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think the relationship of tourism and indige-
nous peoples into a more culturally sensitive 
direction. This is not least since many tour-
ists show little awareness and preparedness 
for the cultural and environmental context of 
the destination7. 

The ARCTISEN project has been de-
signed to involve local tourism entrepreneurs 
in the Arctic areas in the process of creating 
tools for a more ‘culturally sensitive’ tourism, 
not least in relation to the indigenous Sámi**.

**See ARCTISEN http://sensitivetourism.interreg-npa.eu/ 

Introduction

Despite the dominant history of being a re-
source hinterland providing nature resourc-
es such as timber and minerals, tourism 
has been a part of the industrial mix of the 
Swedish North* for a long time1. However, 
until recently tourism has not developed 
into a core industry within the entire region. 
Instead, tourism rather functioned as alter-
native livelihood during bust periods within 
the nature-resource industries2. During re-
cent years, however, tourism in the Swed-
ish North has experienced a boom period. 
In this context, new products and new sea-
sons have emerged meeting the increasing-
ly global demand for northern tourism. In 
the footprints of the Icehotel, established in 
the early 1990s, more winter tourism prod-
ucts were developed including dog-sledge 
tours and aurora borealis chasing. This de-
velopment has sometimes been called an 
Arctification of northern tourism indicat-
*The Swedish North is here defined as the country’s two nort-
hernmost counties Västerbotten and Norrbotten.

ing the growing attractiveness of Arctic re-
gions on the global tourism market3.

This development includes a growing 
interest for the indigenous people of north-
ern Europe, the Sámi, as well4. This is in line 
with aspirations of various Sámi stakehold-
ers. For example, the Sámi parliament has 
previously identified Sámi tourism as an 
important activity to support Sámi liveli-
hood and a way of providing employment in 
the region5. However, the number of Sámi 
tourism firms has not grown and failed to 
meet the political aspirations, though tour-
ism indeed turned out to be an alternative 
occupation for at least some Sámi6. Still, 
the growing tourism interest in the area has 
caused competition for land and hence, 
tourism is affecting reindeer herding, one 
of the traditional livelihoods of the Sámi. 
Consequently, today reports on conflict be-
tween tourism entrepreneurs and reindeer 
herding appear, which makes it timely to re-

In addition to economic development,  
culturally sensitive tourism aims at enhan-
cing:
 y stakeholders’ self-determination 
 y intra- and intercultural understanding 
and respect 

 y inclusion and empowerment.15 
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Culturally sensitive tourism has so 
far not been an established concept in 
the Swedish discourse on tourism devel-
opment. However, it reassembles ideas of 
ecotourism, which has been a more prom-
inent initiative aiming to develop small-
scaled tourism in Sweden for almost 20 
years8. Not least Nature’s Best, the quali-
ty label scheme developed by the Swedish 
Ecotourism Association launched in 2002, 
gained significant attention for a while, and 
its ideas were also translated into Sápmi 
Experience, a quality label for indigenous 
tourism in Sweden.

However, the success of Nature’s Best 
has been limited. The adoption of the quali-
ty label failed not least because of entrepre-
neurs’ limited trust in the schedule’s ability 
to generate greater incomes9 . Today about 
70 companies offer tourists activities and 
services approved as Nature’s Best and a 
fair share of them is located in the Swedish 
North, which traditionally has developed a 
profile of a nature-based tourism destina-
tion10. Compared to Nature’s Best, the sit-
uation for Sápmi Experience is worse. The 
quality scheme was launched in 2011 as a 
project under the auspices of Sámiid Riik-
kasearvi - the Swedish Reindeer Herders’ 
Union (SSR). However, after the end of the 
program period, no new funding could be 
secured and thus, the scheme was discon-
tinued11.

Although the economic situation for 
most Sámi tourism enterprises in Sweden 
remains challenging, it is obvious that their 
motivations for getting involved in tourism 
are not necessarily related to economic 
reasoning12. Instead, tourist entrepreneurs 
mention communicating Sámi heritage and 
current lives as important motivation. In 
this context, representations of Sámi histo-
ry are contested, and what is allowed and 
not in Sámi tourism is debated constantly13. 
Therefore, as de Bernardi14 argues, authen-
ticity becomes a problematic term in Sámi 
tourism. Hence a more flexible approach is 
chosen that is not too objective, but also 
not too subjective in relation to authentic-
ity. The discontinued quality scheme Sáp-
mi Experience, outlining a compromise for 
how to represent Sámi tourism, provided an 
important effort for achieving this.

This report offers an impression of 
the current state of tourism in the Swed-
ish North. It is based on 13 interviews with 
tourism entrepreneurs and tourism organ-
izations conducted during May-July 2019 
all over the North of Sweden. The group of 
respondents contained a mix of well-es-
tablished companies with long time expe-
rience in not least indigenous tourism, but 
also relative newcomers to the area and 
to tourism. Moreover, tourism organiza-
tions aiming at developing the destination 

and promoting tourism were among the re-
spondents. The interview questions were 
connected to the use of local cultures in 
tourism, the experience of running tourism 
businesses, ideas for further development 
as well as possibilities and challenges in 
tourism.

The report begins by focusing on the 
policy framework for tourism and protago-
nists of culturally sensitive tourism in the 
Swedish North. Then the report addresses 
the opportunities and threats that Sámi en-
trepreneurs and non-Sámi tourism stake-
holders identified in the interviews and re-
lates them to previous knowledge on the 
topic. Furthermore, interviewees’ percep-
tions of current needs and potential solu-
tions are scrutinized. In this context, some 
respondents used the opportunity to voice 
their visions regarding tourism develop-
ment in the Swedish North. Finally, the is-
sues brought up by the respondents during 
the interviews are discussed in light of the 
national situation of Sweden.
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Figure 1. Characteristics of culturally sensitive tourism.
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it suggests invigorating the previous Sámi 
destination organization Visit Sápmi and its 
quality scheme Sápmi Experience. However, 
since the report has been presented, no ac-
tion has been taken and there seems to be a 
risk that none or only few of the suggestions 
in fact will be implemented.

Overall, after being an active regula-
tor and investor into tourism before17, today 
government applies a laissez-faire approach 
with minimal direct involvement in the indus-
try. The most prominent exception besides 
state ownership in SAS, is the public-private 
partnership Visit Sweden aiming at promot-
ing Sweden abroad. On the regional and the 
municipal level however, public funding sup-
ports DMOs and various development pro-
jects. EU structural funds are used for sup-
porting a plethora of temporary projects 
referring to various aspects of tourism de-
velopment18. Even Sámi tourism projects 
have been funded from this source.

Guidelines for ecotourism and 
indigenous tourism 

As already mentioned, Nature’s Best, the 
quality label introduced in 2002 by the Swed-
ish Ecotourism Society – recently rebrand-
ed to Naturturismföretagen – is one of few 
more established tourism-specific attempts 
to assure quality development and business 
success within the tourism industry. The re-
quirements for qualification circle around 
six rather broad principles19 summarized on 
the next page.

These basic principles are further elab-
orated in a detailed catalogue of criteria 
comprising both requirements toward the 
tourism company and the product. The cri-
teria comprise a broad array of aspects ad-
dressing economic, environmental, and cul-
tural issues. Particularly, the criteria require 
that tourism assures “cultural conservation”. 
Scrutinizing the scheme’s descriptions, it is 

This chapter presents first an overview of 
the present situation in Sweden, especially 
regarding policy and existing tourism guide-
lines in order to give the reader an overview 
of the context in which the respondents op-
erate.

Public policy and tourism 

Tourism is not a core target of state gov-
ernance in Sweden and there is a lack of 
national regulation and public guidelines 
specifically targeting tourism, too. A recent 
government report on tourism16 recogniz-
es the increasing importance of tourism 
and asks for a national strategy for accom-
plishing a more sustainable development 
of tourism. Growing tourism is the over-
arching objective of this initiative. The re-
port mentions even cultural tourism and 
Sámi dimensions particularly, but favours 
efforts to establish business networks, i.e. 

Framework for culturally sensitive tourism in Sweden
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Six principles of the Nature’s Best 
quality label:
1) Respect the limitations of the 
destination - the least possible impact 
on nature and culture
2) Support the local economy
3) Make all the operators’ activities 
environmentally sustainable
4) Contribute actively to nature and 
cultural conservation
5) Promote knowledge and respect and 
the joy of discovery
6) Quality and safety all the way 

rather obvious that the point of departure is 
environmental concern, which has been ex-
tended to speak to cultural tourism activi-
ties, too.

The basic principles of Nature’s Best 
formed the foundation of the Sápmi Experi-
ence label, too*.  The label was launched in 
2011 in the context of a project hosted by 
Sámiid Riikkasearvi - the Swedish Reindeer 
Herders’ Union (SSR), aiming at strengthen-
ing and stimulating Sámi tourism as a com-
plementary industry offering an in place-al-
ternative to reindeer herding. The project 
and not least the quality label Sápmi Expe-
rience have to be seen against the back-
ground of great expectations towards the 
potential of Sámi tourism that various Sámi 
and non-Sámi stakeholder have voiced re-
currently. These expectations were accom-
panied by fears that Sámi tourism could de-
velop according to a non-authentic Finnish 
model featuring fake Sámi products and ex-
periences20.

Even the Sápmi Experience scheme 
applied a catalogue of criteria in order to 
determine whether the activities met the 
high-quality requirements. As with Nature’s 
Best the label did not only aim at assuring 
*Indeed, the quality label Sápmi Experience was developed by a 
core member of the Swedish Ecotourism Association previously 
working with the Nature’s Best label and a Sami entrepreneurs 
and ecotourism pioneer whose company gained the Nature’s Best 
label in an early stage of the program.

high quality and awareness for cultural 
and environmental constraints. It intended 
to improve business practices as well. The 
program was highly appreciated by the in-
volved companies and had high credibili-
ty21. Altogether more than 50 companies 
were engaged though not all of them man-
aged to pass through all steps of the ap-
plication process. However, a long-term 
funding strategy was lacking and hence, 
the project, Visit Sápmi and the label fad-
ed away when Sámi and non-Sámi stake-
holders chose to concentrate their efforts 
elsewhere.

Another Nature’s Best spin-off has 
recently been launched by Visit Västerbot-
ten in Lapland22, the public regional tour-
ism organization**. The quality label Väs-
terbotten Experience is a consequence of 
an ambitious program to align the region-
al tourism industry with the Global Sus-
tainable Tourism Councils’ (GSTC) objec-
tives for sustainability within the tourism 
industry. Introducing the Västernbotten 
experience quality label had a threefold 
objective. First, to implement sustaina-
ble development practices and become a 
leading sustainable destination, and this 
way support the local economy. Second, to 

**Even Västerbotten Experience was developed by the same 
person who had a core role in developing Nature’s Best and 
Sápmi Experience.
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assure a high quality for those companies 
and organizations that aspire a formal 
recognition of their strive for high quality 
and sustainable development. And third, 
to assure a comprehensive interpretation 
of sustainable development including en-
vironmental respect, smart solutions in 
relation to climate change, as well as re-
sponsibility for the local community and 
concern for nature and culture.

According to Visit Västerbotten the 
raison d'être for the label is to get more 
customers, greater profitability, and im-
proved competitiveness. In a first round 
30 companies representing accommo-
dation, food and activity providers were 
awarded the status of being a Västerbot-
ten Experience.

Hence, although clear policies and 
labelling programs for culturally sensitive 
tourism are absent, there has been a tra-
dition of quality labels comprising cultur-
al dimensions. Sámi stakeholders have 
initiated one of the quality schemes, and 
Sámi tourism companies have participat-
ed in all of them. However, so far there 
is no explicit or coherent Sámi tourism 
strategy.

'... although clear policies 
and labelling programs for 
culturally sensitive tourism 
are absent, there has 
been a tra dition of quality 
labels comprising cultural 
dimensions.' 
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Opportunities for Sámi tourism
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public discourse, but as one respondent 
pointed out, it cannot be taken for grant-
ed that mining and other nature-resource 
industries would be there forever. Thus, 
he and many other respondents think that 
there is a possibility for tourism to take a 
greater role.

Several of the respondents confirmed 
that tourism indeed is taken more serious-
ly today, also because of its current boom. 
This is exemplified by a quote from a re-
spondent regarding tourism as an industry:

'But, if you think about the political 
arena, I experience that it has been 
taken more and more seriously […] in 
the beginning tourism was not even 
considered an industry.'

This attention seems to last since interest 
in nature experiences is growing and the 
region has substantial resources to meet 
such demand. In this context, one respond-
ent highlighted the tourism industry’s abil-

ity to create employment as crucial for the 
growing acceptance.

Some respondents pointed at the po-
tential of tourism to invigorate small com-
munities, too. Tourism is identified as a 
way of making a living in such places, often 
suffering from population loss and ageing. 
Particularly where tourism sustained year-
around activities, it is welcomed by the lo-
cal population. An example is a respond-
ent saying that tourism 'is a good source of 
income for preserving the culture'.

Tourism development entails, accord-
ing to some respondents, greater attractive-
ness for the entire region, which can indeed 
make people choose to stay. It is argued, 
too, that others and particularly young peo-
ple attracted by employment in the indus-
try, move to small communities or choose 
to stay. This applies for international entre-
preneurs too and indeed this has been im-
portant for some communities already, one 

In this section the general situation of Sámi 
tourism is discussed from a general view-
point to then go in more detail in the issues 
and opportunities that the entrepreneurs 
have identified for Sámi tourism. 

Current situation in general

There have been great expectations to-
wards Sámi tourism in Sweden for quite 
a while from both the Sámi and the Swed-
ish governments. However, as has been 
noted, reality has not met the high expec-
tations23. Still the recent boom seems to 
have entailed new hopes for an improved 
position of tourism. More or less all inter-
view respondents agreed that tourism is 
an important industry for northern Sweden. 
Tourism is described as 'a way to get people 
a job'*.  Sure, there is a dominance of nature 
resource industries even when it comes to 
*Direct quotes in Swedish are translated by the authors. 

Opportunities for Sámi tourism



19

respondent argues. Recent scientific stud-
ies confirm this notion, demonstrating how 
immigrants play important roles in innova-
tion and network building in remote com-
munities in northern Sweden24. However, it 
has been shown, too, that the integration of 
incoming tourism entrepreneurs’ lifestyles 
motives and business strategies some-
times compete with public strategies and 
development ideas25.

The situation for the Sámi tourism 
entrepreneurs

The respondents agreed that tourism is an 
opportunity for the Sámi population and 
particularly young Sámi. One respondent 
argued that the current popularity of Sámi 
arts and music further support interest in 
Sámi tourism. Another interviewee not-
ed that Sámi tourism products are popu-
lar since tourists increasingly are interest-
ed in getting 'behind the scene'. However, this 
is obviously not without risks. An experi-
enced Sámi tourism entrepreneur pointed 
out that other actors that are not connect-
ed to the Sámi have used Sámi culture in 
Finland in inauthentic ways. One respond-
ent explicates this opinion by telling how 
there are 'varied opinions by people who think 
that the Rovaniemi version of tourism is horrible 
and cultural appropriation'.

A recent PhD-thesis in Sweden ad-
dressed tourism as a Sámi livelihood26. 
Leu highlighted that Sámi tourism involve-
ment seldom has been for pure business 
reasons. Instead, Sámi entrepreneurs point 
out that tourism enables them to commu-
nicate Sámi culture to tourists and other 
interested people27. The interviewees con-
firmed this notion frequently. They said that 
this contributes to sustain the Sámi cul-
ture. One Sámi entrepreneur even argues 
that tourism actually responds to the lack 
of information on Sámi culture in the pub-
lic space. Since government fails to inform 
about Sámi culture, tourism is filling this 
gap. Knowledge about the Sámi is limited 
even among domestic tourists, and stere-
otypes assuming that all Sámi are reindeer 
herders are common. One respondent ex-
plains how: 'much focus is put on the reindeer 
[…] I do not want to market the reindeer.' There-
fore, one respondent highlighted the need 
to portray the Sámi as the modern people 
that they are.

However, the interviews revealed as 
well that Sámi get involved in tourism in or-
der to support reindeer herding econom-
ically. Besides visits to reindeer corrals, 
meat and souvenir sales raise money to re-
invest into reindeer herding, which is suf-
fering from poor grazing conditions due 
to climate change. One example is one re-

spondent saying: 'In other words, if you are in 
the business of reindeer herding, it will not work 
in the future without financial support.' Leu28  
met similar voices. One of his respond-
ents mentioned that he considered tourism 
as an integrated part of reindeer herding, 
where visits to the reindeer corral meant 
another way of harvesting from the live-
stock industry.

The interviews revealed however that 
there is dissent among the Sámi when it 
comes to the roles of reindeer in the tour-
ism industry. One respondent thought the 
focus on the reindeer is in fact problemat-
ic. It only confirms stereotypes and super-
ficial expectations rather than informing 
about a wider Sámi culture. These different 
positions within the Sámi community have 
been previously highlighted, too29.

When reflecting on the position of 
Sámi tourism in Sweden, several interview-
ees referred to the Finnish situation, where 
much of the Sámi tourism is seen as in-
authentic and not very appealing as a role 
model. There is agreement among Sámi 
and non-Sámi respondents that a tourism 
development according to the Finnish mod-
el is not desirable. Although the situation 
has been improving during the past years 
in Finnish Lapland30,  the interviewed entre-
preneurs often mentioned Finland as a neg-
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ative example. Some examples are the fact 
that 'reindeer has become a Santa Claus animal', 
but 'for the Sámi population the reindeer is some-
thing completely different'. Another example is 
a respondent mentioning how what is sold 
in Rovaniemi is “plastic”: 'not something plas-
tic like in Rovaniemi or similar, instead it should 
be authentic'. Another respondent also men-
tions 'not, not like Rovaniemi Sámi'.   It became 
apparent after several interviews that the 
Sámi and other entrepreneurs in Sweden 
do not see the tourism development in 
Finland, as they envision it, as a positive 
benchmarking example. However, respond-
ents agree as well that the situation in Swe-
den is not at all the same. Hence, the idea 
of culturally sensitive tourism appears as 
somewhat abstract.

All respondents agree that tourism 
should be developed in a culturally sensitive 
way, even though this matter is sometimes 
awkward. Of course, what is presented to 
tourists should be authentic Sámi culture 
and, as one Sámi respondent put it, when 
one is Sámi, Sámi culture is per default a 
part of the product and the idea of cultur-
al sensitivity becomes obsolete. There is 
however a notion that non-Sámi stakehold-
ers could improve their cultural sensitivity. 
Another respondent, certified and educat-
ed according to one of the earlier presented 
schemes, adds that authentic Sámi culture 

includes aspects of nature and sustainabil-
ity. This is exemplified in a quote about the 
company’s products: 

'it is an unusual product to experience 
[…] it has lots of influence because we 
talk very much about that, about nature, 
sustainability and ecology'. 

This means that the company cannot grow 
too big since this would imply that the life-
style of the owner and the authenticity of 
the product would be contested. The aim is 
however to offer '100% Sámi culture!' Another 
respondent connected the authenticity of 
the product also to his desire to feel proud 
about his work. One example of this is the 
quote: 

'I try to be as authentic as I can be. 
Eehm if, to say it, and if everything 
which isn’t really authentic […] I wouldn’t 
sell.'

The representative of a tourism or-
ganization confirmed the impression men-
tioned above that indigenous tourism is 
mainly seen in the context of sustainabil-
ity and concern for the environment. One 
respondent mentioned that not least do-
mestic tourists are increasingly sensitive 
for sustainable practices and demand sus-
tainable products. Hence, tourism devel-
opment should not produce resort towns, 
but develop as community-based activity. 
A stronger inclusion of Sámi tourism en-

trepreneurs in planning but also in busi-
ness activities is thus desirable since this 
enables both Sámi and non-Sámi tourism 
stakeholders to learn from each other. This 
is in line with a recent OECD-report on Sámi 
inclusion in regional development31.  

For non-Sámi tourism entrepre-
neurs, the situation was of course radical-
ly different. Several entrepreneurs reported 
that they always were careful when talk-
ing about Sámi culture. They also cooper-
ated with Sámi companies and packaged 
products together with them. One respond-
ent said that products should not turn into 
“shows” but provide an authentic impres-
sion of Sámi culture. An interviewed pro-
ject manager mentioned that in Sweden 
Sámi culture is usually presented by Sámi 
companies and hence, conflicts have been 
avoided. Moreover, according to several 
of the non-Sámi respondents there was a 
good climate for communication and co-
operation between Sámi and non-Sámi 
stakeholders. As one respondent noted, if 
something did not seem to be done ethi-
cally correct, the partners let him know, so 
that things could be fixed. This procedure 
is possible since people were positive to-
wards his work in general. Other respond-
ents told similar stories. The owner of a 
souvenir shop exemplified cultural sensitiv-
ity in relation to his own purchases where 
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he only bought and offered locally pro-
duced items. In his own words: 'I have a 
complete ban against all kind of handcraft which 
isn’t made in Scandinavia'.  However, he also 
noted that Sámi culture as well as artisan-
ship were developing and sometimes this 
meant that it did not meet the stereotypes 
of the tourists.

Still, there were signs of tensions, too. 
Particularly companies operating from out-
side the area were suspected to act in less 
acceptable ways. A respondent mentioned 
that these intrude into protected areas with-
out permits and without any regards for 
reindeer herding. This became particularly 
problematic when dog-sledding companies 
operated carelessly since their potential of 
disturbing reindeer herding was significant. 
One company explained that they: 

'Try to have a good relation with the 
Sameby**  because we […] reindeer and 
dog sledding do not match very well 
so it is very important to have good 
communication so that we don’t scare 
the reindeer or things like that.'

Another respondent talked about conflicts 
that have been visible in the paper and said 
that:

**Sameby is an administrative and economic cooperative for 
the sole purpose of reindeer herding. In Sweden there are 51  
such units and their operation is regulated by law. Read more: 
http://www.samer.se/4555

'dog sledding companies versus 
reindeer herders but we have had a 
similar situation and therefore we think 
[…] that it is so important that we learn 
from where conflicts have already 
arisen. 

Respondents identified however even he-
li-skiing and snowmobiling as activities 
that created tensions. A representative for 
a tourism organization pointed out that 
their role was to moderate a dialogue on 
whether and how these superficially con-
flicting activities could be hosted within the 
same area. This required however a will to 
cooperate, too.

A respondent who only recently 
has moved to the area and who offered 
dog-sledding tours illustrated that this is 
possible. He had managed to establish a 
contact to the local Sámi community and 
to set up a cooperation with a Sámi tour-
ist entrepreneur as well. The latter was now 
included in the product in order to provide 
accurate information about Sámi culture 
and reindeer herding. The company’s de-
sire to co-exist with reindeer herding and 
the consecutive adaptation to the needs of 
reindeer herding were also conveyed to the 
customers. Other companies also exempli-
fied this desire by saying that:

'we try also to bring up for the guests 
that we have a very good relation to 
the sameby here around and if they say 
they are coming with the reindeer […] 
to another place. So that we don’t, like, 
disturb each other'.

In summary, the respondents agreed 
that the position of tourism in northern 
Sweden had improved. This applies for 
Sámi tourism, too, although there has not 
been any major growth of the supplies. At 
the same time, Sámi tourism is not contest-
ed in the same way as in Finland – Sámi 
tourism is offered by Sámi companies only 
– and there are only few examples of actu-
al conflicts. Thus, culturally sensitive tour-
ism remains a somewhat abstract concept. 
However, all respondents agreed that an 
authentic representation of the Sámi cul-
ture and an integration of Sámi tourism in 
the overall development is crucial for a suc-
cessful tourism development in the region.

'I have a complete ban 
against all kind of handcraft 
which isn’t made in 
Scandinavia.’
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Needs and practices
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reindeer herding, but even representatives 
for tourist organizations confirm this per-
ception. Finding the right number of tour-
ists for each place is obviously a challenge 
for many of the interviewed stakeholder. In 
this context, one respondent claimed that 
attracting the right type of tourists is impor-
tant: This means people who spend mon-
ey in the local shops and do not use cot-
tages or RVs. For achieving this, a stronger 
central organization is needed. Another re-
spondent argued that scoping tourism was 
likewise important to maintain the quality 
of the products.

These notions entail that many re-
spondents expressed a need for improved 
communication between local and regional 
stakeholder but also within Sámi commu-
nities to negotiate challenges and future 
development paths. Companies combining 
reindeer herding and tourism need to plan 
ahead and cannot deal with tourism at all 

times. That some companies had problems 
to adapt to sudden changes within reindeer 
herding creates problems as do companies 
that overall do not engage in cooperation 
with others.

Cultural dimensions of tourism

Even though there was agreement that 
most local companies are aware of cultural 
dimensions in their products and the con-
sequent need to be sensitive, respondents 
mentioned that there are non-Sámi compa-
nies using various dimensions of Sámi cul-
ture, usually in order to improve their com-
petitiveness. However, problems arose not 
necessarily in relation to other companies, 
but in relation to customers. Offering an au-
thentic Sámi experience to tourists with ste-
reotypic and sometimes simply inaccurate 
ideas about the indigenous population is 
a challenge according to several respond-

In this section we present some of the di-
mensions related to tourism entrepreneur-
ship in Sweden and which are the most 
pressing issues identified by the respond-
ents. The impacts of a growing tourism in-
dustry, together with the involvement of cul-
ture in tourism are very important issues, 
but also structural obstacles to tourism 
entrepreneurship were mentioned. These 
problems are then discussed in regard to 
the opportunities offered by the ARCTISEN 
project.

Tourism impacts

Overall, several respondents were con-
cerned about the scope of tourism devel-
opment. Certainly, tourism figures are not 
too high but at certain time in certain plac-
es, numbers peak and imply risk for distur-
bance and irritation. Several Sámi compa-
nies highlight this, not least in relation to 

Needs and practices
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ents. An experienced entrepreneur saw the 
'Santa Claus-industry' as the template that 
tourists are referring to when meeting Sámi 
and indigenous reindeer herding. This was 
one example of the remark that Finland, 
and the Christmas industry, are seen as a 
negative role model for tourism develop-
ment. Having a fairy tale as point of depar-
ture implies risks of becoming disrespect-
ful for the Sámi and their culture. Hence, 
improving the attractiveness of authen-
tic Sámi experiences, overshadowing fake 
and fairy tale-related products, is therefore 
an important mission. A similar standpoint 
was forwarded by a Sámi entrepreneur who 
argued that Sámi symbols and names are 
used to seduce tourists. As a consequence, 
what the tourists finally consumed was not 
Sámi although they maybe thought it was.

Another Sámi entrepreneur voiced 
concern about the impacts of tourism. 
Tourists consume places but without be-
ing aware of the community context. This 
manifests a disrespect for reindeer herd-
ing. Therefore, the respondent called for 
better management and communication 
of local values to visitors and companies 
active within the tourism industry. Anoth-
er Sámi respondent followed a similar line 
of argument. He exemplified this in relation 
to dog-sledding tours and snowmobile sa-
faris, which other respondents mentioned, 

too. Noise from these activities partly trou-
bles reindeer herding partly it disturbs wild-
life. One example was a respondent explain-
ing how snowmobiling tours are not offered 
because 'it’s noisy and it’s like with pollution.' 
There are simply too many machines around 
and thus, nature should not be too accessi-
ble, he argued. He saw also limitations in the 
carrying capacity of communities and thus 
a need for a more sustainable approach to 
tourism is pertinent.

The lack of Sámi tourism organization 
is a problem that is addressed repeatedly. 
Hence, as one respondent claimed, certi-
fying Sámi tourism is a way to connect the 
small and sometimes geographically isolat-
ed companies with each other. The organi-
zation in itself could provide knowledge in 
marketing, product development, sales etc. 
There has not been any sufficient support 
for this kind of development in the Sámi so-
ciety. Furthermore, labeling is a way towards 
a more sustainable approach to tourism as 
well, another respondent argues. It makes 
entrepreneurs aware that development 
does not equal a growing number of tour-
ists, since this would imply both large emis-
sions through air transportation and greater 
pressure on local communities and environ-
ment. A certification also guarantees for 'the 
customers that this is indeed Sámi and it is guaran-
teed then that it is knowledge bearers'.

Not only Sámi stakeholders discussed 
the issue of companies coming from out-
side to the region and running activities 
such as helicopter skiing and dog sledging. 
The common perception was that these of-
ten lack knowledge about and respect for 
Sámi culture and reindeer herding. Here-
in is a great potential for conflict. Howev-
er, as some respondents pointed out, it is 
not necessarily the activities that are prob-
lematic. Obviously, well-established lo-
cal companies running dog-sledding tours 
manage to respect the reindeer herding. 
Instead, one respondent said, the struggle 
over dog-sledding tours is also about mutu-
al prejudice and ignorance of the actual ac-
tivities on both sides, as previously shown 
by the direct quotes on the communica-
tion between company and sameby. There 
is thus a need for courses and information 
campaigns towards non-Sámi companies 
informing about Sámi culture and for Sámi 
entrepreneurs to get to know the operators 
of dog-sledding companies. For one expe-
rienced Sámi entrepreneur conflicts have 
a positive side, too. They can be a good 
way to bring up issues that need to be dis-
cussed.
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Structural issues

An overall concern voiced by a represent-
ative of an economic association refers to 
the demographics within the tourism indus-
try. Many stakeholders had been around for 
quite a while, and now there is a need for 
younger people to engage, but also a need 
to reinvest into infrastructure, a point that is 
mentioned by several respondents.

Several respondents addressed the or-
ganization and management of tourism in 
northern Sweden as an area where improve-
ments could take place. In this context, they 
referred to different aspects that in one or 
the other way cannot be solved by a single 
entrepreneur but rather require structural 
change or concerted action.

The tourism industry in northern Swe-
den is in competition with their counterparts 
in northern Finland and Norway. From that 
point of view, diverging regulations and tax-
ation schemes are seen as unfair and prob-
lematic. Cost of operations are higher in 
Sweden and in fact, even within Sweden dif-
ferent tax offices apply diverging standards 
regarding the classification of various tour-
ism products. Here, one respondent saw an 
immediate need for action and national as 
well as transnational standardization.

One shopkeeper complained that there 
is a lack of branding within the region and 

tourist information is not coordinated ei-
ther. In addition, the increasing globaliza-
tion of tourist demand requires information 
in more languages, even beyond English, 
which is not a lingua franca among the 
tourists.

Infrastructure and accessibility are 
other issues highlighted in the interviews. 
This refers to transportation to and within 
the region. Public transportation, busses, 
are simply not available or poorly sched-
uled. This was an important question for 
one of the respondents. Another respond-
ent provided an explanation for the current 
situation. Government does not take tour-
ism seriously and thus, investment in infra-
structure for a mine is always granted, for 
tourism never.

Besides these examples, several re-
spondents called for a more centralized 
organization and coordination of tourism 
without specifying what particular needs 
their companies have identified.

'Although clear policies 
and labelling programs for 
culturally sensitive tourism 
are absent, there has 
been a tra dition of quality 
labels comprising cultural 
dimensions.'
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‘Certifying Sámi tourism is a 
way to connect the small and 
sometimes geographically 
isolated companies with each 
other’.

Opportunities for the ARCTISEN  
project

Many participants voice their mixed feel-
ing about projects and mean that a ma-
jority does not result in anything useful or 
lasting. Hence, even expectation regarding 
ARCTISEN are modest and not very specif-
ic. Still, many respondents agree that pro-
jects need to do practical things and prefer-
ably result in physical outputs as well. One 
respondent asked for activities that sup-
port existing companies rather than sup-
porting start-ups or activities that cannot 
be maintained without project support.

An appreciated aspect of projects is 
that they enable meetings and knowledge 
exchange between stakeholders. It is also 
interesting to get insights into how things 
are done in other countries, since this is not 
so easy to accomplish on an individual lev-
el. Establishing contact between non-Sámi 
and Sámi companies in order to enable 
continuous dialogue on cultural issues was 
seen as a beneficial output of projects, too.
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National analysis
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spect for Sámi culture. However, tourism 
stakeholders seem to reflect about the fu-
ture in isolation and hence, many of the re-
spondents pointed at a need for dialogue 
and communication, and, one can argue, 
public leadership.

In a study of the Sámi tourism indus-
try in Sweden, it has been shown that most 
Sámi tourism entrepreneurs are mainly 
concerned about environmental deteriora-
tion when it comes to their future develop-
ment33. Mining and wind power parks are 
seen as greater threats to the industry than 
cultural threats or business-related fac-
tors. The interviews in this study confirm 
this notion. Sámi tourism is often seen in 
the context of sustainable development 
and a sustenance of environmental quali-
ties and reindeer herding are therefore im-
portant to not least the Sámi stakeholders. 
Business-related factors such as infra-
structure and marketing play a role, too, 

but respondents for tourism organizations 
mention them more often. 

However, many respondents obvious-
ly agree that they would like to get their 
Sámi tourism organization, previously Visit 
Sápmi, back. It obviously filled an important 
role for product development, networking 
and knowledge exchange and strength-
ened the notion of being a collective rath-
er than a number of lone entities in an in-
creasingly complex and globalized tourism 
industry.

Tourism in northern Sweden experiences 
currently a boom and even though the fo-
cus of interest is towards natural phenom-
ena rather than culture, many respondents 
benefit from this development. Hence, their 
overall concern for culturally sensitive tour-
ism seems to be limited, even though they 
can point at negative experiences.

Still, the rapid development implies 
uncertainty and questions about the future. 
The Finnish case of tourism development 
with a seemingly more Fordist-mode of pro-
duction and the commodification of Sámi 
culture for tourism purposes by non-Sámi 
companies32 are usually used as backdrop 
for mirroring the own situation and for re-
flecting about various development op-
tions. Against the Finnish backdrop, the 
situation in Sweden seems relatively small-
scale and harmonic, even though incidents 
occur, not least in relation to incoming tour-
ism operators lacking knowledge and re-

National analysis

‘Many of the respondents 
pointed at a need for 
dialogue and communication, 
and, one can argue, public 
leadership’.
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Notes and references
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Reflections on culturally sensitive tourism 
The case of Sweden

This report for Sweden highlights the situation for the entrepreneurs operating in tourism, both from a Sámi per-
spective and from other local and non-local stakeholders. Based on the interviews, there are several issues that 
have been identified connected to the expansion of tourism. One is sustainability, but also the use of culture 
in tourism and different structural problems related specifically to tourism entrepreneurship. Even though not 
mentioned specifically as cultural sensitivity, a more ethical treatment of Sámi culture in tourism is something 
that is important for the respondents to achieve.


