
 
 

Department of Design and Architecture 

Master of Design 

 
SERENDIPITOURS 

A MODEL FOR ALTERNATIVE TREKKING TOURS AND NATURE EXPERIENCES IN THE 
HIGHLANDS THAT ALLOWS LOCAL SHEEP FARMERS TO BENEFIT FROM TODAY’S 
GROWING NATURE TOURISM IN ICELAND WHILE RESPECTING LOCAL NATURE AND THE 
LOCAL TRADITIONAL SHEEP FARMING TRADE 
 

 

A document submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 

the degree of Master of Design 

María E. Sáenz  

Spring 2017 



 
 

Department of Design and Architecture 

Master of Design 

 

SERENDIPITOURS 
A MODEL FOR ALTERNATIVE TREKKING TOURS AND NATURE EXPERIENCES IN THE 
HIGHLANDS THAT ALLOWS LOCAL SHEEP FARMERS TO BENEFIT FROM TODAY’S 
GROWING NATURE TOURISM IN ICELAND WHILE RESPECTING LOCAL NATURE AND THE 
LOCAL TRADITIONAL SHEEP FARMING TRADE 

 

A document submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 

the degree of Master of Design 

This analysis is 4 ECTS credit hours of a total 30 credit hours final project towards the degree 
of Master of Design. The written content of this publication as well as images are the 

responsibility of the author. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any for or by any 
means without a written permission of the publisher: Iceland Academy of the Arts, Þverholti 11, 

105 Reykjavik, Iceland. 

 

References to this publication should be as follows: Saenz, Maria, Serendipitours, Reykjavik: 
Iceland Academy of the Arts, 2017. 

 

María E. Sáenz  

Kt.: 061168-2149 

Analysis Advisor: Guðbjörg Rannveig Jóhannesdóttir 

MA project Mentor: Hlín Helga Guðlaugsdóttir 

Spring 2017 



 

Abstract	
 

This paper presents the analysis of my design work which I titled Serendipitours. 

 

Serendipitours is a model for alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in the highlands that 

allows local sheep farmers to benefit from today’s growing nature tourism in Iceland while respecting 

local nature and the local traditional sheep farming trade. 

 

The model was conceived as a recipe, a replicable scalable tool, that aims at creating synergies 

between first and foremost local nature, non-human factors, as well as the needs of sheep farmers 

during their activities in the yearly sheep farming cycle, but can also be shaped by human factors such 

as the farmer’s knowledge, cooperation with other farmers, available technology, the visitor and 

other.  

 

The model is also the basis of an ideation tool that could be used to conceive and eventually prototype 

and test alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in highland areas. Such ideation tool can 

be used in workshops that could be offered by tourism agencies looking to promote product 

development in rural highland among sheep farmers interested in benefitting from the current tourism 

development in Iceland. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Since 2011 nature tourism in Iceland has exceeded local forecasts by far, becoming the principal 

driving force behind economic growth.1 Mountain trekking and hiking has become particularly 

popular, catering to those adventure-seeking visitors, eager to explore first-hand the challenges and 

beauty of the isolated, pristine, volcanic highland landscapes. However, the increased number of 

visitors arriving at these delicate, uninhabited natural areas has far exceeded the current capacity 

provided by local touring associations, posing an increased threat to ecosystems and the experiences 

of visitors as well.  

 

An important aspect of tourism development in Iceland’s rural highlands should involve the provision 

of public services by local municipalities. However, revenues generated by the tourism industry 

seldom reach these municipalities, where the biggest contribution to their budgets is in the form of 

municipal income taxes (i. útsvar). This is due to the fact that the majority of tourism service providers 

and employees are registered in municipalities other than in the localities they are operating. The 

limited public services in rural highlands that exist today are meant for a small local population whose 

traditional income has come for centuries from sheep farming activities. 

 

SERENDIPITOURS was approached as a social design project which proposes a model for alternatives 

to tourism development in mostly uninhabited rural highlands and allows local municipalities to 

benefit from today’s growing nature tourism in Iceland while respecting nature. My objective was to 

create a model for alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in the highlands that is replicable, 

scalable and can be customized first and foremost to local nature, but also to the needs, knowledge, 

capabilities, interests and other resources of local inhabitants.  

 

My theoretical essay offers an objected oriented ontological23 interpretation of nature in the context 

of tourism which helped me empathize and view ecology and human actions as it would be 

experienced by the Earth. Nature and humans are interconnected and it is important to allow non-

                                   
1 World Travel and Tourism Council, “Travel and Tourism Economic Impact 2017 Iceland,” 
accessed April 22, 2017, https://www.wttc.org/search-results/?query=iceland. 
2 Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2013). 
3 Timothy Morton, “An Object-Oriented Defense of Poetry,” New Literary History 43, no. 2: 205–24, 
accessed April 22, 2017, https://muse.jhu.edu/. 
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humans to be part of our focus of concerns if nature tourism is going to be sustainable, both for the 

industry and nature. In my design work, I allowed my theoretical work to define the main factors of 

my model to allow for alternative ways of conceiving trekking services in the highlands in which 

humans and non-humans are realigned to create a sustainable nature tourism. 

 

The model was conceived as a recipe, a replicable scalable tool, that aims at creating synergies 

between first and foremost local nature, non-human factors, as well as the needs of sheep farmers 

during their activities in the yearly sheep farming cycle, but can also be shaped by human factors such 

as the farmer’s knowledge, cooperation with other farmers, available technology, the visitor and 

other. The model is also the basis of an ideation tool that could be used to conceive and eventually 

prototype and test alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in highland areas. Such ideation 

tool can be used in workshops that could be offered by tourism agencies looking to promote product 

development in rural highland among sheep farmers interested in benefitting from the current tourism 

development in Iceland. 
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PROFESSIONAL SELF 
 

My theoretical essay offers an objected oriented ontological45 interpretation of nature in the context 

of tourism which helped me empathize and view ecology and human actions as it would be 

experienced by the Earth in times of the Anthropocene67 and Global Warming.8  

 

I concluded that speculative design9 can offer us a venue to bring to the table alternative futures that 

bring humans and non-humans closer, avoiding our tendencies of treating nature as something far 

away and beyond our current human concerns.  I concluded that we should be critical of the way we, 

humans, see and treat nature, that we ought to treat objects in nature as active members in their 

own right in the production of tourism and that we should go beyond our current ideas of authentic 

wilderness, the playful interactions and short lived enjoyment of nature10, as well as stop and question 

what the Earth is trying to tell us. 

 

I carried those notions throughout my subsequent research and design work, especially trying to find 

out how to present a more desirable realignment of humans and non-humans in the context of nature 

tourism. I wanted to find a way to create constellations that speak also for the needs of the Earth 

rather than merely those of industries and humans.  

 

To me, humans and nature are one, and as a designer, a business oriented person and a mother, 

social and economic concerns for the current state of nature tourism and the Earth are important.  I 

do not see this as a lack of concern for the impact that the tourism industry has on the Earth, but 

                                   
4 Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World. 
5 Morton, “An Object-Oriented Defense of Poetry.” 
6 Jan Zalasiewicz* et al., “The New World of the Anthropocene,” Environmental Science & Technology 
44, no. 7 (April 2010): 2228, doi:10.1021/es903118j. 
7 Martin Gren and Edward H. Huijbens, “Tourism and the Anthropocene,” Scandinavian Journal of 
Hospitality and Tourism 14, no. 1 (January 2, 2014): 6–22, doi:10.1080/15022250.2014.886100. 
8 Will Steffen, Paul J. Crutzen, and John R. McNeill, “The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now 
Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature?,” Ambio 36, no. 8 (December 1, 2007): 614, 616. 
9 Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: The MIT Press, 2013). 
10 Martin Gren and Edward H. Huijbens, “Tourism Theory and the Earth,” Annals of Tourism 
Research 39, no. 1 (2012): 155–70. 
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accepting that tourism, as a social activity and an industry, also provides a solid, much-needed income 

base to Icelanders. Therefore, I don't question the existence of tourism but how it is developed.   

 

My design should present solutions that do not compromise humans for nature, nor nature for 

humans.  Both are one and equally important. Tourism is a human activity and the solutions I create 

will have consequences on both. My design efforts, therefore, were in trying to find realignments that 

do not remove humans from the focus of concerns but also extends the privilege to non-humans.  If 

it’s up to us humans to create solutions, I believe that in the context of nature tourism in the 

highlands, those at the forefront offering tourism services should be the locals whose very livelihood 

depend on the nature where tourism takes place. 

 

 

 

This relational model shows my meta-design approach towards the project.  As mentioned previously, 

I am a business oriented person and for many years my focus has been in finding opportunities in 
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diverse industries. My background in service management has also prepared me to express myself 

better in terms of processes and models, while pulling resources that serve an overall strategy. Today, 

nature tourism is the most important industry in Iceland and my professional interest, as a designer, 

is to develop a carrier that makes use of meta-design’s holistic approach to create alternative futures 

in nature- based tourism. Furthermore, it is during the design program that my empathy towards 

social and environmental issues have been strengthened. As a designer and as a mother I would like 

to contribute to the appreciation of the Earth, our nature, that is affecting and shaping our way of 

living, and vice versa.  Therefore, I approached the project as a meta-designer for social impact in the 

context of nature tourism. 
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CONTEXT 
 

Since 2011 nature tourism in Iceland has exceeded local forecasts by far, becoming the principal 

driving force behind economic growth. Mountain trekking and hiking has become particularly popular, 

catering to those adventure-seeking visitors, eager to explore first-hand the challenges and beauty of 

the isolated, pristine, volcanic highland landscapes.  

 

 
LANDMANNALAUGUR 201611 

 

To empathize further with the state of nature-based tourism in the highlands, I joined a trekking tour 

through Laugarvegur from one of most popular tour operators in Reykjavik in that field of nature 

experience. I chose this route because of its World popularity among trekkers and especially because 

of the diversity of landscapes that this route entails, representing most of Iceland’s nature 

compositions and geological features in the highlands.  

 

                                   
11 “Plans to Move Camping Site and Guest Lodge Away from Landmannalaugar Hot Springs,” Iceland 
Magazine, June 27, 2014, http://icelandmag.visir.is/article/plans-move-camping-site-and-guest-lodge-
away-landmannalaugar-hot-springs. 
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I kept a diary of the Journey and conducted several interviews with guides, hut managers, guests and 

representatives of the Icelandic National Park.  

 

Needless to say, the areas are majestic, but traffic was still considerable even though it was almost 

the end of the summer season. This was mostly obvious as we arrived at the huts.  

 
ÁLFTAVATN 2017 

   

According to Stefán Jökull Jakobsson, head warden at the Icelandic Touring Association, around 140-

250 guests trek this route per day. Most them travel on their own with tents and many are not even 

camping on hut grounds to avoid paying fees. These travelers are particularly vulnerable if they 

encounter some sort of unexpected trouble because they are difficult to trace by the Rescue Teams.  

 

He stated further, that despite some investment by the Icelandic Touring Association and other 

voluntary work, maintenance of huts and over trafficked paths is limited with negative effects on 

nature experiences and nature itself.   

 

The workload for the wardens and people is big and strenuous. Hut wardens are always very busy 

either by keeping up with repairs, maintenance, cleaning, receiving visitors, charging arriving visitors, 
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assigning sleeping places, answering questions, assuring rule compliance, and sometimes accounting 

for potentially lost trekkers, all under unpredictable weather conditions.   

 

 
VISITOR INFORMATION IN A HUT 

 

Very importantly, the advisory function of wardens has become increasingly difficult mostly because 

visitors are departing and arriving at the huts at all times making routine schedules very difficult. 

When I ask fellow travelers why they had picked Laugavegur as their destination, most of them 

mentioned that they had wished for this trip for a long time since it was known for its special 

landscape and remoteness.  Our guide explained to me that for most trekkers Laugavegur is a bucket 

list destination.  

 

In this sense, I have come to understand what happens when nature is being reduced to hotspots on 

a map with standardized touring services that foster increased presence of humans. This is not a 

match to limited resources and the delicate and sometimes unforgiving highland forces. 

 

According to a representative of the Icelandic National Park, an important aspect of tourism 

development in Iceland’s rural highlands should involve the provision of public services by local 
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municipalities. However, revenues generated by the tourism industry seldom reach these 

municipalities, to whom the biggest contribution is in the form of municipal income taxes (UTSVAR). 

This is due to the fact that the majority of tourism service providers and employees are registered 

in municipalities other than in the localities they are operating. The limited public services in rural 

highlands that exist today are meant for a small local population whose traditional income has come 

for centuries from sheep farming activities. In this respect, nature has become a feeding ground for 

many tour companies operating from main urban hubs, but the money does not stay in rural 

municipalities for necessary improvements. Nature is treated as an endless commodity that does not 

need care despite the increase presence of visitors. This separation of nature from society and the 

lack of harmony between private and local concerns has generated lately an outcry by local 

municipalities for much needed economic resources.  

 

My overall conclusion from my field trips and discussions with the before mentioned stakeholders is 

that the increased traffic of visitors to these delicate uninhabited natural sites has far exceeded the 

current capacity provided by local touring associations in the highlands, and thus poses an increased 

threat to ecosystems and the experiences of visitors as well. Planning, design, construction, 

maintenance and service of roads; infrastructure for parking services; public recreational areas; 

sewage and garbage disposal; medical services and proper policing, are among the services upon rural 

tourism development should rest. If local municipal taxes are to be generated to improve these 

services, it is important to include the local population living nearest to the natural sites in the creation 

and delivery of services. 
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FOR WHOM 
 
Following this research, I started speculating on how sheep farmers living in rural highlands could be 

more involved in developing trekking services in their localities or in highland areas were their sheep 

roam freely.   

 

The first step was to find out whether their needs could match the recent development in the tourism 

sector, and how this could take place. 

 

For centuries sheep husbandry was the main economic activity in Iceland_. Experts state that without 

sheep milk, meat and hides, life for Icelandic settlers would have been very difficult.   

 

 
ANNUAL SHEEP ROUND- UP12 

 

However, many of the ecosystems that are being used for sheep grazing have vulnerable vegetation, 

                                   
12 Jennifer Kingsley, “Iceland’s Second Christmas … with Sheep,” News Deeply, May 4, 2016, 
https://www.newsdeeply.com/arctic/articles/2016/05/04/icelands-second-christmas-with-sheep. 
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soils, and a harsh climate. Recent efforts to ease environmental damage to soils and biodiversity have 

helped shape the agricultural policy in Iceland which aims at meeting mainly domestic demand for 

animal products. 

 

Production prices are also too high for large-scale efforts and the sheep farming that exists today 

rests mainly on import restrictions, tariffs, quota system in dairy and sheep production and direct 

payments to farmers.13 Global agricultural and environmental trends14 aiming at curbing the impact of 

agriculture on climate, are and will likely continue to influence local policy, market developments, as 

well as structural changes in the industry.  

 

 
SHEEP AFTER SHEARING 

 

It is not surprising that despite the local government support the number of farmers, particularly 

small sheep farmers in rural areas, is decreasing due to the limited economic prospects in the 

                                   
13 Torfi Jóhannesson, “Agriculture in Iceland: Conditions and Characteristics” (Agricultural 
University of Iceland, 2010), http://www.lbhi.is/lisalib/getfile.aspx?itemid=4090. 
14 OECD, “Environmental Performance of Agriculture in OECD Countries since 1990: Iceland 
Country Section” (Paris, France, 2008). 
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industry.15 It is expensive, labor intensive and it does not pay much. Those who continue farming with 

perhaps 200 to 300 sheep have other means of living as well. They are, for example, also teachers, 

veterinarians, work in the fishing industry16, are truck drivers, and many are in different degrees 

twinning together tourism services to farming.  

 

Many sheep farmers who are isolated, and don’t have the opportunities to work elsewhere, give up, 

as their farms can neither sustain a family nor does their income cover the rising costs of modern 

farming.  According to Einar Elínarson, Chairman of the Young Farmers Association, this trend is 

likely to continue. However, tourists are still going to want to visit rural areas and of course Iceland’s 

beautiful highlands. Einar lives in Vík, and as many young farmers, he comes from a family line of 

farmers that have lived in the area for generations. Today, like many other sheep farmers in the 

country he runs a successful farm hotel and raises around 300 sheep. 

 

I also interviewed a sheep farmer Heiða Guðný Ásgeirsdóttir from Ljótastadir, a farm located up in 

the heath further east from Vík.  She has recently formed a tourism company and offers treks to 

beautiful natural areas around her farm that include canyons, waterfalls, river banks among other 

places. The treks are guided by her while following sheep trails.  She markets her services mainly 

through a web page and explained that not much effort is needed to attract interested trekkers.  

 

To understand a bit more about the working activities that farmers must perform during the yearly 

sheep farming cycle I interviewed a farmer from Eyjafjarðarsveit, a municipality located in northern 

Iceland. The farm has no connection to tourism, the focus is on milk production, but also keeps a 

substantial amount of sheep. She explained each phase in the yearly sheep farming cycle, which 

became later an important contribution to my model.  

 

Further research also indicated that each phase involved in sheep farming is not only relevant to 

farmers doing the job. These phases mark a time in the season that is present in the culture, traditions 

and consciousness of farmers, and to different degrees, of the whole country.  Each phase carries a 

significance that infiltrates other areas of life. I believe that the close relationship of farmers and nature 

through the cycle of sheep farming is very important, since it allows for the natural regeneration of 

                                   
15 Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir, “Counting Sheep,” Iceland Review, August 20, 2015, 4/23/2017, 
http://www:icelandreview.com/magazine/2015/08/20/counting-sheep. 
16 Kingsley, “Iceland’s Second Christmas … with Sheep.” 
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ecosystems and environments from which the local communities depend. 

 

My research provided references from two type of farmers, those who fully work in farming and 

those who twine together farming activities at different degrees. From my research, I have concluded 

that twinning tourism to sheep farming activities is a good option for those sheep farmers seeking 

additional economic benefit. However, this should include the needs of sheep farmers during the 

yearly sheep farming cycle mainly because of the intensity of labor that sheep farming entails. This 

means that the activities offered to trekkers should support a lifestyle that is close to nature and that 

has made the local population relevant and present. My design should not compromise but support 

a trait that keeps certain localities in the highlands inhabited and that is also the backbone of a rich 

local culture. It is important that my design allows for a synergy that supports the traditional way of 

life of sheep farmers.  

 

In terms of marketing services, however, I have also found out that there are tourism agencies in 

Iceland that support local business and make a positive contribution to rural communities in Iceland. 

Hey Iceland, for example, is a travel agency that was founded by farmers in 1980, the Icelandic Farm 

Holidays Association, and is still majority-owned by the farmers themselves, meaning that profits stay 

local. Trekking services can also be pitched by locals to the Regional Marketing offices and the 

Hostelling International organization located all around Iceland. These agencies offer regular 

workshops to its members to support and promote new product development in different regions 

of the country as well as advice on quality standards. Locals have also the possibility of marketing 

their services either directly on the web or through worldwide travel agencies if they wish. I see in 

these companies’ opportunities for workshops that could be offered to sheep farmers living near 

highland areas to promote the development of trekking services in the highlands. 
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THE DESIGN CONCEPT 
 
SERENDIPITOURS IS A MODEL FOR ALTERNATIVE TREKKING TOURS AND NATURE 
EXPERIENCES IN THE HIGHLANDS THAT ALLOWS LOCAL SHEEP FARMERS TO BENEFIT 
FROM TODAY’S GROWING NATURE TOURISM IN ICELAND WHILE RESPECTING LOCAL 
NATURE AND THE LOCAL TRADITIONAL SHEEP FARMING TRADE. 
 

 
 SERENDIPITOURS MODEL  CONCEPT: MARIA E. SAENZ ILLUSTRATION: LEIRY SERÓN 



 

 
    

15 

The model was conceived as a recipe, a replicable scalable tool, that aims at creating synergies 

between first and foremost local nature, non-human factors, as well as the needs of sheep farmers 

during their activities in the yearly sheep farming cycle, but can also be shaped by human factors such 

as the farmer’s knowledge, cooperation with other farmers, available technology, the visitor and 

other.  

 

The model is also the basis of an ideation tool that could be used to conceive and eventually prototype 

and test alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in highland areas. Such ideation tool can 

be used in workshops that could be offered by tourism agencies looking to promote product 

development in rural highland among sheep farmers interested in benefitting from the current tourism 

development in Iceland. 

 

 
 
 
DESIGN PROCESS, A MODEL FOR TREKS IN THE HIGHLANDS 
 

I approached the creation of the model as a recipe for trekking and nature experiences.  I wanted it 

to be a frame or a tool that sheep farmers could use to ideate and eventually create and offer trekking 

services. The elements of the model had to be broad enough to include various human and non-

human aspects, but relevant to the needs of particular farmers, in a particular locality and at particular 

times, that would lead to unique constellations of trekking experiences. This means that the model 

had to be flexible enough so that it can be replicable, scalable and can be customized first and 

foremost to local nature, but also to the needs, knowledge, capabilities, interests and other resources 

of local inhabitants, in this case, sheep farmers living near uninhabited highland areas. 

 

The process included the participation of graphic designer Leiry Serón, who gave a visual voice to my 

concept. She interpreted and communicated my ideas and concepts in a visual manner, as well as 

assisted me in developing a graphic style. 
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NON-HUMAN FACTORS: 

I started my process of ideation by speculating, and with the help of the graphic designer, create 

photo compositions of possible future trekking scenarios in which non-human factors, such as 

leadersheep, could be the driving force determining how humans experience trekking.  I was inspired 

by leadersheep, a special type of Icelandic sheep that only exist in Iceland and is in danger of 

disappearing since winter grazing is not being practiced anymore. Some sheep farmers still own a few 

of these but mostly due to personal interest. Leadersheep is particularly smart and shows a natural 

predisposition to lead a flock of sheep. It is usually the fastest and goes always in front of a flock. 

Scientific research and many accounts by sheep farmers attribute to leadersheep the ability to predict 

sudden weather conditions and navigate with precision through rough terrains and very difficult 

weather, sometimes even saving human lives17.  

 

  

    

 

   

  

   

  

   

  

  

 

 

 

                                   
17 Ásgeir Jónsson, Forystufé / eftir Ásgeir Jónsson frá Gottorp, 2. útgáfa (Selfoss: Sæmundur, 2016). 
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Based on case studies1819 and interviews with experts on leadership, I gave active agency to 

leadersheep in my speculative images, by imagining possible futures in which they could perhaps, with 

help of the farmer, the visitor or technology, trek alongside visitors through the highlands. I imagine 

them performing a series of tasks such as taking pictures of natural areas that could eventually be 

downloaded to attract future visitors.  

  
   

 

 

The purpose was to conceive a way by which a farmer could get his sheep to attract the interest of 

trekkers for the natural resources in and around the farm.  In addition, it would provide an alternative 

for nature experience that allows a nearly extinct breed of sheep to fill a new role in tourism. 

 

                                   
18 “Sheep Trekking in the Brecon Beacons,” Good Day Out, accessed April 23, 2017, 
http://www.gooddayout.co.uk/about. 
19 Matt Burgess, “Google Steps in to Help the Faroe Islands with Its Sheep View Project,” Wired, 
August 31, 2016, http://www.wired.co.uk/article/sheep-view-google-help-faroe-islands. 

TECHNOLOGY

SHEEP
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I was also inspired by sheep trails, the paths that sheep follow when roaming freely in the summer 

pastures. These sheep trails form networks of serendipitous lines across landscapes that can reach 

as far as glaciers.  I interviewed Dr. Ólafur R. Dýrmundsson, former Chairman of The Farmers 

Association of Iceland and expert in Icelandic sheep, as well as farmer Heiða Guðný Ásgeirsdóttir 

about this topic. They explained to me that sheep often follow similar paths every summer and that 

these sheep trails are often the best and safest paths.   

 

From other touring experts, I also learned that due to the decline in numbers of sheep in Iceland, 

sheep trails, that have been of great cultural significance throughout history in Iceland, are in danger 

of disappearing.  Thus, there is no need to build new trekking paths in nature.  Why not just follow 

what nature is already providing to humans?  

TECHNOLOGY

LeaderSHEEP
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I continued my ideation process by mapping other non-human factors, besides leadersheep and sheep 

trails, by doing fieldtrips to farm and conducting interviews with farmers already offering trekking 

services in highland. The objective was to define non-human factors that could be of significance in 

the context of trekking in areas near or around the highlands of Iceland. Heiða Guðný Ásgeirsdótti 

explained to me that in her farm these include a variety of landscapes, mostly hidden from the public 

eye, such as unknown waterfalls, river banks, entries to canyons, mountain slopes, valleys, northern 

lights and many other.  The multitude of landscapes is diverse and unique.   

 

To me, each farm and its surroundings are unique and special. They represent a unique constellation 

of non-human factors that vary according to place and seasons and should be appreciated as such. 

These can help shape nature experiences of potential trekkers, bringing them closer to local nature. 

 

 

SHEEPTRAILS
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In addition, I believe that non-human factors should also include the fauna and flora that is directly 

linked to the sheep farming trade. These should include the Icelandic sheep, sheep dogs, horses, wild 

berries, mushrooms and many other. The potential for diverse nature encounters and experiences is 

great and will change according to the seasons of the year.  Each non-human factor is unique as it is 

bound to a specific place and time.      
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YEARLY SHEEP FARMING CYCLE:  

In my mind, there is no separation between society and nature, and therefore I include in the model 

opportunities for nature experiences that have positive consequences not only on how visitors 

interact with nature but also with local inhabitants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As stated before, I believe in twinning tourism to sheep farming, if the activities offered to trekkers 

support a lifestyle that has made the local population relevant and present. It is important that my 

design allows for the continuation of a trait that maintains certain localities near and in the highlands 
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inhabited. Sheep farming is also the backbone of a rich local culture.  My model should for synergies 

between the traditional way of life of sheep farmers and nature experiences of trekkers. For that 

reason, I included in the model the yearly sheep farming cycle that represent the activities that could 

be offered to potential trekkers.  

 

By adding the yearly sheep farming cycle to my model, I hope for a combination of nature experiences 

during the treks that take into account the needs of farmers. This will lead to increase revenues 

generated locally from selling trekking services but also perhaps alleviating the labor intensity required 

in each task.  

 

In my model trekkers are active participants of the nature experiences and not only passive receivers 

of services This has the potential to bring about new nature experiences for trekkers and avoid 

compromising traditional farming activities that determine the existence of these rural communities 

in the first place.  

 

I also believe that it is for the benefit of local nature that the activities offered to visitors vary 

according to specific farming seasons. This can lead to interesting service combinations that follow 

not only the needs of the farmer but also allows for the natural regeneration of ecosystems and 

environments that farmers have incorporated into their practices as they work closely with the Earth. 

In this sense, the visitor is brought closer together to nature’s needs. This means that for potential 

visitors there could be more variety of nature experiences over the year, which could foster 

recurrence of visits and redistribution of visitor flow with less impact on nature, or non-human 

factors. 
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HUMAN FACTORS: 

The human factors that I found mostly relevant for my model and that can help shape how trekking 

services are created and delivered by sheep farmers are farmers knowledge, technology, cooperative 

agreements with other farmers and of course the trekker.  

 

  

Farmers knowledge is an important factor that can help shape the trekking services offered.  Most 

young farmers come from a long line of families living from the same trait. Their culture and habits 

are embedded in the same sheep farming cycles that provide for their living, and they base their work 

on lessons learned from the close connection of man and nature through centuries. They have 

gathered local stories and anecdotes, sometimes passed from one generation to another. They know 

their local areas and nature very well, these are precious to them, they know the risks involved when 

interacting with nature, making them the perfect creators and providers of trekking services to 

visitors seeking the thrills of the trek but also eager to meet locals and their way of living. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Farming processes are changing due to advances in technology but in the context of services designed 

for visitors, they could provide a potential for hacking, use and reuse to make alternative nature 

experiences possible. For example, GPS tracking technology could be used to create trekking maps 

that follow the roaming patterns of sheep in particular farms. Finding alternative uses of technology 

and other tangible assets used in farms and farming activities provides also the possibility of putting 

FARMER’SKNOWLEDGE

TECHNOLOGY
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these assets to work that perhaps stand still due to seasonality factors.  For example, a sheep carriage 

used during the summer to transport sheep from the farm to highland pastures can be customized 

to become a platform for visitors to watch northern lights during the winter. 

 

 

Farmers are used to working cooperatively in many aspects of sheep farming. Agreement and 

cooperation with other farmers can be a determining factor and offer opportunities on which and 

how trekking services are delivered.  It has the potential to increase access to other nature, as well 

as add peripheral services such as food, sleeping facilities, restrooms and other services that farmers 

cannot provide by themselves. 

 

  

 

I believe that the trekker or visitor should be considered an active participant of the nature 

experience and not just as a passive receiver of services.  This means that the trekker should conform 

to what local nature is providing and to the needs of the farmers during the sheep farming cycle. 

However, it is up to the farmer to bring to light the benefits that an activity can provide to the 

trekker.  The farmer has also to be specific as to the qualities and interest that the trekker needs to 

embody so that the visitor can perform and enjoy the activities offered to them. 
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PROBING THE MODEL 
 

Throughout my interviews with farmers, visits to farms and my process of ideation I conceived the 

basic ingredients for my model.  After that, it was time to probe it in two ways. First I wanted to 

make sure that its elements made sense or would feel complete to a farmer who would create the 

services, and second that as a tool it could deliver interesting trekking concepts that would respect 

local nature, non-human factors, the needs of the farmers as well as the non- human factors specified 

earlier.  

 

 
 

Probing of the model involved a three-hour workshop with sheep farmer Heiða Guðný Ásgeirsdóttir 

from Ljótarstadir.  I considered her participation relevant because, as mentioned before, she currently 

offers trekking services to visitors by following sheep trails to a series of beautiful highland landscapes. 

The conversations were also recorded in a voice recorder for future use. 

 

For the first part of the process, I had prepared a sheet containing most of the yearly sheep farming 

activities on a farm and the months of the year in which they take place.   
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We linked non-human factors to the different processes involved in sheep farming and made sure 

that the processes were correct including the month stated. We found some errors and corrected 

them. 
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For the second part of the workshop, I had developed previously questions that followed a NOISE 

(needs, opportunities, improvements, strengths and exception) analysis, of the chosen farming 

activities, the non-human and human aspects involved in a speculated trek.  These questions helped 

us ideate three treks titled: Shearing Hand Spa and Northern Lights Trek, Leadersheep Trekking and 

Trekking and Tracking with Icelandic Sheep. 
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The questions were the following:  

 

How could the farming task be improved with the help of the trekker, even if a little bit? 

How could the trekker benefit from the activity, even if a little bit? Give examples. 

 

What non-human factors are involved in the farming task? What does it do well and offer? 

What is special about it? Give examples. 

 

What could the non-human factor do and offer? What untapped talent does it have? What 

does it do, even if a little bit, that shows new potential? Give examples. 

 

If the farmer or the trekker could do, arrange, use, fit or have access to…the farmer to the 

trekker could…Give examples. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A
B
C
D
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TREK 1: “SHEARING HAND SPA AND NORTHERN LIGHTS TREK” 

 

The first trek involved the activity in the sheep farming cycle called Rýja Kindurnar, sheep shearing, 

in November and December. The non-human factors include sheep, sheep trails, wool, land and 

northern lights. The human factors include farmer’s knowledge, the trekker, flashlights and sheep 

trailers. I titled the trek “Shearing Hand Spa and Northern Lights Trek”.  

 

 

In these scenarios, the trekker spends part of the day helping to pick up the wool during the sheep 

shearing activity. The fat that is contained in the wool is considered one of the best hand lotions you 

can apply to your hands. 

 

The farmer also adapts or transforms sheep trailers, that are usually used to transport sheep during 

the summer, into viewing platforms during the winter. 



 

 
    

32 

 

Trekkers could trek for about one hour around the farm on sheep trails with flashlights towards 

these strategically located platforms.  
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Once there, trekkers could spend some hours or even tent to have a beautiful experience viewing 

the Northern Lights. Trailers could also be designed to protect trekkers from wind, rain and glass 

tops for better viewing of the skies. 

 

 

 

Trekkers will have to be interested in Icelandic sheep, wool and be well dressed and prepared to 

spend a couple of hours, or even tent in these platforms during the winter. 
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TREK 2: “LEADERSHEEP TREKKING” 

 

The second trek involved the activity in the sheep farming cycle called Göngur of Leitir, finding and 

herding sheep down the mountains in September. The non-human factors include sheep, sheep trails, 

highland landscapes, leadersheep, horses and sheepdogs. The human factors include farmer’s 

knowledge, the trekker, technology and cooperation with other farmers. I titled the trek 

“Leadersheep Trekking”. 

 

 

 

In these scenarios, a visitor treks with halter trained leadersheep on sheep trails up the mountains. 

Trekkers could tent in areas specified by the farmer with a walkie-talkie or other communication 

devices. If the visitor would see sheep he or she would alert and coordinate meeting with the 

committee of sheep gatherers. Trekkers could then release the leadersheep and help herd the flock 

of sheep from difficult mountain slopes.  

The trekker could sleep in the same mountain huts with the other shepherds.  
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If the trekker has good experience in horseback riding and wishes to, he or she could ride back with 

the committee to were sheep is gathered. 

 

The trekker will have to be in very good physical condition, show a natural interest in herding sheep 

and be willing to work in a coordinated fashion under the supervision and direction of the local 

committee of sheep gatherers. 
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TREK 3: “TREKKING AND TRACKING WITH ICELANDIC SHEEP” 

 

The third trek involved the activity in the sheep farming cycle called Eftirleit, late autumn collection 

in October and November. The non-human factors include highland landscapes, land, sheep and sheep 

trails. The human factors include farmer’s knowledge, the trekker, and technology. I titled the trek 

“Trekking and Tracking with Icelandic Sheep”. 

 

 

In these scenarios, the farmer uses GPS technology to track some sheep during the summer. In 

October and November visitors download the historical GPS data of sheep movements or the sheep 

trail as a map for a trek. If some sheep could also be outfitted with cameras it could download some 

pictures of the sheep trail during the summer. 
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Visitors could then tent for several days in the farm trekking around beautiful landscapes.  

 
If the visitor still misses some sheep the trekker could help track them, herd them back or alert the 

farmer so that it can be caught. 
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The trekker will have to be in good physical condition, and have an interest in tracking and herding 

sheep. 
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THE IDEATION TOOL:  
 

During the workshop and afterward, the potential for transforming the model into a flexible tool for 

ideation of treks began to emerge.  

 

Throughout my research, I found out that there are tourism agencies in Iceland that support local 

business by offering, among other services, regular workshops to its members to support and 

promote new product development in different regions of the country. I believe that these companies 

could benefit from offering workshops to sheep farmers interested in developing trekking services to 

tourist in the highlands. It is here where my model and ideation tool could be introduced, leading 

potentially to further prototyping and testing of such treks.  

 

I proceeded to prototype the ideation tool further by adding to and refining some of the questions 

as well as the treks we had conceived during the workshop.   

 

 
This was done also by doing follow up checks with the farmer so that the outcome would represent 

a feasible trekking scenario in the eyes of the farmer.  
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I also designed the ideation tool further as a practical board where magnets specifying non-human 

factors, yearly sheep farming activities and human factors could be chosen individually by the farmer 

for ideation of treks.  This way the ideation tool for treks, which is based in my model, is flexible 

enough so that it can be replicated, scaled and customized by the farmers according to local nature, 

but also to their needs during the yearly sheep farming activities as well as their knowledge, 

cooperation with other farmers, technology, the trekker and other factors.  
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The questions appearing on the writing board are meant only as a starting point to begin the process 

of ideating treks. They can lead to answers for interesting trekking scenarios that either the farmer 

or farmers, with guidance of a facilitator, can conceive.  Answers to the questions and additional ideas 

can be written or drawn directly on the writing board.  

 

For the future, I believe that the SERENDIPITOURS model and the ideation could be the basis for 

workshops that could be offered by tourism agencies looking to promote product development in 

rural highlands among sheep farmers interested in benefitting from the current tourism development 

in Iceland.  

 

It is important to mention that my model and tool shows also a potential for further improvements. 

The non-human factors, processes of sheep farming and human factors are specific to localities, its 

people, and time. This means that its flexibility and adaptability is put to the test in each ideation 

session. Some of the factors and questions put forward on the ideation board might be too broad 

and need further specification, or perhaps need to be changed, added or put forward differently. In 

addition, much of the outcome of an ideation session depends on individual user’s ways of expression, 

which can include drawings, photographs etc. Each ideation session is a potential for improvement of 

the tool and should be followed up closely. 

 

For the final exhibition, I would like to create an interactive installation that allows visitors to use the 

ideation tool and conceive possible treks. I will be present during the exhibition executing the role 

of facilitator. The outcome of each ideation session can be shared on Facebook with the # 

Serendipitours. The sessions and outcomes will give me feedback on further improvements of the 

tool.  

 

 

 

 

. 
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CONCLUSIONS: 
 

My background in business administration and service management has prepared me to express 

myself in terms of processes and models, but it is meta- design’s holistic approach to solving problems 

that has brought me nearer to nature and social concerns raising from nature tourism in Iceland. 

Therefore, I approached the project as a meta-designer for social impact in the context of nature 

tourism. 

 

After trekking through one of Iceland’s most popular trekking destinations in the World, Laugavegur, 

and further research, I concluded that the increased traffic of visitors to these delicate uninhabited 

natural sites has far exceeded the current capacity provided by local touring associations in the 

highlands. This poses an increased threat to ecosystems and the experiences of visitors as well.  

 

I learned that an important aspect of tourism development in Iceland’s rural highlands should involve 

the provision of public services by local municipalities. However, revenues generated by the tourism 

industry seldom reach these municipalities, where the biggest contribution to their budgets is in the 

form of municipal income taxes (i. útsvar). This is due to the fact that the majority of tourism service 

providers and employees are registered in municipalities other than in the localities they are 

operating. The limited public services in rural highlands that exist today are meant for a small local 

population whose traditional income has come for centuries from sheep farming activities. 

 

If local municipal taxes are to be generated to improve these services, it is important to include the 

local population living nearest to the natural sites in the creation and delivery of services. 

 

Twinning tourism to sheep farming activities is a good option for sheep farmers seeking additional 

economic benefit to keeping their trade going. However, this should include the needs of sheep 

farmers during the yearly sheep farming cycle mainly because of the intensity of labor that sheep 

farming entails. That means the activities offered to trekkers should support a lifestyle that has made 

the local population relevant and present and that depends from the regeneration of ecosystems and 

environments. My design should not compromise but support a trade that keeps certain localities in 

the highlands inhabited and that is also the backbone of a rich local culture. It is important that my 

design allows for a synergy that supports the traditional way of life of sheep farmers.  

 

Tourism agencies in Iceland that support local business and make a positive contribution to rural 
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communities in Iceland could promote new product development among sheep farmers living near 

highland areas by offering workshops that seek development of trekking services in the highlands.  

 

Serendipitours is a model for alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in the highlands that 

allows local sheep farmers to benefit from today’s growing nature tourism in Iceland while respecting 

local nature and the local traditional sheep farming trade. 

 

The model was conceived as a recipe, a replicable scalable tool, that aims at creating synergies 

between first and foremost local nature, non-human factors, as well as the needs of sheep farmers 

during their activities in the yearly sheep farming cycle, but can also be shaped by human factors such 

as the farmer’s knowledge, cooperation with other farmers, available technology, the visitor and 

other. 

 

The model is also the basis of an ideation tool that could be used to conceive and eventually prototype 

and test alternative trekking tours and nature experiences in highland areas. Such ideation tool can 

be used in workshops that could be offered by tourism agencies looking to promote product 

development in rural highland among sheep farmers interested in benefitting from the current tourism 

development in Iceland. 

 

My process of ideation and speculation as well as field trips to farms and interviews with farmers let 

me to identify non-human and human factors pertaining sheep farming that could be of significance in 

the context of trekking in areas near or around the highlands of Iceland. These can help shape nature 

experiences of potential trekkers, bringing them closer to local nature. Non-human factors or nature 

include sheep, sheep trails, land highland landscapes, leadersheep, sheep dogs, horses, northern lights 

and many other. Human factors include cooperative agreements with other farmers, farmer’s 

knowledge, technology, the trekker and other.  

 

I believe in the option of twinning tourism to sheep farming, if the activities offered to trekkers 

support the lifestyle of farmers that has made the local population relevant and present near or in 

highland areas. For that reason, I included in the model the yearly sheep farming cycle that represent 

the activities that could be offered to potential trekkers.  

 

In my model trekkers are active participants of the nature experiences and not only passive receivers 
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of services. They participate in sheep farming activities. The combination of human, non-human, and 

participation in activities within the sheep farming cycle represent also a potential for new nature 

experiences that will vary according to the seasons. Nature experiences are therefore bound to a 

particular place and time. 

 

Probing of the model involved a three-hour workshop with sheep farmer Heiða Guðný Ásgeirsdóttir 

from Ljótarstadir. After probing the content of the model, we ideated the following trekking concepts: 

“Shearing Hand Spa and Northern Lights Trek”, “Leadersheep Trekking” and “Trekking and Tracking 

with Icelandic Sheep”. 

 

My ideation tool is the result of the workshop. I designed it as a practical board where magnets 

specifying non-human factors, yearly sheep farming activities and human factors could be chosen 

individually by the farmer for ideation of treks. The tool, which is based in my model, is flexible 

enough so that it can be replicated, scaled and customized by the farmers according to local nature, 

but also to their needs during the yearly sheep farming activities as well as their knowledge, 

cooperation with other farmers, technology, the trekker and other factors.  
 

The model and tool show also a potential for further improvements in term of its flexibility and 

adaptability to specific non-human factors, human factors and processes of sheep farming as well as 

the user. Each ideation session is a potential for improvement of the tool should be followed up 

closely by the facilitator. 

 

My design puts locals at the hard of the creation process of highland treks. It brings humans and non-

humans closer through a model and ideation tool that helps conceive alternative treks that put at the 

forefront the local nature available near or in highland areas. It also opens possibilities as to possible 

potentials of non-human factors in trekking experiences. For the farmer, the model offers possibilities 

for sheep farmer to conceive ways on how to twine tourism with their trade, without sacrificing their 

traditional way of making a life directly from nature, but making use of their knowledge and other 

human factors to ensure their continuation. For the trekker, the model offers an experience in nature 

closer to that of the locals whose live depend on the very nature they find worth of visiting. Finally, 

local municipalities will also benefit from following the model, since the economic gains of local sheep 

farmers will be reflected in the income taxes they pay. This budget increase can then be used to 

provide public services that can support Iceland’s nature-based tourism further.  
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