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Abstract  

The pandemic outbreak of Covid-19 in 2020 had major implications for the tourism industry, 

with travel reduced to the bare minimum and tourism demand at an all-time low. This led to 

much speculation about the effects of the crisis on sustainability and whether this can be a 

turning point for the tourism industry to become more sustainable. This study investigates the 

effect of the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak on sustainability in rural tourism firms with a 

multi-method approach. Qualitative results from interviews with business owners/managers 

and quantitative results from survey responses of rural tourism businesses in Iceland were 

analysed. The study shows a significant increase between sustainability performance in 2019 

and planned sustainability performance in 2021, showing an intent of businesses to behave 

more sustainably. The outlook on sustainability after the pandemic outbreak of Covid-19 

depends on the future behaviour of the pandemic, future demand for tourism and policy. 

Implications for managers show an urgency to utilise the current phase of openness to 

organisational change, capture and reflect on learnings from the crisis and turn them into 

strategy and actions to build more resilient and sustainable businesses. On an institutional 

level, it is important to react in a time sensitive manner to design policy specific to outcomes 

of Covid-19 that supports and incentivises more sustainable business behaviour and addresses 

sustainability challenges in the industry to create lasting changes in tourism sustainability. 
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Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic outbreak changed the world in 2020. With entire countries going 

into lockdown, gathering bans, closures of shops and restaurants and travel reduced to the 

absolute necessary, it is almost like the world has come to a standstill. Especially tourism 

destinations, many of which have suffered from overtourism in the past years, are 

experiencing an almost eerie moment of tranquillity. Pictures from all over the world show 

famous tourism sites deserted (Morton, 2020). In this forced moment of reflection, many are 

discussing what the future will have in store for the tourism and travel industry.  

The tourism industry has been facing a multitude of sustainability challenges, such as mass 

tourism (Butler, 1999), overtourism, climate change, “touristization” of destinations 

(Jørgensen & McKercher, 2019), foreign control (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996), destruction 

and exploitation of local communities and more (Gössling, 2003). With tourism numbers 

often outnumbering the residential population of a destination, tourism has an intense impact 

on environment and society (Oklevik, et al., 2019). Especially sensitive areas include rural 

areas, where tourism development almost seems a contradiction to sustainable development 

(Gössling, 2003) and island nations, which are very dependent on the tourism sector and thus 

face the economic dangers that come with tourism more directly (Briguglio & Briguglio, 

1996). 

Public discourse suggests that the pandemic outbreak of Covid-19 could be a “once in a 

lifetime opportunity” (Muller, 2020, p. 1) to change tourism businesses all over the world. 

Florian (2020) argues that one should “never waste a good crisis” (p.1) and this is a “much 

needed shock” (p.1) and wake up call for the tourism industry. This stream of opinion 

concludes that after the pandemic crisis, businesses can restart in a better way than before and 

not go back to business as usual (Muller, 2020). We may see business behaviour that will 

address overtourism (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020) and move into a more sustainable future 

(Muller, 2020; Florian, 2020). This crisis could teach a much needed lesson on how to deal 

with future looming crises, such as climate change (Smith, 2020; Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 

2020) and address the problematic system of growth that the tourism industry is built upon 

(Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020). 

But how realistic is this view? Industry experts also suggest that after the crisis, companies 

will start an aggressive recovery program as soon as they are allowed back into operation 

(Elliott, 2020). They will want to compensate for losses with even higher growth (Gössling, 



Scott, & Hall, 2020). As much as they may want to, especially smaller businesses might not 

have the ability to focus on sustainability or rearrange their business structure right now, as 

they are fighting for their financial survival. Small businesses receive fewer benefits from 

engaging in sustainability issues even in normal times (Brammer, Hoejmose, & Marchant, 

2011), so would they and could they start engaging in them now? Tourism in peripheral areas 

often experiences structural problems and limitations in implementing sustainability 

approaches (Kauppila, Saarinen, & Leinonen, 2009), raising interest in the behaviour of rural 

tourism firms during the pandemic crisis.  

This research will therefore aim to answer the research question “What is the effect of the 

Covid-19 pandemic outbreak on sustainability in rural tourism firms?”  Through 

investigating three subtopics and clarifying (1) Does the outbreak of Covid-19 change 

tourism firms’ sustainability performance and if yes, how? (2) How do other factors influence 

sustainability performance during Covid-19? and (3) What is the expected future outlook on 

sustainability after Covid-19 and which sustainability challenges might be addressed?, the 

overall research question will be answered. The first two sub research questions relate to 

business level findings, and the third sub research question investigates changes on an 

industry level, resulting in a thorough investigation of effects on Covid-19 on sustainability 

performance in the rural tourism context.   

A conceptual framework and hypotheses will be developed based on in-depth interviews with 

industry experts and tested using quantitative methods based on a survey of rural tourism 

businesses collected during the pandemic crisis. This multi-method approach will shed light 

on whether and how these firms changed their approach to sustainability through the crisis, 

how this was affected by other business factors and offer speculation about how tourism 

business leaders view sustainability after Covid-19.  This thesis contributes to research in the 

fields of tourism and sustainability, offers implication for business managers and policy 

makers in rural tourism municipalities and for strategic planning of rural tourism destinations.   

Following this introduction, a review of relevant literature is given, followed by a 

methodology section and reporting of results. The methodology and results section is split 

into two studies. Study 1 discusses the qualitative methodology and results of the research. 

Study 2 illustrates hypotheses, methodology and results for the quantitative part of this 

research. This section is followed by a discussion of the findings, implications of the study, 

limitations and a conclusion. Additional material may be found in the appendix.  



Literature Review  

Sustainable Tourism 

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development’s publication “Our 

Common Future” provided the much-cited definition of sustainable development as 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987). This publication is often referred to as the Brundtland report. While the 

Brundtland report focused on sustainable development, it is commonly regarded as the origin 

of the sustainable tourism notion (Butler, 1999; Buckley, 2012; Ruhanen, 2015), which draws 

on the ideology of sustainable development.  

The research field of sustainable tourism has received much attention since the establishment 

of the term after 1987, leading to a high volume of publications. There were over 5,000 

papers in 2012 (Buckley, 2012), after which research shows an exponential growth of papers, 

with over half of the contributions made since 2015 (Rodríguez-López, Diéguez-Castrillón, 

& Gueimonde-Canto, 2019). Sustainable tourism is an interdisciplinary research topic, with 

its earliest comprehensive literature review coming from the Geographic Sciences (Butler, 

1999). Nowadays, contributions are predominantly associated with Business Management 

and Social Science, in addition to some contributions within the fields of Environmental 

Science, Energy, Earth and Planetary and Engineering (Rodríguez-López, Diéguez-

Castrillón, & Gueimonde-Canto, 2019). 

Throughout these decades of research, progress and direction has been captured regularly 

through state-of-the-art literature reviews of sustainable tourism research. The first decade of 

sustainable tourism research had a focus on niche tourism and tried to develop a specific type 

of sustainable tourism product, coined “alternative tourism” (Butler, 1999). The majority of 

papers circled around the environmental aspect, leaving out the human focus. There was a 

need for a clear definition of sustainable tourism, and to distinguish between tourism 

development on sustainability principles or sustainable tourism. “Sustainable tourism” had 

become hype, making the term itself almost meaningless (Butler, 1999). While the second 

decade of sustainable tourism research was busy reconceptualising and critiquing the basic 

frameworks and compilations from the ‘90s, the industry was still far from sustainable. As 

the industry was pushing for self-regulation, research declared this insufficient and 



recommended improvement to the industry through regulations (Buckley, 2012). Research 

was becoming more fragmented, dealing with different aspects of sustainability specifically, 

such as the impact of tourism on air, water and soil, the relationship between prosperity and 

sustainability and the impact on communities. Buckley, in his summary of literature, 

describes different categories of sustainability factors that can be altered by technological, 

individual or political means and result in gains or losses in sustainability (Buckley, 2012).  

In the last decade, research on sustainable tourism has increased substantially. The maturation 

of the research field lead to a move towards more applied and empirical research, focused on 

testing and applying the theories established previously. Persistent themes such as ecotourism 

and environmental aspects remained, while new aspects such as climate change emerged. 

Sustainable tourism became a paradigm of research and a goal, applied to all aspects of 

tourism rather than being focused on the niches of ecotourism (Ruhanen, 2015). Literature 

was reviewed more often, with these reviews focusing on one aspect of sustainable tourism 

rather than the whole research paradigm. One aspect that received attention is the 

development of sustainable tourism in sensitive areas, with findings that content in this area 

is still highly focused on the environmental aspect, lacking a human focus (Sánchez-

Cañizares, Castillo-Canalejo, & Cabeza-Ramírez, 2018). Another one is the relationship 

between tourism sustainability and income and employment (Garrigos-Simon, 

Narangajavana-Kaosiri, & Lengua-Lengua, 2018).The sustainability approach has not only 

become a dominant research paradigm in tourism, it has become a requirement for businesses 

to be competitive (Rodríguez-López, Diéguez-Castrillón, & Gueimonde-Canto, 2019). 

Researchers have identified a topic change in what is addressed in sustainable tourism over 

the years. Nowadays, the focus is on entrepreneurship, competitiveness, tourist perception, 

area management and measurement of variables (Rodríguez-López, Diéguez-Castrillón, & 

Gueimonde-Canto, 2019). Research is more focused on the social variable of sustainability 

and finding a balanced approach to sustainability (Helgadóttir, Einarsdóttir, Burns, 

Gunnarsdóttir, & Matthíasdóttir, 2019). There are several factors that contribute to difficulties 

in practicing sustainability as a business. First of all, sustainability cannot be achieved by an 

individual organisation, it can only contribute to the larger system where sustainability may 

or may not be achieved (Jennings & Zandbergen, 1995). Secondly, sustainability 

implementation is considered self-regulated through voluntary industry efforts rather than 

guided by governments (Searcy, 2012). Lastly, the long-term focus of sustainability goes 

against the short-term focus of firms (Held, 2001) and efforts to implement corporate 



sustainability must be tailored to the local situation, with little use for a one-size-fits-all 

approach (Marrewijk, 2003). Nevertheless, literature has developed from asking whether 

sustainability should be practiced, to how it should be done (Searcy, 2012). Recent research 

directions give thought-out approaches to some of the inherent problems of sustainability in 

business. One example is the balance between building on current business models and trying 

to make them more sustainable, while simultaneously trying to destroy the old structures. 

Innovation can offer solutions to this problem, pushing the frontier of performance in 

sustainable strategy (Eccles & Serafeim, 2013). Of interest is also the paradox research 

approach, which offers a new perspective on the opposing concepts of sustainability. As 

previously mentioned, the objectives of the three pillars of sustainability might appear 

“desirable in isolation” but are connected through complex dependency structures (Bansal, 

2002). In business cases, environmental and social pillars are usually secondary to economic 

performance and not seen as having “intrinsic value” and the paradox research approach 

acknowledges this tension, giving a new outlook on previous research problems (Hahn, 

Figge, Pinkse, & Preuss, 2018). This approach is still considered in its infancy but might 

offer interesting results to where previous research has gotten stuck. (Hahn, Figge, Pinkse, & 

Preuss, 2018).  

 

Definition 

It is hard to give an exact and detailed definition of sustainable tourism, as the concept in 

itself contains opposing aspects. The multitude of objectives that altogether are parts of 

sustainable development are connected in complex ways and are, while being considered 

good in isolation, not always easily combined (Bansal, 2002). What is it that should be 

sustained? What exactly is good tourism? Discussions on this question begin with the 

establishment of the term and opinions vary. Sustainable tourism as a daughter paradigm of 

sustainable development inherits the contradiction of the basic principles within. To fit 

tourism, an especially socio-economic activity and perceived agent for development, on the 

sustainability template might not be a viable prospect (Roberts & Hall, 2001).  

Some early researchers preferred choosing specific types of “sustainable tourism” such as 

ecotourism as the solution to sustainable development, while considering all mass tourism 

bad and unsustainable (Butler, 1999). In more recent research however, the focus is returning 

to how to make all types of tourism sustainable. 



“The fundamental concern of sustainability is that aggregate human impacts threaten the 

survival of humans and the ecosystem services on which they depend” (Buckley, 2012). This 

refers to the question of the commons, or “common pool resources”, which are often 

overused and degraded (Briassoulis, 2002). There is a general consensus that sustainability 

should prevent this degradation, but what should be sustained and to what extent and at what 

cost seems unclear (McCool, Moisey, & Nickerson, 2001). There are multiple stakeholders 

with opposing agendas and sustainability priorities associated with tourism development 

(Poudel, Nyaupane, & Budruk, 2016). Tourism businesses furthermore often use 

sustainability jargon to strengthen their power position and legitimise actually unsustainable 

practices (Buckley, 2012). Different views on sustainable tourism across different cultures 

contribute to the difficulty of finding an exact definition of how sustainable tourism should be 

practiced. The geographical distribution of research has its centre in Australia and the United 

States, with a reduced quantity in Europe, Asia and Africa (Rodríguez-López, Diéguez-

Castrillón, & Gueimonde-Canto, 2019) 

Tourism research took up the concept of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) at the start of the 

century (Northcote & Macbeth, 2006). The TBL concept, originally coined by Elkington 

(Cannibals with forks : the triple bottom line of 21st century business, 1998), takes into 

account People, Planet and Profit and offers a good framework for categorising tourism 

impact and analysing sustainability. This shows the full impact of tourism and its value to the 

host community, considering quality of life and not only income and tax revenues. This gives 

a framework for defining sustainable tourism more clearly, like in the World Tourism 

Organisation (UNWTO)’s definition of sustainable tourism:  

"Tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental 

impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host 

communities" (UNWTO, 2020) 

This, however, still leaves the question of priorities and how the three pillars of sustainability 

should be weighted and measured.   

 

 



Sustainability Measurement  

The question of how to measure sustainability is contested in the field. Research on the topic 

is fragmented and lacking comprehensive reviews. The focus of literature has been on the 

relationship between sustainability performance and company performance, an analysis 

which has brought up opposing findings and no consensus on whether sustainability 

performance or reporting directly influences business performance (Mura, Longo, Micheli, & 

Bolzani, 2018). Research clusters include the relationship between reporting and 

performance, determinants of disclosure, environmental accounting, sustainability metrics, 

sustainable operations and supply chain management, carbon accounting, diffusion of 

sustainability standards and assurance of reporting standards (Mura, Longo, Micheli, & 

Bolzani, 2018). 

When looking at models for measurement of corporate sustainability, one may differentiate 

between Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Sustainable Development (SD) (Castka 

& Balzarova, 2008). There are different managerial frameworks for different types of 

measurement. Managerial theory is mostly based on the theory of “Levers of Control” by 

Simons (1995). They focus on how to integrate sustainable development into organisational 

strategy (Mura, Longo, Micheli, & Bolzani, 2018). CSR efforts and measurement can be 

tracked back to Stakeholder Theory by Freeman (1984), focused on fulfilling stakeholder 

demands. This theory suggests that firms act in socially responsible ways due to pressure 

from their stakeholders. To have a real sustainable effort though, a company must include its 

“fringe stakeholders”, stakeholders that have less voice, power and urgency (Hart & Sharma, 

2004). Effective social and environmental practices should be focused on the relationship 

between the organisation and its broader environment and respond to the need of entire 

communities. They can include charitable giving, community involvement programs, strong 

corporate governance systems, supportive employment relations, and proactive 

environmental policies and should go beyond the legal requirements of the firm. These tight 

relationships foster interdependence and create stability between the organisation and its 

broader environment (DesJardine, Bansal, & Yang, 2017).  

To measure sustainable development, research into comprehensive metrics has two main 

directions: Firstly, research on the relationship between environmental and social indicators 

and their use for reporting on implementation of sustainability standards or indices. This 

research strand suffers from a lack of standardisation in measurement practice (Mura, Longo, 



Micheli, & Bolzani, 2018). Secondly, the relationship between indicators and internal 

management through integration in management control and performance management 

systems (Mura, Longo, Micheli, & Bolzani, 2018). Internal management measures include 

developing a business case, building sustainability into corporate strategy and providing 

education and training opportunities, amongst other things (Searcy, 2012). A fundamental 

part of including sustainability into the management of companies is the development of a 

sustainability performance measurement system (SPMS) (Searcy, 2012).  

While there are different approaches to building an SPMS, some of them build only on 

specific indicators. Some aim to simply integrate environmental and social indicators into 

organisational processes (Passetti, Cinquini, Marelli, & Tenuccia, 2014), while other focus on 

indicators regarding efficient use of limited natural resources (Figge, Young, & Barkemeyer, 

2014). Others build a sustainability accounting system (Passetti, Cinquini, Marelli, & 

Tenuccia, 2014) or analyse the relationship between management control systems and 

sustainability control systems and how to integrate sustainability into organisation strategy 

(Gond, Grubnic, Herzig, & Moon, 2012). To enable effective integration of sustainable 

development into a corporation, an SPMS must address issues associated with the Triple 

Bottom Line (TBL) (Elkington, 1998) and include economic, environmental and social 

performance. Its goal should be to provide information to guide short- and long-term 

planning and management, controlling and performance of the company regarding TBL 

(Searcy, 2012).  

While the term indicators is widely used, it is hard to define a standard set of sustainability 

indicators that apply in every situation. Indicators can be used to assess sustainability of an 

industry or corporation (Searcy, 2012). They need to be developed with specific regard to the 

industry or local setting of the corporation (Marrewijk, 2003).  Especially in tourism, 

sustainability indicators are meant to provide information to understand the impact of tourism 

on the place where it happens, which every tourist destination must define for itself. An 

assessment tool should include the prevailing values of a community to properly define 

impact on the community (Tyrrell, Paris, & Biaett, 2012). Indicators can be quantitative or 

qualitative and they can be hierarchical, differentiating between a local phenomenon such as 

degradation of fragile nature sites, to a global issues such as a pandemic which could 

endanger the sustainability of a destination (UNWTO, 2004). The World Tourism 

Organisation provides guidance on how to establish sustainability indicators for tourism 

destinations in their publication “Indicators of Sustainable Development for Tourist 



Destinations – A Guidebook” (UNWTO, 2004). An exploratory approach to define 

sustainability indicators for small tourism firms as a whole has been given by Roberts and 

Tribe in 2008, (Sustainability Indicators for Small Tourism Enterprises – An Exploratory 

Perspective), contradicting the view that smaller businesses automatically are more 

sustainable and offering indicators for measurement. 

On a corporate level, the set of sustainability indicators must also be defined and weighed 

regarding the individual setting and business model of a company (Marrewijk, 2003). There 

is a set of ISO Standards which can help firms establish sustainability indicators and 

sustainable business practice, but it is a guidance rather than a certificate (Castka & 

Balzarova, 2008). Research on certifiable standard shows that certification is not an indicator 

for organisational performance (Castka & Balzarova, 2008), making it difficult to establish 

how to establish effective measurement of sustainability performance in corporations, 

especially seeing as this part of the industry is rather self-regulated (Searcy, 2012). There are 

some indicators of organisational practice that have proved to have an impact on 

sustainability practice. It is clearly important to link sustainability measurement with 

businesses objectives by integrating such metrics into decision-making processes (Henri & 

Journeault, 2010). The tracking and visibility of environmental cost is found to be strongly 

related to environmental performance (Henri, Boiral, & Roy, 2016). In tourism firms, it has 

been found that collaboration and innovation, employee culture, technological infrastructure, 

intermediary’s sustainability practice and top management support have a great impact on 

sustainability practice adoption (Islam, Zhang, & Hasan, 2019).  

All of these performance indicators can broadly be put into categories of TBL, as previously 

discussed. To analyse trade-offs in quality of life and weigh sustainability measures, research 

is made into quantifying the TBL (Tyrrell, Paris, & Biaett, 2012). This method can give a 

clear analysis of trade-offs between the three aspects of sustainability and give researchers or 

policy makers a tool for decision making.  

 

 

 



Sustainability and Rural Tourism  

Rural tourism is considered an abstract construct rather than an absolute definition. It is a 

construct defined by socio-cultural expectations of rural tourism, meaning the perception of 

what rurality represents rather than factual elements such as population density or land use 

(Sharpley & Roberts, 2004).  

Discussions about rural tourism started early, with the majority of discussion found in the 

‘90s and early 2000s. Sustainability has been a leading theme in literature from the start, with 

a whole issue of the Journal of Sustainable Tourism (JST) devoted to Rural Tourism in 1994 

(Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 1994). Sustainable and rural tourism became almost 

synonymous terms in research at one point, where the nature of rural tourism seems to be a 

perfect example of sustainable tourism (Sharpley & Roberts, 2004). This view is contested 

along the lines of the previously discussed definition of sustainable tourism and the 

disagreement about what in fact is “good” tourism.  

Papers in the special issue of JST discussed the definition, sustainability and tourism as an 

agent of rural development, themes that we see prevail in literature  (Sharpley & Roberts, 

2004), together with the role of the state, social capacity, stakeholder involvement, 

knowledge and lack of business and marketing skills.  

The role of locals has a special focus in rural tourism, seeing as rural tourism changes the 

destination community both visually and in more subtle ways, affecting the way of life and 

culture of its locals (Sharpley & Roberts, 2004). Tourism also has implications that are not 

immediately seen, but are complex and impact the way that locals live together (Gössling, 

2003). Discussion on local involvement in rural tourism features the impact of the rural 

community on tourism (Hwang, Stewart, & Ko, 2012), the impact of tourism on the rural 

community (Gössling, 2003; Oklevik, et al., 2019) and how locals perceive rural tourism 

(Muresan, et al., 2016). The diversity in research papers, influenced not only by geography 

but also by political institutions, shows differences in interdependence and influences of and 

on rural tourism across the world (Sharpley & Roberts, 2004).  

As rural areas are more vulnerable to ecosystem degradation and social disruption (Gössling, 

2003), but tourism is often considered as a saviour and solution to regional development in 

declining peripheries, sustainable planning is even more crucial in these areas to balance the 

outcome of tourism (Kauppila, Saarinen, & Leinonen, 2009). It remains a question as to why 

the implementation of sustainable rural tourism is so difficult and unachievable in reality 



when the benefits are so clear and the strategy is well understood in principle (Sharpley & 

Roberts, 2004). This might be because of a lack of expertise and skills in rural areas and 

resulting foreign ownership (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996), the disagreeing views of 

stakeholders (McAreavey & McDonagh, 2010) or the often secondary focus on social and 

environmental issues in comparison to financial benefits (Hahn, Figge, Pinkse, & Preuss, 

2018). Sustainable rural tourism has a variety of meanings depending on context, while the 

term itself is of almost oxymoronic nature (McAreavey & McDonagh, 2010). If rural tourism 

and sustainable tourism were the same, as considered by some early researchers, how 

sustainable would the tourism be when the world runs out of periphery to accommodate such 

tourism? (Gössling, 2003). Especially in rural areas, there is much contradiction in these 

terms. Sustainability is a “luxury” that remains for those who can afford it (Sharpley & 

Roberts, 2004). Especially in smaller nations that depend on tourism, measures to counteract 

environmental degradation caused by tourism might not be affordable without facing 

economic difficulty (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996). Business motivation is naturally driven 

by financial profit rather than environmental and social outcome, as businesses are directly 

obliged only to their shareholders and the law. This might be positive when sustainability 

measures correlate with financial savings. Research on sustainability motivation in Spain has 

shown that lower class establishments are more considerate to sustainable measures, as cost 

savings and increased competitiveness are associated with them (Villanueva-Álvaro, 

Mondéjar-Jiménez, & Sáez-Martínez, 2017). Meanwhile, higher class establishments are less 

motivated to behave sustainably, as this does not make them more competitive (Villanueva-

Álvaro, Mondéjar-Jiménez, & Sáez-Martínez, 2017). 

A possible conclusion of research findings in this field is that while in some cases sustainable 

behaviour will contribute to financial benefit, it might not always be possible for a business to 

view all three pillars of the triple bottom line as equal. The motivation of a business is 

primarily driven by financial outcome and business competitiveness. If sustainability is a 

competitiveness factor or promises cost savings, a business will be motivated to implement 

sustainable measures or appear to be doing so. But even if the motivation is there, it might 

not always be feasible for a business to behave sustainability without facing economic 

hardship.  



Crises and Tourism  

Research into crises in tourism is fragmented and has a lack of holistic approaches, which 

might be explained by the chaotic nature of crises and the variety of definitions (Pforr, 2006). 

With this comes a lack of clarity on the impact of crises on the tourism industry and vice 

versa (Pforr, 2006). Crisis management is discussed especially within the geographic context 

of South East Asia, which had a focus on tourism crises through the financial crisis and 

health related threats such as SARS (Pforr & Hosie, 2008). Crises affecting tourism can be of 

various nature, such as hurricanes (Ghaderi & Henderson, 2008), epidemics (Cooper, 2006) 

(Kim, Chun, & Lee, 2006; Zeng, Carter, & Lacy, 2006), or political uprisings such as the 

Arab Spring (Avraham, 2015). Crises that have affected global tourism in the past are the 

9/11 terrorist attack in 2001, the SARS outbreak in 2003 and the financial crisis from 2009 

(Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020). Before 9/11 and the tsunamis in 2004, crisis management 

represented a reactive response in tourism rather than a state of anticipation (Pforr & Hosie, 

2008). But with growing awareness, an increase in literature dealing with the topic has been 

seen with core themes of preparedness, sensibilisation and initial response and a focus on 

communication, information and destination confidence in crisis management (Pforr, 2006). 

It is surprising to see how aware the field is to the threat of tourism crises and especially the 

risk of a pandemic, with warnings given both in tourism research and health research and 

from various other sources and organisations (Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020). And not only in 

recent publications, even when SARS broke out in 2003, the threat of pandemics caused by 

respiratory illness originating from Asia has apparently been a well-known one (Cooper, 

2006).  

Tourism and crises have complex connections and influence each other in various ways. If 

we talk about the effect of tourism on a crisis, we have seen that tourism can both mitigate a 

crisis and help with economic recovery through strong marketing programmes (Pforr, 2006). 

Tourism can give new hope and narratives of new beginnings after a crisis and create 

opportunity (Tucker, Shelton, & Bae, 2017).  

Simultaneously tourism can play a big role in creating a crisis in the first place. With the 

world getting more connected and travel on a global high, epidemics can easily spread from 

country to country by plane and with travellers, leading to negative consequences in 

destinations far away from the original crisis point (Pforr, 2006). Tourism is volatile to crises 

and in an economy depending on tourism, a tourism crisis can easily lead to a real crisis for 



the people living in such destinations when their livelihood suddenly is taken away (Ritchie, 

2008).   

The effect of crises on tourism can be separated into different time frames, short-term and 

long-term effects. Immediately after and during a crisis, the crisis usually leads to a major 

disruption of tourism. In the case of pandemics, especially island states would warrant border 

closures and have a high economic price on the nation (Boyd, Baker, Mansoor, Kvizhinadze, 

& Wilson, 2017). Both natural and human caused crises can disrupt tourism in arrival or 

departure states due to a lack of (perceived) personal safety and fear about recurrence 

(Ghaderi & Henderson, 2008). The decline in numbers of tourists usually commences 

immediately with the crises and travel warnings issued by target countries, as was seen in 

SARS (Henderson, 2003). Tourism related crises have a significant impact on tourism firm 

performance (Chen, 2011). Crises have also raised attention to the rural area, where the 

impacts of the crises are felt much more severely, especially if the local households rely on 

employment in tourism businesses (Zeng, Carter, & Lacy, 2006). The Foot and Mouth 

Disease (FMD) outbreak in the UK led to a recognition of tourism being a key industry for 

rural areas and showed the dependency of the rural area on tourism (Baxter & Bowen, 2004). 

The role of the media has become more and more important over the years with the landscape 

of media changing. In a study comparing the 1967-68 and 2001 outbreak of FMD in the UK, 

the involvement of the media in the second outbreak contributed majorly to how much worse 

the impact of the second outbreak was for tourism (Baxter & Bowen, 2004). The media 

rapidly sensationalises negative events, as was seen both in the SARS and the FMD outbreak 

(Pforr & Hosie, 2008; Cooper, 2006; McKercher & Chon, 2004; Baxter & Bowen, 2004; 

Irvine & Anderson, 2004). The reaction of the WHO was heavily criticised during the SARS 

outbreak as well, with some researchers claiming that travel was not a contributor to the 

spread of SARS (McKercher & Chon, 2004) and that SARS was a crisis of media attention 

(Zeng, Carter, & Lacy, 2006). The media certainly has a lot of power over influencing tourist 

behaviour and perception of safety in destinations (Ghaderi & Henderson, 2008).  

The long-term effects of a crisis are much more complex and depend on the setting of the 

crisis and how quickly the threat passes, and how the country and industry deals with 

recovery. As much as mass communication of today embeds these crises in consumers’ 

minds and can establish heightened sense of insecurity (Pforr & Hosie, 2008), tourists are 

known to have a short memory and return once the (perceived) threat has passed (Zeng, 

Carter, & Lacy, 2006). After a crisis, tourism usually picks up quickly again (Zeng, Carter, & 



Lacy, 2006). SARS even created much opportunity for tourism development as new 

motivations for travel to rural areas sprung up after the outbreak (Zeng, Carter, & Lacy, 

2006).  

The community response to tourism crises in the long-term can actually be quite positive, 

with developing new ways of coping and rebuilding the industry, with new opportunities and 

lessons learned from the crises (Cooper, 2006).  

The tourism industry can change in various way through a crisis. Increased domestic tourism 

is usually an outcome (Pforr, 2006; Papatheodorou, Rosselló, & Xiao, 2010). Recovery 

usually depends on resilience in the industry. If an industry is considered vulnerable before or 

the country has high corruption rates, it will be more affected by a crisis (Sausmarez, 2007). 

After SARS, tourism in Asia changed by following a heavy marketing campaign and 

incorporating new health measures (Cooper, 2006). Post-disaster marketing campaigns and 

appropriate policies can help the industry recover and get back on track (Ghaderi & 

Henderson, 2008). 

The key to turning a crisis into an opportunity on the corporate level seems to be early 

detection and the existence and enaction of prevention plans (Kim, Chun, & Lee, 2006). 

Crisis performance seems to indicate who will have a bigger share of the market after the 

crisis too (Kim, Chun, & Lee, 2006). Small rural businesses displayed the flexibility to 

respond quickly to a previous crisis when implementing survival plans and therefore avoiding 

the worst outcome in the crisis (Irvine & Anderson, 2004).  

In regard to sustainability, the effects of crises in tourism are contested here. On the one 

hand, countries have put sustainability last in their mode to recover number of tourists and 

economic recovery (Kontogeorgopoulos, 1999). Speculations after the financial crisis 

included reduced regulatory involvement and therefore decreases in sustainability efforts 

(Bramwell & Lane, 2011). On a more hopeful note, one of the outcomes of crises is also new 

business models such as sustainable and ecotourism (Henderson, 2003). A wish for tourism 

to go towards more sustainable growth and focus on the role of social development exists 

(Papatheodorou, Rosselló, & Xiao, 2010), with more government involvement directing the 

industry on the right path (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). After FMD in the UK, policy 

recommendations included a focus on more sustainable development also in regard to tourism 

as a “massive earner” in rural areas (Baxter & Bowen, 2004).  



The current outbreak of Covid-19 once again has researchers speculating about what we will 

see as an outcome of this global crisis. Will there be a tendency towards aggressive growth to 

recover tourist numbers or a development towards more sustainable tourism in line with the 

sustainable development goals of the United Nations (Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020)? 

Surveys in China have shown preliminary consumer behaviour results with an increased 

interest in environmentally friendly products, giving hope for Covid-19 being an opportunity 

to create a more sustainable tourism world. (Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020).  

 

Organisational Learning and Crisis  

The question why societies, organisation and individuals often fail to learn from all kinds of 

crises is as valid as ever. Research on the topic is divided into two streams: building 

resilience and learning as part of crisis preparedness (Antonacopoulou & Sheaffer, 2013).  

Building resilience 

Resilience is the capacity of an organisation to anticipate and adjust to the environment, 

derived by the capability of quick responses to signals and flexible resources (Ortiz-de-

Mandojana & Bansal, 2015). Resilience improves a firm’s ability to survive through and 

adapt to environmental changes and remain stability during environmental disturbances. It is 

a latent variable inferred in previous research by its impact on other organisational outcomes, 

such as recovery of stock price or growth of sale over a single or multiple environmental 

shocks (DesJardine, Bansal, & Yang, 2017). Research has shown that social and 

environmental practices contribute to organisation resilience and lead to several long-term 

outcomes. Firms that engage in such sustainable practices experience lower financial 

volatility, as they can react faster to their environment and protect themselves from 

environmental hazards. They experience higher growth, as they are more able to tap potential 

market opportunities by for example attracting talent with positive working conditions. 

Overall, they have a better chance of survival, as sustainable practices give them a buffer 

from disruptions and crashes, through early signalling of potential trouble. This has been 

shown by long-term research on the survival of firms, showing that they are more likely to 

survive long-term if they engaged in such practices (Ortiz-de-Mandojana & Bansal, 2015). 

These sustainable or social and environmental practices can be divided in strategic and 

tactical practices, with strategic practice defined as corporate activities with a long-term 

timeframe, large commitments for resources and significant adjustments in organisational 



structure. Examples could include supplier labour conditions, employee diversity, product 

safety or governance. These activities are deeply engrained in organisational structure and 

routine. Tactical activities are focused on short-term actions to fulfil stakeholder’s 

expectations, and one dominant example is charitable donations in line with an organisation’s 

short-term priorities. These actions do not require large commitments, resources or 

organisation change as strategic practices and do not create independency of systems. They 

are easily implemented and easily reversed. Research on both types of sustainability actions 

outcome on resilience has shown that strategic practice has a much larger positive impact on 

resilience, specially severity of shock and time to recovery than tactical practices. This shows 

that investments in sustainable practice, especially long term, can help firms recover from 

crises and lessen the negative impact during the crisis (DesJardine, Bansal, & Yang, 2017).  

Organisational learning 

Learning can be achieved on an individual and on a group level, on the precondition that all 

parties agree that there is a lack of current knowledge (Smith & Elliott, 2007). 

Business level 

On the business level, learning from a crisis includes learning from both successes and 

failures, and learning from failures is important to be prepared for both present and 

prospective crises (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008). Managerial implications of previous 

studies include learning rather broadly and not specifically from a crisis to avoid being too 

specific in preparation for the next one (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008). 

As previously discussed, crisis performance is related to having a bigger market share after 

the crisis (Kim, Chun, & Lee, 2006). Findings suggest that if managers communicate how 

they learned from failure in a crisis, it not only helps them to make the organisation more 

reliable, it can also be used to convince stakeholders that these actions make the firm more 

competitive (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008). The short-term thinking that frequently 

characterizes businesses might make it difficult for managers to implement long-term based 

decisions and strategy, especially in the midst of a crisis.  

Organisational learning has three phases, defensiveness, openness and forgetfulness. The first 

phase relates to the immediate threat of a crisis where a need to protect oneself occurs. Once 

this has passed, there might be a more open approach. This is when most learning can occur. 

The extent of openness and the duration of the open phase depend very much on how 

managers behave in the crisis. After a crisis, when the sense of urgency is mostly lost and any 



desire for change is much smaller, it is important that all the lessons have been learned before 

the period of moving on begins (Anderson, 2006). In addition to this critical corporate 

learning, organisations must become flexible in their approach to dealing with the crises 

(Anderson, 2006). It takes a big step to move from looking at outcomes to examining the 

process of how these outcomes are generated, which presents a challenge to core beliefs of an 

organisation and is in need of second-order learning brought on by turbulence. Second order 

learning concerns full cultural readjustment which appears after first order learning, the phase 

that is more concern with superficial shifts in organizational view. The first order of learning 

applies to level of regulations, structures and plans. There are significant differences between 

both types of learning in terms of crisis preparedness. A second-order approach might 

enhance a company’s understanding of external dependencies and be mor effective than first-

order learning (Smith & Elliott, 2007). Barriers to organizational learning are rigid core 

beliefs, ineffective communication, denial and disregard of outside opinion, fixation and 

narrow approach to inquiry, lack of corporate responsibility and a focus on single-loop 

learning. One important basis for learning out of a crisis to occur is as simple as just the 

acknowledgement that the current state of knowledge is insufficient. This is an important 

factor for second-order learning to occur (Smith & Elliott, 2007).   

Industry level 

Especially in the fast-moving and fragile environment of the tourism industry it is imperative 

that governments take responsibility to guide key decisions-making areas and have 

appropriate policies at all levels in place. It is up to the decision makers in an industry to 

make sure that the valuable lessons learned from a crisis are used to prepare for and create 

actions plans and strategy for the next crisis to ensure that the impact of the last crisis is not 

forgotten (Anderson, 2006). Knowledge and competence are amongst the most valuable 

assets of organisations, and they in turn depend on societal level factors such as structures of 

labour markets and are powerfully shaped by the institutional context (Lam, 1998). 

Organisations have the tendency to lack corporate responsibility and conform, but rarely 

exceed, regulatory requirements (Smith & Elliott, 2007), which again points toward the 

responsibility of decision makers to ensure organisation learning occurs during and after a 

crisis, is integrated into corporate memory and can elevate the industry as a whole to perform 

better in the future.  



Research Gap 

Several studies have been carried out in the field of sustainable tourism, but a lack of focus 

on context has been pointed out, creating a demand for more research into specific situations 

and their sustainability outcome (Rodríguez-López, Diéguez-Castrillón, & Gueimonde-

Canto, 2019). Findings on crisis management in the sustainable tourism literature and focus 

of sustainability outcomes in crisis management are scarce. Sustainability outcomes are being 

speculated on when trying to predict a crisis (Henderson, 2003; Papatheodorou, Rosselló, & 

Xiao, 2010; Bramwell & Lane, 2011), but a scarcity of specific research has been found on 

the topic of how a crisis will affect the sustainability behaviour of tourism firms. An 

increasing focus on social issues has been pointed out, addressing the lack of human focus in 

previous papers (Helgadóttir, Einarsdóttir, Burns, Gunnarsdóttir, & Matthíasdóttir, 2019). 

Social issues and sustainability in general are of great importance in rural area, where tourism 

development has the potential to change entire communities (Gössling, 2003). In crisis 

literature, it has been pointed out that rural communities often notice the impact of a tourism 

crisis more intensely than urban communities (Zeng, Carter, & Lacy, 2006). This study aims 

to contribute towards the body of knowledge in the fields of sustainable rural tourism and 

sustainability outcomes of a tourism crisis. It does this by examining sustainability outcomes 

of a crisis in the unique context of rural tourism.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

Business level 

This study firstly aims to investigate the effect of the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak on 

sustainability performance in rural tourism businesses and the mediating effect of other 

factors on sustainability performance and changes of it. Covid-19 is not a definable variable, 

as it is not directly measurable. The impact of Covid-19 is therefore measured by 

investigating changes in sustainability performance by defining the difference in 

sustainability performance before the outbreak and after the outbreak. Following the literature 

review, sustainability performance is measured by a balance of the three pillars of 

sustainability defined by TBL (Environmental, Social and Economic) with the added factor 

of strategic sustainability, which relates to integration of TBL sustainability in corporate 

policy and strategy. As previously stated in literature, a balanced approach to sustainability in 



this form integrated in strategy is the basis of an effective SPMS, measuring corporate 

sustainability performance (Searcy, 2012). 

 

Figure 1 Visualisation of Model 1(Sustainability Performance) 

 

To measure any mediating effects by variables that could influence sustainability 

performance, the second part of the research investigates the impact of other factors on 

sustainability performance. Previous studies have indicated a significant relationship between 

financial situation of a business and sustainability (Sharpley & Roberts, 2004) and size of a 

business and sustainability (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996; Brammer, Hoejmose, & Marchant, 

2011; Roberts & Tribe, 2008).  

 

Figure 2 Visualisation of Model 2 (Other factors) 

 



Furthermore, the impact of Covid-19 on these factors is investigated by defining change in 

the factors over time, similar to changes in sustainability performance. An analysis of 

relationships between business size, financial situation and sustainability performance 

follows to see whether the factor in itself, or changes of it explain any potential changes in 

sustainability performance.  

 

 

Figure 3 Visualisation of Model 3 (Change in other factors) 

 

Industry level 

The final part of the study is of qualitative nature and investigates the outlook on industry 

sustainability after Covid-19 and which sustainability challenges might be addressed. This 

question is of exploratory nature and does not come with a predefined conceptual framework 

for analysis. Focus themes gathered from the literature review include resilience, 

organisational learning and the role of institutions.  

  



Research Strategy  

This research followed a multi-method approach, combining qualitative and quantitative 

research methods to achieve higher validity of research findings and create in-depth 

knowledge. This strategy is appropriate for research that cannot be answered using only one 

research method and is improved by adding another (Shah & Corley, 2006). This type of 

methodology originated in the late 1980s and early 1990s based on scientific work in several 

fields. The multi-method approach has gained importance in journals across the social and 

health sciences through funding initiatives, discussions and dissertations (Creswell, 2014). 

Both types of data provide different types of information, quantitative methods produce 

closed-ended data and qualitative methods produce open-ended data (Creswell, 2014). A 

multi-method approach aims to combine the strenghts of both methods to develop a stronger 

understanding of research problems and questions. The quantitative research is enriched by 

having qualitative research results, more able to explain thoughts of participants and gain 

detailed insights into the topic. The phenomenon studied is new to the world and therefore 

lacking theory from literature. Exploratory, qualitative research is required to support the 

development of hypotheses and to create a valid instrument for quantitative testing.  

This study aims to answer three research questions, two of quantitative nature and one of 

qualitative nature. Two studies were conducted, Study 1 for qualitative analysis with 

interviews and Study 2 for quantitative analysis with survey data. Results from Study 1 were 

used to build hypotheses for the first two research questions, and to enrichen and support the 

discussion of the quantitative results. Study 1 was furthermore the basis of answering the 

third, explorative research question. Results from Study 2 were used to answer the first two 

research questions, and to support findings on the third research question. The following 

chapters report on the methodology and findings of each of the two studies.  

The research is set in Iceland. Before the Covid-19 pandemic caused a major disruption to the 

tourism industry, this was the largest export industry in Iceland and has been actively 

developed in line with government strategy (Ferdamalastofa, 2011). Even though there had 

been a slight decline in growth in 2019, there were still just under 2 million tourists visiting a 

population of 356,991 in 2019 (Statistics Iceland, 2020). Iceland’s main point of sale for 

tourism is nature tourism, as many tourists are attracted to the beautiful and wild environment 

that this country has to offer. Complementary to this, it is also popular to visit the islands 

capital, which is one of the tourism hot spots of the country (Helgadóttir, Einarsdóttir, Burns, 



Gunnarsdóttir, & Matthíasdóttir, 2019). Iceland’s tourism sector is highly comparable to 

tourism in other Nordic countries and other countries with a dominant focus on nature 

tourism, like New Zealand, Australia, Scotland or Austria. It is important to mention that the 

relatively small population leads to a high social impact of tourism in Iceland. This means 

that tourism impacts are often felt more intensely, especially in small rural areas and that this 

progress might be advanced here in comparison to other countries that have a larger carrying 

capacity. Iceland is therefore a good example of tourism implications that could be seen in 

the future in other destinations, especially rural destinations.  

 

  



Study 1 

Qualitative Methodology  

Data Collection 

Sample 

For the qualitative study, purposive sampling was used to select interview candidates. 

Industry leaders were selected by ability to give input on the state of the industry and 

accessibility for this research. Requirements for selections were (1) managing a rural tourism 

business (2) having relevant expertise in the tourism industry. Five respondents, all business 

managers or owners were selected. The respondents came from various regions in Iceland, 

ensuring coverage of multiple areas to catch any change in response due to location. 

Participants were assured full confidentiality.  

Interviewee Location  Type of Business Size Firm Age 

1 South Iceland Hotel Medium Unknown 

2 South Iceland Tour provider Small 20 years 

3 North Iceland Guest house Small 2 years 

4 North Iceland Museum / Restaurant Medium 1 years 

5 North Iceland Tour provider  Medium 10 years 

Table 1 Interviewee Details 

 

Instrument  

The research findings were collected through semi-structured interviews between 30 minutes 

and 1 hour long. An interview guide was built by consulting literature with the aim to 

investigate several themes established from the literature review. The interview guide can be 

found in the Appendix. These themes were (1) the general effect of Covid-19 on the business, 

(2) Sustainability in the business before and after Covid-19 and (3) Tourism after Covid-19 in 

general. Participants were asked in detail about their business situation, how Covid-19 has 

affected their business and specifically their commitment to sustainability, and to indicate 

their future plans regarding sustainable development. They were furthermore asked to 



speculate about industry changes and how Covid-19 could change sustainability in tourism. 

The interview guide was used to ensure all relevant information was collected, while being 

open for input from the participant and able to respond flexibly to a topic change or following 

an interesting strand of discussion.  

Data Collection  

Respondents were contacted by email or telephone to set up an appointment. 4 out of 5 

qualitative interviews were conducted face-to-face, and one as a telephone interview. The 

interviews were conducted in May and June 2020. After confirming with the participant, the 

interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher. Interviews were conducted until 

theoretical saturation occurred and no new information was gathered by use of the interview 

guide.  

 

Analysis  

The qualitative interviews was analysed and coded with the software atlas.ti. Pattern 

matching was used to establish common themes across interviews and establish hypotheses 

for quantitative testing. This enabled the researcher to compare responses across participants, 

find similarities and develop more relevant hypothesis for testing. Furthermore, the data was 

analysed through two rounds of coding. First with pre-determined codes established from 

research and in line with the topics of the interviews. Secondly, additional codes that emerged 

during the first round of analysis were taken into consideration and used in a second round of 

analysis, to group the data in a more detailed way. These data, in combination with the 

quantitative data, were used to answer the third, exploratory, research question about how 

tourism will change after the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 



Qualitative Coding 

 Pre-determined codes Emerging themes 

Business response 

general 
• Effect on the business 

• Strategic response 

• Changes to business model 

• Closure 

• Focus on domestic 

• Lower rates / discounts 

• Changes to business model  

Business response 

sustainability 
• Sustainability approach 

before Covid (TBL) 

• Barriers to sustainability  

• Changes to sustainability  

• Future plans 

• Personal motivation 

• Strategic approach  

• Influence of financial situation on 

sustainability  

• Changes to sustainability short-term / 

long-term  

• Crisis response 

• Agility of the business  

• Reactive / Proactive Approach 

Industry response • Potential changes to the 

industry 

• Covid-19 as an opportunity 

to improve tourism  

 

• Future of tourism short-term 

• Future of tourism long-term 

• Covid-19 as an opportunity to improve 

tourism  

• Travel Behaviour 

• Behaviour of Businesses 

• Growth System and Overtourism 

• Lessons learned from crisis 

• Recovery programme 

• Regulatory response  

Table 2 Qualitative Coding 

 

Validity and Reliability  

The researcher tried to ensure a valid research instrument by using literature to establish the 

interview guide and gaining feedback on the questions from an experienced researcher.  The 

interview guide was tested to ensure correct understanding of the questions. The testing was 

conducted with an Icelandic native speaker to ensure that the language barrier would be as 

low as possible and the questions understandable, as all interviews were conducted in 

English. The researcher double checked with participants on correct understanding of 

questions and rephrased where necessary during the interview. The timeline of research adds 

to the ability of the researcher to analyse the qualitative results with an open mind. Analysis 

was conducted previous to collection of survey data, so there was no unconscious bias 

towards trying to match potential outcomes, as they were not known at the time.  

Reliability was heightened by deliberately adopting a neutral attitude towards responses and 

by avoiding leading questions. All responses were taken as objectively as possible and with 



an open mind. Having an interview guide ensured a similar approach to all interviews, with 

the same overall structure.  

  



Qualitative Results  

Respondents were asked several questions from a semi-structured interview guide regarding 

3 subtopics: (1) the general effect of Covid-19 on the business, (2) Sustainability in the 

business before and after Covid-19 and (3) Tourism after Covid-19 in general. In the 

following, results will be presented 

To start with the effect of Covid-19 on the business and strategic response in the crisis, the 

themes occurring across all interviews were temporary closure of the business, focus on 

domestic travel, lowering rates or giving discounts and potential changes to the business 

model. All businesses have been heavily affected by the pandemic outbreak and seen their 

customer base and profits vanish in the spring of 2020. 4 out of 5 interviewees stated their 

business was temporarily closed. At the time of the interviews, all but one had reopened but 

recorded much less business and income than before. To mitigate the impact of Covid-19, the 

business managers reported different strategic responses. 3 out of 5 businesses started 

focusing more on domestic tourists, while the other two had an outright aversion towards 

serving domestic tourists, claiming they were asking for much lower prices than the 

international tourists. One business changed their business model to target the local 

population by extending their restaurant service. Another pointed out a marketing strategy 

focusing on creating a “Covid-free” zone on their social media and website, trying to give the 

customer a break and emphasizing that their hotel is a relaxed space to tune out. 3 out of 5 

businesses either lowered their rates or gave a discount to attract more customers. None of the 

businesses reported to be financially struggling to a major extent, but the two businesses that 

have only been operating in the past couple of years both reported to be set back in their 

development plan and had to adjust their strategy. There was no consensus on overall long-

term changes in business model planned due to Covid-19 for the moment. Both managers 

from the larger companies pointed out the constant need for development and change to be a 

successful business, with or without Covid-19. “We are in a constant development. If you 

want to be on top, you always have to be developing, you always have to be changing. 

Otherwise, you’re not successful” (Respondent 1).  

Moving on to the second subtopic, the impact of Covid-19 on business sustainability, 

emerging themes varied across respondents. The motivation for sustainable business practice 

and the implementation varied across businesses and emphasis was observed on different 

aspects of sustainability. Overall, all business managers agreed that there would be no 



immediate changes in sustainability practice due to Covid-19. They did not exclude such 

changes happening in the future, but there were no existing plans. A possible decrease in 

environmental sustainability was mentioned through increased packaging due to Covid-19 in 

the short term, but no plans existed at that point to execute on that option. Respondent 1 

pointed out again the importance of having a flexible approach on how to react to this, to 

keep changing the business and product according to the situation and keep a customer-

focused mind. Respondent 2 emphasised that they were prepared for this crisis through 

financial savings, something that they learned from the financial crisis. Both proactiveness 

and reactiveness are important for a business to be able to respond to the pandemic outbreak, 

not only regarding the general business response, but especially regarding sustainability of 

the business.  

Sustainability performance seemed to be connected partly to size of the business and also 

strongly to the personal motivation of the business owner / manager. While respondent 1, 

who manages a larger business, which is part of a chain, reports a sustainability strategy 

implemented in business procedures, the rest of the businesses had a more casual approach. 

While the strategic approach of respondent 1 emerged equally in all pillars of sustainability 

with a focus on economic benefit, the other businesses showed clear preference from their 

personal motivation. Respondent 4 showed a high personal interest in being a local business, 

resulting in more effort in social responsibility while respondent 5 showed interest in the 

environment, and their business was showing environmental responsibility by planting trees.  

Regarding changes in approach to sustainability, respondent 1 emphasized the need for 

constant development also in sustainability and to do as much as possible, as long as it is 

economically profitable. “Of course in sustainability, they say you should only invest in what 

helps you. You cannot invest in what makes you not more economically sustainable” 

(Respondent 1).  

Respondent 2 expressed high personal motivation to give back to the community and 

contribute positively to the environment, resulting in high sustainability performance in the 

business. There would be no changes in sustainability practice for them, as they are already 

doing everything that they can. When asked about a recent increase in donations to the local 

community fund, the response was “No, that was planned before. But we see it more now 

through Covid, that it was the right decision because there is so many people out of a job” 

(Respondent 2).  



Both of the less established businesses (Respondent 3 and 4) that have only been operating in 

the past couple of years had not established a clear sustainability strategy yet. Respondent 4 

emphasized sustainable actions were happening through personal motivation of staff, 

corporate culture and the business model being based on bringing the community together 

and improving the life of the locals.  

As to the last part of the interview, speculations about the tourism industry after Covid-19, no 

consensus emerged and respondents all emphasized the unpredictability of the situation. As 

for short term changes, increased domestic travel, less group travel and less travel in general, 

especially by older citizens, were pointed out as potential future directions in tourist 

behaviours. Travelers might take fewer trips but stay longer in one destination. As to the 

behaviours of business, there might be a need for more individual packaging, more separate 

facilities and smaller groups with more service.  

In the long term, the response was dependent on how the pandemic will develop. Respondent 

4 summarised that if it would come back again and again, travel would adapt, but if it would 

vanish similar to SARS for example, then travel would just go back to ‘normal’ in the long 

run. “I think it’s more of a speedbump than a u-turn” (Respondent 4).  Respondents 1, 3 and 5 

agree that long-term changes are unlikely, while respondent 2 predicts less travel desire in 

general.  

As to general changes in tourism sustainability, the emerging theme was that this is a great 

opportunity and now is the time to fix the infrastructure and create change. However, all 

respondents were pessimistic as to how realistic it was that this would actually happen.   

Respondent 4 pointed out that the immediate response to this pandemic proved that there 

could be change, and quick change too. “I think we more should be focusing on the 

environmental part of it and how we learned in this pandemic that we can change things 

overnight which we’ve been talking about changing for decades now and haven’t done” 

(Respondent 4). Respondent 5 mentioned a need to see changes in how people travel and 

safety of the trips, which should be a general rule and unrelated to Covid-19. “[I]t would be 

nice to see in Iceland less mass tourism and smaller groups. So we can respect the 

environment a bit more without destroying it. But this shouldn’t be connected to Covid, this 

should be a normal rule” (Respondent 5). Respondent 2 talked about learning from the 

previous financial crisis, and therefore having enough savings in the current Covid-19 crisis 



to still refund people who are cancelling tours and supported the theme that it is possible to 

learn from a crisis. 

All respondents agreed that the major problems that Iceland is facing in tourism will not be 

fixed by the businesses themselves. As a response to the question of whether this could 

address the problematic tourism growth model, respondent 1 answered: “No, because it’s 

individually. It’s impossible. There is no presidents of tourism in the world” (Respondent 1). 

An emerging theme showed a need for a regulatory response to make such changes possible, 

as these would not be coming from the individual businesses.   



Study 2 

Hypothesis Development 

Due to the lack of literature on the relationships of interest, qualitative research was 

conducted to support the process of developing hypotheses. The results of this can be found 

in the previous chapter (Study 1). Participants in the tourism industry were asked about their 

response to Covid-19, specifically as regards sustainability, to be able to hypothesise about 

the effect of Covid-19 on sustainability approaches in tourism businesses.  

 

Covid-19 and Sustainability  

Research on the effect of a pandemic outbreak on business sustainability is scarce and due to 

the unique and unprecedented nature of the Covid-19 crisis, it is difficult to leverage previous 

research. Some literature suggests that in the short term, tourism is severely disrupted by the 

nature of such crises, which is also what we have seen with Covid-19. Long term changes 

might include new opportunities for tourism development (Zeng, Carter, & Lacy, 2006) and a 

positive community response finding new ways of coping and rebuilding (Cooper, 2006). A 

crisis outcome can be new business models such as sustainable and ecotourism (Henderson, 

2003). Small rural businesses have been found to be respond better to a crisis by 

implementing survival plans and reacting flexibly, therefore avoiding the worst outcome 

(Irvine & Anderson, 2004). Further literature on the contrary suggests that countries might 

put sustainability last in order to recover the quantity of tourists and related income after a 

crisis (Kontogeorgopoulos, 1999) and that reduced regulatory involvement might lead to a 

decrease in sustainability efforts (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). There is no definitive answer on 

this issue to be found in previous studies.  

Due to the unique nature of this crisis and lack of previous applicable findings on the topic, 

the qualitative interview results are brought to bear in hypothesis development. The overall 

response from interviewees was that the outbreak of Covid-19 had no direct effect on their 

approach to sustainability. They expressed no plans to change their strategy regarding 

sustainability. Some participants did not exclude such changes happening in the future, 

referring to a business need to stay responsive and flexible, but did state that Covid-19 did 

not change any previous notions or motivations they had regarding sustainability.  



Even though literature suggests that there might be long-term positive outcomes of the crisis, 

for now it seems to be low on the list of business priorities. Research has shown that a firm’s 

official commitment to sustainability does not necessarily mean high sustainability 

performance, which is why these will be measured separately. This leads to the following 

hypothesis regarding tourism firms’ sustainability performance:  

Hypothesis 1: Compared with the situation before the Covid-19 pandemic, sustainability 

performance in rural tourism businesses will be similar following the pandemic.  

 

Other factors influencing sustainability  

As discussed in the literature review, previous findings indicate that there is a relationship 

between financial situation and sustainability (Sharpley & Roberts, 2004) and size of a 

business and sustainability (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996; Brammer, Hoejmose, & Marchant, 

2011; Roberts & Tribe, 2008).  

Regarding size of a business, there is an indication found in previous studies that smaller 

businesses are less sustainable (Roberts & Tribe, 2008), they gain fewer benefits from 

participating in sustainable activities (Brammer, Hoejmose, & Marchant, 2011) and they are 

less able afford sustainable practices (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996). The findings from the 

interviews support these findings in that respondents from a larger company could give a 

more detailed, thought out and strategic approach to sustainability in their business. Smaller 

companies did not have such a strategic approach to sustainability issues. Smaller companies 

showed high commitment to the pillar of sustainability that seemed personally important to 

the business owner / manager and staff, therefore it seems to be more informal and based on 

personal motivation.  

Hypothesis 2: The size of a rural tourism business is positively related to sustainability 

performance.   

As to financial situation of a business, it is much discussed in literature, how the balance of 

the three pillars of sustainability shifts more towards an emphasis on economic, specifically 

financial sustainability, when it comes to businesses. Naturally, the environmental and social 

outcomes depend on financial durability of the company, creating dependencies among the 

concepts. Literature suggests that businesses in a less sustainable financial situation are not 

able to invest in more sustainable business practices in the other categories (Sharpley & 

Roberts, 2004), especially in smaller nations that depend on tourism (Briguglio & Briguglio, 



1996). However, there might be an incentive to act more sustainably towards the 

environmental or community if there are cost savings associated with such behaviour 

(Villanueva-Álvaro, Mondéjar-Jiménez, & Sáez-Martínez, 2017). The interviews indicated 

that some sustainability measures such as local procurement leads to higher cost, which is 

something the business needs to take into account. 

Hypothesis 3: The financial situation of a rural tourism business is positively related to 

sustainability performance.  

If both size and financial situation are positively related to sustainability performance, it is of 

interest to measure whether these factors influence changes in sustainability performance 

throughout Covid-19 (if there will be any). If such changes occur, it is necessary to determine 

if there are any underlying factors that changed through the pandemic outbreak that could 

explain such changes. The assumption in this case is that smaller businesses, as previously 

explained, receive less benefits from sustainable actions and participate less in sustainability 

practice that has higher costs associated with them. The same goes for financial situation, as a 

less viable financial business is less likely to perform sustainably. These businesses therefore 

suffer more from the outcomes of Covid-19 and as a result, are less able to participate in any 

sustainability actions. 

Hypothesis 4: The size of a business is positively related to change in sustainability 

performance.  

Hypothesis 5: The financial situation of a business is positively related to change in 

sustainability performance.  

Both size and financial situation of businesses have been highly affected by Covid-19, with 

downsizing and major financial losses due to the high impact of the pandemic outbreak on 

the tourism industry. In Iceland, the country was effectively closed for tourism in May and 

many businesses have struggled. As size and financial situation are both factors that 

potentially influence sustainability performance, the following hypotheses are regarding the 

impact of changes in these factors on changes in sustainability performance.  

Many businesses had to downsize because of Covid-19. If the size of a business has a 

relationship to sustainability performance, a natural assumption is that a change in size of a 

business would have an impact on sustainability performance. As discussed earlier, a larger 

business size is potentially positively related to sustainability performance. As Covid-19 

caused many businesses to become smaller, at least in the short-term, the hypothesis is here 



that this decrease in size has a negative impact on sustainability performance. If there are 

changes in sustainability performance of the businesses and size is a relevant factor 

influencing sustainability performance, it is assumed that a decrease in size would be an 

explanatory factor for a negative change in sustainability. Covid-19 has also had a high 

financial impact on many businesses. As previously discussed, this factor is assumed to be a 

relevant indicator of sustainability performance. If the financial situation of a business 

decreases through Covid-19 the sustainability performance of this business is likely to 

decrease as well.  

Hypothesis 6: The decrease in size of a rural tourism business is positively related to 

change in sustainability performance.  

Hypothesis 7: The decrease in financial situation of a rural tourism business is positively 

related to change in sustainability performance.  

 

 

 

  



Quantitative Methodology 

Data Collection 

Sample  

The targeted population for quantitative testing were all rural tourism businesses in Iceland.    

The number of tourist accommodations in rural Iceland in 2020 is 569 (Statistics Iceland, 

2020). There are only estimates regarding tour operators and travel agencies, which is not 

relevant for this thesis as the empirical context only includes rural Iceland and the majority of 

these business operate in the capital region of Reykjavik. It is not possible to give an exact 

population number in this case, as the numbers have also changed a lot during the crisis of 

Covid-19 and there is no exact data yet for 2020.  

To conduct statistical inference, a sample size of at least 100 is required and was achieved 

exactly. Respondents were contacted by email in cooperation with regional tourist offices, 

who were able to forward the survey and cover letter to all business contacts in the region.  

From 212 respondents who opened the survey, 107 were complete respondents, showing just 

under a 50% response rate of people who clicked on the survey link. 7 responses had to be 

disqualified as they were from businesses operating solely in Reykjavik or Akureyri and not 

fulfilling the requirement of rurality.  

 

Instrument 

A survey instrument was used to collect the data. The survey included 28 questions and took 

on average of 12 minutes to complete. The survey included 15 Likert-Scale type question, 9 

multiple choice questions and 4 open questions. 12 questions asked about sustainability, 9 

about the more general business situation, 3 questions on demographics, 2 were related to the 

prize drawing included as an incentive for completion and 2 were attention breakers. 

Questions were created by adapting validated questions from previous questionnaires and 

literature (Vakinn, 2020; Font, Garay, & Jones, 2016; MIT, 2012; ITC, 2020; TIA, 2020). 

The complete survey can be found in the appendix.  

Questions were formulated to gather information about four latent variables, in addition to 

demographics: (1) Sustainability performance 2019, (2) Sustainability performance as 

planned for 2021, (3) Business situation 2019, (4) Business situation now (as of July 2020). 

The difference in time frame is used to get the most accurate picture for analysis. This 



research investigates sustainability changes in the future (2021), as the current time frame is 

too short to ask for any changes in sustainability between 2019 and now. Where possible 

though, the timeframe between 2019 and “now” was used, as future performance measures 

intent rather than actual change. Any impact on the business situation through Covid-19 

could have already clearly be seen and felt by the businesses. There were further questions 

regarding sustainability commitment, sustainability barriers and recovery intention of the 

business to give additional value to the analysis and to support the exploratory part of the 

research. These values also were investigated for the difference between 2019 and “now” to 

enrichen research results. Please find a table summarising the timeframe below.  

 

Category / Variable  Timeframe Measurement 

Sustainability Performance 
2019 – as planned for 2021 

Measuring the planned 

sustainability performance 

Business Situation (Size & Financial 

Situation) 
2019 – now (July 2020)  

Measuring the impact of Covid-19 

on the business 

Additional Questions (Sustainability 

Commitment, Barriers to 

Sustainability, Recovery Intentions, 

Current Business Status)  

2019 – now (July 2020) 

Measuring current or short-term 

impacts of Covid-19 on further 

business and sustainability factors 

Table 3 Variables timeframe 

 

Details for how questions on each variable was put together are given in the following.  

Sustainability performance 

Sustainability performance was measured for before the Covid-19 crisis (in the year 2019) 

and after the Covid-19 crisis (plans for the year 2021). To measure sustainability performance 

in the business, a list of statements was created, categorised according to the TBL approach, 

including economic, environmental and social sustainability performance of the business. 

These statements were adapted from a combination of previous work in literature and the 

Vakinn checklist (Vakinn, 2020). Vakinn is the Icelandic quality certification for tourism 

businesses. Their checklist offers extensive insights on measurements of quality and 

sustainability of a business. The category “Strategic” was added in response to this checklist. 



Respondents were asked to indicate responses relating to these variables using a 5-point 

Likert Scale format. Likert Scale type questions are the most frequently used rating tool to 

investigate attitudes and behaviour as they give the participant a range of options to capture 

variation (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). Respondents were asked to indicate the 

extent to which they participate in certain sustainable business practices on a scale of “Not at 

all”, “To a small extent”, “To a moderate extent”, “To a great extent” and “To a very great 

extent”. All questions were posed twice, once for indicating performance in the year 2019 

and once for as planned in 2021. This timeframe is used here to get an indication of future 

sustainability performance post Covid-19.  

Business situation 

The business situation was divided into two variables, business situation before the Covid-19 

crisis in the year 2019 and business situation after Covid-19 outbreak, or now (July 2020). 

This measures the impact of Covid-19 on financial situation and business size on the 

business and gives an accurate measure of this change. Respondents were asked about the 

size of the businesses (number of employees). Participants were furthermore asked to 

indicate their financial health on a 5-point Likert Scale, choosing between “Very Poor”, 

“Poor”, “Average”, “Good” and “Very Good” and the status of their savings on a scale 

between “Severely insufficient”,  “Insufficient “, “Just sufficient “, “Sufficient” and “More 

than sufficient”. 

Additional questions 

Businesses were furthermore asked to indicate their commitment to sustainability on a 5-

point Likert Scale, choosing between “No emphasis “, “Lower than other priorities”, “In line 

with other priorities”, “Among our top priorities” and “It is our top priority”. This question 

was posed twice, once for the time period of 2019 and once for now (as in July 2020). The 

outcome of this question is complementary to predicted changes in sustainability 

performance in 2021 and rather than measuring intended sustainability performance 

measures how Covid-19 so far has impacted the commitment of a business owner or 

manager to sustainability.  

The last question dealt with barriers to sustainability respondents experienced. Respondents 

could choose between barriers selected from previous literature, such as “Lack of time”, 

“Lack of money”, “Lack of motivation”, “Don't know what to do”, “The customers haven't 

asked for it”, “Nobody would value it”, “Lack of support from the municipality”, “We have 



not encountered any barriers” and “Others”. The question was posed twice, once for 2019 

and once for “now” (July 2020). 

To gather further information on the status of businesses at the time of the survey, the 

question of the current business situation was posed, giving the choice between “Closed 

permanently”, “Temporarily not operating”, “Partially on site and partially remotely”, “Fully 

but remotely (teleworking)”, “Fully on site” and “Others”. Recovery intention was also 

questioned, giving choice between “Restart with a different business model and reinvented 

offer”, “Gradually scale up operations to a level aligned to returning demand”, “Quickly 

scale up operations to former levels” and “Others”. 

Questions were offered in both Icelandic and English. The survey instrument was tested by a 

pilot group of experienced researchers who gave extensive feedback on both language and 

content of the survey questions. Two attention breaker questions unrelated to the research 

topic were included in the questionnaire to help create a break for the respondent and refocus 

attention, add to the enjoyment of the survey and create more valid responses.  

 

Data Collection  

The questionnaire was sent out at the beginning of July 2020, and data were collected 

between the 1st of July 2020 and the 31st of July. The survey was implemented in 

SurveyGizmo. 100 complete responses were collected from all regions of Iceland and across 

sectors in tourism. Responses from Reykjavik and Akureyri were for businesses operating 

both in urban and rural areas. Details on which areas the businesses operate in and in which 

specific tourism industry they operate can be found below.  

 

Figure 4 Responses across regions 
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Figure 5 Responses across sectors 

 

Analysis  

Descriptive data was collected from the survey tool SurveyGizmo and SPSS. Mean, Median, 

Standard Deviation and Standard Error of the Mean are presented to give an overview of the 

distribution of responses. Informative frequencies are pointed out and reported in detail. 

Inferential analysis was conducted with SPSS, allowing detailed statistical analysis of the 

data to give insight on the research questions. The survey questions were set up to collect 

data on several variables as explained above. These variables will be explained in the 

following. Sustainability performance was split into 4 sub-categories, Environmental, Social, 

Economic and Strategic. Responses were collected for both the time period before Covid-19 

(2019) and as planned for the near future in 2021. This results in two overall variables: (1) 

Sustainability Performance 2019 and (2) Sustainability Performance as planned for 2021. The 

results from the Likert Scale questions were computed into these overall variables by 

establishing the mean. The assumption of equal intervals here is crucial to allow analysis 

based on scale data format.  

A paired sample t-test was used to compare the means of the variables Sustainability 

Performance 2019 and Sustainability Performance 2021 and assess whether there was a 

significant change. This is to test hypothesis 1. A further t-test was conducted on 

sustainability commitment, to see whether any changes the current estimation of business 

owner’s commitment to sustainability are in line with changes in planned sustainability 

performance.  

Gisting / 
Accommodation 

48%

Ferðaskipuleggjandi / 
Tour Operator 

3%

Ferðaskrifstofa / Travel 
Agency 

7%

Fólksflutningar / 
Transportation 

1%

Söfn og listastofnanir/ Museum or art 
institute …

Afþreying / Entertainment 
9%

Veitingaþjónusta og önnur þjónusta / 
Catering services or other services 

12%

Annað / Other 
10%



The two sustainability performance variables were used to compute a further variable:  

Change in Sustainability Performance = Sustainability Performance as planned for 2021 - 

Sustainability Performance 2019 

This variable was used for analysis into the relationship between business size and financial 

situation. If there are significant changes in sustainability performance, it is of interest to be 

able to explain whether these changes are predicted by other factors or the change in other 

factors through Covid-19. For the second research question, analysis into size and financial 

situation was conducted. Size refers to firm size as number of employees. Financial situation 

was computed by averaging Likert Scale responses regarding both financial health status and 

status of savings. For the analysis, both the pre-Covid score and the change score are used 

resulting in four variables: (1) Size 2019 (2) Change in Size, (3) Financial Situation 2019 (4) 

Change in Financial Situation. T-tests were used to determine whether there were any 

significant changes in these factors.  

Two multivariate regression models were used to investigate the relationship between 

business size and financial situation and sustainability performance, as well as change of size 

and change of financial situation and changes in sustainability performance. The first model 

tested hypothesis 2 and 3, with sustainability performance as the dependent variable. The 

second model tested hypothesis 4 through to 7 with change in sustainability performance as a 

dependent variable.  

Model 1: Sustainability Performance 2019 = a*Business Size 2019 + b*Financial Situation 

2019 

Model 2: Change in Sustainability Performance = a*Business Size 2019 + b*Change in 

Business Size + c*Financial Situation 2019 + d*Change in Financial Situation. 

 

Validity and Reliability  

The questionnaire was pilot tested to ensure questions are understandable and the translations 

are correct. Face validity was tested by consulting with academic experts in the topic in detail 

about survey questions and content.  

Internal consistency of the combined variables was tested with the Cronbach Alpha Method, 

the most commonly used method to test scale reliability. A Cronbach Alpha value above .7 is 



commonly seen as acceptable  (Field, 2005). As reported in detail in the following, this study 

reports a high Cronbach Alpha score for each variable. 

Variable Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Cronbach’s Alpha Based on 

Standardized Items 
N of items  

Sustainability Performance 2019 0.921 0.922 27 

Sustainability Performance 2021* 0.957 0.958 27 

Financial Situation 2019 0.725 0.727 2 

Financial Situation July 2020 0.875 0.879 2 

Table 4 Cronbach's Alpha Values 

*as planned for 2021 



Quantitative Results  

The following summary of survey results will present first descriptive results regarding the 

variables with relevance for the quantitative analysis, namely sustainability performance, 

business size and financial situation, followed by descriptive output from the additional, 

exploratory questions in the survey. Results on inferential statistics follow in the order 

described previously in the methodology. Please consult the appendix for more graphs, tables 

and detailed results where pointed out in the text.   

Descriptive Statistics  

Sustainability Performance  

In the following, descriptive results on the questions regarding sustainability performance are 

reported. Responses on the extended checklist for the triple bottom line pillars + strategic 

were accumulated to measure past and planned sustainability performance. All of the 

variables were highly correlated with each other, confirmed by the Cronbach’s Alpha number 

as illustrated earlier and therefore justifying the use of these factors as a combined variable 

and confirming validity of the sources these were adapted from. Extensive tables of pairwise 

correlation can be found in the appendix.  

Regarding environmental sustainability performance, there majority of businesses 

participated to some extend in environmentally friendly practices such as recycling, saving 

energy and reducing packaging. The outlier in this group was saving water. While the number 

of businesses indicating no engagement were consistently under 10% in all other categories, 

the number of businesses not engaging in water saving practices was at 23%. The overall 

mean of this activity was also low at 2.66, while the rest of the means were between 3.13 and 

3.93. Results on social sustainability performance were fairly similar. The category with the 

highest mean here is promoting fair employment practices. Economic sustainability 

performance received overall the highest mean amongst sustainability categories, showing a 

high commitment to using local staff and produce by rural tourism companies. Regarding 

strategic sustainability performance, it was interesting to point out that the mean for assessing 

the financial performance of the company was by almost a point higher than the means for 

assessing environmental and social performance. While only 2% of businesses in both 2019 

and as planned for 2021 indicated to not participate in this activity, 9% in 2019 and 7% as 

planned for 2021 indicated they do not assess environmental performance of the company 



and 10%  in 2019 and 8% as planned for 2021 indicated they do not assess social 

performance of the company.  

Detailed frequency tables for responses on each statement for each sustainability variable can 

be found in the appendix.   

The following table summarises the descriptive statistics for the variables of sustainability 

performance. The measure is 5-point Likert Scale, with participation scores between 1 = “Not 

at all” and 5 = “To a very great extent”.  

 

Descriptive Statistics Sustainability Performance  

Variable  Mean Median  Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Sustainability Performance 2019 3.49 3.57 0.64 0.06 

Sustainability Performance 2021*  3.73 3.92 0.74 0.07 

Environmental Sustainability Performance 

2019 
3.46 3.5 0.8 0.08 

Environmental Sustainability Performance 

2021*  
3.70 3.89 0.82 0.08 

Social Sustainability Performance 2019 3.51 3.56 0.72 0.07 

Social Sustainability Performance 2021*  3.72 3.88 0.83 0.08 

Economic Sustainability Performance 2019 3.98 4.00 0.82 0.08 

Economic Sustainability Performance 2021*  4.18 4.33 0.89 0.09 

Strategic Sustainability Performance 2019 3.3 3.43 0.92 0.09 

Strategic Sustainability Performance 2021* 3.59 3.86 0.93 0.09 

Table 5 Descriptive Statistics Sustainability Performance 

*as planned for 2021 

 

 

 



Business Size and Financial Situation 

The average size of the businesses in the sample decreased from 14 employees in 2019 to 8 

employees in July 2020. The size businesses in the sample have a range of 600 in 2019 and 

200 in 2020, with the majority of businesses being between 1 and 50 employees big. There is 

one outlier value, as there is just one business with 600 employees in 2019. The range 

without this value would be 50. This outlier however does fulfil all sample requirements and 

truly belongs to the sample and population and therefore has not been removed for the 

purpose of analysis.  

The survey responses show a clear decrease in financial health of businesses after the 

outbreak of Covid-19. The respondents measuring their business’ financial health as “Very 

Good” decreased from 21% to 5%, while responses for “Poor” went up from 8% to 27%. 

While there were 0% of respondents choosing “Very Poor” for 2019, 17% choose it for the 

timeframe after the outbreak in 2020. The mean of responses was 3.61 out of 5 points on a 

Likert-Scale when asking for 2019, decreasing to 2.61 when asking for the financial situation 

as of July 2020. A similar, yet less dramatic decrease, can be seen below for the responses 

regarding sufficiency of business savings, where the mean decreased from 2.57 to 2.22. The 

responses from these two Likert-Scale questions were computed to a new variable for 

measuring the overall financial situation of the business. Both questions were adapted from 

validated sources and used in previous questionnaires. Together they give an average of the 

financial health and sufficiency of savings, both crucial factors explaining the financial 

situation of a business. As the interviews pointed towards a focus on savings during the 

outbreak of Covid-19 determining the financial situation of the business, this factor was taken 

into account and combined with overall financial health. The mean of this variable decreased 

from 3.09 to 2.42. A summary of results can be found in the table below. For graphs and 

more details please consult the appendix.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Descriptive Statistics Business Factors  

Variable  Mean Median  Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Business Size 2019 14 4 60 6 

Business Size July 2020 8 2.5 21 2 

Financial Health 2019 3.61 3 0.91 0.09 

Financial Health July 2020 2.61 3 1.06 0.11 

Sufficiency of Savings 2019 2.57 3 0.99 0.1 

Sufficiency of Savings July 2020 2.22 2 0.93 0.093 

Financial Situation 2019 3.09 3 0.85 0.84 

Financial Situation July 2020 2.42 2.5 0.94 0.09 

Table 6 Descriptive Statistics Business Factors 

 

Additional questions 

The majority of businesses were operating fully again at the time of the survey (78%). Only 

1% was operating remotely, 12% were operating partially remotely and 3% were temporarily 

closed. According to the text answers, most respondents that checked “Others” were partly 

operational on site. The majority of businesses (63%) intend to rescale operations aligned 

with the returning demands of tourists, while 16% want to quickly scale up to former levels 

of operations. Only 5% will change their business model. The open text answers under others 

were in line with keeping the same strategy with no changes to the business (6%), scaling up 

operations again depending on future behaviour of the pandemic (3%), closing temporarily 

(2%) and closing permanently (2%).  

As to sustainability commitment, there was little change in what people indicated regarding 

2019 and as of July 2020. The responses for 2019 average at 3.49 and for July 2020 at 3.51. 

Both for 2019 and July 2020, 4% of respondents indicated no emphasis on sustainability, 

while 6% valued it lower than other priorities. 41% declared it in in line with other priorities 

for 2019 while 36% indicated that for July 2020. 35% declared sustainability to be amongst 

their top priorities in 2019 in comparison to 43% for July 2020. Respondents indicating 

sustainability as their top priority went from 14% to 11%.  



Descriptive Statistics Sustainability Commitment  

Variable  Mean Median  Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Sustainability Commitment 2019 3.49 3 0.95 0.1 

Sustainability Commitment July 

2020 
3.51 4 0.92 0.09 

Table 7 Descriptive Statistics Sustainability Commitment 

 

Regarding barriers to sustainability, there is a decrease of 4% in responses indicating a lack 

of time, while responses indicating a lack of money increase by 4%. Respondents are more 

motivated, struggle less with not knowing what to do, while customer demand and perceived 

value stayed the same. The results indicate a decrease in respondents who experience a lack 

of support from the municipality. In the open text answers in “Others”, a lack of options for 

sorting rubbish and recycling were mentioned. Overall, the total number of barriers tagged 

for 2020 was slightly less than 2019, while the number of people indicating they have not 

encountered barriers only decreased by one. This shows a slight decrease in barriers after the 

outbreak of Covid-19, mainly in lack of time and support from the municipality. 

 

Table 8 Descriptive Statistics Sustainability Barriers 
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Inferential Statistics  

T-Tests  

A paired sample t-test was conducted to investigate whether there was any significant change 

in means for the scores of each category and the total sustainability performance score as 

given for 2019 and planned for 2021. There was a significant difference in the scores for 

Total Sustainability in 2021 (M=3.73, SD= .74) and 2019 (M=3.49, SD=.64) conditions; 

t(99)=4.16, p= .000. A significant difference was found in all measured categories of 

sustainability (Environmental, Social, Economic and Strategic).  

 

 Paired Samples T-Test Sustainability Performance  

Variable Pair 

Mean 

Std. 

Devia

tion 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower     /   Upper  

t df 

Sig. 

(2-

taile

d) 

Sustainability Performance 2021* – 

Sustainability Performance 2019 
0.24 0.58 0.06 0.13 0.35 4.16 99 .000 

Environmental Sustainability 

Performance 2021* – 

Environmental Sustainability 

Performance 2019 

0.24 0.69 0.07 0.10 0.38 3.50 99 .001 

Social Sustainability Performance 

2021* – Social Sustainability 

Performance 2019 

0.20 0.61 0.06 0.08 0.33 3.30 99 .001 

Economic Sustainability 

Performance 2021* – Economic 

Sustainability Performance 2019 

0.21 0.62 0.06 0.08 0.33 3.33 99 .001 

Strategic Sustainability 

Performance 2021*- Strategic 

Sustainability Performance 2019 

0.3 0.78 0.08 0.14 0.45 3.77 99 .000 

Table 9 Paired Samples T-Test Sustainability Performance 

*as planned for 2021 

 



Additional t-tests were conducted on the business situation factors business size and financial 

situation and sustainability commitment. There was a significant difference in the scores for 

Financial Situation in 2020 (M=2.41, SD=0.94 ) and 2019 (M=3.09, SD=0.85) conditions; 

t(99)=-7.57, p= .000 and no significant difference in Business Size 2020 (M=7.81, SD=21.2 ) 

and 2019 (M=14.09, SD=60.2) conditions; t(99)=-1.56, p= 0.121. This is only due to the 

previously explained outlier value. Without that value, a significant difference would be 

accepted at the 0.05 significance level. It is possible that a larger sample might lead to an 

overall significant difference in this variable. There is also no significant difference in the 

means for Sustainability Commitment 2020 (M=3.52, SD=0.92) and 2019 (M=3.49, 

SD=0.95) conditions; t(99)=0.25, p= 0.804.  

 

Paired Samples T-Test Other Factors  

Variable Pair 

Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference  

Lower / Upper 

t df 
Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Business Size 2020 

– Business Size 

2019 

-6.28 40.12 4.01 -14.24 1.69 -1.56 99 0.121 

Financial Situation 

2020 – Financial 

Situation 2019 

-0.68 .892 0.09 -0.85 -0.5 -7.57 99 .000 

Sustainability 

Commitment 2020 – 

Sustainability 

Commitment 2019 

0.02 0.80 0.08 -0.14 0.18 .25 99 .804 

Table 10 Paired Samples T-Test Other Factors 

 

 

 

 



Regression Model 1 

The first multivariate regression model aims to investigate the relationship between the size 

of a business in 2019 and the financial situation of a business in 2019 as predictors and the 

sustainability performance of 2019 as a dependent variable. Neither variable was a significant 

predictor for Total Sustainability 2019: Financial 2019 (Beta= -.012, Sig= .880), Size 2019 

(Beta= .001, Sig= .533). The model furthermore has an extremely low R2 value, showing that 

next to none of the variation in the dependent variable is explained by the predictors. 

Independent Variables: Business Size 2019, Financial Situation 2019 

Dependent Variable: Sustainability Performance 2019 

Model Summary 

R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

.064a .004 -.016 .64418 

 

Coefficients 

 

                       Unstandardized Coefficients 

 

                                  B                   Std. Error 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Beta 

t Sig. 

(Constant) 3.518 .246  14.279 .000 

Financial Situation 

2019 -.012 .078 -.015 -.151 .880 

Business Size 2019 .001 .001 .064 .625 .533 

Table 11 Regression Model 1 

 

 

Regression Model 2 

Secondly, the relationship between Size 2019, Change in Size, Financial Situation 2019 and 

Change in Financial Situation were tested as predictors of Change in Sustainability 

Performance. It was found that Change in Financial Situation (Beta = .156, p = .039) is a 

significant predictor in this model. The model has a low R2 value, showing that the included 

factors only explain 6% of the variability in the predicted variable.  

Independent Variables: Financial Situation 2019, Size 2019, Change in Financial Situation 

and Change in Size  

Dependent Variable: Change in Sustainability Performance  



 
Model Summary 

R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of 

the Estimate 

.244a .060 .020 .56960 

 

Coefficients 

 
Unstandardized Coefficients 

                 B              Std. Error 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Beta 

t Sig. 

(Constant) -.099 .223  -.444 .658 

Financial Situation 2019 .140 .077 .206 1.821 .072 

Business Size 2019 .001 .007 .099 .133 .895 

Change in Financial 

Situation 
.156 .074 .241 2.098 .039 

Change in Business Size .001 .011 .044 .058 .954 

Table 12 Regression Model 2 

 

  



Discussion  

The pandemic outbreak of Covid-19 has led to a worldwide decrease in tourism. Following 

public discourse, many suggested that one positive outcome of this international crisis will be 

an increase in sustainability in tourism. It has been described as a “much needed shock” and 

wake up call for the tourism industry (Florian, 2020) and an opportunity to learn and deal 

better with future crises, such as climate change (Smith, 2020; Muller, 2020). This is opposed 

by suggestions that companies, especially smaller ones will not have the financial means to 

increase their sustainability performance now. They will rather engage in aggressive 

recovery, trying to compensate for their losses (Elliott, 2020; Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020). 

This study investigates which scenario is more realistic and gains insights into the behaviour 

and future plans of rural tourism businesses in Iceland regarding sustainability. A multi-

method research strategy using both qualitative results from interviews and quantitative 

results from a survey has been used. This section will discuss the results to answer the overall 

research question: “What is the effect of the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak on sustainability in 

rural tourism firms?” and show whether findings confirm or fail to support the hypotheses 

developed.  

 

Sustainability performance before and after the Covid-19 pandemic  

Hypothesis 1: Compared with the situation before the Covid-19 pandemic, sustainability 

performance in rural tourism businesses will be similar following the pandemic.  

The findings of Study 2 fail to support this hypothesis, as a paired sample t-test showed a 

significant increase in means from the sustainability performance score in 2019 and as 

planned for 2021. In fact, a significant increase is shown in all measured sustainability 

performance categories (Environmental, Social, Economic and Strategic).  

These findings are inconsistent with the results indicated by the qualitative interviews (Study 

1). This might be a result of the survey taking place a month after the qualitative interviews, a 

time in which Iceland reopened its borders (15th of June 2020) and tourism came back. This 

event might have had an impact on the state of mind of business owners and changed their 

view on future plans. Due to this study taking place in the midst of the crisis, there is a lot of 

uncertainty in the industry, which must be taken into account when interpreting the results. 

The additional question about sustainability commitment for the time frame between 2019 



and the time of the survey taking place also shows no significant difference, which is 

consistent with the interview response and indicates that changes have not taken place yet. 

This might be due to a short-term focus on crisis survival, whereas the significant change in 

planned sustainability performance shows an intent in the long-term on improving 

sustainability performance. 

The findings do support previous literature suggesting the possibility of positive long-term 

changes after a crisis, such as new opportunities for tourism development (Zeng, Carter, & 

Lacy, 2006), a positive community response finding new ways of coping and rebuilding 

(Cooper, 2006) and new business models such as sustainable and ecotourism (Henderson, 

2003). As the sustainability part of the survey questioned plans for 2021, this might be 

considered long-term and concerns the period “after” Covid-19. It is hard to say in these 

turbulent times how long and short-term or during and after the crisis might be defined, as no 

one knows how, if and especially when this crisis will come to an end. The findings 

furthermore support the public discourse regarding a positive change in sustainability 

throughout the pandemic outbreak. A significant increase in means in all categories supports 

the theory that the tourism industry will become more sustainable after the outbreak of 

Covid-19.  

Limitations of these results include that the scores of sustainability are based on a self-

evaluation of the business owners / managers regarding their past and planned sustainability 

performance. That might lead to an overly optimistic view of how they will perform in 2021 

and should not be confused with actual performance. However, the change in means in the 

least shows that businesses have the intention to perform more sustainability. This intent to 

improve is a potential effect of the outbreak of Covid-19. How exactly the pandemic outbreak 

of Covid-19 is considered a factor in this change is further explained in the following.    

 

The impact of business size and financial situation on sustainability performance  

Hypothesis 2: The size of a rural tourism business is positively related to sustainability 

performance.   

Hypothesis 3: The financial situation of a rural tourism business is positively related to 

sustainability performance.  

The findings of Study 2 fail to support either hypothesis. The result of the first regression test 

with size as a predictor and sustainability performance in 2019 as a dependent variable show 



that size has no significant relationship with the score of sustainability. This fails to support 

hypothesis 2.  

Previous findings in literature suggest that there is a relationship between size of a business 

and sustainability and financial situation and sustainability. It has been suggested that smaller 

businesses are less sustainable (Roberts & Tribe, 2008), they receive fewer benefits from 

participating in sustainable activities (Brammer, Hoejmose, & Marchant, 2011) and they are 

less able to afford sustainable practices (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996). Interview results 

supported this view, as the respondents from larger companies could describe a more detailed 

and strategic approach to sustainability in their business. In the smaller companies, 

sustainability commitment was not formally implemented in business structure and based on 

personal motivation and business culture.  

The findings of this study do not support this theory. The studied sample however consists 

mostly of small, rural business, where the range of sizes represented is rather narrow. Thus, 

the sample might not be representative enough to conclude that there is no relationship in 

general between size and sustainability performance. Nevertheless, since the empirical setting 

is rural tourism businesses – which tend to be small – the findings might be said to hold for 

this particular class of business.  

The findings of Study 2 also fail to support hypothesis 3, as the first regression test shows no 

significant relationship between financial situation and sustainability performance. The 

findings do not support previous literature. There is a consensus in literature that the balance 

of the three pillars of sustainability shifts more towards an emphasis on economic, 

specifically financial sustainability when it comes to businesses. Naturally, the environmental 

and social outcomes depend on financial durability of the company, creating dependency 

among the concepts. Literature suggests that businesses in a less beneficial financial situation 

are not able to invest into more sustainable business practices regarding environmental or 

social sustainability (Sharpley & Roberts, 2004), especially in smaller nations that depend on 

tourism (Briguglio & Briguglio, 1996). Unless there are cost savings associated with such 

behaviour, which might be an incentive to act more sustainably towards the environmental or 

community, especially businesses targeting a budget market with a low cost low price model 

are not engaging in these practices (Villanueva-Álvaro, Mondéjar-Jiménez, & Sáez-Martínez, 

2017). These findings might be explained by one of the themes that occurred in the 

interviews in Study 1. Business owners and managers of the smaller businesses showed a 

high personal motivation to either or both environmental or social sustainability, which was 



less formalised than the strategic approach of the larger businesses, but might also mean that 

these businesses have less focus on the specific outcome of each sustainability action on the 

financial bottom line. As one interviewee suggested, the sustainable practice of buying local 

products is more costly, but as supporting the community is very important to the manager 

and staff personally, this is something they still chose to engage in.  As most rural tourism 

businesses are rather small, this might explain the lack of relationship between financial 

situation and sustainability performance in this empirical setting.   

Limitations of the findings include a relatively low R2 value of the regression model, which 

means that it only explains a very low percentage of the results.  Again, as most of the 

previous research has been conducted in a more general business setting and this sample 

consists mostly out of small rural tourism businesses, it might not be applicable to generalise 

findings on other types of businesses. However, the findings apply for this specific business 

group and give indication that the sustainability performance of rural tourism businesses is 

less financially oriented than theory might suggest.  

 

The impact of business size and financial situation on changes in sustainability 

performance  

Hypothesis 4: The size of a business is positively related to change in sustainability 

performance 

Hypothesis 5: The financial situation of a business is positively related to change in 

sustainability performance 

As confirmed previously, findings of Study 2 show a significant change between past and 

planned sustainability performance, giving importance and relevance to testing this 

hypothesis. Findings of the second regression model in Study 2 fail to support either of the 

above hypothesis. Neither business size nor financial situation of a business have a significant 

relationship with changes in sustainability performance. This is in line with findings on the 

previous two hypotheses, showing no relationship between size and financial situation of a 

business and sustainability performance. The underlying assumption based on previous 

literature findings that smaller or less financially viable businesses would be more affected by 

Covid-19 and therefore had to decrease their sustainability efforts can be rejected based on 

these grounds. Limitations of the second regression test include a low R2 value. The second 

regression model used in Study 2 not only uses business size and financial situation in 2019 



as a predictor, but also the calculated change score, which is the variables that show changes 

in business size and financial situation that have between the outbreak of Covid-19 and the 

time of the study. The outcome of these variables as predictors of changes in sustainability 

performance will be discussed in the following paragraph.  

 

The impact of changes in business size and financial situation on changes in sustainability 

performance  

Hypothesis 6: The decrease in size of a rural tourism business is positively related to change 

in sustainability performance.  

Hypothesis 7: The decrease in financial situation of a rural tourism business is positively 

related to change in sustainability performance. 

As to changes in business size, the t-test on this variable in Study 2 shows no significant 

changes in this variable between 2019 and the time of the study in 2020. The second 

regression model furthermore shows no significant relationship between any change in size 

and changes in sustainability performance. This is in line with the previous findings on 

relationships between business size and changes in sustainability performance and business 

size and sustainability performance. Hypothesis 6 is therefore not supported by these 

findings.  

The t-test on the variable financial situation does however confirm a significant change of the 

financial situation in 2019 and the financial situation at the time of the study. Hypothesis 7 is 

supported by the second regression model from Study 2, showing a significant and positive 

relationship between the decrease in financial situation and change in sustainability 

performance. These findings suggests that even though in the previous tests no relationship 

between financial situation and sustainability performance or changes in sustainability 

performance has been found, a change in financial situation actually has a relationship with 

changes in sustainability performance. Even though overall, as confirmed by the t-tests, the 

change in financial situation was negative and the change in sustainability performance is 

positive, this outcome shows a positive relationship between both factors. The findings 

suggest that businesses whose financial situation improved are more likely to perform more 

sustainably in the future. This supports findings from literature, claiming that the financial 

situation of a business influences sustainability performance.  



Limitations of the findings include a relatively low R2 value of the regression model, which 

means that even though change in financial situation is a significant predictor of change in 

sustainability in this model, it only explains a very low percentage of the results. 

 

The influence of Covid-19 on changes in sustainability performance  

The low R2 value shows a lack of ability of these models to explain the change in the 

sustainability score between 2019 and planned for 2021. Other factors that could have been 

included to obtain a more complete picture would be the class of the establishment (budget to 

luxury) and the level of organisational learning the organisation is capable of. The class level 

of the establishment has been connected to sustainability performance in previous studies and 

could help understand better which type of business behaves more sustainably. This factor is 

not likely to be affected by Covid though, therefore it was not as relevant in this study. The 

level of organisational learning that an organisation is capable of would be an interesting 

factor to include in the second regression model, to see if businesses more capable of 

organisational learning are showing a higher intent to perform sustainably after Covid-19. 

Literature has shown that organisation learning during and after a crisis is a complex 

phenomenon that affects future business performance and competitiveness.  

 From the existing model in this study, seeing as neither size nor financial situation are able to 

explain the majority of change in sustainability performance, it can be assumed that this 

change is caused by the impact of Covid-19 on the tourism businesses. As Study 1 indicates, 

personal motivation seems to be an indicator for sustainable performance in small tourism 

businesses. Covid-19 has had a highly negative impact on communities and businesses and 

may cause a business manager or owner to think more about the social impact of his or her 

business, or even how to just achieve higher sustainability of the business itself. If a business 

model is questioned like that, it might motivate managers and business owners to rethink 

their business strategy. Simultaneously Covid-19 has given a temporary break on much of the 

environmental degradation caused by tourism, it has led to less crowding, danger to fragile 

nature sites and less pollution. This might have shown more clearly the negative 

environmental impact that tourism can have and given motivation to change. Sustainable 

practices that are connected to financial savings, such as saving water and energy might also 

be inspired by the severe financial impact Covid-19 has had on tourism businesses.  



As shown in Study 1, some respondents have expressed an ability to learn from previous 

crisis. This might be happening now, as the pandemic outbreak is teaching business owners a 

lesson in crisis preparation and making improvements a necessity rather than an option. 

Human beings have been shown to care less about consequences of their behaviour if they are 

not directly visible. It is hard to be motivated to change behaviour if it is not crucial. There 

are many biases that humans live by, such as the discount of future value. A future result is 

discounted in the human mind, as the present is worth more. This might be a possible 

explanation for why the Covid-19 crisis can create change. The tourism industry in Iceland 

has been experiencing a huge growth over the past years, which in turn lead to major business 

developments and many new tourism businesses that have never known any other times but 

the times of excessive growth and huge demand for tourism. Covid-19 and the sudden and 

major decrease in tourism was a major shock in the industry, especially in Iceland, whose 

economy relies much on tourism. Business owners and managers are confronted with a real 

threat to their business and need to respond. The necessity to respond to a real crisis rather 

than just prepare for one is much more urgent and might have an impact on behaviour. It 

might motivate business owners and managers to make changes that they were 

procrastinating or to plan changes to respond to the current situation and prepare for an 

uncertain future. “Crisis situations suddenly shine the spotlight on any major problem in the 

design and activities of an organisational system” (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008, p. 178).  

Learning from failures is important after a crisis and might be the cause of motivation to 

change.  

 

Sustainability challenges addressed and future outlook on sustainability  

Sustainability challenges addressed 

It has been predicted in public discourse throughout the outbreak of the pandemic that we 

might see issues such as overtourism, the problematic growth system of tourism and 

environmental damage addressed and improved through this pandemic (Florian, 2020; 

Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Muller, 2020).  The following section will discuss the 

sustainability challenge of overtourism and environmental damage.  

Results suggest that in the short term, overtourism and the growth system of tourism could be 

addressed through having smaller businesses as shown by the decrease in average size of the 

businesses in study 2. Interview participants have suggested that a potential outcome of 



Covid-19 is to have smaller tours and smaller businesses in general. As of now, demand for 

tourism has decreased massively and given places that suffered from overtourism in the past a 

temporary break. However, study results also show that most business align their recovery 

intent with the demand for tourists. That is supported by interview results, saying that if the 

pandemic will end and everything will go back to normal, the quantity of tourists would also 

return. Long-term impact on overtourism is therefore highly dependent on the behaviour of 

the pandemic and tourism demand. On an industry level, a consensus in the interviews from 

Study 1 emerged showing that overtourism is dependent mainly on the marketing of the 

country and the spread of tourists. It is important to spread the quantity of tourists or move 

towards targeting tourists with a higher quality (individual travellers that stay for a longer 

time and spend more money and not a high quantity of budget tourists). The move away from 

mass tourism, spreading tourism throughout the country and moving to targeting a different 

type of tourist depends rather on the actions of the governmental agency responsible rather 

than an individual business is the overwhelming response in the interviews. Literature 

supports this view, as studies have shown that marketing campaigns can help recover tourist 

demand after a crisis (Cooper, 2006), but there is a risk that sustainability is put last in an 

effort to attempt economic recovery (Kontogeorgopoulos, 1999).  

Environmental damage from tourism such as damage to fragile nature sites and pollution has 

also temporarily decreased with the major decline of tourism. In the short term, we might see 

more domestic travel, longer stays and less travel in general, but long-term effects again 

depend on the future demand of tourism. Interview results suggest that this is a great 

opportunity to fix some of the infrastructure problems regarding the protection of nature sites, 

safety of tourists and transportation to spread the tourists better throughout the crisis, but that 

there is a big chance that if this opportunity now will not be used, it will also not change in 

the near future. There could be an increase in packaging due to the health measures of Covid-

19, which would lead to increasing environmental damage.  

Outlook on sustainability  

The outlook on sustainability throughout and after this pandemic is hopeful, but action is 

required. Study 2 has shown an intent to improve sustainability performance after the crisis. 

Further results show that there are somewhat lower barriers to sustainability than before. 

Even though lack of money increased; lack of time, lack of motivation and not knowing what 

to do all decreased. In the long term however, it is very questionable whether any of these 

changes will last if the industry goes back to business as usual without incorporating lessons 



from the crisis and implementing this organisational learning at the core of businesses and the 

industry as a whole. As previously described, business behaviour is aligned to the behaviour 

of the pandemic and future demand of tourism – if the tourists come back, financial profit 

returns and there is no further incentive to increase sustainability performance, it is unlikely 

that businesses will perform more sustainably. As pointed out in study 1 and supported by 

research findings, this should be handled on an industry level and from a regulatory 

perspective, not on an individual business level. Sustainability cannot be achieved by an 

individual organisation, they can only contribute to the larger system which determines 

whether sustainability is achieved (Jennings & Zandbergen, 1995). On an industry level, the 

short-term consequences of Covid-19 suggest positive changes as discussed above (less 

travel, longer stays, domestic travel, smaller businesses and groups, etc.) In the long term 

however, it highly depends on how the tourists are spread and how regulated the industry will 

be. Literature suggests that deregulation almost definitely comes with a decrease in 

sustainability performance (Buckley, 2012). More government involvement directing the 

industry onto the right path is meant to show better results. Research has shown that after the 

financial crisis in 2008 a decrease in sustainability efforts followed the reduced regulatory 

involvement (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). Policy recommendations after a crisis should include 

a focus on sustainable development regarding tourism (Baxter & Bowen, 2004).  

The long-term focus of sustainability goes against the short-term focus of firms (Held, 2001) 

and organisations have the tendency to lack corporate responsibility and conform to but never 

exceed regulatory requirements (Smith & Elliott, 2007). It is therefore imperative that 

institutions take the lead and responsibility to guide businesses through appropriate policy 

and elevate the industry to perform more sustainably in the future. The study shows 

furthermore that business felt more supported by the municipalities when the survey was 

taken than before the pandemic outbreak. This suggests that further involvement and support 

would lead to a decrease in barriers to sustainability.  

Summarising the findings on whether the tourism industry will move into a more sustainable 

future, it certainly depends on how the current momentum of change will be captured and 

how lessons learned from this crisis will be applied.  

 

 

 



Learning from the crisis 

A Focus on learning from this crisis is necessary to use this opportunity to improve tourism. 

The following paragraph will discuss how tourism businesses and the industry as a whole can 

turn this crisis into an opportunity and build a more sustainable and resilient future.  

As indicated in Study 1, it is possible for businesses to learn from a crisis, as one of the 

businesses has pointed out that they were well prepared financially for this crisis from what 

they learned from the financial crisis in 2008. Especially small tourism businesses have been 

known to harbour a flexible and resilient response to crises, as they can respond quickly 

(Irvine & Anderson, 2004). Businesses benefit immensely by learning from crises, by 

becoming more resilient, applying the lessons learned from the crisis to become more 

sustainable and being prepared better for the next crisis. Research has shown that crisis 

performance indicates who will have a bigger share of the market after the crisis too – less 

prepared businesses are more likely to have to close down through the crisis. Firms become 

more competitive by learning from failure in crises and can use this reasoning to convince 

stakeholders on further investments for building resilience and invest in organisational 

learning (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008). Literature has shown that the key to turning a crisis 

into an opportunity for a business seems to be an early reaction to signals of the crisis, 

flexible resources and prevention plans (Kim, Chun, & Lee, 2006). It is also crucial to build 

business resilience, which defines the ability to quickly adapt to a changing environment 

(Ortiz-de-Mandojana & Bansal, 2015). Learning occurs during the crisis in the phase of 

openness, not only after, based on the principal of emergence of learning practices in the 

midst of action (Antonacopoulou & Sheaffer, 2013). Learning needs to happen while there is 

still urgency and the recent events have not been forgotten (Anderson, 2006). The desire for 

change is biggest during the crisis while there are immediate threats. Businesses need to 

become flexible and move from examining outcomes to examining the process of how these 

outcomes are created, which means they need to move beyond their core beliefs (Smith & 

Elliott, 2007). The main outcome of this study shows an intent of businesses to improve 

sustainability performance in the future, which suggests that there is a will to improve, and 

the first step to learning has been completed by acknowledging that there is a need to 

improve.  

It is now crucial to help businesses to capture this momentum, learn from the crisis and be 

better prepared for other crises in the future, with a focus on building sustainable and resilient 

organisations. This will require further research on how to support organisational learning 



and increasing sustainability in organisations and support by the institutional agencies 

responsible. This issue is time sensitive, as research shows that if learning does not occur 

throughout or immediately after the crisis, the phase of forgetfulness will soon extinguish any 

positive changes that could have been implemented.  

On an industry level, this crisis has more than proven that huge changes overnight are indeed 

possible, as pointed out in the interviews. On the one hand, this can be a hopeful sign for 

future looming crises such as climate change, on the other hand it also shows how little of 

what is possible is currently being done to prepare for such future crises. It is up to the 

decision makers in an industry to make sure that the valuable lessons learned from the crisis 

are used to prepare for and create actions plans and strategy for the next crisis to ensure that 

the impact of the last crisis is not forgotten. Due to the nature of businesses being short-term 

and profit oriented, it is the responsibility of decisions makers to ensure organisation learning 

occurs during and after a crisis and is integrated into corporate memory. Like on the business 

level, it seems crucial to conduct further research into how the learnings from this crisis can 

be applied on an industry level. 

 

The effect of Covid-19 on sustainability in rural tourism firms  

Summarising the discussion and answering the overall research question, the main finding of 

this study is a significant increase in all of the sustainability performance categories 

measured, showing an intent of businesses to improve their sustainability performance in 

2021. No business factors measured have been found to have a significant relationship to 

sustainability performance and only the change in financial situation had a positive 

relationship with change in sustainability performance, suggesting that businesses with an 

improved financial performance might show an improved sustainability performance. Due to 

the low R2 value in those models, it has been concluded that Covid-19 is likely to be the 

factor causing these changes in sustainability performance. Overall, the effect of Covid-19 on 

sustainability in the short term might be a shock to the system, which is causing business 

owners and managers to think differently and aim for a higher sustainability performance in 

the future.  

On an industry level, in the short-term we might see more domestic travel, longer stays and 

less travel in general. This gives places suffering from overtourism and environmental 

degradation and pollution a temporary break. In the long term however, it is not certain that 



these changes will be sustained and that lessons learned from the crisis will be applied. 

Whether the tourism industry will perform more sustainably as a whole will depend on the 

future behaviour of the pandemic, future demand for tourism and policy. Findings have 

shown that is possible for individual businesses and organisations to take learnings from this 

crisis and move into a more sustainable future, but it is important and highly time sensitive to 

use this momentum and translate it into new policies, incentive and support for businesses to 

behave sustainably to achieve changes on an industry level.  

  



Implications 

The intent to improve sustainability performance shown by Study 2 suggests that business 

owners and managers might be willing to change their businesses and make more sustainable 

decisions.  

Implications for managers include an urgency to not waste this momentum and turn any 

intention to improve into specific and actionable plans and strategy to build more resilient 

and sustainable businesses. Businesses are now in a phase of the crisis where openness to 

organizational changes and learning exists. Any willingness to change that is not translated 

into specific plans of action might be forgotten soon after the crisis has settled. Managers 

need to reflect on and capture the learnings from the crisis, turn them into business strategy 

and translate them into actions.  

Recommendations for policy makers are to capture this momentum on an industry level and 

find ways to support businesses to act more sustainably. Businesses feel more supported by 

the municipalities regarding sustainability now than before the pandemic crisis and while 

Covid-19 has given them a lot of other issues to deal with, it is important to not waste this 

window of opportunity to incorporate lasting sustainability changes. Covid-19 has shown that 

it is possible to react to events overnight and change the behavior of the entire population and 

it is important to not forget this when we think about looming crises such as climate change. 

These changes do not just have to include hard laws, institutions should also focus on making 

sustainable actions as easy as possible and giving incentive to act accordingly. The field of 

behavioural economics has shown a different way of incentivizing behaviour changes without 

turning them into specific laws. Institutions need to investigate how to apply nudges on a 

business level to motivate businesses to behave more sustainably. This has many advantages 

over educating the consumer and potential to create lasting changes in the tourism industry. 

It is important to make changes to tourism infrastructure now and include learnings from the 

past when thinking about restarting the tourism industry. The current decrease in demand 

should be used to implement much needed infrastructure improvements. To avoid repeating 

past mistakes, destination marketing should be focused on targeting the right type of tourist, 

equal spread across the country and safety measures. If the country will focus just on getting 

back the quantity of tourists for economic recovery, the problems of overtourism will soon 

return and we will see fragile nature sites in danger.  



Recommendations for the research community include further research into how to 

encourage and support sustainable behavior. Further research into sustainability drivers are 

needed, comparing smaller and bigger businesses as there may be differences between the 

two groups.   

It would be interesting to research the topic of sustainability after a crisis in combination with 

behavioural economics to find out more about the heuristics that guide our decision making 

in and after a crisis and how nudges could be used to create a more sustainable industry. 

More research is needed into how to build resilient and crisis prepared businesses and how to 

use momentum to change after a crisis to create lasting sustainability changes. To create more 

relevant and accurate findings as to sustainability outcomes of a crisis, similar studies to this 

one should be repeated on a longitudinal basis. 

  



Limitations  

This research has several limitations. Due to limited time and resources, both Study 1 and 

Study 2 were cross-sectional rather than longitudinal. It would have been optimal to conduct 

several rounds of interviews and several surveys at different point in time throughout the 

crisis, to ensure reliability of the findings. Findings are based on estimation of respondents 

regarding past behaviour and planned future behaviour. This estimation should not be 

confused with actual, definite performance. There might be a discrepancy between reported 

behaviour and actual behaviour. Respondent bias can occur by respondents trying to give the 

“socially acceptable” answer.  

Many businesses were heavily affected financially by the Covid-19 outbreak, potentially 

causing a lower response rate. Sample size was rather small at N=100, constraining 

generalisability. Even though statistical inference has been reached, it would be more 

informative to test a larger sample.  

The sample size consisted solely of rather small and rural tourism businesses, therefore 

findings cannot be generalised for all tourism businesses. The sample was taken only from 

Iceland, which has coped better with the pandemic outbreak than many other countries that 

might have been affected more heavily. Iceland’s tourism industry might not be comparable 

to all other tourism industries in the world. It is therefore questionable whether these findings 

could be generalised across different countries.  

Finally, research in a different culture with a different language poses challenges, and the 

researcher is of non-Icelandic origin with only basic knowledge of the language. Findings can 

be affected by a language barriers and misunderstandings.   

  



Conclusion  

After the pandemic outbreak of Covid-19 in 2020, tourism almost came to a standstill 

worldwide. This has led to much speculation in public discourse about the effect of this crisis 

on sustainability, with some claiming that this might be a stop-and-think moment for the 

tourism and hospitality industry to become more sustainable. To answer the question “What 

is the effect of the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak on sustainability in rural tourism firms?”, 

findings from two studies of both qualitative and quantitative kind have been analysed. 

A significant increase in sustainability performance between 2019 and planned performance 

in 2021 has been found, showing an intent of businesses to behave more sustainably. 

Regression models failed to review any sufficient explanation as to why this increase 

occurred, leading to the assumption that the impact of Covid-19 is responsible for this 

planned increase in sustainability performance.  

On an industry level, the outlook on sustainability after the pandemic outbreak of Covid-19 

depends on several factors. In the short term, as tourism demand is low, the environment 

benefits from less travel and overtourism is a thing of the past. Travel behaviour might 

change, and we will see less travel in general, smaller groups, smaller businesses, longer 

stays and more domestic tourism. This might seem as it would address the problems of 

overtourism and the problematic growth system of tourism. However, whether the tourism 

industry will perform more sustainably as a whole will depend on the future behaviour of the 

pandemic, future demand for tourism and policy. Businesses are reactive to demand, as 

findings have shown. If the demand for tourism returns and the quantity of tourists recovers 

to past numbers, the same problems of the past will occur again. This needs to be included in 

a regulatory response to avoid repeating past mistakes and put learnings from this crisis into 

actions. This phase of openness to organisational change and learning needs to be seized 

before the phase of forgetfulness after the crisis extinguishes any positive changes that could 

have been implemented. While this shock to the system might have caused an intent to 

change, this must be translated into specific strategy.  

Implications for managers therefore include to reflect on lessons learned during the crisis, 

include them into business strategy and translate them into actions on an individual business 

level. On an industry level, it is important to make changes to tourism infrastructure now. To 

avoid repeating past mistakes, destination marketing should be focused on targeting the right 

type of tourist, equal spread across the country and safety measures. Recommendations for 



policy makers are to capture this momentum and find ways to support businesses to act more 

sustainably.  

Future research should include a longitudinal approach of similar kind to this study. More 

research into drivers of sustainability performance is needed, including potential differences 

in these drivers between small and big businesses. It would furthermore be interesting to 

research this topic with a behavioural economics angle to investigate heuristics that guide our 

decision making in and after a crisis and how nudges targeting businesses could be used to 

create a more sustainable industry.  
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Appendix  

Interview Guide 

Introduction 

//Researcher introduces herself and project, asks the interviewee to introduce themselves and 

their business / business they manage.  

What is your name and where are you working?   

What does your company do? 

How long have they been in operation?  

What is the size of your company?  

What type of traveller do you target?  

Concept 1: Covid-19 effect on business 

//Situation before Covid  

How were things going before Covid-19?  

How was the company doing financially? 

What development projects were under way?  

What steps had been taken regarding sustainability before Covid-19?   

//Changes through Covid-19 

How has Covid-19 affected your business?  

How has your financial situation changed through Covid-19? 

What has your strategic response been to Covid-19?  

Will you make any changes to your business after Covid-19?  

Concept 2: Sustainability pre- and post Covid-19 

//Define sustainability and establish pre Covid-19 situation 

The definition I am using for sustainability is threefold, economic / environmental / social 

capital. Would you agree with that, or would you change that and how?  

What was your approach to sustainability before Covid-19?  



Are there any sustainability issues in tourism that affect your business directly? 

What influenced your business decisions regarding sustainability?   

Was there anything holding you back from implementing more sustainable business practices 

before the outbreak of Covid-19?  

//establish potential changes in sustainability through the pandemic outbreak  

Has Covid-19 changed your approach to sustainability issues? (specifically, regarding 

economic, environmental, social issues?)  

Is there anything regarding sustainability that you are doing differently after the outbreak or 

plan to do differently in the future?  

Concept 3: Tourism after Covid-19 

//generally, what will tourism be like?  

What do you think tourism will look like after the outbreak? 

How will it look like immediately after opening the borders on 15th of June?  

How will it look like in a year from now?  

How will it look like in 2 years from now?  

//will tourism improve?  

Do you think Covid-19 is an opportunity to improve tourism in Iceland?  

What about worldwide?  

Many think this is a moment to reflect on how to improve the world of tourism and make it 

more sustainable, what are your thoughts on that?  

Are there any sustainability challenges you think could be addressed by Covid-19? 

//if interviewee does not name all, probe for environmental damage, cultural damage, 

overtourism 

Survey Questionnaire  

Sustainability And Covid-19 / 2020 

 

Introduction 



“He who asks a question is a fool for five minutes; he who does not ask a question remains a 

fool forever.” — Chinese Proverb 

  

 

Ágæti viðtakandi / Dear Sir or Madam,  

 

(please find an English version below) 

 

 

Mætti ég biðja þig um 12 minútur til að taka þátt í könnun um áhrif covid-19 á 

ferðaþjónustufyrirtæki í dreifbýli? 

Með þátttöku þinni leggur þú þitt lóð á vogarskálar rannsóknar á íslenskri ferðaþjónustu og 

færð möguleika á að vinna gjafabréf hjá Amazon að verðmæti 100 evra. Allar spurningar eru 

settar fram á bæði íslensku og ensku. 

 

Gögnin sem safnast verða nýtt í rannsóknarverkefni mitt til MSc gráðu í stjórnun 

ferðaþjónustu sem ég stunda við Háskólann í Reykjavík. Rannsóknin mun varpa ljósi á áhrif 

Covid-19 faraldursins á ferðamannaiðnaðinn á Íslandi og hvernig má styðja betur við 

ferðaþjónustufyrirtæki í dreifbýli. 

 

Leitað er eftir svörum frá eigendum eða stjórnendum ferðaþjónustufyrirtækja á Íslandi, óháð 

því hvort fyrirtæki breyttist í faraldrinum eða lagði niður starfsemi.  

 

Farið verður með öll svör sem trúnaðarmál og gögnin verða eingöngu nýtt í þágu þessarar 

rannsóknar.  

 

Með bestu kveðju, 

 

Lena Marie Heinze 

MSc nemi Háskólanum í Reykjavík  

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

May I ask for 12 minutes of your time to participate in a survey about the effect of Covid-19 

on sustainability in rural tourism businesses? With your response you will make a valuable 

contribution to tourism research in Iceland and earn the chance to win a 100€ Amazon gift 

card. All questions are offered in English and Icelandic. 

 

The data collected will form the basis for my MSc thesis research project in Tourism and 

Hospitality Management at Reykjavik University. 

This research will shed light on the effects of the Covid-19 outbreak on the tourism industry 

in Iceland and offer implications on how to better support rural tourism businesses. 

 

You are eligible to answer if you are a business owner or manager of a tourism business in 

Iceland, even if your business changed/closed during the crisis. 

 

Please rest assured that your response is completely confidential and will only be used, in the 

aggregate, for the purposes of this research.  

 

Kind regards, 

 

Lena Marie Heinze 

MSc student, Reykjavik University 

 

 

  

 

 

Business Operation Status 

1) Er fyrirtækið þitt starfandi núna? / Is your business currently in operation? * 

( ) Að öllu leyti á staðnum / Fully on site 

( ) Að öllu leyti á netinu (fjarvinna) / Fully but remotely (teleworking) 

( ) Að hluta á staðnum og að hluta á netinu / Partially on site and partially remotely 

( ) Tímabundið ekki með starfsemi / Temporarily not operating 



( ) Starfsemi hætt / Closed permanently 

( ) Annað / Other: _________________________________________________ 

 

 

Sustainability 2019 Environmental  

 

2)  Að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti gerðuð þið eftirfarandi árið 2019? / In the year 2019, to 

what extent did you or did you not do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki 

/ Not 

at all 

Að 

litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að 

nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

great 

extent 

Að 

mjög 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

Velja umhverfisvæna 

birgja / Choose 

environmentally friendly 

suppliers 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Nota umhverfisvænar 

vörur / Use 

environmentally friendly 

products 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Lágmarka umbúðanotkun / 

Minimise packaging 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Veita viðskiptavinum 

upplýsingar um 

umhvefisvæna hegðun / 

Provide customers with 

information on how to be 

environmentally friendly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í aðgerðum til að 

vernda og varðveita náttúru 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



/ Engage in measures to 

protect and conserve nature 

Taka þátt í 

vatnssparnaðaraðgerðum / 

Engage in water saving 

activities 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Minnka úrgang / Aim to 

reduce waste generation 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Endurvinna úrgang / 

Recycle waste  

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Minnka orkuneyslu / 

Reduce energy 

consumption 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability 2019 Social 

 

3)  Að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti gerðuð þið eftirfarandi árið 2019? / In the year 2019, to 

what extent did you or did you not do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki / 

Not 

at all 

Að litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

great 

extent 

Að 

mjög 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

Styðja þróun 

nærsamfélagsins / 

Support local 

community 

development 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



Taka þátt í verndun 

menningar og 

menningararfs í 

nærsamfélaginu / 

Engage in the 

protection of culture 

and heritage of the 

community 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í samfélags- 

og góðgerðarverkefnum 

/ Participate in social or 

charity projects 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í starfi nefnda 

eða samtaka 

ferðaþjónustunnar í 

heimabyggð / 

Participate in tourism 

committees or local 

tourism organisations 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Veita viðskiptavinum 

upplýsingar um 

menningu og 

menningararf 

samfélagsins / Inform 

customers about the 

culture and heritage of 

the community 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Velja birgja sem sýna 

samfélagslega ábyrgð / 

Choose suppliers that 

demonstrate their social 

responsibility 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



Bjóða þjónustu sem 

fellur að þörfum 

hreyfihamlaðra / Offer 

adapted facilities for 

disabled people 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Stuðla að sanngirni í 

starfsmannamálum / 

Promote fair 

employment practices 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability 2019 Economic 

 

4)  Að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti gerðuð þið eftirfarandi árið 2019? / In the year 2019, to 

what extent did you or did you not do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki / 

Not at 

all 

Að litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / To 

a great 

extent 

Að mjög 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

Hvetja 

viðskiptavini til 

að kaupa/nota 

vörur af svæðinu 

/ Encourage 

customers to 

consume/use 

local products 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



Kaupa birgðir 

frá nærliggjandi 

svæðum fremur 

en hluti af sama 

tagi annars 

staðar frá / 

Purchase 

supplies 

produced in the 

surrounding area 

rather than items 

of a similar kind 

from other 

sources 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Velja starfsmenn 

af svæðinu ef 

mögulegt er / 

Choose local 

staff wherever 

possible 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability 2019 Strategic  

 

5)  Að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti gerðuð þið eftirfarandi árið 2019? / In the year 2019, to 

what extent did you or did you not do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki 

/ Not 

at all 

Að 

litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að 

nokkru 

leyti / To 

a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / To 

a great 

extent 

Að mjög 

miklu leyti 

/ To a very 

great extent 

Taka saman 

framtíðarsýn/stefnu 

um sjálfbærni / 

Compile a 

vision/strategy of 

sustainability 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



Kynna starfsfólki 

framtíðarsýn/stefnu 

um sjálfbærni / 

Present a 

sustainability 

vision/strategy to 

staff 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Hvetja starfsfólk til 

að láta í ljós skoðanir 

sínar og hugmyndir 

um umhverfisvernd 

og samfélagslega 

ábyrgð / Encourage 

staff to voice their 

opinions and ideas 

about environmental 

protection and social 

responsibility 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Styrkja 

umhverfisvitund 

meðal starfsfólks / 

Strengthen 

environmental 

awareness among 

staff 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Meta fjárhagsafkomu 

fyrirtækisins 

reglulega / Assess the 

financial 

performance of the 

company regularly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Meta árangur 

fyrirtækisins í 

umhverfismálum 

reglulega / Assess the 

company’s 

environmental 

performance 

regularly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Meta árangur 

fyrirtækisins í 

samfélagsmálum 

reglulega / Assess the 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



company’s social 

performance 

regularly 

 

 

Sustainability 2019 Motivation 

 

6) Hversu mikil áhersla var lögð á sjálfbærni í starfsemi fyrirtækisins árið 2019? / In 2019, 

how strong was your business’s emphasis on sustainability?* 

( ) Efst á forgangslista / It was our top priority 

( ) Meðal forgangsatriða / Among our top priorities 

( ) Svipuð áhersla og lögð var á aðra þætti / In line with other priorities 

( ) Neðarlega á forgangslista / Lower than other priorities 

( ) Engin áhersla / No emphasis 

 

 

Sustainability 2019 Barriers 

 

7) Urðuð þið vör við einhverjar eftirfarandi hindrana varðandi innleiðingu umhverfisvænni 

starfshátta á árinu 2019? / Did you encounter any of the following barriers to implementing 

more sustainable practices in 2019? * 

[ ] Tímaskortur / Lack of time 

[ ] Peningaleysi / Lack of money 

[ ] Skortur á hvatningu / Lack of motivation 

[ ] Vissum ekki hvað ætti að gera / Didn't know what to do 

[ ] Viðskiptavinir hafa ekki kallað eftir þessu / The customers haven't asked for it 

[ ] Það myndi enginn kunna að meta þetta / Nobody would value it 

[ ] Skortur á stuðningi frá sveitarfélaginu / Lack of support from the municipality 

[ ] Við höfum ekki mætt neinum hindrunum / We have not encountered any barriers 

[ ] Annað / Other: _________________________________________________ 

 



 

Attention Breaker 

Bara til gamans, hugsum aðeins um gæludýr :) (valkvætt) 

/ To make this more fun for you, let's think about pets for a moment :) (optional) 

 

8) Ert þú hrifin af hundum eða köttum? / Are you a dog or a cat person?  

( ) Hundar eru bestir / Dogs are the best 

( ) Kettir ráða öllu / Cats rule the world 

( ) Það er ómögulegt að velja / I can't possibly make such a life defining decision 

 

 

General Business Situation 2019 

 

9) Hve margir störfuðu hjá fyrirtækinu að meðaltali á ársgrundvelli árið 2019? / How many 

people were employed on average by your business in 2019?* 

_________________________________________________ 

 

10) Hvernig myndirðu lýsa fjárhagslegu heilbrigði fyrirtækisins árið 2019? / How would you 

describe the financial health of your business in the year 2019?* 

( ) Mjög Gott / Very Good 

( ) Gott / Good 

( ) Í meðallagi / Average 

( ) Slæmt / Poor 

( ) Mjög Slæmt / Very Poor 

 

 
 

11) Hvernig myndirðu lýsa magni sparifjár fyrirtækisins árið 2019? / How would you 

describe the level of your business savings in 2019? * 

( ) Yfirdrifið nóg / More than sufficient 

( ) Nóg / Sufficient 



( ) Bara nóg / Just sufficient 

( ) Ekki nóg / Insufficient 

( ) Alls ekki nóg / Severly insufficient 

 

12) Var þróun fjárhagsaðstæðna fyrirtækisins jákvæð eða neikvæð milli ársins 2018 og ársins 

2019 / Did your financial situation develop positively or negatively between 2018 and 

2019?* 

( ) Mjög jákvæð þróun / It improved a lot 

( ) Jákvæð þróun / It improved 

( ) Engin breyting / It stayed the same 

( ) Neikvæð þróun / It worsened some 

( ) Mjög neikvæð þróun / It worsened a lot 

 

 

Sustainability 2021 Environmental  

 

13) Hugsandi fram til ársins 2021, að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti reiknar þú með að þið 

munið gera eftirfarandi? / Thinking forward to the year 2021, to what extent do you (not) 

expect to do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki 

/ Not 

at all 

Að 

litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að 

nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

great 

extent 

Að 

mjög 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

Velja umhverfisvæna 

birgja / Choose 

environmentally friendly 

suppliers 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



Nota umhverfisvænar 

vörur / Use 

environmentally friendly 

products 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Lágmarka umbúðanotkun / 

Minimise packaging 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Veita viðskiptavinum 

upplýsingar um 

umhvefisvæna hegðun / 

Provide customers with 

information on how to be 

environmentally friendly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í aðgerðum til að 

vernda og varðveita náttúru 

/ Engage in measures to 

protect and conserve nature 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í 

vatnssparnaðaraðgerðum / 

Engage in water saving 

activities 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Minnka úrgang / Aim to 

reduce waste generation 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Endurvinna úrgang / 

Recycle waste  

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Minnka orkuneyslu / 

Reduce energy 

consumption 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability 2021 Social  

 



14) Hugsandi fram til ársins 2021, að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti reiknar þú með að þið 

munið gera eftirfarandi? / Thinking forward to the year 2021, to what extent do you (not) 

expect to do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki / 

Not 

at all 

Að litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

great 

extent 

Að 

mjög 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

Styðja þróun 

nærsamfélagsins / 

Support local 

community 

development 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í verndun 

menningar og 

menningararfs í 

nærsamfélaginu / 

Engage in the protection 

of culture and heritage 

of the community 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í samfélags- 

og góðgerðarverkefnum 

/ Participate in social or 

charity projects 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Taka þátt í starfi nefnda 

eða samtaka 

ferðaþjónustunnar í 

heimabyggð / 

Participate in tourism 

committees or local 

tourism organisations 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Veita viðskiptavinum 

upplýsingar um 

menningu og 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



menningararf 

samfélagsins / Inform 

customers about the 

culture and heritage of 

the community 

Velja birgja sem sýna 

samfélagslega ábyrgð / 

Choose suppliers that 

demonstrate their social 

responsibility 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Bjóða þjónustu sem 

fellur að þörfum 

hreyfihamlaðra / Offer 

adapted facilities for 

disabled people 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Stuðla að sanngirni í 

starfsmannamálum / 

Promote fair 

employment practices 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability 2021 Economic 

 

15) Hugsandi fram til ársins 2021, að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti reiknar þú með að þið 

munið gera eftirfarandi? / Thinking forward to the year 2021, to what extent do you (not) 

expect to do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki / 

Not at 

all 

Að litlu 

leyti / To 

a small 

extent 

Að nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / To 

a great 

extent 

Að mjög 

miklu 

leyti / To 

a very 

great 

extent 



Hvetja 

viðskiptavini til 

að kaupa/nota 

vörur af svæðinu 

/ Encourage 

customers to 

consume/use 

local products 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Kaupa birgðir frá 

nærliggjandi 

svæðum fremur 

en hluti af sama 

tagi annars staðar 

frá / Purchase 

supplies 

produced in the 

surrounding area 

rather than items 

of a similar kind 

from other 

sources 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Velja starfsmenn 

af svæðinu ef 

mögulegt er / 

Choose local 

staff wherever 

possible 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability 2021 Strategic  

 



16) Hugsandi fram til ársins 2021, að hversu miklu eða litlu leyti reiknar þú með að þið 

munið gera eftirfarandi? / Thinking forward to the year 2021, to what extent do you (not) 

expect to do the following?* 

 

Alls 

ekki / 

Not 

at all 

Að litlu 

leyti / 

To a 

small 

extent 

Að nokkru 

leyti / To a 

moderate 

extent 

Að 

frekar 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

great 

extent 

Að 

mjög 

miklu 

leyti / 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

Taka saman 

framtíðarsýn/stefnu um 

sjálfbærni / Compile a 

vision/strategy of 

sustainability 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Kynna starfsfólki 

framtíðarsýn/stefnu um 

sjálfbærni / Present a 

sustainability 

vision/strategy to staff 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Hvetja starfsfólk til að 

láta í ljós skoðanir 

sínar og hugmyndir um 

umhverfisvernd og 

samfélagslega ábyrgð / 

Encourage staff to 

voice their opinions 

and ideas about 

environmental 

protection and social 

responsibility 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Styrkja 

umhverfisvitund meðal 

starfsfólks / Strengthen 

environmental 

awareness among staff 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  



Meta fjárhagsafkomu 

fyrirtækisins reglulega 

/ Assess the financial 

performance of the 

company regularly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Meta árangur 

fyrirtækisins í 

umhverfismálum 

reglulega / Assess the 

company’s 

environmental 

performance regularly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

Meta árangur 

fyrirtækisins í 

samfélagsmálum 

reglulega / Assess the 

company’s social 

performance regularly 

( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( )  

 

 

Sustainability Motivation  

 

17) Hversu mikil áhersla er lögð á sjálfbærni í starfsemi fyrirtækisins núna? / How strong is 

your emphasis on sustainability now? * 

( ) Efst á forgangslista / It is our top priority 

( ) Meðal forgangsatriða / Among our top priorities 

( ) Svipuð áhersla og lögð er á aðra þætti / In line with other priorities 

( ) Neðarlega á forgangslista / Lower than other priorities 

( ) Engin áhersla / No emphasis 

 

 

Sustainability Barriers 

 



18) Verðið þið vör við einhverjar eftirfarandi hindrana varðandi innleiðingu umhverfisvænni 

starfshátta núna? / Do you encounter any of the following barriers to implementing more 

sustainable practices now?* 

[ ] Tímaskortur / Lack of time 

[ ] Peningaleysi / Lack of money 

[ ] Skortur á hvatningu / Lack of motivation 

[ ] Vissum ekki hvað ætti að gera / Don't know what to do 

[ ] Viðskiptavinir hafa ekki kallað eftir þessu / The customers haven't asked for it 

[ ] Það myndi enginn kunna að meta þetta / Nobody would value it 

[ ] Skortur á stuðningi frá sveitarfélaginu / Lack of support from the municipality 

[ ] Við höfum ekki mætt neinum hindrunum / We have not encountered any barriers 

[ ] Annað / Other: _________________________________________________ 

 

 

Attention Breaker 2 

Enn um gæludýr :) / More fun pets :) 

19) Ertu hrifin af geitum? / Do you like goats?  

( ) Já / Yes 

( ) Nei / No 

( ) Þetta er geit í lagi / That's one silly goat 

 

 

General Business Situation 2020  

 

20) Hve margir starfa hjá fyrirtækinu núna? / How many people are employed by your 

business now?* 

_________________________________________________ 

 

21) Hvernig myndirðu lýsa fjárhagslegu heilbrigði fyrirtækisins núna? / How would you 

describe the financial health of your business now? * 



( ) Mjög Gott / Very Good 

( ) Gott /Good 

( ) Í meðallagi / Average 

( ) Slæmt / Poor 

( ) Mjög Slæmt / Very Poor 

 

 
 

22)  Hvernig myndirðu lýsa sparifjárnægjanleika fyrirtækisins núna? / How would you 

describe the level of your business savings now?* 

( ) Yfirdrifið nóg / More than sufficient 

( ) Nóg / Sufficient 

( ) Bara nóg / Just sufficient 

( ) Ekki nóg / Insufficient 

( ) Alls ekki nóg / Severly insufficient 

 

23) Hvað eru núverandi áætlanir varðandi endurreisn? / What are your current intentions 

regarding recovery?* 

( ) Auka hratt í starfsemina til að ná fyrri umsvifum / Quickly scale up operations to former 

levels 

( ) Auka smám saman í starfsemina til að mæta nýrri eftirspurn / Gradually scale up 

operations to a level aligned to returning demand 

( ) Byrja upp á ný með nýtt viðskiptalíkan og nýtt framboð / Restart with a different business 

model and reinvented offer 

( ) Annað / Other: _________________________________________________ 

 

 

Demographics 

 

24) Í hvaða grein ferðaþjónustunnar starfar fyrirtækið/stofnunin? Merktu við allt sem að við á 

/ In which industry(ies) does your business operate?  

( ) Gisting / Accommodation 

( ) Ferðaskipuleggjandi / Tour Operator 



( ) Ferðaskrifstofa / Travel Agency 

( ) Fólksflutningar / Transportation 

( ) Söfn og listastofnanir/ Museum or art institute 

( ) Afþreying / Entertainment 

( ) Veitingaþjónusta og önnur þjónusta / Catering services or other services 

( ) Annað / Other: _________________________________________________ 

 

25) Í hvaða sveitarfélagi er fyrirtækið/stofnunin? / In which region(s) does your business 

operate? 

[ ] Reykjavik 

[ ] Reykjanes 

[ ] Vesturland / West 

[ ] Vestfirðir / Westfjords 

[ ] Norðurland vestra / Northwest 

[ ] Norðurland eystra / Northeast 

[ ] Akureyri 

[ ] Austurland / East 

[ ] Suðurland / South 

 

26) Hversu lengi hefur fyrirtækið/stofnunin verið starfandi? / How many years has your 

business been in operation? 

_________________________________________________ 

 

 

Prize Draw Enrollment  

 

 

27) Viltu taka þátt í úrdrætti þar sem þú gætir unnið 100 Evru gjafabréf hjá Amazon? Would 

you like to opt into the prize drawing for a 100€ Amazon Giftcard? 

( ) Já / Yes 

( ) Nei / No 



 

 

Prize draw email 

 

28) Vinsamlegast sláðu inn netfangið þitt fyrir úrdráttinn. Netfangið þitt verður aðeins notað í 

þeim tilgangi. / Please type your contact email for the prize drawing below. Your email will 

be used only for the purpose of this prize drawing. 

_________________________________________________ 

 

 

Thank You! 

 

Kærar þakkir fyrir að gefa þér tíma til að svara þessari könnun. Svar þitt skiptir miklu máli. 

 

Þinn spurningarlisti hefur verið merktur sem kláraður. Þín svör eru mikilvæg og verð til góðs 

fyrir þessa rannsókn. Ef þú merktir við Já við vinnings útdrátt, þá ferð þú í pottinn og verður 

látin/nn vita ef þú vinnur. Gangi þér vel! 

 

Ef þú hefur einhver spurningar eða pælingar þá er velkomið að hafa samband við mig, Lena 

Heinze, með tölvupósti í lenah19@ru.is. 

 

______________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for taking the time to respond to the survey. Your response is very important. 

 

Your survey has been marked as complete. Your response is very important and will 

contribute to the success of this research. If you indicated Yes for the prize drawing, you have 

been entered in the prize drawing and will be notified if successful. Good luck!  

 

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact Lena Heinze at 

lenah19@ru.is.  



 

 
  



Survey Results 

Is your business currently in operation? 

 

 

Environmental Sustainability Performance  

 Timeframe Not at 

all (1)  

To a 

small 

extent 

(2) 

To a 

moderate 

extent (3) 

To a 

great 

extent 

(4) 

To a very 

great 

extent (5) 

Mean 

Choose 

environmentally 

friendly suppliers 

2019 7%  9%  40%  30%  14%  3.35 

2021* 6% 8% 31% 38% 17% 3.52 

Use environmentally 

friendly products  

2019 4%  5%  35%  34%  22%  3.65 

2021* 2% 5% 26% 47% 20% 3.78 

Minimise packaging 2019 3%  4%  28%  33%  32%  3.87 

2021* 1% 4% 19% 43% 33% 4.03 

Provide customers with 

information on how to 

be environmentally 

friendly  

2019 10%  22%  31%  19%  18%  3.13 

2021* 5% 10% 27% 37% 21% 
3.59 

Engage in measures to 

protect and conserve 

nature 

2019 5%  12%  34%  27%  22%  3.49 

2021* 3% 7% 21% 39% 30% 3.86 

Engage in water saving 

activities 

2019 23%  23%  27%  19%  8%  2.66 

2021* 13% 17% 30% 30% 10% 3.07 

Aim to reduce waste 

generation 

2019 5%  7%  27%  36%  25%  3.69 

2021* 2% 11% 13% 40% 34% 3.93 

Recycle waste   2019 4%  3%  27%  28%  38%  3.93 

Fully on site, 78%

Fully but remotely 

(teleworking), 1%

Partially on site and 

partially remotely, 

12%

Temporarily not 

operating, 3%

Other, 6%



2021* 4% 5% 17% 38% 36% 3.97 

Reduce energy 

consumption 

2019 6%  11%  35%  34%  14%  3.39 

2021* 4% 11% 31% 32% 22% 3.57 

 

 Social Sustainability Performance  

 Timeframe Not at 

all (1)  

To a 

small 

extent 

(2) 

To a 

moderate 

extent (3) 

To a 

great 

extent 

(4) 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

(5) 

Mean 

Support local 

community 

development 

2019 8%  10%  29%  33%  20%  3.47 

2021* 4% 10% 24% 34% 28% 3.72 

Engage in the 

protection of culture 

and heritage of the 

community  

2019 9%  18%  28%  26%  19%  3.28 

2021* 3% 11% 20% 39% 27% 3.76 

Participate in social or 

charity projects  

2019 4%  19%  29%  32%  16%  3.37 

2021* 3% 19% 20% 40% 18% 3.51 

Participate in tourism 

committees or local 

tourism organisations  

2019 6%  21%  22%  28%  23%  3.41 

2021* 6% 13% 28% 34% 19% 3.47 

Inform customers about 

the culture and heritage 

of the community  

2019 2%  5%  19%  41%  33%  3.98 

2021* 3% 9% 15% 35% 38% 3.96 

Choose suppliers that 

demonstrate their social 

responsibility  

2019 10%  11%  43%  26%  10%  3.15 

2021* 4% 15% 23% 43% 15% 3.50 

Offer adapted facilities 

for disabled people  

2019 11%  19%  32%  16%  22%  3.19 

2021* 7% 14% 23% 30% 26% 3.54 

Promote fair 

employment practices  

2019 1%  3%  18%  27%  51%  4.24 

2021* 2% 2% 16% 28% 52% 4.26 

 

Economic Sustainability Performance  

 

Timeframe Not at 

all (1)  

To a 

small 

extent 

(2) 

To a 

moderate 

extent (3) 

To a 

great 

extent 

(4) 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

(5) 

Mean 

Encourage customers 

to consume/use local 

products  

2019 2%  8%  19%  33%  38%  3.97 

2021* 3% 4% 13% 27% 53% 4.23 



Purchase supplies 

produced in the 

surrounding area 

rather than items of 

a similar kind from 

other sources  

2019 1%  8%  16%  38%  37%  4.02 

2021* 2% 2% 12% 36% 48% 4.26 

Choose local staff 

wherever possible  

2019 8%  8%  12%  26% 46%  3.94 

2021* 6% 6% 15% 22% 51% 4.06 

 

Strategic Sustainability Performance  

 

Timeframe Not at 

all (1)  

To a 

small 

extent 

(2) 

To a 

moderate 

extent (3) 

To a 

great 

extent 

(4) 

To a 

very 

great 

extent 

(5) 

Mean 

Compile a 

vision/strategy of 

sustainability 

2019 13% 20% 35% 20% 12% 2.98 

2021* 5% 15% 35% 31% 14% 3.34 

Present a 

sustainability 

vision/strategy to staff 

2019 12% 21% 33% 24% 10% 2.99 

2021* 6% 13% 27% 36% 18% 3.47 

Encourage staff to 

voice their opinions 

and ideas about 

environmental 

protection and social 

responsibility 

2019 8% 14% 31% 29% 18% 3.35 

2021* 6% 11% 19% 40% 24% 3.65 

Strengthen 

environmental 

awareness among staff 

2019 9% 9% 23% 40% 19% 3.51 

2021* 5% 8% 19% 41% 27% 3.77 

Assess the financial 

performance of the 

company regularly 

2019 2% 3% 22% 36% 37% 4.03 

2021* 2% 7% 17% 29% 45% 4.08 

Assess the company’s 

environmental 

performance regularly 

2019 9% 21% 33% 27% 10% 3.08 

2021* 7% 12% 31% 33% 17% 3.41 

Assess the company’s 

social performance 

regularly 

2019 10% 19% 31% 30% 10% 3.11 

2021* 8% 10% 31% 35% 16% 3.41 



 

How would you describe the financial health of your business in the year 2019? 

 

 

How would you describe the financial health of your business now? 

 

 

21% 

27% 

44% 

8% 

17% 

27% 

39% 

12% 

5% 
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How would you describe the level of your business savings in 2019? 

 

How would you describe the level of your business savings now? 

 

 

 

16% 

30% 

37% 

15% 

2% 

22% 

45% 

23% 

9% 

1% 
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In 2019, how strong was your business’s emphasis on sustainability? 

 

 

How strong is your emphasis on sustainability now? 

 

 

4% 
6% 

41% 

35% 

14% 

4% 
6% 

36% 

43% 

11% 
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What are your current intentions regarding recovery? 

 

 

  

Quickly scale up 
operations to 

former levels , 16%

Gradually scale up 
operations to a level 
aligned to returning 

demand, 63%

Restart with a 
different business 

model and 
reinvented offer , 

5%

Other,16%
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Correlations 

Variables Legend 

SBE Environmental Sustainability 2019 

SBS Social Sustainability 2019 

SBEC Economic Sustainability 2019 

SBST Strategic Sustainability 2019 

SAE Environmental Sustainability 2021* 

SAS Social Sustainability 2021* 

SAEC Economic Sustainability 2021* 

SAST Strategic Sustainability 2021* 

*as planned 

 

Environmental Sustainability 2019 

Correlations 

 SBE1 SBE2 SBE3 SBE4 SBE5 SBE6 SBE7 SBE8 SBE9 

SBE1 Pearson Correlation 1 .826** .439** .575** .410** .336** .476** .398** .366** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 .001 .000 .000 .000 

SBE2 Pearson Correlation .826** 1 .618** .660** .433** .386** .521** .400** .396** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

SBE3 Pearson Correlation .439** .618** 1 .482** .442** .364** .573** .441** .323** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .001 

SBE4 Pearson Correlation .575** .660** .482** 1 .598** .376** .522** .421** .457** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

SBE5 Pearson Correlation .410** .433** .442** .598** 1 .382** .514** .369** .515** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 
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SBE6 Pearson Correlation .336** .386** .364** .376** .382** 1 .513** .225* .524** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .025 .000 

SBE7 Pearson Correlation .476** .521** .573** .522** .514** .513** 1 .648** .498** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 

SBE8 Pearson Correlation .398** .400** .441** .421** .369** .225* .648** 1 .402** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .025 .000  .000 

SBE9 Pearson Correlation .366** .396** .323** .457** .515** .524** .498** .402** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .001 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Social Sustainability 2019 

 

Correlations 

 SBS1 SBS2 SBS3 SBS4 SBS5 SBS6 SBS7 SBS8 

SBS1 Pearson Correlation 1 .654** .582** .390** .475** .461** .095 .300** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .345 .002 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBS2 Pearson Correlation .654** 1 .597** .327** .516** .543** .184 .164 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .001 .000 .000 .066 .104 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBS3 Pearson Correlation .582** .597** 1 .325** .445** .530** .332** .253* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .001 .000 .000 .001 .011 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBS4 Pearson Correlation .390** .327** .325** 1 .380** .260** .194 .136 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .001 .001  .000 .009 .053 .178 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBS5 Pearson Correlation .475** .516** .445** .380** 1 .406** .127 .097 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .208 .335 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBS6 Pearson Correlation .461** .543** .530** .260** .406** 1 .206* .157 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .009 .000  .040 .120 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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SBS7 Pearson Correlation .095 .184 .332** .194 .127 .206* 1 .259** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .345 .066 .001 .053 .208 .040  .009 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBS8 Pearson Correlation .300** .164 .253* .136 .097 .157 .259** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .002 .104 .011 .178 .335 .120 .009  

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Economic Sustainability 2019 

Correlations 

 SBEC1 SBEC2 SBEC3 

SBEC1 Pearson Correlation 1 .519** .212* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .035 

N 100 100 100 

SBEC2 Pearson Correlation .519** 1 .326** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .001 

N 100 100 100 

SBEC3 Pearson Correlation .212* .326** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .035 .001  

N 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Strategic Sustainability 2019 

Correlations 

 SBST1 SBST2 SBST3 SBST4 SBST5 SBST6 SBST7 

SBST1 Pearson Correlation 1 .843** .704** .640** .359** .557** .600** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBST2 Pearson Correlation .843** 1 .765** .698** .322** .586** .515** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 .001 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBST3 Pearson Correlation .704** .765** 1 .846** .356** .630** .603** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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SBST4 Pearson Correlation .640** .698** .846** 1 .369** .697** .612** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBST5 Pearson Correlation .359** .322** .356** .369** 1 .504** .494** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .001 .000 .000  .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBST6 Pearson Correlation .557** .586** .630** .697** .504** 1 .718** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SBST7 Pearson Correlation .600** .515** .603** .612** .494** .718** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Environmental Sustainability as planned for 2021 

Correlations 

 SAE1 SAE2 SAE3 SAE4 SAE5 SAE6 SAE7 SAE8 SAE9 

SAE1 Pearson Correlation 1 .805** .633** .611** .580** .551** .744** .615** .544** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE2 Pearson Correlation .805** 1 .765** .563** .594** .511** .663** .671** .447** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE3 Pearson Correlation .633** .765** 1 .489** .552** .473** .703** .624** .461** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE4 Pearson Correlation .611** .563** .489** 1 .721** .519** .518** .496** .497** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE5 Pearson Correlation .580** .594** .552** .721** 1 .433** .565** .550** .449** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE6 Pearson Correlation .551** .511** .473** .519** .433** 1 .526** .409** .596** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE7 Pearson Correlation .744** .663** .703** .518** .565** .526** 1 .762** .709** 
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Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE8 Pearson Correlation .615** .671** .624** .496** .550** .409** .762** 1 .535** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAE9 Pearson Correlation .544** .447** .461** .497** .449** .596** .709** .535** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Social Sustainability as planned for 2021 

Correlations 

 SAS1 SAS2 SAS3 SAS4 SAS5 SAS6 SAS7 SAS8 

SAS1 Pearson Correlation 1 .752** .660** .573** .643** .594** .204* .540** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .042 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS2 Pearson Correlation .752** 1 .718** .644** .807** .561** .296** .508** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .003 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS3 Pearson Correlation .660** .718** 1 .538** .619** .580** .400** .403** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS4 Pearson Correlation .573** .644** .538** 1 .672** .536** .425** .371** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS5 Pearson Correlation .643** .807** .619** .672** 1 .525** .339** .538** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .001 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS6 Pearson Correlation .594** .561** .580** .536** .525** 1 .348** .441** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS7 Pearson Correlation .204* .296** .400** .425** .339** .348** 1 .424** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .042 .003 .000 .000 .001 .000  .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAS8 Pearson Correlation .540** .508** .403** .371** .538** .441** .424** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  
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N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Economic Sustainability as planned for 2021 

Correlations 

 SAEC1 SAEC2 SAEC3 

SAEC1 Pearson Correlation 1 .783** .472** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 

SAEC2 Pearson Correlation .783** 1 .595** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 

N 100 100 100 

SAEC3 Pearson Correlation .472** .595** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  

N 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Strategic Sustainability as planned for 2021 

Correlations 

 SAST1 SAST2 SAST3 SAST4 SAST5 SAST6 SAST7 

SAST1 Pearson Correlation 1 .850** .695** .604** .535** .701** .718** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAST2 Pearson Correlation .850** 1 .814** .705** .524** .702** .710** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAST3 Pearson Correlation .695** .814** 1 .836** .534** .659** .707** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAST4 Pearson Correlation .604** .705** .836** 1 .443** .690** .673** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAST5 Pearson Correlation .535** .524** .534** .443** 1 .517** .517** 
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Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAST6 Pearson Correlation .701** .702** .659** .690** .517** 1 .879** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

SAST7 Pearson Correlation .718** .710** .707** .673** .517** .879** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  

N 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 


