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Abstract 

Tourism has increased in Iceland and wildlife tourism is a popular activity. Previous research 

shows that tourism pressure may lead seals to change their spatial distribution or to be more 

vigilant, indicating that tourism may disturb the critically endangered population of harbor seals 

in Iceland. The aim of this study was to investigate how best to manage visitors along the Vatnsnes 

peninsula in Húnaþing vestra to limit tourists’ impacts on sensitive seal species in Iceland. The 

objectives were to investigate what types of management actions would be accepted most easily, 

and if there are differences in acceptance of regulations or awareness of the impacts of seal 

watching depending on visitors’ level of egoistic and biospheric values. A person’s values act as 

guiding principles throughout their life; and biospheric and egoistic values determine to what 

degree a person makes decisions based on their impact on the environment or their own well-being. 

Visitor surveys were collected at two seal watching spots and a seal museum (n=597). This study 

finds that seal watching visitors have high biospheric values, low egoistic values, and are open to 

most regulations. High biospheric values are correlated with acceptance of management actions, 

and high egoistic values are correlated with low acceptance of management actions and low 

awareness of the impacts of seal watching. These results will inform managers on which 

management actions may be the most effective to encourage ethical behavior at seal watching sites 

and help them in designing a management strategy for Icelandic seal watching.



vi 

 

  



vii 

 

Table of contents 
List of figures ................................................................................................................................ xi 

List of tables ................................................................................................................................. xv 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................... xvii 

1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1. Hypotheses and research questions .................................................................................. 3 

1.1.1. Hypotheses and research questions concerning biospheric values: .......................... 3 

1.1.2. Hypotheses and research questions concerning egoistic values: .............................. 4 

1.2. Aims of the study:............................................................................................................. 4 

2. Literature review ................................................................................................................... 7 

2.1. The Icelandic Seal Center ................................................................................................. 7 

2.2. Húnaþing vestra ................................................................................................................ 8 

2.1. Ecology of seals in Iceland ............................................................................................. 10 

2.2. Impacts of wildlife watching .......................................................................................... 13 

2.3. Philosophical underpinnings of wildlife tourism management ...................................... 15 

2.4. Tools of wildlife watching .............................................................................................. 18 

2.5. Seal tourism management in the world .......................................................................... 19 

2.6. Seal watching management in Iceland ........................................................................... 21 

2.7. Value orientation ............................................................................................................ 23 

2.8. Biospheric and egoistic values ....................................................................................... 25 

3. Methods ................................................................................................................................ 29 

3.1. Data collection ................................................................................................................ 29 

3.1.1. Study sites ............................................................................................................... 29 

3.1.2. The questionnaire .................................................................................................... 32 

3.1.3. Sample size .............................................................................................................. 33 

3.1.4. Data entry ................................................................................................................ 34 



viii 

 

3.1.5. Refuse/Accept rates ................................................................................................. 35 

3.2. Data analysis ................................................................................................................... 36 

3.2.1. Variable categories of questions ............................................................................. 37 

3.2.2. Statistical tests used ................................................................................................. 38 

3.2.3. Grouping of answers ............................................................................................... 39 

4. Results .................................................................................................................................. 41 

4.1. General background of visitors at different sites ............................................................ 41 

4.1.1. Gender ..................................................................................................................... 41 

4.1.2. Nationalities ............................................................................................................ 42 

4.1.3. Age .......................................................................................................................... 44 

4.1.4. Education ................................................................................................................. 45 

4.1.5. Importance of seal watching for visitors ................................................................. 46 

4.2. Results concerning dependent and independent variables ............................................. 49 

4.2.1. Biospheric values .................................................................................................... 49 

4.2.2. Egoistic values ......................................................................................................... 51 

4.2.3. Impact of seal watching and regulations ................................................................. 53 

4.2.4. Opinion towards different levels of management actions ....................................... 57 

4.2.5. Specific distance questions ...................................................................................... 60 

4.3. Results concerning correlations between value orientation and dependent variables .... 62 

4.3.1. Correlations between biospheric values and perception of the impacts of tourism on 

seals 62 

4.3.2. Correlations between biospheric values and opinion towards various management 

actions 63 

4.3.3. Correlations between egoistic values and perception of the impacts of tourism on 

seals 65 

4.3.4. Correlations between egoistic values and opinion towards various management 

actions 66 



ix 

 

4.3.5. Correlations between egoistic and biospheric values .............................................. 68 

4.3.6. Correlations between perception of the impact tourism has on seals and opinion of 

management actions .............................................................................................................. 68 

5. Discussion ............................................................................................................................. 71 

5.1. Influence of values of visitors on opinions of management actions ............................... 71 

5.2. Influence of values on visitors’ general perceptions of the impacts of seal watching 

tourism ....................................................................................................................................... 75 

5.3. Influence of visitor background on opinions of management actions ............................ 77 

5.4. Evolution of answers through the survey ....................................................................... 80 

5.5. Differences in nationality between sites ......................................................................... 82 

6. Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 85 

6.1. Fee .................................................................................................................................. 86 

6.2. Code of conduct .............................................................................................................. 87 

6.2.1. Content .................................................................................................................... 87 

6.2.2. Presentation ............................................................................................................. 88 

6.2.3. Site specific comments ............................................................................................ 89 

6.3. Limitations ...................................................................................................................... 89 

6.4. Future prospects .............................................................................................................. 90 

References .................................................................................................................................... 91 

Appendix A: Research ethics clearance .................................................................................. 101 

Appendix B: Supplementary results ........................................................................................ 103 

Context of the trip to seal related sites .................................................................................... 103 

Main purpose of the trip: ..................................................................................................... 103 

Trip organization ................................................................................................................. 103 

Size of group ....................................................................................................................... 104 

Time spent at the site ........................................................................................................... 105 

Purpose of ISC visit ............................................................................................................. 105 



x 

 

Intention to go seal watching .............................................................................................. 105 

Additional information ............................................................................................................ 107 

Comments ............................................................................................................................ 107 

Reasons for not answering the survey ................................................................................. 108 

Appendix C: 2017 ISC survey .................................................................................................. 111 

Appendix D: 2019 seal watching site survey ........................................................................... 115 

Appendix E: 2019 seal watching site survey translated in French ....................................... 119 

Appendix F: Survey protocol ................................................................................................... 123 

 

  



xi 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Location of the Vatnsnes peninsula and the survey sites in Iceland ................................ 3 

Figure 2: Number of visitors by year at the Icelandic Seal Center ................................................. 8 

Figure 3: Húnaþing vestra tourism map. Reproduced with permission .......................................... 9 

Figure 4: Harbor seal, photo by Alan de Witt. Reproduced with permission. .............................. 10 

Figure 5: Harbor seal population trend between 1980 and 2018, (Adapted from Granquist & 

Hauksson, 2019a) ....................................................................................................... 11 

Figure 7: Grey seal population trend between 1982 and 2017, (Adapted from Granquist & 

Hauksson, 2019b) ....................................................................................................... 11 

Figure 6: Grey seal, photo by Alan de Witt. Reproduced with permission. ................................. 11 

Figure 8: Code of conduct developed by the ISC and used on a Vatnsnes tourist map, 2019. 

Reproduced with permission. ..................................................................................... 21 

Figure 9: Visual representation of the cognitive hierarchy from values to behavior. From top 

to bottom, concepts become increasingly more stable and fewer in number. 

Adapted from Ives & Kendall (2014) ......................................................................... 24 

Figure 10: Location of survey sites ............................................................................................... 29 

Figure 11: Icelandic Seal Museum ................................................................................................ 30 

Figure 12: Seal watching at Illugastaðir. Retrieved from https://hiticeland.com. Reproduced 

with permission. ......................................................................................................... 30 

Figure 13: Harbor seals hauled-out very close to observers in Illugastaðir. Photo by Eric dos 

Santos. Reproduced with permission. ........................................................................ 31 

Figure 14a and 14b: Beach and Hvítserkur rock formation. The white circles indicate 

Sigríðarstaðaós. 14a: Retrieved from https://guidetoiceland.is by Regina Hrönn. 

14b: Retrieved from https://andystravelblog.boardingarea.com by Andy Luten. 

Both pictures are reproduced with permission ........................................................... 31 

Figure 15: Sigríðarstaðaós seal colony. Photo by Eric dos Santos. Reproduced with 

permission. ................................................................................................................. 32 

Figure 16: Refusal/Acceptance rates at each site .......................................................................... 35 

Figure 17: Gender repartition at each site ..................................................................................... 41 

Figure 18: Overall nationality repartition (n=595) ........................................................................ 42 

Figure 19: Repartition of nationalities at the ISC (n=195)............................................................ 42 

file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889913
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889914
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889915
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889916
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889917
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889917
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889918
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889918
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889919
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889920
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889920
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889921
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889921
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889921
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889922
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889923
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889924
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889924
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889925
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889925
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889926
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889926
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889926
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889926
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889927
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889927
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889928
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889929
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889930
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889931


xii 

 

Figure 20: Nationality repartition at Illugastaðir (n=200) ............................................................. 43 

Figure 21: Nationality repartition at Ósar (n=200) ....................................................................... 43 

Figure 22: Age of participants overall ........................................................................................... 44 

Figure 23.a (top left) to 23.c (bottom): Age repartition at different sites ..................................... 45 

Figure 24: Education of tourists at different sites ......................................................................... 46 

Figure 25: Importance of seal watching in the decisions of visitors to come to Iceland 

(question 4) ................................................................................................................. 46 

Figure 26: Comparison of the importance of seal watching as a reason for coming to Iceland 

at different sites .......................................................................................................... 47 

Figure 27: Importance of seal watching in the decisions of visitors to come to the site 

(question 5) ................................................................................................................. 47 

Figure 28: Comparison of the importance of seal watching as a reason for coming to the sites 

at different sites .......................................................................................................... 48 

Figure 29: Repartition of the answers to question 9 (questions related to biospheric values) ...... 49 

Figure 30: Ratio of tourists who donated to animal organizations ............................................... 49 

Figure 31: Difference in biospheric values between men and women ......................................... 51 

Figure 32: Repartition of the answers to question 9 (questions related to egoistic values) .......... 51 

Figure 33: Egoistic values of visitors at significantly different sites ............................................ 53 

Figure 34: Repartition of answers to questions concerning knowledge of negative impact of 

tourism on seals (question 11) .................................................................................... 53 

Figure 35: Repartition of answers concerning belief that management actions may alleviate 

impact on seals (question 12) ..................................................................................... 54 

Figure 36: Repartition of answers concerning the opinion of visitors towards regulations 

(question 13) ............................................................................................................... 54 

Figure 37: Differences in agreement towards regulations (question 13) in men and women ....... 55 

Figure 38: Repartition of answers at different sites to concerning belief that regulations may 

alleviate negative impacts (question 12) .................................................................... 56 

Figure 39: Repartition of answers at different sites to concerning the opinion of visitors 

towards management actions (question 13) ............................................................... 57 

Figure 40: Repartition of answers to questions about opinion towards different management 

actions ranked from most accepted to least accepted by visitors (question 16) ......... 58 

file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889932
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889933
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889934
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889935
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889936
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889937
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889937
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889938
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889938
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889939
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889939
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889940
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889940
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889941
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889942
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889943
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889944
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889945
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889946
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889946
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889947
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889947
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889948
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889948
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889949
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889950
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889950
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889951
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889951
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889952
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889952


xiii 

 

Figure 41: Differences between the ISC and other sites concerning the agreement of visitors 

towards implementing mandatory guides at seal watching sites ................................ 60 

Figure 42: Differences between the ISC and other sites concerning the agreement of visitors 

towards distance limitations for boats and on land(questions 16.5 and 16.10) .......... 60 

Figure 43: Repartition of answers concerning what visitors consider an appropriate distance 

limitation for seal watching (question 14) .................................................................. 61 

Figure 44: Repartition of answers showing at what distance visitors believe that seals are 

disturbed by tourists (question 15) ............................................................................. 61 

Figure 45: Repartition of answers to questions concerning opinion of specific distance 

limitations (question 15) at different sites .................................................................. 62 

Figure 46: Evolution of answers concerning opinion towards regulations ................................... 81 

Figure 47: Top five countries of origin of tourists in Iceland, 2015-2019 .................................... 83 

Figure 48: Main purpose of visitors' trip to Iceland .................................................................... 103 

Figure 49: Organization of visitors' trip to Iceland ..................................................................... 104 

Figure 50: Size of groups and presence of children .................................................................... 104 

Figure 51: Answers to question 8 (Have you, or will you, go seal watching during your trip)

 .................................................................................................................................. 106 

Figure 52: Answers to question 8.1 (sites visited, or that the respondent intended to visit) ....... 106 

Figure 53: Reasons for not answering the survey ....................................................................... 108 

Figure 54: Reasons for not answering the survey at the ISC ...................................................... 109 

Figure 55: Reasons for not answering the survey at Illugastaðir ................................................ 109 

Figure 56: Reasons for not answering the survey at Ósar ........................................................... 110 

file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889953
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889953
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889954
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889954
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889955
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889955
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889956
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889956
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889957
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889957
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889958
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889959
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889960
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889961
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889962
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889963
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889963
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889964
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889965
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889966
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889967
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889968


xiv 

 

  



xv 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1: The number of questionnaires filled in at each site,  sample size at each sites,  

percentage of questionnaires collected per site compared to the total, acceptance 

rates and refusal rates at each site .............................................................................. 36 

Table 2: Background information collected and corresponding question ..................................... 36 

Table 3: Independent variables ..................................................................................................... 36 

Table 4: Dependent variables ........................................................................................................ 37 

Table 5: Significance of the differences between sites concerning the importance of seal 

watching as a reason for the trip to Iceland ................................................................ 47 

Table 6: Significance of the differences between sites concerning the importance of seal 

watching as a reason for coming to the site ................................................................ 48 

Table 7: Statistical differences between visitors having donated money to animal welfare 

organizations and others concerning biospheric values organizations ....................... 50 

Table 8: Significance of the correlations between importance of seal watching for the trip 

and questions related to biospheric values ................................................................. 50 

Table 9: Statistical differences between genders concerning biospheric values ........................... 50 

Table 10: Correlations between age and questions related to egoistic values .............................. 52 

Table 11.a (top), 11.b (bottom left) and 11.c (bottom right): Significance of the difference in 

egoistic values between sites ...................................................................................... 52 

Table 12: Significance of the statistical correlations between perception of negative impact 

of tourism on seals, awareness that regulations may alleviate negative impacts 

and general opinion of regulations with age .............................................................. 55 

Table 13: Significance of the statistical correlations between perception of negative impact 

of tourism on seals, awareness that regulations may alleviate negative impacts 

and general opinion of regulations with the importance of seal watching as a 

reason for the trip ....................................................................................................... 55 

Table 14.a (left) and 14.b (right): Significance of the statistical differences between sites 

concerning awareness that regulations may alleviate negative impacts and 

opinion of regulations ................................................................................................. 56 

Table 15.a (left), 15.b (right) and 15.c (down): significance of the statistical significance of 

the difference in opinion towards distance limitations for boats and on land, and 

mandatory guides, at different sites ............................................................................ 59 

Table 16: Significance of the statistical differences between perception of the distance at 

which seals are disturbed at different sites ................................................................. 62 

file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889970
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889971
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889972
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889973
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889973
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889974
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889974
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889975
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889975
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889976
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889976
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889977
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889979
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889979
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889980
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889980
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889980
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889981
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889981
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889981
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889981
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889982
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889982
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889982
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889983
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889983
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889983
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889984
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889984


xvi 

 

Table 17: p-value and r-values of Pearson tests measuring the significance and strength of 

the correlation between opinion of respondents towards different management 

actions and questions related to biospheric values ..................................................... 64 

Table 18: p-value of Pearson tests measuring correlation between perception of respondents 

concerning different seal watching questions and egoistic values ............................. 65 

Table 19: p-values and r-values of Pearson tests measuring the correlation between the 

opinion of respondents towards different management actions and their egoistic 

values .......................................................................................................................... 67 

Table 20: Correlations between biospheric values and egoistic values ........................................ 68 

Table 21: Significance of the correlations between answers to questions about perception of 

tourism’s impact on seals and answers to questions concerning agreement with 

different management actions .................................................................................... 69 

 

  

file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889985
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889985
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889985
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889986
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889986
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889987
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889987
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889987
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889988
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889989
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889989
file:///C:/Users/cchau/Documents/Documents/islande/Thesis/seal-center/Last_Comments/Cecile_biospheric_values_seal-watching_060520.docx%23_Toc40889989


xvii 

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to express my gratitude to Dr. Jessica Aquino and Dr. Sandra M. Granquist, my 

advisors, for their guidance, crucial help, and useful critiques of this research work. I would also 

like to thank the ISC for giving me the opportunity to conduct this study, Dr. Catherine Chambers 

for her encouragements and advice, Dr. Dan Govoni for his valuable help with statistics, Eric Dos 

Santos for his beautiful pictures and extensive knowledge of the seal watching sites, Lísbet Harðar 

Ólafardóttir and Gunnar Jónsson, the owners of Heimabyggð where I wrote most of my thesis, 

Maria Valdeolivas for assisting in distributing the questionnaire at the ISC in 2017, and the land 

owners of Húnaþing vestra who allowed me to conduct my research on their property. 

Finally, I wish to thank Jóhann Örn Finnsson, Camille Valente for her friendship and help with the 

French translation of the questionnaire, my friends in Ísafjörður and elsewhere, and my parents for 

their support and encouragement throughout my study. 

  

https://www.facebook.com/johannorn.finnsson?comment_id=Y29tbWVudDoxMDIxNjIyMTgxNTI4MDYyMF8xMDIxNjIyNDI5NTIyMjYxNw%3D%3D


xviii 

 

  



1 

 

1. Introduction 

Since 2009, tourism in Iceland has increased in all areas: incoming and outgoing flights of 

foreign tourists, overnight stays, jobs generated, percent of the GDP generated, etc. (Óladottir, 

2018). The number of foreign visitors has nearly quadrupled since the beginning of the decade, 

with an exceptional increase of 39% between 2015 and 2016 (Óladottir, 2018). The number of 

tourists coming to the island in 2017 was more than 650% of the total population (Óladottir, 2018). 

As a result, wildlife tourism activities such as seal watching tourism are becoming more and more 

popular along the coast. Two species of seals reproduce in Iceland: the harbor seal (Phoca vitulina) 

and the grey seal (Halichoerus grypus). Harbor seals haul out close to shore and are easily 

accessible to visitors at seal watching spots, while grey seals normally haul out in more remote 

areas even though they can sometimes be spotted in harbor seal colonies. Thus, the harbor seal is 

the primary focus of this study. The conservation status of both populations is sensitive in Iceland. 

On the national red list for threatened populations the harbor seals are listed as critically 

endangered, while the grey seals are listed as vulnerable (Icelandic Institute of Natural History, 

2019). However, it has been shown by analysis of the behavior of these two species that tourism 

may affect the animals and for example make colonies change their spatial distribution and make 

individuals more vigilant. Disturbance may affect seals negatively and reduce their fitness, as it 

often require increased energy compared to resting behavior and divert the seals from crucial 

activities such as nursing pups or foraging (Carney & Sydeman, 1999; Christiansen, Lusseau, 

Stensland, & Berggren, 2010; Dans, Crespo, Pedraza, Degrati, & Garaffo, 2008). Therefore, it is 

essential to find ways to limit negative impacts. It has been shown that a calmer behavior from 

land-based seal watching visitors may limit these disturbances (Granquist and Sigurjonsdottir, 

2014), meaning that better management of visitors at seal watching sites is a promising lead for 

seal conservation in Iceland. 

The community of Húnaþing vestra relies on seal watching to attract tourists to the area, which 

is of major economic importance for the region. To reduce negative impacts of tourism on wildlife, 

proper management is necessary. Currently, seal watching management is scarce. The Icelandic 

Seal Center (ISC), in cooperation with stakeholders, has made initial steps at the local level to 

improve seal watching management in the Vatnsnes peninsula by implementing a voluntary code 

of conduct. However, seal watching management at a governmental level in Iceland is lacking.  
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It is crucial to determine how best to manage visitors so they will understand and limit their 

impact on grey seals and harbor seals. Seal watching can be managed in different ways, such as 

by creating codes of conduct that communicate guidelines to visitors or operators of the tourism 

activity, or by putting in place regulations such as mandatory guides, entrance fees, or specific 

prohibitions of certain activities (for example, touching or feeding seals or diving with seals) 

(Curtin, Richards, & Westcott, 2009; Öqvist, Granquist, Burns, & Angerbjörn, 2017). However, 

as this study is dealing with the management of wildlife tourism along the Vatnsnes peninsula, it 

is important to know what the life guiding values of visitors are concerning the environment. Such 

values could potentially predict what type of management would be most fruitful in managing the 

specific sites included in the study and could also inform management at other sites in Iceland or 

elsewhere. Indeed, understanding biospheric values of visitors may help to inform managers on 

how to implement regulations that could best fit the types of visitors and the needs of the sites.  In 

this thesis, the concept of biospheric and egoistic values will be used, which may help to predict 

intentions of environmental protection and ethical behavior in nature (Stern, Dietz, & Guagnano, 

1998; Stern et al., 2017). People holding strong biospheric values will judge their actions, and the 

actions of others, by what they believe the impact will be on the environment, nature, and the 

biosphere (Martin & Czellar, 2017). On the other hand, people with stronger egoistic values will 

judge their actions, and the actions of others, by what they believe the impact will be for their own 

well-being (Martin & Czellar, 2017). In practical terms, visitors of seal watching sites with higher 

biospheric values and lower egoistic values may be more likely than others to be aware of potential 

negative impacts of tourism on seals, and to respect rules or codes of conduct that are set in place. 

Visitors with lower biospheric values and higher egoistic values than others, on the other hand, 

may require stronger enforcement of regulations such as physical barriers or park rangers. The 

goal of this study is to analyze the biospheric and egoistic values of seal watching visitors and how 

these values correlate with the opinion of visitors towards different management actions and 

perception of the impact tourism can have on seals. The study was carried out at two seal watching 

sites and at the museum of the ISC in the peninsula of Vatnsnes (figure 1). 
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1.1. Hypotheses and research questions 

The independent variables that were investigated were the opinions of seal watching tourists 

towards various management actions that could be implemented at seal watching sites, and the 

perception that seal watchers have of the impact seal watching can have on seals. The dependent 

variables that were investigated are biospheric and egoistic values of seal watching tourists. 

Tourists with higher biospheric values are defined as judging actions in terms of what they think 

is best for the environment and are more likely to show environmental concern. Therefore, I 

hypothesize that visitors with high biospheric values are more aware that tourism can have an 

impact on seals. I also hypothesize that visitors with high biospheric values are more likely than 

others to accept varying levels of management actions at seal watching sites. On the other hand, 

as visitors with higher egoistic values are less likely to show environmental concern, I hypothesize 

that visitors with high egoistic values are less aware than others about the impact that tourism can 

have on seals. I also hypothesize that visitors with high egoistic values are less likely than others 

to accept varying levels of management actions at seal watching sites.  

1.1.1. Hypotheses and research questions concerning biospheric values: 

Research question 1a: Is there a correlation between biospheric values of visitors and their 

perception of the impact tourism can have on seals? 

Hypothesis 1a: Visitors with high biospheric values are more likely than others to be aware 

of their potential impact on seals. 

Figure 1: Location of the Vatnsnes peninsula and the survey sites in Iceland 
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Research question 1b: Is there a correlation between biospheric values of visitors and their opinion 

towards management actions at seal watching sites? 

Hypothesis 1b: Visitors with high biospheric values are more likely than others to be 

positive towards management actions at seal watching sites. 

Null Hypothesis 1: There is no difference between visitors with high biospheric values and others 

concerning their opinion towards management actions or their perception of the impact that 

tourism can have on seals. 

1.1.2. Hypotheses and research questions concerning egoistic values: 

Research question 2a: Is there a correlation between egoistic values of visitors and their perception 

of the impact tourism can have on seals? 

Hypothesis 2a: Visitors with high egoistic values are less likely than others to be aware of 

their potential impact on seals. 

Research question 2b: Is there a correlation between egoistic values of visitors and their opinion 

towards management actions at seal watching sites? 

Hypothesis 2b: Visitors with high egoistic values are less likely than others to be positive 

towards management actions at seal watching sites. 

Null Hypothesis 2: There is no difference between visitors with high egoistic values and others 

concerning their opinion towards management actions or their perception of the impact that 

tourism can have on seals. 

1.2. Aims of the study: 

The main aim of this study is to investigate what types of management actions would be 

accepted most easily, and if there are differences in acceptance depending on the background and 

life guiding values (biospheric and egoistic values) of visitors. The findings will be used to 

recommend one or more management tools that should be implemented in the context of seal 

watching tourism in the study area. To achieve this, a survey was conducted at three seal watching 

related tourism sites along the Vatnsnes peninsula. Two sites were located at seal watching sites, 

Illugastaðir and Ósar, and at the ISC Museum.  

Specifically, the objectives of the survey were: 
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● To assess the biospheric and egoistic values of a representative sample of seal watching visitors 

by asking them about the following points: 

o General life-guiding principles (biospheric or egoistic) 

o Potential financial donations to environmental causes 

● To assess the level of understanding that the visitors have of tourism impacts on the seals 

● To assess how likely visitors are to accept a strict management of seal watching sites by 

measuring: 

o Their opinion on the idea of regulations at seal watching sites 

o Their opinion and projected levels of acceptance for different management tools 

Subsequently, this data will be used to test the hypotheses of the study: 

● To assess if there are correlations between the life guiding values of visitors and the perception 

that visitors have of tourism’s impact on seals 

● To assess if there are correlations between the biospheric and egoistic values of visitors and 

their opinion towards different management strategies 

Other secondary objectives of the study were to: 

● Collect visitor demographic information (e.g. education, nationality, age, purpose of trip, group 

size, etc.) 

● To assess if there are any significant differences between the different sites surveyed 

concerning the factors described in the main objectives.  

The results of this survey will help inform the ISC wildlife managers on what types of visitors 

frequent these locations in terms of group composition, background, and biospheric and egoistic 

values. Knowing if visitors frequenting seal watching sites mostly hold biospheric or egoistic 

values may be very important; if values could be used as an indicator of acceptance of management 

actions at seal watching sites, they could be used as a way to predict appropriate management. 

Indeed, management actions can be targeted towards the specific values of the type of visitors who 

are most frequent at the site. Additionally, if significant differences are found in the answers of 

visitors at different sites, this may further inform managers on what specific management actions 

may be most effective in these sites. Paired with the analysis of the results concerning the 

hypotheses, this will be used to help create a management plan suited to this issue that will be 

effective as well as easily accepted and understood by visitors.  
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2. Literature review 

This section covers specific topics which include background information important to the 

study and includes general information on the ISC, the biology and ecology of harbor seals and 

grey seals in Iceland, and the particularities of the study area, Húnaþing vestra. Further, I will 

discuss broad management topics such as general impacts of wildlife watching, management of 

wildlife watching and seal watching around the world as well as value orientation with focus on 

biospheric and egoistic values. Finally, I will discuss seal watching management in Iceland with a 

focus on Húnaþing vestra. 

2.1. The Icelandic Seal Center 

The ISC is a community owned, non-profit organization established in 2005. It has different 

departments working together to help establish sustainable tourism in Húnaþing vestra along with 

leading in seal research in Iceland. Other aims of the ISC include expanding seal research and 

contributing to the community’s economic development and empowerment (Aquino & Kloes, in 

press). The ISC is not only a research center but also a museum, visitor center, and a non-profit 

travel agency. The research center has three departments, the Seal Research Department, the 

Tourism Research Department, and the Naturalist Department. The Seal Research department was 

formally established in 2008 in cooperation with the Marine and Freshwater Research Institute 

(MFRI) and is now leading seal research in Iceland. The Tourism Research Department was 

created in 2008 in cooperation with Hólar University. Finally, the Naturalist Department, created 

in 2019, includes a new specialist position, in cooperation with the Northwest Iceland Nature 

Research Center, and focuses on eider ducks which are farmed in the area for their down feathers. 

The ISC has operated as a tourist information center since 2012 and created a non-profit travel 

agency, Seal Travel, in 2016. The goal of Seal Travel is to promote Northwestern entrepreneurs in 

the field of tourism, and to create a network of wildlife and seal tourism in the area (Aquino and 

Kloes, in press). The ISC furthers the dissemination of information on seals to the local community 

and visitors through the museum by providing open access to research, presentations and talks. 

Aquino and Kloes (in press) described the positive impacts that the ISC has had on the 

community of Húnaþing vestra since it was established. These impacts include expanding 

knowledge on seal ecology and protection in Iceland, seal watching management, and responsible 

wildlife tourism development. Another positive impact was informing the local community on 
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seals and the impact seal watching can have on them. Finally, six full-time jobs and one to three 

part-time summer jobs were created. 

As presented in figure 2, the numbers of visitors in the last few years show that the activity is 

flourishing. In 2012, the center was visited by just over 10,000 people. In 2017, this number was 

up to almost 42,500, an increase of 395% in six years. The growth in tourism is slowing, and the 

number of visitors has decreased since 2017. This follows the theoretical Butler model for tourism 

areas and could in the future lead to any of the scenarios described in the model depending, among 

many other factors, on how the area is managed (Butler, 1980). 

2.2. Húnaþing vestra 

Iceland is administratively divided into eight regions, and each of these regions is divided into 

municipalities. Húnaþing Vestra is one of the seven municipalities (figure 3) which form the 

Northwestern region (Norðurland vestra). Local wild fauna is very similar to the rest of Iceland. 

For example, many species of birds can be found in Húnaþing vestra. In the summer months many 

species migrate from southern countries to nest in fields and cliffs along the coast—including 

arctic terns, eider ducks, and common snipes. Arctic foxes are also present in the area. On the 

coast, their diet consists mostly of various sea birds and seals (Hersteinsson & Macdonald, 1996). 

Finally, many different sea mammals frequent the three fjords of Húnaþing vestra, including 

Minke whales, harbor porpoises, white-beaked dolphins, harbor seals and grey seals. 

The municipality’s population was 1,181 inhabitants in 2019 for an area of 3,023km² ("Local 

Administrative Units (LAU) - Eurostat", 2019). The largest town is Hvammstangi with around 550 
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Figure 2: Number of visitors by year at the ISC 
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inhabitants, followed by Borðeyri and Laugarbakki. 

Hvammstangi acts as the cultural and economic 

center of the municipality as it provides work for 

most of the inhabitants and contains important 

infrastructure such as a school, a medical center, a 

small supermarket, etc. ("Húnaþing vestra", 2020). 

Other activities in Húnaþing Vestra are mostly 

related to animal farming, including sheep, chicken, 

cattle and eider duck farming (Burns, 2018). 

 In the last decades, rural regions of Iceland 

have struggled to keep residents as more and more 

people move to urban areas - the percentage of 

urban population in 1955 was 76.8%, and as of 2020 

that percentage is now 94.4% ("Iceland Population 

(2020)", 2020). Urban areas in Iceland are defined 

as communities with more than 200 inhabitants, 

which may be one of the reasons why this number 

is so high. Whatever the cause, Húnaþing Vestra is 

no exception, having lost more than 300 residents (almost 22% of the population) between 1998 

and 2012 (Ragnarsson, 2015, p.9). A study by Burns (2018) explains why tourism, and especially 

seal watching tourism, is so important for the community. Burns argues that properly managed 

seal watching tourism is an opportunity for a unique touristic activity being developed in Húnaþing 

vestra, which is likely to attract tourists. Such sustainable rural development can increase the 

attractivity of the municipality and make it more resilient. Furthermore, Burns adds that building 

resilience through proper seal watching tourism management can help in making Húnaþing vestra 

less vulnerable to the changes and impacts brought on by tourism in small, isolated communities. 

Indeed, the rural community of Húnaþing vestra is being subjected to changes due to the tourism 

that has been growing in the area. Seal watching tourism has taken place in the Vatnsnes peninsula 

since the 1960’s (Aquino & Burns, in press), but it has only started to grow since the establishment 

of the ISC in 2005. Indeed, in only 10 years, between 2005 and 2015, tourism in Húnaþing vestra 

increased from 2,200 to 27,150 (Burns, 2018), with seal watching being the main reason for this 

growth (Ram, Björk, & Weidenfeld, 2016). Such sudden growth in wildlife tourism has been found 

to have considerable impact in host communities, not only environmentally (Granquist & 

Figure 3: Húnaþing vestra tourism map. Reproduced with 

permission 
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Sigurjonsdottir, 2014) but also socially (Bachleitner & Zins, 1999; George, Mair, & Reid, 2009). 

For example, a common social impact is challenging the local community’s strong beliefs about 

the biosphere with which it had a previous, more pragmatic, relationship (Burns, 2004). This is 

extremely relevant in Iceland, where the relationship that existed between residents and seals for 

hundreds of years was a prey-hunter relationship (Burns, 2018). In her study about Húnaþing 

vestra, Burns (2018) therefore concludes that the ISC is vital for minimizing the negative impacts 

of tourism in the region, developing seal watching tourism to maximize long term resilience, and 

enhancing the management of seal watching sites. 

2.1. Ecology of seals in Iceland 

 Although this thesis will primarily 

focus on the species most frequently seen 

at seal watching areas in Northwestern 

Iceland, the harbor seal (Phoca vitulina) 

(figure 4), this section will discuss both the 

harbor seal and grey seal species which use 

Iceland as their breeding grounds. The harbor seals pupping period occurs between mid-May and 

mid-June in Iceland, but pups continue to be nursed by their mothers until the beginning of July 

(Granquist & Nilsson, 2016).  

The harbor seal is large, usually measuring 160 to 180 centimeters for a weight of 70 to 80 

kilograms. It is present in many different coastal habitats around the coast of the North Atlantic 

and the North Pacific (Teilmann & Galatius, 2018). Its total population worldwide is estimated by 

IUCN to about 315,000 individuals and, although it is listed as least concern worldwide, the 

Icelandic population is critically endangered according to the Icelandic Institute of Natural 

History’s National Red List (“IINH Red List for Mammals”, 2018). The country’s population is 

estimated by the ISC and the MFRI to have decreased by 72% since 1980 (figure 5), with only 

9434 individuals left in 2018 (Granquist & Hauksson, 2019a).  

 

 

 

Figure 4: Harbor seal, photo by Alan de Witt. Reproduced with 

permission. 
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The only other seal species that 

breeds on the coasts of Iceland is the 

grey seal (Halichoerus grypus), shown 

in figure 6. It is also listed as Least 

Concern on the IUCN red list. 

However, this assessment was made in 

2007 and needs to be updated with current population estimates. With a population of around 6,300 

individuals in 2017 down from around 10,000 in 1990 (figure 7), it is considered vulnerable in 

Iceland (“IINH Red List for Mammals”, 2018; Granquist & Hauksson, 2019b). 
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Figure 7: Grey seal, photo by Alan de Witt. Reproduced with permission. 

Figure 6: Grey seal population trend between 1982 and 2017, (Adapted from Granquist & Hauksson, 2019b) 
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Although the harbor seal is often seen at seal watching areas—while the grey seal is seen 

occasionally—other species are sometimes spotted: The harp seal (Phoca groenlandica), hooded 

seal (Cystophora cristata), ringed seal (Phoca hispida), bearded seals (Erignathus barbatus), and 

even more rarely the walrus (Odobenus rosmarus) ("Selasetur Íslands", 2019). These species will 

not be included in our analysis and literature review, but the management that will be applied to 

the seal watching area will be relevant to them as well. Indeed, these animals may also be disturbed 

by tourists, so the management actions that will be recommended are likely to aid in protecting 

these species on the occasion of their presence near a seal watching site. 

For both harbor seals and grey seals, it is difficult to define a precise cause for the decline in 

the populations. Hunting and by-catch are thought to be the main issue. Traditional sealing for 

meat and fur have decreased significantly in the last decades. In previous years, there was a bounty 

system, where hunters were paid to cull harbor seals with the purpose of reducing the seal 

populations. The reason for this culling was predation, which may decrease the number of fish or 

damage the fillets due to seal-inflicted wounds, as well as ring worms for which seal can be hosts, 

that can end up in the flesh of commercial fishes and reduce their value (Granquist and Hauksson, 

2016). In recent years harbor seals have mainly been culled in estuaries to protect salmonid 

populations. In 2015 for example, 82% of the harbor seals that were hunted in Iceland were killed 

around river mouths (Granquist & Hauksson, 2016). However, this has not been proven to be an 

effective way to preserve salmonids (Granquist et al., 2018), and Granquist and Hauksson (2016) 

showed that harbor seal predation on salmonids around river mouths was in fact very low. As of 

December 2019, hunting seals in Iceland is now banned (Reglugerð um bann við selveiðum, 2019). 

Limited hunting licenses for utilization hunt may be granted under specific conditions (Reglugerð 

um bann við selveiðum, 2019). The activity that now causes the most seal deaths is bycatch, with 

the highest seal bycatch occurring in gillnets (mainly lumpfish fisheries, responsible for 1389 ± 

486 harbor seal bycatches between 2014 and 2018), but also occurring in bottom trawls (MFRI,  

2019).  

 Another likely threat is climate change. As sea levels rise, small islands, beaches, islets, and 

rocks will become flooded, potentially destroying valuable seal habitat (Teilmann & Galatius, 

2018). Seals are predators placed almost at the top of the food-web, and climate change has 

affected the availability of their prey. In Iceland, a 2011 study showed that harbor seals fed 

primarily on sand eel (Ammodytes sp.), cod (Gadus morhua) and flatfishes (Pleuronectidae) 

(Granquist, Esparza-Salas, Hauksson, Karlsson & Angerbjörn, 2018). Environmental variations 
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may affect fluctuations in availability of important prey species. For example, the stocks of cod 

and sand eel decreased in the last decades in Icelandic waters (FAO, 2013; Vikingsson et al., 

2015).However, both harbor seals and grey seals are generalist predators feeding on the prey that 

is the most locally abundant, or easily available, and are, hence, less sensitive to changes in the 

food web than specialist predators (Teilmann & Galatius, 2018). 

Nevertheless, a general lack of prey caused by overfishing and climate change could still affect 

seals. The temperature of arctic and subarctic areas will also rise, exposing them to new viruses 

like phocine distemper virus or avian influenza virus. These viruses have already weakened several 

seal populations, and others could cause the same problems in the future. In one serious case of 

the epidemic in 1988, the phocine distemper virus killed 23,000 harbor seals, and again 30,000 in 

2002 in the area between the Faroes, Ireland and Sweden (Hall, Jepson, Goodman, & Härkönen, 

2006). 

2.2. Impacts of wildlife watching 

Wildlife tourism defined by Higginbottom (2004) is any touristic activity of which the focus 

is wildlife. It can be consumptive, like hunting trips or sea-angling, or non-consumptive, like 

wildlife-watching. It is easy to classify consumptive wildlife tourism as harmful and non-

consumptive tourism as harmless, as exemplified by the Icelandic debate between whale hunting 

and whale watching. Whale watching in Iceland has been presented as a sustainable way to create 

value from whales without impacting them (Burns, Öqvist, Granquist & Angerbjörn, 2016). 

However, non-consumptive tourism, and in particular wildlife watching, is not without 

consequences on the biosphere. 

Disturbance from humans may stress animals. For example, the approach of visitors may result 

in an increase in heart rate (Carney & Sydeman, 1999; MacArthur, Geist, & Johnston, 1982; 

Viblanc, Smith, Gineste, & Groscolas, 2012) or hormonal changes (French, Denardo, Greives, 

Strand, & Demas, 2010; Zwijacz-Kozica et al., 2013) which are both widely recognized as 

indicators of stress in wild animals (Broom & Johnson, 1993). Stress in animals can be linked to 

a decline in breeding success: for example, Ellenberg, Setiawan, Cree, Houston, & Seddon (2007) 

found that high stress in Yellow-eyed penguins caused lower fledgling weights, which may reduce 

juvenile survival. 

The presence of visitors may also change animal behavior. For example, animals may engage 

in more energy-consuming behavior than they would normally, such as being driven to flee (Tyler, 
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1991), or increasing traveling behavior (Christiansen et al., 2010). Additionally, they may also be 

deterred from engaging in important activities, including feeding (Christiansen et al., 2010; 

Christiansen, Rasmussen, & Lusseau, 2013) and rearing (Kovacs & Innes, 1990; Stensland & 

Berggren, 2007). In some cases, some animals may even abandon their young or be permanently 

separated from them due to disturbance (Carney & Sydeman, 1999; Osinga, Nussbaum, 

Brakefield, & Udo de Haes, 2012). Changes in spatial use due to disturbances have been recorded 

in wildlife watching sites, where animals sometimes will choose a less ecologically advantageous 

site to avoid visitor disturbance (Cassini, Szteren, & Fernández-Juricic, 2004; Pelletier, 2006). In 

one study by Taylor and Knight (2003), it was found that approximately 8% of the 117 square 

kilometer Antelope Island State Park in Utah was rendered potentially unsuitable for wildlife, such 

as bison and antelopes, due to hiking and biking trails. 

Touristic activity may, in those cases, impair a population’s resilience by affecting the health 

and breeding success of the animals (Ellenberg et al., 2007; Kerbiriou et al., 2009). In the case 

Kerbiriou et al.’s study (2009), the survival of juvenile chough was directly negatively correlated 

to the number of visitors that came to the site in a given month. Overall, this tells us that we need 

to plan now for the management of wildlife tourism, because it is easier to avoid damage to a 

population than to replete the numbers of an endangered species after the damage has been done. 

Focusing more specifically on seals, a study by  Granquist and Sigurjonsdottir (2014) at a seal 

watching spot in Northwestern Iceland showed that, indeed, harbor seals were generally more 

vigilant when visitors were present in the area, and that they changed their spatial distribution to 

keep their distances with the seal watchers, especially when the groups of visitors were larger. A 

study that used data spanning over 30 years, focusing on the Hawaiian Monk Seal (Monachus 

schauinslandi), showed the serious consequences that spatial distribution changes caused by 

human disturbance can have on seals (Gerrodette & Gilmartin, 1990). Indeed, due to high levels 

of disturbance at Kure Atoll in Hawaii, seals were abandoning their preferred feeding, nursing and 

reproducing spots for ecologically less advantageous sites. Survival rates of pups in the new, 

suboptimal, sites were low leading to a progressive but severe decline in population (Gerrodette & 

Gilmartin, 1990). In 1958, approximately 107 adults were present on the atoll, and more than 25 

pups were born (Rice, 1960). In 1960, the U.S. coast guard built a station at the preferred Monk 

seal hauling site, leading to 20 to 25 men using the beach very often for recreational activities. 

Dogs and motorized vehicles were also present. In 1977, the population was down to 31 adults and 

10 pups (Johnson, Delong, Fiscus, & Kenyon, 1982). In 1986, only around 11 adults were left, and 
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one single pup (Gerrodette & Gilmartin, 1990).  

2.3. Philosophical underpinnings of wildlife tourism management 

As section 2.4 shows, wildlife watching activities can have negative impacts on the biosphere. 

Wildlife tourism management can help to reduce these impacts, but this is not its only goal. In this 

section, I will briefly review the literature on wildlife tourism management. First, I will describe 

the advantages from an anthropocentric perspective, including benefits for visitors, operators and 

the general local community. Second, I will consider the ethics of wildlife tourism and discuss the 

importance of wildlife tourism management from an ecocentric perspective. 

Focusing on the advantages of proper wildlife tourism management for visitors and hosts, 

several benefits can be highlighted. Proper wildlife tourism management has been found to 

enhance and improve visitor experience. For example, Valentine, Birtles, Curnock, Arnold, & 

Dunstan (2004) found that, at a diving with dwarf Minke whale activity in Australia, some 

disturbing behavior from visitors often scared the whales away, leading to a less enjoyable 

experience for other divers. In fact, divers disturbing or following whales was cited by visitors as 

the second most important source of dissatisfaction, behind bad weather. The study suggests that 

better management, for example a code of conduct of visitor behavior, could increase visitor 

satisfaction. Other types of management practices, such as tour guides, were also shown to improve 

visitors’ experiences (Curtin, 2010). Skilled tour guides, with proper environmental knowledge 

and communication skills, are able to enhance visitors’ experience when they believe the wildlife 

is less disturbed (Roy Ballantyne, Packer, & Hughes, 2009; Valentine et al., 2004). Guides may 

also spot and identify wildlife, or share interesting facts about the animals and the ecosystem 

(Curtin, 2010). In addition to this role of field interpreter and entertainer, they are responsible for 

organizing the activity and reducing disturbing behavior from visitors through education and 

authority (Curtin, 2010). This may increase satisfaction, as visitors generally report having a better 

experience when they believe the wildlife is less disturbed (Roy Ballantyne, Packer, & Hughes, 

2009; Valentine et al., 2004). 

Of course, increasing visitor satisfaction is not the only effect of reducing the disturbance of 

wildlife. The main goal of management, when it comes to reducing disturbance, is to reduce the 

negative impacts of disturbance on the wildlife involved in the activity and its environment. Since 

literature shows that wildlife tourism can be the main cause of some populations’ decline (Johnson 

& Lavigne, 1999; Karamanlidis & Dendrinos, 2015), reducing its impacts on wildlife is essential 
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for these species’ conservation. In turn, the conservation of attractive species is economically 

crucial for host communities’ tourism activities.  The presence of attractive species increases the 

attractiveness of the area where the species can be observed and may even convince visitors to 

visit the area. Among others, examples of this can be found on the Australian Ningaloo coast, 

where iconic shark tourism attracts thousands of visitors, generating $6 million in 2006; and in the 

Húnaþing vestra region, where seal watching is the most important marketing advantage of the 

community (Burns, 2018). Wildlife tourism activities can help boost the local economy, and 

protecting these key species is therefore important to grow a community tourism-based economy 

in a sustainable and resilient way (Burns, 2018). Another potential benefit of protecting such 

species is the conservation of their use and value for the host community. Indeed, some species 

that are viewed as an attraction by visitors can also be viewed completely differently by the locals, 

for example as a food or material resource like whales hunted by the Inupiat in Alaska (Chance, 

1990), or as a culturally important part of the environment, like different animals in the totemic 

traditions of Australian Aboriginals (Burns, 2004). On the other hand, the animals valued by 

visitors for wildlife watching may be perceived as pests by the host community. Examples of this 

include lions preying on Maasai cattle in Zimbabwe (Shackley, 1996, p.92) or gorillas destroying 

crops in Uganda (Lepp, 2002). In these cases, where the value assigned to the attractive biosphere 

by the host community is either very high or negative, identifying the problem and developing 

proper management in collaboration with the host community may limit negative social impacts 

and maximize positive economic impacts (Burns, 2004). 

Finally, positive wildlife experiences may be useful as opportunities for environmental 

education and bringing people closer to nature. Indeed, as described by Curtin & Kragh (2014), 

experiencing wildlife first hand could increase environmental awareness in people that have grown 

disconnected from nature, which would have positive impacts for nature conservation as well as 

psychological benefits for the observers (Curtin, 2009). However, for the wildlife watching 

experience to be successful in bringing visitors to change their environmental behavior, these 

experiences have to be designed and managed specifically to create powerful and lasting memories 

in wildlife tourists, to engage emotionally with them, or to use persuasive communication, among 

other important aspects (Ballantyne, Packer, Hughes, & Dierking, 2007; Ballantyne, Packer, & 

Sutherland, 2011).  

This anthropocentric view of nature is the one that is the most present in Eurocentric sciences, 

or what is commonly referred to as western science (Aikenhead & Ogawa, 2007). However, 
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Aikenhead and Ogawa (2007) also describe other ways of relating to nature than the one presented 

as uniform and universal by Eurocentric sciences: for example, the Indigenous ways of living in 

nature, which are inherently biocentric and regard all objects and beings as possessing a spirit. 

Therefore, Indigenous communities view learning as a relationship with nature rather than an 

observation of nature by scientists. In this worldview, humans are not above nature or looking for 

ways that nature can serve them, but they are part of nature and looking for ways to live in harmony 

with nature. 

Ecocentrism has also been discussed in western environmental ethics, a branch of 

environmental philosophy, since the 1970’s. Fennell (2013) describes deep ecocentric ethics as a 

subset of environmental ethics where it is considered that the ecosystem and its health should be 

placed as priority above all else. Deep ecocentric ethics join indigenous ways of living in nature 

in seeing humans as part of the environment rather than separate from it or above it, and in 

considering the whole ecosystem as being valued including all living and non-living parts. 

However, diverse theories have emerged from environmental ethics, and can be divided in two 

other categories (Fennell, 2013). The first category is shallow anthropocentric ethics, which place 

humans as most valued over other parts of the environment. Theories in this category view the 

well-being of ecosystems as necessary for human society, and therefore promotes the maintenance 

of a healthy environment. The second category is intermediate ethics, where all individual animals 

are recognized as being of equal value, including humans. In this mindset, individual animals 

should be protected over the health of the ecosystem they are a part of. 

In recent years, ecocentrism has been applied in wildlife tourism management. For example, 

Burns, MacBeth, & Moore (2011) argue that ecocentrism should be the basis for the proper 

management of wildlife tourism in nature. They outlined seven principles of ecocentric wildlife 

management that can increase the well-being of wildlife, but also enhance authentic interactions 

between visitors and nature: 

1. Visitors and managers should recognize wildlife’s intrinsic value rather than view it as a useful 

instrument for human purposes. 

2. Visitors should be made aware of the negative impact they can have on wildlife to promote a 

sense of moral duty towards them. 

3. Visitors should be informed about environmental ethics. 

4. The precautionary principle should be applied in cases where there are gaps in the scientific 

knowledge. 
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5. The interconnectedness between humans and wildlife should be managed in a holistic way. 

6. Visitors should acknowledge that the wildlife they are watching belongs in the environment 

they are only visiting. 

7. Managers should self-reflect on their ethical positions and be open to changing them. 

2.4. Tools of wildlife watching 

This section will discuss some of the tools of wildlife management and how they are enforced. 

First, ecological research defines what behaviors are most harmful for the animals being watched. 

As Granquist & Nilsson (2016) conclude, the management actions that are put in place for visitors 

or operators of the wildlife watching activity must be based on ecological research, as well as 

social science research, for management to be appropriate. Some examples of guidelines that can 

be established are distance, speed, watching time, group size limitations for visitors and vehicles, 

seasonal restrictions for the activity, specific prohibitions such as feeding or touching the animals, 

using drones and certain vehicles (e.g. Quiros, 2007; Tyne, Loneragan & Bejder, 2014; Öqvist et 

al., 2017; Be Whale Wise, 2020). 

Once guidelines are established, it is essential to determine how to ensure that they are 

followed. A widely used form of implementation of wildlife watching guidelines is a voluntary 

code of conduct, as it does not necessitate the development of specific legislation. However, the 

effectiveness of voluntary codes of conduct can vary, as non-compliance is often observed both in 

visitors (Waayers, Newsome, & Lee, 2006; Cole, 2007) and operators of touristic activities 

(Curtin, Richards, & Westcott, 2009; Clack, 2016). Gramann & Vander Stoep (1987) identified 

the different reasons why some visitors and operators may not respect the codes of conduct or 

behave unethically at natural sites. Working from these reasons, Gjerdalen & Williams (2000) 

highlight five of them as the most common causes of non-compliance. The first cause identified is 

a lack of awareness or understanding of the guidelines. The second possible cause is a 

miscommunication of the guidelines by operators or other visitors, or a wrong example shown by 

another visitor and mistakenly understood to be proper behavior. The third potential cause is a lack 

of understanding of the negative impacts of non-compliance, which may lead visitors and operators 

to believe that not respecting the code of conduct has no consequence. The fourth main reason 

identified is a perceived unrealistic expectation from the guidelines of the code of conduct, where 

visitors or operators believe that compliance is extremely difficult or impossible. Finally, the fifth 

most common reason for non-compliance is deliberate non-compliance for personal gain, a show 
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of status or individual entertainment. Research shows that, apart from willful non-compliance, all 

non-compliance resulting from these causes can be reduced by indirect control methods, such as 

the proper use and communication of a well-developed code of conduct (Gramann & Vander 

Stoep, 1987). 

Although willful non-compliance can be a cause, visitors who engage in wildlife watching 

generally do not wish to harm wildlife. Visitor experiences at wildlife watching sites may be 

negatively affected if visitors do not know why some guidelines are put in place (Ballantyne, 

Packer, & Hughes, 2009). For example, at a marine turtle watching experience in Australia, large 

groups of sixty visitors were purposely used for the safety of turtles. The visitors created a circle 

shielding turtles from light pollution on the beach. When this was not well explained by the 

operator this sometimes led visitors to believe that the guidelines were ineffective, inconsistent, or 

even that the activity could be harmful to the animals. Thus, this negatively affected their 

enjoyment of the experience (Ballantyne et al., 2009). Since visitors respond to guidelines better 

if they understand why they have to behave in a certain way, it has been suggested that teleological 

codes of conduct are more effective than ontological codes of conduct (Granquist & Nilsson, 2014; 

Marschall, Granquist, & Burns, 2017). Most of the seal watching codes of conduct that are in use 

today are ontological (Öqvist, Granquist, Burns, & Angerbjörn, 2017), which means that they are 

a set of guidelines containing no information as to why these guidelines should be followed other 

than a moral imperative. On the other hand, teleological codes of conduct add a description of the 

harmful consequences that noncompliant behavior might have to each guideline it introduces 

(Garrod & Fennell, 2004). 

Instead of a code of conduct, or in addition to it, wildlife watching guidelines may be enforced 

more strictly. For example, using staff such as guides or rangers, physical boundaries such as 

fences, or legislation which may include fines for non-compliant behavior. Of course, these 

management actions also have a cost generated by the hiring of staff, the development of 

legislation, or the creation of infrastructure. 

2.5. Seal tourism management in the world 

Kirkwood et al. (2003) and Rodger and Newsome (2007) described the state of pinniped 

(walrus, eared seals and true seals) tourism in the world in the early 2000’s. Kirkwood et al. 

reported 80 pinniped tourism activities in the southern hemisphere, including boat based and 

onshore watching tours, sea-kayaking, and diving with seals. The yearly revenue of these activities 
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was estimated to be around $12 million. Rodger and Newsome also highlighted that seal watching 

is an important activity in the rest of the world, including Europe, the Galapagos islands, and North 

America. Considering the global growth in wildlife tourism, for example whale watching 

(O’Connor, Campbell, Cortez, & Knowles, 2009) it is likely that these numbers have only gone 

up since the 2000’s. 

As described earlier, wildlife watching can be a potential threat for the biosphere, including 

seals for which human disturbance may cause changes in spatial distribution, affect the animals 

physically, and alter behavior of populations or at an individual level. To avoid such disturbance, 

it is therefore essential to limit tourism impacts at seal watching spots. Granquist and 

Sigurjonsdottir (2014) found that the increase in typically vigilant behavior was limited when 

visitors were acting passively, avoiding disruptive actions like running, screaming, or whistling. 

Thus, although visitors disturbed the seals, this disturbance was avoidable or at least possible to 

reduce. Unfortunately, there is a lack of effective management plans at many seal watching spots 

in the world. A recent review of all seal watching codes of conduct available online by Öqvist, 

Granquist, Burns, and Angerbjörn (2017) showed that no codes of conduct were found in South 

America, while only one was found in Africa, and few were found in Australia and New Zealand. 

According to Rodger and Newsome (2007), these areas are home to some of the most visited 

pinniped watching sites. Although some codes of conduct are likely being used in some of these 

locations, their use in the area may have been unavailable to the general public at the time of the 

study. Out of the 33 seal watching codes that were found, 15% explicitly included rules based on 

laws, and 30% were entirely based on laws. Only 24% stated being based on research. Although 

the codes all included rules that applied to pinnipeds, only 39% of the codes focused specifically 

on pinnipeds. Finally, 55% were entirely ontological codes of conduct, and 15% included 

explanations for some of the rules put in place. In other words, only 30% of the codes were entirely 

teleological. Öqvist, Granquist, Burns, and Angerbjörn (2017) conclude that the seal watching 

industry is lacking an international code of conduct for pinnipeds that is based on science and 

developed in cooperation between ecologists and social scientists.  

Although codes of conduct are the most common form of management, many sites have 

implemented supplementary management actions to reduce human disturbance on seals. These 

management actions include, for example, hiring professional tour guides (Boren, Gemmell, & 

Barton, 2008) or official-looking volunteers (Acevedo-Gutiérrez, Acevedo, & Boren, 2011) to 

increase visitors’ compliance with seal watching guidelines, building fences to keep visitors from 
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entering certain areas (Cassini, Szteren, & Fernández-Juricic, 2004), establishing sanctuary zones 

around seal haul-out sites that visitors may not enter (Kent & Crabtree, 2008), or providing wildlife 

viewing spectacles to reduce the need of visitors to closely approach seals in order to watch them 

(Le Boeuf & Campagna, 2013). In a more indirect approach, education programs and public 

outreach may be used, for example in New Zealand, to inform the local community of the possible 

negative impacts of human presence on seals (Egger, Desmond, Dunster & Nuthmann, 2015). 

2.6. Seal watching management in Iceland 

Demonstrating the growing enthusiasm for nature-based tourism in Iceland, in 2018 around 

92% of visitors declared they were motivated to come to Iceland by the country’s unique nature 

(Óladottir, 2018). Additionally, 73% of visitors were planning on participating in a nature-based 

recreational activity like sailing or wildlife-watching (Óladottir, 2018). A 2016 study showed that 

most wildlife-watching visitors in Iceland cared about the biosphere and thought disturbing nature 

for their benefits or abusing wildlife was unacceptable (Öqvist, 2016). However, this study also 

showed that visitors’ knowledge and interest regarding seals and seal conservation was relatively 

low compared to knowledge and interest regarding whales (Öqvist, 2016). 

Management tools may be voluntary or enforced through legislation depending on the site. 

Although legislation may have more authority to enforce actions, it can be slow to integrate and 

implement. Therefore, a tool that has been more accessible for Húnaþing vestra for wildlife 

watching management has been a voluntary code of conduct, specifically for seal watching 

activities. The ISC, in cooperation with local stakeholders, developed a code of conduct for land-

based and boat seal watching in 2010. The code of conduct instructs visitors to move gently, keep 

a respectful distance, move away from pups, and never touch the animals ("Selasetur Íslands", 

2019). A condensed version of the code can be found on maps of the area since 2019 (such as the 

one presented in figure 3) so that it can reach many visitors (figure 8).  

Figure 8: Code of conduct developed by the ISC and used on a Vatnsnes tourist map, 2019. 

Reproduced with permission. 
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Marschall, Granquist and Burns (2017), reviewed the effectiveness of different types of signs 

based on this code of conduct on visitor’s behavior at Illugastaðir. They concluded that both 

teleological and ontological signs had a positive effect on visitors’ ethical behavior compared with 

those who did not have access to guidelines. However, they highlighted that teleological signs 

were usually more effective. Finally, an interesting result from their study was that families were 

likely to exhibit behavior that could disturb seals compared to couples or single visitors. This is 

similar to what was found at the same site by Granquist and Sigurjonsdottir (2014). Indeed, 

Granquist and Sigurjonsdottir found that single visitors and couples behaved more passively than 

families and other groups and that visitors acted more passively on average as soon as the seals 

were in sight. 

Along with the 2010 visitor code of conduct, a voluntary code of conduct was also introduced 

for operators of touristic activities in Húnaþing Vestra, with additional rules intended for the 

operators of a seal watching operating out of Hvammstangi. For all entrepreneurs working in 

tourism in the area, the code recommends that they introduce the code to visitors, prevent visitors 

from disturbing the animals (feeding, touching, swimming with etc.), make efforts to avoid 

littering in the area, and (if possible) record animal species and numbers during trips. In addition, 

the code recommends that the seal watching boat operators take measures to reduce any 

disturbances to seals by carefully approaching haul out sites, introducing a distance and time limit 

for observing the seals at haul out sites, not following or separating seals, sailing away if signs of 

disturbance are observed, limiting sudden noises and movements, and avoiding unnecessary noise 

and pollution by keeping the boat in good condition ("Selasetur Íslands", 2019). Throughout 2015, 

a study showed that the seal watching boat complied with voluntary guidelines only 64% of the 

time on average (Clack, 2016). However, the code of conduct was then still fairly new, and the 

boat operator may have become more skilled in working within the code of conduct during the last 

five years. The seal watching codes of conduct are currently being reviewed and remade with the 

involvement of the community of Hvammstangi and the Húnaþing vestra municipality. The goal 

of this engagement is to use the knowledge of the locals in terms of common issues encountered 

with seal watching visitors but also to increase the community’s understanding of research efforts 

that are being conducted. As the land that seal watching takes place on is owned by farmers, the 

cooperation of the community is paramount to any tourism activity along the coast. 

In turn, the results of this study will be useful for the community of Húnaþing vestra including 

wildlife tourism stakeholders. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, studies show that proper management 
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of wildlife watching sites increases the understanding of proper visitor behavior to natural areas 

and may lead to overall better behavior and better visitor experiences (Ballantyne et al., 2009). 

The economic development of Húnaþing vestra relies in great part on seal watching to attract 

visitors. Therefore, it is important to analyze different wildlife management actions that may 

impact the number of visitors to the area. Certain regulations, such as introducing a fee at the sites 

or mandatory guides, could create revenue from the seal watching activity that would then be 

reinvested in seal watching management or research. Thus, the benefits of having empirically 

developed management of seal watching sites based on experience, ecology, and social sciences 

would then not only offer better protection of the seals, but also enhance touristic activity. This 

could be useful beyond Húnaþing vestra. Indeed, although the Vatnsnes peninsula is the best-

known area for seal watching in Iceland, other sites are also popular, such as Hvítanes in the 

Westfjords, Ytri Tunga in the Snæfellsness peninsula, or the Jökulsárlón glacier lagoon in 

Southeast Iceland.  

2.7. Value orientation 

Attitudes and beliefs are concepts we regularly use in everyday life to explain the reasons for 

our behavior or the behavior of others. In the context of natural resource management, attitudes 

can be defined as, “a learned predisposition manifesting itself in a general state of readiness either 

to evaluate or to react toward an object or class of objects in either a favorable or unfavorable 

manner in a more or less consistent or characteristic way” (Westing, 1997, p.26). Beliefs, on the 

other hand, can be defined as, “unmeasurable and unprovable assertions based on one or more 

fundamental assumptions” (Westing, 1997, p.34). Beliefs and attitudes are thus related concepts, 

and they could instinctively be thought to be better predictors than core values for ethical behavior. 

However, it has been suggested that values are significantly more reliable in predicting people’s 

behavior across a wide variety of contexts (a value being defined as “an enduring belief that a 

particular mode of conduct or that a particular end-state of existence is personally and socially 

preferable to alternative modes of conduct or end-states of existence” (Rokeach, 1968, p. 550)). 

Values are especially reliable in predicting behavior in situations involving ethical elements 

including the protection of the environment. For example, Dietz, Fitzgerald, and Shwom (2005, 

p.356) assess that values are “the most fundamental determinants of environmental concern” for 

two reasons. The first reason is that values are significantly more stable than other determinants 

(such as beliefs) throughout a person’s life, meaning that values are difficult to change, and while 
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changes in values can have great impacts on ethical behavior towards the environment. The second 

reason is that values are major indirect influences on environmental behavior as they substantially 

shape general beliefs when it comes to environmental decisions. These two reasons are visually 

represented in figure 9.  

Therefore, a person’s values influence their 

beliefs about the environment and how to interact 

with it throughout life. By extension, they may 

believe that going against these beliefs will have 

negative impacts (Dietz, Fitzgerald, and Shwom, 

2005). For example, if a person values “protecting 

the Earth” and “Traveling for leisure”, they probably 

believe that humans in general should protect the 

Earth, but they might also believe that not respecting 

the Earth will eventually have a negative impact on 

their travels. As a result, these beliefs may influence 

how they think they can reduce potential negative impacts on what they value, therefore 

influencing their actions (Ives & Kendal, 2014). These concepts can be applied to wildlife 

watching, and in this case, specifically to seal watching. Thus, measuring life guiding values could 

predict the behavior of visitors of seal watching sites. 

Furthermore, understanding the values of visitors can also help to inform managers on how to 

implement regulations adjusted to the values of visitors. Knowing what people consider important 

is crucial when designing a code of conduct or educating people on the regulations put in place. In 

other words, the interpretive messages will be better received if they are tailored to the audience 

and focused on what they value. For example, if visitors value “Feeling unity with nature” more 

than “Protecting the environment”, it may be better to stress that they can enjoy the natural habitat 

and life of the seals by being silent rather than to warn them about negative impacts that loud 

sounds can have on seals. 

Stern, Dietz, and Kalof (1993) described a theoretical set of three frequently used values; 

biospheric, altruistic and egoistic values, as different subsets of an individual’s most important 

held values that act as guiding principles for their behavior throughout their lives. The first possible 

value orientation is “egoistic”, where a person with egoistic value orientation places themselves, 

and their well-being, at the center of their decision-making process. A person holding an 

Figure 9: Visual representation of the cognitive hierarchy 

from values to behavior. From top to bottom, concepts 

become increasingly more stable and fewer in number. 

Adapted from Ives & Kendall (2014) 
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“altruistic” value orientation is likely to place the well-being of others first when making decisions. 

They tend to prioritize either all humans or individuals that are part of a particular group in their 

decision-making process. Finally, a person holding a “biospheric” value orientation will tend to 

judge actions in terms of the effects they have on the environment (Stern, Dietz, & Kalof, 1993). 

These values have been found, in multiple studies, to be relevant to shaping human attitude and 

behavior towards the environment (for example López-Mosquera & Sánchez, 2012, Boomsma & 

Steg, 2014, Passafaro et al., 2015). In this study, the values examined will specifically be 

biospheric and egoistic values. These two value orientations were identified as being more relevant 

than the altruistic value orientation for wildlife tourism management, as they can be used to 

separate visitors in two fundamentally distinct groups of consumers (Perkins & Brown, 2012). 

2.8. Biospheric and egoistic values 

People who primarily hold biospheric values will likely believe that protecting nature is an 

important life goal (Boomsma & Steg, 2014). A review of relevant research by De Groot, Steg, 

Keizer, Farsang, & Watt (2012) showed that multiple studies found that people holding a 

biospheric value orientation were more likely to show sustainable behavior like favoring 

environmentally friendly product options. Perkins and Brown’s (2012) study highlighted that 

biospheric values were correlated with interest in “ecotourism, tourism-specific pro-environmental 

attitudes, and commitment to environmental protection” (Perkins & Brown, 2012, p.793). In one 

Spanish study, a strong biospheric value orientation - along with strong altruistic values and pro-

environmental beliefs - was also linked to higher willingness to pay for the conservation of a large 

suburban natural park (López-Mosquera & Sánchez, 2012). Furthermore, strong biospheric value 

orientation is linked to environmental concern – people with stronger biospheric values are more 

likely to believe that environmental impacts have negative consequences for themselves, other 

people, and the biosphere (Stern & Dietz, 1994). Finally, biospheric values affect trust in 

management, as people who believe they hold the same values as the environmental agencies that 

design and implement management actions are more likely to trust these management actions and 

accept them (Vaske, Absher, & Bright, 2007). 

On the other hand, the egoistic value orientation is correlated with more interest for 

unsustainable touristic activities, such as activities focused on leisure and comfort, with greater 

importance placed on the availability of touristic facilities (Passafaro et al., 2015). Visitors who 

hold strong egoistic values are usually less interested in cultural or natural tourism than those who 
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hold strong biospheric values, and they are less willing to endorse social and environmental 

responsibility while on holiday (Passafaro et al., 2015). Like biospheric values, egoistic values are 

associated with environmental concern – people who have higher egoistic values believe that 

anthropogenic impacts have less negative consequences on the biosphere than others, although 

their belief of negative consequences for themselves are not lessened (Stern & Dietz, 1994). 

Egoistic value orientation has been linked to a lower ecological interest (Imran, Alam, & 

Beaumont, 2014), with several studies showing that these visitors are associated with less support 

both financially and ethically for the conservation or protection of nature (Nordlund & Garvill, 

2002; Jansson, Marell, & Nordlund, 2011; Passafaro et al., 2015). However, some research shows 

that this might not always be the case. At least two studies, one conducted in 2007 concerning 

wildlife, and the other conducted in 2018 concerning a National Park, found that egoistic and 

altruistic oriented people were more willing to pay to support the environment than people with 

higher biospheric values (Ojea & Loureiro, 2007; Han, Choi, & Oh, 2018). In these cases, it seems 

that willingness to pay was not linked to biospheric values but rather to the belief of negative 

consequences and cost for the self (Stern, Dietz, & Kalof, 1993) or other people (Ojea & Loureiro, 

2007) in case of inaction. Indeed, it is important to note that there are always different pathways 

between values and their consequences on beliefs and behavior. Two different people, one holding 

strong biospheric values and the other holding strong egoistic values could highly value the same 

activity, or service, for different reasons. Thus, their behavior could be influenced in the same way 

and the outcome could be the same even if their motivation is different (Ives & Kendal, 2014). In 

the same way, biospheric and egoistic values are not always mutually exclusive. In other words, 

people can hold conflicting values. An example of this can be found in Ojala and Lidskog´s (2011) 

study, concerning a case population control of mosquitoes in Sweden. The method proposed was 

the large-scale use of “Bti”, a microbial insecticide that, despite being relatively specific compared 

to synthetic insecticides, could potentially disturb bird life and have negative effects on 

biodiversity in the long term. It was found that most people’s biospheric value orientation led them 

to worry about the impacts this form of control could have on the ecosystem. However, as a 

community, residents valued some factors associated with egoistic and altruistic values more than 

factors associated with biospheric values. The first factor was the increase in personal well-being 

that would result from the absence of mosquitoes (being able to spend time outdoors, absence of 

noise produced by the insect, no bites, etc.). The second was concern for vulnerable groups who 

could not defend themselves against the mosquitoes (children, older residents, other animals). 

Finally, residents were also scared that the area would be less attractive if the problem persisted, 
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which would negatively affect the region’s economy. Therefore, stronger egoistic (and altruistic) 

values led them to a consensus of agreement toward population control despite internal conflict 

(Ojala & Lidskog, 2011). Therefore, an understanding of egoistic values could also be used in 

certain cases to positively influence visitors’ acceptance of management. For example, as stated 

before, messages concerning management are better received if they are targeted specifically 

towards visitors’ values. It is also important to know when visitors hold conflicting values, and 

which held values are the ones influencing their opinion the most regarding the site’s management.  
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3. Methods 

3.1. Data collection 

3.1.1. Study sites 

Samples were collected at three different sites. In 2017, data was collected at the ISC museum 

during a pilot study meant to test the survey’s questions and technique before expanding the data 

collection to other areas. The methodology was found to be sound, and in 2019 data was collected 

at two seal watching sites along the Vatnsnes peninsula, Illugastaðir and Ósar (figure 10). These 

three sites are managed by the ISC, and in the case of Illugastaðir and Ósar, in cooperation with 

owners of the land on which the sites are located. Most visitors visit the sites without a guide, but 

organized group tours including a guide are relatively common at each site. All three sites are 

described in detail in the following sections.  

The ISC Museum 

As presented in the literature review (see section 2.1), the museum of the ISC (figure 11) aims 

to educate visitors about seal ecology and conservation in Iceland, and it is also used as a general 

tourist information center since 2016. When it was first opened in 2006, the museum was only 

Figure 10: Location of survey sites 
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opened during the season of peak 

tourism, from May to September. In 

2012, the museum was moved to a new 

building. In 2014, due to the growth in 

tourism, it was opened from February to 

December, and finally all year round 

starting in 2015 (Aquino and Kloes, in 

press). However, May through 

September is still the period when visitor 

numbers are the highest, with around 

10,000 visitors a month in July and August 2018 (Aquino and Kloes, in press). In total, the tourist 

information center was visited by over 40,000 people in 2018, but only an average of 35% of 

visitors paid the entry fee to enter the museum itself (Aquino and Kloes, in press). The revenue 

generated by the museum comes from entry fees as well as a craft shop opened in 2012, and it is 

used to fund the ISC. Although seals may sometimes be spotted in the sea from the harbor where 

the museum is located, it is not considered as a seal watching spot but a seal-related tourism site,  

as there are no live seals at the museum. However, the museum provides information on where to 

go seal watching, the seal watching code of conduct, seal ecology, and how to recognize harbor 

seals from grey seals – including taxidermized seals. 

Illugastaðir 

Illugastaðir (figures 12 and 13) is 

located on the western side of the 

Vatnsnes peninsula where the weather is 

often humid and foggy. It is mostly known 

as a seal watching site, which is how it is 

advertised to visitors by signage on the 

road. It is also unique for being the site of 

the murder of a local landowner and his 

shepherd in the 19th century, leading to 

the last public execution in Iceland’s history. This has led to some touristic interest as these events 

have inspired a book ("Illugastadir | Guide to Iceland", 2017). Illugastaðir is privately owned and 

has been equipped with infrastructure to enhance the camping and seal watching experience, such 

 

Figure 11: ISC museum 

Figure 12: Seal watching at Illugastaðir. Retrieved from 

https://hiticeland.com. Reproduced with permission. 



31 

 

as toilets, running water, paths and a seal 

observation hut where the ISC seal 

watching code of conduct can be found. 

Near the parking area, a sign explains that 

bird nests and nature should not be 

disturbed, but the text is dense and does 

not generally catch visitor’s attention. It is 

not specifically targeted towards seal watching. 

In 2019, during pupping season from May to June, an average of 31.2 seals were seen each 

day at this site at low tide (Granquist et al., unpublished), which is the time when seals are most 

likely to be hauled-out on skerries or on land (Granquist & Hauksson, 2016). The site is closed 

during pupping season from the 1st of May to the 20th of June to protect nesting eider ducks. 

However, peak touristic season occurs between mid-June to late August. The seal colony is located 

relatively close to land, with the closest skerry being about 94 meters away from the observation 

hut. During parts of the year, some seals may haul out even closer to the seal watching spot, with 

a group of 9 or 10 seals often hauled-out as near as 30 meters of the observation hut (Granquist et 

al., unpublished). 

Ósar 

The seal colony that can be observed near Ósar (figures 14a and 14b) is located on a nearby 

estuary named “Sigríðarstaðaós”. The area is mainly famous for its unusual rock formation, named 

Hvítserkur (meaning “white shirt” in English). The Sigríðarstaðaós seal colony (figure 15) is the 

Figure 13: Harbor seals hauled-out very close to observers in 

Illugastaðir. Photo by Eric dos Santos. Reproduced with permission. 

 

Figure 14a and 14b: Beach and Hvítserkur rock formation. The white circles indicate Sigríðarstaðaós. 14a: Retrieved from 

https://guidetoiceland.is by Regina Hrönn. 14b: Retrieved from https://andystravelblog.boardingarea.com by Andy Luten. 

Both pictures are reproduced with permission 

https://mapcarta.com/fr/19172700
https://mapcarta.com/fr/19172700
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largest in the Vatnsnes peninsula with 

an average 98.6 seals present every day 

at low tide during pupping season in 

2019 (Granquist et al., unpublished). 

The haul-out site is separated from the 

beach that can be accessed by visitors by 

a 60 to 130-meter-wide inlet. However, 

it is very common to see seals 

swimming in the inlet, and they often approach the observation beach. The colony is not clearly 

visible from the rock formation site and it is not explicitly advertised by road or path signs. This 

means a significant proportion of visitors visit the area without a purpose of watching the seals. 

The infrastructure at Ósar is limited to two paths and a parking lot. However, the nearby farm of 

Ósar offers accommodations, toilets and a coffee house for visitors in the area. 

3.1.2. The questionnaire 

The questionnaire administered at the ISC museum in 2017 (see appendix C) included 20 

questions and was administered by another researcher. In 2019, the questionnaire was administered 

to visitors at the two seal watching sites, and it was adjusted to fit the settings at these sites by 

deleting one question (question 8: “What is your purpose for visiting the Icelandic Seal Center 

today) (see appendix D). In the following methods and results, all questions will be numbered 

according to the 2017 questionnaire. 

The survey was also translated to French for visitors at Illugastaðir and Ósar (see appendix E). 

The decision to translate the questionnaire was made in coordination with the ISC, since French 

visitors were common respondents in the 2017 survey and French is the third most common 

nationality of foreign visitors in Iceland after English and German ("Tourism in Iceland in figures 

- Summer 2019", 2019). Moreover, French is also the native language of some Belgian, Swiss, 

Canadian and Luxemburgish people. The translation was possible because I am fluent in French 

and had access to professional help for the translation. I first translated the survey, and it was then 

back-translated in English by a professional third party translator who had no previous knowledge 

of the intent or content of the survey. The original and back-translated surveys were then 

compared, and any questions for which significant discrepancies were found were redrafted. 

Finally, the questionnaire was back-translated again by the same translator, and the comparison to 

the original was repeated, showing no significant discrepancies. 

Figure 15: Sigríðarstaðaós seal colony. Photo by Eric dos Santos. 

Reproduced with permission. 
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The questionnaire was organized the following way: most of the contextual data like gender 

and the purpose of the visit were measured using categorical data, and most of the biospheric and 

egoistic values were measured using ordinal data. The questions used to measure biospheric and 

egoistic values were adapted from the Brief Inventory of Values (BIV) developed by Stern, Dietz, 

and Guagnano (1998). Indeed, they created statements that they showed to be suitable for 

measuring these values in surveys by having visitors rate them on a 5-point Likert scale. Four 

statements adapted from the BIV were chosen to measure biospheric values, and another four were 

chosen to measure egoistic values. 

In 2017, the survey was self-administered by visitors on their own. However, in 2019 I took 

the respondents through the survey. The questionnaire was paper-based and usually took five to 

ten minutes to fill out, but sometimes up to 15 or 20 minutes. The subjects were randomly selected 

among adult visitors (18+ years old); if a group or a couple wished to answer the questionnaire 

together, the person who last celebrated their birthday was selected to answer on their own, thus 

increasing randomness. When people approached the seal watching site, they were asked for their 

consent to answer the survey. If they accepted, the data was collected. They were informed of the 

aim of the study and, if they expressed interest, they were informed that the results of the study 

will be posted free online on the ISC’s website on a later date. A final presentation of the research 

findings will also be held during an open lecture at the ISC Seal Museum in 2020, and the thesis 

defense was livestreamed on the University Center of the Westfjords’ YouTube channel, where 

the recording was available for two weeks afterwards. 

An on-site visitor protocol (appendix F) was used to standardize how visitors were approached 

by the researcher. In addition, a visitor log was filled out to track the survey metadata and estimated 

number of visitors per approached group in order to calculate non-response bias. In case of refusal, 

this visitor log also contained possible comments from the visitor explaining why she or he refused 

to answer. If visitors accepted to participate in the survey, the questionnaire had space for their 

contact information if they want to get the results of the research in the future, or any additional 

insight, information, or comments from the researcher or visitor. This was handled as 

supplementary data and was only used if any clarification needed for that particular questionnaire. 

3.1.3. Sample size 

During pea k tourism summer season, an upper estimate for the number of visitors who stop at 

the ISC is 12,000 a month. The ISC estimates that possibly more than half of the visitors in the 
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peninsula stop at the ISC (ISC personal communication, 2019). Using this estimate as the base, 

the maximum number of visitors in the area per month in the summer was expected to be around 

25,000. With a margin of error of 5% and a confidence level of 95%, this brought the total of 

questionnaires needed for statistical significance to 379 for the area following this formula (with 

z being the score calculated using the 95% confidence level of the sample size, e being the margin 

of error and N being the population size) (Sample Size Calculator: Understanding Sample Sizes, 

n.d.).  

 

By rounding up the number to 600 in total for the three sites,  I estimated that this was a 

significant sample size with some margin for possible unusable data. The minimum goal of 

answered surveys over the three sites for statistical relevance of the study was thus n=600. With 

200 already done at the ISC (197 after rejecting unusable questionnaires), this left n=400 for the 

seal watching sites, 200 at Illugastaðir and 200 at Ósar. This goal was reached in 14 days, between 

the 16th of July 2019 and the 30th of July 2019. 

All data was separated into three groups (for each of the study sites), so that the differences 

between these groups and their answers could be examined as well. Indeed, as is described in this 

section, the sites are very different, which may mean visitors are not visiting them for the same 

reasons. This may potentially cause differences in the answers of visitors at each site for some 

questions. Therefore, the differences between sites were also analyzed in the results and examined 

in the discussion as one of the background variables. However, as the sample size was calculated 

for the whole area and not the separated sites, the data was pooled in all analysis of the correlations 

between values, perceptions of seal watching, and acceptance of management actions for more 

significant results. 

3.1.4. Data entry 

This section describes how the data was handled for analysis.  Some of the questionnaires that 

were administered at the ISC were filled out by more than one person, resulting in some cells 

containing more than one answer. Furthermore, three surveys were filled out by people under 17 

Sample size =  
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years old, which were thus considered invalid (or not usable data). Questionnaires where the 

respondent was 17 were accepted, but any questionnaire answered by a younger respondent were 

declared unusable and therefore considered as a non-response. Some questions were not 

understood by visitors, or they refused to answer, leaving the corresponding answers blank. If a 

survey was filled by a group of people (or more than one person), data was chosen randomly 

among the different answers given. 

In 2019 the visitor contact protocol was updated. For example, more focus was put into guiding 

the visitors through the surveys, ensuring the visitors were at least 18 years or older, and making 

sure only one person answers each survey. This led to a more complete data set. The total of 

surveys that were missing some information was 92 (or 15.33% of the total survey). All incomplete 

surveys were included in the analysis, with the non-answered questions being excluded. 197 

questionnaires were included from the ISC, while 200 questionnaires each were included form 

Illugastaðir and Ósar. Because this influences sample size for different questions, the data on how 

many visitors answered each question was systematically included in the results section. Data 

labels were included on bar graphs, showing the number of visitors who gave different answers. 

However, for easy comparison between answers in different populations (sites, genders, etc.), the 

results shown in graphs and reported was the percentage of visitors who gave different answers to 

each question.  

3.1.5. Refuse/Accept rates 

A total of 200 surveys were collected at each site, but as mentioned in the previous section, 

only 197 were included from the ISC. The highest survey acceptance ratio was at Illugastaðir with 

76.9%, then Ósar with 65.79% and finally the ISC with 51.71% acceptance (figure 16 and table 

1).  

Using the visitor log, non-response bias was analyzed at each site. There was no significant 
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Figure 16: Refusal/Acceptance rates at each site 
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difference between respondents and non-respondents in gender, size of group or number of 

children at any of the sites. Overall, high acceptance rates at Illugastaðir strengthen confidence 

that there was no significant difference between respondents and non-respondents and even if 

acceptance rates at Ósar and the ISC Museum were lower, a total response rate of around 65% for 

all three study sites combined is acceptable. 

Table 1: The number of questionnaires filled in at each site,  sample size at each sites,  percentage of questionnaires collected per 

site compared to the total, acceptance rates and refusal rates at each site 

 

3.2. Data analysis 

The questions in the survey questionnaire were divided into three different types of data for 

analysis purposes: visitor demographic information, independent variables and dependent 

variables (For full length questions, see appendix C to E). Visitor demographic information about 

the visitors and their trip along with group size was collected (questions 1 to 8 and 17 to 20) (table 

2).  

The independent variables considered were the biospheric and egoistic orientation of visitors. 

The data about the value orientation of visitors can be separated into two independent variable 

categories (questions 9 and 10) (table 3):  

Frequency Valid percent Acceptance rate Refusal rate

Seal Center 197 33.00 51.71 48.29

Illugastaðir 200 33.50 76.92 23.08

Ósar 200 33.50 65.79 34.21

Total 597 100 64.81 35.19

Table 2: Background information collected and corresponding question 

Table 3: Independent variables 

Age Question 18
Purpose (Work, leisure, visiting 

family/friends, living in Iceland)
Question 1 Type (Single, couple...) On-site observation

Gender Question 17
Importance of seal watching for 

the trip to Iceland
Question 4

Type of trip (Self-

organized, organized...)
Question 2

Level of education Question 20 Size Question 3.a

Number of children Question 3.b

Site On-site observation

Characteristics of the group

Background information

Question 19
Question 5Country of 

residence

Importance of seal watching for 

the trip to the site

Personal Purpose of stay in Iceland

Financial donations to animal welfare 

or conservation 
Question 10

Indicators of biospheric value orientation Indicators of egoistic value orientation

Independent variables

Question 9

Question 9
Agreement with egoistic 

principles

Agreement with biospheric principles
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 The independent variables were tested as possible predictor for the dependent variables, which 

are described in the following table (questions 11 to 16) (table 4):  

3.2.1. Variable categories of questions 

Indicators of biospheric value orientation 

The questions used as indicators to measure biospheric values were questions 9 (“How important 

are the following factors as guiding principles in your life?”), a Likert scale question with possible 

answers from 1 to 5 for the statements 9.1 (“Protecting the environment”), 9.3 (“Feeling unity with 

nature”), 9.5 (“Respecting the earth”), and 9.7 (“Harmony with other species”); and 10.1 (“Are 

you supporting (or have you supported) any animal conservation/welfare organizations 

financially?”), a yes or no question. 

Indicators of egoistic value orientation 

The question used as an indicator to measure egoistic values was questions 9 (“How important are 

the following factors as guiding principles in your life?”), a Likert scale question with possible 

answers from 1 to 5 for the statements 9.2 (“Influential, having an impact on people and events”), 

9.4 (“Wealth, material possessions, money”), 9.6 (“Authority, the right to lead or command”), and 

9.8 (“Social power, control over others, dominance”). 

Perception of the impact tourism can have on seals 

The questions used as indicators to measure perceptions of the impact tourism can have on seals 

were questions 11, 12 and 15. Questions 11 (“In general, do you think seal watching could have a 

negative impact on seals?”) and 12 (“To the best of your knowledge, can management actions, 

such as ethical guidelines for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on seals?”) were Likert scales 

with possible answers between 1 and 4, with 0 meaning “I don’t know”. Question 15 (“At what 

Table 4: Dependent variables 

Awareness of negative impacts Question 11
Opinion towards the general idea 

of seal watching regulations
Question 13

Knowledge that regulations can help 

alleviate negative impacts on seals
Question 12

Distance at which tourists should 

be allowed to approach seals
Question 14

Knowledge of the distance at which 

the seals can be disturbed by tourists
Question 15

Levels of agreement towards 

different types of management
Question 16

Knowledge on the impact tourism can have on seal-

watching

Opinion on the management of seal-watching 

sites

Dependent variables
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distance do you think seals are disturbed by approaching tourists?”) was a multiple-choice question 

with five answers between 10 and 100.  

Opinion management actions at seal watching sites 

The questions used as indicators to measure opinion on management actions at seal watching sites 

were questions 13, 14 and 16. Question 13 (“How do you feel about seal watching activities being 

controlled through some regulations?”) was a Likert scale question with possible answers from 1 

to 5. Question 14 (“If there were distance limitations for seal watching, what would be the 

maximum distance acceptable?”) was a multiple-choice question with five answers between 10 

and 100. Finally, question 16 (“Please rate your level of agreement towards specific types of 

management actions”) was a Likert scale question with possible answers from 1 to 5, rating the 

eleven different statements listed below:  

1. Entrance to seal watching sites should be allowed with a guide only 

2. Seal watching sites should be closed during sensitive periods such as pupping season (when 

seals are giving birth) 

3. Seal watching should be unregulated (no management actions) 

4. Helicopter tours above seal colonies should be allowed 

5. The distance seal watching boats can approach seals should be limited 

6. Seal watching management through self-regulation using a code of conduct is enough 

7. Swimming or diving with seals should be allowed 

8. Feeding seals should be allowed 

9. Touching seals should be allowed 

10. The distance tourists can approach seals on land should be limited 

11. Seal watching site should be accessible through an entrance fee 

3.2.2. Statistical tests used 

To test if there was a significant linear correlation between different variables (for example 

linear correlation between questions related to biospheric values and opinions towards 

management actions), I used a Pearson correlation test. A significance level of <0.05 was chosen 

for this Pearson test.  When the correlation is significant, I used the Pearson correlation coefficient, 

or Pearson’s r-value, as a measure of correlation. The r-value of a Pearson test indicates the 

strength of the correlation and not its significance. An r-value of 0 means there is no correlation 

and an r-value of 1 means the correlation is perfect. Negative r-values simply mean that the 
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correlation between the variables is negative. 

To compare different groups such as different genders or visitors at different sites, a Kruskal-

Wallis test was used. This test was chosen because it is used to determine if independent samples 

and for which the hypothesis of normality cannot be accepted come from different populations. If 

the Kruskal-Wallis test is significant (p-value<0.05), it means that at least one of the groups is 

significantly different from the others concerning this question. In this case, a pairwise Wilcox test 

with a Bonferroni correction was used to test which groups present a significant difference in 

answers. The Bonferroni p-value adjustment method is used to decrease the chances of incorrectly 

rejecting the null hypothesis. 

The Kruskal-Wallis, pairwise Wilcox and Pearson test p-values and r-values will be stated in 

text or in tables in order to highlight which tests returned significant results. In all tables, significant 

p-values will be presented with a grey background while non-significant p-values will be presented 

with a white background. In figures, the results for the combined sites will systematically be 

presented. Subsequently, if there are significant differences between sites, the results at these sites 

will also be shown for comparison. If the results at two sites are significantly different from the 

results at the third, but they are not significantly different from each other, the data for these sites 

was combined. 

3.2.3. Grouping of answers 

Many questions in the survey require answers rated on a Likert scale including the 

following levels: 

• 1: unimportant/strongly disagree 

• 2: somewhat important/somewhat disagree 

• 3: moderately important/neutral 

• 4: very important/somewhat agree 

• 5: extremely important/strongly agree 

In the results, the answers to these questions will sometimes be grouped for simplicity. 

Answers 1 and 2 will be considered as negative (the factor is not very important or the visitor 

disagrees), 3 will be considered as neutral, and 4 and 5 will be considered as positive (the factor 

is important or the visitor agrees).  



40 

 

  



41 

 

4. Results 

4.1. General background of visitors at different sites 

The characteristics of the group the respondents belonged to can be found in appendix B. 

4.1.1. Gender 

As can be seen in figure 17, the numbers of surveyed women and men were similar in the three 

sites, with the closest to being equal rates of both genders at Illugastaðir. There is no statistical 

difference in the gender ratio between the three sites (Kruskal-Wallis test: p > 0.05). Overall, 

52.1% of the subjects surveyed were men, 46.9% were women and only 1% did not answer this 

question. 
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Gender (n=591)
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Figure 17: Gender repartition at each site 
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4.1.2. Nationalities 

Figure 18 shows the number of visitors who answered the questionnaire depending on country 

of origin. The survey represents visitors living in 41 countries including Iceland, with the first ten 

most prevalent nationalities being west-Europeans except for the USA. Tourism at these sites was 

mainly foreign as Icelanders only represented 8.5% of the total questionnaires. 

By examining the differences between sites (figures 19 to 21), we can see that there was 

prevalence of French visitors in the 2019 surveys versus a majority of Germans, visitors from the 

USA, and Icelanders in the 2017 survey. These differences are significant (Kruskal-Wallis p-

value=7.185e-03)  

  

Figure 19: Repartition of nationalities at the ISC (n=195) 

Figure 18: Overall nationality repartition (n=595) 
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Figure 20: Nationality repartition at Illugastaðir (n=200)  

Figure 21: Nationality repartition at Ósar (n=200)  
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4.1.3. Age 

Two peaks can be noticed in the overall age of participants in the survey. The people surveyed 

were most often aged 25-35 years old or 40-50 (figure 22). 

A few differences can be noted between the three sites (figures 23a to 23c), even though the 

differences in age are not statistically significant (Kruskal-Wallis test: p > 0.05): 

● At the ISC, the two peaks at ages 25-30 and 45 to 50 are especially pronounced with 25-

30 being higher. This is also the site where there is the most diversity in age, with more 

visitors aged 17-20 and 70-85. Finally, it is the site where the surveys were filled by the 

youngest population, with a mean age of 40.7 years old and a median age of 38 years old. 

● In Illugastaðir, the two peaks are more evenly balanced between the ages 25-35 and 45-55, 

with 25-35 being higher. The mean age is 41.2 while the median is 40.5 years old. 

● Ósar presents the most evenly distributed ages, with ages 40-45 being the most frequent. 

Ósar is the site where visitors aged 20-25 and 55-60 are the most frequent. It is also the site 

where the respondents were the oldest, with the mean and median age being both 42 years 

old. 

Figure 22: Age of participants overall 
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4.1.4. Education 

From figure 24, we learn that most of the surveyed visitors had master’s degrees (39%), 

followed by bachelor’s degrees (24.1%), secondary education (14.9%), Ph.Ds. (12.2%), and 

Technical school degrees (8.9%). Only one visitor, in Ósar, had no degree. The repartitions of 

educational backgrounds were very similar at each site (Kruskal-Wallis test: p > 0.05), with the 

most noticeable difference being the repartition of visitors with secondary education (most 

frequent at Illugastaðir with 19.5% and least frequent at Ósar with 11%) and with Ph.Ds. (least 

frequent at Illugastaðir with 9% and most frequent at the ISC with 14.2%). 

 

Figure 23.a (top left) to 23.c (bottom): Age repartition at different sites 
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4.1.5. Importance of seal watching for visitors 

In the answers to question 4 (“How important was seal watching in your decision to come to 

Iceland”) (figure 25), most of the visitors did not see seal watching as an important motivation to 

visit Iceland, with only 12% of visitors viewing seal watching as an important or very important 

motivation.  

The ISC was the site where the proportion of visitors who considered seal watching as 

important in their decision to come to Iceland was the highest, and Ósar was the one where it was 

the lowest. The results at the ISC for question 4 were significantly higher than at both seal watching 

spots (table 5, figure 26). The ISC was also the only site where visitors were planning to go on a 

seal watching boat; according to the answers to question 8 (“Have you, or will you go seal watching 
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Illugastaðir (n=200)

Ósar (n=200)

Total (n=593)

Education

None Secondary Education

Technical School or Associate's Degree Bachelor's degree

Master's Degree Phd, MD, JD or Equivalent

Figure 24: Education of tourists at different sites 

Figure 25: Importance of seal watching in the decisions of visitors to come to Iceland (question 4) 

274 101 137 52 21

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (n=585)

How important was seal watching in your decision to come to Iceland?

Unimportant Not very important Neutral Important Very important
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in Iceland during you trip”), 16 (8,12%) ISC visitors reported planning to go on a seal watching 

boat trip, while none of the visitors from the other sites were planning on it.  

As can be seen from the answers to question 5 (figure 27), seal watching was a more important 

factor for visitors in their decision to visit the specific site where they answered the questionnaire 

than in their decision to visit Iceland. Indeed, 58% of visitors rated seal watching as an important 

or very important factor in their decision to visit the site, and only 27% rated seal watching as an 

unimportant or not very important motivation for their visit. 

The results concerning questions 5 were significantly different between all the three sites (table 

6 and figure 28). Ósar was, by far, the site where visitors felt seal watching was the least important 

as a motivation to visit the site with 42% of positive answers (very or extremely important) and 

45% of negative answers (unimportant or somewhat important). On the other hand, Illugastaðir 

69

89

116

24

44

33

62

45

30

25

14

13

6

7

8

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Seal center (n=186)

Illugastaðir (n=199)

Ósar (n=200)

Q.4: How important was seal watching in your decision to come to Iceland?

Unimportant Somewhat important Moderately important Very important Extremely important

Figure 26: Comparison of the importance of seal watching as a reason for coming to Iceland at different sites 

Table 5: Significance of the differences between sites concerning the importance of seal 

watching as a reason for the trip to Iceland 

Kruskal-Wallis test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 0.065

Seal center 2.40E-05 0.03

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

9.31E-06

Question 4: Importance of seal watching for the trip to Iceland

134 28 93 110 227

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (n=592)

Q5: How important was seal watching in your decision to come to this site?

Unimportant Not very important Neutral Important Very importantFigure 27: Importance of seal watching in the decisions of visitors to come to the site (question 5) 
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was the site where visitors felt that seal watching was the most important as a motivation to visit 

the site with 71% of positive answers (very or extremely important) and 20% of negative answers 

(unimportant or somewhat important). Finally, 59% of visitors at the ISC felt that seal watching 

was a very important or extremely important reason to visit the site, while 17% felt that seal 

watching was unimportant or only somewhat important in their decision to visit the site. 
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Figure 28: Comparison of the importance of seal watching as a reason for coming to the sites at different sites 

Table 6: Significance of the differences between sites concerning the 

importance of seal watching as a reason for coming to the site 

Kruskal-Wallis test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 6.20E-10

Seal center 1.90E-04 1.71E-03

Question 5: Importance of seal watching for the trip to the site

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

4.55E-09
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4.2. Results concerning dependent and independent variables 

4.2.1. Biospheric values 

The answers to question 9 shown in figure 29 describe what the combined respondents viewed 

as “guiding principles” in their life, or in other words principles they use them as a basis to judge 

their own actions as well the actions of others. There is a very clear pattern for the four statements 

used to measure the importance of biospheric values. The answers were overwhelmingly positive, 

with more than 90% of visitors considering “Protecting the environment” and “Respecting the 

Earth” as very important or extremely important guiding principles in their life, and more than 

80% for “Feeling unity with nature” and “Harmony with other species”. 

Around 47% of visitors reported having donated money to animal welfare or conservation 

organizations (figure 30). There was a significant difference in the answers to all questions related 

to biospheric values between those who had donated to animal welfare and those who had not (see 

table 7). Respondents had donated money to animal welfare organizations had higher biospheric 

values on average.  
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Q.9: How important are the following factors as guiding principles in your life?
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Figure 29: Repartition of the answers to question 9 (questions related to biospheric values)  
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Figure 30: Ratio of tourists who donated to animal organizations 
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There is a significant correlation (table 8) between the answers to all questions used to measure 

biospheric value orientation and the importance of seal watching for the trip (question 4). Indeed, 

visitors who placed more importance in seal watching for their trip had higher biospheric values 

on average.  

There is a significant difference (table 9) in biospheric value orientation between men and 

women. Women generally have higher biospheric values than men (on average and across all the 

questions used to measure the level of biospheric value orientation). In the following figure (figure 

31), all answers related to biospheric value orientation were combined from all sites. This figure 

shows the average difference in biospheric values between men and women.  

 

 

Table 7: Statistical differences between visitors having donated money to animal welfare organizations and others 

concerning biospheric values organizations 

Table 8: Significance of the correlations between importance of seal watching for the trip and questions related to biospheric 

values 

Table 9: Statistical differences between genders concerning biospheric values 

p-value r-value

Q.9.1: Protecting the environment 5.595E-04 0.14

Q.9.3: Feeling unity with nature 1.449E-05 0.18

Q.9.5: Respecting the Earth 3.458E-03 0.12

Q.9.7: Harmony with other species 1.205E-04 0.16

Pearson test

Q.4: Importance of seal watching

Biospheric values Gender

Q.9.1: Protecting the environment 1.273E-02

Q.9.3: Feeling unity with nature 2.164E-02

Q.9.5: Respecting the Earth 2.671E-04

Q.9.7: Harmony with other species 1.576E-04

Kruskal-Wallis test p-values

Donations to animal welfare

Protecting the environment 6.965E-03

Feeling unity with nature 1.528E-02

Respecting the Earth 1.800E-02

Harmony with other species 5.088E-03

Kruskal test p-values
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There are no significant differences between men and women in donations to animal welfare 

associations (Kruskal-Wallis test: p>0.05). There is no significant correlation between age or 

education and biospheric values or donations to animal welfare associations. Finally, there are no 

significant differences between sites concerning biospheric values and donations to animal welfare 

(Kruskal-Wallis test: p>0.05). 

4.2.2. Egoistic values 

The results concerning the egoistic values as guiding principles (figure 32) show more diversity 

than those concerning biospheric values as guiding principles. In general, visitors regarded egoistic 

values as less important. For example, more than 70% of visitors considered all indicators used to 

measure value as very or extremely important, while the egoistic value indicator towards which 

visitors were most positive was “Being influential, having impact on people and events” with 

around 55% of visitors considering it a guiding principle in their life. Around 15% stated it was 

unimportant or somewhat important, the rest being neutral. On the other hand, most visitors 

Figure 31: Difference in biospheric values between men and women 
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Figure 32: Repartition of the answers to question 9 (questions related to egoistic values) 
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disagreed that “Social power, control over others, dominance” is one of their guiding principles 

(67% disagreeing versus 13% agreeing). The next statements caused more dissention, with 22% 

agreeing and 35% disagreeing that “Wealth, material possessions, money” are guiding values in 

their life, while 29% agree and 38% disagree for “Authority, the right to lead or command”.  

There is no significant difference between genders concerning egoistic values. Education and 

importance of seal watching for the trip are also uncorrelated to questions related to egoistic values. 

On the other hand, the answers to three questions related to egoistic values are positively correlated 

with age: Being influential, having authority, and having social power (table 10). 

Table 10: Correlations between age and questions related to egoistic values 

There are significant differences between the study sites concerning the opinion of visitors 

towards the egoistic value statement (tables 11.a to 11c) for at least three of the four statements 

used in the survey (Kruskal-Wallis test: p>0.05 for “Being influential, having impact on people 

and events”).  

The difference in egoistic values between sites is either significant between the opinions at the 

ISC and Ósar, or between the ISC and Ósar/Illugastaðir without difference between Ósar and 

Illugastaðir. In the second case, the ISC values are compared to the combined values of Illugastaðir 

and Ósar, named “IO” in figure 33. Figure 33 shows that visitors from the ISC generally held less 

p-value r-value

Q.9.2: Influence, having an impact on people and events 7.92E-03 0.11

Q.9.4: Wealth, material possessions, money 0.055

Q.9.6: Authority, right to lead or command 3.15E-03 0.12

Q.9.8: Social power, control over others, dominance 7.77E-03 0.11

Pearson test

Age

Table 11.a (top), 11.b (bottom left) and 11.c (bottom right): Significance of the difference in egoistic values between sites 

Kruskal-Wallis 

test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 0.19

Seal center 2.10E-04 0.06

Q.9.4: Wealth, material possessions, money

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

3.07E-04

Kruskal-Wallis test 

p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 1.00

Seal center 4.40E-03 1.80E-03

1.58E-03

Q.9.6: Authority, the right to lead or command

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values
Kruskal-Wallis 

test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 0.12

Seal center 2.90E-05 0.05

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

3.07E-04

Q.9.8: Social power, control over others, dominance
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egoistic values compared to visitors at Ósar for these three questions related to egoistic value, as 

well as compared to Illugastaðir for the statement “Authority, the right to lead or command”.  

4.2.3. Impact of seal watching and regulations 

Figure 34 shows the answers to general questions about seal watching, its impacts and the 

usefulness of regulations. On average for all sites, around 67% of respondents thought that seal 

watching does not have a negative impact (either answering “very unlikely” or “unlikely”), and 

19% did not know if there is a negative impact. About 14% of visitors believed seal watching has 

or may have a negative impact (answering “likely” or “very likely”). 

Figure 34: Repartition of answers to questions concerning knowledge of negative impact of tourism on seals (question 11) 
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Figure 33: Egoistic values of visitors at significantly different sites 
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There were more positive answers to the next question, “To the best of your knowledge can 

management actions, such as ethical guidelines for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on 

seals?” (figure 35), with respectively 21% and 42% of visitors answering that they believed 

regulations were very likely or likely to be useful in alleviating impacts. 22% answered that 

regulations were unlikely to be useful, and 6% that they were very unlikely to be useful. Finally, 

9% stated they did not know. 

The answers to question 13, “How do you feel about seal watching activities being controlled 

through some regulations?” (figure 36), were again more positive compared with the previous 

question, with 41% of visitors finding regulations important and 32% finding them very important, 

while only 3% of visitors found regulations unimportant and 3% found them of little importance. 

21% of visitors were neutral. 

There is no significant difference between genders in the perception of visitors concerning 

whether seal watching may have negative impacts or whether regulations would be useful to 

alleviate these impacts (questions 11 and 12), but there is a significant difference between men 

and women when it comes to agreement with the idea of seal watching management regulations 

(question 13) (Pairwise-Wilcoxon test p-value=3.20e-04). Women were significantly more 

favorable to regulations, with around 8.5% more women being favorable and around 3% less 

women being unfavorable to regulations. Women were also on average more decisive in their 

agreement, with 12% more women being very favorable (figure 37). 

Figure 35: Repartition of answers concerning belief that management actions may alleviate impact on seals (question 12) 

52 36 130 250 124

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (n=592)

Q.12: To the best of your knowledge can management actions, such as ethical 
guidelines for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on seals?

I don't know Very unlikely Unlikely Likely Very likely

17 15 127 246 188

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (n=593)

Q.13: How do you feel about seal watching activities being controlled through some 
regulations? (n=593)

Unimportant Not very important Neutral Important Very important

Figure 36: Repartition of answers concerning the opinion of visitors towards regulations (question 13) 
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Like gender, age is not significantly correlated to questions 11 and 12, but it is negatively 

correlated to question 13 (table 12). This means that the older the respondents were, the less likely 

they were to agree with regulations. 

There is a significant correlation between the importance of seal watching as a reason for the 

visitors’ trip and their agreement with the idea of regulations. The more that visitors saw seal 

watching as important in their decision to come to Iceland, the more likely they were to be 

favorable to the idea of regulations (table 13). 

However, no correlations were found regarding the education of respondents, and there is no 

significant difference in the answers of visitors at the three sites for question 11 (Kruskal-Wallis 

Table 13: Significance of the statistical correlations between perception of negative impact of tourism on seals, awareness 

that regulations may alleviate negative impacts and general opinion of regulations with the importance of seal watching as a 

reason for the trip 

Table 12: Significance of the statistical correlations between perception of negative impact of tourism on seals, awareness that 

regulations may alleviate negative impacts and general opinion of regulations with age 
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Figure 37: Differences in agreement towards regulations (question 13) in men and women 

p-value r-value

Q.11: Are there negative impacts? 0.360

Q.12: Can management actions alleviate impacts? 0.054

Q.13: What do you think about regulations? 2.03E-02 -0.10

Age

Pearson test

Q.11: Are there negative impacts? 0.425

Q.12: Can management actions alleviate impacts? 0.592

Q.13: What do you think about regulations? 1.73E-02 -0.10

Pearson p-values

Q.4: Importance of seal 

watching
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test: p>0.05). There are, however, differences between the sites concerning question 12 (about the 

belief that regulations can alleviate impacts) and question 13 (about the opinion of visitors towards 

regulations) (see tables 14.a for question 12 and 14.b for question 13). 

For question 12, there is a significant difference in the answers between Ósar and the ISC 

(figure 38), but not between these sites and Illugastaðir. Nevertheless, the answers at Illugastaðir 

were more similar to those at the ISC with the main difference being a greater proportion of 

“likely” (48% at Illugastaðir and 40% at the ISC) compared to “very likely” (20% at Illugastaðir 

and 28% at the ISC). 

Finally, there is a significant difference concerning question 13 (about the opinion of visitors 

towards regulations) between Ósar/Illugastaðir and the ISC, but no significant difference between 

Illugastaðir and Ósar. The ISC was the site where visitors had the most positive opinions towards 

regulations (question 13). However, Illugastaðir was the site with the most unfavorable opinions 

towards regulations, and Ósar was the site with the smallest number of favorable opinions towards 

regulations (figure 39).   
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Ósar (n=200)

Q.12: To the best of your knowledge can management actions, such as ethical 
guidelines for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on seals? 

I don't know Very unlikely Unlikely Likely Very likely

Figure 38: Repartition of answers at different sites to concerning belief that regulations may alleviate negative impacts 

(question 12) 

Table 14.a (left) and 14.b (right): Significance of the statistical differences between sites concerning awareness that regulations 

may alleviate negative impacts and opinion of regulations 

Kruskal-Wallis 

test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 0.13

Seal center 7.30E-03 0.72

Q.12: Can management actions alleviate negative 

impacts on seals?

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

1.79E-02

Kruskal-Wallis 

test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 1.00

Seal center 2.30E-05 6.50E-04

Q.13: How do you feel about seal watching activities being 

regulated?

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

6.12E-06
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4.2.4. Opinion towards different levels of management actions  

Figure 40 shows the answers to question 16 (“Please rate your level of agreement towards 

specific types of management actions.”). In this figure, the questions are labeled depending on 

their order in the survey but presented from most to least accepted by visitors. The statements can 

be separated in three categories: complete consensus (more than 80% strong agreement and more 

than 90% agreement), clear consensus (more than 50% strong agreement and more than 70% 

agreement), and no clear consensus (statements with neither more than 50% agreement nor more 

than 50% disagreement). First, the statements “Touching seals should not be allowed” (96% agree) 

and “Feeding seals should not be allowed” (94% agree) both belong to the complete consensus 

category. Second, the statements “Seal watching sites should be closed during sensitive periods 

such as pupping season” (89% agree), “The distance tourists can approach seals on land should be 

limited” (86% agree), “The distance seal watching boats can approach seals should be limited” 

(86% agree), “Helicopter tours above seal colonies should not be allowed” (82% agree), “Seal 

watching should be regulated” (81% agree) and finally “Swimming or diving with seals should 

not be allowed” (73% agree) all show a clear positive consensus. Finally, three statements show 

no clear consensus by visitors: “Seal watching management using a code of conduct is not enough” 

(28% disagree, 40% agree), “Entrance to seal watching sites should be allowed with a guide only” 

(41% disagree, 33% agree), and “Seal watching sites should be accessible through an entrance fee” 

(48% disagree, 22% agree).  
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Figure 39: Repartition of answers at different sites to concerning the opinion of visitors towards management actions (question 13) 
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Opinions towards management actions are significantly different depending on gender for four 

of the statements. Women tended to be more favorable to regulations limiting the distance between 

seals and tourists on land (question 16.10) Kruskal-Wallis test: p=2.25E-04) as well as boats 

(question 16.5) (Kruskal-Wallis test: p=1.18E-06). There is also a significant difference between 

genders concerning the opinion towards diving and swimming with seals being forbidden 

(question 16.7) (Kruskal-Wallis test: p=1.39E-03. 12% more women somewhat or strongly agreed 

towards diving and swimming with seals being forbidden than men, and 8% less women disagreed 

towards diving and swimming with seals being forbidden than men. Finally, women’s answers are 

significantly different from men concerning the statement “Seal watching management through 

self-regulation using a code of conduct is not enough” (question 16.6) (Kruskal-Wallis test: 

p=4.72E-02). Women were more decisive, with 4.5% more negative answers (believing a code of 

conduct is enough) and 2.5% more positive answers (believing a code of conduct is not enough), 

Figure 40: Repartition of answers to questions about opinion towards different management actions ranked from most 

accepted to least accepted by visitors (question 16) 
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Q.16.11: Seal watching site should be accessible through
an entrance fee (n=591)

Q.16.1: Entrance to seal watching sites should be allowed
with a guide only (n=590)

Q.16.6: Seal watching management through self-
regulation using a code of conduct is not enough (n=585)

Q.16.7: Swimming or diving with seals should not be
allowed (n=591)

Q.16.3: Seal watching should be regulated (n=591)

Q.16.4: Helicopter tours above seal colonies should not be
allowed (n=588)

Q.16.5: The distance seal watching boats can approach
seals should be limited (n=591)

Q.16.10: The distance tourists can approach seals on land
should be limited (n=591)

Q.16.2: Seal watching sites should be closed during
sensitive periods such as pupping season (n=591)

Q.16.8: Feeding seals should not be allowed (n=591)

Q.16.9: Touching seals should not be allowed (n=590)

Question 16: please rate your level of agreement towards specific types of 
management actions

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neutral Somewhat agree Strongly agree
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while men were more likely to be neutral. Age was significantly correlated to the opinion of 

visitors towards two statements: older people were more likely to agree that helicopter tours should 

be prohibited (question 16.4) (Pearson test: p=1.25E-03, r-value=0.13), but they were less likely 

to agree that codes of conducts are not enough in terms of regulation for seal watching sites 

(question 16.6) (Pearson test: p=2.12E-02,  r-value=-0.095). Importance of seal watching for the 

trip was correlated to the opinion of visitors towards two statements. The correlation was negative 

for seal watching boat distance limitations (question 16.5) (Pearson test: p=1.33E-03,  r-value=-

0.013), meaning that visitors who considered seal watching was more important as a reason to 

come to Iceland tended to be less favorable to the idea of distance limitations being put in place 

for boats. However, there was a significant positive correlation between the importance of seal 

watching for the trip to Iceland and willingness to pay a fee (question 16.11) (Pearson test: 

p=2.31E-02, r-value=0.094). We can also note that, out of the 48% of visitors that disagreed with 

this management action, 6.3% (18) commented on the fact that if they could be sure the fee was 

reasonable and/or went to seal conservation, research or infrastructure, they would agree with seal 

watching sites requiring a fee to enter. Finally, there were no significant differences in the answers 

of visitors depending on education, and no groups characteristics, like number of adults, number 

of children, type of group (group trip, self-organized, travel agency), etc., were found to be 

correlated with opinions of management actions. 

There is a significant difference between visitors at the ISC and seal watching spots for 

questions 16.1 (about mandatory guides), 16.5, and 16.10 (about distance limitations for boats and 

on land) (table 15.a, 15.b and 15.c).  

Concerning question 16.1, the ISC visitors were more favorable towards mandatory guides at 

Table 15.a (left), 15.b (right) and 15.c (down): significance of the statistical significance of the difference in opinion towards 

distance limitations for boats and on land, and mandatory guides, at different sites 

Kruskal-Wallis 

test p-value

Ósar Illugastaðir

Illugastaðir 0.06

Seal center 2.30E-07 1.90E-13

Question 16.1: Entrance to seal watching sites should be 

allowed with a guide only

Pairwise Wilcox test p-values

6.01E-08
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seal watching sites than the visitors at both seal watching spots (figure 41).  

Finally, concerning both questions 16.5 and 16.10, visitors at the ISC were significantly less 

likely than visitors at other sites to disagree with regulations being put in place to limit the distance 

at which both visitors and boats could approach seals (figure 42).   

4.2.5. Specific distance questions  

Figure 43 shows that there is was consensus among visitors over an appropriate distance for a 

theoretical seal watching distance limitation at seal watching sites. The most popular answer for 

this question (question 14) was 50 meters (36%), followed by 100 meters (23.5%), 25 meters 

(20.5%), 75 meters (11%) and 10 meters (9%). 
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Figure 41: Differences between the ISC and other sites concerning the agreement of visitors towards implementing 

mandatory guides at seal watching sites 

Figure 42: Differences between the ISC and other sites concerning the agreement of visitors towards distance limitations for 

boats and on land(questions 16.5 and 16.10) 
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In the next question (question 15), when asked what distance they think seals are disturbed by 

tourists, “50 meters” was still the answer chosen by the most visitors, but we can also see a shift 

of answers to the right (figure 44). This seems to mean that visitors generally believed the distance 

limitation, if there is one, should be set further than the limit at which the seals are disturbed.  

It should be noted that a lot of the visitors admitted they did not have enough notions of 

distances and seal biology, thus refusing to answer the question based on their lack of knowledge. 

Indeed, questions 14 and/or 15 were left blank with a comment about lack of knowledge 13 times 

at the ISC. At the other sites, when prompted to give the answer that seemed right to them 

instinctively, most visitors who felt unsure then chose 50 meters, stating it was the middle of the 

scale and therefore the default choice. As a result, it is probable that the answer “50 meters” is 

overrepresented. 

There is no significant difference (Kruskal-Wallis test: p>0.05) between genders in the 

answers to the questions about specific distances at which tourists should be allowed to approach 

seals on land, or at which the seals are disturbed by tourists (questions 14 and 15). There is also 

no correlation between the answers to these questions and age, importance of seal watching for the 

trip to Iceland or education of visitors (Pearson test: p-value>0.05). 

There is a significant difference between the opinion of visitors at the ISC and Ósar concerning 

52 117 208 66 132

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (n=575)

Q.14: If there were distance limitations for seal watching, what would be the 
maximum distance acceptable?
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Figure 43: Repartition of answers concerning what visitors consider an appropriate distance limitation for seal watching 

(question 14) 
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Q.15: At what distance do you think seals are disturbed by approaching tourists?
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Figure 44: Repartition of answers showing at what distance visitors believe that seals are disturbed by tourists (question 15) 
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question 15 (distance at which seals are disturbed by tourists) (table 16).  

Figure 45 shows the difference between Ósar and Illugastaðir concerning this question. It 

shows that the ISC visitors believed that they can get closer to the seals without disturbing them 

than visitors at Ósar.   

4.3. Results concerning correlations between value orientation 
and dependent variables  

4.3.1. Correlations between biospheric values and perception of the impacts of 
tourism on seals 

Research question 1a investigated if there is a correlation between biospheric values in visitors 

and their perception of the impact tourism can have on seals, and I hypothesized that visitors with 

high biospheric values would be more likely than others to be aware of their potential impact on 

seals. To test this, Pearson tests were done between all questions related to biospheric values 

(questions 9.1, 9.3, 9.5 and 9.7), and all questions used to assess perception of the impacts of seal 

watching (questions 11, 12 and 15). However, none of these tests showed significant correlations 

between answers to questions related to biospheric values and perceptions of the impacts of 

tourism (Pearson test: p>0.05). This means that the results of this study fail to reject the null 

Table 16: Significance of the statistical differences between 

perception of the distance at which seals are disturbed at different 

sites 

Figure 45: Repartition of answers to questions concerning opinion of specific distance limitations (question 15) at different 

sites 
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hypothesis for this question. 

4.3.2. Correlations between biospheric values and opinion towards various 
management actions 

Research question 1b investigated whether there is a correlation between biospheric values in 

visitors and their opinion towards management actions at seal watching sites. To test this, Pearson 

tests were done between all questions related to biospheric values (questions 9.1, 9.3, 9.5 and 9.7), 

and all questions used to assess opinions towards a management action (questions 16, 13 and 14) 

(table 17). As we can see in table 17, all r-values measuring the correlation between answers to 

questions related to biospheric values and opinions towards management indicated positive 

correlations. Therefore, as I had hypothesized, it was found that higher biospheric values are 

positively correlated with better acceptance of management actions in most cases. 

However, not all questions related to biospheric values and acceptance of a management 

actions are significantly correlated. Two management actions are correlated to all four questions 

related to biospheric values (“Protecting the environment”, “Unity with nature”, “Respecting the 

Earth”, and “Harmony with other species”); the first is question 16.10 (“The distance tourists can 

approach seals should be limited.”), and the second is question 13 (“How do you feel about seal 

watching activities being controlled through some regulations?”). Two opinions towards 

management action questions are correlated to three questions related to biospheric value. 

Question 16.1 (“Entrance to seal watching sites should be allowed with a guide only”) is 

significantly correlated with the questions “Protecting the Environment”, “Respecting the Earth” 

and “Harmony with other species”; and question 16.3 (“Seal watching should be regulated”) is 

significantly correlated to “Protecting the Environment”, “Respecting the Earth” and “Harmony 

with other species”. Four opinions towards management action questions are correlated to two 

questions related to biospheric values. Question 14 (“If there were distance limitations for seal 

watching, what would be the maximum distance acceptable?”, where a higher score means the 

respondent wants a longer distance between visitors and seals) is correlated to the questions 

“Respecting the Earth” and “Protecting the Environment”. Question 16.9 (“Touching seals should 

not be allowed”) is significantly correlated with the questions “Protecting the Environment” and 

“Unity with nature”. Question 16.11 (“Seal watching should be accessible through an entrance 

fee”) is correlated to questions “Respecting the Earth” and “Harmony with other species”. Finally, 

question 16.4 (“Helicopter tours above seal colonies should not be allowed”) is significantly 

correlated to the two questions “Protecting the Environment” and “Respecting the Earth”. Three 
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opinions towards management actions are correlated to only one question used to identify 

biospheric value: question 16.2 (“Seal watching sites should be closed during sensitive seasons 

such as pupping season”) is significantly correlated to “Protecting the Environment”, question 16.5 

(“The distance seal watching boats can approach seals should be limited”) is significantly 

correlated to “Respecting the Earth”, and question 16.8 (“Feeding seals should be allowed”) is 

significantly correlated to the question “Unity with nature”. Finally, two questions, 16.6 and 16.7 

(“Self-regulation using a code of conduct is not enough” and “Swimming with seal should be 

allowed”) are not significantly correlated to any questions related to biospheric values. 

These results also mean that the answers to some questions related to biospheric values are 

significantly correlated to more acceptance of management actions questions than others. 

“Respecting the Earth” and “Protecting the environment” are both significantly correlated to 62% 

of management actions questions while “Harmony with other species” and “Unity with nature” are 

respectively significantly correlated to 38% and 31% of management actions questions (table 17). 

Table 17: p-value and r-values of Pearson tests measuring the significance and strength of the correlation between 

opinion of respondents towards different management actions and questions related to biospheric values 

p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value

Q.16.1: Should guides be mandatory at seal 

watching sites?
9.78E-04 0.14 0.088 1.37E-03 0.13 5.29E-03 0.11

Q.16.2: Should seal watching sites be 

closed during pupping season?
2.73E-03 0.12 0.650 0.065 0.309

Q.16.3: Should seal watching be regulated? 1.01E-02 0.11 0.111 1.58E-02 0.10 2.46E-02 0.09

Q.16.4: Should helicopters above colonies 

be banned?
2.05E-02 0.10 0.075 2.93E-02 0.09 0.134

Q.16.5: Should there be distance limitations 

for seal watching boats?
0.078 0.449 4.93E-03 0.12 0.086

Q.16.6: Are codes of conduct enough? 0.742 0.155 0.731 0.566

Q.16.7: Should swimming with seals be 

allowed?
0.051 0.790 0.051 0.605

Q.16.8: Should feeding seals be allowed? 0.161 3.86E-02 0.09 0.591 0.294

Q.16.9: Should touching seals be allowed? 1.67E-02 0.10 3.12E-02 0.09 0.186 0.635

Q.16.10: Should there be seal watching 

distance limitations on land?
8.56E-04 0.14 3.73E-02 0.09 2.98E-03 0.12 2.96E-02 0.09

Q.16.11: Should there be a fee to enter seal 

watching sites?
0.848 0.816 2.69E-02 0.09 3.15E-02 0.09

Q.13: What do you think about regulations? 8.60E-06 0.18 1.61E-04 0.15 3.72E-06 0.19 7.67E-05 0.16

Q.14: What distance should tourists be 

allowed to approach seals?
1.33E-02 0.10 0.107 3.88E-03 0.12 0.143

Q.9.5: Respecting the 

Earth

Q.9.7: Harmony with 

other species

Pearson test

Opinions about 

management 

actions

Q.9.1: Protecting the 

environment
Q.9.3: Unity with nature



65 

 

4.3.3. Correlations between egoistic values and perception of the impacts of 

tourism on seals 

 Research question 2a investigated whether there is a correlation between egoistic values in 

visitors and their perception of the impact tourism can have on seals. To test this, Pearson tests 

were done between all questions related to egoistic values, and all questions used to assess visitors’ 

perception of the impacts of seal watching on seals (questions 11, 12 and 15). All the p-values and 

r-values of these Pearson tests can be found in table 18. As we can see from this table, both question 

11 (“In general, do you think seal watching has a negative impact on seals?”) and question 12 (“To 

the best of your knowledge can management actions such as ethical guidelines for tourists, 

alleviate negative impacts on seals?”) are significantly negatively correlated to three questions 

related to egoistic values. In other words, the stronger the egoistic value orientation of the visitors 

was, the less likely they were to be aware that seal watching has an impact on seals; and to believe 

that regulations could alleviate potential impacts. I hypothesized that visitors with higher egoistic 

value orientation are less likely than others to be aware of their potential impact on seals; the 

hypothesis is supported by these results and is therefore accepted.  

Question 11 is correlated to the questions related to egoistic values “Authority, the right to lead 

or command”, “Social power, control over others, dominance” and “Influence, having an impact 

on people and events”, while question 12 is significantly correlated to “Social power, control over 

others, dominance”, “Wealth, material possessions, money” and “Authority, the right to lead or 

command”. The questions related to egoistic values “Authority, the right to lead or command” and 

“Social power, control over others, dominance” are significantly correlated to more questions 

about perceptions of seal watching (correlated to 67% of perception questions) than the other two 

statements tested, “Wealth, material possessions, money” and “Influence, having an impact on 

people and events” (correlated to 33% of perception questions).  

Table 18: p-value of Pearson tests measuring correlation between perception of respondents concerning different seal 

watching questions and egoistic values 

p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value

Q.11: Does seal watching have 

negative impacts?
1.48E-02 -0.10 0.050 4.79E-02 -0.08 1.83E-02 -0.10

Q.12: Can management actions 

alleviate impacts?
0.222 7.83E-03 -0.11 5.66E-03 -0.11 6.61E-04 -0.14

Q.15: What distance are seals 

disturbed by tourists?
0.146 0.941 0.818 0.265

Perception of 

seal watching 

and its impacts

Pearson test

Q.9.2: Having influence Q.9.4: Wealth Q.9.6: Having authority Q.9.8: Dominance
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4.3.4. Correlations between egoistic values and opinion towards various 

management actions 

Research question 2b investigated whether there is a correlation between egoistic value 

orientation of visitors and their opinion towards management actions at seal watching sites. To test 

this, in the same way as questions related to biospheric values in section 4.2.7, Pearson tests were 

done between all questions related to egoistic values, and all questions used to assess opinions 

towards a management action (questions 16, 13 and 14). All the p-values and r-values of these 

Pearson tests can be found in table 19. Contrary to questions related to biospheric values, we can 

see from the r-values of the significant correlations in table 19 that questions related to egoistic 

values are, with only one exception, negatively correlated with opinions towards management 

actions. I hypothesized that visitors with stronger egoistic value orientation are less likely than 

others to be positive towards management actions at seal watching sites, which is supported by 

these results. 

Once again, some opinions towards different management actions are significantly correlated 

to more questions related to egoistic values than others. Indeed, the opinion towards only one 

management action, question 16.3 (“Seal watching should be regulated”) is significantly 

negatively correlated to all four questions related to egoistic values (“Influence, having an impact 

on people and events”, “Social power, control over others, dominance”, “Wealth, material 

possessions, money”, and “Authority, the right to lead or command”). Most of the management 

questions are significantly negatively correlated to two questions related to egoistic values. 

Question 16.1 (“Entrance to seal watching should be allowed with a guide only”) is significantly 

negatively correlated to the questions “Authority, the right to lead or command” and “Wealth, 

material possessions, money”. Question 16.10 (“The distance tourists can approach seal on land 

should be limited”) is significantly negatively correlated to both “Social power, control over 

others, dominance” and “Wealth, material possessions, money”. Next, question 16.2 (“Seal 

watching sites should be closed during sensitive season such as pupping season”) is significantly 

negatively correlated to “Social power, control over others, dominance” and to “Authority, the 

right to lead or command”. Finally, questions 16.6 (“Self-regulation using a code of conduct is not 

enough”) and 13 (“How do you feel about seal watching activities being controlled through some 

regulations?”) are both correlated to the same statements: “Wealth, material possessions, money”, 

and “Authority, the right to lead or command”. Two management questions are significantly 

negatively correlated to only one question used to detect egoistic value, “Social power, control 

over others, dominance”: question 16.5 (“The distance seal watching boats can approach seals 
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should be limited”) and question 16.4 (“Helicopter tours above seal colonies should be allowed”).  

As mentioned before, there is one exception to management action opinions being negatively 

correlated to egoistic values. Indeed, question 16.8 (“Feeding seals should be allowed”) is 

significantly positively correlated to the statement “Authority, the right to lead or command”. 

Finally, four questions about management actions, questions 16.7 (“Swimming or diving with seals 

should be allowed”), 16.9 (“Touching seals should be allowed”), 16.11 (“Seal watching sites 

should be accessible through an entrance fee”) and 14 (“If there were distance limitations for seal 

watching, what would be the maximum distance acceptable?”), are not significantly correlated to 

any questions related to egoistic values. 

Like questions related to biospheric values, some questions related to egoistic values are 

significantly correlated to more opinions of management actions questions than others. “Authority, 

the right to lead or command” is significantly correlated to 46% of management actions questions, 

while “Wealth, material possessions, money” and “Social power, control over others, dominance” 

are both correlated to 38% of management actions questions. “Influence, having an impact on 

people and events” is only significantly correlated to one management actions question (8%). 

Table 19: p-values and r-values of Pearson tests measuring the correlation between the opinion of respondents towards different 

management actions and their egoistic values 

p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value

Q.16.1: Should guides be mandatory at 

seal watching sites?
0.818 5.77E-03 -0.11 2.66E-03 -0.12 0.158

Q.16.2: Should seal watching sites be 

closed during pupping season?
0.100 0.056 2.98E-02 -0.09 1.91E-02 -0.10

Q.16.3: Should seal watching be 

regulated?
5.48E-03 -0.11 3.05E-03 -0.12 2.86E-03 -0.12 5.41E-03 -0.11

Q.16.4: Should helicopters above colonies 

be banned?
0.171 0.499 0.061 3.36E-02 -0.09

Q.16.5: Should there be distance 

limitations for seal watching boats?
0.072 0.157 0.160 1.14E-02 -0.10

Q.16.6: Are codes of conduct enough? 0.316 2.24E-02 -0.09 2.88E-02 -0.09 0.150

Q.16.7: Should swimming with seals be 

allowed?
0.646 0.058 0.982 0.976

Q.16.8: Should feeding seals be allowed? 0.899 0.283 5.54E-03 0.11 0.310

Q.16.9: Should touching seals be allowed? 0.380 0.726 0.782 0.595

Q.16.10: Should there be seal watching 

distance limitations on land?
0.944 1.36E-02 -0.10 0.155 1.19E-03 -0.13

Q.16.11: Should there be a fee to enter 

seal watching sites?
0.456 0.378 0.538 0.063

Q.13: What do you think about 

regulations?
0.680 1.55E-02 -0.10 4.25E-02 -0.08 0.254

Q.14: What distance should tourists be 

allowed to approach seals?
0.367 0.098 0.442 0.898

Opinions about 

management 

actions

Pearson test

Q.9.2: Having influence Q.9.4: Wealth Q.9.6: Having authority Q.9.8: Dominance
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4.3.5. Correlations between egoistic and biospheric values 

Table 20 presents the r-values and p-value of Pearson tests done between all questions related 

to biospheric and egoistic values. As this table shows, the r-values of the Pearson tests measuring 

the correlation between questions used to identify biospheric and egoistic value are positive, 

meaning in these cases visitors with stronger egoistic value orientation are more likely to also have 

stronger biospheric value orientation as well. The related to egoistic values “influence, an impact 

on people and events” is significantly and positively correlated to all four questions related to 

biospheric values, while the question related to egoistic values “Authority, the right to lead or 

command” is significantly and positively correlated to two questions related to biospheric values, 

“Feeling unity with nature” and “Respecting the Earth”. The questions related to egoistic values 

“Wealth, material possessions, money” and “Social power, control over others, dominance” are 

not significantly correlated to any questions related to biospheric values. 

4.3.6. Correlations between perception of the impact tourism has on seals and 
opinion of management actions 

Table 21 shows the r-values and p-values of the Pearson tests between all questions related to  

seal watching impact perception and all questions related to acceptance of different management 

actions at seal watching sites. This table shows that all r-values of the significant Pearson tests 

done on these pairs are positive, meaning there is a positive correlation between seal watching 

impact perception and acceptance of different management actions at seal watching sites. Question 

15 (“At what distance do you think seals are disturbed by approaching tourists?”) is significantly 

correlated to all management action questions, which means that the higher the distance that the 

respondent answered, the more likely they were to be positive towards all management actions. 

Question 11 (“In general, do you think seal watching could have negative impacts?”) is 

significantly correlated to all management actions except for questions 16.8 and 16.9 (about being 

Table 20: Correlations between biospheric values and egoistic values 

p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value

Q.9.2: Having influence 1.24E-12 0.29 4.64E-15 0.31 4.16E-11 0.27 6.42E-06 0.18

Q.9.4: Wealth 0.076 0.633 0.553 0.861

Q.9.6: Having authority 0.385 1.16E-03 0.13 1.17E-02 0.10 0.095

Q.9.8: Dominance 0.118 0.092 0.760 0.913

Egoistic 

values

Biospheric values

Pearson test

Q.9.1: Protecting the 

environment

Q.9.3: Unity with 

nature

Q.9.5: Respecting the 

Earth

Q.9.7: Harmony with 

other species
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allowed to feed or touch seals), and 16.10 (about opinion on possible distance limitations for seal 

watchers on land. Finally, question 12 (“To the best of your knowledge can management actions 

such as ethical guidelines for tourists, alleviate negative impacts on seals?”) is significantly 

positively correlated to all management action questions except for questions 16.7, 16.8 and 16.9 

(about touching or feeding, or swimming with seals being allowed), question 16.4 (about 

helicopter tours) and question 16.11 (about mandatory fees).  

Table 21: Significance of the correlations between answers to questions about perception of tourism’s impact on seals and 

answers to questions concerning agreement with different management actions 

p-value r-value p-value r-value p-value r-value

Q.16.1: Should guides be mandatory at seal 

watching sites?
6.78E-03 0.11 1.24E-03 0.13 6.49E-06 0.19

Q.16.2: Should seal watching sites be closed 

during pupping season?
3.91E-03 0.12 2.20E-04 0.15 9.62E-05 0.16

Q.16.3: Should seal watching be regulated? 6.70E-03 0.11 8.76E-07 0.20 3.92E-05 0.17

Q.16.4: Should helicopters above colonies be 

banned?
1.52E-03 0.13 0.29 2.71E-03 0.13

Q.16.5: Should there be distance limitations 

for seal watching boats?
4.55E-02 0.08 1.24E-06 0.20 4.79E-04 0.15

Q.16.6: Are codes of conduct enough? 3.52E-06 0.19 4.00E-03 0.12 2.02E-04 0.15

Q.16.7: Should swimming with seals be 

allowed?
8.63E-03 0.11 0.18 1.99E-03 0.13

Q.16.8: Should feeding seals be allowed? 0.22 0.90 2.53E-02 0.09

Q.16.9: Should touching seals be allowed? 0.17 0.19 4.17E-03 0.12

Q.16.10: Should there be seal watching 

distance limitations on land?
0.06 2.13E-04 0.15 1.32E-02 0.10

Q.16.11: Should there be a fee to enter seal 

watching sites?
4.26E-02 0.08 0.12 4.74E-02 0.08

Q.13: What do you think about regulations? 2.24E-05 0.17 < 2.2e-16 0.35 1.91E-03 0.13

Q.14: What distance should tourists be 

allowed to approach seals?
4.33E-04 0.15 1.63E-02 0.10 < 2.2e-16 0.60

Pearson test

Perception of seal watching and its impacts

Opinions about 

management 

actions

Q.11: Does seal watching 

have negative impacts?

Q.12: Can management 

actions alleviate 

impacts?

Q.15: What distance are 

seals disturbed by 

tourists?



70 

 

  



71 

 

5. Discussion 

Visitors in general had high biospheric value orientation, low egoistic value orientation, and 

agree that management is important. The results also suggest that the biospheric value of visitors, 

as well as their perceptions of the impacts of seal watching, can be indicators of willingness to 

accept specific management actions at seal watching sites. On the other hand, the results indicate 

that higher egoistic value orientation of visitors is associated with lower willingness to accept some 

management actions, and lower awareness of the negative impacts of seal watching. The 

management actions that visitors overall agreed with the most were “Touching seals should not be 

allowed” and “Feeding seals should not be allowed”, with which 90% of visitors strongly or 

somewhat agreed. More than 70% of visitors also strongly or somewhat agreed with the 

management actions “Seal watching sites should be closed during sensitive periods such as 

pupping season”, “The distance tourists can approach seals on land should be limited”, “The 

distance seal watching boats can approach seals should be limited”, “Helicopter tours above seal 

colonies should not be allowed”, “Seal watching should be regulated”, and “Swimming or diving 

with seals should not be allowed”. 

5.1. Influence of values of visitors on opinions of management 

actions 

The results showed that a majority of seal watching visitors had a biospheric value orientation. 

Overall, the scores for the biospheric value indicators “Protecting the Earth” and “Respecting the 

Environment” were rated highest in the survey. On average, more than 86% of visitors answered 

that questions related to biospheric values in the survey were very or extremely important. This is 

consistent with the results of previous studies like Perkins and Brown's (2012), who showed that 

tourists with stronger biospheric values are more likely to be interested in “ecotourism” activities 

such as wildlife watching. 

Furthermore, there was an obvious correlation between questions related to biospheric values 

and acceptance of management actions, meaning that people with high biospheric value orientation 

were more likely than others to be willing to accept most management actions. This seemed to 

strongly influence answers to questions 13, 16.1, 16.3 and 16.10 as these questions were 

significantly correlated to the most questions related to biospheric values (three or four). These 

questions are usually very general, except for question 16.1: 
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● Q.13: How do you feel about seal watching being controlled through some regulations 

● Q.16.1: Entrance to seal watching sites should be allowed with a guide only 

● Q.16.3: Seal watching should be regulated 

● Q.16.10: The distance tourists can approach seals on land should be limited 

Although opinions towards more detailed management actions depended on more criteria, the 

general idea of seal watching regulations and distance limitations on land was correlated with 

biospheric values. Therefore, visitors who have strong biospheric values will be more likely to rate 

seal watching regulations and distance limitations on land as useful (or more favorably) when they 

are introduced to them—increasing the chances that visitors will respect regulations put in place.  

On the other hand, less visitors seemed to hold egoistic values, with less than 30% of visitors 

on average answering that these values were either very or extremely important. The question 

related to egoistic values that most visitors judged important to them was “being influential, having 

an impact on people and events,” while other positive answers to questions related to egoistic 

values dropped to an average of 21%. This could be expected, as Perkins and Brown (2012) 

showed that tourists with stronger egoistic value orientation were more likely to be attracted to 

hedonistic activities focused on comfort or self-enjoyment (such as shopping or enjoying 

nightlife). 

There was a significant negative correlation between questions related to egoistic values and 

acceptance of management actions. In other words, visitors who held strong egoistic value 

orientation were less likely to be willing to accept some management actions. All questions related 

to egoistic values were negatively correlated with the general management question 16.3 (“Seal 

watching should be regulated”), while all other management questions were correlated with two 

or less questions related to egoistic values. Questions 16.3 was a general management question. 

Therefore, like biospheric values, egoistic values were a good indicator for the opinion of visitors 

concerning general management concepts like the idea of introducing regulations. 

Agreement with some specific management actions, however, did not seem to be strongly 

correlated with the life guiding values of visitors, but instead depended on other factors. For 

example, questions 16.5, 16.6, 16.7, 16.8, 16.9, and 16.11 were not clearly correlated with either 

egoistic nor biospheric values (to questions related to values in total, egoistic and/or biospheric). 

Correlation between two variables stems from covariance—in other words, how one variable 

varies depending on the other. Because most visitors agreed with questions 16.8 and 16.9 

(agreement with the prohibition to feed and touch seals), the answers showed almost no variance, 
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so the lack of correlations with values is not surprising. Similarly, question 16.2 (entrance to seal 

watching sites should only be allowed with a guide) was the third most agreed upon management 

action among visitors, which may also be why it lacked variance between answers and did not 

show a lot of correlations to values. Questions 16.5 and 16.7 related to leisure activities involving 

seal watching (respectively seal watching boat tours and diving with seals). According to the 

literature, it would be expected that people holding egoistic values would be strongly attracted to 

these leisure activities (Passafaro et al., 2015). However, question 16.5 (concerning seal watching 

boat distance limitation) was only significantly correlated to one question used to detect biospheric 

value and one question used to detect egoistic value, and question 16.7 (concerning diving with 

seals) was not significantly correlated to any questions used to identify biospheric or egoistic value. 

It is possible that the reason why these questions were not more strongly correlated to biospheric 

values is that visitors were not sure that these activities have negative impacts on wildlife. As the 

answers to questions 16.5 and 16.7 were also very positive, a lack of variance may also be a reason 

for this lack of significant correlation to biospheric values.  

Finally, question 16.11 (should there be a fee to enter seal watching sites?) was the most 

conflicting question for visitors (48% disagree, 22% agree). As it was a question concerning 

willingness to pay that shows great variance, I expected it to show significant correlations with 

both egoistic values and biospheric values. For example, literature says that tourists with stronger 

biospheric value orientation are more likely to report higher willingness to pay for wildlife in some 

cases (López-Mosquera & Sánchez, 2012). However, in other studies, willingness to pay for the 

environment is found to be higher in people who have strong altruistic or egoistic values (Han et 

al., 2018; Ojea & Loureiro, 2007). Nevertheless, question 16.11 is only positively correlated to 

two questions related to biospheric values, and not correlated to any questions related to egoistic 

values. Although these results may seem inconclusive, they do contradict the idea that egoistic 

value orientation is correlated to willingness to pay for seal watching spots, and they show that, in 

our case, willingness to pay is correlated to biospheric values. Research suggests that egoistic 

oriented people are more likely to show higher willingness to pay for the environment when they 

believe personal cost in case of environmental damage is greater than the cost of their support 

(Stern et al., 1993). The reason why visitors who had higher egoistic values were not as willing to 

pay for entry to Icelandic seal watching spots might be that they felt like the absence of a fee would 

not have strong negative consequences for them. 

Biospheric values of visitors were not significantly different between sites. However, visitors 
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had, on average, stronger egoistic value orientation at Ósar and weaker egoistic value orientation 

at the ISC—with Illugastaðir generally closer than Ósar in egoistic value orientation. Results 

showed that visitors should accept the introduction of regulations most easily at the ISC, and with 

slightly more difficulty at Ósar. Indeed, the ISC visitors were most likely to agree that regulations 

could have a positive impact, and were significantly more likely to agree with the idea of 

regulations (question 13: How do you feel about seal watching being controlled through some 

regulations?). Additionally, they were significantly more likely to agree with the introduction of 

mandatory seal watching guides. The ISC was the only site where a code of conduct designed 

specifically for seal watching was widely available, including on maps that visitors can keep. This 

may be one of the reasons why ISC visitors were more likely to feel that regulations could be 

useful to alleviate negative impacts of tourism on seals, and therefore to agree towards regulations 

being put in place. On the other hand, visitors at Ósar, the only site where no code of conduct was 

present, were least likely to agree that regulations can have a positive impact and least likely to 

have a positive opinion towards the introduction of regulations. However, it is interesting to note 

that visitors at the ISC were less likely than visitors at Ósar and Illugastaðir to agree with the idea 

of seal watching distance limitations for boats and on land; although the opinion of visitors towards 

distance limitations was negatively correlated with egoistic values. 

The results indicate some conflicting life guiding values among visitors, since visitors’ answers 

regarding questions related to egoistic values were in some cases significantly and positively 

correlated with answers to questions related to biospheric value orientation. In other words, some 

visitors rated both questions used to identify biospheric and egoistic values as important or very 

important, meaning that some visitors hold conflicting values. However, it is common for people 

to hold conflicting values, and in these cases they will take decisions based on what they value 

most in the particular context of the decision (Ojala & Lidskog, 2011). Therefore, it is likely that 

visitors with very strong biospheric values might agree less, or even disagree, with some specific 

management actions if they also hold egoistic values or other conflicting priorities. 

We can conclude that while biospheric and egoistic values can be indicators of acceptance of 

different management actions, agreement with specific actions also varies between individuals 

depending on other factors. However, these results are particularly useful because they show what 

the level of acceptance of different management actions is in general and at each study site. 
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5.2. Influence of values on visitors’ general perceptions of the 

impacts of seal watching tourism 

Visitors at the seal watching spots sampled and at the ISC did not generally have a high 

perception of visitor impacts on wildlife. For example, 67% thought that seal watching has no 

impact on seals or that it is very unlikely, and 19% did not know. Only 14% of visitors believed 

that it is extremely or very likely that seal watching does have an impact on seals. This is 

comparable to Taylor and Knight's study (2003), that showed that, at Antelope Island State Park 

in Utah, 50% of visitors believed that recreation (biking, horse-riding or hiking) had no negative 

impact on wildlife. The same study found that most visitors at this park found it acceptable to 

approach wildlife at distances where animals were extremely likely to be disturbed (Taylor & 

Knight, 2003). The same was true for my study – with 66% of visitors believing that seals are not 

disturbed when tourists are more than 50 meters away; and 77% believing that seals are not 

disturbed when tourists are more than 75 meters away. As research shows, seals may be disturbed 

by tourists as soon as they are aware of them, as far as 100 meters or even further (Granquist & 

Sigurjonsdottir, 2014). Additionally, the Association of Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators 

recommends never approaching hauled-out seals closer than 100 meters (“AECO Guidelines: 

Seals”, 2019). 

Results of my study showed that biospheric values had no significant connection to the visitors’ 

perception of tourism’s potential negative impact on seals. Egoistic values, on the other hand, were 

moderately negatively correlated with this perception. In particular, three questions related to 

egoistic values were each correlated to question 11 (“In general, do you think seal watching could 

have a negative impact on seals?”) and question 12 (“To the best of your knowledge can 

management actions, such as ethical guidelines for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on 

seals?”). However, no questions related to egoistic values were correlated to question 15 (“At what 

distance do you think seals are disturbed by approaching tourists?”). In Stern & Dietz's study 

(1994), egoistic values were linked to decreased perception of the negative consequences of 

environmental impacts. However, biospheric values were also linked to an increased perception of 

these potential impacts. Therefore, it is surprising that biospheric values were not significantly 

linked in our results to an increased perception of tourism’s impact on seals. This also raises the 

question of why visitors with high biospheric values would be more willing to accept management 

if they do not perceive more negative impacts. Vaske, Absher, and Bright (2007) showed that 

people are more likely to accept management actions when they are implemented by agencies with 
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which they feel that their values aligned. A possible reason for the fact that visitors with higher 

biospheric values were more willing to accept some management actions could be that they are 

more trusting than others towards management actions that seem to be compatible with their 

biospheric orientation. 

The results of this study also showed that the perception that visitors had of the negative 

impacts of tourism on seals was positively correlated to their acceptance of management actions. 

In particular, the distance at which visitors believed that seals are disturbed by tourists was 

significantly positively correlated to the acceptance of all management actions mentioned in the 

questionnaire; and especially strongly to the distance at which visitors were willing to accept a 

distance limitation for seal watching on land. Since the answers to this question were not 

significantly correlated to either biospheric or egoistic values, this suggests that the perception of 

the impacts of tourism on seals is an indicator of acceptance of management actions that is partly 

unrelated to life guiding values. Research shows that perceptions and knowledge of environmental 

issues are linked to environmental attitudes - for example, high perception of the impacts of climate 

change were found to positively affect Korean nature tourists’ ethical behavioral intentions (Han, 

Lee, & Hwang, 2016). A study with high school students also showed that they had more pro-

environmental attitudes with higher levels of environmental education (Bradley, Waliczek, & 

Zajicek, 1999). Multiple studies recommend educating visitors and raising awareness to promote 

ethical behavior at wildlife watching sites where the perception of impacts is low (Taylor & 

Knight, 2003; Curtin, 2010; Granquist & Sigurjonsdottir, 2014). 

To examine an example close to the case of seal watching in Iceland, I will use a study 

concerning boat-based seal watching in the United Kingdom. In this study, Curtin et al (2009) 

found that most tourists participating in the seal watching activity were aware of their potential 

impact on seals, which may be due to on-board education and communication of a code of conduct. 

The seal watching tourists generally understood and accepted the maximum distances that the boat 

could approach seals, and the maximum time that the boat should stay close to the seals. Overall, 

only 23% disagreed or were neutral to the idea that there should be a zone from which boats should 

be excluded to protect wildlife, and 95.3% of tourists found it very important that the captain of 

the seal watching boat should be officially recognized for being responsible in their approach of 

wildlife (Curtin et al., 2009). On the other hand, the results of my study, where seal watching 

tourists were less aware of their impacts, showed that 37% thought that regulations were not useful 

to protect seals or were neutral, and 27% were neutral or disagreed with the introduction of seal 
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watching regulations. These differences could partly be due to a difference in tourist groups 

between this study and Curtin et al.’s study. However, the discrepancies suggest that the 

heightened perception of impacts that the seal watching boat tourists reached at least partly through 

education also heightened their opinion and acceptance of management actions compared to 

visitors in my study. 

It is interesting to note that, in my survey as well as Curtin and al.’s study, some tourists seemed 

to want distance limitations to be based on scientific data determining at what distance seals are 

disturbed rather than on their own preferences based on their written (eight comments in my 

survey) and occasionally spoken comments. Indeed, in both studies, multiple tourists hesitated or 

refused to give a specific distance answer and commented that they did not have enough 

knowledge of seals (17 written comments in my study). In my study, we can also observe that the 

answers to the question concerning what distance the limit should be set were higher distances on 

average than the answers to the question concerning what distance the seals are disturbed. This 

could mean that most visitors base their opinion of the distance that should be set based on the 

distance at which they believe seals are disturbed, and that raising awareness that seals can be 

disturbed from varying distances could make visitors accept longer distance limitations more 

easily. 

There were significant differences between sites concerning the perception of tourism’s 

negative impacts on seals. In both cases, the differences were significant between answers at Ósar 

and the ISC. However, in one case (question 12: “To the best of your knowledge can management 

actions, such as ethical guidelines for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on seals?”), the ISC 

was the site where visitors gave the most positive answers. In the other case (question 15: “At what 

distance do you think seals are disturbed by approaching tourists?”), the ISC visitors were most 

likely to believe that tourists can approach seals at closer distances without disturbing them. 

Although the reason why visitors at the ISC believed that seals were disturbed at a shorter distance 

is unknown, these results may explain in part why they were also less likely than visitors at seal 

watching spots surveyed to accept distance limitations for boats and on land. 

5.3. Influence of visitor background on opinions of management 
actions 

Three factors were identified in visitors’ personal background that seemed to play the strongest 

role in their values and opinion of different management actions. 
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● Gender 

● Age 

● Importance of seal watching as a reason to visit Iceland 

There was a significant difference between men and women concerning all questions used to 

identify biospheric values, where women’s answers were higher than men’s in general.  

Additionally, women were significantly more favorable than men towards some management 

actions. For example, in question 13 (“How do you feel about seal watching activities being 

controlled through some regulations?”), women reported that they were more favorable to 

regulations than men. This is not surprising when considering that question 13 was one of the 

questions that correlated most strongly with biospheric values. Women were also more favorable 

to the prohibition of swimming and diving with seals as well regulations being put in place to limit 

the distance boats and seal watchers on land can approach seals. Agreement with the management 

action forbidding diving with seals was not significantly correlated to biospheric values, which 

means women agreed more than men with this regulation for other reasons. These results are 

supported by research, as reviews of relevant research by Zelezny, Chua, & Aldrich (2000) and by 

Hunter, Hatch, & Johnson (2004) showed that, cross-nationally, women were more likely to show 

pro-environmental attitudes, concerns and behavior. However, the results of the present study 

regarding values and gender contradict a study conducted by Stern et al. (1993), which found no 

significant differences between genders regarding biospheric values. 

Visitors rating seal watching as important for their trip to Iceland is also positively correlated 

with all biospheric values; and, like women, visitors who viewed seal watching as a more important 

motivation to come to Iceland showed higher acceptance of management actions. Visitors for 

whom seal watching was more important were more favorable towards the idea of regulations in 

(question 13: “How do you feel about seal watching activities being controlled through some 

regulations?”), and at all sites, they were significantly more likely to be willing to pay to enter seal 

watching spots. This is coherent with findings from a previous seal watching tourism study where 

tourists who were very interested in seal watching were significantly more likely to accept more 

ethical guidelines for the boat, including staying further from the seals and from a shorter time 

(Curtin, 2010). On the other hand, visitors who reported seal watching being more important to 

them were less likely to agree with the limitation of the distance boats can approach seals, even 

though biospheric values were positively correlated to the importance of seal watching. Visitors 

for whom it was important to go seal watching were probably more interested to see seals up close, 
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which is likely why they were reluctant for regulations that would keep them from getting as near 

as possible to the animals. 

The relationship between age and pro-environmental behavior is uncertain in literature. Most 

research finds that older people report higher pro-environmental behaviors (Gilg, Barr, & Ford, 

2005; Pinto, Nique, Añaña, & Herter, 2011; Swami, Chamorro-Premuzic, Snelgar, & Furnham, 

2011; Takahashi & Selfa, 2015), while some studies find no link between age and pro-

environmental behavior (Clark, Kotchen, & Moore, 2003; Nawrotzki, 2012). On the other hand, 

some studies find that younger people are more likely to engage in pro-environmental behaviors 

(e.g. Markowitz, Goldberg, Ashton, & Lee, 2012) and multiple older studies show that generally, 

younger people expressed more concern for the environment through the 1990’s and 2000’s, even 

though newer studies would be required to confirm this is still true (Arcury & Christianson, 1993; 

Jianguang, 1994; Klineberg, McKeever, & Rothenbach, 1998). In any case, environmental concern 

varies widely between adults (Wright, Caserta, & Lund, 2003). Results of my study showed that 

age was positively correlated with all egoistic values except for “Wealth, money, material 

possessions”. Older respondents were less favorable on average to management actions, giving 

less favorable answers to question 13 (“How do you feel about seal watching activities being 

controlled through some regulations?”), one of the questions for which the answers were the most 

strongly negatively correlated to egoistic values. Older respondents were also significantly more 

likely to agree that self-regulation using a code of conduct was enough for seal watchers, which 

seems logical as this question was correlated with multiple questions related to egoistic values. 

They were also more likely to agree that helicopter tours above seal colonies should be banned, 

which seems counterintuitive as this question was negatively correlated with egoistic values. 

However, this may be an example of the ambiguous relationship between age and pro-

environmental attitudes presented in literature. 

No groups characteristics, like number of adults, number of children, type of group (group trip, 

self-organized, travel agency), etc., were found to be correlated with opinions of management 

actions. Thus, it seems that individuals base their opinions on their personal values, perception and 

background without being significantly influenced by the group type in which they visit the site. 

Education was also found to be uncorrelated to values and acceptance of management actions, 

which seems surprising since higher education has been linked to pro-environmental behavior in 

multiple studies (Chanda, 1999; Gilg et al., 2005; Pinto et al., 2011; Markowitz et al., 2012; 

Nawrotzki, 2012). However, several studies also suggest that higher education, like age, does not 
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necessarily lead to pro-environmental attitudes (Grendstad & Wollebaek, 1998; Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002; Takahashi & Selfa, 2015), especially in certain fields – for example business 

(Synodinos, 1990). 

Interestingly, neither education nor gender, age or importance of seal watching for the trip 

influence visitors’ perception of negative impacts on seals, the usefulness of regulations, or the 

various distances at which seals can be disturbed by human presence. This supports the idea that 

perception of the negative impacts of seal watching is an independent, but important variable. 

5.4. Evolution of answers through the survey 

The answers to questions 11, 12 and 13 showed a progression in answers, and they were asked 

in succession to each other in the survey.  

● Q.11: In general, do you think seal watching could have a negative impact on seals? 

● Q.12: To the best of your knowledge can management actions, such as ethical guidelines 

for tourists, help alleviate negative impacts on seals? 

● Q.13: How do you feel about seal watching activities being controlled through some 

regulations? 

First, many visitors seemed to be skeptical of the negative impacts seal watching may have on 

seals, as 86% respondents did not think there are impacts or did not know (question 11). The 

answers were much more favorable for question 12, with 49% more positive answers, 39% less 

negative answers and 11% less undecided. Finally, the answers to question 13 were the most 

positive of the three questions, with a 11% increase in very positive answers compared to question 

12 and a decrease in all other answers. 

As was remarked before in the literature, the way survey questions are phrased sometimes 

influence the answers that are given. For example, Schwarz (1999) reviewed several publications 

on the subjects and found that survey answers are influenced not only by the opinion of 

respondents, but also by the questions’ format, context and wording. Furthermore, he specifically 

points out that respondents have been found to be influenced by adjacent questions and their 

content. In my survey question 11 asked visitors if they believe there is a negative impact on seals, 

and there is a possibility that question 12 was framed in a way that assumed that there are, indeed, 

negative impacts on seals. It is therefore possible that the opinion of visitors on the impact of 

tourism and the usefulness of regulation might be influenced by the survey as they were informed 
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by the survey itself. There were some comments from visitors on this specific phenomenon to me 

while I was administering the questionnaires, saying that they did not think there should be 

regulations when first asked, but that they had changed their mind throughout the course of the 

survey (spoken and two written comments).  

Another example of this can be found when comparing two extremely similar questions asked 

in two different sections of the survey (figure 46). It shows that almost 9% more visitors agreed in 

question 16 that there should be regulations than in question 13, and that among visitors who 

previously agreed with regulations, agreement was less ambiguous, with 28% more visitors in total 

saying they now “strongly agreed”. This may also show that as visitors began to think about their 

impacts while answering my questions, they may have begun to realize that their presence may 

indeed be disruptive to wildlife, impacting their opinion of regulations.  

This raises the issue of a possible bias, because visitors seemed to be changing their mind about 

regulations throughout the survey, possibly because certain questions were affecting subsequent 

answers. Another possible explanation for this phenomenon is based on social representation 

theory, which deals with how concepts are understood through a socially constructed “network of 

values, ideas and practices” that form common knowledge about this concept (O’Connor, 2017). 

Indeed, a similar situation was described in Aquino & Andereck's study (2018), which dealt with 

how volunteer tourists perceived their common impact on marginalized communities. It was found 

that, during the course of interviews, the volunteers realized they did not fully understand their 

own impact as a group, since their understanding was not based on their experiences but rather on 

what they had expected to experience through the common perception of volunteering work. As 

the questions made them reflect on their experiences in depth, they were compelled to reconstruct 

their own perceptions (Aquino & Andereck, 2018). In the case of seal watching visitors, the 

questionnaire could similarly be shifting their perception of impacts and regulations by making 

them reflect on these issues more deeply than they had before. 

Figure 46: Evolution of answers concerning opinion towards regulations 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Q.16.3: Seal watching should be regulated (n=591)

Q.13: How do you feel about seal watching activities being
controlled through some regulations? (n=593)

Evolution of opinion towards management actions through the survey

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neutral Somewhat agree Strongly agree
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Whether the cause of the shift in opinions through the survey was social representation or a 

bias introduced by the questionnaire itself, it could show that some visitors may be open to 

changing their opinion if they are informed of their impacts or made to reflect on them. Coupled 

with the fact that visitors who have a higher perception of impacts were more likely to accept 

different management actions in this study, and support of this theory by several other studies 

(Bradley et al., 1999; Curtin et al., 2009; Han et al., 2016), this is a promising sign for expecting 

more ethical intentions of behavior when visitors understand the consequences of their actions 

better.  

5.5. Differences in nationality between sites 

There was a significant difference in the nationalities of visitors between the ISC survey in 

2017 and the seal watching spot surveys in 2019, which may have been one of the causes for the 

significant differences in opinions, perceptions, or egoistic values between the ISC and other sites. 

Notably, there was prevalence of French, German and Swiss visitors in the 2019 surveys versus a 

majority of Germans, visitors from the USA, and Icelanders in the 2017 survey. These differences 

could be attributed to three possible factors. 

● The ISC is a more accessible, indoors site located in town. It might attract a different 

demographic. 

● The ISC surveys were done two years before the other sites. Between 2017 and 2019, there 

was a 15.7% decrease in tourism from France, a 24.6% decrease in tourism from Germany 

and a 17% decrease in tourism from the USA ("Tourism in Iceland in figures - Summer 

2019", 2019). As tourism from France decreased less than tourism from the USA and 

Germany, it is probable that this resulted in a higher proportion of French visitors at the 

seal watching sites overall (figure 47). 

● I am French, and as mentioned in the methods section of this thesis, the survey was 

translated into French in 2019, which may have incited some French speaking visitors to 

answer. It is important to note that French is the native language of many Swiss, Belgian, 

Canadian and Luxemburgish visitors.  

● Another factor that may have affected the number of nationalities represented is the ability 

of the visitors to speak English. Visitors from English speaking countries, or countries 

where English as a second language is more widespread, were more likely to answer the 

survey than visitors from other nations. In total, 85 visitors refused to answer the survey 
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and explicitly stated that the reason was that they did not understand or speak English. This 

represents 8.97% of all refusals. 

   

Figure 47: Top five countries of origin of tourists in Iceland, 2015-2019 
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6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, values and perception of seal watching are very useful indicators to predict if 

visitors will be favorable to regulations and distance limitations. A visitor’s life guiding values 

(biospheric or egoistic) and high perception of impacts versus low perception gives us an idea of 

how much they will agree with these general concepts. However, demographics (such as age and 

gender) and the importance of seal watching as a reason to visit Iceland are also significant factors 

which influence individual preferences and opinions of more specific management actions. 

Among the findings of this study, some results were particularly important. First, we can 

highlight that visitors generally had high biospheric value orientation and lower egoistic 

orientation. Most visitors (around 81%) were favorable to the idea of regulations being put in place 

at seal watching sites. More than 90% agreed with the prohibition of touching or feeding seals, 

and more than 70% agreed with a seasonal closing to protect seals, a distance limitation for tourists 

on foot and boats, and the prohibition of helicopter tours and of diving with seals. 

Three of my hypotheses were sustained, which can be used in the future to improve seal 

watching management. Visitors with stronger biospheric value orientation were more likely to 

accept various management actions at seal watching sites (hypothesis 1b), and visitors with 

stronger egoistic value orientation were less likely to accept these management actions (hypothesis 

2b), as well as less likely to have a strong perception of potential visitor impacts on seals 

(hypothesis 2a). However, this study failed to show any significant link between stronger 

biospheric value orientation and stronger perception of tourism’s potential impact on seals 

(hypothesis 1a); which is also interesting since previous research showed that biospheric values 

were connected to higher levels of environmental concern (Stern & Dietz, 1994). 

It can be noted that the ISC was the site where seal watching was most often seen as an 

important motivation to come to Iceland, while the opposite was true at Ósar. Generally, this 

motivation was associated with higher acceptance of management actions. Women had higher 

biospheric values on average and showed more acceptance for management actions, which is 

surprising considering previous literature indicates that although women show more pro-

environmental attitudes, they are not more likely to have high biospheric value orientation 

compared with men (Stern et al., 1993). Older visitors had stronger egoistic value orientation and 

were usually less favorable towards regulations. 

Finally, a higher perception of tourism’s impact on seals was strongly related to higher 
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acceptance of regulations in general, as well as multiple specific management actions. Most 

visitors believed that, if there was a distance limitation for seal watching on land, it should be set 

based on the distance at which seals are disturbed, and some visitors shifted their opinion 

throughout the survey towards being more accepting of regulations. Along with literature, this 

indicates that increasing visitor’s environmental knowledge and perception of tourism’s impact 

may increase ethical intentions of behavior. 

Based on these results and previous research, I will give some recommendations on specific 

management actions that could be suitable to improve management at seal watching sites. Finally, 

section 6.3 focuses on additional results, which were not part of the original aims of the study, 

concerning the evolution of answers through the survey. 

6.1. Fee 

The least popular management action among visitors (48% disagree or strongly disagree) was 

the introduction of a fee to enter seal watching sites. However, a recurring observation made by 

visitors who took the survey and who were not favorable to a fee was that they would only agree 

with paying if the money went to the infrastructure, the protection of seals, management of seal 

watching sites or seal research (21 written comments). They would also often comment that they 

would pay only a reasonable fee (3 written comment), although what the limit is for a “reasonable 

fee” is not clearly defined. As people having rated this statement as neutral to positive were a 

majority, it is possible that a positive consensus could be reached if visitors were precisely 

informed about where the money would go, and the fee was acceptable. Laarman & Gregersen 

(1996) assess that, indeed, visitors of nature-based attractions are more willing to pay fees when 

they are informed about what their money is used for. A study on payment of park user fees, 

Steckenreuter & Wolf (2013), suggests communicating this through multiple media, most 

importantly signs. These signs should target both normative beliefs (about the consequences of not 

paying the fee on the opinion of family, friends, authorities, etc.) and behavioral beliefs (about the 

negative consequences of not paying the fee on the site, the environment, etc.). Additionally, the 

signs should be attractive and include “short, provocative titles, subtitles and add-on boxes” 

(Steckenreuter & Wolf, 2013). 

Moreover, as mentioned in section 5.1, it is possible that egoistic values could be positively 

correlated with higher willingness to pay for the seal watching spot if egoistic oriented visitors 

believed that a fee would have positive impact for them as individuals – as it is the case in other 
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studies (Ojea & Loureiro, 2007; Han et al., 2018). Signs targeting behavioral beliefs could inform 

visitors of the impact funds for the infrastructure at seal watching sites, or for conservation and 

research, could have in the long term on seal watching tourism in Iceland. For example, more seals 

and healthier wildlife, better infrastructure, or a better experience. This may raise willingness to 

pay in egoistic oriented visitors who believe they may come back to Iceland, as well as in highly 

altruistic visitors who may wish for an enhanced experience for others (Stern et al., 1993). In any 

case, a willingness to pay analysis is recommended at seal watching spots to investigate what 

visitors would consider a “reasonable” fee. 

6.2. Code of conduct 

The code of conduct developed in 2010 by the ISC is already distributed at its Visitor Center. 

The ISC and Illugastaðir are the two spots where this code of conduct is located on-site: on a sign 

at Illugastaðir and communicated orally and on maps at the ISC. Interestingly, visitors at these two 

sites were also more aware that regulations can alleviate negative impacts on seals than visitors at 

Ósar, which suggests that the presence of a code of conduct may increase awareness of the need 

for management in seal watching sites. In any case, the re-evaluated code being coordinated by the 

ISC in cooperation with Húnaþing vestra must be presented in an attention catching way at 

Illugastaðir and Ósar. These two sites do not have proper interpretive information on seal watching 

practices, but 40% of visitors believed that a code of conduct would be enough in terms of 

management, while 28% disagreed. This could mean that at least 40% of visitors believed other 

visitors would follow a code of conduct if they had access to it, presumably including them. 

Multiple visitors who disagreed that a code of conduct is enough mentioned to me that they 

believed it would be enough for them, but they did not trust other people to follow it. 

Based on the results of this study and the existing literature, I will give some recommendations 

on elements that would be helpful to include in the code of conduct such as content, presentation, 

and site-specific comments. 

6.2.1. Content 

Perception of the impact that seal watching has on seals was significantly correlated to 

acceptance of all management actions tested in the survey. Therefore, an extensive code of conduct 

presented on a sign at a seal watching spot, or through other interpretation, should include basic 

seal watching information such as: 
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● Seals may be disturbed by tourists as soon as they are aware of the presence of visitors, 

which can be as far as 100 meters 

● Ethical behavior—such as slow movements, reduced noise, no feeding, or limiting the 

distance at which visitors approach seals—can alleviate negative impacts on seals. 

● Some visitors remarked while they were taking the survey that they believed seals on land 

could not be disturbed by visitors as they could just leave if they were bothered by human 

presence. Therefore, it would be useful to discuss the impacts of disturbances to seals and 

wildlife in general. For example, it should be explained that making the seals flush out to 

sea has negative impacts on the colony overall. 

6.2.2. Presentation 

The results of this study showed that the perception of seal watching impacts was correlated 

with acceptance of regulations. Additionally, the evolution of answers towards being more 

favorable to regulations at the end of the questionnaire may also show that some visitors are open 

to changing their opinion if they are more aware of their impacts. This supports the idea that the 

teleological approach is useful in codes of conduct: tourists could be more receptive to regulations 

when they understand why these regulations are put in place, like it was theorized by Fennell 

(2000). Marschall et al. (2017) also showed empirically that teleological information was more 

likely to positively influence tourist’s behavior at an Icelandic seal watching site. Fennell and 

Malloy (1995) suggest that justifying the rules in consequences for the environment and not 

deontological norms may also help tourists in releasing themselves from previous cultural dogma 

or traditions. This could help the visitors of seal watching spots, coming from multiple cultures 

and nationalities, to adapt to these rules (Fennell and Malloy, 1995). Consequently, rules that are 

presented in the code of conduct should be accompanied with the reason why this rule is important 

whenever possible. A great majority of visitors at these sites hold relatively strong biospheric value 

orientation, and “Respecting the Earth” and “Protecting the Environment” are especially important 

principles to visitors. The teleological explanation used should therefore be aimed at presenting 

why following the rules will result in more protection of the Icelandic biosphere and will help in 

respecting the seals’ natural environment and habits. 

In terms of physical presentation, signs should be presented in an eye-catching way, with 

legible, clear and easy to read information. The text should be in simple Icelandic and English, 

avoiding complex words, with possible translations in French, German or Spanish. Another 
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potential way of communicating guidelines to visitors would be tour guides, which have been 

found to greatly enhance tourist experience and ethical behavior of groups through their social 

skills and environmental knowledge (Curtin, 2010). This would be logistically challenging and 

would almost certainly require the implementation of a fee. It could also limit the access to seal 

watching sites, both for logistical reasons and because most visitors disagreed with the introduction 

of a mandatory guide at seal watching spots (31% agree at Ósar and 19% at Illugastaðir). A 

decrease in the numbers of visitors could however limit the negative impacts on seals. 

6.2.3. Site specific comments 

To avoid visitors being surprised and unprepared for the presence of the seal colony at Ósar, a 

map of the site should be included on a sign at a visible spot near the parking lot. This map should 

be presented next to the code of conduct to increase chances of visitors paying attention to the 

rules and information presented. 

At Illugastaðir, the seals can be very close to the observers and it could be tempting for some 

tourists to try to approach them more closely, or even to touch or feed them. It should therefore be 

mentioned in the code of conduct at Illugastaðir that even when seals are hauled out near the 

observation cabin and do not seem to be disturbed, distance limitations should be respected to 

avoid stressing the animals. 

6.3. Limitations 

It was assumed at the beginning of this study that, since visitors were not significantly different 

between sites in terms of group size, education, gender, or age, there would be no significant 

difference between the answers of visitors at different sites concerning dependent and independent 

variables. The sample size was chosen accordingly, considering the three sites as a unit, but the 

results showed that there were significant differences between sites. Therefore, it would be 

interesting to expand this methodology into a wider study, with a bigger sample size for each site, 

meaning that each site could be studied separately. In the future, the use of a model to analyze the 

correlations between dependent and independent variables is also planned. Indeed, the Pearson 

correlations used in this study allow for a fine scale and detailed analysis of the relationship 

between variables, but it would also be valuable to use a more complex and holistic statistical 

analysis. Finally, a possible bias was found in the answers of visitors to the questionnaire (see 

appendix B “Evolutions of answers through the survey”). 
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6.4. Future prospects 

In Húnaþing vestra the redesigned code of conduct is a first step that will be followed in the 

long term by the introduction of seal watching legislation, created in cooperation between 

Húnaþing vestra, the ISC, the landowners of the Vatnsnes peninsula, and the tourism operators. 

The findings of this study will be useful in creating proper management for Húnaþing vestra seal 

watching sites. But they could also be used by managers in other parts of Iceland or elsewhere. 

Results like the list of management actions from most to least accepted by visitors, for example, 

is interesting for seal watching managers as a theoretical basis for what could be accepted at the 

sites they manage. However, the differences between sites show that these results are not globally 

applicable without further research on the reason why these differences exist, and how to predict 

the type of visitors depending on the site they are visiting. Therefore, it would be valuable to study 

and compare the acceptance of various management actions at other seal watching sites, or at 

different wildlife watching sites beyond seal watching. The methodology presented in this study 

could be adapted and used to better understand the values, perception of the negative impacts of 

seal watching, and opinion towards regulations of visitors at seal watching sites or wildlife 

watching sites in different parts of the world. 

It would also be interesting to use this study’s data to investigate differences between genders 

at seal watching sites further. As most of the visitors at the seal watching surveyed could be 

considered to be “ecotourists”, and as women had higher biospheric values and were more likely 

to accept regulations in general (including management actions of which the opinion was not 

correlated to biospheric values) it could be valuable to explore the potential of female ecotourists 

as drivers towards ethical conduct in nature. Further understanding of gender dynamics or possible 

factors promoting the ethical behavior of a group of visitors would be valuable in designing proper 

management strategies at seal watching sites.  
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Appendix B: Supplementary results 

Context of the trip to seal related sites 

Main purpose of the trip:  

According to the answers to question 1 (“What is the main purpose of your trip to Iceland?”), 

the main purpose for visitors’ trip to Iceland was leisure, with around 90% of visitors to Iceland 

coming to Iceland for this purpose (figure 48). 

Trip organization  

Figure 49 show the answers to question 2 (“How are you traveling in Iceland?”). Most of the 

visitors organized their trip themselves (78%), but individual trips organized by travel agencies 

were also common (20%).  

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Seal Center (n=195)

Illugastaðir (n=200)

Ósar (n=200)

Total (n=595)

Seal Center (n=195) Illugastaðir (n=200) Ósar (n=200) Total (n=595)

Leisure 164 183 187 534

Live in Iceland 21 14 12 47

Visiting family and friends 7 1 0 8

Work 3 2 1 6

Q.1: What is the main purpose of your trip to Iceland?

Leisure Live in Iceland Visiting family and friends Work

Figure 48: Main purpose of visitors' trip to Iceland 
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Size of group 

According to the answers to question 3 (“How many people are in your group?”), single 

couples without children were the most common type of group, followed by groups of more than 

three without children, and couples with children (figure 50). For visitors who traveled with 

children, the mean number of children was 1.7. The mean size of groups of more than three was 

5.0 visitors.  

Figure 49: Organization of visitors' trip to Iceland 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Seal Center (n=184)

Illugastaðir (n=197)

Ósar (n=200)

Total (n=581)

Seal Center
(n=184)

Illugastaðir
(n=197)

Ósar (n=200) Total (n=581)

Individually but organized by travel
agency

42 33 35 110

Organized group trip 6 7 3 16

Self-organized 136 157 162 455

Q.2: How are you traveling in Iceland?

Individually but organized by travel agency Organized group trip Self-organized
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Size of groups and presence of children

Single Single with children Couple Couple with Children Group Group with childrenFigure 50: Size of groups and presence of children 
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Time spent at the site 

At the ISC, question 6 of the survey was “How long are you staying in Hvammstangi?” 

(n=180). Answers ranged from four months (1 visitor) to a few minutes. Stays of one to four days 

were common, representing 22,2% of answers, but most visitors stayed at Hvammstangi for less 

than a day (77,2%). A lot of the answers to this question were vague at this site, for example “just 

passing through” or “a few hours”, and it is therefore difficult to get more precise results. 

At Illugastaðir and Ósar, question 6 of the survey was changed to “How long are you staying 

in this site?”. The answers were more precise, leading to more detailed results. At Illugastaðir 

(n=198) 97% of the visitors stayed at the site for less than a day, and the average length of stay 

was 62 minutes. 5 visitors (3% of visitors), stayed for one night at the Illugastaðir camping site. 

98% of visitors stayed less than one day at Ósar (n=198), with an average length of stay of 56 

minutes. Only 4 visitors surveyed (2%) stayed at Ósar for either one night or one day. 

Purpose of ISC visit 

Question 7 of the survey (“What is your main purpose for visiting the Icelandic Seal Center 

today?”) was only present in the 2017 questionnaire, meaning this question was only answered at 

the ISC. The most common answers to this question were to get information or to learn more about 

seals and where to watch them. Other common answers were variations of “passing through” or 

“being curious”. Finally, more answers to this question include having lunch, the ISC sign on the 

road catching the attention of visitors from the ring road, stopping by the ISC for the children in 

the group, being interested in a seal watching boat tour, or simply relaxing on the benches outside. 

Intention to go seal watching 

Question 8 (“Have you, or will you, go seal watching in Iceland during your trip?”) was a yes 

or no question, with further multiple choices if the answer was yes. Visitors could state they had 

visited or were going to visit Svalbarð, another seal watching spot; Illugastaðir; Hvítserkur, in this 

case meaning Ósar; and/or toured on the seal watching boat. 
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Figure 51 shows that, in total 80% of respondents had gone seal watching or were intending to 

go. The ISC was the only site with a majority of respondents not intending to go seal watching 

(53%). 92,5% of Ósar visitors intended on going seal watching or had gone already. Finally, the 

site where the ratio of respondents who planned on going seal watching or had gone seal watching 

was the highest was Illugastaðir, with 95.5%. 

Figure 52 shows, in more detail, which sites the respondents had visited or intended to visit. 

Unfortunately, many visitors who answered that they were going to go seal watching or had gone 

seal watching did not state what sites they had visited or intended to visit, so the sample sizes for 

this question are smaller than for question 8, especially at the ISC. In total, the most visited site 

was Ósar, that 77% of respondents visited; Illugastaðir was visited by 75% of respondents; and 
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finally, Svalbarð was visited by 54% of respondents. Only 4% of visitors booked a tour or planned 

to book a tour on the seal watching boat, and all of them answered the questionnaire at the ISC. It 

is interesting to not that 28% of respondents in total had visited or were planning to visit all three 

seal watching sites; Svalbarð, Illugastaðir and Ósar. 

 

Additional information 

Comments 

A total of 121 comments were collected from visitors at all sites. The most common comments 

of visitors were positive feedback regarding the survey or the protection of seals through research 

and regulations (49 comments). Another common comment was that if there was a fee to enter seal 

watching sites, it should go to seal conservation, seal research, seal watching guides, or 

infrastructure (21 comments). Additionally, three comments also mentioned that the fee should 

not be too high. In total, 17 visitors stated that they lacked knowledge to answer the survey, and 

eight visitors commented that any regulations should be based on research, what is good for the 

seals, or what the seals want. Some visitors commented that they thought that tourism may have a 

negative impact on seals, or for Iceland in general (six comments). Five visitors commented that 

they had gone diving with seals in guided tours before. Two visitors stated that they previously 

had negative opinions of regulations for natural sites, but that taking the questionnaire changed 

their mind in the case of seal watching. Finally, some visitors made comments giving additional 

ideas for the management of seal watching in Húnaþing vestra. For example: 

• Swimming with seals should only be allowed with guides 

• There should be a combined ticket to visit the ISC and the seal watching spots 

• Signs and information at seal related sites should be translated in more languages 

• There should be more trash cans available at the ISC 

• The pricing for the seal watching boat tours should be more available 

• There should be binoculars at seal watching sites (two comments) 
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Reasons for not answering the survey 

 As can be seen in figures 53, the reasons most commonly given for not answering the 

questionnaire were not having time (32%) and not speaking English (24%), followed by not being 

interested in the survey or having no opinion (12%), not going seal watching/not wanting to go 

seal watching/not having seen seals (6%), having to take care of children (3%), not being informed 

(1%), wanting to see the seals at the site before taking the questionnaire (1%), bad weather (1%), 

and not wanting to separate from the group (1%). Overall, the reason for refusing to answer is 

unknown for 17% of visitors. 

At the ISC, after “No time” (26%) and “No English” (23%), the three most common reason 

for refusal were not being interested or not having on opinion on the subject (21%), not going seal 

watching or not wanting to go seal watching (11%), and not being informed (3%) (figure 54). At 

the Illugastaðir, after “No time” (30%) and “No English” (27%), the three most common reason 

for refusal were having to take care of children (12%), wanting to see the seals before answering 

(7%), and bad weather (5%) (figure 55). Finally, at Ósar, after “No time” (44%) and “No English” 

(26%), the four most common reason for refusal were having children (4%), not wanting to be 
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separated from the group (3%), not being interested (2%), and already having answered another 

survey (2%) (figure 56). 
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Appendix C: 2017 ISC survey 
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Appendix D: 2019 seal watching site survey 
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Appendix E: 2019 seal watching site survey 
translated in French 
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Section 2 : Cette section rassemble des questions sur ce que vous considérez comme important dans 
votre vie. 
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Appendix F: Survey protocol 

Introductory statement to invite visitors to participate in on-site questionnaire: 

Select random respondent (if in a group, choose the individual who last celebrated their birthday) 

and introduce yourself and the project. 

“Hello! Welcome to [seal watching site]. My name is [name of observer] and I am conducting a 

survey to learn more about your opinion of different types of management actions for seal 

watching. We are only talking with a small number of people, so your participation would be greatly 

appreciated. The questions I would like to ask will take about 5-7 minutes. All of your answers are 

voluntary and anonymous. 

Would you be willing to complete a questionnaire?” 

“Bonjour ! Bienvenue à [site d’observation]. Je m’appelle [nom de l’observateur] et je mène une 

enquête pour en apprendre plus sur vos opinions concernant le management des sites 

d’observation des phoques. Nous ne parlons qu’à un nombre limité de personnes, donc votre 

participation serait très appréciée. Les questions que je voudrais vous poser devraient prendre de 

5 à 7 minutes. Toutes vos réponses sont volontaires et anonymes. 

Seriez-vous d’accord pour répondre à un questionnaire ?” 

If no, thank the visitor, stop contact, and record observational information on log sheet. 

If yes, record observational information on log sheet, and continue with the interview. Give the 

visitor the option to fill out the study by themselves or to help them through it. 
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