that the fear of being 

infected by COVID-19 is the primary reason that makes individuals less likely to travel 

abroad. Thus, travel anxiety seems to be an obstacle even though the key stake holders do 



Sigurður Hrannar Björnsson  Master’s thesis 
Vilhjálmur Gunnar Arthúrsson  May 2021 

88 

 

not see this is a concern. 

In another survey conducted by Íslandsstofa (Visit Iceland) in June 2020, where the 

participants were foreign travel professionals, 74% of the participants classified safety as 

one of the positive factors concerning Iceland (Íslandsstofa, 2021). As this survey was 

conducted in June last year, it would be interesting to see how those same foreign travel 

professionals would respond roughly a year later. This positive image that Iceland has 

created based on how the government has handled the pandemic generates great 

opportunities and provides the tourism industry with a strong message to highl ight globally. 

With Iceland being an island with no closely located countries brings both pros and cons to 

the tourism industry. One of those pros is the rising demand in island tourism, which has 

over the years been established as the second most visited category of tourist destinations. 

More precisely, Iceland as a destination can be categorized as cold-water island tourism, 

due its extreme weather conditions, mountains, and black beaches (Jóhannesson, Huijbens, 

& Sharpley, 2010). Although this rise in popularity towards island tourism brings certain 

opportunities for the Icelandic tourism industry when promoting the country post the 

pandemic, being an island will also bring certain challenges. One of them being that 

traveling to Iceland solely on your own e.g. in your car is not an option without having to 

some extend share space with others even if you travel with your car on the Norröna ferry. 

Looking ahead, it´s important for the Icelandic tourism industry to share information and 

create awareness that the transportation routes to Iceland are safe and that appropriate 

measures against COVID-19 are being taken on board to minimize the risk of transmission. 

When it comes to the airlines and cruise ships, they have already established processes and 

protocols that are aimed towards keeping passengers safe. When passengers are about to 

enter the planes or the vessels, they now must provide documentation of vaccination or be 

tested for the virus on site, before entering. The cruise lines which are expected to come to 

Iceland have procedures in place for every scenario and are equipped with nurses, doctors, 

and isolation wards. Many airports have now established that infrastructure as well. They 

have the ability to do everyday testing and are taking every measure possible to prevent the 

case of spreading the virus on board as well as into the communities where they land or 

dock. During our in-depth interview with the General Manager of North Atlantic Agency 
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(NAA), she emphasized the privilege that the Icelandic tourism industry has, to assure cruise 

lines that in the case of an outbreak occurring on board, the Icelandic Coast Guard, the 

Icelandic health authorities and the civil protection department will be on stand by and help 

in every way to get passengers to a hospital or straight home. 

During our in-depth interview, the CEO of Icelandair said that due to substantial cleaning 

measures and the constant air filtration, which is much more frequent on board of an 

aircraft, compared to e.g. building units, the risk of getting infected by COVID-19 on board of 

an aircraft is very low. On the contrary, international media has reported that there is a 

certain risk of COVID-19 transmission on board aircrafts, especially on long haul flights 

(Khanh, et al., 2020). Although Icelandair doesn´t typically operate long haul flights like the 

one mentioned above, the airline still transfers passengers between continents and the fear 

of getting transmitted by the virus on board is a constant threat. Media and news outlets 

can have a severe impact on the behaviour of individuals, and therefore it´s of great 

importance that Icelandair and other airlines re-earn the trust of their customers and give 

out information regarding how they´re handling safety measures on board of their flights 

again, to influence their views and attitudes. This may mean that the tourism industry might 

need to co-operate closely with the media in order to ensure a common message and to 

reduce myths that might arise.  

One of Iceland’s´ main weaknesses as a tourism destination is its dependence on airlines. 

Once the pandemic declines and airlines around the world can resume their usual activities, 

it´s of severe importance that Iceland reclaims their previous air routes to and from the 

country. However, due to its geographical location, Iceland is an important destination in 

the eyes of many airlines as it functions as an intermediary between North America and 

Europe. This fact could benefit Iceland greatly when airlines start strategizing their routes, 

especially if those airlines look into how Iceland is comparing to other nations in terms of 

attractiveness as a destination, post COVID-19. Progress is already visible and from May 

2021, at least three airlines will have scheduled flights between Iceland and the U.S., that is 

Icelandair, Delta and United Airlines. Iceland currently has one airline that operates 

internationally, Icelandair. However, a new opportunity is emerging as a new Icelandic low-

cost airline called Play Air, plans on starting scheduled flights between Iceland and Europe in 

June 2021. The airline will be flying to London, Paris, Copenhagen, Alicante, and Tenerife, as 
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these are some of the usual destinations that Icelanders choose when they go abroad. What 

is even more promising about this emergence of Play Air, is their plan to start scheduled 

flights from North America in the end of 2021 (Morgunblaðið, 2021). This connection 

between Europe and North America will then strengthen Iceland´s position as an 

intermediary between the two continents and provide the Icelandic tourism industry with 

the opportunity to increase their attraction from both Europe and North America. 

However, once airlines can resume their regular activities, its likely that air fares may rise, at 

least temporarily. This could be an obstacle towards choosing Iceland as a destination as 

some of those interviewed mention, Iceland is a relatively expensive destination to visit, due 

to salary increases and domestic costs. Expensive flight tickets might add to the perception 

of Iceland being a very expensive place to visit as is already showing in a survey conducted 

by Íslandsstofa (Visit Iceland) where participants are asked whether they feel that Iceland is 

an “expensive place to travel” and half of them thought it categorized as such (Íslandsstofa, 

Mælaborð, 2021). Thus, the arrival of a low-cost airline such as Play Air, might 

counterbalance this by offering a competition in prices of flights, keeping the costs further 

down and allow Iceland to sustain its tourism traffic. Another aspect of rising fares could be 

that they might contribute to the sustainability aspect of travel, where people might result 

to taking fewer but longer trips as some of the participants mentioned.   

One of the few positive factors resulting from the pandemic is the realization of common 

responsibility towards mother earth. This realization is expected to resume increased 

interest in eco-tourism and sustainable tourism. In a study conducted by Publicis Sapient, 

58% of the participants answered that they´re increasingly thinking about sustainability and 

environmental wellbeing, compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic (World Travel & 

Tourism Council, Oliver Wyman, 2020).The Icelandic government and the Icelandic tourism 

industry are aware of this rising interest in sustainable tourism and sustainability overall, 

and have the opportunity to address the topic and provide information concerning how the 

country focusses on the matter and can provide a sustainable tourism option. The Icelandic 

government in collaboration with the tourism industry came up with a new tourism strategy 

in 2019, with one of its focus areas being sustainability. Creating awareness about this new 

government run tourism strategy can create a foundation that enables the Icelandic tourism 

industry to attract those travellers who value sustainability above else and those who are 
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looking for a destination that prioritizes sustainability and eco-tourism. The rising global 

interest in sustainable tourism also provides Iceland with the opportunity to exploit their 

distinct stance when it comes to geothermal warmth and the tourism industry can offer 

tours to Icelandic power plants and sites of geothermal warmth, showcasing first hand that 

the country can be referred to as “green”. As some of the participants mentioned, in order 

to be sustainable in the long term, the Icelandic tourism industry must focus more on value 

rather than volume.  

When most people think of Iceland, the first thing that comes to mind is generally the 

majestic nature and landscape of the country. This was a unanimous answer amongst 

participants in this study that the Icelandic nature is the country´s key strength and main 

tourism attraction. The General Manager of North Atlantic Agency referred to the Icelandic 

nature as a bucket list activity. In an extensive survey from 2005, the Icelandic Tourist Board 

asked travellers who were arriving in Iceland what was their main motive for traveling to the 

country. The results of the survey revealed how much of a strength the Iceland nature is for 

the tourism industry as 76% of participants answered that exploring the Icelandic nature 

was their main motivation (Sæþórsdóttir, 2010).  

A prime example of how extraordinary the Icelandic nature can be, is the currently occurring 

volcanic eruption at Fagradalsfjall in the southwest of Iceland. The majority of the 

participants mentioned this eruption as being a great opportunity and motivator for 

attracting foreign travellers. The eruption has received news coverage worldwide and in the 

Icelandic media it has been described as a tourism eruption. The reason why it´s being 

referred to as a tourism eruption is because it´s easily accessible by foot and particularly 

close to Keflavík International Airport as well as the famous Blue Lagoon (Gísladóttir, 2021). 

Tourists that are arriving in Iceland can now witness history being made right before their 

eyes as they get to experience the full force of nature, first-hand. Tourism organizations in 

Iceland are seizing this opportunity already and various commercial and advertising 

attempts have started in order to attract travellers to Iceland and see the volcanic eruption 

(Kolbeinsson, 2021). With decrease in the pandemic this volcanic eruption at Fagradalsfjall 

offers the Icelandic tourism industry the opportunity to exploit the incident as a tourism 

motivator as well as a chance to market Iceland as a destination, through media and other 

marketing measures. 
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It will hopefully be seen in the near future how the post pandemic tourism environment will 

come to shape, and although the time of the pandemic has been difficult and challenging, it 

is sincerely hoped that individuals, organizations, governments and all those affected will 

take whatever positives they might conclude from this experience and use this time as a 

learning experience.  

6 Conclusion and recommendations 

This master´s thesis examined what the strategy of the Icelandic tourism industry is to 

attract international travellers post COVID-19 and link it to Crisis management theory. 

Furthermore, travel anxiety was explored as a possible barrier to attracting travellers post 

the pandemic. 

The research identified several challenges of the Icelandic tourism industry such as severe 

decline in bookings and travels, dependence on airlines, international competition as well as 

numerous opportunities that the tourism industry in Iceland should exploit. Due to the 

financial aid supplied by the Icelandic government and other institutions, a strong economy 

and health system, Iceland is considerably well prepared to welcome back international 

travellers post the pandemic. Moreover, it has the ability to be a preferred travel 

destination due to its strong infrastructure, high levels of cleanliness and safety and its 

ability to create social distance focus activities, when international traveling resumes. 

Efficient sharing of information and creating awareness that Iceland is a safe destination to 

visit is of vital importance. Iceland has clear advantages that should be utilized and one of 

those is the geographical and structural aspect of the country itself. The country maintains a 

strong infrastructure in all its regions and can offer quality service all around the country, 

both in terms of general service and health service. All this, while enabling travellers to stay 

clear of over-crowded places and maintaining social distance, facilitated by new initiatives 

such as the newly launched Clean & Safe stamp by the Icelandic Tourist Board that assures 

travellers that their safety is a priority during their stay. 

Another advantage to be explored is the country´s positive track record of handling COVID-

19 since surveys show that the primary reason that makes individuals less likely to travel 

abroad is the fear of being infected by COVID-19. This track record should therefore be 

highlighted and utilized further in the country´s information sharing strategy as it originates 
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from the strength of the Icelandic health system. As people become more health oriented 

due to the pandemic, an emphasis on the strength of national health systems should be a 

primary focus in international promotion campaigns. 

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, certain emerging values are gaining interest. One of 

these values is the rising global interest in sustainability, environmental awareness, and 

sustainable tourism. The Icelandic tourism industry should seize this new value and utilize 

the country´s stance regarding the topic. The tourism industry now holds the opportunity to 

turn the country´s sources of geothermal warmth into a tourism attraction and can invite 

travellers on tours and expeditions to Icelandic power plants and areas of geothermal 

warmth, further strengthening the country´s image as “green”. To remain sustainable in the 

long term, Iceland has to be aware of how increased tourism traffic can affect the country 

and must therefore focus on attracting value, and not only volume. With the world now 

relying more on virtual meetings the concept of business travel might get reduced. This 

could further result in availabilities in the usually fully booked hotel scene in Iceland, 

creating space to develop more sustainable and environmentally friendly initiatives, also to 

meet the high-end tourism demand. The tourism industry can create unique experiences for 

high-end travellers, which involve individual attention and personalisation, and can be 

labelled as in once-in-a-lifetime experiences. 

This being said, one of the main conclusions of this thesis is that Iceland´s biggest strength, 

main attraction and strongest tourism motivator, the country´s extraordinary nature must 

not be overlooked, when it comes to its value for attracting international travellers post-

COVID-19. With the rising interest in island tourism and increased demand for tourism that 

involves natural experiences, the Icelandic nature and landscape should be the primary 

focus in all marketing efforts post the pandemic but now weaving into it new values such as 

health and safety and social distance. The tourism industry can use the Icelandic nature and 

the amount of open, uninhabited spaces as an opportunity to create tourist activities that 

maintain social distance.  

Natural phenomenon’s such as the volcanic eruption occurring at Fagradalsfjall in South-

west Iceland are important pillars. Numerous commercial and advertising measures have 

already begun by Icelandic tourism organizations where the volcanic eruption is used to 

promote the country as a destination. More weight should be put into those measures as 
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the eruption has the opportunity to become a valuable tourism motivator for Iceland after 

the pandemic. When Iceland´s distinct landscape and nature is combined with the 

advantages that have been mentioned in the paragraphs above, the Icelandic tourism 

industry has a powerful message to share with the world and can efficiently create 

awareness and paint a picture in the mind of individuals that Iceland is the ideal travel 

destination once COVID-19 declines. 

Overlooking Iceland´s dependence on airlines would only create complications later in the 

process of resuming the tourism industry. Therefore, it´s important that the Icelandic 

government and the Icelandic tourism industry focuses a part of their attention towards 

regaining their previous air schedules and use their geographical location to negotiate 

manageable prices. The stepping of Play Air into the Icelandic market will facilitate the price 

negotiation by creating a strong competition on the market.  

Overall, it can be concluded that the Icelandic tourism industry and the Icelandic 

government find themselves entering the Model of Crisis Management on the reactive side 

rather than the proactive one and therefore find themselves responding reactively to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. When looking at the measures of the Icelandic government and the 

Icelandic tourism industry on the reactive side of the Model of Crisis Management, it´s ideal 

to split the measures into two steps, coping and recovering. The coping step, relates to the 

financial aid provided by the Icelandic government and other institutions as well as the 

actions taken by Icelandic tourism organizations to maintain infrastructure, nurture their 

relationships with their partners and employees and build their own crisis management 

plans. The recovery step relates to the return to normalcy, and in this case, attracting 

international travellers to Iceland, post COVID-19. A recommendation can be made that the 

Icelandic tourism industry could design suitable early warning systems to be better prepared 

when or if another crisis occurs. By implementing early warning systems, the industry could 

find itself entering the Model of Crisis Management on the proactive side. 

It is further concluded that although travel anxiety has been shown to affect return to 

normalcy after crisis events it will not be a barrier when it comes to attracting international 

travellers to Iceland, post the pandemic. This conclusion is both based on the results from 

various consumer surveys as well as on valuable insights from the highly experienced 

participants in this study which all portrayed low concern with regards to the impact of 
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travel anxiety on tourism traffic to Iceland. Lastly, the fact that the country only needs a 

fraction of a percentage of the global tourist pool each year, for the tourism industry to 

sustain, is encouraging in terms of receiving enough tourists to keep the market flowing 

well. Nonetheless, ignoring the emergence of travel anxiety should not be recommended as 

travel anxiety might result in individuals becoming more health and safety oriented when 

choosing a travel destination. To minimize travel anxiety and inspire travellers to visit 

Iceland, the tourism industry must efficiently share information, promote the Clean & Safe 

stamp, and create awareness that Iceland is a safe destination to visit.  

To conclude, being financially somewhat prepared as a government, the ability to provide 

immediate financial support, the establishment of existing internal structures such as 

Íslandsstofa, the highly educated nation with a strong scientific medical environment, good 

co-operation between entities in the tourism industry and peoples initiatives and creative 

ways of thinking have pulled this county through a challenging pandemic and is supporting 

its path to recovery. 

7 Future research and limitations 

This chapter will cover our proposed future research which are mainly drawn from the 

limitations of the thesis.  

The research in this thesis on how the Icelandic tourism industry can attract foreign 

travellers post COVID-19, and the two sub-questions of what their strategy towards the 

Crisis Management theory is, and if travel anxiety is a barrier for attracting travellers to 

Iceland, is as the research question suggests, limited to and primarily beneficial for the 

tourism organizations in Iceland. Therefore, our first proposal for future research is to 

conduct similar studies for tourism markets of other countries.  

Iceland is known for its attractive nature and one can assume that this fact will naturally 

contribute to a regular flow of tourists each year, hence it might be noteworthy to research 

how other destinations that do not possess that sort of natural motivators so to say, intend 

to attract tourists post COVID-19.  

The Icelandic tourist organizations benefitted greatly from the reactive measures in the 

form of governmental funding, so it might be interesting to look at tourism organizations in 
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countries that have not received financial assistance from their government, and take a look 

at their reactive measures and how they coped with the crisis. 

Simultaneously its noteworthy to study smaller countries who might have had a strong 

preparedness system in place possibly based on an early warning system and good proactive 

measures.  

As mentioned, our participants do not see travel anxiety as a barrier for attracting 

international travellers to Iceland due to our success in containing the virus and being so 

diffusely populated. At could be interesting to study this concept in countries that have not 

done well in containing the virus and/or countries that are densely populated. As well, 

exploring the concept of travel anxiety in those countries would be interesting. 

The research of this thesis only looks at the viewpoint of organizations or stakeholders, 

which brings us to encourage future researchers to investigate the consumer standpoint and 

conduct field work with actual tourists. This aspect was unfortunately not possible for this 

thesis as the number of tourists in Iceland at the time of writing were slim to none, due to 

the pandemic. 
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Appendix 

The enclosed appendix book contains the following: 

Appendix 1: Interview guide 

Appendix 2: Transcription of interview with the CEO of Icelandair 

Appendix 3: Transcription of interview with the CEO and owner of Atlantik DMC 

Appendix 4: Transcription of interview with the head of Visit Iceland 

Appendix 5: Transcription of interview with the general manager of North Atlantic Agency 

Appendix 6: Transcription of interview with the tourism director of the Icelandic Tourist 

Board 

Appendix 7: Written answers from the Minister of Tourism, Industry and Innovation 

 

 


