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Abstract

It is without doubt that the impacts of climate change on winter conditions are becoming
increasingly visible, even in the Nordic countries. Events that rely on winter-specific features are
being confronted more frequently to unstable weather, compromising the quality, safety, and
consistency of these events, and even sometimes threatening their cancellation. Long-distance
dog sledding races such as the Finnmarkslepet are no exception, as they rely heavily on stable
snow and ice conditions, making them particularly vulnerable to the unpredictability of weather
patterns. Previous research on the vulnerability of dog sledding to climate change is scarce but
does exist, acknowledging that the threats towards this activity are real and that climate
projections are not optimistic. For this reason, previous research has suggested the need to
further explore adaptation strategies and resilience as key approaches to help dog sledding
withstand upcoming environmental challenges.

Therefore, this research aims at diving into the ways that a long-distance sled dog race, the
Finnmarkslepet, perceive and respond to upcoming climate-related challenges, as well as
analyzing the factors influencing these responses. The main research question is the following:
How does the Finnmarkslopet community demonstrate resilience in the face of climate change?
To answer this question, a methodological approach is selected, and the empirical data collected
through semi-structured interviews and observations.

The findings of the research showed that the Finnmarkslepet’s resilience is currently mainly
based on reactive and coping processes, which could become insufficient in the long run if
climate change continues to intensify. While mid-term adaptive strategies are starting to be
considered, deeper transformative changes are still largely absent from current planning, due to a
combination of uncertainty about future climatic conditions, attachment to tradition, and the
complex logistical and financial implications such changes would entail.

Keywords: climate change, dog sledding, resilience, Finnmarkslopet, event tourism, three

dimensions resilience framework
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1. INTRODUCTION

As indicated by the title, this thesis centers on the dog sledding milieu, with a particular focus on
long-distance racing. One specific event is at the heart of this study: the Finnmarkslepet, a key
race in Norway that blends sport, nature, culture, and tradition. However, climatic projections for
the coming decades show a rather pessimistic picture for the future of winters in Europe,
including in the Nordic regions, raising concerns about its feasibility under increasingly unstable
environmental conditions. Given that snow and cold weather seem to be essential for the race, it
is relevant to explore how such an international, yet locally organized, event might respond,

adapt, or transform in order to ensure its future.

In this first chapter, the overall layout of this master’s thesis is presented, including the
contextual background of the study and a review of relevant previous research. Following this,
the research project itself is introduced, drawing both the research aim and the structure of the

thesis.

1.1 Background of the study

Commonly known as "man's best friend," the relationship between dogs and human has been
estimated to start about 18,000 to 32,000 years ago (Giemsch et al. 2013), or even far before that
(Grimm 2015, p. 275). Over time, this bond has evolved significantly. Initially, dogs were
domesticated for working purposes, assisting with tasks such as cattle guarding, transportation,
draft or law enforcement. Today, many dogs are primarily valued as companions and pets. While

their roles have diversified, some of them remain loyal to their origins (Hall et al. 2021).

This is the case for sled dogs. Dog sledding can be shortly defined as “a transport method or
sport in which a dog or a team of dogs pulls a sled in snowy conditions, or a rig if there is no
snow cover” (Aijili, Jylkis, Rajab, Vuorikari, 2020 p. 126). This practice can be dated from
about 9 000 years ago thanks to evidence found in Siberia (Pitulko & Kasparov 2017, p. 491) but

has witnessed some changes over the years.



Historically, dog sledding was seen as a mode of transportation for communities in remote Arctic
regions. Sled dogs were valued for their reliability, endurance, and strength, which are essential
qualities to operate in such climate. Their reputation spread, and sled dogs gained popularity in
polar expeditions but also in more urban areas where they were used for “emergency services”.
When sled dogs became less needed for practical tasks, the mushers, who are the sled drivers,
started to compete and race their teams against each other’s, trying to find out who had the most
endurant or powerful dogs (Knudsen, 2019). More recently, dog sledding has become part of the
most famous winter tourism activity in Arctic destinations (Garcia-Rosell & Tallberg 2021),
enabling visitors to experience the feeling to be a musher for a few kilometers and exploring the

unique landscapes.

Finnmark, one of Norway’s northernmost regions, has long been a central hub for dog sledding.
This began with the legacy of Norwegian polar exploration and later evolved into a special role
as the host of the longest sled dog race in Europe, the Finnmarkslepet. Building on those
characteristics, Finnmark established for itself a niche as a recognized "dog sledding destination"
(Granés, 2018; Jeger & Viken, 2014). Sled dogs lie at the heart of the region’s identity, from
popular dog sledding tours for tourists to the annual race that attract both mushers and spectators

alike (Jeeger, 2020).

We know, however, that the world is globally facing a climate crisis and industries, including
tourism and sports, are increasingly under scrutiny for their own environmental impacts but also
for the impacts of climate change on the industry itself. As the effects of climate change are
becoming more visible especially in the Arctic (Arctic Council n.d.), some winter-related
sporting events have already shown their vulnerabilities. Indeed, numerous winter sports events,
including various stages of the Ski World Cup, have faced cancellations in recent years due to
insufficient snow and warm temperatures (Reuters, 2024). Some similar concerns have already
been raised regarding the next Winter Olympics that will take place in Milan in 2026 (Pollina,
Corvino & Greco, 2025).

The increasing visibility of climate change disruptions is undeniable. The frequency and

intensity of climate-related events are expected to escalate, posing significant challenges. This



trend applies not only to fast-onset events, which are highly tangible and immediate, but also to
more subtle slow-onset changes, which, though gradual, are becoming increasingly perceptible
over time (Béné, Wood, Newsham & Davies, 2012, p. 25). According to the World
Meteorological Organization (WMO), the impact of climate change is already more than visible
on Greenland’s and Antarctica’s ice sheets, but also on the winters, with shortened snow seasons,

reduced reliability of snowfall, melting of permafrost (WMO, 2024).

Similarly, dog sledding events like the Finnmarkslepet face challenges as warming winters make
snowy conditions less predictable, and climate variability increases the difficulty of planning and
executing such events. So far, the Finnmarkslepet did not face any cancellation due to weather
disruptions, but other sled dog races have already been facing such issues this season. To give
few examples, North American sled dog races such as the John Beargrease Marathon had to be
cancelled in 2024 and was postponed in 2025 (Wisniewski, 2025), but other races such as the
Yukon Quest in 2024 had to be shortened due to unsafe weather conditions (Pilkington, 2024).
For the same reasons, this 2025 season in Europe has also seen few canceled races such as the
Lapland Quest in Finland or the Gausdal Marathon in Norway (personal communication, March

2025).

1.2 Previous research

Research regarding the intersection between climate change and tourism events has faced
increasing interest during the last decade, highlighting the vulnerability of this industry to a

changing environment such as the Nordic region.

Indeed, extensive research has previously highlighted the vulnerability of the tourism industry to
external factors such as economic fluctuations (Canh & Thanh 2020), political stability (Sonmez
1998), public health disruptions (Duro, Perez-Laborda, Turrion-Prats & Fernandez-Fernandez,
2021), impacts of travel restrictions on trends (Sohn et al. 2021). Among these factors, climate

change has emerged as the most critical threat for the tourism industry.



Njoroge (2015) notes in his research that the transition towards increased concern for the effects
of climate change on tourism started in the 1990’s, when increasing global awareness of
sustainability and environmental degradation underscored the susceptibility of tourism to the
impact of climate change. Although there is an increasing body of literature on this subject in the
21st century, the dual role of tourism as both a “victim and a vector” of climate change can make
research on this topic overwhelming (Njoroge 2015, p. 97). While tourism has the potential to
contribute positively to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, its current trajectory

highlights the urgency for targeted mitigation and adaptation strategies (UNWTO, n.d).

There is a now a considerable amount of academic research on tourism and climate change.
Much of this literature concerns the vulnerability assessment of tourism destinations to the
impacts of climate change (Gossling & Scott, 2008; Koenig & Abegg, 1997). A further
interesting dimension of research, is the tourism dimension of emerging trends including “last-
chance tourism” which paradoxically brings new visitation to threatened destinations leading to
potential destruction (Eijgelaar et al., 2010). Additional challenges highlighted in the literature
include issues related to accessibility and increased safety concerns for travelers in these

changing environments (Njoroge, 2015, pp. 95-101).

In this thesis context, what is particularly interesting is the relatively recent rise of the concept of
resilience. Originally, the term "resilience" was primarily associated with medical,
psychological, and behavioral studies, where it referred to an individual’s or community's ability
to recover from adversity (Luthar, Cicchetti & Becker, 2000; McCubbin, 2001). The concept has
only recently gained extensive usage in the tourism field, particularly as a framework for
understanding how tourism systems can rebound from external shocks. Its application has been
especially important in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, where it has been used to
examine the recovery processes of tourism organizations, as highlighted by Pocinho, Garcés, and
De Jesus (2022). Resilience has increasingly been applied to the context of climate change,
offering an interesting perspective into the ways that tourism systems can adapt and recover from

environmental challenges (Dogru, Marchio, Bulut & Suess, 2019).



While the body of literature on tourism and climate change continues to grow, much of the focus
has been on broader sectors such as skiing or cruise tourism, leaving behind more niche winter
activities such as dog mushing. Dog mushing is an area of tourism academic research that has
received previous attention through diverse perspectives and categories, such as “recreational

mushing”, the “working position of sled-dogs” and “racing mushing” (Isacsson 1996).

Regarding the situation of sled-dog races, prior studies have looked into how dog sledding events
contribute to a unique sense of place, transforming the region into a destination associated with
adventure and cultural heritage (Granas, 2018; Jeger & Viken, 2014). Research has also
highlighted the economic and cultural benefits these events bring to local communities, showing
how races can increase tourism and local economies, therefore supporting the growth of the sled
dog activities (Jeeger, 2020; Jeger & Viken, 2014; Prebensen, 2007; 2010). However, very little
academic research has looked into races and dog sledding in general from the climate change
perspective, and how it will evolve in the following decades (Isacsson 1996, Nilsson &

Demiroglu, 2024).

This highlights the research gap which is at the foundation of this thesis. Nilsson and Demiroglu
(2024) have recently look into this topic and provided a solid starting point to fill this gap. Their
study on the dog sledding future in Arctic Sweden truly contributed to get a first look into how
this has been studied so far, and they contributed to understand mushers’ awareness to climate
change and how it realistically could impact their activity. Previous research from Schrot,
Christensen and Formayer (2019) has also contributed to understand the situation of dog
sledding in other Arctic regions such as Finland, Greenland, or Norway, all of them highlighting
the clear vulnerability of winter tourism and dog sledding activities to this climate crisis. Their
study contributed to understand the impacts of climate change on dog sledding, regarding the
predictions of snow cover, ice thickness, temperature thresholds, extreme events occurring. Both
of these academic papers shed light on the need to invest more on the future of dog sledding
within this changing environment, and Nilsson and Demiroglu (2024, p. 609) even mention “the
need for more research to understand the climate vulnerability/resilience and adaption capacity

of dogsledding recreation and tourism geographies”.



10

1.3 Research aim and design

As highlighted in the previous sections, dog sledding is a practice highly vulnerable to the effects
of climate change (Schrot et al., 2019). Despite this vulnerability, research exploring how the
community responds to these changes remains limited, with very little to no research on the
future of this sport if environmental disruptions get worse. Therefore, this study aims to address
this gap by focusing on one major and meaningful event: the Finnmarkslepet. Indeed, this focus
is quite timely considering the increased frequency of race cancellations in the last years due to

poor weather conditions.

By taking the Finnmarkslepet as a specific case study, this thesis explores how different
members of the mushing community perceive and respond to climate-related challenges. This
event not only represents a major sportive competition, being the longest sled dog race in
Europe, it is also an event rooted in values of traditions, culture and nature. If this race had to be

cancelled, it would not only be a loss for the sport, but also for the community as a whole.

The research looks at the responses and adaptation mechanisms of the event through the concept
of resilience, and more specifically through the three-dimensional resilience framework
developed by Béné et al. (2012). This framework divides resilience into the absorptive, adaptive,
and transformative capacities, which is explained in further detail in the second chapter of this
thesis. In this context, resilience is understood as "the capacity to persist in the face of change,
and to continue developing in ever-changing environments" (Folke, 2016, p. 2). In other words,
resilience is not only about how to cope with an environmental change, but about adjusting and

potentially transforming a system in order to ensure its continuity.

Overall, through the lens of resilience, this study aims to explore how the Finnmarkslepet
community perceives, copes with, adjusts to, or could potentially reshape the event in response
to the pressures of climate change. Therefore, the main research question guiding this thesis is:

How does the Finnmarkslopet community demonstrate resilience in the face of climate change?
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This main question will be broken down into three sub-questions:
1) How do different stakeholders perceive the risks and challenges of climate change on
the future of the Finnmarkslepet?
i) What strategies are being used or proposed to maintain the race under changing
climate conditions?

1i1) What factors shape the community’s decision to respond or not to climate change?

By using the Finnmarkslepet as a central focus, this research aims to establish a baseline
understanding of how climate change impacts the race itself. It will explore the openness of
various stakeholders to implementing changes, the challenges associated with these adaptations
and develop potential scenarios for the future. Ultimately, the findings of this thesis will offer a
clearer perspective on the upcoming challenges and opportunities for enhancing the race’s

resilience, which could also contribute to the broader dog sledding industry.

The research was conducted under a qualitative approach, focusing on gaining in-depth
perspectives from few selected members of the mushing community, rather than relying on
broader quantitative data. Therefore, the insights are not intended for generalization. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with five individuals, who all shared different experiences
and perspectives regarding the climatic issues affecting the Finnmarkslepet and how they view
its future. Additionally, my own participation to the Finnmarkslepet 2025 and to another long-
distance race earlier in the season allowed me to observe by myself the attitudes towards climate

change as well as engaging in few informal discussions.
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1.4 Structure of the study

The structure of this thesis is divided into seven chapters, each aiming to contribute and build an
understanding to address the research questions and supports the development of the overall

analysis.

This first introduction chapter lays the foundation for the following chapters, gradually shaping
the research approach and the main notions, grounding the study in a broader context. The
second chapter is the contextual framework, with the explanation of the global context of this
thesis. The third is the theoretical framework, where the most important aspects regarding the
resilience theory are described. In this part will be defined the three-dimension framework from
Béné et al. (2012) which forms the backbone of the results’ interpretation. It will be followed by
the chapter four, which describes the methodology and methods used for this study, as well as

reminding the ethical considerations.

The fifth chapter delves into the results of the study, analyzing the outcomes of the interviews
and how they relate or diverge from the theoretical framework. This leads to the discussion
chapter, which interprets the findings under a more thematized approach, connecting them to the
research questions and reflecting on the implication of this research. The seventh chapter is

dedicated to the summary of the research and suggestions for further research.
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2. CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK

The contextual framework chapter presents the relevant concepts to this research. The first
section outlines the current situation and potential outcomes of climate change with a focus on
the Arctic region. Then, the second section highlights the tourism situation in the Arctic,
emphasizing on its current exponential growth. The third section connects the two precedents by
analyzing the effects of climate change on tourism in this region, as well as the potential threats.
The fourth part delves into the meaning and origins of long-distance racing, as well as a brief

history of the Finnmarkslepet.

2.1 Climate change in the Arctic

If climate change is acknowledged as a global phenomenon, there is yet a place in the world that
is witnessing it from the front row, due to a phenomenon called “Arctic amplification”. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has published in 2023 the sixth assessment
report on climate change, synthetizing the current situation and providing alarming numbers
regarding the situation in the Arctic. This report assess that the polar regions are warming up
“two to three times the rate of the global average”, causing damages to the thawing of permafrost
areas, the shrinking of snow- and ice- covered areas, the retreat of sea ice, the melting of glaciers
and sea level rise, among a long list of other direct and indirect consequences (Constable et al.
2022; AMAP 2019). The predictions for the following decades are not much more positive and
based on the information provided by the report, the average annual temperature will keep on

rising.

Based on Kashiwase, Ohshima, Nihashi and Eicken’s (2017) report, the Arctic amplification
phenomenon is partly explained by what is called the “albedo feedback effect”. To briefly
explain it, the albedo effect refers to the reflectivity of a surface. Surfaces with high albedo are
lighter such as sea ice and snow and reflect a larger proportion of incoming solar radiation.
However, darker surfaces have lower albedo and absorb more solar energy, therefore creating

more heat. This can be compared to how a dark surface like asphalt absorbs heat from the sun
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and becomes hot, whereas lighter surfaces such as ice, snow, or glaciers reflect most of the

sunlight, keeping temperatures lower.

The issue lies in the fact that the albedo effect is a cycle where, as the snow cover drops and the
sea ice melts, the albedo decreases. Therefore, less solar radiation is reflected, more is absorbed
by the darker ocean surface, which increases the water’s temperature. And then starts some
“vicious” cycle where the higher temperature will cause more snow and sea ice to melt, repeating
the effect over and over (Kashiwase et al., 2017). Over time, researchers agree that this could
lead to greater warming and further accelerate the effects of climate change both in the Arctic

and around the world (National Snow and Ice Data Center, 2025).

According to the IPCC 6" report, a warmed Arctic can have various consequences such as
increased risks to coastal communities from erosion or sea level rise; but it can also lead to
growing health threats (food insecurity, disease), disruptions to transportation and infrastructure
due to unstable ground and extreme weather, environmental and cultural impacts from expanding
shipping and tourism industries, challenges to traditional livelihoods (reindeer herding, fishing),
increased stress on marine and terrestrial ecosystems and intensified pressures on local
economies to adapt (Constable et al. 2022, pp. 2347-2349). The impacts of a warmer Arctic
Ocean will not only influence life locally in the region, it will also highly likely spread out on a
bigger scale and affect other territories. Indeed, according to the National Snow and Ice Data
Center, the Arctic Ocean plays a key role in the regulation of ocean and atmospheric circulation
on a global scale. Disrupting this balance can trigger extreme weather events far beyond the
Arctic, including heatwaves, intense storms, and shifts in precipitation patterns, which is

something that can already be observed (Baines, 2024).

The current state of research on the climate change phenomenon is quite extensive and advanced,
where the role of academic research is recognized as essential, considering the urgency of the
situation that is stated by specialists. Research is highly supported by international organizations,
but also by academic institutions which helps to address the issues from different angles and
fosters collaboration across the nations and disciplines. The Arctic Council stands as one of the

important intergovernmental cooperation structures, where eight Arctic states are reunited to
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promote scientific research, establish protective environmental laws, and create a path for

sustainable development. In addition to contributing to advance research and actions on climate
change, the council has also played an important role in the creation of the University of Arctic.
This university functions as a network of universities and encourages greatly the association of

scholars and students across the UArctic members (UArctic, n.d.).

Plenty of other organizations are also actively engaged in supporting research in this part of the
world, regarding tourism, climate change, or other fields of concerns. The United Nations World
Tourism Organization can be cited for example as a fervent advocate for sustainable tourism
practices through the One Planet Sustainable Tourism Program (UNWTO, n.d.). Overall, these
collaborations underscore the importance of academic research in understanding and targeting

the different challenges and opportunities.

2.2 Tourism in the Arctic

What is defined here as “tourism in the Arctic” refers to the different kind of tourism activities
happening in the following regions: Alaska, Canada, Denmark (Greenland and Faroe Islands),
Finland, Norway, Iceland, and Sweden, Russia (AMAP, 1998). While definitions of the Arctic
zone vary depending on different criteria, this perspective is among the most widely accepted

and will therefore be used throughout this study.

From a tourism point of view, the Arctic has triggered some discussions and debates. Catch-
words like "see it before it’s gone" and "last-chance tourism" are frequently associated with this
destination, illustrating the pressing desire and sense of “urgency” to visit these places before the
no-return point. This perspective is quite controversial, as tourists who travel to the Arctic with
the intention of witnessing threatened landscapes ironically contribute to its accelerated decline,
as tourism-related activities increase carbon emissions and environmental pressure on an already

fragile ecosystem (Mabher, 2017, p. 214).

Tourism in this area is diverse, encompassing summer activities such as cruising, wild-life

watching, nature-based activities, adventure tourism, but also winter activities such as
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snowmobiling, dog sledding and skiing (Saarinen & Varnajot, 2019, pp. 9-11). These forms of
tourism are tailored to the region's unique characteristics and atmosphere. Despite the differences
in the types of tourism offered and the challenges faced by destinations across the Arctic,
tourism has seen significant growth in most parts of the region (Saarinen & Varnajot, 2019). The
Greenland Tourism Office has reported a significant increase in the number of cruise ship
passengers for 2023, with nearly double the number of visitors compared to pre-COVID levels
(Visit Greenland, 2024). Similarly, Finland, and especially Lapland, has experienced a growth of
almost 20% in the number of passengers traveling to the region via Finavia's airports (Finavia,

2025). This increased demand was also observed among other Nordic countries (Maher, 2017).

Academic discussions about Arctic tourism often delve into themes such as the opportunities it
presents, community involvement, international collaboration, and the balance between
authenticity and staged experiences (Maher 2017, pp. 214-217). At the same time, the
geopolitical stands of the Arctic fosters concerns and territorial disputes, which further

complicate the region's tourism dynamics (Bennett & laquinto, 2023; Zelenskaya, 2018).

Nevertheless, the most timely and critical challenge associated with Arctic tourism remains
climate change. Most specifically, the interplay between climate change and winter tourism in

this region has significantly increased in academic research.

2.3 Climate change and Arctic winter tourism

The effects of climate change on winter activities have already been witnessed and well-
documented, especially from the European Alps. Research in this region has showed warmer ski
seasons than in the past, with impacts on ski competitions but also on the number of tourists. To
cope with these effects, resorts with sufficient financial resources have turned to artificial
snowmaking as an adaptation strategy. Other resorts with less resources have try other strategies
such as diversifying their offerings and focusing on a “all-year-round” strategy (Biirki, Elsasser,
Abegg & Koenig, 2005; Saarinen & Tervo 2010, p. 150). Research has also pointed out a

potential shift in skiing tourism patterns, as declining snow conditions in the Alps pushing
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visitors to seek alternative destinations up-north (Demiroglu, Lundmark, Saarinen & Miiller,

2019).

The increased vulnerability of European Alpine ski resorts is not the only factor that is
contributing to the rise of the Arctic as a winter tourism destination. On one hand, more
important financial resources for leisure travel have been observed among tourists, allowing
more people to travel and explore new and less conventional destinations (Maher 2017, p. 213).
As a result, Nordic countries have attracted a new wave of travelers seeking novel experiences.
This observation is consistent with the growing phenomenon of “commodification”. Indeed, it
has been noted that the region is increasingly marketed and packaged through stages experiences,
relying on themes such as Christmas, winter landscapes, and nature (Saarinen & Varnajot 2019;
Saarinen & Tervo 2010), also reflecting on the concept of the Experience Economy by Pine and

Gilmore (1999).

In a context where the unpredictability of winter conditions is increasing, even in the North, one
might question whether the competitive advantage tied to a snowy environment will resist. In
addition to the evident major catastrophic environmental consequences, this shift could also
affect winter-related activities in these regions, as snow is often a defining element of their
identity, closely associated with cold, icy, and remote landscapes. Scholars have looked into how
the most popular activities such as skiing, snowmobiling. Northern lights hunting or dog
sledding could be impacted in the future (Schrot et al. 2019, Saarinen & Varnajot 2019), but

more research is still needed.

Dog sledding is without any doubt one of top-activity. Although studies specifically focusing on
dog sledding and global warming are limited, existing research has emphasized the high
sensitivity of this activity to climate change. For instance, Schrot et al. (2019) have looked into
how the environment changes in Greenland, causing negative effects on ice and snow covers
have made the activity less safe and how it has led to a change in the organization of multi-day
tours in the last few years. Their study has also reported shortened dog sledding seasons (Schrot

etal., 2019, p. 8).
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2.4 Sled dog racing and the Finnmarkslepet

As this thesis focuses on the specific event of the Finnmarkslepet, it is important to briefly
introduce it. To fully understand what is at stake if sled dog racing is threatened by climate
change, it seems essential to understand the basics of this sport, but also what this event

represents for the dog mushing community, but also for Finnmark and Norway.

2.4.1 Sled dog races

Prior to races, sled dogs were used in other contexts such as transportation in extremely remote
territories in Alaska or Greenland for example, but also in Norway for polar explorations. In
such contexts, sled dogs were essential to guarantee the survival and transportation of the
population. As societies kept evolving, sled dogs were no longer essential for practical tasks and
dog sledding slowly took a competitive turn with the emergence of long-distance races early 20"
century (Knudsen, 2019). They were especially popular in Alaska with the All-Alaska
Sweepstakes and later on the renowned Iditarod. These competitions aimed at celebrating the
rich history bonding humans and sled dogs together, contributing to the legacy of this practice
(Reinhart, 1996). In 1981, this idea of competitive racing across long distances spread across the
Atlantic Ocean and reached Northern Norway, marking the beginnings of the Finnmarkslepet,

“the race of Finnmark™ (Knudsen, 2019).

To understand the mechanics of long-distance dogsledding, it is quite important to first look into
how these races are structured and what they involve. In long-distance racing, the musher, who
drives the sled, leads a team of dogs across a pre-defined distance and track. The route is pre-
planned into their GPS and also marked with poles. The number of dogs a musher can have
depends on the race category. If any dogs are deemed unfit to continue, either by the musher or
the veterinary team, they must be left with the handler and cannot be replaced. The handlers play
a crucial role, following the musher throughout the race to deliver provisions at checkpoints or
pick up dogs that can’t continue. However, only veterinarians and mushers are allowed to handle
the dogs directly. The musher is responsible for everything else, from feeding and caring for the

dogs to providing massages and overall maintenance (Finnmarkslepet 2025a; 2025b).
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At each checkpoint, dogs’ health is checked, and mushers must take care of both their dogs and
themselves to ensure the team can continue the race in the best possible condition. Key tasks
include everything related to the dog care such as removing the dogs’ booties, checking their
paws for injuries, massaging them, and ensuring they receive proper hydration, nutrition, and
rest. Making sure to recover effectively is crucial for their performance in the next stage of the
race. It is also essential in determining the best race strategy. Dropping a tired dog may help
increase the team’s average speed, but it also means the remaining dogs have to pull more
weight. Strategic planning is often underestimated in the context of dog sledding, but choosing
the right timing to take a break or deciding when it is time to push forward can change many

things (Finnmarkslapet 2025a; 2025b).

Ultimately, what draws mushers to long-distance racing is the intimate bond they share with their
dogs especially during the time of the race. These animals are more than just teammates; there is
something special about the relation between a musher and their dogs where mutual trust and

thrill for racing is mandatory (Personal communication, March 2025).

2.4.2 The Finnmarkslepet

Well-known as Europe’s longest sled dog race, the first edition in 1981 simply consisted of a
“friendly” competition between three mushers, few rules, and the objective to find out which
musher-dog team was the fastest. Literally translating into English as “the Finnmark race”, the
Finnmarkslepet takes place in March every year in Finnmark, Northern Norway, and gathers

nowadays approximately 100 mushers every year (Knudsen 2019, p.34).

Since then, the Finnmarkslepet evolved from an intimate moment to an international event.
From its beginnings until 2001, the race steadily evolved as a small, local event, entertained by
volunteers and few residents sharing a passion for dogs and outdoors. The early 2000s marked a
shift as discussions started regarding the commercialization of the race, as suggested by mushers
involved in the Iditarod, the Alaskan sibling of the Finnmarkslepet. In 2001, Finnmarkslepet AS

was established to develop an independent legal structure for the race, allowing partners to join
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the adventure. This change brought new opportunities and enabled the organization to secure

funding and partnerships (Jeeger & Viken, 2014).

Indeed, this change allowed a renewal for the race, with larger mediatization and national
recognition (Jaeger & Viken, 2014). Since then, the race has gained national and even
international attention, with daily evening broadcasts on the national TV channel NRK during
the event, and GPS tracking on each musher’s sled, allowing fans to follow the race’s progress
on the Finnmarkslepet website (Finnmarkslepet, 2024a). The race’s communication approach
has also take a modern turn, following social media trends, publishing real-time updates, photos,

videos, and even live broadcasts on platforms like Facebook.

Nowadays, the Finnmarkslepet is divided into three categories. The Finnmarkslapet 1200 (FL-
1200) is the longest format, where mushers’ journey begins with 14 dogs. The distance to be
covered is 1200km, which usually takes around 6 days to complete for the experienced mushers.
Finnmarkslepet 600 (FL-600) is the second category was extended to 600km in 2020 and
mushers race with 8 dogs. An additional category was established for the first time in 2014, the
Finnmarkslepet Junior. In this race, young mushers aged 14 to 18 compete over a distance of 200
km with their 6 loyal partners, completing their journey in slightly over 24 hours. In terms of
participants, the FL-600 is the most popular one and gather approximately 60 mushers. The
skills, experience and financial means required to compete in the FL-1200 make it a less
crowded class with less than 30 mushers on the starting line. The participants of the Junior class
vary nowadays around 15-20 young mushers (Finnmarkslepet 2024a) and is a great opportunity

for them to get some early experience in.

As illustrated in the 2025 itinerary (Figure 1), the race trail varies based on the class category.
The shortest class remains within the Finnmark plateau, while the FL-600 extends to the Finnish

border, and the FL-1200 reaches as far as Kirkenes near the Russian border. There are 12



21

checkpoints along the FL-1200 trail.
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Figure 1: Map of the Finnmarkslopet 2025
Source: Finnmarkslopet (2025¢c)

The Finnmarkslapet is often described as “more than just a race” (Chukhanova 2018, p. 31).
Beyond its competitive aspect, the event brings light on the different aspects of the Norwegian
culture, some checkpoints celebrating the Sami culture with gatherings and concerts, providing
an opportunity for participants and visitors to know more about the traditions and background of
the place (Jeeger & Olsen, 2017). Additionally, the Finnmarkslepet is not only about individual
achievement; it is about the collaboration and mutual trust with the dogs, but also about the
moments between mushers, as they come together to share their experiences and knowledge,
strengthening bonds within the mushing community (Grands 2018, p. 50). There is a strong
feeling of community during the race, at the starting line, across the checkpoints. Some feeling
that cannot be put into words and where you can feel a combination of cooperation, competition,
unity, strength (Personal communication, 2025). The race has also contributed to shed light to
the country’s northernmost county. By creating an attraction for both business and tourism, the
Finnmarkslepet strengthens Finnmark’s ability to be developed as a unique tourism destination.
The race features the most outstanding and attractive characters of Finnmark: dog sledding,

breathtaking snowy landscapes, northern lights, cold temperatures (Granas, 2018).
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical framework of this thesis delves further into the main theory framing this thesis:
the resilience theory. Therefore, this chapter provides a more detailed description of resilience
theory, the central focus of this thesis, to clarify its meaning and application. It also introduces
Béné et al. (2012) three dimensions resilience framework, which will be used to frame and

describe the data analysis.

The idea of exploring the resilience of dog sledding in the face of climate change emerged from
Nilsson and Demiroglu's study (2024), but it will be adapted to the Finnmarkslgpet context, a

long-distance sled dog race.

When talking about resilience, it is important to define what this notion is about, especially as
many meanings can be associated with it. As a research concept, resilience can be dated from the
1960s (Hall, 2018, p. 34), but the escalation of its use is more recent than that. According to the
ISI Web of Science, the number of citations per year increased from fewer than 100 in 1995 to
over 20,000 by 2015 (Folke, 2016, p. 1). In the tourism research community, this growth has
sparked some concerns, worrying that it may follow the path of "sustainability", not in definition,
but in becoming an “overused buzzword”, especi