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Abstract 

A reduction in greenhouse gas emissions is necessary to keep global warming within bearable 

limits. One of the keys sectors to target is transportation, specifically long-distance air travel. Cities 

in the most affluent countries account for most of long-distance travel emissions, including air 

leisure travel. Redirecting aviation-related behaviors, to reduce demand, could play a critical role 

as a mitigation strategy. To be able to do this it is necessary to know what motivates people to 

travel. Previous literature has shown that social networks and social norms are strongly connected 

to travel behaviors, however more research is needed to inform policy. The overall aim of this 

study was to deepen knowledge regarding the connections between both aspects of an individual’s 

social life and international leisure travel. Semi-structured interviews with 21 residents of 

Reykjavik were conducted, and analyzed with an explanatory analysis approach, following a two-

step interpretation process. Results afford novelty showing that visiting loved ones is for some 

people the only reason to travel, and that for some others traveling is the most convenient way to 

share quality time with people who live close to them. Both descriptive and injunctive social 

norms, as well as social identity seeking, are observed in relation to international leisure travel, the 

norm is to go abroad often. These norms configure in some cases a strong external pressure to 

travel and a barrier to reduce traveling even in individuals with environmental concerns. The norm 

is new and possibly evolved this way due to lower price in plane tickets.  

Útdráttur 

Takmörkun gróðurhúsalofttegunda er nauðsynleg til að halda hnatthlýnun innan þolmarka. Þá þarf 

að leggja mikla áherslu á samgöngur, einna helst langferða flugsamgöngur. Auðugar borgir bera 

meginábyrgð á öllum langferða flugferðum, þar á meðal tómstundaferðalögum. Breyting á 

flugtendri ferðahegðun til að draga úr eftirspurn ferðalaga gæti gegnt mikilvægu hlutverki í 

mótvægisaðgerðum. Svo það sé mögulegt er nauðsynlegt að skilja hvað það er sem hvetur fólk til 

ferðalaga. Rannsóknir sýna sterk tengsl á milli félagslegra kerfa, viðmiða og ferðatengdri hegðun. 

Þó hafa ekki verið gerðar nógu margar rannsóknir á þeim tengslum svo hægt sé að mynda stefnu í 

þeim málum. Meginmarkmið þessarar rannsóknar var að dýpka þekkingu á tengslum milli lífs 

einstaklings og alþjóðlegra tómstundaferða.  Stuðst var við hálfstöðluð viðtöl (e. semi-structured 

interviews) við 21 íbúa Reykjavíkur og þau greind með lýsandi aðferð (e. explanatory method). 

Niðurstöður leiddu í ljós að heimsóknir til ástvina er oft meginástæða ferðalaga og að ferðalög séu 

eins eina leiðin til að njóta samverustunda með ástvinum sem þó eru búsettir nálægt. Bæði lýsandi 

(e. descriptive) og fyrirskipandi (e. injunctive) félagsleg viðmið hafa áhrif á alþjóðlegar 

tómstundarferðir, en það þykir eðlilegt að ferðast reglulega til útlanda. Viðmiðin hafa oft í för með 

sér utanaðkomandi þrýsting til ferðalaga og verka sem hindrun til að draga úr ferðalögum meðal 

einstaklinga með umhverfisáhyggjur. Þessar ferðavenjur virðast vera nýtilkomnar og hafa þær að 

öllum líkindum þróast í þessa átt vegna lágra fargjalda. 
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1 Introduction 

A rapid and extensive reduction in greenhouse gas emissions is necessary to keep global warming 

below 1.5 degrees (IPCC, 2018). Unfortunately, this reduction does not seem to be happening and 

the number of emissions continues to rise (ibid.). Transportation is one of the most important 

industries to consider when targeting global warming mitigation, since it is not only responsible 

for 20% of global emissions, but also one of the sectors in which there is a persistent increase 

(ibid.). It is possible that this growth in transport emissions is because a large part of human 

relations and business is nowadays globalized (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019).  

As emissions from long-distance travel continue to rise rapidly (Lenzen et al., 2018), 

reducing travel demand could play a critical role in climate change mitigation (Czepkiewicz et al., 

2019). Tourism industry is responsible for 8% of the global carbon footprint (Lenzen et al., 2018). 

Both vehicles and planes make emissions from transportation in tourism a key issue (Czepkiewicz 

et al., 2020). Aviation emissions are approximately 2-3% of total global emissions (IPCC, 2018), 

and unless mitigation strategies are carried out, it is estimated that they will reach 20% in 2050 

(EEA, 2017). They represent more than 50% of all transport related emissions in affluent locations 

(Czepkiewicz et al., 2019; Árnadóttir et al., 2019), including the Nordic countries (Aamaas et al., 

2013; Aamaas & Peters, 2017; Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b, 2020), and Iceland (Czepkiewicz et al., 

2019). Mitigating climate change in this part of the world relies heavily on redirecting aviation-

related behaviors of citizens (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019). Studying the reasons behind these 

behaviors then becomes imperative. 

Several studies indicate that residential location is a factor influencing the amount of long-

distance travel (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b). The amount of travel, especially when it comes to 

leisure trips by plane, is higher in residents of large cities (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019; Reichert et al., 

2016). Accordingly, when comparing different areas within cities, studies show that residents 

located in the densest and most central areas travel the most (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b, 2019). 

These results could negatively influence the consideration of dense cities as a strategy to reduce 

travel emissions; however, this is not feasible without further research (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 

2020). 

 

Educating the public about global warming could serve as a strategy to reduce emissions. 

Raising public awareness is a common strategy today (Croci et al., 2017; Gratiela, 2013). 

However, even if public awareness is growing, this does not appear to result in decreased emissions 

in all cases (Árnadóttir et al., 2019). In fact, many studies have found that there is generally a weak 

or non-existent correlation between global warming concerns and the amount of emissions 

(Czepkiewicz et al., 2019; Newton & Meyer, 2013; Poortinga et al., 2004; Whitmarsh, 2009; 

Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010). While in alimentation, energy consumption, and local travel there 

seems to be some associations between environmental awareness / attitude and related behaviors 

(Bruderer Enzler & Diekmann, 2015, 2019; Czepkiewicz et al., 2019; Díaz-Siefer et al., 2015), 

this connection seems to disappear when it comes to air travel (Alcock et al., 2017; Árnadóttir 

et al., 2019; Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 2020; Davison et al., 2014).  

Travel behavior rarely changes because of global warming awareness (Árnadóttir et al., 

2019; Newton & Meyer, 2013; Poortinga et al., 2004; Whitmarsh, 2009). It seems that people do 
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not want to stop traveling, even if they are concerned about climate change and are conscious 

regarding the environment, showing it in other aspects of their lives (Barr et al., 2010; Dickinson 

et al., 2010; Hares et al., 2010). In effect, part of the population would use these green measures 

in other facets of their lifestyles to justify or compensate for the way they travel (Árnadóttir et al., 

2019; Dickinson et al., 2010). Even more surprising is the fact that in some studies, those 

participants who are the most aware about climate change are the ones who cause the highest 

emissions with their trips (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 2020). Czepkiewicz et al. (2020) point out 

that some people feel that experiencing something new is more important than caring for the 

natural resources.  

Evidently, knowing about the climate crisis is not sufficient motivation to change travel 

habits (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020) and it is critical to find out why. Learning about why people 

travel and the benefits they gain (or think they gain) from travel could provide insights into ways 

to decrease the demand for leisure travel abroad. For example, it might be possible to discover that 

some of the perceived benefits of traveling abroad can be covered by local activities or trips. 

Potential explanations for why urbanites travel more abroad have been extensively studied. 

Czepkiewicz et al. (2018a) have summarized results of 28 studies on this topic. The most frequent 

explanations found by the authors were rebound effects, compensation hypothesis, urban lifestyles 

and other socio-psychological characteristics, dispersion of social networks and access to 

infrastructure. For various reasons, such as differences in travel behavior measures between the 

articles studied, the authors consider that it is not possible to generalize or establish causal 

relationships that provide sufficient certainty to question urban densification policies without 

further research. 

Exploring the presence of the explanations in the city of Reykjavik, Czepkiewicz et al. 

(2020) combined quantitative and qualitative data and conclude that all aspects contributed by 

Czepkiewicz et al. (2018a) explain in part the residents’ travel behaviors. However, once again, 

these connections are found inconsistent, and more research is needed (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020). 

Dispersion of social networks was particularly mentioned, and a call was made for more research 

on the nature of these relationships and their interplay with travel. Their results referred mainly to 

traveling abroad to visit people but not to traveling with people with whom one lives. Since 

enhancing relationships with family members has been found to be a reason to travel (Crompton, 

1979), including this matter could afford more clarity. Moreover, Czepkiewicz et al. (2020) 

suggest that the cosmopolitan character of urbanites' lifestyles is related to their travel activity and 

that this could be rooted in social norms or identities. Accordingly, Boucher (2016) attributes to 

social norms the power to hinder change in behaviors, by creating behavioral lock-in. Studying the 

connection of social norms and travel could perhaps explain why a reduction in flying demand is 

not observed. 

Both social aspects of a person’s life, social norms and social networks, are known to be 

interconnected. Cialdini & Trost (1998) explain that social norms originate in the interaction with 

others and that sanctions when deviating from these norms are applied by one’s social networks. 

Moreover, in the definition most relevant to this work, social capital is explained as an organization 

of networks, norms and trust that facilitate the coordination of actions in society (Putnam, 1993), 

thus connecting both phenomena between each other and to behaviors. Furthermore, Ferlander 

(2007) defines social capital as the resources and norms that arise from the social networks.  

It seems that studying social networks and norms as separate entities but closely related is 

an opportune means in order to learn about their influence in international travel behavior. This 
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study focuses, therefore, in both aspects. On the one hand, the focus will be on how social networks 

and leisure travel impact each other. Even though what matters to this work is trips abroad, both 

domestic and international trips will be analyzed. Perhaps, this way it will be possible to study the 

possibility of local trips replacing trips abroad by providing individuals with the same advantages. 

On the other hand, in relation to social norms, only those norms related to trips abroad will be 

studied.  

The research questions are: 

● How do social networks influence travel behavior? 

● How do social norms influence motivations to travel abroad? 

This study provides novel academic insight into motivations for international leisure travel 

through a qualitative assessment of perceptions of residents of the capital area of Reykjavik, 

henceforth referred to as Reykjavik. The research is presented in six chapters: Following this 

introduction, chapter 2 reviews the literature to demonstrate how past research views social 

networks and norms in connection to travel. In chapter 3, the methodology is outlined. Qualitative 

interviews with 21 residents of Reykjavik were conducted, and analyzed with an explanatory 

analysis approach, following a two-step interpretation process. The results derived from the 

interviews are reported in chapter 4. Qualitative results are presented, interpreted, and structured 

in themes to identify and characterize the relationships between social networks, social norms, and 

international leisure travel. The quality of the data is critically evaluated. In chapter 5, the results 

are discussed and their relationship to the existing body of literature is explored; implications and 

limitations of the study, and possible direction for further research are also discussed. Finally, 

chapter 6 contains concluding remarks. 
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2 Literature review 

2.1 Social networks 

Social networks, in the definition most relevant to this work, are a set of actors and a set of 

interactions connecting these actors (Tindall & Wellman, 2001). The actors can be groups, 

organizations but also single individuals (ibid.). The notion of social networks in this broad sense 

was already stated by Barnes (1954), who considered that these actors or entities could be 

individuals, groups, organizations or government agencies. In the same vein, Cialdini and Trost 

(1998) express that one’s social network comprises family, friends and coworkers, but also 

strangers and the media. Today social media would also be included. Similarly, when discussing 

social capital, Esser (2008) mentions different types of networks, including informal social 

networks (between individuals) but also organizations, communities and entire regions or 

societies. 

 Conversely, some authors attribute social networks a smaller scale. For Heaney & Israel 

(2008) they are a web of social relationships that surrounds oneself. Similarly, social networks 

have been defined as a set of interpersonal relationships that individuals maintain, and from which 

social, emotional, and practical support is received (Gray, 2009). Litwin and Stoeckel (2013) refer 

to them as groups of significant individuals who provide each other company throughout life. 

Newman et al. (2002) define them as a group of people linked to each other and who share 

interactions. These definitions seem to indicate that the concept of social networks only includes 

people that are close to one another. Affording more clarity, Arentze and Timmermans (2008) 

explain that this specific kind of networks, comprising the social contacts of a single person (such 

us friends, relatives, colleagues and neighbors), are called egocentric or personal, and involve 

people that are important and close to each other. 

For the purposes of this work, both definitions of social networks are considered. It is 

commonly considered that people travel to visit loved ones (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020; Silvis et al., 

2006), but it is possible that there are more connections between social networks and travel. 

Leaving the broad definition of social networks out of this study could result in relevant data being 

lost. 

a. Social networks and travel 

There are several ways in which travel connects with social networks. Crompton (1979) found that 

enhancing family relationships configured a reason for people to travel. Iso-Ahola (1983) agreed 

with this idea and added that travelling with significant others increases enjoyment of a trip. More 

recent studies confirm the importance of traveling for maintaining and improving relationships 

(Pearce & Lee, 2005). Some authors refer to social networks as motivators for traveling but also 

propose them as enablers of travel (Holz-Rau et al., 2014; Reichert & Holz-Rau, 2015; Reichert et 

al., 2016). De Bloom et al. (2017) express that, while traveling, people engage in more social 

activities, a thought closely related to the idea of traveling being a facilitator of social interaction 

and a way to create new relationships proposed by Crompton (1979). 
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Czepkiewicz et al. (2020) found that dispersion of social networks is one of the reasons 

explaining travel activity; they express that broad social networks translate into several 

international trips a year and that, in some cases, visiting family members is the primary reason to 

go. This idea is confirmed by Silvis et al. (2006, p. 3) who express that “people travel to see other 

people”. Jacobson et al. (2020) remark that traveling is seen as necessary to be able to see friends 

and family. Accordingly, Stauffacher et al. (2005) express that people reconstructing their social 

networks, for example by moving closer to friends or relatives, is the way to achieve reduction in 

travel demand. 

Iso-Ahola (1983) explains that for some individuals traveling is a way to leave their 

interpersonal environments behind and that for some others family trips become a social 

obligation. However, family vacation is known to boost family bonding and communication 

(Letho et al., 2009).  

2.2 Social norms 

Norms help illustrate and rationalize human behavior (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). They can have 

legal, social, or moral origin (Bicchieri & Muldoon, 2011). Social norms are considered to have 

the function and ability to coordinate different aspects within social groups and can be as effective 

as legal ones in terms of personal accountability (ibid.). Cialdini and Trost (1998) define them as 

rules and standards shared by members of a group, which serve as behavioral guides, either 

indicating how to act or constraining behavior. They matter because individuals do not want to 

feel social disapproval and seek recognition (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). Social norms arise from 

interaction with others and “do not exist if not shared” (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p. 153) with the 

members of one’s social sphere. One’s social sphere may include partners, children, other family 

members, friends, coworkers, strangers, the media (ibid.) and social media. Social norms influence 

behaviors because they afford clarity about what is agreed (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and proscribed 

(Triandis, 1994) in our social world. 

Social norms are commonly categorized in two types, injunctive and descriptive. The 

injunctive norms prescribe agreed social behavior (Cialdini et al., 1991) and indicate how one 

should act (Christensen et al., 2004). The descriptive norms provide information about what others 

do in similar situations (Cialdini et al., 1991), thus showing what is a typical way to act 

(Christensen et al., 2004). Injunctive norms are usually externally enforced but they may become 

internally imposed (Christensen et al., 2004). Consequently, people would conform with 

prescribing social norms due to both external reasons, such as feeling included within their peer 

groups (Binder et al., 2020) and internal motives. In this way, social norms appear in the form of 

expectations coming from society in general, expectations coming from people that are important 

to one, individuals’ own expectations (all injunctive), or standards people create by observing 

others (descriptive) (Cialdini & Trost, 1998).   

Conforming with social norms enhances a sense of social identity (Binder et al., 2020). 

Social identity has been defined as “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to a certain social 

group together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group membership” 

(Tajfel, 1982, p. 292). This group membership enables differentiation from others (Serna, 2012), 

which has been described as a universal human desire with origin in evolution (Frey & Stutzer, 

2016).  
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Tajfel’s social identity theory is one way to explain why group norms are likely to set 

behavioral standards (Christensen et al., 2004). Norms should only guide behavior to the extent 

that people have adopted the respective group identity (ibid.). Is possible to consider that the social 

norms in this context have, at least in origin and to some extent, a voluntary character. 

Conceivably, individuals will look at the behaviors of the members in the chosen group, compare 

them to their own actions, and then make the necessary changes to match the group’s agreed ways 

of proceeding. 

For the purposes of this work, it is considered that social norms influence individuals in the 

form of: a) typical behavior that represent little or no pressure (descriptive norms), b) expectations 

coming from society in general, significant others and oneself (injunctive norms), and c) behaviors 

of a voluntarily chosen group that one follows in order to enhance social identity.    

a. Social norms, social identity, and travel 

There is a great deal of agreement in the literature about the existence of a connection between 

social norms and travel behavior. Lorenzoni et al. (2007) express that the fact that frequent long-

haul vacations and weekend trips are socially accepted behaviors is a barrier that prevents lifestyles 

more in line with the cause of global warming. Accordingly, Dickinson et al. (2010) believe that 

the socially embedded rules of travel are an obstacle regarding the consideration of more 

environmentally friendly options. Some people find it more difficult to be out of line with widely 

accepted social norms about flying than being out of line with their own ecological ideals 

(McDonald et al., 2015). Flying has become integrative of individuals’ lives (Becken, 2007), thus 

trapping those who would like to reduce their flying in social practices and norms (Jacobson et al., 

2020). Both in relation to travel in general and to flying, the literature agrees that social norms are 

a strong barrier preventing people from traveling less. 

Social identity and travel also appear interconnected in the literature. Already in Crompton 

(1979) gaining prestige was found to be a motivation for leisure trips. Richards (1999) express that 

leisure travel can be considered symbolic consumption and, thus, is connected to class identities 

(Boucher, 2016). Accordingly, Büchs (2017) believes that people will not quit flying on holiday if 

this activity contributes to their identity as a form of consumption. Moreover, leaving consumption 

aside, some people simply feel that the trips in itself are part of their identity and that is why they 

do not want to stop (Gössling & Nilsson, 2010; Hibbert et al., 2013; Higham & Cohen, 2011). The 

goal of being associated with a certain group might result in individuals choosing a specific type 

of holiday (Hibbert et al., 2013). Exotic destinations, for example, are associated with a positive 

social image (Burns & Bibbings, 2009). Van Raaij (1986) suggested that the decision to take 

vacations may be related to a comparison with others, excluding family members. McDonald et 

al. (2015) propose that competing social norms combined with what flying means might hinder 

behavioral change in green consumers. Both because it reflects consumption and in itself traveling 

seems to play a part in building people’s identity. Communicating travel patterns on social media 

results in flying becoming a glamorous activity (Gössling, 2018). The influence of social media in 

travel planning has also been addressed in the literature with positive connections (Fotis et al., 

2012).  

Burns & Bibbings (2009) believe that this kind of societal desires (such as traveling to exotic 

destinations) can be changed. Young et al. (2014) refer to how the low cost of flying may have 

played a role in flying becoming part of the current means of mobility. Arguably, the social norm 

of traveling often abroad could change back but low prices of plane tickets might represent an 

obstacle in that regard.  
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3 Research design 

In an attempt to answer a call for more qualitative studies in the matter (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 

2020) this research takes such an approach. In this section research and data collection and analysis 

methods are discussed, as well as the study area. The limitations will be addressed in section 5. 

a. Method, study area and data collection 

The chosen method is semi-structured interviews for considering that it allows the researcher to 

further inquire if interesting unexpected topics arise (Berg & Lune, 2009). It was suspected that 

the nature of the topic under study would give rise to a great variety of unthought topics, this fact 

made structured interviews unsuitable. On the other hand, unstructured interviews were also 

considered inadequate because there were certain specific topics that the research team wanted to 

address. An additional benefit of interviews in general is that they allow observation of reactions 

that could complement answers and further explain attitudes (Leech, 2002).  

The study area is the capital area of Iceland, which includes the central City of Reykjavik 

and the neighboring municipalities of Kópavogur, Hafnarfjörður, Mosfellsbær, Gardabær, 

Seltjarnarnes and Kjósarhreppur. This area counts with a population just over 230.000, which 

makes it quite small when compared to other capital cities. Following a survey conducted in 2017 

by the research team of project SuReCaRe 3, some participants volunteered to collaborate with 

further research, this way becoming the sample for the present research. The 21 interviewees are 

both of local and foreign origin, there is variety in gender and ages go from 26 to 42. In the 

following list is possible to see some interviewee’s features, such as age, household type and 

nationality: 

● resp1, 42, family with children, France 

● resp2, 29, couple, Iceland  

● resp3, 42, single or other, Iceland 

● resp4, 30, couple, USA 

● resp5, 29, family with children, Iceland 

● resp6, 38, family with children, Iceland 

● resp7, 40, single or other, Iceland 

● resp8, 34, couple, Poland 

● resp9, 41, family with children, Iceland 

● resp10, 27, single or other, Iceland 

● resp11, 36, couple, Italy 

● resp12, 36, family with children, Iceland 

● resp13, 36, family with children, Iceland 

● resp14, 37, single or other, Iceland 

● resp15, 40, family with children, Iceland 

● resp16, 40, family with children, Iceland 

● resp17, 29, single or other, Iceland 

● resp18, 26, single or other, Iceland  

● resp19, 30, family with children, Iceland 

● resp20, 36, family with children, Iceland 

● resp21, 28, family with children, Iceland 
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Interviews were conducted during 2018, 2019 and 2020 (before the Covid-19 pandemic 

reached Iceland) and were set to last about an hour (with flexibility). They took place in the 

respondent’s preferred location; some of them were conducted through Skype. The interviews 

were recorded and transcribed and respondents' identity remained anonymous. Each interviewee 

got assigned a number. 

The interview questions were generally open-ended and inquired about housing, 

neighborhood’s characteristics, car ownership and other life circumstances in the beginning. 

Following the interviewer inquired about most recent trips, both abroad and within Iceland. 

Questions related to reasons to go in general, reasons for choosing a destination, activities carried 

out in the trip, benefits obtained, and changes in traveling behaviors within the last five years. 

There was no direct questioning about social networks and two questions were put forward 

regarding social norms: a) Is it now considered a norm to travel abroad several times a year? and 

b) Is it socially expected to travel abroad several times a year? 

b. Data analysis 

To analyze the data a set of 35 research questions was proposed by the research team, in line with 

the interview questions and emerging topics. The questions relevant to this work are:  

● Whether and how does the respondent connect traveling to sustaining existing relationships 

with friends or relatives, with people who live abroad or outside Reykjavik? 

● Whether and how does the respondent connect traveling to sustaining existing relationships 

with friends or relatives, with people who live in Reykjavik? 

● Whether and how does the respondent connect traveling to creating new relationships? 

● How do social norms and expectations (at various levels: household, friends, family, work, 

society, etc.) influence long-distance travel behaviour (the person him/herself or in the 

society in general)? 

● Are there any specific norms or expectations (such as the number of trips being too high 

or too low)? 

Each interview was analyzed by two members of the research team, the first one conducted 

a close examination and the second a broader one aimed at finding any potentially missed answers 

or misinterpretations. The responses were illustrated in quotes. 

Then, following Næss (2018) suggestions, the interpretation process took an explanatory 

analysis approach, involving two steps. The first step was to categorize participants’ answers into 

the set of 35 research questions formulated, and the second to summarize all 21 interpretations into 

an overall interpretation of each of the topics. In the case of social networks there were three topics, 

following the three respective research questions: traveling to visit someone who does not live in 

Reykjavik, traveling with someone who does live in Reykjavik and creating new relationships. In 

the case of social norms, the two research questions became a single topic with several sub-themes 

illustrated in the section 4. The possibility of finding new topics was always considered and 

research questions would be adjusted accordingly. 
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4 Results 

4.1 Social networks 

a. Relationships with people who live in Reykjavik  

Participants demonstrate that traveling with friends or family living in Reykjavik is an activity 

they do often. Some of them speak of these trips naturally, referring to them in a casual manner 

and as something that just happens or is. In these cases, the opportunity to travel does not appear 

to be eagerly sought or to fulfill a specific or important role. There is variety as to whether the trips 

are made within Iceland or abroad. The following quotes illustrate this:  

 

“But usually it's like friends here, go together” (resp3) 

 

“...we were just enjoying together, some friends, and were just spending time on doing 

something…” (resp5) 

 

"...that was a graduation trip. I went with my friend, the two of us, went to London 

together…” (resp10) 

 

"So, we just rented a cabin over new year’s, it's my birthday during new year’s, so I just 

went with my friends" (resp14) 

 

"It has been yes, to get out of the city both with uhm, a friend group, just, just for a 

completely social purpose and then with, with uhh, the family, that is my husband and the 

boys...[about cabin trips]" (resp6) 

 

On the other hand, it emerges from the interviews that for some people traveling is 

necessary and perhaps, in some cases, the only or most convenient way to maintain and improve 

relationships with friends, family and partners who live in Reykjavik. Some of the quotes below 

could indicate that traveling allows individuals to find time (which they may not otherwise find) 

to share experiences or enjoy certain activities with loved ones. Similarly, traveling is mentioned 

as a means that enables having the family together without interruptions from outsiders. 

Interestingly, traveling seems to offer the possibility of spending quality time as a couple as well, 

usually away from children. As in the cases noted above, the destination does not seem to be 

relevant. See the quotes below: 

 

"...then we played for instance like table games you know that?...board games, yeah that 

sometimes we don't just have time for, because we just watched a movie instead or 

something like that…” (resp1) 
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"I just went for Christmas with my dad and mom, and my son. And uhh, he is 18 and has 

moved away from home and we get little opportunity to hang out, and it was just great..." 

(resp6) 

 

"Yeah just, connect better, these are a lot of childhood friends that I do not meet very often, 

so this is a certain re-union for us, so we are going to do such things every now and then, 

go on such trips together, think it is just a really healthy to, like, yes, strengthen relations 

with old friends" (resp9) 

 

"...Then we’re all together. There are no friends which they can run away with and play 

with. Everyone is together, a moment of quality with the family" (resp12) 

 

"Just to go somewhere and just be the two of us [laughs]. It’s mainly that" (resp19) 

 

"Yes. And, also, just the two of us. We’ve done a little of that, just the two of us going on 

these trips" (resp12) 

 

"Probably going with my husband to a hotel, something cozy [next desired trip]” (resp21) 

 

Interestingly, respondents refer to how traveling facilitates and improves communication 

with their close relationships. One of the quotes below mentions that the advent of technology 

(most likely the fact that people are looking at their phones constantly) seems to make 

communication difficult nowadays and as a result the need for trips to cabins has increased. This 

could indicate that said trips are perceived to encourage individuals to leave their phones aside and 

talk to each other. Trips to cabins within Iceland seem to be the most related to this issue, as is 

possible to see in the following quotes: 

 

"Yes, I think so. And it’s of course, and the need for it may have increased a bit with the 

advent of all the devices, everyone is somehow always on their own devices, and, not 

talking together as much [about cabin trips]" (resp6) 

 

"especially little cottage so we're just spending a lot of time together, more 

communication...So, so I guess we got out some, some relaxation or more communication 

and happiness out of it" (resp1) 

 

Having children seems to increase the desire to travel. One of the quotes below indicates 

that parents can develop a desire to show the world and its different cultures to their children. In 

addition, in the case of this interviewee, having children also enhances the desire to travel when 

knowing people who live abroad with the purpose of introducing them to each other. The following 

quotes show this: 

 

"It’s mainly letting the children get to know a different culture and different places. Like 

we were in the US, and to be able to go to museums and show them aircraft carriers. Go 
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to ancient forests and all of that. Letting them get to know things. Introducing them to 

different cuisines, and all of that" (resp13) 

 

"That’s another aspect, introducing them to friends and family. Like in the US, we were 

with people we lived with 10 years ago. My daughter was only one year old back then, and 

now she is 11" (resp13) 

 

b. Relationships with people who live outside of Reykjavik or abroad 

 

The statements of the study participants show that visits to relatives or friends living abroad are 

closely related to travel. There are differences between study participants regarding the type and 

intensity of these connections. Meeting people who live abroad can be, for example, in some cases 

the main reason for a trip and in others just a collateral benefit. 

Close to what was seen in the first quotes in the previous section, in some cases the 

connection between the trip and the visit to someone occurs casually. Some of the respondents 

appear to plan a trip to a place they want to explore and simply take the opportunity to visit a loved 

one who lives in the area. Arguably, this indicates that the role of the personal relationship might 

influence the choice of location, but it is not the primary motivation to travel. The quotes below 

illustrate this: 

 

"Usually nature related and sometimes visiting friends or family. Yeah, I was doing that 

also in Akureyri, I am from, from there originally, so...But, yes, it is mostly nature related 

when I go outside of Reykjavik and, sometimes I go visit friends" (resp3) 

 

"I dream of going to Peru, I, my sister-in-law is from Peru, I have a few friends that live 

there, and I really want to go to Peru, and it‘s also to observe a new culture" (resp5) 

 

In other cases, the fact that an acquaintance lives elsewhere and provides free 

accommodation plays an important role in the decision to travel. The quotes below show that 

respondents have visited certain locations to see their friends and have not had to spend in 

accommodation. In fact, some statements explicitly indicate that not having to make that expense 

was a deciding factor in taking the trip. This is seen in relation to trips abroad, as the quotes below 

illustrate: 

 

"I studied in the US ten years ago, in Berkeley in San Francisco, California. I just decided 

to go there. We have friends and we just stayed at their place" (resp13) 

 

"We spent last Christmas in Finland, actually. To meet friends. A Finnish friend of my wife, 

her husband is British. Her family has an enormous cabin three hours north of 

Finland…We were just there, having fun at a lake. There was no cost” (resp13) 
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"...the most recent one was to Sweden. There I stayed in my flat-mate’s family’s 

home…Main reason was because I didn't have to pay for, you know, hotels or hostels…Like 

I didn't have to put too much expense, you know into it” (resp10) 

 

Different is the case of other respondents who express that seeing a loved one is the main 

reason for going on a trip. This is the case, for example, of people who are from other countries 

and want to spend important dates with their families (such as Christmas or weddings). Such is the 

case of respondent 11, who is from Italy. However, Icelanders also express that visiting 

acquaintances living outside Reykjavik is the main reason for traveling both domestically and 

internationally. Respondent 21 is from Iceland and mentions that visiting family in other places in 

Iceland and a friend in the USA are the main reasons to go on those trips. 

 

“I lived there, I’m from there and I wanted to spend...I normally spend Christmas always 

with my family in Italy” (resp11) 

 

“And I normally go back home twice a year, sometimes more often…If there is like a 

wedding or something” (resp11) 

 

"It’s of course mainly meeting the family…[what she gets out of domestic trips]" (resp21) 

 

"Really nice [trip to Orlando]. It was fun to meet her [a friend]. That was, of course, the 

main purpose of the trip" (resp21) 

 

Part of the participants clearly states that their social networks are not only the main reason 

to travel but the only and exclusive reason. This could indicate that if the referred relationship did 

not exist (or they lived closer), the trip would not take place. Some participants affirm that they 

have not made domestic trips other than to visit relatives and others state that they would not. One 

of the respondents expresses that she has no interest in visiting a European city unless there is a 

friend to meet there. The quotes below illustrate this: 

 

"To visit family, I think it's number one, two and three. And friends" (resp2) 

 

"...then minus that mid-USA trip which I went on last autumn, which was really just to visit 

members of my family..." (resp5) 

 

"Family related yes, I've never been just ‘do I want to go to Akureyri right now?’”(resp17) 

 

"Family. Otherwise, I would probably not do it. In all honesty [why she travels 

domestically]" (resp21) 

 

“Like I have no interest now to go to London just to visit the town London. If I would meet 

my friends in London and visit the town together, yes” (resp11) 
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It is interesting to see how respondent 11 uses the expression of course in relation to visiting 

someone abroad. This could potentially indicate that taking trips to visit family or friends who live 

abroad is something agreed, obvious, expected or even an obligation. The quote below illustrate 

this:  

 

“And, of course, meet your parents and friends and family” (resp11) 

 

c. Creating new relationships 

 

Study participants potentially see the expansion of their social networks as a benefit and a reason 

to travel. The quotes below show that for some people traveling provides the opportunity to meet 

interesting people, while for others it provides the joy of being able to chat randomly with people 

they meet on the way. Surprisingly, one of the respondents seems to benefit from traveling because 

when she is abroad, she can share experiences with people with similar lifestyles and, 

consequently, feel more included. 

 

"Go to more exciting places and meet more exciting people" (resp13) 

  

"…you just need to sit up on the deck and just be open to...or like, you can go in the hot 

tub, and there's all sorts, yes [laughs], I always start talking to someone there [laughs], 

make a lot of friends" (resp14) 

 

"We went to London for an animal rights march and twenty thousand people were 

marching. Everyone for the same cause. It was a decent reminder, to feel a little bit less 

weird [for being vegan]… To be able to identify with others" (resp21) 

4.2 Social norms 

a. Existence of a social norm that encourages travel 

The statements below show that many of the study participants are certain that there is a social 

norm that encourages travel. When asked about the existence of this norm, some participants 

answer with a resounding yes and then proceed to explain the reasons for their affirmative answer. 

Respondent 2 refers to the behaviors of people in her environment, while respondent 21 refers to 

the matter in the first person, as seen in the following quotes:  

“Yes, totally. I mean most people around me go many times a year...I see it all around me” 

(resp2) 

“Yes, we just do it a whole lot” (resp21)  

Some of the statements not only show certainty about the existence of these norms but also 

concern about it, as in the case of respondents 19 and 20:  

“Yes. Which is maybe not so good...” (resp19) 

“Yes, unfortunately” (resp20) 
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The words accepted and approved are used to link society and travel. This potentially 

evidences the existence of a norm that certainly does not discourage travel, the quotes by 

respondents 3 and 7 illustrate this: 

“It is socially accepted to go abroad many times a year” (resp3) 

“...it‘s approved by society that some people are just quite eager to go abroad” (resp7) 

It is observed that some of the participants respond in a perhaps less forceful way, using 

expressions such as kind of and would say, or the word maybe. This is potentially because they 

have not considered the connection between travel habits and a social norm in the past. There is 

no reason to believe that this implies less certainty about the matter, especially considering that 

the word yes is present in all three quotes: 

“Yes, kind of, in many aspects” (resp5) 

“Yes, I would say so. Maybe not a few times…” (resp16) 

“In Iceland, I would say yes, in the US no” (resp4) 

One of the participants begins to answer hesitantly but ends up concluding that, in fact, 

traveling has become the norm. In addition, this interviewee explains how the people around her 

assume that vacation days will be used to travel abroad. This could be indicating that it is no longer 

new or special to leave the country when on vacations. Also, it is possible that the fact that she is 

being inquired about the destination means that the only novelty that a trip can offer comes from 

an exciting destination.  

“I think it's now kind of a norm because as soon as you say ‘Oh, I'm taking vacation days’, 

people say ‘Oh, where are you going?’. Like meaning ‘Where are you going abroad? Are 

you going out of the country?’. So, this kind of expectation. So that's…, it's become the norm 

to go at least once a year abroad, so…” (resp1) 

Some participants do not seem to acknowledge external expectations regarding travel. 

However, interviewee 4 seems to believe that the expectation to travel does not come from society 

but from within oneself (self-imposed injunctive norm), as can be seen in the quote below: 

“Hmm. I kind of...I think, you know? people always ask each other where they're going for 

the summer. But I don't think people expect that of each other. I think people expect that of 

themselves” (resp4) 

The same participant previously expressed that she believes that there is, indeed, a social 

norm related to travel. This may indicate that some people distinguish between social norms 

(descriptive) and social expectations (injunctive norms). Similar is the case of respondent 7 that 

follows. She first expresses (as seen above) that society approves traveling frequently and then 

comments that she does not get inquired by people around her when deciding not to travel, 

potentially implying that there is no social expectation in this regard.  
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“No, I anyway don‘t get…‘are you going abroad?’, and I‘m just ‘no’, and then I don‘t feel 

people are like ‘why not?’. I don‘t feel it‘s that way…But no, I at least don‘t experience that, 

maybe it‘s just….I just don‘t know that kind of people” (resp7) 

Similarly, in the quote below it is observed how a participant affirms that the people in her 

environment consider it weird that she does not travel but that nobody is really concerned about it 

and people only focus on their own matters. This potentially shows that one can be considered 

strange when deviating from the norm (of traveling often) but that does not necessarily translate 

into a perceived social expectation in this regard. 

“Yes. Or no. Or yes [expected of one to go abroad a couple of times per year]. People feel 

it’s weird when I say that I haven’t gone abroad in years. But they don’t really think about 

it, they don’t think about me not going to foreign countries. They don’t notice it, whether 

others are going or not...Everyone just thinks of themselves” (resp12) 

b. External pressure to comply with the norm 

In some cases, the perception that there are social norms that make travel imperative is observed. 

One participant explains that traveling is considered necessary in her professional circle to be 

considered better. This is likely to translate into pressure to undertake certain trips in order to 

succeed professionally.  

“Yeah, totally socially expected for many people to go [abroad several times a year]. 

Even...because...I, also, am in the art world, many people, like, they go to the Venice 

Biennale, go to do these kinds of things. It's kind of expected of you, to be a better artist, to 

travel and like take in you know? these things” (resp10) 

The use of the words unnatural and bad potentially evidence the threat of social 

stigmatization if one does not travel, as put by respondents 17 and 4:  

“It's unnatural that you wouldn't even go abroad if you have a family…” (resp17) 

“You know? I think, you know...people feel like they have to go abroad, or you 

know...otherwise maybe like, they look bad or something…” (resp4)  

The case of participant 15 is particularly interesting. On two different occasions he refers to 

the attitude he perceives in society towards travel using strong words such as obsession or insanely. 

He also expresses that people around him consider it odd that he is not doing it. This potentially 

indicates a strong external pressure that could be boosting disgust towards travel. Perhaps the fact 

that everybody is traveling nowadays is turning it into a less desirable activity.  

“...but I don‘t understand the obsession with it…” (resp15) 

“Mmmhm, it‘s, I mean I‘ve told people about it that I don‘t want to at all, almost at all to go 

abroad...And everyone just finds it odd, that I‘m not just, that I don‘t insanely much want to 

go somewhere” (resp15) 



26 

 

c. Comparison to others related to travel 

Some of the participants express that the people around them either travel to compete with others 

or to portray themselves in a certain way. Such is the case of respondents 3 and 10:  

“Many people are always competing and comparing to others. Yeah, I know a few people 

like that…I still truly don't care what others think of me…” (resp3) 

“And going abroad to shop maybe many times a year, coming back and bragging about how 

much they were buying…” (resp3) 

“And, also as a social thing like when I have been dating there's so many men I've met who 

are like well-traveled and think it's such a badge of honor to carry…” (resp10)  

Participant 7, who previously indicated not feeling external pressure in relation to travel, 

now uses the expression beat that in relation to a trip to Africa. This probably indicates a certain 

sense of pride in having made a trip to such an exotic destination. 

“For example, all last year I didn‘t go once abroad, although I had a very good excuse, 

well...fall 2017, then I went to Africa [laughs]. Beat that! [laughs]” (resp7) 

Some participants refer to what everyone is doing as a reason to travel, such is the case of 

respondent 4. Participant 13 literally refers to social pressure when it comes to choosing 

destinations, however he seems critical about it. The quotes below illustrate this: 

“…everyone else is doing it, we should too” (resp4) 

“I don’t know. I feel it’s social pressure, a little bit. Everyone is in Tenerife. Why do you go 

to Tenerife? Ten, twenty years ago everyone was in Benidorm, so you went to Benidorm. 

That’s my feeling” (resp13) 

In the same vein, respondent 18 expresses that she does not stop traveling despite having 

environmental concerns because everyone else is doing it. The norm that encourages travel in this 

case appears to be the main reason for this attitude / behavior gap.  

“...but it’s difficult to sacrifice some things that everyone else is doing...I also want to enjoy 

myself, even though I know it’s bad for the environment” (resp18) 

Closely related is the following reference to social media. The respondent clearly states, in 

the quote below, that what people see on social media influences the formation of their desire to 

travel.  

“I think, partially, it is social media [what makes people interested in traveling]. People see 

that others are always on amazing vacations and think ‘Why am I not like that?’” (resp18) 
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Furthermore, the quote below seems to combine the social media issue with a lack of 

resources to travel by mentioning people who travel without the necessary means. This could 

potentially indicate that the need to portray oneself as a regular traveler is of great magnitude. 

“If you follow some friends and something like that just on social media, you know, they are 

going really often even though I know that many of them [trips] have been bought for money 

which isn‘t necessarily available" (resp5) 

d. Evolution of the norm in time and with age 

The results clearly show that the social norm of traveling abroad often is considered a new norm 

and that it has most likely evolved in this way because of the decrease in the price of flights. The 

four quotes that follow illustrate this: 

“I remember when it was kind of a big deal [to go abroad many times a year]. I remember 

when someone was just like ‘yes, I'm going three times’… And, also just like with WOW air, 

everything got so cheap somehow...” (resp2)  

“It has become it [a social norm to go abroad several times a year], it was much less, umm, 

so, I think my children get to travel more than I got to travel, and it probably is just like that, 

very common today. So, I think there is just more purchasing power now for families, they 

can allow themselves more, and cheaper to buy a flight ticket and everything like that so, 

yes” (resp9) 

“…so I moved from Iceland in 2001, and then there's only Icelandair, so then it cost half an 

arm just to come home for Christmas, so now it's completely different, so my cousin lives in 

Berlin and we are maybe going on a cousin trip there, but we think more about this because 

there's an option of it without paying half an arm for it…(resp14) 

“My mother went every three years, every four years...No. Of course, at the time she took us 

there were no low-cost flights in this country. I don't know if she would have gone more 

often…” (resp17)  

According to some respondents, social norms about travel might vary depending on the age 

group to which one belongs, as expressed by respondents 11 and 18: 

“Yeah, I think, for everyone born from the 80s up, in Western Europe, probably Western 

Europe, yeah, it is expected [to travel several times a year abroad]” (resp11) 

“But kids in school, they think it’s the norm [to go abroad two or three times a year]...And 

they don’t care where they go” (resp18) 

e. Differences in number and type of trips  

The results show variety in terms of the number of trips per year that is the norm. While some 

participants mention two or three, others go up to eight. Respondent 3 comments that people 
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around her consider that two trips a year are little, which potentially indicates that the aim is to go 

abroad much more often than that. The quotes below also show how there seems to be a norm of 

going abroad to shop. Respondent 3 uses the expression wtf in relation to this kind of trips, which 

probably evidences deep disgust about it.  

“…maybe one family trip and one weekend break”(resp16) 

“People in the same position as me they go 8 times a year abroad, for different durations” 

(resp7) 

“You think it’s normal to go abroad three times a year…to go on one shopping trip to Boston, 

going to Tenerife for the sun, and then a one-week shopping trip to London (resp18)  

“I know people who like, yeah, like, try to get abroad as many times as they can…And they 

are like, some people are like: 'Oh, I only have two trips planned for the next year”, I think 

that's quite a lot´…More than two trips a year, going abroad to shop, well, wtf!? (resp3) 

References to different types of travel (in addition to shopping trips) are also noted. 

Respondent 14 comments that there is two types of travelers among her acquaintances. Those who 

travel one time a year and plan their trips thoroughly, and those who go abroad four times and do 

not plan as much. In her opinion, those who travel less seemingly benefit from more meaningful 

experiences. 

“I know people who travel once a year, and I also know people who travel 4 times a year, 

and I don't find the difference to be immense, but those ones who go 4 times a year, they are 

more going to lay in the sun or to shop a whole lot, but those ones who go once a year, they 

are going on cycle trips, or wine trips, it's better planned, they maybe get more out of it, or 

like, it's more of an experience with those who go fewer times” (resp14) 

Comparably, respondent 11 distinguishes between trips to the beach, in which one does 

nothing but sunbathe, and trips to South-east Asia that enable learning about different cultures. 

Furthermore, the participant uses the word standardized in relation to the trips to the beach. 

“I don't think that anyone is like, interested in other cultures because you wouldn't go to 

Tenerife, you know? I mean, you just stay there in a hotel and the beach, which you do 

because of the weather…like these standardized things. Then, of course, other people who 

want to travel and see the world and go to Bali and to a yoga retreat and go to Thailand. 

Which is a nice thing to do, and it would be great if we could just do it without ruining 

everything” (resp11) 
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5 Discussion 

This study was set to examine the influence of both social networks and social norms in 

international leisure travel decisions. The following paragraphs discuss the results in relation to 

previous literature providing answers to the two research questions and suggesting study 

implications. Furthermore, limitations of the study and suggestions for future are addressed. 

5.1 How do social networks influence travel 

behavior? 

The results show that traveling both with people who live in the same city (or household) or to 

visit acquaintances who live elsewhere is common among all study participants. This shows no 

novelty since the literature agrees that traveling is an activity that is usually done to enhance 

relationships (Crompton, 1979; Pearce & Lee, 2005) and to visit loved ones (Czepkiewicz et al., 

2020; Silvis et al., 2006).  

There is, however, novelty in relation to trips made with people who live in the same place 

as one (city or house). Many participants seem to consider that traveling is the most convenient 

way for these relationships to remain healthy and rich. While the literature addresses enhancement 

of relationships, it does not address (to the best knowledge of the author) that people find traveling 

as critical or necessary in this regard. Some participants expressed that traveling provides an 

opportunity in time and space needed to be able to share experiences together. Others explain that 

traveling enables sharing time without interruptions, either from people outside one’s family or 

from one’s children. The sayings of respondent 6 are illustrative in this regard, especially when 

she expresses that she gets little opportunity to hang out with her son and that traveling helps 

improve that; she also mentions how going to cabins helps make people leave their phones aside 

and talk to each other. Respondent 12 refers to how a trip enables the family to be together without 

her kids running away. Participant 9 explains that trips are used as reunions with childhood friends 

with whom it is otherwise rare to meet. These inclinations are observed both in relation to domestic 

and international travel. Interestingly, there seems to be no difference between the benefits gotten 

from domestic trips and the ones gotten from trips abroad. It is possible to argue that finding other 

ways that allow these relationships to thrive could help reduce travel demand. Moreover, if the 

benefits obtained from both kind of trips are the same, traveling domestically could be further 

encouraged (in opposition to travel abroad) and emissions from air travel could be reduced. 

In accordance with previous literature, having a family and the desire to improve family 

functioning was found positively connected to travel (Letho et al., 2009). However, novelty was 

observed in relation to having kids. Participant 13 expressed that one of the reasons to travel is to 

show his kids the world and its different cultures and to take them to interesting museums. This 

indicates that the trips no longer have the only objective of improving family life but also are 

means to teach children new things. Arguably, these statements evidence both a lack of cultural 

options in Reykjavik and the existence of a social norm related to things abroad being more 

interesting or enriching and calls for a change in perceptions about the city in which one lives. 

As expected, evidence was found in relation to visits to loved ones being the main reason for 

trips abroad, as previously expressed by Czepkiewicz et al. (2020) and Silvis et al. (2006). 

However, the results show that for several participants traveling is not only the main reason for a 
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trip but the only reason. Participants 17, 21 y 11 are examples of this. They state that if it was not 

to see someone they would not travel. These affirmations are related both to domestic and 

international trips. This connects with the affirmation from Stauffacher et al. (2005) in that, 

seemingly, a reduction in travel demand could be observed with a restructuration of the social 

networks.  

Some individuals expressed that they travel abroad without accommodation costs, on 

occasions, due to visiting friends abroad who can host them. Participant 10 affirms that not having 

to pay for a hotel was the actual reason to go abroad once. This confirms the idea proposed by 

some authors who consider social networks at travel enablers (Holz-Rau et al., 2014; Reichert & 

Holz-Rau, 2014; Reichert et al., 2016). Results also show that creating new relationships, in 

agreement with Crompton (1979), is found to be a benefit of traveling. The case of respondent 21 

is particularly interesting for she explains that meeting new people, with similar lifestyle and 

believes, improves her well-being. Possibly, a need to find a social group with which to identify is 

driving this person to travel more often.  

In line with Iso-Ahola (1983), participant 11 seems to be traveling due to a social obligation 

as she expresses that of course she has to go visit family back home. 

5.2 How do social norms influence motivations to 

travel abroad? 

Most of the participants recognized the existence of a social norm related to traveling abroad 

frequently. When answering affirmatively, some participants showed that they perceive these 

norms as simply descriptive of a typical behavior (Christensen et al., 2004), this is in line with 

previous literature that indicates that traveling abroad often is socially agreed (Lorenzoni et al., 

2007; Dickinson et al., 2010; McDonald et al., 2015). Some participants distinguished social norms 

(descriptive) from social expectations (injunctive), denying the presence of the latter. This 

indicates the absence of a perceived injunctive norm to travel in those individuals.  

Conversely, participant 4 spoke about an expectation to travel that comes from oneself. 

According to Cialdini and Trost (1998) and Christensen et al. (2004) this kind of expectation could 

fall into the injunctive norm category; an external prescriptive social norm becomes internally 

imposed. In the same vein, an important contribution of the results from this study is precisely the 

fact that several respondents do indeed feel a strong external pressure to travel abroad often. Such 

is the case of participant 10, who expresses that her professional circle expects her to go abroad 

often to become a better artist. Similarly, respondent 17 uses the word unnatural in relation to not 

traveling and respondent 4 expresses that people might travel to not look bad. While there is a 

great deal of agreement in the literature related to the social approval of traveling, nothing is said 

(to the best knowledge of the author) about traveling as being an external imposition in order to 

thrive professionally or to not be socially stigmatized.  

As expected, strong evidence related to how comparing oneself to others impact travel 

behavior was found. Some participants refer to it literally and others metaphorically. Perhaps the 

following examples afford some originality in this regard. Participant 10, for example, refers to 

how being well-traveled seems to be a badge of honor to carry for some people in her environment, 

specifically when dating. Participant 7 exclaims beat that when referring to a trip to Africa. Both 

cases show that there is a certain sense of pride that comes with a lot of travel or exotic destinations 
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(Hibbert at al., 2013; Burns & Bibbings, 2009). Arguably, these attitudes evidence a search for 

social identity through traveling in a certain way as proposed by Hibbert et al. (2013), Van Raaij 

(1986) and Burns & Bibbings (2009). Moreover, these individuals might not only be traveling to 

belong to a certain group but maybe even to go further than that and travel more than others, 

turning traveling into a race or competition (McDonald et al., 2015). Participant 4 uses the word 

everyone in reference to what others are doing and continues expressing that if everyone is 

traveling, she should too. In line with Van Raaij (1986), participant 13 expressed that choosing a 

destination is done under social pressure and that if everyone is going to a certain destination, one 

feels the necessity to go as well. 

Interesting in the case of participant 18, who clearly states that she finds it difficult to stop 

traveling, even knowing that is bad for the environment, because everybody else keeps doing it. In 

this case, the comparison to others acts as a justification to keep on having lifestyles that are not 

pro-environment. Arguably, the comparison to others, in this case, does not have the aim to seek 

for social identity. In any case, the fact that the social norm of traveling prevents this respondent 

from engaging in a more pro-environment lifestyle is in line with Lorenzoni et al. (2007) and 

Dickinson et al. (2010).  

Moreover, in accordance with the literature, social media was found to influence travel 

desires (Gössling, 2018; Fotis et al., 2012). An important contribution of this study in this regard 

is brought up by participant 5, who explains that people in his social sphere go traveling and post 

on social media but perhaps put themselves in debt to be able to do so. This potentially evidences 

a great necessity to show that one can travel in order to fit within one’s chosen reference group.   

Many respondents refer to how they remember that this norm to travel often did not exist a 

few years ago. In accordance with Young et al. (2014), participants attribute this new norm to the 

lower price in flight tickets, some of them even imply that the only reason to think about taking 

certain trips is the lower price. Participant 14 uses the known expression half an arm to refer to 

how expensive it was to travel before. Going abroad to shop also seems to be a new norm but some 

participants criticize this kind of trip (respondents 3 and 14). In fact, criticism was also observed 

in relation to the standardized trips to lie on the beach by respondent 11. Arguably, those that 

criticize certain kinds of trips are doing so because they socially identify with a group of 

environmentally conscious travelers. Perhaps they are the starting point over which change could 

be built.    

Overall, these results show that there is a strongly established social norm to travel abroad 

often that suppose a barrier to reduce travel demand.  

5.3 Limitations of the study and suggestions for 

future research 

One of the limitations of the study is due to the chosen research method. Semi-structured 

interviews, as they count with a set of questions decided a priori, limit the scope of the data. They 

allow further inquiry if an interesting topic emerges but there is always the possibility that an 

important issue is left out as the researcher moves down the list of questions. Perhaps, conducting 

research through focus groups, as they allow people to converse with each other freely (Morgan, 

1996), could complement this work. Moreover, generalizations cannot be made from interviews, 

no size of sample would be representative enough to scale results to a broader population (Galvin, 
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2015). Further quantitative research could be conducted to ask about what people believes are 

differences between going abroad and traveling within Iceland in regard to enhancing 

relationships. A survey could also directly ask people if the social norms, that they acknowledge 

exist, are indeed influencing their behaviors. Lastly, the risk of misinterpretation is always present 

in qualitative studies (Leech, 2002).  

Specific to this study, there are two main limitations. The first one arises from terminology. 

Individuals were asked about social norms and expectations without explaining what those 

concepts mean or comprise. Furthermore, while the concept of social identity was included in the 

study, it was not addressed during the questioning. The second limitation is posed by the study 

area. Reykjavik is a capital city with a very small population in comparison to other capitals and 

cities, both in the same region and farther away, which makes it quite unique. Such a small 

population could per se be a reason to travel abroad often, to seek for example the diversity that a 

bigger city could provide. This uniqueness supposes a limitation to consider that similar findings 

could be obtained in other cities. Further research could conduct a similar study in cities with 

bigger populations. What is more, the hard climate conditions of Iceland add to its uniqueness in 

the same sense. People might be traveling simply to enjoy some sun and warmth. Further studies 

could focus on the influence that this kind of circumstances (lack of diversity, need for sun, 

etcetera) have on the formation of social norms. 
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6 Concluding remarks 

Residents of Reykjavik travel both with people they live with (or close to) and to visit loved ones 

who live elsewhere. For some, traveling is the most convenient way to sustain relationships with 

other residents of the city since the trips provide the time and space needed to share. This insight 

is relevant because it raises the question of whether finding that time and space by carrying out 

activities within the city could help reduce travel demand, which could be explored in the future. 

Some individuals expressed that traveling to visit someone is the only reason to take on a trip, 

indicating that globalized social networks are a barrier to reducing travel demand. Findings show 

that parents see traveling abroad as means for teaching their kids. Potentially this fact evidences 

both a lack of cultural diversity in Reykjavik and the existence of a social norm related to things 

abroad being more interesting or enriching. Arguably, some of these scenarios can potentially be 

improved. One way to do that is for the city’s administration to both improve the quality of 

Reykjavik’s cultural life and to brand it as relevant and assimilable to other cities abroad.  

People in Reykjavik recognize the existence of a social norm related to traveling abroad 

frequently. This norm is present as descriptive, as injunctive and in the form of search for social 

identity. Some residents feel a strong pressure to travel in order to thrive professionally or to not 

be socially stigmatized. Some individuals seem to travel to be able to tell others about it or to feel 

that they made a better or more exotic trip than others. There seems to be a sense of pride connected 

to traveling. Social norms suppose a barrier to engage with climate change and to reduce flying 

even in the case of people with environmental concerns. In cases, the necessity to travel and to 

show it implies that people put themselves in debt. This norm of traveling often is fairly new, 

participants remember times in which traveling often abroad was a big deal and attribute this 

change to the current low prices in flight tickets. On a brighter side, criticism is observed in relation 

to shopping trips and the typical trips to lie on the beach. Due to its evident influence on 

international travel behavior, there is an urgent need to redirect these social norms. Arguably, if 

the norm has changed once, it can change again; if environmental concerns do not result in reduced 

traveling perhaps branding other activities as more desirable than trips abroad could afford better 

results.     
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