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1 Iceland Air 2– Teaching Note 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Conor Vibert developed this teaching note to guide the use of the multimedia case entitled Iceland Air 2 for instructional purposes.  

It is not the purpose of this material to serve as an illustration of how to effectively or ineffectively address a managerial situation.   

 
Copyright @ 2014, Acadia International Executive Insight Series  

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

SUMMARY  

 
In 2010, one of Iceland’s volcanos erupts spreading chaos across island and much of Europe 

causing a shutdown of much of the aviation industry.   Icelandair operates from its base at the 

international airport in Reykjavik. Its CEO Birkir Holm Gudnason, along with his team is forced 

to make an emergency decision about the airline’s operations due to poor flying visibility and 

volcanic ash. With passenger and employee safety at the forefront, in this case considers whether 

he can keep the airline running and if so, how. Advice is being sought as to how to proceed in 

resolving this real life issue. Students are offered access to a set of transcribed video clips that 

outline the issue and its cause along with providing context for the issue.  In order to arrive at 

alternative solutions and justify their choice of a solution, students are expected to use sources of 

information not found in the case. 

 
 

KEYWORDS  

 

• Crisis Management, Business Resilience, Aviation Industry 
 
 

 

CASENET VIDEOS 

 

Each video in this multimedia case features a segment of an interview with one of the 
organization’s key decision makers. The videos describe: 

1. the Issue facing the individual or organization 
2. the Cause of the issue 
3. Background information for the individual, organization and industry 

4. Alternatives for addressing the issue 
5. A suggested Solution and justification 

 
Transcriptions for each video are also available.  Students may not access the Alternatives and 
Solution videos or transcripts. 

 
 

OBJECTIVES FOR TEACHING 

 
1 The Author wishes to thank Birkir Holm Gudnason for his/her support of this project. At Acadia University, thanks are in order 

for Dave Sheehan.   
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There are a number of instructional objectives for this case.  

 

• To enhance the decision making skills of students by having them address a real life issue 
faced by managers of Canadian or international companies.       

• To enhance students specific understanding of Crisis Management in business situations  

• To understand the role of the natural environment in business operations 
 

 
 

POSSIBLE TEACHING STRATEGY 

 

This case is ideal for in-class case analysis or as an assignment. Assuming an 80 minute class, here 

is an approximate class schedule: 
 

Time 

(minutes) 

Task 

5 Introduce case and divide students into groups. 

15 Students view Background case videos and make notes. 

5 Instructor plays the Issue and Cause clip(s). 

25 Students identify alternatives, a solution and rationale. 

20 Instructor guides a discussion around alternatives, solution and 
rationale. 

10 Instructor plays the Alternatives and Solution clips.  

 

If the case is used as an assignment, the instructor may want to focus assessment on: 
1) Decision-making process. The instructor would evaluate writing style, appropriateness 

of information sources, alternatives, solution and rationale. This approach recognizes that 
the alternatives and solutions offered in the case are not necessarily optimal, and other 
choices may be equally effective. Students can be rewarded for their selection of decision 

making approaches, analytical frameworks and cited reference material. 
2) Outcomes. The instructor would evaluate how closely student responses match those 

offered in the Alternatives and Solution video clips. Or, the instructor could use the 
insight of an existing research paper or analytical framework as the basis for judging 
outcomes. 

3) A combination of process and outcome. The instructor may apportion the grade 
between process and outcomes.       

  

 

POSSIBLE QUESTIONS FOR ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Students can be asked to identify a set of alternatives to address the issue outlined in the case, a 

solution and rationale. Other questions that will help students prepare for their case analysis 
include:   
 

• Who competes with Icelandair? 
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• How is Icelandair’s strategy different from these competitors? 

• What role does geography and weather play in this case? 

 
 

CASE ANALYSIS 

Issue:   The Issue and Cause video clips outline the problem or challenge of the case.  

• “Hi, my name is Birkir Holm Gudnason and I am the CEO of Iceland Air.  In 2010 we 
faced a big crisis.  The whole regional aviation industry shut down when our volcano 
started erupting and closed down air space in Europe. We had to face up to a big 

challenge of how to maintain our schedule if we were able to fly and we of course had to 
make a decision if we could fly at all. Basically in 2010 we had a volcanic eruption and 

airline industry failure. The whole aviation industry was affected.   It closed down air 
space in the area. So basically we had few alternatives.  We tried to maintain our 
schedule.   How many flights did we have to cancel?  How many flights could we make 

and all that. Our biggest problem was we were given the map for the weather in London 
three times a day and you would only have an 18 hour window.  So we had a crisis 

committee meeting four times a day, and made decisions based on which airports were 
open, which airports were closed and where we might fly.’ 

 

Analysis: 

To start their analysis of the case, students should view the Background video clips.  These clips 
should help students grasp the following points or case facts.   

• Volcanic eruptions’ are causing aviation shutdowns in Iceland, where Icelandair is 

located forcing them to make an emergency decision.  

• For Icelandair it is very important that they’re able to get their customers to their required 

destination in the most time efficient, and cost effective manner while ensuring the safety 

of all passengers. 

• An important part of Iceland Air’s strategy is for Iceland to be a stopover location for 

individuals flying across the between North American and Europe.  

• A large number of the locations that Iceland Air services are secondary and often 

Northern cities in Europe and North America.  

• Iceland Air is a relatively small airline with a fleet of 20 aircraft. 

Researching information sources other than the content of the cases should enable students to 
garner the following insights: 

• Icelandair was founded in 1937, specializing in international and cross-Atlantic flights 

currently located in Reykjavik, Iceland. Icelandair acts as the hub for US and European 

flights, being involved in 3 different markets 1) to Iceland, 2) From Iceland, and 3) the 

cross-Atlantic market. (Icelandair, 2013). 
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• The predominant wind direction in Iceland is from the Northwest. 

• Reykjavik is on the West side of Iceland. 

• Many of the European locations that Iceland Air services are in Scandinavia and other 

Northern locations like Scotland. 

• The volcanic ash from this eruption generally stayed south of these more Northern 

locations. 

• Iceland Air’s competitors on the transatlantic route are generally large airlines that fly 

into major airports in cities such as London, Paris, Rome, Copenhagen, Madrid, Lisbon 

Dusseldorf, Frankfurt, Munich, etc.  

 

With this information in hand students can be challenged to identify an analytic framework that 
will help them organize their thoughts.   

• In this particular instance organizing frameworks focused on business resilience, disaster 
management or crisis management would apply and could be used to make sense of the situation. 
In this regard students may be interested in exploring ideas and analytical frameworks offered by 
researchers such as the continuity of operations checklist of Duncan, Yeager, Rucks and Ginter 
(2011), the types of crisis framework of Pearson and Mitroff  (1993) or  the vulnerability map of 
Sheffi and Rice (2005). 

• One example is that an instructor might use the material from the case to have students think about 
how vulnerable Iceland Air is to this catastrophic event. Students would be asked to think of the 
type of disruptive events that a company like Iceland Air might face around the world and then 
map the likelihood of the occurrence of each with the company’s relative resilience to each. This 
is what Sheffi and Rice (2005) term a vulnerability map.  This would be accomplished by creating 
a 2 X 2 matrix with the X Axis ranging from Light Consequences on one end to Sever 
Consequences on the other end. The Y Axis would characterized by Low Disruption Probability 
on the bottom and High Disruption probability on the top.  Events would be positioned accordingly 
on the map.  

Effort focused on research coupled with analysis should enable students to present a series of 

options.  These can be compared to the options offered by the interviewee which are also 
summarized below and found in the Alternatives video clip. 

• Our alternatives were to be locked in and wait until the airport opened again.  Second, try 
to fly at all times and then move the aircraft away before the airports closed.   The third 
was to try to find new airports that we open and even though we did not have operations 
there, fly people to those gateways 

 
The Solutions video clip offers the interviewees’ solution to the issue along with a rationale.  

Highlighted below, this can be compared to the student response and explanation. 
 

• So we basically decided that we had to keep the aircraft flying at all times. The reason 
that we decided to do that was that we did not want the image of Iceland to be harmed, 
that Iceland was closed. We also wanted to maintain the very strong booking flow that we 

had on transatlantic flights.  So when we saw that the airport was probably shutting down 
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we decided to move our operations to Glasgow and operate from there.  When we were 
deciding what to do we had to look at maps that we got from the weather office in 

London and decide whether our airport would be open or closed for the first six days 
Europe was closed but our airport was open because The volcano was 200 miles to the 

East of us and the wind was blowing to the east. Basically the ash was not coming over 
Reykjavik or our airport, only going to Europe.  So we flew every day to North America.  
When Europe opened up, the wind changed and our airport shut down.  We did not want 

to be locked in. We wanted to fly at all times. So with six hours notice we decided to 
move the entire route network to Glasgow and send two hundred people to operate from 

there, the morning after.   
 

SUGGESTED COURSES 

 

We suggest that this case would be suitable for a number of courses. These courses include: 

 

• Business Strategy 

• Operations Management 

• Human Resource Management 
 
ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 

 

The case offers students opportunities to undertake interesting additional research.  
 
Students may want to delve deeper into how managers make decisions. Classic approaches to decision 
making include works by Cyert and March (1963) and Tversky and Kahnemann (1974).     
 
Students interested in learning more about industries in general might make use of numerous online 
information sources some of which are noted below.  
 
● Jonsdottir, Anita, 

http://skemman.is/en/stream/get/1946/8507/22836/2/Impact_of_Eyjafjallaj$0161kull_on_Tour_ism_a

nd_International_Flights-2.pdf.  Impact of Eyjafjallajökull on tourism and international flights 

● Norden http://www.norden.org/en/fakta-om-norden-1/the-nordic-countries-the-faroe-islands-

greenland-and-aaland/facts-about-iceland  Facts about Iceland 

● Restaurants in Iceland, https://www.extremeiceland.is/en/restaurants, This is a list of the restaurants 

in Iceland, some of wich are competition to the Fishmarket Resturant 

● Wikipedia  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_eruptions_of_Eyjafjallajökull,  2010 Eruptions of 

Eyjafjallajökull Describes the volcano eruption and the consequences of the eruption on Iceland 

http://skemman.is/en/stream/get/1946/8507/22836/2/Impact_of_Eyjafjallaj$0161kull_on_Tour_ism_and_International_Flights-2.pdf
http://skemman.is/en/stream/get/1946/8507/22836/2/Impact_of_Eyjafjallaj$0161kull_on_Tour_ism_and_International_Flights-2.pdf
http://www.norden.org/en/fakta-om-norden-1/the-nordic-countries-the-faroe-islands-greenland-and-aaland/facts-about-iceland
http://www.norden.org/en/fakta-om-norden-1/the-nordic-countries-the-faroe-islands-greenland-and-aaland/facts-about-iceland
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● Wikipedia 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Effects_of_the_April_2010_Eyjafjallaj%C3%B6kull_eruption.  Effects 
of the April 2010 Eyjafjallajökull eruption 

● Iceland Trade Directory 
http://www.icelandexport.is/icelandexport2/english/industry_sectors_in_iceland/ Industry Sectors in 
Iceland 

● Passport to Trade http://businessculture.org/northern-europe/iceland/ Icelandic Business Culture 
● World Bank Group  http://www.doingbusiness.org/data/exploreeconomies/iceland/ Ease of Doing 

Business in Iceland 
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