
BEYOND THE GOLDEN CIRCLE



TRANSFORMATION
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The tourism explosion

Tourism has exploded since the 
Eyjafjallajökull eruptions. 

In 2010 the number of international 
visitors was 490 thousand.

In 2018 the number was 2.3 million.

480% increase in visitor numbers 
2010-2018

Source: Statistics Iceland
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Hotels are responsible for majority of 
registered overnight stays but the Airbnb 
market flourished. 

Average length of stay has increased. In 
2018 the average length of stay was 6.3 
nights (8.4 nights in August 2019).

New law for home short term rentals, 
decline in tourist numbers (more 
competition), weaker ISK, lower prices on 
more expensive accommodation and 
changing composition of visitors has 
shifted demand away from Airbnb to 
hotels and guesthouses (good news for 
the housing market).

Source: Statistics Iceland

Number of guest nights 
all types of accommodation (registered)
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The increase in tourism demand generated 
new jobs in tourism all around the country.  
From 2016 job creation was higher outside 
the Capital area. 

After 2008 unemployment increased 
significantly. In 2018 the unemployment rate 
had dropped from 7,7%  to 2,7%. 

Employment in Tourism  

Source: Statistic Iceland
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International tourism expenditure has become the 
top earner of foreign exchange. 

Tourism export in 2018 amounted to 39% of total 
export of goods and services making Tourism the 
largest export earner, larger than marine products 
and metals combined.

Iceland´s top inbound markets are the USA 
(695.000 visitors in 2018, UK (300.000 visitors 
2018) and Germany (140.000 visitors 2018).

Visitors from the other Nordic countries were 
165.000 in 2018.

International tourism
expenditure
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Tourism 

consumption 25,5%

Air fares 13,8%

Aluminium and ferro 

silicone 18,8%

Marine products

18,1%

Agriculture 1,6%

Other manufacturing 

goods 5,5%

Other goods

1,6%

Other transportation 

and services 15,2%

Export of goods 
and services

Source: Statistics Iceland

International tourism expenditure has 
become the top earner of foreign exchange. 

Tourism export in 2018 amounted to 39% of 
total export of goods and services making 
Tourism the largest export earner, larger 
than marine products and metals combined.

Iceland´s top inbound markets are the USA 
(695.000 visitors in 2018, UK (300.000 
visitors 2018) and Germany (140.000 visitors 
2018).

Visitors from the other Nordic countries 
were 165.000 in 2018.
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Tourism is now one of the core sectors of 
Iceland’s economy, contributing directly 
8-9% to GDP and employment in 2017. 

In 2017 and in the beginning of last year the 
economy was operating at full capacity with 
increasing pressure on the exchange rate and 
other domestic markets.

Now Iceland is weathering economic 
slowdown – mainly because of poorer 
prospects for tourism as a result of WOW Air’s 
collapse in March and the grounding of 
Icelandair’s Boeing 737 Max jets.

Tourism, % of GDP

Source: Statistics Iceland



So what‘s that 
GOLDEN CIRCLE 

reference all about?













SIMILARITIES
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ENTREPRENEURSHIP



Entrepreneurship is the pursuit of opportunity beyond 
resources controlled. 

Merriam-Webster: 
An entrepreneur is “a person who starts a business 
and is willing to risk loss in order to make money.”
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Total busines economy

Growth in number of 
enterprises
% increase from 2010-2018

While the number of enterprises in the 
total business economy has grown only 
18.6%, all sectors of tourism have grown 
more.

The Icelandic economy has become 
more stable with the growth of tourism.

A fundamental economical change is in 
process. The Icelandic economy now has 
more in common with Germany than 
Greece. Stability and positive goods and 
services balance is the new norm for the 
first time since 1944.



Entrepreneurship is most important in rural areas



Challenges
Financing, marketing, seasonality, specialisation within 
the company, overworked owners, building tourism as

a side business,  etc.



Opportunities
Innovation, authenticity, collaboration, local
community support, technology utilization, 

quality, sustainability, etc.



Opportunities
Innovation, authenticity, collaboration, local
community support, technology utilization,

quality, sustainability, etc.



TECHNOLOGY



Great connectivity – good adaptability
New Icelandic tech solutions

Reliance on OTA‘s













AUTHENTICITY



https://wilderness.is/

https://wilderness.is/


https://www.dive.is/diving-snorkeling-tours/snorkeling-day-tours/silfra-snorkeling-day-tour

https://www.dive.is/diving-snorkeling-tours/snorkeling-day-tours/silfra-snorkeling-day-tour


https://insidethevolcano.com/

https://insidethevolcano.com/


https://intotheglacier.is/

https://intotheglacier.is/


https://fridheimar.is/en

https://fridheimar.is/en


https://www.arcticsurfers.com/

https://www.arcticsurfers.com/


https://www.pinkiceland.is/

https://www.pinkiceland.is/


https://icelandiclavashow.is/

https://1238.is/


https://aurora-arktika.com/

https://aurora-arktika.com/


https://isafjordurhotels.is/

https://isafjordurhotels.is/


https://vok-baths.is/en

https://vok-baths.is/en


https://www.bjorbodin.is/eng

https://www.bjorbodin.is/eng










QUALITY





https://www.vakinn.is/

https://www.vakinn.is/


Responsible Tourism Project

Cooperation Project between The Icelandic 
Tourism Cluster, The Icelandic Travel Industry 
Association and the Festa Corporate Cocial
Responsibility Association. 

300 companies have signed a the decleration
and are in different stages of implementing it.

The Project focuses on four pillars of social 
responsibility and sustainability:
• Respect our nature and the environment. 
• Ensure the safety of our guests and treat

them as well as possible.
• Respect staff rights.
• Be a positive influence on local community
http://www.icelandtourism.is/en

http://www.icelandtourism.is/en




Tourism Skills Center





Company 
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Current NPS score:

79



SAFETY



1. Wind | 2. Slips and falls | 3. Getting lost | 4. Sneaker waves
5. Trail hazards | 6. Scalding thermal water | 7. Avalanches

8. Volcanoes | 9. Winter driving (and summer driving)
10. Scenic distractions







OVERCROWDING



There is no overtourism in Iceland.



90% of the population say tourism has increased
quality of life in their local community.

Only 8% of the population say there are 
too many tourists in Iceland during summer.

96% of the population say there are 
too few tourists in Iceland during winter.



Overcrowding happens at certain destinations
and attractions, at certain times of year

during certain times of day



Create new magnets
Build infrastructure (e.g. transportation)

Focus marketing efforts
Support local businesses



High attraction

Very high attraction

Available services
Source: Icelandic Tourist Board
http://ferdamalastofa.gistemp.com/vefsjar/heild/

http://ferdamalastofa.gistemp.com/vefsjar/heild/


Development of tourism in rural areas
is the best way to fight overcrowding

• Cooperation between authorities and
businesses important

• Local busineses working together and
supporting each other.

• Local/area marketing efforts can yield
positive results

• Local government support needed for 
new investment and development in
tourism products

• Government investment in
infrastructure sometimes needed 



Have you been to Húsavík?

Húsavík: 13.8% • 317.000 tourists visited Húsavík in 2018

• 80% say they come for whale watching

• Only 39% stayed overnight (1 night)

• If 49% stayed overnight the revenue for 
the local community would increase by
over 1 billion ISK (6.3 million GBP)

• How can we make that happen?



INNOVATE!











OVERCROWDING



CHALLENGES



OPPORTUNITIES



WHAT‘S NEXT?





Policy framework for sustainable tourism

Government Policy Framework for Tourism to 2030 has been adapted. 
SAF directly involved at all levels of participation on behalf of the 
tourism sector. 
The first new policy framework for the sector since 1996. 

The framework’s goal is to make Iceland a leading country in 
sustainable development of tourism. Economic, social and 
environmental sustainability at the core of the framework. 

A tool has been developed for measuring economic, social and 
environmental tolerance limits of tourism for Iceland as a whole. 

SAF emphasizing importance of TSA’s and UNWTO statistical framework 
be at the heart of policymaking. 

Goals for 2030:
• 5.1 bn EUR tourist expenses in Iceland 2030
• 90% local satisfaction
• NPS score of 75



http://saf.is/htc2019



Icelandic Travel Industry Association |  www.saf.is  | saf@saf.is  |  @ferdathjonustan


