
 

 

 

 

Social & Cultural Aspects Of Sustainable 
Tourism 
 

María Ester Guðjónsdóttir 
This session introduces the social and cultural dimensions of sustainable tourism, focusing 
on how tourism businesses can create a positive impact on local communities while 
respecting human rights and cultural heritage. Through practical examples, participants will 
learn how to document and communicate their sustainability actions effectively — 
enhancing both their credibility and their contribution to responsible tourism. 
 

Presentation script (introduction, objectives…conclusion)  

Introduction 

Hello, my name is María Ester Guðjónsdóttir, and my consultancy is called Sjálfbær 
Ferðaþjónusta, which means Sustainable Tourism in Icelandic. 

Today, I’m going to talk about the social and cultural aspects of sustainable tourism, and how 
these relate to responsible and diversified tourism offerings, which is the focus of this 
module. 

This topic is very close to my heart, because at its core, sustainable tourism is not just about 
protecting nature — it’s also about protecting people, communities, and culture. 

So, what do we actually mean when we talk about the social and cultural aspects of 
sustainable tourism? 

Social and cultural sustainability in tourism means ensuring that tourism activities benefit 
local communities, respect human rights, and protect and celebrate the unique culture, 
traditions, and identity of each destination. 

It’s about making sure that local residents are not just hosts but active participants who gain 
from tourism in fair and meaningful ways. When done right, tourism can strengthen 
communities, protect cultural heritage, and create genuine connections between hosts and 
visitors. It turns travel into something more meaningful — not just a visit, but an exchange. 

 
 
 



 

Objectives 

So how can we bring this into practice when developing a tourism product or service? 

A useful reference is the GSTC Standards — the Global Sustainable Tourism Council — which 
provides global criteria for sustainable travel and tourism. The standards are divided into 
four sections: A, B, C, and D. Today, I will focus on Sections B and C, which deal with social 
and cultural sustainability. 

Section B – Social Aspects 

This section is about maximizing social and economic benefits to local communities and 
minimizing negative impacts. 

Some key criteria include: 

●​ B1. Community support: Does the business contribute positively to local projects or 
infrastructure — for example, supporting a playground or a local festival?​
 

●​ B2. Local employment: Are local people hired and trained for key positions?​
 

●​ B3. Local purchasing: Are local products and services prioritized — like using local 
ingredients or crafts?​
 

●​ B4. Local entrepreneurs: Are small, family-run businesses included in the tourism 
value chain?​
 

●​ B5. Exploitation and harassment: Are there clear measures to prevent abuse or 
discrimination, including child protection policies?​
 

●​ B6. Equal opportunities: Are jobs open to all, regardless of gender, race, or 
background?​
 

●​ B7. Decent work: Are working conditions safe, fair, and legal, with fair wages and 
proper contracts?​
 

●​ B8. Community services: Is tourism avoiding pressure on local services such as water, 
healthcare, or waste systems?​
 

●​ B9. Local livelihoods: Does tourism support, rather than replace, traditional 
livelihoods like farming or fishing?​
 

Section C – Cultural Aspects 

This section focuses on maximizing benefits to local heritage and minimizing negative 
impacts. 
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Key criteria here include: 

●​ C1. Cultural interactions: Are interactions between visitors and locals respectful and 
meaningful? Do guides teach cultural etiquette and explain local customs?​
 

●​ C2. Protecting cultural heritage: Are traditions, languages, and historic sites 
preserved and supported — for instance, by restoring heritage buildings or teaching 
traditional crafts?​
 

●​ C3. Presenting culture and heritage: Is local culture presented authentically, with 
local participation, rather than being commercialized or misrepresented?​
 

●​ C4. Artefacts: Are cultural artefacts treated respectfully — displayed with community 
consent, and never sold or removed for tourism purposes?​
 

These standards help us translate sustainability principles into action — guiding how tourism 
businesses can plan, monitor, and communicate their contributions to society and culture. 

To make this more concrete, let me share a case study from my home country, Iceland — the 
Herring Era Museum in Siglufjörður. 

This museum tells the story of Iceland’s herring boom, a period that shaped our economy 
and national identity. Local people take part in performances, storytelling, and 
demonstrations that show what life was like during that time. Tourism here helps preserve 
heritage, sustain jobs, and keep a small remote community vibrant. 

The museum showcases original artifacts and boats, involves locals as guides and 
performers, restores historical buildings, and hosts community events such as art shows and 
boat-building workshops. It’s a living example of how tourism can protect culture while 
supporting local livelihoods and pride. 

Conclusion 

To sum up, social and cultural sustainability means putting people and communities at the 
heart of tourism. 

By supporting local livelihoods, promoting fair working conditions, celebrating cultural 
identity, and encouraging inclusive participation, we can make tourism truly responsible and 
beneficial for everyone involved. 

When tourism respects and uplifts communities, it doesn’t just create better destinations — 
it creates better experiences for travelers and locals alike. 

Thank you very much for your attention. 
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