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This book contributes to the understanding of how tourism can be designed to 
provide conditions for learning. This involves learning for tourists, the tourist 
industry, public authorities and local communities. We explore how tourism,  
knowledge and learning can be used as means towards sustainable 
development through current, new or changed structures, concepts, 
activities and communication efforts. The book should be seen as both an 
inspiration for tourism actors (e.g. tourism attractions, policy makers and  
other industry actors), and a scholarly contribution to further research. 
A holistic approach distinguishes this book from most existing literature that 
focuses on separate units of tourism – for instance, personal or community 
well-being, nature-based tourism, cultural heritage tourism or tourism that 
is a result of researchers’ travels (so-called scientific tourism). The various 
contributors to the book provide a range of perspectives and experiences, 
from social sciences with a focus on marketing, innovation management, 
human geography and environmental law, to arts and humanities with a 
focus on heritage studies, archaeology and photography and, finally, to 
natural sciences with a focus on marine sciences.
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This is a book about tourism which, in different ways and forms, is based 
on knowledge mediation and learning activities. The idea of writing this 
book came from a perceived gap in the available literature touching upon 
this subject and also as a way of summarizing a two-year research project 
called “Knowledge tourism as attraction and resource” (2020–2022). This 
research project was generously funded by BFUF (the R&D Fund of the 
Swedish Tourism & Hospitality Industry) and organized by the principal 
researchers, who are also the editors of this book and who are active at the 
Centre for Tourism at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden. All but one of 
the chapters are written by researchers affiliated with universities in Goth-
enburg and coming from a broad variety of disciplines. Thus, many chapters 
draw on empirical material from the region of West Sweden (where Gothen-
burg is located), particularly connected to the project partners, which con-
sist of research stations, cultural heritage sites, a municipality organization 
and a state administrative authority. However, the aim is to present concep-
tualizations, results and ultimately contributions that are valid outside of 
this geographical context. 

Preface



Relaxation, escapism and similar hedonic travel motives constitute the back-
bone of the contemporary tourism industry and a basis for a large part of 
tourism research (see Pearce & Lee, 2005). Other, more eudaemonic travel 
motives and interests, like learning and personal development, are often 
seen as more peripheral and a niche market for the tourism industry (Falk 
et al., 2012). However, a change is underway. Motives that were previously 
seen as peripheral are now gaining momentum, in line with societal and 
market changes. The transformation relates to the climate crisis, sustainable 
development, the Covid-19 crisis and travellers being more experienced, 
knowledgable and aware than ever before (see Schweinsberg & O’Flynn, 
2022). For instance, numbers of pro-environment customers are rapidly 
growing, and these customers actively seek eco-friendly products during 
travel (Han & Hyun, 2017). Tourists want to achieve outcomes “related 
to their emotional status, learning opportunities or transformational occa-
sions” (Volo, 2022, p. 554). Furthermore, rapid technological developments 
are providing new opportunities for learning and ways of discussing and 
sharing experiences, thus motivating sustainable behaviour and behavioural 
intentions (Han et al., 2018).

From a wider perspective, the challenges from global tragedies and 
effects of global change call for strategies to enhance sustainable develop-
ment learning (Gössling, 2018) and collective learning, in order to trans-
form the global tourism system and align it with the sustainability goals of 
the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (Gössling 
et al., 2021). There are not only environmental threats to climate and bio-
diversity but also social threats to welfare, security and democracy (Hall, 
2019; Scott et al., 2016), which must be addressed in collaboration between 
actors (Hall, 2019).

This book aims to contribute to the understanding of how tourism can 
be designed to provide conditions for learning. This involves learning for 

1 An introduction
Learning and sustainable 
tourism

Eva Maria Jernsand, Maria Persson  
and Erik Lundberg
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tourists, the tourist industry, public authorities and local communities. We 
explore how tourism, knowledge and learning can be used as means towards 
sustainable development through current, new or changed structures, con-
cepts, activities and communication efforts. As such, the book contributes 
to a better understanding of sustainable tourism as a direction, orientation 
or process for transforming social systems and behaviours; such approaches 
to tourism thereby contribute to sustainable development (Bramwell et al., 
2017; Edgell Sr, 2019). The book should be seen as both an inspiration for 
tourism actors (e.g. tourism attractions, policy makers and other industry 
actors), and a scholarly contribution to further research tourism, knowledge 
and learning and the relationship between them. A holistic approach distin-
guishes this book from most existing literature that focuses on separate units 
of tourism – for instance, personal or community well-being, nature-based 
tourism, cultural heritage tourism or tourism that is a result of researchers’ 
travels (so-called scientific tourism).

Theoretical perspectives
The book presents and contributes to theoretical, empirical and method-
ological approaches. The chapters are based in the theories of experien-
tial learning (Kolb, 1984) and transformative learning (Mezirow, 1990). 
Experience-based learning emphasizes the importance of experiences: that 
learning is more effective when we reflect on actual experiences and use the 
experiences to understand or meet new situations. Experience-based learn-
ing is a learning philosophy inspired, for instance, by John Dewey’s theory 
of experience from 1938. His work presented a holistic approach to learning 
and education based on the belief that we become part of and understand the 
world through experiences. Humans act in the world and it is in the action 
itself, in relation to and with the environment, that knowledge (and learn-
ing) arises. Further, knowledge gained this way is perceived as personally 
important, and may awaken our curiosity and even engage our emotions 
(Dewey, 1938; Synnestvedt, 2008). Other inspirations for Kolb’s theory of 
experience-based learning are Lewin (1946), with his circles of planning, 
action and fact-finding, and Piaget (1952), with his “staircase” model of 
children’s cognitive growth through interactions with their environment.

Kolb (1984) stated that the experiential learning cycle entails four stages: 
the concrete experience, a reflective observation, abstract conceptualiza-
tion and active experimentation. In a tourism context, Falk and colleagues 
(2012) state that learning resulting from tourist experiences is personal 
and linked to the individual’s personal interests and previous knowledge, 
as well as identity-related needs and expectations, including personal 
growth. We become more adventurous and gain more self-confidence the 
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more experience we gain, and we want to further develop our skills and 
get answers to our questions (Savener, 2013). The experience logic, with 
its emotional approach, is also considered to have replaced the product and 
service logic, which rather satisfies material, logical and functional needs. 
Experiences are, for example, based on stories, rituals, symbolism, interac-
tion and presence. Experiences that make us engage our senses and that 
create personal meaning therefore have greater potential to contribute to 
learning, simply because the experience inputs reach and are consumed on 
a deeper personal level (Falk et al., 2012). In tourism research, the experi-
ential learning models of Kolb (1984) have been applied, for example, to 
understanding how augmented reality can enhance learning in cultural her-
itage tourism (Moorhouse et al., 2017), how to use virtual reality to enhance 
tourism students’ learning in relation to the climate crisis (Schott, 2017) and 
how eco-tourism and wildlife tourism can use experience-based learning 
to make visitors adapt or change behaviours upon their return back home 
(Ballantyne & Packer, 2011).

Another central theoretical concept is transformative learning, which 
also comes from the educational sciences. Learning takes place in an “ongo-
ing knowledge building process” (Gipps, 1999, p. 372) and the learning 
process therefore often has the ability to change thoughts, opinions, actions 
and worldviews (Mezirow, 1990; Reisinger, 2013). Knowledge also gives 
self-confidence, controls our actions and choices and helps us understand 
our own identity and role in society (Reisinger, 2015). According to Mezi-
row (2009), critical reflection is required for us to confront and begin to 
renegotiate our beliefs and assumptions, which in turn may cause us to 
change our actions and behaviours when we are reintegrated into society 
(i.e. back from our vacation, in the case of tourism). This transformative 
learning process has been adapted in tourism research to some extent, nota-
bly in relation to volunteer tourism (Coghlan & Gooch, 2011; Müller et al., 
2020) and ecotourism (Walter, 2016; Sen & Walter, 2020). Räikkönen et al. 
(2021) also argues for the possibility of transformative learning experiences 
in the context of nature-based tourism.

In this book, and in accordance with Kolb’s (1984) and Mezirow’s (1990) 
theories, we assume that tourism experiences can contribute to transform-
ative learning and ultimately lead to sustainable development as a result 
of increased personal and world awareness acquired by confrontation 
with and immersion in new knowledge as a result of travelling. Sustain-
able tourism as a concept has in recent decades developed to include not 
only ecological but also economic, cultural, social and political sustainable 
development through changes in behaviour and social systems (Bramwell 
et al., 2017). When different interests meet, goal conflicts are created, for 
example between conservation and development. Knowledge provides  
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increased understanding and awareness of, for example, the value of the 
natural and cultural environment, or social vs. environmental needs. In this 
way, acquired knowledge contributes to an increased interest among both 
tourists and tourist actors in contributing to sustainable development, both 
individually and collectively. An important effect of this is increased protec-
tion of cultural and natural resources (Han & Hyun, 2017; Persson, 2019).

As tourists demand more learning experiences while travelling, there is 
a need to focus more consistently and strategically on tourism, knowledge 
and learning, including conceptual development and, not least, case stud-
ies examining the opportunities and challenges involved in producing and 
consuming high-quality knowledge-based tourist experiences. This book 
refers to tourism that in various ways has learning as a purpose. Learning 
experiences are designed or mediated to bring about or create conditions 
for learning. Such experiences form a large part of the tourism industry 
today, both in built environments such as museums, aquariums, zoos and 
science centers, and in natural, cultural or industrial environments such as 
culture and social heritage sites, nature reserves or national parks. A specific 
form is science tourism, which is tourism directly or indirectly linked to 
research activities. In some cases, the tourist can also contribute to research 
through his or her participation (so-called citizen science), which is a way 
to democratize knowledge through opening up rather closed research and 
expert knowledge and giving other people insight and opportunity to con-
tribute to and even influence scientific knowledge.

Conceptual, empirical and methodological contributions 
to tourism, knowledge and learning
The book aims to inspire its readers to broaden and deepen collabo-
ration across disciplinary, sectoral, cultural and social boundaries. The 
various contributors to the book provide a range of perspectives and 
experiences, from social sciences, with a focus on marketing, innova-
tion management, human geography and environmental law; to arts and 
humanities, with a focus on heritage studies, archaeology and photog-
raphy; and, finally, to natural sciences, with a focus on marine sciences. 
Working together on the book has increased our understanding of other 
ways of knowing and our discussions have contributed to the develop-
ment of each chapter.

Following this brief introduction are six chapters with different perspec-
tives on tourism, knowledge and learning. The concluding chapter comprises 
a summary and a research agenda. In chapter 2, four researchers (Jernsand, 
Hansen, Mellby and Gipperth) from different disciplines explore the poten-
tial of using UNESCO biosphere reserves (BRs) as platforms for sustainable 
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destination development through transdisciplinary co-production of knowl-
edge. Being involved in the initial phases of creating a BR themselves,  
the authors identify opportunities and obstacles involved, both in the BR set-
ting and process. They give examples of existing initiatives in the study region 
and suggest measures for how BRs can become role models for knowledge 
building, sustainable development and addressing global challenges.

In chapter 3, Lundberg, Persson and Jernsand present a conceptual-
ization of science tourism, a type of niche tourism that has learning and 
knowledge at its core. Previous research is scarce and science tourism is 
often treated as part of, for instance, ecotourism or educational tourism. In 
this chapter, the authors develop a model to understand the phenomenon 
from the perspective of the service provider (i.e. a producer perspective). 
The dimensions that are highlighted are the service provider’s embed-
dedness in the tourism industry and in science, respectively, and how the 
providers, through their activities, enable tourists to immerse themselves 
in the activities.

The next three chapters (4, 5 and 6) discuss different types of mediation 
of knowledge in tourism contexts. In chapter 4, Zillinger and Nilsson dis-
cuss the role of the tour guide and the learning that takes place on guided 
tours. They apply a chronological perspective, starting with the Grand Tour 
in the 17th and 18th centuries, onwards to industrial Europe and post-war 
mass tourism, and thence to the role of the guide in today’s digital era. 
Further, they explore how different guide roles have contributed to tourists’ 
learning. The three theoretical learning concepts of episteme, techne and 
phronesis are used to examine the role of the guide. All three of these con-
cepts matter on guided tours and enable tourists’ learning.

In chapter 5, Persson and Synnestvedt explore information panels as 
communication channels for archaeological knowledge within the tourism 
spectra. An information panel is often the only channel of knowledge a visi-
tor engages with at an archaeological site. Hence, the panel shapes visitors’ 
learning experience of a site, and its content and layout are therefore of 
great importance. The concept of heritage interpretation is put forward as 
a way to facilitate experience-based learning through information panels, 
since it focuses on creating personal meaning for the tourist.

In chapter 6, Martinsson addresses the development of visual technologies 
as tools to aid learning through experiences. The focus is on the islands of 
Svalbard in the high Arctic, where tourist experiences include historical sites, 
spectacular landscapes and encounters with Arctic animals, but also encom-
pass a landscape that is being altered by climate change. Recent develop-
ments in visual technologies open a new era of virtual travel and simulated 
nature experiences, which offer ways to experience the Arctic without actually 
going there. Visualizing, for instance, the historic development of melting ice 
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through photos and virtual experiences can enhance transformational learn-
ing, democratize knowledge and reduce the risk of over-tourism in the Arctic.

One potential example of science tourism (as discussed in chapter 3) is 
citizen science. Axelsson and Hansen present this concept in chapter 7 and 
make connections to the tourism industry. Specifically, the authors show 
how an active use of citizen science has many positive characteristics and 
potentials that could be applied to create attractive tourism experiences. The 
authors exemplify this application in tourism with two cases: one on the 
use of tourist-produced pictures of important experience qualities, helping 
both scientific and management practices, and one on local beach cleaning 
activities and their educational potential.

Finally, chapter 8 synthesizes the learnings of each chapter in the book in 
order to provide the reader both with avenues for further research and with 
practical insights for managing learning processes and knowledge creation 
in a tourism context.
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Personal enrichment and learning are motivating factors for travel 
(e.g. Shoemaker, 1994; Su et al., 2018) and, as stated in chapter 1, travel 
and tourism can change people’s thoughts, opinions, actions and world-
views and thereby be agents of change for sustainable development. Learn-
ing and knowledge are also important aspects of destination development 
on a local and regional scale, being central to collaborative decision-making 
processes, innovation and sustainability (Habibah et al., 2013; Hoppstadius, 
2018; Schianetz et al., 2009). To address societal challenges, transdiscipli-
nary co-production of knowledge is often put forward as an appropriate 
approach, since it involves logic, understanding and perspectives from aca-
demia and the public, private and civic sectors. Transdisciplinary processes 
include identifying and including stakeholders and disciplines, and integrat-
ing their different types of knowledge (Gibbons et al., 1994; Polk & Kain, 
2015). For this purpose, and in relation to destination development, a sub-
stantial platform and infrastructure is needed that develops and facilitates 
transdisciplinary co-production of knowledge and, as a result, public educa-
tion and engagement through tourism and leisure. This chapter argues that 
the UNESCO Man and Biosphere (MAB) concept offers such a platform 
and infrastructure.

The MAB program was initiated in 1971 and has since expanded to include 
a world network of 727 biosphere reserves (BRs) across 131 countries (UNE-
SCO, 2021a). The common objective is to support biodiversity, cultural diver-
sity and conservation, as well as advancing sustainability, scientific research 
and public education (Reed & Price, 2020a; UNESCO, 1996; UNESCO, 
2021b). Moreover, BRs are popular tourist destinations in many parts of the 
world, and they are important sources of income for residents (Těšitela & 
Kušová, 2020; Bires & Raj, 2020). One of the arguments for the MAB  
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program is ecological and cultural education through sustainable tourism 
(Shaw et al., 2020; UNESCO, 1996). Also, as Bouamrane et al. (2020, p. 40) 
note, today, BRs are “increasingly embedded in global initiatives, and play 
important roles as models of sustainable development at regional and national 
scales.” This means that BRs serve as learning sites, translating the global 
principles of sustainable development into locally relevant praxis on the 
ground. For this reason, local collaboration and dialogue is essential through-
out the BR process, a perspective shared by Bires and Raj (2020), who 
propose a holistic view with linkages between BR development plans and 
destination development plans, with a focus on involving local communities 
in tourism development initiatives and activities. At the same time, few stud-
ies have specifically explored how BRs can work as platforms and generators 
for developing destinations with a focus on sharing knowledge and learning 
activities, and where various stakeholders are involved in initiating, inventing 
and developing such a process (Habibah et al., 2013).

This chapter aims to address this situation and knowledge gap by using a 
case study and action research approach. The purpose is to explore the BR 
concept and its potential as a platform for sustainable destination develop-
ment with a focus on transdisciplinary knowledge co-production. After a 
short section on methodology follows a theoretical framework on collabora-
tive concepts related to destination development and transdisciplinary work, 
particularly focused on BRs. This is followed by the example of Bohuslän, 
a province located on Sweden’s west coast, where the authors have been 
involved in the initial phases of developing a BR, which at the time of writ-
ing is still at the application stage. In this work, we first give examples of 
existing tourism, knowledge and learning initiatives in the region. Hereafter, 
the collaborative process of the making of the BR in Bohuslän is described 
and analyzed in order to discuss how the proposed BR can be developed to 
become a suitable platform for developing destinations through transdisci-
plinary knowledge co-production.

Methodology
The authors were part of the BR process in Bohuslän during its initial phase 
as the project’s steering group and led a feasibility study, including the 
development of action plans and their implementation. The authors also 
took an active part in the feasability study workshops (for detailed method 
descriptions, see WSP, 2020). Thus, the research methodology was quali-
tative and action-oriented. This qualitative approach makes the research 
robust through in-depth insights into the studied phenomena, for instance by 
addressing issues beyond the specific case (Coghlan & Shani, 2014). Action 
research – that is, the simultaneous process of taking action and doing 
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research – was chosen as the best way to achieve the aims of this study, as 
it contributes to making research societally relevant, with a focus on change 
and the creation of practice-based knowledge on the ground (Coghlan & 
Shani, 2014). The transdisciplinary approach promoted, involving actors 
from various regional and local sectors and disciplines, was also used by 
the authors and their partners in the study, which further strengthens the 
methodology used.

Theoretical framework

A transdisciplinary approach to destination development

Traditional framings for destination management, governance and leader-
ship have been impacted and challenged by broader conceptualizations of 
sustainable development, where global societal challenges push for advance-
ments in tourism research and practice (Volgger et al., 2021). Threats to, for 
instance, climate, biodiversity, welfare, security and democracy call for mul-
tiple angles, directions and interpretations (Hall, 2019; Scott et al., 2016). In 
this vein, sustainable tourism is defined as a process of transforming systems 
and behaviours (Bramwell et al., 2017; Edgell Sr, 2019) and thereby changes 
the focus from tourism to sustainability (Saarinen, 2013). As such, traditional 
narrow views of partnerships, competitiveness and networks in tourism (Hall, 
2019; Volgger et al., 2021) require reconsideration to include a larger set of 
actors, knowledges and social locations (Hall, 2019), transcending scientific 
disciplines and methodologies (Bramwell et al., 2017).

Transdisciplinary approaches bring together partnerships and networks of 
public, private and civic sectors, including academia, with their different per-
spectives, logics and understandings (Gibbons et al., 1994; Polk & Kain, 2015).  
Specifically, transdisciplinary processes address democracy, inclusiveness 
and sustainability (Polk & Kain, 2015), and they stretch across disciplines 
(Guggenheim, 2006). Furthermore, transdisciplinarity is said to be a way of 
tackling so-called wicked problems (Pohl et al., 2017), which have mutual 
dependencies, are contradictory and complex, and have no single solution, 
while the resources needed to solve them often change over time (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973). In order to work towards destinations that have the capacity 
to address global challenges, using a transdisciplinary approach is therefore 
not only helpful, but may in fact be the only way to achieve this.

Transdisciplinary approaches in biosphere reserves

A central idea in the transdisciplinary approach is that problems should be 
defined and collaboratively dealt with in specific and localized contexts 
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(Gibbons et al., 1994). BRs can be seen as such identified contexts, and in 
fact, transdisciplinarity is often used in descriptions of BRs as an approach 
to “learn about and reconcile human-environment relations,” becoming  
“a test-bed for applying sustainability science on the ground” (Reed  
& Price, 2020b, p. 321). In BRs, people can seek collaborations across sec-
tors and scales for mutual learning, benefits and measures at higher levels, 
as well as experiment with and demonstrate strategies for sustainability 
(Reed & Price, 2020b). Transdisciplinary approaches are, for instance, used 
in the implementation of new actions in BRs (Onaindia et al., 2020), for 
the reactivation of BRs (Matsuda et al., 2020), and for the inclusion of aca-
demia in the development and governance of BRs (Walk et al., 2020).

However, as Kjellqvist and colleagues (2020) note from BRs in Sweden,  
in the initial phases, before the BRs are nominated for inclusion in the 
MAB program, few types of knowledge (scientific, expert/technical and 
lay/local) tend to be used. Moreover, researchers often approach BRs from 
above, doing research “on” rather than “with” organizations and commu-
nities. Also challenging is how “knowledge domains” from conservation 
and natural science (e.g. municipal ecologists) are often predominant in the 
BR nomination process, while social scientists (e.g. economists and human 
geographers) are often underrepresented. As such, the significant learn-
ing opportunities that come with BRs call for a transdisciplinary approach 
with a focus on broader partnerships, across disciplines, sectors, levels and 
departments, and the inclusion of all these in the early phases of creating a 
BR (Kjellqvist et al., 2020). In the following, Bohuslän is used as an exam-
ple to showcase how local and regional stakeholders are already collabo-
rating around developing destinations, but where a clear model to include 
the learning and knowledge capacities needed in today’s global context is 
missing.

Bohuslän as a learning destination
Bohuslän is a province that stretches from Sweden’s second largest city, 
Gothenburg, in the south, to the Norwegian border in the north (see  
Figure 2.1), and is a well-known destination for regional and national as well 
as international tourists. The population in Bohuslän is about 310,000, but 
there is also a large group of seasonal residents. The province has more than 
1 million commercial overnight stays a year (an average during the period 
2018–2020), most of them (about 90–95%) from Sweden and Norway  
(Ranefjärd 2018, 2019, 2020). In the Västra Götaland region, to which 
Bohuslän belongs, live another 1.4 million, the majority in Gothenburg.

This is not the first time Bohuslän has been considered important to 
safeguard and develop within a sustainable framework and as a learning 
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Figure 2.1  The province of Bohuslän consists of 12 municipalities in an area 
of 4,400 km². All municipalities have direct access to the coastline but 
also include inland areas.

Source: ©Uddevalla municipality and ©Lantmäteriet
(Lantmäteriet is an authority belonging to the Swedish Ministry of Finance, responsible for the 
division of real estate in Sweden. It provides the public sector, businesses and individuals with 
information on geography and real estate.)
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destination built on local knowledge resources. In a report from 2000, 
the county administrative board of Västra Götaland discussed designat-
ing Bohuslän as a so-called national landscape with a focus on the many 
natural and cultural values associated with the coasts and archipelagos in 
Bohuslän (Bondeson & Wockatz, 2000). The idea was never realized, but 
the values still exist and are very much the foundation for the biosphere 
reserve in Bohuslän.

The typical Bohuslän landscape includes archipelagos, fjords and rivers, 
which are ideal for tourism because of their rich nature, but also for the many 
small coastal communities with thriving tourism businesses and meaning-
ful culture experiences. Many of Sweden’s popular and well-known coastal 
destinations are located here, including Marstrand, an old wellness and 
boating destination; Kosterhavet, the first marine national park in Sweden;  
and the UNESCO World Heritage rock carvings in Tanum. Visitors to 
the coastal region, but also inhabitants, perform recreational activities on 
shore or along the coast (e.g. fishing, sailing, kayaking, hiking). There are 
also two marine research stations in the area: Tjärnö Marine Laboratory, 
located in the Koster archipelago close to one of the entrances to the marine 
national park, Kosterhavet, and Kristineberg, further south. Hence, there 
is a tradition of research-based activities and experiences among the many 
destinations in Bohuslän. The research stations attract not only scientists but 
also schools, local businesses and the general public, including tourists. As 
research stations, they are also hotspots of innovation and in the frontline 
both of integrating science into decision-making and of communicating sci-
ence to the general public (Billick et al., 2013).

The collaborative culture in Västra Götaland, including Bohuslän, is strong 
and has fostered processes where universities and schools, local and gov-
ernmental authorities, the business community and the civic society come 
together to share and develop knowledge, particularly relating to the coast and 
the ocean. Since 2012, many initiatives have been taken under the auspices 
of the so-called Maritime Cluster of West Sweden, which serves as a forum 
for specialized and crosscutting discussions on marine themes and sectors, 
including coastal and marine tourism. While these themes and sectors have 
developed into subclusters, the overall cluster organization has taken on the 
role of bridging the subclusters and being an umbrella advocating maritime 
activities. However, if the subclusters are not rooted in the coastal municipali-
ties, the whole cluster risks being a network of experts without sufficient ways 
to bring the many common interests together. Launching the BR can be a way 
of giving local initiatives a regional context and provide a necessary rejuvena-
tion of the cluster as a platform for collaboration.

Also relevant is the Maritime Action Program for Västra Götaland, 
established in 2015, which has given incentives to further strengthen the 
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focus on sustainability in the development of the coastal zone of Bohus-
län (Region Västra Götaland, 2016). The focus of the strategy, which is 
one of the many inspirations in the making of the BR in Bohuslän, is on: 
1) maintaining and developing maritime competence and competitiveness, 
2) collaborating across sector and industry boundaries, 3) collaborating 
in long-term partnerships with participation from business, academia and 
institutes as well as public actors including municipalities and state author-
ities, and 4) influencing and interacting with the national, European and 
international maritime agendas. In this regard, it is noteworthy that the 
regional, and later the national, maritime strategy for development have 
both promoted the development of joint collaboration in research and inno-
vation. Moreover, on a local level, municipal collaboration, such as recent 
work on creating a thematic blue plan in addition to local municipal plans 
in northern Bohuslän, has been a driver of transdisciplinary collabora-
tion. Interestingly, the plan emphasizes that there are good conditions for 
the development of research-community couplings and that the research 
anchored in local businesses and communities must be maintained and 
developed. At the same time, translating both the maritime strategies and 
the blue plan into action, including how to create and anchor research-
community couplings, has met with some difficulties among the many 
(especially local) stakeholders, such as municipalities and coastal busi-
nesses and organizations. A central challenge is funding, as well as the 
competences and personnel needed to work with these initiatives. A BR 
would be a way of securing all three aspects and thus a way of strengthen-
ing existing processes at the local level.

Central to all of the initiatives mentioned is an emphasis on learning, 
such as learning within and across levels, but also learning through col-
laboration in planning and in specific activities, including tourism and des-
tination initiatives. Bohuslän (and the region as a whole) has developed an 
informal learning environment that connects political visions and strategies 
with business life and livelihoods on a local level. The informal learning 
environment is highly effective in destination development and manage-
ment and is thus one of the core aspects promoted in the proposed BR. 
For example, a large number of research projects are designed to estab-
lish and promote in-depth collaboration between local public and private 
actors while aiming for the sustainable development of the Bohuslän coast. 
Also, over the years, there has been a focus on increasing knowledge about 
important marine resources and ecosystems, the impacts of human-imposed 
pressures such as climate change and conditions for sustainable business 
development in sectors such as tourism. Combining all these aspects are a 
number of projects defining hurdles and drivers to develop more sustainable 
leisure boating in the area (University of Gothenburg, n.d.).
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Other initiatives include citizen science activities, combining science 
needs with environmental education and Sweden’s first marine allot-
ment, a cultivation area in the sea with the aim of growing and storing raw 
foods from the sea on a small scale. Important stakeholders include both 
households and small businesses like restaurants, while the process also 
helps to promote learning about species and marine ecosystems. Finally, the 
Tjärnö Marine Laboratory has a long tradition of welcoming visitors almost 
all year round to guided tours (including their public aquariums), beach 
excursions and research vessel excursions. In the summer, there is also a 
series of popular science lectures and children’s camps. The twin research 
station Kristineberg provides scientific support to the saltwater aquar-
ium Havets Hus, one of the key destinations in Bohuslän, but also attracts a 
large number of visitors in itself, particularly during the West Coast Mari-
time Week (Region Västra Götaland, n.d.), a yearly celebration of the west 
coast’s environment and culture.

While there are certainly many good initiatives and activities in the 
region, there are also challenges to point out, like the case of the Mari-
time Cluster and local work on the maritime visions and blue plans. Indeed, 
there are initiatives and collaborations that do not take place, ambitions 
that remain unfulfilled and unestablished and tacit knowledge that remains 
hidden. In this section, we have given attention to existing qualities, but we 
also need to acknowledge that there are areas for improvement. For exam-
ple, the different administrative levels and responsibilities within the region 
are a challenge, as they can put a stop to initiatives and intentions, and for 
a multitude of other reasons. Another example is the management of the 
coastal-marine environment, on which there is a lot of focus but little coor-
dination so far. Furthermore, a large number of projects also strive to fulfill 
one or more goals stated in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
many relating to tourism. However, they are often scattered and lack suf-
ficient infrastructure to bridge experiences, competencies and knowledge. 
Consequently, what perhaps is missing the most in the plethora of ongo-
ing related collaborations and initiatives is organization. Specifically, there 
is a need for professional coordination and communication on local and 
regional levels. And above all, there is a need for systems improvement 
in all of Bohuslän.

The collaborative BR process in Bohuslän
The initiative to create a BR in Bohuslän came in 2019 from Uddevalla, 
one of the municipalities in Bohuslän. The idea had emerged during an ear-
lier project on a regional master plan as a possible solution to increase the 
sustainability of the tourist industry in Bohuslän. The idea of a BR also 
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coincided with the reconciliation phase of the maritime cluster of West 
Sweden. Hence, a group of stakeholders initiated a dialogue about a poten-
tial BR in Bohuslän. The group consisted of the University of Gothenburg, 
Uddevalla, Lysekil and Munkedal municipalities and Leader Bohuskust och 
gränsbygd (a non-profit European Union–funded public benefit association 
that supports rural and marine development in Bohuslän). A steering group 
was formed, with representatives from the University of Gothenburg, Udde-
valla and Lysekil municipalities, Leader Bohuskust och gränsbygd and 
(somewhat later in the process) the two municipal associations in Bohus-
län, which met regularly during the feasibility study. With backgrounds 
and competences in legislation, human geography, marine science, busi-
ness administration, technology and other disciplines, the steering group 
got acquainted with the concept of BRs, with each other as individuals, 
and with their roles in their respective organizations. The steering group 
applied for funding of a feasibility study to investigate the prerequisites for 
a BR within the MAB program. A consultancy firm was assigned to carry 
out the study over a 12-month period (WSP, 2020). During the feasibility 
study, representatives from the steering group were involved in all activi-
ties as presenters, observers and discussants, and contributed by providing 
information to the consultants about key people in the networks so that they 
could contact potential participants and invite them to workshops.

The feasibility study included the identification of natural and cultural 
resources, knowledge actors and local engagement in projects. A set of 
interviews and dialogue meetings with stakeholders were held with the pur-
pose of informing them about the initiative and identifying commitments 
and challenges in matters relating to sustainable development. During these 
activities, the stakeholders discussed the feasibility of a BR as a collab-
oration platform for coordination and dialogue, for receiving support for 
new and established projects and, most importantly, as an instrument for 
the transdisciplinary co-production of knowledge.

A total of four dialogue meetings were held with 12 associations and 
organizations:

• four community associations
• two fishing associations
• one museum
• one regional heritage association
• one foundation for public benefit
• one border committee for border municipalities and regions in Norway 

and Sweden
• one archipelago tour company
• one non-profit association supporting rural and marine development
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Nine interviews were held with:

• an archipelago council
• an algae farming company
• a foundation for conservation, guiding and beach cleaning activities
• a business association
• a municipality association
• a centre for collaboration on innovation, business, education and 

employment
• the cultural and regional development administrations and the tourism 

board of the region

To prepare further work, study visits to other BRs in Sweden were organ-
ized, and for one person in the steering group, also to South Africa. From 
South Africa, it was found that tourism and regenerative farming are cru-
cial themes for the BRs there. The main goal for visiting the Swedish BRs 
was to better understand the application process, as well as the purpose and 
the organization of the BRs. We found out that the application process is 
more about shaping the coming BR than about the writing itself. For most 
of the BRs in Sweden, the purpose centres on environmental issues, local 
community development, landscape conservation and similar issues. Only 
a few BRs have tourism as the reason and basis for their formation. One 
BR stands out, stemming from a conflict between landowners and nature 
conservation organizations. The landowners were worried about decreased 
possibilities of using the land while the nature conservation organizations 
wanted to protect red-listed species. The BR emerged from a dialogue pro-
cess intended to solve the conflict. Today, however, all of the BRs have tour-
ism on the agenda. For Bohuslän, which is an established tourist destination, 
one outcome of the whole process was to further explore the potential for 
developing the BR as a learning destination. Furthermore, the feasibility 
study revealed some points that required attention.

First, it demonstrated a need for increased communication of research 
results vis-à-vis business and local communities, which would benefit learn-
ing and be in line with the intentions of the BR. The study also points to the 
constant need to develop and deepen forms of collaboration, including des-
tination development, and the potential of a BR process in structuring the 
further development of local collaboration initiatives. Furthermore, the BR 
is seen as a tool for prioritizing support and resources in development work, 
where collaboration between different types of organizations is needed and 
can potentially lead to greater efficiency if managed as a whole. Within 
the BR, existing local, regional, national and international policies, plans 
and governing documents on sustainable development would therefore be 
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compiled, linked and integrated. In short, the BR would provide a broader, 
more holistic picture of the challenges and opportunities that exist in the BR 
area and a platform to work with them.

Second, the understanding of “biosphere reserve” was generally low and 
the term was perceived by the vast majority as a complicated and mislead-
ing concept. The name risks hampering a constructive dialogue, since it 
emphasizes the protection and conservation of biodiversity and natural 
areas more than collaboration, community development and place attrac-
tion. This indicates that a name would be preferable that can be used inde-
pendently of the term “biosphere reserve”, but which still informs people 
about the place in focus and preferably something about the content. Good 
examples of this include “Water Kingdom” and “Blekinge Archipelago” 
in southern Sweden, names that indicate they operate independently, com-
pared to, for instance, “Vindelälven-Juhttátahkka’s biosphere reserve.” It 
is also important to communicate the content, purpose and structure of the 
BR through continuous dialogues with local and regional stakeholders, not 
least in the next stages of the process. A suggestion here is to use existing 
communication and action platforms, such as the research stations and the 
Maritime Cluster, to engage with and explain what the establishment of the 
BR will contribute, and specifically how it will benefit local and regional 
development initiatives. All of this should be done with a focus on creat-
ing the province as a hub for learning through transdisciplinary knowledge 
co-production.

Third, the feasibility study showed that success is born when local 
forces experience ownership of the process, as opposed to directives “from 
above.” Some representatives also emphasized the importance of being 
clear on whether the BR is primarily aimed at municipal officials or the 
civic population. Considering previously failed top-down processes along 
the coastal zone in Bohuslän, many stakeholders found the democratic 
aspect of the Man and Biosphere programme appealing and pointed out 
the importance of anchoring the work in local communities. Therefore, the 
recruitment of local community representatives in the process is considered 
crucial for its development and success, and fits well with one of the main 
principles in the establishment of a BR: citizen involvement. Indeed, this is 
often the only way to secure a legitimate, just and equitable process. Once 
that is established, there is a higher chance of success as the initiative is 
founded and anchored in local knowledge and aspirations.

Fourth, most of the participants and interviewees were positive about the 
proposed BR idea, while a few were hesitant. A common comment was, 
“We already do this,” which indicates that the added value of a BR was 
either not made clear or was not significant to some stakeholders. This issue 
must clearly be addressed, not least in the further BR process, in order not to 



20 Eva Maria Jernsand et al.

confuse the overarching structure with existing and similar initiatives in the 
area, such as test beds for marine technologies, marine allotment gardens, 
mussel farming, research on bluefin tuna and many others. All these exam-
ples are the result of extensive collaboration between several very diverse 
local and regional actors. Thus, each stakeholder must be thoroughly intro-
duced to the difference between existing initiatives and what value the BR 
will add. The BR should be seen as the umbrella that identifies, collects and 
communicates the different initiatives, that supports new initiatives and that 
brings stakeholders together for the co-production of new knowledge.

BRs as transdisciplinary platforms  
for destination development
With breadth and cutting-edge expertise, access to a unique marine infra-
structure and coastal habitats and established cross-sector networks, we find 
that there are good conditions for continued and developed transdisciplinary 
co-production of knowledge in Bohuslän. At present, there is also a general 
optimism in the region, with people being energized and keen to commence 
and drive forward new initiatives. This is a factor that should not be under-
estimated, but it is also tricky, as the current momentum could disappear 
fast if it is not anchored properly and soon.

The already established learning environments in Bohuslän have devel-
oped as a result of transdisciplinary approaches. There are also various ini-
tiatives and projects where collaboration between actors on different levels 
is central and thus of importance for further development. In addition to this, 
the support from the various regional and national strategies, along with the 
general goals of the 2030 Agenda, gives further incentives to establish a BR 
in Bohuslän. For example, a 2018 report from the Maritime Cluster states, 
among other things, that there is a good basis for further development of 
contacts between researchers and companies in the region with a focus on 
the future commercial development of innovations.

A biosphere region would also be a way to frame smaller initiatives 
promoting sustainability. At a time when innovation and transformation is 
called for on a global, European, national and regional level, small projects 
or activities might not be visible and also risk being regarded as having low 
ambitions. Together and under a common frame, as suggested here with the 
BR, it is possible to work towards establishing a vivid region, where the ini-
tiatives of business and civic society can be supported by local and regional 
governments. Furthermore, areas that are administratively divided, such as 
the Bohuslän coast, seldom address common needs consistently. Thus, the 
establishment of a BR is a good opportunity to come together, learn from 
each other and bring important opportunities and challenges to the table.
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Furthermore, a BR is a way of keeping current activities and processes 
alive and running, with the benefit of creating learning destinations that can 
utilize, and thereby pioneer, transdisciplinary knowledge co-production on 
a destination level. Because tourism is seen as a strength of Bohuslän – as 
emphasized throughout this chapter – a transdisciplinary platform like the 
BR opens up new avenues through which tourism can contribute to sustain-
ability by changing systems and behaviours.

However, there is the potential for much more. For instance, future direc-
tions should look more at, and include, system changes to coordinate and 
communicate new initiatives and to explore collaboration and commitment 
in a more long-term perspective. This work should begin even in the initial 
phases of establishing a BR. Transdisciplinary approaches to destination 
development are relatively unexplored areas in tourism studies, especially 
the involvement of natural scientists. In BRs, on the other hand, broader 
partnerships with social scientists are often missing, especially in the initial 
phases. To avoid this scenario, the BR steering group used an action-oriented 
and transdisciplinary research approach during its efforts to establish a BR 
in Bohuslän; this approach can serve as inspiration for future constellations.

In the feasibility study, we also involved various stakeholders, both in 
the steering group and in the interviews and workshops, including munici-
palities, business and community associations, academia and various profit 
and non-profit tourism actors. We found good examples and realized the 
potential of the BR as a learning destination, with ongoing dialogue and co-
production of knowledge among actors as the main focus and driver. How-
ever, it became clear that there is rarely only one problem and one solution. 
Rather, different perspectives of an issue raise new issues, goal conflicts and 
contradictions that must be addressed. This complexity, an ever-changing 
reality, referred to in the concept of “wicked problems,” makes ongoing col-
laboration, dialogue and long-term perspectives all the more crucial. Future 
work should look more into how collaboration through dialogue meetings 
and interviews, where a variety of local and official actors participate, can 
be encouraged to continue as formal collaboration in the forthcoming BR 
in Bohuslän. This is a crucial aspect, as these, as well as other local actors 
and stakeholders yet to be included, are central for the development and 
success of the BR. As such, and as this work has only just started, we see 
another major task in anchoring not only the BR idea but also the learning 
environments required to successfully drive the fundamental principles of 
BRs forward.

Lastly, we believe that the BR can become a platform for project support 
and the integration of governing policies and plans. This includes working 
across different authority levels, as well as the inclusion of local communi-
ties, in order to succeed. However, communicating a concept such as the 
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biosphere reserve and its potentials is not an easy task. The name itself does 
not signal collaboration or bottom-up initiatives and again, therefore, clear 
incentives for local community representatives are crucial so that the BR 
does not become yet another project for municipalities and officials. If the 
aspect of democracy is not fully integrated and supported by all stakehold-
ers, the BR risks failure.

Conclusion
The “decade of action” to achieve the 2030 Agenda goals by the target date 
has more than begun. All sectors of society are called upon to renew ambi-
tions, mobilization, leadership and collective action to achieve the required 
2030 transformations (UN, 2019, 2021). However, although all sectors of 
society are putting efforts into fulfilling the 17 global sustainability goals, 
the complexity of factors influencing the systems and our behaviour as indi-
viduals has proven hard to tackle. In this chapter, we have demonstrated 
some aspects of this complexity, and have emphasized the transdisciplinary 
co-production of knowledge in UNESCO biosphere reserves (BRs) as a role 
model for sustainable development in line with the 2030 Agenda. Theoreti-
cally, and from our findings, we argue that a BR can constitute an optimal 
infrastructure for building and managing learning destinations. Moreo-
ver, we see significant potential in BRs for merging local and regional 
interests, which in turn contributes to the democratization of knowledge. 
Thus, the transdisciplinary approach forms a basis for inclusiveness and 
the co-production of knowledge for the purpose of facilitating conditions 
for learning, innovation and attractive destinations, while also addressing 
global challenges. Hence, BRs are well suited as examples of possible ways 
to transcend narrow views of partnerships, competitiveness and networks, 
and to be part of changing systems and behaviours.
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The systematic production of knowledge in universities, research centres 
and other organizations (such as hospitals, think tanks and firms) fulfils 
multiple purposes. Most commonly, we think of the production of theoreti-
cal insights explaining how the world works, or applied knowledge which 
can help organizations solve societal problems or develop new products 
(see Gibbons, 1994). However, as travel motives related to learning, per-
sonal development and transformative experiences are becoming more 
important (see chapter 1), science is also of interest for more direct tourism 
consumption through touristic experiences, attractions and destinations – 
science tourism.

Science tourism is defined as an activity in which individuals travel, out-
side of their home environment, “to learn about or participate in science” 
(Packer, 2015, p. 930), or more specifically, as tourism where “science, sci-
entific knowledge, and/or engagement in scientific research” (Räikkönen 
et al., 2021, p. 2) is the core of tourists’ motivation and experiences (Räik-
könen et al., 2019; Räikkönen et al., 2021). Science tourism is most often 
depicted as a niche or special interest tourism within other forms of tourism, 
such as exploration and adventure tourism, cultural tourism, volunteer tour-
ism, nature-based tourism, ecotourism or learning and educational tourism 
(Mao & Bourlon, 2011; Packer, 2015; Räikkönen et al., 2021). There is a 
limited scope of scholarly output focusing on science tourism (see Räik-
könen et al., 2021). This is why there is a need for a conceptualization to 
guide further research efforts and public and private tourism actors.

Before going further, we need to separate science tourism from scientific 
tourism. The latter most often refers to researchers travelling for fieldwork, 
conferences or other scientific work (sometimes acting as tourists). This type 
of travel has been covered directly or indirectly in previous research (see 
Laarman & Perdue, 1989; Farrell & Runyan, 1991). However, in this chapter 
we explore science tourism as travel for leisure by (most often) non-scientists 
in which science and scientific work is the foundation of participants’ travel 
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motivation and travel experiences. We also want to emphasize that science 
tourism covers multiple scientific areas, such as natural science, archaeology, 
technology and food studies, as well as history and art.

Previous research on science tourism focuses on defining and conceptu-
alizing science tourism primarily from the perspective of the tourist, with 
regard, for example, to tourists’ travel motivations and interest in different 
types of science tourism activities (Räikkönen et al., 2021; Bourlon & Tor-
res, 2016). Building on this work, the objective of this chapter is to pro-
vide an extended conceptualization, including the tourist’s perspective, but 
mainly considering scientists’ (or scientific institutions’) role in co-creating 
science tourism experiences (as demanded by, e.g., Räikkönen et al., 2021 
and Higuchi & Yamanaka, 2017), and to what degree science tourism pro-
viders (e.g. museums, national parks, scientific institutions, tour guides) are 
embedded in the tourism industry. This last is important for several reasons, 
for example to reach new markets (outside the local region), to gain the abil-
ity to provide high-quality tourism experiences and, in general, for a higher 
level of professionalization.

In this chapter, we discuss science tourism providers’ 1) level of embed-
dedness in science, 2) level of embeddedness in the tourism industry and  
(3) level of tourist immersion – that is, how the providers, through their 
activities, enable/enhance tourists’ immersion and engagement in the 

Figure 3.1  The framework of science tourism (Räikkönen et al., 2021), illustrating 
the relationship between tourists’ interests in scientific knowledge and 
their engagement in scientific activities.
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activities. These three characteristics of science tourism will be exempli-
fied with brief case studies in the form of vignettes. The chapter contrib-
utes theoretically to our growing understanding of the connection between 
scientific production and touristic production and lays out possible alleys 
of research going forward. It also contributes knowledge for current and 
future science tourism providers, as well as destination managers who want 
to gain insights into this sector as a potential vehicle for economic, social 
and environmental development.

Methods
The conceptual development of science tourism is primarily based on a lit-
erature review drawing on previous literature on science tourism (which is 
scarce but growing), but also on related fields such as learning and experi-
ences. In order to illustrate the conceptual model (see Figure 3.2), vignettes 
are presented to briefly describe three different existing providers of sci-
ence tourism activities. Vignettes are short narratives, stories or descriptions 
focusing on the research topic. Vignettes are flexible in form and give a 
snapshot of a relevant feature, in this case, to elaborate on a theoretical con-
ceptualization by introducing particular aspects of fieldwork (Liburd et al., 
2020; Heldbjerg & Liempd, 2018). In our case, the vignettes describe sci-
ence tourism providers that have been part of our empirical context (West 

Figure 3.2  The science tourism providers’ embeddedness in the tourism industry 
(x axis) and science (y axis), and their activities in relation to tourist 
immersion (small to large circles).

Source: Authors’ figure
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Sweden) in the research project “Knowledge tourism as an attraction and 
resource,” carried out from 2020 to 2022. The third vignette describes a 
research station that has been a central part of the research project, with 
several data collections during the course of the project (interviews, partici-
pant observation and action research activities), while the first two vignettes 
describe a museum of antiquities and a science centre that do not play a 
central role in the research project but serve as suitable illustrations of the 
conceptual model.

Literature review and conceptual development
Each section that follows is connected to the three characteristics of science 
tourism presented previously, followed by a conceptualization of science 
tourism from the perspective of a science tourism provider.

Science tourism providers’ embeddedness in science

A science tourism provider can be analyzed based on how close to or how 
far they are situated from scientific knowledge production. This link, or 
embeddedness in science, has not been thoroughly problematized in previ-
ous science tourism research and Räikkönen et al. (2021) demand future 
research that highlights “the scientists’ role in the value co-creation of tour-
ism experiences” (p. 15). Their call focuses on tourists’ demand for direct 
access to science communication, instead of professional tour guides or 
other sources of scientific knowledge. However, the embeddedness in sci-
ence of a tourism initiative (e.g. scientists acting as guides or engaging tour-
ists in research work, or a scientific institution that is providing the science 
tourism experience) would also influence the accuracy of the mediated sci-
entific knowledge, its trustworthiness and ultimately the scientific quality 
of the experience.

Scientific mediation is “the interface between an audience and scientific 
knowledge” (Vialette et al., 2021, p. 4). Thus, the question of who the media-
tor is and how science is mediated in the science tourism setting determines 
the level of embeddedness in science. Who the mediator is, for example a 
scientist, a research centre or a professional guide, will influence both the 
content (how science is translated) and the delivery. How it is mediated refers 
both to the activities (e.g. guided tours or activities where tourists are involved 
in knowledge production) and the physical location of the mediation (e.g. a 
research centre, a museum or a hotel). If the distance (in terms of time and 
space) between the scientific knowledge (production) and its audience (i.e. 
the tourist) is great, then there is a risk that the audience will experience an 
incorrect, simplified or diluted version of the scientific knowledge. Thus, the 
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science tourism provider’s level of embeddedness in science will be analyzed 
on these terms and categorized as low, medium or high (see Figure 3.2).

Science tourism providers’ embeddedness  
in the tourism industry

Even if a high level of embeddedness in science would facilitate the pro-
duction of a high-quality science tourism experience, it is also necessary 
to consider the embeddedness of the science tourism provider in the tour-
ism industry itself. The premise is that an actor with extensive experience 
of designing tourist experiences, with an extensive network in the tourism 
industry and knowledge about tourism demand would be able to provide a 
high-quality science tourism experience.

The tourism industry is fragmented (including transport, accommoda-
tion, attractions, activity providers, restaurateurs, retail, local governments, 
destination marketing and management organizations, etc.) and a key fac-
tor is collaboration across sectors in order to provide high-quality sustain-
able experiences (see Beritelli, 2011). This collaboration can be seen in 
local, regional and national tourism networks, of which some science tour-
ism providers (with high embededdness) are part, while others (with low 
embeddedness) are outside. Being part of tourism networks could, accord-
ing to van der Zee and Vanneste (2015), in their review of tourism network 
research, help improve the quality of tourism products and services, as well 
as improving sustainability work and competitiveness.

In terms of knowledge about the market and competence in designing 
tourist experiences, there is normally a difference between research institu-
tions and, for example, museums or science centres. The latter two encoun-
ter tourists on a regular basis while the typical research institution does 
not. This means a science tourism provider is more or less embedded in the 
tourism industry through knowledge and experience of tourism (i.e. tourism 
competence).

Thus, in this chapter, the level of embeddedness in the tourism industry is 
analyzed based on collaboration and tourism competence and is categorized 
as low, medium or high embeddedness (see Figure 3.2).

Tourists’ immersion and science tourism

From a tourist’s perspective, previous studies show that there are several travel 
motivations driving science tourism demand. Excitement, adventure, enjoy-
ing nature, escape, relaxation and, most importantly, learning are motivations 
that can be identified (Bourlon & Torres, 2016; Räikkönen et al., 2021; West, 
2008). These overlap with other core travel motivations of tourists, such 
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as novelty seeking and escapism, found in more traditional travel motiva-
tion studies, but also with more peripheral or special interest motivations, 
such as personal development (learning) and enjoying nature (see Pearce & 
Lee, 2005). It must be noted that previous research on science tourism travel 
motivations are predominantly carried out in a nature tourism context (thus 
the appearance of “enjoying nature” among the motivations listed). Sci-
ence tourism could also take place in urban contexts (e.g. science centres 
and museums), at cultural heritage sites and beyond. For instance, if there 
is a connection to research activities, you may feel involved in an explora-
tory adventure, while visiting historical sites can give a sense of closeness, of 
gaining access to a bygone era. The touristic context would probably modify 
travel motivations, although learning should be (and seems to be) at the core.

Räikkönen et al. (2021) provide a useful framework in their study on 
tourists’ motivations and engagement at a Finnish nature-based science 
tourism attraction. They conceptualize three different types of science tour-
ism experiences relating to the tourist’s interest in scientific knowledge 
and engagement in the experience (see Figure 3.1). Based on, for instance, 
Trauer’s (2006) categorization of special interest tourists’ roles as novices, 
collectors, specialists and experts, the authors assume a linear increase in 
engagement, participation, knowledge and interest that can be translated 
into three different types of science tourism: 1) tourism based on scientific 
knowledge, 2) tourism involving scientific adventure or volunteering and 3) 
scientific research tourism. The first type (with the lowest level of engage-
ment) is exemplified as typical guided tours where scientific knowledge 
is communicated to tourists. In the second type, tourists are participating 
in scientific work by, for example, going on a field excursion and making 
observations and/or collecting data. The third type, scientific research tour-
ism, should be more immersive and include longer research experiences 
where tourists participate in fieldwork led by a researcher.

Based on the framework by Räikkönen et al. (2021), the current con-
ceptualization will refer to three levels of tourist immersion (low, medium 
and high). It is particularly the level of immersion in the experience (with 
science) that is referred to, since deep engagement is essential for the pos-
sibility of attaining transformative learning or transformational tourism 
(Walker & Moscardo, 2014; Reisinger, 2013). In the framework by Räik-
könen et al. (2021) there is an assumption that the tourist takes on different 
roles (as a “novice,” “collector/specialist” or “expert”) based on skills. This 
is necessary in order to participate in higher-level science tourism, such as 
scientific research tourism. This is not considered in the current concep-
tualization since it is assumed that a professional guide, service provider 
or researcher is an expert who can deliver an immersive, highly engaging 
science tourism experience. Furthermore, so-called tourist career ladders, 
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whereby tourists achieve higher-level motives, consumption or, in this case, 
types of experiences, have been criticized for being too hierarchical and not 
depicting tourist behaviour accurately (Pearce & Lee, 2005).

Science tourism conceptualization

Based on the discussion in the preceding section, the three characteristics of 
science tourism providers can be illustrated in a matrix estimating the levels 
of embeddedness in tourism (x axis) and science (y axis) (see Figure 3.2). 
The providers in the upper right corners have the prerequisites to provide 
high-quality science tourism with close connections to both the tour-
ism industry and the sources of scientific knowledge. They can be called 
embedded science tourism providers. In contrast, providers in the bottom 
left corner of the matrix are detached science tourism providers with low 
embeddedness in both science and tourism.

However, it is also important to understand the level of tourist engage-
ment, which could help us understand whether they provide more immer-
sive and possibly transformative experiences (Walker & Moscardo, 2014; 
Reisinger, 2013). The level of tourist immersion is illustrated by the three 
different-sized circles, depicting low, medium and high immersion (see Fig-
ure 3.2). It is important to note that tourism demand for high-engagement 
experiences is not always greater (see Räikkönen et al., 2021). Service 
providers need to adapt their offered experiences depending on context 
and tourists’ travel motivations. However, higher levels of embeddedness 
in tourism and science facilitate the adaption and delivery of high-quality 
experiences on all immersion levels.

It is important to highlight that the ultimate goal for all science tourism 
providers cannot (and should not) be in the far-right corner of the matrix 
(i.e. embedded science providers), providing highly immersive experiences. 
This must be a strategic choice for individual providers. However, the con-
ceptualization might serve as a tool to describe and analyze a provider’s 
current market position and thus help in strategy development, in changing 
position or in maintaining the current position.

The science tourism providers and their activities that are described in the 
vignettes have been plotted in the matrix.

Vignettes
The following three examples of science tourism providers, a university-run 
museum, a science centre and a university research station, illustrate different 
levels of embeddedness in science and tourism, and their activities in relation to 
tourist immersion. In addition to illustrating the conceptualization (Figure 3.2), 
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the examples also provide insights into possible strategies for science tourism 
providers on how to increase embeddedness and immersion. Each vignette 
briefly describes the science tourism provider and its touristic activities, and 
finishes with suggested levels of embeddedness and engagement.

Vignette 1: Museum of Antiquities, a museum within the 
Faculty of Humanities, University of Gothenburg

Inside the entrance to the Faculty of Humanities at University of Gothen-
burg, Sweden, a statue of Aphrodite greets the visitor, pointing toward the 
Museum of Antiquities. The museum is part of the Department of Historical 
Studies and is run by the section for Classical Archaeology and Ancient His-
tory. In the museum, you can find collections of original artefacts from the 
classical Mediterranean cultures, including pottery, Roman coins and Latin 
funerary inscriptions. The collections have a special focus on Greece, Italy 
and Cyprus. The original artefacts are in museum cases, their displays divided 
into different geographical areas. There are also replicas of well-known arte-
facts and statues, such as busts of emperors and philosophers. The museum 
first opened in 1984 and the majority of collections originate from archaeo-
logical projects carried out by Swedish archaeologists, mostly on Cyprus.

The museum is used in university education, foremost in courses in Clas-
sical Archaeology and Ancient History. Several different learning activities 
take place in the museum, such as lectures, drawing assignments and artefact 
documentation. The museum is not open to the public on a regular basis. For 
the time being it is open only for pre-booked visits and on special occasions.

When taking a guided tour of the Museum of Antiquities, the visitor is shown 
around the collections by a researcher in Classical Archaeology and Ancient 
History. There are no trained guides and the information that there is a museum 
here cannot be found in public brochures or websites that visitors to Gothenburg 
normally come into contact with. Many different themes can be approached 
with a starting point in the collections. One example is the large collection of 
Roman coins, showing the role of coins as a medium of mass communication 
in Roman society. The museum also has Roman grave inscriptions, from both 
free and enslaved persons, giving important information about these large and 
subaltern groups of people in Roman society. The participant can experience 
either a general tour of the collections and of Mediterranean archaeology, or a 
specific subject can be approached by the researcher doing the tour.

Embeddedness and immersion model

The museum has a low level of embeddedness in the tourism industry 
(equivalent to level 1 in Figure 3.2), since it is not currently open to the 
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public on a regular basis and neither the scientists who lead the tours nor the 
museum are part of tourist networks. However, the museum has a high level 
of embeddedness in science (level 3 in Figure 3.2), being closely involved 
with research, located at the university campus and with tours given by 
researchers. Furthermore, the opportunity for visitors to become immersed 
in activities at the Museum of Antiquities is low, as depicted in Figure 3.1 
by Räikkönen et al. (2021) and by the small circle of engagement (size 1) 
in Figure 3.2. The guided tours merely include scientists’ provision of sci-
entific interpretation to visitors, without much interaction unless questions 
are asked.

Vignette 2: Universeum, a national science centre focusing on 
experience-based learning

A phenomenon that can be included in the framework of science tourism 
is so-called science centres. They are visitor attractions with a focus on 
learning linked to science and technology. The number of science centres 
is increasing worldwide and today there are over 3,000 (Swedish Science 
Centres, n.d.). What they all have in common is that they work to stimulate 
interest in science, technology and innovation. Usually their target groups 
are children and young people. Science centres are often regarded as an 
official complement to school lessons in science and technology.

Science centres are also important tourist destinations. Sweden’s largest 
science centre, Universeum, in Gothenburg, has half a million visitors per 
year. Its business is rooted in the mindset that increased knowledge leads to 
increased sustainability. Its learning methodology focuses on experiential 
learning, where the visitor has the opportunity to learn about and experience 
contexts such as space, the rainforest and the sea, among other things. This 
can be experienced through guided tours, by watching shows or by taking 
an active part in experiments of different kinds.

Both Chalmers University of Technology and the University of Gothen-
burg are founders of Universeum; it is based on science and developed in 
collaboration with academia (Universeum, n.d.) Recently, a professorship 
was established that connects pedagogical research with technology and 
digitization at Universeum. The purpose is to promote learning at Univer-
seum and conduct research on data visualization and learning. The estab-
lishment of the professorship means a strengthened collaboration between 
Universeum and the University of Gothenburg, and also means that the sci-
ence centre will be a place for applied research (University of Gothenburg, 
n.d.a; Universeum, n.d).

The degree of research affiliation at different science centres varies. They 
are all closely linked to business and innovation. However, research is not 
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conducted at science centres in general, which means that one of the param-
eters of science tourism is not met. However, they are a very important 
contact point between science, children and young people, business and 
tourism.

Embeddedness and immersion model

Universeum has a high level of embeddedness in tourism, as an integral part 
of local and regional tourism networks with visitor numbers of half a million 
per year. However, although the science centre has strong affiliations and 
cooperation with research and its activities are based on scientific knowl-
edge, its embeddedness in research is here considered medium (level 2)  
since research is not conducted there and researchers are not heavily involved 
in its scientific mediation. Universeum’s focus on experience-based learn-
ing, including, for example, the opportunity for the visitor to take an active 
part in experiments, generates a medium level of tourist immersion (circle 
size 2) in the model.

Vignette 3: Tjärnö Marine Laboratory, a university laboratory 
open to the public

Tjärnö Marine Laboratory is a research station for marine university educa-
tion and research in the marine sciences. It is part of the Marine Infrastruc-
ture at the University of Gothenburg and hosts students and researchers 
from Sweden and abroad. The research station is located on the Swedish 
west coast, in the country’s most species-rich marine area – the Kosterhavet 
National Park.

The public is welcome to visit Tjärnö Marine Laboratory and there is 
a well-developed infrastructure to facilitate these visits. The laboratory is 
located in a popular tourism area and most of the activities offered take 
place during vacation periods, although pre-booked visits are available all 
year round (University of Gothenburg, n.d.b).

The activities offered consist of guided tours of the facilities, beach 
excursions, summer camps for children and research vessel excursions. 
Most activities are linked to current and ongoing research and are pre-
sented by marine biologists and researchers at the station. The research 
station also has the most species-rich aquarium in Sweden. The Tjärnö 
aquarium is the centre point of the public visits to the research station. It 
is open daily during the summer vacation period and a visit incorporates 
an introduction, a movie, entrance to the aquarium hall and the opportu-
nity to look at small living organisms in stereomicroscope (University of 
Gothenburg, n.d.b).
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As already mentioned, the visitor to Tjärnö Marine Laboratory has the oppor-
tunity to go on a research vessel trip. The tour, called “Diversity of the Sea,” 
takes the participant out on the waters near the research station where several 
research-affiliated activities take place. With assistance from the participants, 
measurements of the water, such as of salinity and seawater transparency, are 
performed. One of the main activities onboard is to take samples from the bot-
tom of the sea, where the dredge brings algae and animals from the seabed up 
onto deck. On the observation platform, the visitors go through the collected 
species together with the researcher/guide, who informs them about the find-
ings. This is followed up back at the laboratory facilities where the participants 
can study the algae and animals in stereomicroscope, also a part of the tour 
activity. The tour takes 2.5 hours and is available for pre-booked visits. The 
guide on these excursions is most often a researcher in marine sciences and on 
some occasions non-research staff at the station (Figure 3.3).

Embeddedness and immersion model

Tjärnö Marine Laboratory has a programme and activities that are clearly 
directed at tourists, and a large number of visitors. They also collaborate 

Figure 3.3 Research-led boat excursion, Tjärnö Marine Laboratory.
Photo: Maria Persson
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with local tourism actors, although neither visitor numbers nor levels of 
collaboration are high in comparison with Universeum. Therefore, Tjärnö 
Marine Laboratory corresponds to a medium level of tourism embedded-
ness (2) in the model (Figure 3.2). However, as a research station, it has a 
high level of embeddedness in science (level 3). Research is conducted at 
the station, the tourist activities are closely connected to research and many 
of the tourist activities are organized by researchers. Lastly, Tjärnö Marine 
Laboratory has a medium level of tourist engagement, offering scientific 
adventures such as beach excursions and research vessel tours (level 2 in 
Figure 3.2).

Concluding discussion
This chapter has provided a conceptualization of science tourism focusing 
on the science tourism provider. In order to deliver high-quality science 
tourism experiences, it is important to consider science tourism providers’ 
embeddedness in the tourism industry and in science. Furthermore, it is 
vital to understand tourists’ travel motivations and interest in science tour-
ism in order to deliver experiences that meet tourists’ willingness to engage, 
from more passive participation (e.g. guided tours) to immersive scientific 
research tourism (see Räikkönen et al., 2021).

The conceptual model of embeddedness and immersion in science tour-
ism (Figure 3.2) provides an analytical lens for both researchers and prac-
titioners in science tourism. For the latter, it gives providers the possibility 
to evaluate strategic decisions on different levels in order to become more 
embedded as science tourism providers, to maintain their current positions 
or to be more detached. Since tourists show an increasing interest in seeking 
personal development on vacation and engaging in transformational experi-
ences, the model makes for an important contribution. Service providers 
that want to increase their embeddedness in tourism should seek out local, 
regional and national tourism networks, which are often coordinated by des-
tination marketing or management organizations (DMOs). These networks 
have substantial experience of packaging and marketing tourist experiences 
and may be able to connect the provider with other suitable tourist actors. 
To increase embeddedness in science can be a challenge, but a first step 
could be to find common goals where the service provider and a research 
institution (or individual researchers) could meet, for example to devise 
joint projects to develop tourist experiences while also conducting research.

Further research on science tourism should apply the conceptual model 
empirically by conducting case studies on science tourism providers with 
different levels of embeddedness. This would help us to understand chal-
lenges and opportunities for science tourism actors with different pre-
requisites. These case studies should, preferably, cover multiple types of 
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tourism, going beyond nature-based science tourism to include cultural  
heritage tourism, urban tourism or special interest tourism, such as sport 
and event tourism. The extension into varying settings should also include 
studies of tourists’ motivations for participating in science tourism in order 
to build on previous research by Räikönnen et al. (2021) and Bourlon and 
Torres (2016).
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Tourism offers manifold opportunities for learning. Tourists on the move 
learn generic skills such as social awareness, problem solving and adapt-
ability. Tourists can also learn about place-specific matters such as land-
scape development, architectural history or cultural milieus. Among others, 
Broomhall et al. (2010) underline the potential of tourism for lifelong 
learning outside of formal education. One way for tourists to be exposed 
to place-specific information is through a guided tour. Guided tours have 
proven to be resilient in their structure, as they have adapted to the changing 
needs of tourists (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). They have adapted 
to new sorts of demand, in line with the ever-changing facets of tourism and 
of people’s aspiration for learning. The role of the tour guide is multifac-
eted, but their main role is the communication of place-specific information 
(Weiler & Black, 2015).

We usually do not draw on dictionaries in research, but in this chapter, 
we include the 1933 Oxford English Dictionary definition of guides (p. iv, 
491, cited from Cohen, 1985) because we think the description is peculiar 
from today’s point of view. According to the dictionary, a guide is someone 
showing the way to travellers “in a strange country.” With today’s identity 
as cosmopolitans who have travelled the world, we react to the adjective 
“strange,” although people may still consider unfamiliar places as strange: 
places they do not understand and need help to interpret. This small excerpt 
from an almost 100-year-old dictionary helps us understand that the role of 
guides has changed through the years. Relating this approach to the acqui-
sition of knowledge, this chapter aims to discover the different roles that 
guides have had, and to explore how such roles have contributed to tourists’ 
learning. We do so by building our argumentation on two theoretical frame-
works: Cohen’s (1985) categorization of the tourist guide and Falk et al.’s 
(2012) conceptual considerations on learning during travel. Together, these 
approaches contribute to our understanding of tourists’ learning processes 
in guided tours.

4 Learning on guided tours
Historical perspectives

Malin Zillinger and Jan-Henrik Nilsson
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Cohen (1985) places the origins of the modern guide in the time of the 
Grand Tour during the 17th and 18th centuries. One can argue that the Grand 
Tour is nothing but an answer to the aristocracy’s request for more knowl-
edge. Basic to Cohen (1985) is his recognition of development over time, 
where guide types are adapting to altered demands. In Cohen’s categoriza-
tion, tourist guides work either in a leadership or in a mediatory sphere, and 
attention is paid to how guiding relates to situations outside the group, or 
inside (see Table 4.1). The development over time goes from the original 
guide, via the animator, the tour leader, to the professional guide. In a nut-
shell, development goes from leadership with attention outside the group, 
to mediation with attention inside the group. However, in this chapter we 
will argue that these guide roles are present side by side in most guiding, 
and that there is no plain chronological development. Note also that Cohen 
published his seminal paper in 1985, years before the advent of innovations 
like the internet, platform industries or smartphones. This has consequences 
for our own analysis of guides in this book chapter.

Guides belong to different spheres. The original guide and the animator 
belong to the leadership sphere, which is split into instrumental, outward-
directed and social, inward-directed leadership. The original guide is under-
stood as being in an instrumental leadership sphere, while the animator 
belongs to the social range. The tour leader and professional guide both 
belong to the mediatory sphere, and are understood as interactional (tour 
leader) or communicative (professional guide).

The original guide can be likened to a pathfinder for explorers in unknown 
territory. They know how to navigate, have access to maps and to connois-
seurs of the terrain and have social access to “back regions” (MacCannell, 
1973, p. 597). This type of guide had a challenging task due to travellers’ 
non-existent knowledge and experience of the region’s geography and 

Table 4.1 Tour guide roles. Based on Cohen (1985)

Attention outside the group Attention inside the group

Leadership  
sphere

Original guide
Navigation
Access to back regions
Control and safety

Animator
Tension management
Integration
Morale
Marginally: animation

Mediatory  
sphere

Tour leader
Representation
Organization of service
Communication

Professional guide
Selection
Information
Interpretation
Fabrication
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people. Their control made the journey safe and efficient, paving the way 
for survival in challenging lands. Their knowledge came primarily from 
personal experience, and included geographical and social skills that they 
could share. These were important attributes when travellers could not eas-
ily ask for the right way, or when it was dangerous to talk to unknown 
people (Rotberg, 1970). The importance of pathfinders is exemplified in the 
expeditions through terra incognita, be it Carl Linnaeus’s journeys to Lap-
land or Alexander von Humboldt’s journeys to South America.

The animator primarily takes care of tension management in the group 
for integration and for good morale. The emphasis of this role is not on pro-
tection, but rather on inducement: the animator encourages the tourists to 
participate in the often hedonistic touristic facilities that are offered. In this 
way, the role of the animator is predominantly social. As a side note, Cohen 
(1985) mentions such duties as a compensation for inferior competence.

The tour leader acts as a middleman between the local population and 
travel group; thus, the focus is on interaction. This includes the integration 
of the group into the setting visited; the guide can open social doors for 
the visitors. It also includes the insulation of the group from the setting. In 
addition, tour leaders attend to representation as well as to the organization 
of services along the way.

The professional guide, Cohen’s last guide type along his line of devel-
opment, is concerned with the selection of attractions and services, and 
with information dissemination and interpretation. The focus is very much 
on communication between the place and its attractions, and the visi-
tors. Professional guides thus act as teachers and instructors, and medi-
ate possible cultural gaps between travellers and locals. They are usually 
well-educated outsiders capable of informal socialization. While origi-
nal guides operate in the periphery of the tourism system, producing new 
attractions through their own work, professional guides contribute to the 
reproduction of attractions.

The second conceptualization in our study is based on Falk et al. (2012), 
who categorize learning in travel contexts. The authors state that learning 
has long been viewed negatively in popular culture. But today, learning is 
increasingly discovered as a positive experience that contributes to personal 
rewards. Tourists increasingly search for experiences that lead to an immer-
sion in activities, and in the spaces around them. This can be a core motiva-
tional force, or can happen unintentionally, while doing other things. Much 
learning takes place outside of classroom environments. One advantage of 
this type of learning is the relationship between new information, place and 
emotional recognition. It has the potential to make long-lasting changes in 
both thoughts and actions. Falk et al. build their framework on the work of 
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Aristotle, who claimed that knowledge is related to three different kinds of 
competencies (see Table 4.2).

Episteme is theoretical knowledge that is systematic and universal 
across contexts. For example, it can consist of knowledge about sites or 
settings. It can be acquired spontaneously or intentionally. Techne refers 
to practical skills and routines. Tourists can incidentally develop skills, or 
actively learn to master them. Phronesis is about practical wisdom, where 
experiential knowledge is related to specific contexts. It appears as pas-
sively accumulated life experience, or as conscious learning about behav-
iours and perspectives. It is about acting in the right way, and for the right 
reasons, including reflexivity about one’s actions (Saugstad, 2005). Both 
Aristotle and Cohen may help us to understand what guiding looks like, 
and to identify different kinds of learning that appear on tours. However, 
while we know that learning occurs during guiding, there has been no sys-
tematic approach yet related to guide roles and learning conceptualization 
on guided tours.

In order to integrate Cohen (1985) and Falk et al. (2012) with guided tours, 
we work in four chronological steps. These are 1) guiding and the Grand Tour, 
2) tourism in industrial Europe, 3) post-war mass tourism and 4) tourism in the 
digital age. During this journey in time, we aim to show through our examples 
that experiential and transformative learning have been closely related to one 
another over time. Technologies and contexts have changed, but some basic 
performative elements remain. Empirically, this chapter is based on tourism 
literature describing tourism development and guiding. The section on the 
digital age largely builds on empirical data published by Nilsson and Zillinger 
(2020). In extension to this, the webpages of guiding organizations are used to 
empirically underline selected arguments.

Table 4.2  Conceptualization of learning in travel situations. Based on Falk et al. 
(2012)

Active learning Passive learning

Episteme: theoretical 
knowledge

Search for knowledge,  
e.g. learning about place 
and its history

Serendipitous (unexpected) 
acquisition of knowledge, 
e.g. hearing others talk 
about a place

Techne: practical skills Aim to master a task,  
e.g. kayaking

Incidental development of 
skills, e.g. ability to adapt 
to new places

Phronesis: practical 
knowledge

Pursuit of a valued and 
abstract knowledge, e.g. 
learning about heritage

Accumulating life 
experience, e.g. cultural 
awareness
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Guiding and the Grand Tour
Grand Tours commenced in the 17th century, but had their peak in the 
period 1760–1790, prior to the French Revolution. Grand Tours were in 
essence educational tours, often lasting for years. The educational character 
was emphasized by the presence of tutors or mentors (both terms are used) 
who accompanied the young men on the tour. The travellers were known 
as “tourists” and came from the upper classes of Northern Europe, mainly 
from Great Britain. Popular destinations were Paris, Rome, Florence and 
Naples, while university towns like Utrecht and capital cities such as Pots-
dam and Dresden attracted the more serious travellers (Cederberg, 2015). 
This means that there is no sharp division between the Grand Tours and aca-
demic peregrinations made by students and scholars. However, the wealthy 
tourists have come to represent Grand Tour travelling.

The purpose of these tours was to turn young boys into men of the world 
and the ruling elite – it was a social asset to be well travelled. The men 
needed skills in language, philosophy and politics, and knowledge of foreign 
cultures, especially the sophisticated continental manners. It was important 
to travel in a grand style, bringing large amounts of luggage and staff; there 
was a clear social connection between travel and consumption (Zuelow, 
2016). Above all, aristocrats were expected to spend money matching their 
rank and fortune. Besides conspicuous consumption, this included buying 
extensive amounts of souvenirs to bring home. Many British collections of 
arts and antiquities were brought home from Grand Tours, and became mate-
rial displays of their owners’ social standing. Seen in this perspective, Grand 
Tours offered more than straightforward knowledge of “strange” places. 
Active learning of theoretical knowledge or practical skills was not the pri-
mary focus. Instead, the young tourists learnt a lot along the way, through the 
guidance of their tutors during these encounters. Emphasis was on practical 
knowledge, phronesis. Grand Tours can therefore be viewed as the process 
of becoming a gentleman, in which practical knowledge was embodied in a 
“consumable expression of refinement” (Zuelow, 2016, p. 22).

The Grand Tours were dependent on a system that offered structured 
skills and knowledge. The system consisted of mobile guides and immo-
bile, aristocratic networks. The aristocrats welcomed their travelling noble 
guests in their homes. This upper-class network had a guiding function in 
explaining the social structures of the place, its history and architecture. 
Aristocrats gave travellers access to members of their private networks. 
These kinds of networks were of course not available to travellers out-
side the nobility. As the social structure of tourists came to include people 
from more bourgeois backgrounds, more people had to rely on commercial 
functions like guesthouses and local guides. Despite other changes, tutors 
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accompanied the young men on their journeys (Brodsky-Porges, 1981) and 
acted as private teachers who cared for a few noblemen at a time. This 
included access to places and people, and explanations of structures and sit-
uations. Eighteenth-century travel was too difficult and dangerous to be left 
for the inexperienced tourists to manage alone. Guides’ services included 
geographical knowledge and a high level of control, which made the jour-
ney both safer and more efficient.

Tutors combined their roles of pathfinders and organizers with that of 
educators, who guided their students to significant attractions. If well con-
nected, they could also introduce the noblemen to important people. The 
quality of the tutors seems to have differed a lot, though. The famous histo-
rian of the Roman Empire Edward Gibbon had a tutor who introduced him 
to a broad range of places, fields of study, and people. James Boswell, a 
young Scotsman from a bourgeois background, paid visits to both Rousseau 
and Voltaire during his Grand Tour in the years 1763–1766 (Cederberg, 
2015). In other cases, it was rather difficult to find people with the proper 
skills. Those who were available often had difficulties finding a career in 
their country of origin; however, they still needed some formal education 
to take on the task. According to Zuelow (2016, p. 25), most tutors were 
“untalented and inattentive” writers, academics or clergymen.

The tutors were also responsible for keeping their students away from all 
sorts of vice and trouble – inevitable consequences of sending young men 
abroad on their own. In the wider literature, there are plenty of examples of 
how they failed in this field of education, sometimes because they were bad 
examples themselves. In Italy, British tourists established a reputation for 
bad behaviour. A contemporary, Dr. Samuel Johnson, made the following 
comment on the issue: “If a young man is wild, and must run after women 
and bad company, it is better this should be done abroad” (cited in Zuelow, 
2016, p. 28). It seems that “the tourist condition” has always been related 
to norm-breaking behaviour. This example shows that learning in tourism 
does not always work as expected. Nevertheless, the young 18th-century 
tourist did most likely accumulate much practical knowledge along the way, 
in understanding “strange” cultures and in coping with unknown and pos-
sibly unpleasant situations.

Tourism in industrial Europe
The role of tour guides changed in the middle of the 19th century when pub-
lic transport was introduced. Steam ships and railways increased the speed 
and predictability of travel, which became less dependent on natural ele-
ments and instead relied on predetermined timetables. Increased passenger 
capacities and timetables enabled the organization of guided tours for larger 



46 Malin Zillinger and Jan-Henrik Nilsson

groups, following a detailed itinerary. This also meant that large groups of 
people received the same information. With rising degrees of organization, 
guides’ roles changed and they became tour leaders. Following detailed 
itineraries, the guide’s primary tasks were to hold the group together, to 
look after their guests and to make sure the group left and arrived on time 
(Hannavy, 2012). At the same time, they were expected to provide knowl-
edge. In such circumstances, management tends to come first. If the practi-
cal aspects of travel do not work, the role of the professional guide cannot 
be performed.

This birth of modern mass tourism is associated with Thomas Cook, a 
preacher and printer from the English Midlands, who built his business model 
on economies of scale. Cook´s commercial breakthrough came with the 1851 
London World Exhibition, an event that attracted millions of visitors largely 
travelling by public transport (Swinglehurst, 1982). At the beginning, Cook’s 
tours mainly took place within Great Britain, but they gradually reached more 
international destinations. They were organizationally simple, and consisted 
of a return ticket and sometimes accommodations. Guiding was included, 
comprising group escorts and place interpretation. The invention of the pack-
age tour called for guides who understood the attractions visited, and who 
were able to explain them to a wider public. Through guiding, tourists learnt 
about attractions and their histories; they incidentally adapted to new places, 
and they accumulated life experience of travelling in a group in “strange” 
places (phronesis). The latter could be interpreted as a form of achievement 
that contributed to social advancement.

International guided tours catered to a resourceful clientele, mainly 
belonging to the upper middle class. Education and learning were ways 
of distancing the new middle classes from the leisured aristocracy of the 
past. The bourgeois culture of learning represented a culture of achieve-
ment (Hobsbawm, 1981). Learning became an aim of its own, including its 
representational value for social positioning. Hence, travel became serious. 
Now that status was included, it was essential to visit the right places and 
to see the right things. Guides were needed, as they made a selection. The 
corresponding genre of guidebooks played an important role in instructing 
tourists about culturally significant attractions, sometimes very ambitiously. 
For example, Baedeker (1878) spent 56 pages solely on the collections at 
the Louvre, Paris. Guidebooks thereby came to work as cultural canons. 
Modern means of transport and printed media such as guidebooks made 
travelling accessible to a wider audience in terms of both affordability and 
capability. In guidebooks, one could learn the art of travelling on one’s own, 
from the confines of one’s armchair.

With longer travel distances, people needed leisure, together with eco-
nomic and cultural capital, to enjoy a journey abroad. According to the 
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British historian Eric Hobsbawm (1981, p. 281), a six-week round trip in 
western Europe cost £85 in the 1870s, a sum comparable to a worker’s 
yearly earnings. Furthermore, professionals like lawyers, priests, teachers 
and doctors did not have unlimited means or leisure time. They demanded 
journeys that were rich in experiences, reasonably short and reasonably 
cheap. The argument of rationality became apparent. If one wants to maxi-
mize opportunities for positive experiences, learning and interpersonal rela-
tionships, guides can be of help. If time is limited, the guide can select 
“what ought to be seen” (Koshar, 1998, p. 323) by describing, clarifying 
and explaining phenomena on route. Such needs are new, and related to 
the new class of travellers: the middle class. Aristocrats, as described, had 
almost all the time in the world, as they were not dependent on paid work 
for their living.

One can also pay attention to the gendered aspects of learning on guided 
tours. In the late 19th century, women made up a large proportion of the 
participants in guided tours (Nilsson, 2016). This contrasts with previous 
periods when travellers, with few exceptions, were male. The format of 
packaged tours and the associated presence of guides provided predictabil-
ity and a sense of safety. This made it socially acceptable for middle-class 
women to travel. Such a development shows the social importance of guid-
ing. In other words, the effect of guides and guided tours is not restricted 
to the selection of places and attractions and to the information they dis-
seminate, but also allows more people from diverse social backgrounds to 
participate in spatial mobility. However, most working-class people were 
unable to travel until paid vacations were introduced.

In Sweden, the Swedish Tourist Association (STF) organized the first 
group guided tours in the 1890s. STF’s motto is “Know your country” 
(Känn ditt land) and the organization aims to teach Swedes about their 
country’s nature, geography and history. STF still has the same purpose 
and motto today. Guided tours mainly took place in the Swedish mountain 
ranges, for hiking in summer and skiing in winter (von Seth, 2008). The par-
ticipants came from the educated middle class, which is no surprise. They 
travelled with sufficient knowledge of nature, and aimed to explore new 
leisure spaces in the mountains. With rapid changes in weather and long dis-
tances between the mountain shelters, mountain areas could be dangerous. 
The qualities of the guides were therefore a combination of practical com-
prehension and of theoretical knowledge about the surrounding landscape. 
The former was particularly important in unknown and possibly dangerous 
territory. Guides brought leadership and mediatory competences, and their 
qualities were actually a mix of all four of Cohen’s guide types.

Subsequently, the labour movement organized guided tours, just as simi-
lar organizations in other countries had done before. The Workers’ Study 
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Organization (ABF) was a leading actor, driven by strong ideological 
standpoints. In 1937, one year before the introduction of two weeks’ paid 
vacation, the labour movement started its own travel agency, RESO. Its 
aim was to offer both recreation and education to its members (Gråbacke, 
2008). RESO’s first major undertaking was tours to the World Exhibition in 
Paris in 1937. It was such a success that it was challenging to find enough 
educated guides. Students with labour sympathies were enrolled as sup-
plements (von Seth, 2008). The role of these guides was similar to that of 
the tutors on the Grand Tours. They had knowledge of languages, history 
and foreign cultures, as well as of the organization of travel. If talented, 
they could also inspire the guests’ own learning by highlighting interest-
ing attractions along the way. In this case, learning had a clear purpose in 
inspiring practical knowledge. For this to occur, guides needed to perform 
numerous roles: navigators, organizers and sources of information.

World War II put an end to most leisure travel, except domestic travel, 
preferably by bicycle. After the war, travel slowly came back. At the begin-
ning, the educational aspects of travel were prominent. Guided tours aimed 
at widening participants’ horizons, often in a political context (Gråbacke, 
2008). This is an interesting example of experience-based learning aimed 
at self-improvement and social advancement. Participants in guided tours 
were supposed to learn about the places they visited, not just to spend time 
in hedonistic pursuits. Tours often included visits to selected workplaces, 
with the intention of learning about working conditions in other areas. Such 
dissemination of skills was often provided by workers themselves – they 
were the real specialists. RESO was initially influenced by a strong tradi-
tion of self-education in the Swedish labour movement, including visits to 
libraries and evening classes. The labour movement wanted to lift its mem-
bers to the same level of education as the middle classes. Many prominent 
social democratic politicians, such as the wartime prime minister Per Albin 
Hansson, followed such an informal educational career.

Post-war mass tourism
There was a strong rise in tourism in the early post-war period. Many people 
were curious about new places and had the ability to travel. Means of trans-
port developed quickly, and made different kinds of learning environments 
possible, including those taking place while travelling. As guided tours 
were planned and performed to meet various demands, they became more 
diverse in character. The market increased, and more people became inter-
ested in travel for travel’s sake, and not only as a form of self-education. 
Many tourists learnt how to travel internationally, first in groups and then 
on their own. Such a development demands an increasing variety of guiding 
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practices, and requires different sorts of knowledge to be transmitted. In 
fact, the art of guiding is also dependent on the development of vehicles and 
the spaces created by them.

In the Nordic countries, coach buses dominated international tourism in 
the 1940s and 1950s. Aviation was expensive and highly regulated. The 
cost structure for coaches was reasonably low, which resulted in low entry 
barriers (Nilsson, 2012). Long-distance coach rides require regular stops 
along the way. Therefore, sightseeing became a standard part of the jour-
ney. Guiding takes place in the coach itself, which has specific qualities 
that resemble a classroom. There are normally between 25 and 50 people 
aboard, making it a cohesive group. The guide is equipped with a micro-
phone, and easily points out attractions through the windows. Typically, 
there is one stop before and one stop after lunch. The guiding schedule and 
content are adapted to logistic conditions on the tour, and to time limits 
related to the distance covered during the day. The material structure of the 
vehicle made it entirely appropriate for tours that had their roots in popular 
education. Sitting in the guide seat of the coach, the guide can concentrate 
on her role as a professional guide. The time available is sufficient for rather 
extensive lectures. In the authors´ experience, the practical role of the tour 
leader (see Cohen, 1985) is often shared between the guide and the bus 
driver. For example, the driver may be responsible for luggage while the 
guide manages check-ins at hotels. For guiding to be successful, many com-
plementary tasks need to be orchestrated.

When charter tours by air were introduced, the final destination became 
the main reason for travelling, since there were no stops along the way – 
apart from stopovers at airports. Hence, the journey transformed into mere 
transport. Guiding is not possible aboard an aircraft, apart from the pilot’s 
brief comments on landmarks and cities seen during flight. When jets were 
introduced, visibility was reduced to a minimum. The Swedish historian 
Thomas Kaiserfeld (2010) suggests that the lack of stops on journeys from 
Scandinavia to the Mediterranean changed the character of package tours 
away from the educational content and towards pure relaxation. This also 
changed the guides’ work specification away from information and towards 
activities and entertainment. Active learning gave way to more passive 
forms. The guide became an animator, whose work description included 
cohesion in the travel group, tension prevention and the provision of good 
humour (see Cohen, 1985; Falk et al., 2012). Where guides had been 
involved in episteme before, more focus was now put on techne and phro-
nesis. Tourists learnt how to adapt to new places, increasing their cultural 
awareness as a form of situated knowledge.

The example of Spies Rejser illustrates Kaiserfeld’s argument. The Dan-
ish tour operator became very popular in the 1950s when it introduced 
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budget-priced tours to the Mediterranean. The marketing and organization 
of these tours put the emphasis on relaxation and recreation. The excur-
sions to Spanish destinations included nightlife trips and the famous vil-
lage fiestas known in Scandinavian languages as “pig parties” since they 
included a large pork barbecue and as much (cheap) red wine as you pleased 
(Illum Hansen, 2006). At these sea and sand destinations, guides had a pro-
nounced social function as animators and organizers of various activities. 
The blockbuster Swedish movie Sällskapsresan (The Package Tour) depicts 
iconic 1980s tour guides: guides led workout groups, performed in shows 
and held parties. They were responsible for fun and enjoyment more than 
for knowledge provision, as had been the case before. One example is a 
tourist’s review of the “glistening storyteller” Malin on TUI’s homepage:

Malin . . . is a brilliant storyteller. The coach had hardly started roll-
ing when she began entertaining us with stories of past and present 
Majorca; about pirates, haciendas and vineyards; but also about where 
Rafael Nadal grew up, and where celebrities like Claudia Schiffer and 
Michael Douglas have their summer houses.

(TUI, 2021, authors’ translation)

The quote shows the varied character of guiding in mass tourism. Tourists 
are provided with entertaining stories, historical facts, gastronomic heritage 
and contemporary gossip. Although most tour operators included excur-
sions to places of cultural significance, the mediation of formal knowledge 
was not at the forefront. However, the “mass tourists” accumulated sig-
nificant amounts of cultural learning when travelling to the Mediterranean. 
The tourist experience had, for instance, a large impact on Scandinavian 
culinary habits. Swedes and Danes started to eat pasta, vegetables and bar-
becued meat; they even started to enjoy wine. Such habits had previously 
been rare outside the urban elites. This represents another form of learn-
ing, a form of practical knowledge where cultural awareness is based on 
encounters with people and places. In such cases, guides and guiding only 
play indirect roles.

Tourism continued to grow and as more and more people travelled, 
tourism became more diverse. There appeared to be many possibilities 
for people with all sorts of special interests to delve into the transforma-
tive possibilities of learning. Learning was viewed positively, instead of as 
being something you have to do (see Cavender et al., 2020). The Swedish 
tour operator Temaresor is an interesting example of this. It was started in 
1971 as “Birdwatchers’ Travel” by a human geographer from Lund, Sweden 
(Jeanson, 2019). It now offers a combination of hiking and biking tours, 
nature tours and cultural travel. Temaresor is clearly targeting customers 



Learning on guided tours 51

who demand high quality. On its homepage, guides are shown with names 
and portraits, education, special qualifications and a short note about them-
selves (Temaresor, 2021). Academic knowledge and geographic acquaint-
ance are highlighted qualities, promising a high-quality experience that 
opens up possible learning situations.

Tourism in the digital age
Guiding and learning have been highly influenced by the parallel develop-
ments of globalization and digitization. Some guiding has become more 
diverse and multifaceted, and also more context-specific. On such tours, 
guides need relevant insights into place-specific contexts (geography, his-
tory and service provisions), and specific knowledge about the chosen topic 
of the tour (Weiler & Black 2015). For example, two researchers in geol-
ogy and meteorology could be invited as guides on a tour to the glaciers of 
Svalbard, being able to answer particular questions about the formation of  
snow and long-term weather developments in the Arctic (author’s own 
knowledge; see also chapter 6 in this book). In tours like this, detailed facts 
are at the centre of interest, and participants pay a lot in terms of money, 
preparation time and dedication to take part in such themed guided tours.

Another development path is linked to travel for the upkeep of personal rela-
tions. In the stream of globalization, many families are split around the world. 
Mobility levels are high, and more and more people speak of having more 
than one home. Such connections are maintained by digitization. Travel to the 
people you like and love are becoming more common (Gösslin et al., 2018; 
Zillinger, 2021a). Tourism has become an activity that may not be aimed at a 
specific topic or place, but that is done in order to visit friends and relatives. 
Here, learning becomes a by-product, a passive experience where the focus 
is on doing things together. Taking part in a guided tour is a popular activity. 
The chosen places may not be of the greatest importance in themselves. The 
interesting point is that guided tours enable togetherness – just like taking a 
walk without a guide. The guide acts as the glue that keeps individuals together 
in order to share their time. By doing so, the guide indirectly contributes to 
producing memorable experiences. People taking part in such guided tours 
have a rather serendipitous accumulation of information and knowledge. New 
knowledge can be acquired, but does not necessarily have to be.

The latest decades cannot be presented without discussing the deep effects 
that digitization has had – on tourism and on society as a whole. Digitization 
both influences distinct aspects of tourist behaviour, among them guiding, 
and it also permeates the tourist system as a whole (Dredge, 2018; Zillinger 
2021b). As global digitization and the growth of tourism go hand in hand, 
Xiang (2018, p. 147) speaks of an “accelerating age of digitalization.” The 
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continuing progress of digitization influences not only tourist behaviour but 
also the supply side of tourism, including guided tours and the informa-
tion they convey to their participants. One novel type of guiding is the free 
guided tour, in which fees are replaced by voluntary tips by the participants 
(del Pilar Leal Londono & Medina, 2017; Nilsson & Zillinger, 2020). Free 
guided tours were introduced in Berlin in 2003, offering an informal guid-
ing style. The tour companies are often organized in “phygital” ways (Mieli, 
2022), involving both physical and digital networks. They are often man-
aged by economies of scope. This means that the structure of a tour and its 
marketing is copied to other places.

So who are the guides? Data for these paragraphs are partly derived from 
a study in the cities of Berlin, Copenhagen, Tallinn and Warsaw (Nilsson & 
Zillinger, 2020), but random sampling from other cities such as Amsterdam, 
Budapest and London confirm these findings. Guides in free walking tours 
combine low levels of formal education with high levels of geographical capi-
tal. Many consider themselves as cosmopolitans. Authorized guide training 
is considered unnecessary, as the information circulated during the tours is 
cordial, pleasant and informal. For example, the Berlin guide Daphna wants 
to “share my love for the city with travellers who want to find a different side 
to the city” (Original Europe Tours, 2019). Jakob from Copenhagen “has been 
travelling and touring in Europe with his rock bands and as a solo artist, and 
he obviously loves to entertain people” (Copenhagen Free Walking Tours, 
2019). Guides who want to establish meaningful relationships with their par-
ticipants have been labelled relational guides (Bryon, 2012). In Berlin and 
other places, they are freelancers with great passion for their place of resi-
dence. Relational guides usually work on an individual basis, but are included 
in physical and digital networks, in which the roles of colleagues and friends 
are blurred. The guiding organization acts as a social arena, and friendly rela-
tionships are coveted both with other guides and with tourists.

Free guided tours around the globe are contrasted with traditional tours, 
based on official fees. The alleged differences build both on content and on 
participants. Very simply, the aim is to entertain and not to bore: infotain-
ment is the fundamental idea. Free tours also claim to be authentic due to 
the guides’ place attachment, with a mix of official information and personal 
stories (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger 2018). For example, the Berlin guide 
Jamin aims to “show travellers . . . a fun and social experience of the true 
alternative scene in Berlin” (Original Europe Tours, 2019). Local knowl-
edge is regarded as better knowledge due to its higher levels of authen-
ticity (Nilsson & Zillinger, 2022). Who is interested in data derived from 
encyclopaedias? In this sense, the transferred knowledge is tacit rather than 
implicit, and it changes from day to day, as in this example from Sande-
mans: “No two tours are alike, and the sites, stories, and length of the tour 
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will vary depending on what your guide decides is best. That’s why the 
tours we promote never get stale or feel scripted, and why savvy travellers 
prefer SANDEMANs” (Sandemans New Europe, 2019).

The attractions on free guided tours resemble those on other sorts of tours. 
Most of the places selected have a high level of recognition based on either 
20th-century history or popular culture. Tour participants learn about alter-
native culture and street art, and mundane themes include pub evenings, 
where guides and participants go out and party (cf. the village fiestas during 
mass tourism). In cities with a history of war and political turmoil, many 
stories relate to the inhabitants’ daily suffering during those times. The places 
included on the tours are well known to a greater public, they are emblem-
atic and of high symbolic power. The knowledge included is a relationship 
between political situations, history and everyday lives. Needless to say, sto-
ries build on emotions. One example is the tour to the Palace of Tears in Berlin 
(Palast der Tränen). Guides tell the story of families who were separated and 
reunited during the Cold War, a story that consists of grief and contentment. It 
is about showing the morale of a different era, and is intended to enliven his-
tory and place-specific politics. In this way, the tours do consist of theoretical 
knowledge, but under a surface of emotions and individual human destinies. 
During such guided tours, tourists are given the opportunity to deepen their 
knowledge and to make it part of their own lived experience as phronesis.

Concluding discussion
This chapter shows that learning plays a central role in tourism, not least in 
guided tours. Guiding is a vital part of learning when people are travelling 
as part of guided tours. Learning is an important reason for travel and an 
essential part of the travel experience. As such, it is often combined with 
elements of hedonism. The framing of knowledge is in line with present 
social and cultural developments: enlightenment in the 18th century, indus-
trial exploration of the world in the 19th century and social emancipation 
in the first half of the 20th century. The post-war period saw a trend away 
from learning towards hedonistic tourism (Kaiserfeld, 2010). That trend is 
relative, however, as the number of tourists multiplied in a short period; 
social and economic emancipation lowered the barriers to participation in 
tourism, and large numbers of people travelled mostly for leisure. But even 
package tours that primarily aim for leisure involve elements of learning. 
This is done in entertaining ways, as in the free guided tours.

This chapter aimed to explore the history of the different roles that guided 
tours have had, and to explore how such roles have contributed to tourists’ 
learning. In terms of theory, the chapter builds on Cohen’s guide categories 
and on the categories of knowledge which have been related to tourism 
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(Falk et al., 2012). We do not agree with the chronological development of 
guides’ roles put forward by Cohen (1985). The development is not unidi-
rectional. Instead, all four roles suggested by Cohen are present side by side 
in most guiding contexts. The roles are complementary, and guides need to 
perform different roles for a guided tour to be successful. Forms of guid-
ing and of knowledge dissemination depend on both the character and the 
physical setting of the tour. The destination, where guiding actually takes 
place, is vital for how guiding is performed. Transport is also important for 
the learning process, as different means of transport have different reach and 
speed, and allow different kinds of interaction.

Considering Falk et al.’s (2012) conceptualizations of learning, tourists 
have been presented with all aspects of learning throughout the history of 
tourism. At first sight, it seems as if theoretical knowledge, episteme, is high-
lighted in guiding: specific information is presented and shared in guiding 
moments. Practical knowledge, techne, comes mainly in the form of passive 
learning. People develop skills incidentally when practising tourism. They 
learn to manage security controls at airports, to order food at restaurants, 
and to navigate through unknown landscapes. They also master new digital 
tools that enable them to learn more about their destinations. The active 
learning of practical skills is mainly present during special interest tourism, 
for instance when a specialist guide teaches people about bird-watching or 
mountain climbing. The practical knowledge, phronesis, acquired during 
tourism has evidently been an important reason for travelling for a very long 
time, and is both a result of active and of passive learning.

Analyzing learning situations in different guiding situations, it is rea-
sonable to believe that the various aspects of learning on guided tours 
build on one another. Learning in the forms of episteme and techne could 
be seen as prerequisites for phronesis to develop. Episteme and techne 
represent knowledge that is transferable between persons, such as from 
guide to guest. We understand that phronesis adds a further step, which 
results from an inner process where knowledge meets with experience. 
Therefore, the role of guides differs between diverse sorts of learning. 
In a way, guides can only deliver information, but genuine knowledge 
is formed by the individual tourist based on her previous experience and 
acquaintance. Guides help the tourist to understand the environment: they 
deliver facts and relate them to history while they are leading the group 
through a given space. They take care of navigation and integration within 
the group, they organize services and make selections, all at once. By inte-
grating the different roles that Cohen (1985) has identified, they enable 
tourists’ active and passive learning of information and knowledge on dif-
ferent levels: episteme, techne and phronesis. Although marketing, organ-
ization and business models have been digitized in the past few decades, 
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many parts of the guiding practice have remained the same. Human inter-
action and learning are still the essence of guiding. Guides have not been 
replaced by digital guiding applications, although this is technically pos-
sible. Our historical perspective on guiding shows that tourists are fond 
of guides who tell personal stories. Tourists want a leader for their group, 
although the reason for this is not the obvious dangers anymore. Instead, 
guiding builds on a dialogue which may vary from place to place. Local 
guides offer an insight into environments that are strange to tourists – and 
here we return to the “strange country” mentioned in the introduction to 
this chapter. Guides interpret several aspects of these “strange” places. 
Hence, they offer both social and physical accessibility to the unknown 
backstage of local communities. In this regard, they act as original guides. 
The development of guided tours and of guides’ roles does not follow one 
clear trajectory, as indicated by Cohen. Today’s “smart” tourists (but in a 
way, who is not a smart tourist?) favour a casual guiding style based on 
infotainment. But as we have seen, infotainment has been an important 
element in guiding for a long time.
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All over the world, information panels are set up in order to inform visi-
tors about archaeological heritage sites. In fact, the information panel is 
often the only information a heritage visitor receives. Thus, it is central 
to people’s experience of archaeological sites. Even in the digital age, the 
information panel has unique possibilities for shaping people’s experience 
of heritage sites and contributing to experience-based on-site learning. The 
information panel can engage the visitor, be a facilitator for knowledge and 
an eye-opener into time and space. Nevertheless, information panels as 
interpretive media are rarely problematized within heritage research (see 
Baram, 2019; Gustafsson & Karlsson, 2004; Högberg, 2013; Synnestvedt, 
2013), nor is the question raised as to how they can be developed to contrib-
ute to learning for the site-visiting tourist.

In this chapter we put forward the concept of heritage interpretation as 
a methodological approach that can foster experience-based learning (see 
chapter 1) and communicate archaeological knowledge (Ham, 2013; Syn-
nestvedt, 2008). Heritage interpretation is about mediating knowledge in a 
way that engages the audience. The goal is to make heritage meaningful and 
relevant on a personal and emotional level. This can be done through many 
different interpretive media in which a heritage consumer takes part in the 
interpretation. In this chapter we focus on archaeological information pan-
els as communication channels for conveying archaeological knowledge to 
the tourist. Hence, this chapter has two purposes: to investigate the infor-
mation panel as a communication channel for archaeological knowledge 
within the tourism spectrum and to explore how heritage interpretation can 
foster archaeological experience-based learning – using information panels 
as an example.

The chapter starts with a short introduction to archaeological tour-
ism activities and their connection to knowledge communication and 
experience-based learning. Thereafter, the concept of heritage interpreta-
tion is introduced. The focus is on the TORE model, developed by Sam 
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Ham (2013), which has four components that form the basic preconditions 
for successful heritage interpretation. This is followed by a section about 
archaeological information panels, including their development over time, 
their present state of the art and their potential for development. In the final 
part of the chapter, the TORE model is used to discuss how archaeological 
information panels can be developed in order to engage the audience and 
contribute to experience-based learning. This is applied to the archaeologi-
cal site of Tumlehed, a prehistoric rock-painting site in Sweden.

Archaeotourism as a learning activity
Most people experience heritage sites in the role of tourists, or when spend-
ing leisure time at heritage sites in their local environment. A large part 
of heritage tourism is archaeotourism – travel that focuses on visiting and 
experiencing archaeological sites (Baram, 2008; McGettigan & Rozenk-
iewicz 2013). Archaeology is even recognized as one of the prime assets 
within today’s tourist industry (Timothy & Tahan, 2020). Several conflicts 
of interest between the positive and negative effects of archaeotourism have 
been acknowledged (for recent examples see Comer & Willems, 2019; Tim-
othy & Tahan, 2020). On the one hand, there is a risk of commodification of 
archaeological heritage and damage to archaeological sites due to increased 
visitor numbers. On the other hand, there are many benefits. Archaeotour-
ism offers numerous job opportunities all around the world. Also, and highly 
related to knowledge and learning, tourism is an undercommunicated out-
reach opportunity for archaeological knowledge and science.

Archaeotourism includes a range of activities, such as visiting museum 
exhibitions, taking part in live guided tours of monuments and sites, aug-
mented reality experiences or visiting an archaeological site by yourself and 
taking part in archaeological interpretation through in situ information pan-
els. All these activities are based on the communication and consumption of 
archaeological knowledge, and are recognizable as archaeological learning 
activities. One thing they all have in common is that they are learning activi-
ties that take place outside the normative learning spaces (such as class-
rooms) and they focus on experience. It should be added that schools also 
use archaeological sites within their formal learning activities, an aspect not 
discussed in this chapter.

Experience-based learning covers learning processes through which the 
participant constructs knowledge, skills and values through direct expe-
riences. Learning that takes place outside normative learning spaces, as 
for example at a heritage site, is often more effective since we reflect on 
concrete experiences (Kolb, 1984). Experiential learning is based on the 
assumption that knowledge is formed and reshaped through experiences. 
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You construct knowledge through experiences, and you test your knowledge 
adding new experiences. Applied to a consumer perspective, experiential 
learning should be produced with the consumer’s previous experience and 
knowledge in mind, since we learn in relation to our previous knowledge 
and experience. Experiential learning in heritage contexts can create mean-
ing in different ways; it increases awareness of cultural heritage and can 
contribute to personal development for the individual (Henson, 2017). The 
latter refers to the social significances of cultural heritage, which includes 
feelings of context and belonging in time and space (Jones, 2017). The key 
to such a process is to enable heritage tourism activities to focus on experi-
ence and learning.

Heritage interpretation
Archaeological sites and artefacts do not speak for themselves and the com-
mon visitor cannot be expected to have more than basic (if any) knowledge 
in archaeology. Therefore, archaeological sites are interpreted and mediated 
by those who have such knowledge (Hodges, 2020), like archaeologists or 
other representatives of cultural heritage management.1 One interpretative 
approach is to use the concept of heritage interpretation.2 This concerns how 
the ideas of heritage management about heritage sites, artefacts or land-
scapes are communicated to an audience. The organization NAI (National 
Association for Interpretation; USA/Canada) has, through inquiries and 
feedback from hundreds of colleagues, set a definition of heritage interpre-
tation (2022): “Interpretation is a purposeful approach to communication 
that facilitates meaningful, relevant, and inclusive experiences that deepen 
understanding, broaden perspectives, and inspire engagement with the 
world around us.”

Heritage interpretation is a process-driven way of working to bring cul-
tural heritage to life for an audience. In short, this should be done in such 
a way that the site, the object and the environment feel meaningful and the 
presentation stimulates the visitor to reflect and be surprised, provoked and 
amused (Brochu & Merriman, 2011; 2012; Ham, 2013; Pastorelli, 2003; 
Slack, 2021; Ward & Wilkinson, 2006). Heritage interpretation is carried 
out using different interpretive media to communicate with the audience. 
Such media may be personal, such as a guide or live re-enactors. It can 
also be non-personal, such as, for example, information panels, leaflets and 
booklets. Lately there has been rapid development of digital techniques for 
non-personal heritage interpretation, for example through mobile applica-
tions and QR codes to communicate information about heritage sites. Ana-
logue information panels, however, are still the most established way of 
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presenting and communicating information about an archaeological site 
to the public (Baram, 2019; Dicks, 2003; Geijerstam, 1998; Gustafsson & 
Karlsson, 2004; Högberg, 2013; Synnestvedt, 2008).

Heritage interpretation has its roots in the US National Park Service, 
where interpretation grew as a way of working to conserve natural resources 
and to foster public awareness. US National Park Service staff member 
Freeman Tilden is one of the most influential names associated with the 
field of interpretation, especially through his seminal book Interpreting Our 
Heritage from 1957. In this book, Tilden unveiled six principles for suc-
cessful interpretation. Tilden’s six principles (1977 [1957]) have become 
well known and are still commonly used in the field of interpretation.

1 Any interpretation that does not somehow relate what is being dis-
played or described to something within the personality or experience 
of the visitor will be sterile.

2 Information, as such, is not Interpretation. Interpretation is revelation 
based upon information. But they are entirely different things. How-
ever, all interpretation includes information.

3 Interpretation is an art which combines many arts, whether the mate-
rials presented are scientific, historical or architectural. Any art is in 
some degree teachable.

4 The chief aim of Interpretation is not instruction, but provocation.
5 Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part, and 

must address itself to the whole man rather than any phase.
6 Interpretation addressed to children (say up to the age of twelve) should 

not be a dilution of the presentation to adults, but should follow a fun-
damentally different approach. To be at its best it will require a separate 
program.

(Tilden, 1977 [1957], p. 9)

Sam Ham, professor of communication psychology, is an authority in the 
area of interpretation. He compares the field of interpretation with translat-
ing a language for someone who does not know the language (Ham, 1992). 
He has set up a model for what is required in order to achieve successful 
interpretation: the TORE model, wherein four components form the basic 
preconditions for a successful interpretation project:

• Interpretation has a theme (T)
• Interpretation is organized for easy processing (O)
• Interpretation is relevant to the audience (R)
• Interpretation is enjoyable to process (E)
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Each letter corresponds to a component or quality that the communication 
needs to have if it is to capture the recipient’s attention and reach out with its 
message. According to Ham (1992, 2013) and many others working within 
the field of interpretation (Brochu & Merriman, 2011, 2012; Pastorelli, 
2003; Slack 2021; Ward & Wilkinson, 2006), selecting a theme is central 
to all interpretation projects and consists of a main message that you want 
to convey. Based on the theme, relevant facts are selected. The theme must 
be chosen based on its possibility of leading to reflection for the relevant 
audience. Further, in the model, interpretation must be organized in a clear 
way so that the audience can follow it. In the case of a text, this means that 
it must be understandable and structured. Ham (2013) has compared this to 
attaching a bit of Velcro to each piece of knowledge you present and then 
attaching each of the pieces to a larger idea which the audience is already 
familiar with.

If the interpretation is to be relevant, Ham states, it needs two qualifica-
tions: meaningfulness and personality. Things make sense to us if we can 
relate them to something familiar. If interpretation elaborates upon some-
thing we cannot relate to at all, we tend to feel that it is pointless and it will 
not awaken an interest (Ham, 1992, 2013). Freeman Tilden also mentions 
this in his first principle, where he develops the idea that there must be a 
connection between the interpreter and the recipient (Tilden, 1977 [1957]). 
Therefore, making people reflect on their own lives and their own experi-
ences creates a relationship with the people with whom you are communi-
cating. Finally, interpretation also needs to be enjoyable. This does not mean 
that interpretation has to be fun, but rather that it should be engaging and 
enable a strong experience. This can involve being emotionally affected, 
sad or worried, for example, when visiting a site of difficult heritage such as 
a war-related site or an endangered natural area.

Information panels: a Swedish perspective
An information panel is the most common communication channel for 
archaeological knowledge and usually the only channel for knowledge 
and learning that the heritage tourist takes part in. Hence, it is central to 
people’s experiences of ancient monuments and archaeology. Information 
panels might seem like an old-fashioned and analogue communication 
channel in a digital world, like a communication channel from the past. 
They also risk being a static medium, often in place for 25 or even 50 years, 
not changing when society and/or sites change and new scientific findings 
are revealed. Nevertheless, they are still important and of vital interest for 
heritage research, cultural heritage management and, at their best, also for 
the tourist. Being a site-based interpretive media, the panel captures the 
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visitor’s attention at the site, providing information, while ideally the text 
and images encourage the visitor to observe and ponder about the site. In 
terms of enabling learning experiences for the tourist, the information panel 
has the possibility to function as an “in-situ teaching tool” (Baram, 2019). 
In order to better understand how information panels are, or should be, 
designed today, we will start by looking back at the development of infor-
mation panels at archaeological heritage sites over time, from a Swedish 
perspective.

The development of information panels
Communicating and consuming knowledge about archaeology and herit-
age sites through information panels has a very long tradition. In Sweden, 
it is a hundred-year-old practice. Interestingly enough, this development 
also follows the growth of tourism. The National Heritage Board3 (NHB) 
set up the first archaeological information panels as early as the 1920s. 
These signs were often triangular, not entirely different from the warning 
signs used in traffic (Geijerstam, 1998). They were also meant to have a 
warning character, advising visitors that law protects archaeological sites, 
rather than providing information about the archaeological site itself (see 
Figure 5.1).

In the 1930s, we see the first connection between information panels 
and tourism, as the Swedish Tourism Association began to place panels at 
ancient monuments at that time. In the early 1940s, the NHB placed ori-
entation signs along the roadsides, to guide motorists to ancient monu-
ments. During the 1950s and 1960s, welfare, motoring and the statutory 
holiday weeks increased, and with them also tourism. This is reflected in 
the increase in information signs along the roads, and in the ambition, albeit 
modest, to turn the ancient monuments into knowledge destinations.

Until then, the panels had not really included any information text about 
the ancient monuments. The panel had simply informed people about the 
existence of an archaeological monument, without much further informa-
tion. This changed during the 1960s when the warning signs were replaced 
or supplemented with chronological and quantitative information texts 
about the ancient monument. From the 1970s to the 1990s, a large number of 
archaeological information panels were set up in Sweden. There was a clear 
movement away from the warning signs. Instead, there was an ambition to 
convey information and knowledge, although this was relatively standard-
ized and unvarying from one site to the other. Up until the 1980–1990s, the 
work on archaeological information signs was mostly under the administra-
tion of the central authority, NHB. Therefore, a relatively uniform develop-
ment can be followed throughout the country until the 1980s. From that 
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time there was a decentralization process where the administrative responsi-
bility shifted from the central authority of the NHB to county level. Hence, 
in the past 20–30 years information panels throughout the country have had 
a varying development in layout as well as content (Gustafsson & Karlsson, 
2004). What can generally be said, however, is that information panels from 
the past 20 years sometimes contain a more reflexive tone that turns to the 
visitor and encourages her to think. There is often relatively more text than 
on the previous standardized panels. There is also a tendency to tone down 
the fact-packed content, although the panels still often contain quantitative 
facts and archaeological terminology.

Figure 5.1  “Heritage site protected by the law.” Information panel without archaeo-
logical information at archaeological site at Safjället, Sweden.

Photo: Maria Persson
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The archaeological discipline and its interpretations of prehistory change 
over time. From a disciplinary historical perspective, one can see that infor-
mation panels in the landscape have been influenced by theoretical trends in 
archaeology and that these trends can be reflected in the texts. In the period 
1970–1990, the texts were commonly short and informative, representing the 
positivist theories that dominated discussions at universities and in heritage 
management at that time (Gustafsson & Karlsson, 2004; Hodges, 2020). Dur-
ing the 1980s, there was a paradigm shift in archaeology at the universities, 
when post-processual trends accelerated, moving away from positivistic struc-
tures of thought towards postmodern perspectives. However, it took some time 
before this found its way into the activities of cultural heritage management 
in the landscape. At the beginning of the 21st century, the panels tended to be 
more open to dialogue and allowed the visitors to draw inferences by thinking 
for themselves, indicating post-processual influences (see Figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2  The information panel at the Pilane archaeological site, in Sweden, pro-
duced in the early 2000s with a postmodern perspective, asking ques-
tions of the visitor:

Hidden messages. The names of the people buried here are no longer 
remembered by anybody – there is nobody to tell the family history – 
these stories are gone forever. Still, we wonder who these people in the 
graves might have been. Were they very different from us here today?

Photo: Maria Persson
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Archaeological information panels in today’s  
Swedish cultural landscape
At the time of writing (2021), there are a variety of archaeological informa-
tion panels to be found in the Swedish cultural landscape. Different heritage 
actors are continually setting up new panels. There are also many old infor-
mation panels still on duty in the landscape, surprisingly many of them as 
old as 40–50 years. One previous survey has shown that if there is an infor-
mation panel available at a monument or site in the landscape, most visitors 
will stop and read it, at least for a short while (Andersson & Persson, 2009). 
An information panel calls for attention and it is understood that the content 
of the information panel is of vital interest to discuss.

For the Swedish situation, archaeologist Anders Högberg (2013) has car-
ried out a larger study where 50 heritage information panels were analyzed. 
The study considered layout, text and illustrations in order to investigate the 
panels’ narratives and their relationship to assumptions about prior knowledge. 
The focus of the study was to investigate how heritage information, through 
the way in which it is presented, can include or exclude the recipient of the 
information (Högberg, 2013). The study showed that the panels that work well 
had straightforward and clear language (more difficult terms are explained) 
and provided detailed information about the archaeological site. The informa-
tion was also based on site-specific knowledge, not general knowledge, as for 
many information panels. The panels that functioned badly provided inade-
quate information; the text was unclear or contradictory or even had bad gram-
mar. In addition, these panels were poorly adapted to what prior knowledge 
could be assumed, since many of them could be defined as requiring “Swed-
ish cultural capital.” The study showed that the information panels were often 
aimed at a reader with a cultural identity and understanding that coincides with 
Swedish elementary school. The knowledge content on the panels therefore 
risks working poorly for Swedes born abroad and for foreign tourists.

At the core of experience-based learning is the assumption that our learn-
ing outcome is related to our previous experiences. The information panel 
must therefore work well both in relation to our previous knowledge and 
in delivering interesting new knowledge. This is a challenge. The space on 
the information panel is limited (approximately 20 lines), which makes the 
demands on form, material and content exceptionally hard. Often there are 
also texts in additional languages (for Swedish context, often in English 
and maybe also in German). The texts in the additional languages are often 
shorter and are aimed at other target groups with different prior knowledge.

Several complex ingredients are needed if a panel is to function as intended –  
as an educational tool and a guide to knowledge about a heritage site. Besides 
the text, other factors also affect the visitors’ learning possibilities. This might 
include, for example, the size of the panel, colours, fonts and font size, as well 
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as images and other illustrations such as maps. Many archaeological panels 
are complemented with some kind of illustration, often paintings showing 
persons undertaking prehistoric activities, such as funeral ceremonies or work 
at a settlement site. The illustration should be regarded as part of the knowl-
edge mediation and can be crucial for the visitor who cannot read the text, 
such as a child, someone with reading difficulties or a visitor who does not 
know any of the languages on the panel.

The TORE model in practice
At the archaeological site of Tumlehed, on a flat vertical rock sloping 
slightly inwards, there is a very well-preserved rock painting from the 
Stone Age (see Figure 5.3). It was first discovered in 1974 and is one of a 

Figure 5.3 The rock painting at Tumlehed, Gothenburg, Sweden.
Photo: Maria Persson
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few rock paintings in southern Sweden. It has several outstanding motifs. 
The largest motif depicted is a red deer. There are also five fish or sea 
mammals, four boats, six zigzag lines, anthropomorphic (humanlike) fig-
ures and a net figure. The rock painting covers an area of about two square 
metres. It was painted using a red-brown pigment. The lines are about 
two centimetres wide. This width indicates that the painting was probably 
made using colour-dipped fingers.

The rock painting at Tumlehed has recently been redocumented by 
archaeologists from the University of Gothenburg, using new documen-
tation techniques such as digital and infrared photography and image 
enhancement (Schulz Paulsson et al., 2019). This resulted in the discovery 
of several previously unknown motifs and details. For example, one of the 
boats has an elk-head stern. The anthropomorphic figures were also dis-
covered at this time. The painting was made in an archipelago landscape 
of the Stone Age, with the sea just below it. Today, however, the sea is not 
even visible from the site, due to shoreline displacement. Nevertheless, the 
painting should be regarded in a maritime perspective. It has been dated to 
somewhere between 4200 and 2500 BCE. There are several Stone Age set-
tlement sites in the area, the most famous of them just a couple of minutes 
away from the painting on foot.

As described, there is a long history of human presence at Tumlehed. We 
will use this site to discuss and exemplify how the TORE model can be used 
to develop engaging and meaningful knowledge communication through 
information panels, in a way that facilitates experience-based learning. At 
present, there is an information panel from the 1970s placed near the paint-
ing. It contains some information about the presumed date of the rock paint-
ing, comparisons with Bronze Age rock carvings and an illustration in black 
and white of the motifs on the rock – as known at that time (see Figure 5.4).

Choosing a theme

We begin with choosing a theme, which is the starting point of an interpreta-
tion project. A theme is a certain idea that you want to communicate, and is 
not the same as a topic. A topic is more general and could be, for example, 
the Stone Age, rock paintings or excavations. A theme is rather the overall 
conclusion that you want the audience to take away with them after they 
have taken part in the interpretation. We chose the theme “Humans and 
their need for artistic expression” for Tumlehed. The ancient paintings at 
the site are inspiring and the immediate questions are why, how and for 
whom these paintings were made. Similar questions could be asked regard-
ing present-day graffiti, for example. All humans in all times have had the 
need to express their lives and traditions in different ways: paintings, dance, 
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music, stories, objects, clothes, food and so on. A theme like this can be 
related to human existential questions in many ways, relevant to any human 
being regardless of age, cultural background or ethnic belonging. When the 
theme has been decided, facts can be chosen to support the theme and build 
up the story.

The need for organization

Interpretation should be arranged and presented in a way that is easy for 
the audience to follow. It needs to be carefully organized. When it comes to  
exemplify how the TORE model can archaeological information panels, 

Figure 5.4 The current information panel at Tumlehed.
Photo: Maria Persson
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this concerns both the actual text and other aspects of the information panel. 
For example, the location of the information panel at the archaeological site 
is crucial. The location determines the reader’s place and view while read-
ing. Of course, the information panel should be placed where the visitors 
can discover it. It must also be placed so that the actual monuments or sites 
are visible from the location of the panel, although there are many examples 
of this not being the case. There is also the aspect of accessibility. Working 
with accessibility plans is a large topic that we do not develop further in this 
context. However, the information panel should be placed so that as many 
people as possible can approach it and partake of its educational potential. 
An information panel is supposed to function in all kinds of weather. It 
might be in place for many years without any need for change or repair. 
Unfortunately, the visitor is quite often met with an information panel in 
bad shape, often impossible to read, or even with only the pole and frame 
intact. This is clearly bad organization.

At Tumlehed there is a need for good organization since the paintings 
are not very easily accessible; you need to climb up a steep mountain on a 
small, narrow and slippery path. It is not possible for everybody to reach the 
painting and see the current information panel. The organization at this site 
should consider an information panel below the rock with the painting visu-
ally accessible for those who cannot climb up the steep hill. There should 
also be another panel at the top, close to the painting, with somewhat differ-
ent messages from those on the panel below and with updated information 
related to the latest scientific research (see Schulz Paulsson et al., 2019).

When it comes to the text on the panels, it is important for it to be easy 
to understand for the audience, not hard to follow, too dense or too com-
plicated. In connection to the TORE model, Ham states that most people 
can take in up to a maximum of four different pieces of information at the 
same time (Ham, 2013). If your interpretation is not limited to that, you risk 
losing your audience due to too much information. At the Tumlehed site 
we would choose as our four pieces or lines of information the motifs, the 
maritime context, new research through new techniques and how the paint-
ings were probably made. We would also illustrate this in a picture on the 
information panels, depicting a person creating the painting, the new docu-
mentation visualizing all the figures on the rock, and with the sea depicted 
just below the site.

How to make the interpretation relevant

Interpretation needs to be relevant for the audience. Information that we 
regard as relevant should have two characteristics: it should be meaningful 
and it should be personal (Ham, 2013). If information is to be perceived as 
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meaningful, it should relate to previous experience and knowledge. This 
means that you have to know your audience to be able to make successful 
heritage interpretation. This leads us to consider to whom the archaeologi-
cal knowledge and information panels are directed. In Sweden the receiver 
can be expected to be Swedish or foreign tourist, the latter probably of north 
European origin (Andersson & Persson, 2009; Högberg, 2013). However, 
the concept of archaeological heritage sites includes everything from UNE-
SCO World Heritage Sites, with a high number of foreign tourists, to a 
local site not known to a larger audience outside the local community. Once 
again, communication should be adapted to the presumed recipient in order 
to be relevant.

Information can also lack meaning if too many technical terms or abbre-
viations are used (Ham, 2013). It has been common for Swedish archaeo-
logical information panels to contain a text according to a standard form in 
three points, mainly focusing on precisely these points: chronology, archae-
ological terminology and technical information (Geijerstam, 1998). This 
standard has to some extent been abandoned in modern information panels. 
Today, more emphasis is placed on describing the context and activities that 
might have taken place at the archaeological site (Geijerstam, 1998).

Interpretation is also relevant to the audience when it is personal. This 
is acknowledged in Tilden’s first principle, namely that interpretation that 
does not relate to something within the personality or experience of the visi-
tor will be sterile (Tilden, 1977 [1957]). Interpretation needs to connect to 
something that the audience cares about. This might sound very difficult to 
accomplish, especially when the audience is not known, as at an unstaffed 
heritage interpretation site with an information panel. One way to accom-
plish this is to focus on timeless, universal questions and feelings which 
most people can connect to (Ham, 2013). Archaeologist Cornelius Holtorf 
has suggested that archaeologists contribute most to the experience of soci-
ety when they tell stories (Holtorf, 2010). This may be stories about how 
things were in the past or about archaeological practice. However, more 
important, Holtorf argues, are the meta-stories of archaeology. Such stories 
originate in archaeology and the past but focus on the people of today. He 
suggest three themes for meta-stories: what it means to be human, who we 
are as members of a particular human group and how we might be living 
under different circumstances (Holtorf, 2010). These are timeless questions 
applicable to both past and present societies, giving meaning and personal 
experiences to people of today through the use of archaeology. This is 
highly applicable to heritage interpretation through archaeological informa-
tion panels and Tumlehed is no exception. Timeless questions could easily 
be presented at the suggested panels at the site; didactic questions might be 
used, such as by whom, why, when and for whom the paintings were made 
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and how artistic expressions such as the rock painting make it possible for 
us today to connect to humans of the past.

It has to be enjoyable

Last in the TORE model is the quality that interpretation needs to be enjoy-
able to process. This means that it should be engaging and enable strong 
experiences. It often involves being emotionally affected. Using a theme 
like Humans and their need for artistic expression can also be linked to Til-
den’s fourth principle: the chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but 
provocation. If, for example, you were to compare graffiti with the ancient 
paintings, this would probably provoke many people, but it would also get 
people involved, affected, and inspire new insights and reflections. That is 
why we have chosen this theme for Tumlehed. It is a universal theme that 
everybody can relate to in one way or another.

Another relatable perspective at Tumlehed is the changes in the land-
scape, which is a very urgent and engaging topic for discussion. At this site 
it is possible to imagine the Stone Age sea level, much higher than today. 
This can easily be connected to present concerns about sea level rise due 
to climate change. Trying to understand previous landscapes and how they 
were used by people of the past gives new perspectives on this. These per-
spectives can also be connected to our chosen theme for the site. Human 
artistic expressions might last or disappear. This very old artistic expres-
sion has coincidentally been conserved through the millennia, enabling us 
to partake of this prehistoric artistic expression. Do we make art for the 
moment or for eternity? Do we make it for ourselves or for others? At its 
best, heritage interpretation makes people reflect on their own lives.

Meaning-making learning experiences for the tourist: 
using heritage interpretation
Our aim in introducing you to the Tumlehed archaeological site was to high-
light the TORE model and to give insights on how to use and think about 
the model. Our choice of theme is entirely ours, and could have been a very 
different one if chosen by others.

Experiences are based, for example, on stories, interaction and presence, 
and experiences that create personal meaning are more likely to contribute 
to learning (Falk et al., 2012; Jernsand & Goolaup, 2020). The informa-
tion panel, though a traditional form of heritage communication, has the 
potential to shape the perception of a place for tourists and to function as an 
in situ learning tool (Baram, 2019). Since the archaeological site by defini-
tion is outdoors in the cultural landscape, this provides good prerequisites 
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for experience-based learning. This takes place outside normative learning 
spaces and the participant learns through direct experiences and interaction.

Heritage interpretation has many similarities with the concept of 
experience-based learning as the participant constructs knowledge, skills and 
values through direct experiences. We suggest that the areas of experience- 
based learning and heritage interpretation could be a fruitful companion-
ship, enriching each other in developing interesting, enjoyable, engaging 
and provoking learning activities for tourists. Such a companionship offers 
both theory (experience-based learning) and methods (heritage interpre-
tation). When it comes to developing information panels in line with this 
argument, we recognize two main areas of action as starting points.

First, as in all communication, it is crucial to start with your audience and 
to adapt the message accordingly. The most important concern when using 
heritage interpretation is that it should relate to experiences and knowledge 
that are familiar to the specific audience. Hence, we argue that learning more 
about the visitor at archaeological heritage sites is of the highest priority, in 
order to develop suitable information panels. Who are the visitors and what 
prior knowledge can they be expected to have? Every quality in the TORE 
model is dependent on this knowledge. In concrete terms, more research 
needs to be done to investigate who the archaeotourist is. This differs from 
site to site, and interpretation should thus vary more than it does today.

Our second argument is that it is necessary to regard the information panel 
as more than just that. Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpreta-
tion should be based upon information, but they are different things (Tilden, 
1977 [1957]). Cultural heritage management must to abandon its mission 
to inform the visitor. The basic idea of most of the current archaeological 
knowledge communication on information panels is to inform by present-
ing archaeological facts. To accomplish experience-based learning with 
information panels as interpretive media, we suggest that the information 
panel should be regarded more as a door opener to ways of experiencing 
archaeological heritage, rather than as solely mediating facts about the past. 
It should be noted, of course, that heritage interpretation should be based on 
knowledge. It is how this knowledge is communicated that matters.

Although the information panel is an analogue communication channel in 
a digital age, it still has its incomparable qualities. The information panel is 
something that greets the visitor to an archaeological site and points out that he 
or she has reached a site of interest. However, even the analogue information 
panel has its digital development potentials. New information panels some-
times include information about digital channels where more information and 
knowledge can be reached. For the time being this is primarily represented 
by QR codes, directing the visitor to further communication channels such 
as movies, information texts or museum websites. This enables the analogue 
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sign to lead the audience to the most up-to-date information. It also enables 
the visitor who wants more in-depth knowledge about the context and the 
archaeology to reach such information. However, it is the information panel 
that creates interest in partaking of that enhanced knowledge. Directing the 
site-visiting tourist from the analogue information panel to digital commu-
nication channels is an area with interesting possibilities. This can make the 
information panel less static and open to further experience-based learning.

The information panel can be a facilitator for knowledge and a door-
opener into the time and space of the archaeological site. It is also the most 
common way to communicate archaeological knowledge to tourists visiting 
archaeological sites. However, panels often contain information directed to 
an unidentified target group and fail to be engaging. Using inspiration from 
heritage interpretation can contribute to the development of engaging and 
meaningful knowledge communication and contribute to experience-based 
learning for the archaeotourist. At the core of heritage interpretation is the 
ambition to provoke your audience to think for themselves, and thereby to 
develop an understanding of the subject matter, for example, an archaeo-
logical site. The tourist should gain new impressions, thoughts and experi-
ences. Interpretation is about helping people to see, which in turn allows 
them to learn, explore, make sense of and appreciate archaeological sites. 
The outcome of such learning experiences will be increased awareness of 
archaeological heritage and personal development for the tourist.

Notes
1  Cultural heritage management includes decision-making and the administration 

of cultural heritage. It can be carried out by both private and public actors. 
The first refers to NGOs, volunteers, local communities and organizations, often 
referred to as non-authorized heritage management, while the latter refers to 
councils, museums and other governmental organizations – authorized heritage 
management.

2  Heritage interpretation is an established profession in, for example, Scotland, 
the USA, Australia and England, where university and continuing education 
courses are offered by well-known associations such as Interpret Europe, Inter-
pretation Australia, NAI (National Association for Interpretation [USA/Canada])  
and AHI (Association for Heritage Interpretation [Scotland]).

3  Sweden’s central administrative agency in the area of cultural heritage.
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The past 130 years have seen tourist travels develop in the far north. 
The basic concept for visiting the islands of Svalbard, in the high Arctic,  
800 kilometres north of Tromsø, Norway, remains similar, though. The 
expected tourist experience includes historical sites, spectacular landscapes 
with glaciers and ice and encounters with animals, especially the polar bear. 
Travels in Arctic regions are expensive and are often framed by luxury and 
a sense of being unique. The crews on ship-based tourist excursions (the 
most common form of tourism in Svalbard) work hard to give the paying 
customers an unforgettable experience. This often includes preparing docu-
mentations of the trip to be offered to passengers on returning to harbour in 
the main village of Longyearbyen. Photography is still the most common 
way of documenting the trips, even though the contemporary capacities of 
the medium today offer both moving and still images, easily captured by 
the same camera. Technological developments are rapidly changing and 
expanding visual options. The use of drones and action cameras is increas-
ing, along with easier photo editing and post-production processes that can 
be done at home. The technological advances of today link our times with 
the second half of the 19th century, closing a circle of extending photogra-
phy and visual observations, moving forward towards future visualizations 
and virtual technologies that aid our travel to and experiences of remote 
places. The recent developments in visual technologies open a new era of 
virtual travel and simulated nature experiences. In this chapter I address 
the development of visual technologies as tools to aid travel experiences in 
remote places and give a reflective perspective on that development and its 
future possibilities from a visual practice perspective.

The tourist experience in the Arctic offers a unique learning oppor-
tunity where the impact of climate change is explicitly evident; through 
direct interaction with the northern environment, visitors are given an on-
site explanation of the process of an environment in transition. The Arctic 
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environment is very sensitive and is severely affected by rising tempera-
tures due to climate change. Both of these parameters affect tourists visiting 
Arctic destinations. It is impossible today to avoid taking climate change 
issues and causes into consideration when organizing travels or activities in 
the Arctic. All serious Arctic tourist operators need to address these issues 
now, changing the basic outlines for visiting the far north, particularly for 
safety and environmental protection reasons. I will briefly outline here a 
framework of visual technology and the experiences offered by its develop-
ments. Photography initiated the advanced visual technologies that we have 
today, offering a fast development of high resolution and quality virtual 
experiences of remote environments such as the Arctic: a “virtual tourism,” 
as well as a way to visually experience places very difficult to visit. These 
tools are not only an entertaining experience but they also function as a 
way of preparing, learning about and understanding the Arctic. This text 
adds to the contributions of the other chapters in this book on concepts of 
experience-based learning and transformative learning as ways of under-
standing the process involved in tourists’ relationship to knowledge and 
learning, from real life or virtual experiences or a combination of the two.

Methodology
The Arctic is a very different place from anything in southern latitudes. 
Having joined several tourist ships in Svalbard in different settings between 
2011 and 2016, I will reflect on my field experience of those travels. This 
type of Arctic travel is where this text derives its primary experiences of 
European Svalbard tourists. As I joined several such trips as a guide in dif-
ferent settings, I will reflect on their arrangements. In addition, I have done 
extensive fieldwork in Svalbard, where we often encounter tourists visiting 
the areas where we are working. Such observations from the field are also 
a basis for this text. Among many methodological approaches within our 
transdisciplinary framework, two might be highlighted here for the context 
of this chapter: Aesthetic Contemplation (Gernsheim, 1988) and The Long 
Story (Banerjee, 2017; Martinsson, 2021). The first is associated with the 
study and analysis of photographs, although it is also connected to more 
philosophical studies of aesthetics which we do not refer to. Contemplation 
is a way of describing the often complicated play between analyzing archi-
val sources and identifying their contents in the field to create a historical 
timeline and its connections to visual representations across time. The sec-
ond approach is inspired by my colleague Professor Subhankar Banerjee at 
the University of New Mexico. Banerjee developed his concept of the long 
story in relation to environmental issues and politics. In our latest project, 
Extended Rephotography: Immersive Representations of Climate Change, 
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we take his concept and develop it in relation to the story of change in land-
scapes as a long process, occurring over time, influenced by many different 
parameters: a story of the natural landscape in relation to human progress 
and interactions with that landscape (University of Gothenburg, n.d.). This 
text is based on a long set of field observations, writings and visual practice 
gathered between 2011 and 2021.

Historical perspectives
In 1819, Lieutenant William Beechey’s drawings from Captain David 
Buchan’s 1818 polar expedition to the North Pole were made into a painted 
“virtual tour” in Henry Aston Barker’s large rotunda in Leicester Square, 
London (see Figure 6.1). The panorama view offered the public the opportu-
nity to experience the north coast of Svalbard (Barker, 1819; Potter, 2007). 
The format of a visual display in this large setting was popular; one of 
photography’s most important inventors, Louis Daguerre, worked on simi-
lar technologies based on painting for visual displays and ways of telling. 
Twenty years after Beechey’s panoramic display, photography was invented 

Figure 6.1  Robert Mitchell, architect. Plans and views in perspective. London, 
1801. The building of Barker’s Panorama.

Source: British Museum
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and it did not take long for the new visual technology to be included on 
major expeditions.

When Sir John Franklin left England in 1845 and vanished in the Cana-
dian Arctic searching for the Northwest Passage, he carried Daguerre’s new 
visual technology on board his ship. Several times during search expeditions 
and throughout the more than 150 years that passed before the finding of 
Franklin’s two ships, HMS Terror in 2014 and HMS Erebus in 2016, Inuit had 
given clues and accounts of locations and traces that were eventually crucial 
in solving the mystery of that expedition (Barr, 2019). Parks Canada and the 
Inuit community in Nunavut now work in collaboration with marine archaeo-
logical and historical fieldworkers on the locations of the ships. Anyone inter-
ested in the complex relationship between native oral traditions, traditional 
knowledge and Western societies’ histories in the Arctic will find great inter-
est in following the findings of Franklin’s expedition. The hope of finding 
photographic material still remains at the time of writing. The whole framing 
of work in these extreme Arctic waters also carries a narrative relevant to the 
subject of this chapter, through its use of remote cameras allowing us not only 
to follow the works of marine archaeologists in the field but to be taken on a 
unique journey to learn about a historical site at the bottom of the sea and its 
connection with the clashes of Western colonial ambitions in the Inuit lands 
of Arctic North America. The technology of remotely controlled underwater 
cameras was widely introduced to the public through James Cameron’s work 
on his film Titanic (1997) and his subsequent visually based research on that 
subject, introducing marine archaeology and historical research that included 
advanced equipment capable not only of aiding research but also of telling a 
story of the findings and the process that made them possible. Cameron used 
a mixture of 3D animation, stereo-photography and film, as well as advanced 
underwater filming, and in 2003 he produced a documentary on the research, 
Ghost of the Abyss; he still continues his development of underwater tech-
nologies for marine research.

As early as the 1830s, Sir Charles Wheatstone had started experiments 
with equipment he called a stereoscope, a device to create a 3D effect 
on drawings (Wheatstone, 1838). In the 1850s, Oliver Wendell Holmes 
used Wheatstone’s ideas to develop his version of stereo viewers in pho-
tography (Holmes, 1859). This stereo technology in photography would 
become immensely popular and had its peak between 1870 and 1920 (see 
Figure 6.2). It was gradually overtaken by the development of the cinema. 
It never completely lost its appeal, though, and has returned today as part 
of the development of digital technologies for both science and entertain-
ment. At the time of writing, Canon has released its new Dual Fisheye Lens, 
which has the capacity of capturing high-quality views in 180-degree ste-
reo. Mounted on a mirrorless digital camera body, it offers the latest in state 
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of the arts stereo imaging technology. The capacity of such equipment, pro-
ducing high-resolution images edited for virtual experiences, both for home 
viewing and institutions, extends technologies for bringing the world back 
home. Armchair travel is given a new meaning. In field-based research we 
see this as an opportunity not only for expanding research options but for 
the communication of research findings related to remote areas of the world.

Svalbard: discovery and (tourism) development

In 1596, while searching for eastern trade routes, a Dutch expedition dis-
covered Svalbard. The Dutch originally gave it the name Spitsbergen, 
from its shorelines with sharply pointed hills (Beke, 1853, Conway, 1906, 
Wieder, 1919) (from the Dutch spits, meaning pointed, and bergen, mean-
ing mountains). After 1925 Spitsbergen was renamed Svalbard by Norway, 
when it gained sovereignty over the islands. Svalbard was not inhabited 
prior to its discovery; it has never had an Indigenous population. Due to 
the Gulf Stream, northwest Svalbard is unique in its accessible coastlines 
being significantly milder than most other places at these latitudes. This 
made the area accessible for European exploitation. For almost 300 years 
it was primarily explorers and whalers who visited the archipelago. At the 
end of the 19th century, tourists began to arrive. In the period from 1890 
to 1914, ship-based tourism to Scandinavian Arctic destinations began to 
develop. In Germany, Nordlandfahrt, or “travels to the north,” became 
an established concept and Scandinavia, and its northern tip, North Cape, 

Figure 6.2  The stereograph as educator: Underwood patent extension cabinet in a 
home library. Underwood & Underwood, ca. 1901.

Source: Library of Congress
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and further north, Svalbard, became popular destinations. As an example, 
in 1913 Carl Lausberg published Das Nordland, chronicling three cruises 
towards Scandinavia, and particularly Norway and Svalbard. Lausberg’s 
journey to Svalbard followed an operational agenda of cruises still in place: 
they visited historic northwest Spitsbergen with Magdalenefjorden, and the 
remains of the whaling settlement at Amsterdamøya with the Dutch memo-
rial monument raised there in 1906; they then went on to Virgohamna to see 
the remains of the Swedish Andrée expedition and the American Wellman 
expedition (Lausberg, 1913). Concepts and ideas of the north have shifted 
and developed (Wråkberg, 1999; Davidson, 2005). Svalbard was once con-
sidered a land of eternal ice, surrounded by cold sea, open for exploitation. 
The bowhead whale was hunted to extinction, walruses were slaughtered 
along its coastlines and polar bears were killed in high numbers. A coal min-
ing industry developed that is now finally being closed. Svalbard is a good 
example of the shifting north, where Western cultures are finally being forced 
to understand the value of the far north with its unique and fragile ecosystems. 
The Inuit and northern First Nations have long had this understanding and tra-
ditional ecological knowledge as an integral and natural part of their cultures; 
today they offer us a valuable possibility of learning about sustainable ways 
of living in the north (Cruikshank, 2005; Dowie, 2017), a part of the world 
with an intrinsic value and importance for the health of the planet. Eventually, 
in recent decades more lands have become protected, and Arctic tourism is 
increasingly framed in environmentally sound arrangements.

Up until the 1950s, tourists encountered a Svalbard consistent with hun-
dreds of years of visual representations and travel writings. Historical sites 
could be revisited and the land had not changed in any significant way. In 
the past 30 years this has changed dramatically, with a rapidly warming 
Arctic. Today, historical visual representations of Arctic destinations such 
as Svalbard play a very different role than originally intended, as valuable 
sources for time information on vanishing ice. Since 2010 we have estab-
lished a collaborative transdisciplinary research platform monitoring the 
changing landscape in Svalbard’s Northwest Spitsbergen National Park, 
with a focus area spanning from Magdalenefjorden in the south to Fuglef-
jorden in the north. Supporting this is a vast and diverse archive of images 
from 19th-century science and travels. Images connected to European tour-
ist cruises to Svalbard provide parts of a visual legacy of ice and the status 
of glaciers, but also an indication of what viewpoints were prioritized by the 
cruise ships. The frames of these viewpoints are good indicators of the aes-
thetic and cultural imaginaries carried by visitors of that time. The begin-
ning of tourist cruises in the 1890s set the agenda for how to operate them 
and where; ships were used as a comfortable base, onboard photographers 
joined the crew and landings offered close encounters with glaciers or visits 
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to historical remains of industry and exploration. In the beginning the ships 
were small, but they grew in size as the years went by and cruise-based tour-
ism developed. The model for contemporary logistics in Arctic “mass tour-
ism” has not changed in any dramatic way since the 1920s; large passenger 
cruisers are still used, as are protected, organized landings at key sites. The 
new development has been the concept of a more adventure-oriented tour-
ism and its framing as ecologically aware tourism with an often knowledge-
able and active smaller group of visitors wanting an embodied experience 
of the land, as well as an intellectual framing through guides and accompa-
nying scientists or specialists from various relevant fields. This tourism is 
characterized by smaller ships but also an exclusivity generated by the high 
cost of operating such tours in these remote and wild areas. The number of 
passengers ranges from about 50 to 100, with the more exclusive cruises 
having about 10 to 20. The latter, fairly expensive travels normally operate 
on an open bridge policy, where passengers are able to move around the 
ship and can always enter the bridge and chat with the staff, including the 
captain. In travel packages aimed at these smaller groups, the awareness 
of the historical landscape is often based on images and maps from earlier 
visitors. Photographers often accompany both of these types of travel pack-
ages, continuing the tradition from the 1890s. The photographs produced 
from 1890 and onwards are often used in present-day tours when scientists 
or guides give lectures at landings, offering a unique on-site experience of 
shifting views of the land and glaciers in particular. This offers a very direct 
and clear comparison of changes over time, where we have to relate to the 
fact that, in both a practical and philosophical sense, we are visiting a dif-
ferent Arctic than our predecessors. Today, travelling to the Arctic regions 
is visiting ground zero of climate change.

Magdalenefjorden and northwest Spitsbergen

Magdalenefjorden, between Kongsfjorden and Virgohamna, was and is a 
particularly popular stop, with the Gullybreen Glacier, the spectacular and 
gravity-defying Hanging Glacier and the bottom glacier, Waggonwaybreen, 
all within view of the landing site on Gravneset, an old English whaling 
site with a burial ground (see Figure 6.3). The beach at Gravneset is one of 
the easiest landing sites in northern Svalbard. From the beach an accessible 
hike to a close encounter with the ice walls of Gullybreen used to be a com-
mon tourist attraction. Today, though, the experience is very different, as the 
ice walls of Gullybreen no longer exist. Nor does the spectacular scenery 
of the Hanging Glacier, which in the past offered tourists a more adven-
turous scramble up the hills towards where it dropped out over the steep 
mountainside. Gravneset is located in the cove of Trinity Harbour, named 
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in 1614 by English hunters led by Robert Fotherby, who claimed the area 
for King James I (Purchas, 1625). The burial ground on top of the slopes 
on the northern tip of the peninsula is the source of the name Gravneset 
(Broke, 1807; NPI, 2003). A large boulder on the beach is a popular marker 
to include when composing photographic views. Professor Marit Anne 
Hauan told me in conversations about the 1939 hunters Sally and Waldemar 
Kræmer, who set up a tent on this site where they sold furs to tourists. In 
Magdalenefjorden, as well as in other locations, Norwegian trappers set up 
camps and sold furs and bones as souvenirs (M. A. Hauan, personal com-
munication, April 2021). At historic landing sites, tourists often collected 
artifacts and bones (even human remains from open graves), and in Virgo-
hamna pieces of wood from the remains of the Andrée expedition balloon 
hangar were popular as memorabilia (Martinsson, 2015). This practice is of 
course strictly forbidden; if anyone is caught looting grave sites or historical 
remains, considerable fines are to be expected and possibly a ban from any 
return to Svalbard. On the grave peninsula, contemporary park rangers have 
built a hut and monitor tourist traffic in the area in the summertime.

Figure 6.3  Magdalenefjorden, Svalbard, 2011. Tourist ship visiting Gravneset. The 
smaller vessel is the authors’ expedition ship, the MS Stockholm.

Photo: Tyrone Martinsson
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Today, the trail marking the route of decades of tourists walking towards 
Gullybreen is clearly visible and easy to follow. The Hanging Glacier is 
gone. Viewing a photograph, dated to about 1926–1931, of tourists walk-
ing on the slopes facing Gullybreen, one of the most visited glaciers at that 
time, we get a sense of what the tourists were offered. The glacier was prob-
ably popular due to its massive appearance in the fjord and its land-based 
views, all easily accessible from the soft, dry landings on Gravneset. The 
daredevils in the groups of visitors could literally walk up and touch the 
ice and even take the risk of walking on top of the glacier. Looking back in 
history, the glacier in the 1920s had the same impressive appearance from 
the sea, between the mountains, as when the first photograph was taken 
there by Herbert C. Chermside in 1873. In 1839, when Gaimard’s French 
La Recherche expedition came to the fjord and onboard artist Bartolomey 
Lauvergne made a panoramic drawing depicting the glacier, it dominated 
the south coast behind the landing beach. It was part of the ice walls of the 
land, as described by David Buchan’s expedition when they reached the 
fjord in 1818 (Martinsson, 2019; Martinsson, 2021). The postcard image 
by Carl Müller & Son of tourists dwarfed by ice on the mountain slopes is 
a key panel when putting together the visual timeline of the retreat of Gul-
lybreen. The image was published in the May issue of La Montagne: revue 
mensuelle du Club alpin francais, 1932, available in the Gallica database at 
the National Library of France. It was published as part of an article, “Une 
Croisiere au Spitzberg,” by Suzanne Zaborowska, who chronicled a cruise 
to Spitsbergen in 1931 on the Hamburg Süd Amerikanische cruiser Monte 
Rosa. There is a possibility that the image, dated between 1926 and 1931, 
was taken during that cruise. It is an image we have used with contemporary 
tourist groups in a clear and pedagogical way, showing an example of the 
massive changes of glacial appearance in northwest Spitsbergen. It is also 
an important panel in the current creation of a story of Magdalenefjorden 
and its glaciers as part of creating virtual tours and stereo films of the fjord.

More than ten years ago, Professor Pete Capelotti at Penn State Uni-
versity asked a question about the future of tourist cruisers in Svalbard: 
how much will the rapidly approaching disappearance of “the eternal ice” 
affect the next century and a half of Svalbard tourism (Capelotti, 2011)? 
Capelotti’s question is even more relevant today. Destinations such as Mag-
dalenefjorden, highly appreciated with its features of large glaciers sur-
rounded by wild mountains, still offer an extraordinary experience for any 
visitor. Capelotti’s observation of the reality of “the land of eternal ice” 
rapidly vanishing is of concern to future tourism in Svalbard. In the late 
19th century and the first half of the 20th century, visitors’ expectations 
were fully met, with impressive glaciers framing the landscape in the fjords, 
coherent with the idea of a land of eternal ice and cold, a frozen north. 
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Visitors were granted an experience of light and colour with the occasional 
sound of passing birds or calving glaciers breaking the silence of the Arctic. 
The tourists encountered views often entangled in the poetics of an “Arctic 
Sublime,” a concept developed in Chauncey C. Loomis’s now classic polar 
text. Loomis’s concept rests on poetic imaginaries of the Arctic driven by 
dramatic tales of Western exploration, where immense beauty was paral-
leled by nature’s indifference to human ambition in its power and force, 
with the darkness and cold in the vast and empty spaces of the hardest lands 
on Earth. However, Loomis argues that the sublime qualities of the Arctic 
faded away with modern exploration, mapping and reaching the farthest 
corners of the frozen north. As science progressed, the north lost its magic 
appeal (Loomis, 1977). It can be argued, though, that the lure of the north 
is still there, but in a very different way. The documentary productions and 
even, to some degree, scientific works carry Loomis’s sublime aesthetic 
quality in their narratives, where the effects of climate change provide a dif-
ferent Arctic imaginary, one where humans, with our impact on the planet 
and anthropocentric relationship with the natural world, are now the threat-
ening force in the Arctic beauty and wildness, reminding us of the vulner-
ability of nature.

Extended ways of telling
The development of new technologies and environmental challenges for 
the tourist operators in Svalbard is likely to affect not only the ways of tell-
ing about the north but also the practice of field tours with active landings 
and on-site experiences. In September 2021 the Norwegian Environmental 
Agency published “Proposed changes to the regulations in Svalbard” Envi-
ronmental Agency (2021), because climate change and increased tourism 
are challenging the current environmental policy of the archipelago. The 
number of tourists disembarking in Svalbard increased from 29,600 in 1996 
to 124,000 in 2019. Based on this fact, Norwegian authorities need to act to 
maintain the protection of Svalbard; the jury for the changes is out in this 
case and expected outcomes are scheduled in spring 2022.

From our research platform we can see a possibility of addressing Arctic 
issues related to tourist operators and their capacity to tackle the increasing 
impact of climate change by altering the basic foundation of visitor expecta-
tions in Svalbard. Furthermore, the responsibility of researchers and tour-
ist operators to explain and make clear the impacts of climate change on 
Svalbard is often present in finding good examples and models for stories of 
changes over time in an area that is remote and very different for most peo-
ple who live south of the Arctic Circle. The latter is of course related to the 
responsibility that tourists have, when seeking out the remote and logistically 
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challenging areas of the far north, to respect and understand the terms and 
conditions for travels in the fragile Arctic landscapes. These are all issues 
somewhat related to the ongoing research project Extended Rephotography: 
Immersive Representations of Climate Change. This project is based in Mag-
dalenefjorden and investigates the possibilities of new technologies for new 
ways of telling related to the impacts of climate change on the Svalbard land-
scape. Since we started our project of monitoring and documenting North 
West Spitsbergen National Park in 2011, our focus area has continuously 
and increasingly changed. All of the glaciers on the northwestern coasts of 
Svalbard are melting and losing their appearance that made the landscape 
so special to early travellers (Martens, 1675; Phipps, 1774; Beechey, 1843; 
Strindberg, 1897). In some cases, land becomes more accessible and this 
might open up new perspectives on the views. In other cases, areas known 
for their beauty in the interaction between ice, rock and mountains lose that 
colourful appeal offered by glaciers (see Figure 6.4). Communication and 
applications of immersive visual technologies are key aspects of this pro-
ject. The work is a collaboration between the Norwegian Polar Institute, the 
University of Tromsø, Visual Arena Lindholmen Gothenburg, Stockholm 
University and the University of Gothenburg. The institutions in Tromsø are 
connected to Polaria, an Arctic experience centre with which we collabo-
rate to present high-end stereo films from fieldwork, telling the stories of 
the changing landscape in Svalbard (see Figure 6.5). Tromsø is a gateway to 
the Arctic and a vast number of tourists pass through this northern town each 
summer on their way north towards Svalbard. They follow a tradition from 
centuries of Arctic travel. The Covid-19 pandemic halted tourist operations 
in Svalbard for the two seasons in 2020 and 2021. What will happen in the 
future is uncertain, as the lack of clients and optional opportunities to remain 
in the area has been hard for tourism operators in the islands. Whether or 
not the effects are temporary, only time will tell. Whether tourism in Arctic 
Svalbard recovers or not, regulations are needed.

The development of virtual tours in the far north is a way of offering more 
people a chance to “experience” the Arctic. Through a safe setting, contem-
porary virtual reality and virtual tours offer a simulated encounter with the 
Arctic. Several aspects work in favour of this development: less impact on 
the environment, accessible opportunities to “experience” remote parts of the 
world, safe journeys into harsh and potentially dangerous environments and 
useful opportunities to learn about the Arctic prior to possible travels to these 
destinations. No one going to Svalbard will be able to escape the clear evi-
dence of climate change and its rapid effects on the land. The trim lines in old 
glacier valleys tell their stories of what once was. This particular example can 
be enhanced through learning tools such as virtual reality or virtual tours that 
could be used prior to travels or offered as an onboard expanding experience 
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of Arctic travels. Newly formed land revealed by glacier retreat and thaw-
ing permafrost is changing the very ideas we have of the Arctic as a frozen 
land. As mentioned earlier, Svalbard has no Indigenous population and never 
has. This makes the archipelago even more unique as an Arctic destination. 
Nature in Svalbard is inarguably spectacular. Travels up the west coast will 
still grant any visitor stunning views of rugged mountains and a rough and 
wild landscape, with glaciers covering valleys and mountain ridges. Those 
who look more carefully, though, will see the evidence of a changing land. If 
we provide the opportunity to make comparisons through old photographs, 
the story changes focus. What might look like an undisturbed wilderness is in 
fact dramatically affected by a warming climate.

Figure 6.4  Gullybreen, Magdalenefjorden. Top: tourists and the glacier, 1926–1931.  
Carl Müller & Son. Private collection. Bottom: Gullybukta, 2016.

Photo: Tyrone Martinsson
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The latest research shows that the Arctic is warming four times faster 
than the rest of the world (Voosen, 2021). How this changing of the Arctic 
will affect tourists in the future is difficult to predict. Svalbard is a remote 
and wild place with or without ice. However, one of the most popular and 
sought-after sights of the Arctic landscape is the polar bear. The changing 
conditions, with less sea ice, fewer glaciers and warmer summers, is dramat-
ically changing the bears’ natural habitat. They are dependent on the marine 
environment with seals and frozen hunting and mating grounds. They will 
have increasingly more difficulties finding food; for a while, they will be 
able to retreat farther northeast, but the prospects for their future are grim. 
The same fate is awaiting the walrus, the Arctic fox and some of the birds 
nesting in Svalbard during the Arctic summers. All of these animals have 
historically been important to the tourist industry, particularly the polar bear. 
Perhaps future Svalbard travels will include the possibility to experience 
what was once there through virtual tours or even augmented reality from 
the ships or during encounters with the land. Future visitors might enter 
the northern landscapes, perhaps for dramatic hikes, which might become 
available without the need for guides carrying rifles for bear protection. On-
site virtual visual experiences would offer a stunning way to understand the 
impact of climate change. That possibility is already technically available to 

Figure 6.5 Erik Mannerfelt operating a drone in Svalbard, 2016.
Photo: Tyrone Martinsson
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be explored by tour operators. New technologies and their extended ways of 
telling offer the capacity to mix real-life experiences with enhanced virtual 
visions, increasing the tools for transformative learning concerning climate 
change. This could aid future tourists from modern industrialized societies 
in understanding of our connection to nature. In such a scenario, a remote 
place like Svalbard might be one of the places to go, escaping the crowded 
cities of southern latitudes and connecting to a past that hopefully shows a 
path to the future by reminding us of a lost past that might one day be healed 
and make the north cold again.
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More active and inclusive tourist experiences are increasingly receiving 
attention within the tourist industry (Mathis et al., 2016). For this reason, 
there has been considerable focus among tourism operators on specializing 
in different kinds of active and engaging tourist experiences as a way of 
standing out and catering to a broad tourist spectrum by offering unique and 
specialized tourist experiences (Novelli, 2018). As emphasized in chapter 1, 
part of this trend coincides with a parallel trend wherein tourist expectations 
have changed towards demanding more out of their experiences, including 
new learning experiences and outcomes, with a focus on participating in 
learning processes for the attainment of new knowledge while travelling 
(Falk et al., 2011). This development and phenomenon we refer to as “learn-
ing tourist experiences,” which concerns tourism experiences where learn-
ing is a central part of or the main focus in the experience.

In learning tourist experiences, tourists may take either a passive or an 
active role (as discussed in chapter 4), depending on the content of the learn-
ing experience. Examples of more passive learning experiences include vis-
its to museums, aquariums and visitor centres, or participating in guided 
tours where learning outcomes are the results of more passively absorbed 
information from the experience (Zhang et al., 2018). Active learning tour-
ist experiences (ALTEs), on the other hand, involve tourists assuming a 
more active learning role in the co-creation of their activities and thus their 
experiences. Examples of this are typically seen in volunteer tourism or 
ecotourism, where tourists take an active part and wherein learning and 
knowledge are often important outcomes (Tomazos & Butler, 2009; Phillips 
et al., 2019). The uniqueness of ALTE is therefore its place at the intersec-
tion between co-creation and learning.

A relatively unexplored branch of ALTE is the potential to integrate citi-
zen science (CS) in order to facilitate learning in the tourist experience. 
In short, CS can be described as data or knowledge contributions by non-
professionals (i.e. citizens) to work by professionals (i.e. experts) (Haklay 
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et al., 2021). Typically, CS in tourism involves data production, where tour-
ists contribute data for research or management purposes as part of their 
stay (Schaffer & Tham, 2020). The process may, however, go beyond mere 
data collection and include important learning aspects, where being part 
of the experience leads to new learning (Sandiford, 2021). From this per-
spective, CS becomes an attraction in itself by becoming an experience 
and knowledge enhancer, with tourists becoming active collaborators and 
contributors.

The aim of this chapter is to explore and highlight this perspective. This 
work includes further examination of ALTE as a way of coupling CS with 
tourism experiences. The empirical basis of the work, and the main focus 
and contribution in the chapter, is two Swedish case studies presenting new 
ideas and discussions of the potentials of CS as a tourist attraction. The fol-
lowing questions are raised:

1 How has CS been used in tourism?
2 How can combining CS and the tourist experience be achieved to cre-

ate an attraction?
3 What are the requirements, challenges and opportunities in combining 

CS and the tourist experience?

The first question is answered in the following section, which provides the 
theoretical foundations of ALTE and examples of the use of CS in tourism. 
The second question is answered by introducing the two case studies and 
exploring how CS as a tourist experience can become a tourist attraction. 
Finally, the third question is answered through reflections on the findings 
towards the end of the chapter.

Citizen science in tourism

Active learning tourism experience and citizen science

ALTE is our own conceptual construction, although it has a strong founda-
tion in experience-based learning forms with a focus on tourists as active 
co-producers of their own experience outcomes through active engagement 
(Larsen & Meged, 2013). The emphasis is on “active,” as it involves plac-
ing the experience outcomes in the hands of the tourists themselves. The 
concept draws content from many related tourism fields where learning, 
educational and experiential dimensions are integrated into the tourist expe-
rience. Examples include ecotourism (e.g. Stronza et al., 2019), volunteer 
tourism (e.g. Sandiford, 2021), science tourism (e.g. Bourlon & Torres, 
2016), research tourism (e.g. Wood, 2010) and educational tourism (e.g. 



94 Anna Axelsson and Andreas Skriver Hansen

Tomasi et al., 2020). To explore the concept in more detail, it is first broken 
down to its two core parts: the tourist experience and active learning.

In terms of the tourist experience, the trend that tourists are increasingly 
demanding more and new kinds of content from their travels rather than solely 
enjoyment and relaxation aligns with a shift towards an experience-based 
economy, where consumers expect an added layer of experience along with 
their consumption of services and products (Pine & Gilmore, 1998). Draw-
ing from this, Oh et al. (2007) suggest four dimensions of experience that 
are relevant within the tourism sector: aesthetics, education, entertainment 
and escapism, with a combination of these providing the optimal experience. 
Falk et al. (2012) build on the educational aspect to argue that the intersec-
tion between tourism and learning has become an essential component in the 
tourist experience. In addition to meeting the increasing demand for travels 
with meaningful content, Falk et al. assert that this junction can serve society 
as well as the planet through personal development, including new commit-
ments to and understandings of the world that is experienced.

Active learning in tourism, specifically, can take on many forms. In this 
chapter, however, the focus is only on active learning tourist experiences in 
relation to CS, which we use as a way to describe all CS uses in tourism. 
A definition of CS has been offered, but it is too simplistic, as it does not 
consider the degree of tourist involvement during the activity. For example, 
Sauermann et al. (2020) split CS into two rough perspectives: a produc-
tion perspective, where citizens mainly contribute data, and a democratized 
perspective, where citizens help construct and facilitate research questions, 
thus going beyond mere data collection (simple CS) to active learning pro-
cesses (advanced CS). This is in line with Kasperowski and Kullenberg 
(2018), who rather view the process as a continuum, moving from simpler 
to more advanced CS, depending on the process and degree of involve-
ment required from the citizen. Specifically, they emphasize that CS can 
refer to engagement, where societal development is the prominent focus, 
rather than its contribution to research. This aspect can be realized through 
dialogue initiated by actors such as NGOs as well as through the active 
involvement of civil society in co-creation processes, aimed at achieving 
political and/or societal agendas. We also view the use of CS in tourism as a 
continuum rather than as split between the two perspectives. The main point 
is the learning aspect, where the focus is as much on how the CS experience 
affects the citizen as it is on how CS assists the experts (Dillon et al., 2016).

Examples

There are numerous different examples of active learning through CS in 
tourism. To set the scene, Schaffer and Tham (2020) in a recent literature 
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study identified more than 5,700 papers using the words “citizen science” 
and “tourist.” Upon further scrutiny, however, we found that the number of 
direct examples of CS use is significantly lower and mostly branches off 
into known tourism subcategories, such as volunteer tourism, ecotourism 
or educational tourism, where involvement and learning activities are often 
a part of the experience. For this reason, there is a blurred line between 
CS in tourist activities and experiences in these more specialized tourism 
categories. To maintain the focus, we have included only studies where the 
coupling of CS and tourism is developed beyond mere mention.

By far the largest number of studies focus on environmentally themed pro-
jects, where tourists assist in a variety of works on a voluntary or paid basis. 
Typical examples include tourists involved in monitoring ecological or bio-
logical qualities, such as species or resource monitoring, where data collection 
is merged with active learning experiences that result in knowledge about local 
ecosystems as well as management and conservation efforts (e.g. Branchini 
et al., 2015; Ghilardi-Lopes, 2015; Chase & Levine, 2016; Currie et al., 2018; 
Hermoso et al., 2020). There are also quite a number of studies focusing on 
documenting the more negative side of human uses of natural resources, often 
including various impacts on or damage to the physical environment, such as 
litter, debris and other pollution in nature, or more complex challenges, such as 
invasive species introduced by human activity. Again, the experience involves 
a mix of data collection and active learning with an emphasis on understanding 
the reasons behind and outcomes of the observed problems, and their poten-
tial solutions (e.g. Hidalgo-Ruz & Thiel, 2013; Martin, 2013; Bergmann et al., 
2017; Nelms et al., 2017; Honorato-Zimmer et al., 2019).

Other, smaller study topics include work on environmental or commu-
nity conservation in different forms where tourists, through CS initiatives, 
actively assist local managers in conservation work. Data collection such as 
that previously described is one example. Another involves direct participa-
tion in community development projects with a focus on discussing man-
agement and conservation strategies for the resources and communities that 
tourism depends on. Through these co-creation processes, tourists learn not 
only about ecosystems and communities but also about community man-
agement and governance systems (e.g. Cigliano et al., 2015; dos Santos & 
Bessa, 2019; Hermoso et al., 2020). Another thread of topics concerns stud-
ies of environmental change where tourists, through CS, assist in document-
ing traces of environmental changes in different settings, e.g. the Arctic or 
the Great Barrier Reef, where climate impacts and challenges are very real. 
The learning part involves understanding the reasons for the changes and 
their environmental and social impacts as well as discussing efforts to coun-
ter the negative effects of the development (e.g. de la Barre et al., 2016; 
Farmer et al., 2016; Gouraguine et al., 2019; Taylor et al., 2020).
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Across these studies, there is a consensus that the active involvement 
of tourists in various scientific, management or NGO-based activities can 
result in valuable learning outcomes, and that CS is a good means of facili-
tating such a process. Furthermore, although not stated explicitly in all texts, 
the CS aspect of the experience is emphasized as contributory in attracting 
tourists to the place and the experience. In particular, there is an emphasis 
on how the learning aspect of the experiences may provide opportunities 
for challenging oneself, acquiring new skills and personal growth, as well 
as expanding scientific agency and literacy (Sauermann et al., 2020; Schaf-
fer & Tham, 2020).

To further explore how CS as a tourist experience can become a tourist 
attraction, two case studies are now introduced.

Case study area and methods
The two cases include examples of active learning tourist experiences that con-
nect or can potentially be connected to citizen science. In the first case, the CS 
aspect concerns participants photographing and reflecting on their own rec-
reational experiences in Kosterhavet National Park. The second case involves 
an aspect of CS where actors responsible for beach cleaning activities, as well 
as local municipality representatives, reflect on the potential of using marine 
litter as a theme to connect CS with tourism. Geographically, both case studies 
are based on the west coast of Sweden – a popular and important area for both 
domestic and international tourism (Hansen, 2016). It was therefore consid-
ered relevant in answering the second question of the chapter, about how to 
create an attraction by combining CS and the tourist experience. For an over-
view of the area, please see the map (Figure 2.1) in chapter 2.

The first case concerns a published paper documenting and analyzing posi-
tive and negative recreational experiences in the Kosterhavet National Park 
(see Hansen, 2016). Kosterhavet is known for its many unique ecological and 
cultural experience qualities, that is, for experiences with a high ecological or 
cultural value. However, currently not much is known about important expe-
rience qualities in the park, which is a challenge for park management efforts 
and marketing strategies in the area. Understanding the visitor experience is 
therefore important for the development of the park and local area. Further-
more, from a research perspective, there is a need to develop methods that 
allow for a better understanding of the tourism experience (Hansen, 2016). In 
response to this situation, a combined research and management investigation 
was launched with a focus on collecting relevant information about the topic 
and exploring methods to achieve it. For this to work best, it was decided 
to use a citizen science approach involving visitors actively contributing to 
data collection (with pictures) and sharing lived experiences (interviews). 
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Specifically, a methodological approach called “visitor-produced pictures” 
was used to collect pictures from park visitors. The pictures were to include 
positive and negative experiences as expressed by the visitors themselves. 
This was done in order to document and better understand content and varia-
tions across experience qualities, as well as preferences among visitors. The 
method has been described in detail in Hansen (2016).

The second case looks more broadly at the potential of merging CS with 
local tourism, using marine litter as a theme, as this is both a concrete and well-
known subject where CS has the potential to aid with tasks such as mapping 
distribution, transport or the interaction of litter with marine biota (Hidalgo-
Ruz & Thiel, 2015). Moreover, the Swedish west coast is one of the most 
severely exposed to marine litter in Europe, which further strengthens the rel-
evance of the topic (Bråte et al., 2017). Despite not explicitly working with 
CS, three local actors arranging beach cleaning activities along the coast were 
interviewed about the potential of CS as a way to increase attention to the local 
environment and community. Furthermore, the potential of merging a concept 
of marine litter and CS with tourism was discussed with a local tourist actor 
and a municipality representative. They both operate in Strömstad, which is 
a town that to a large extent depends on maintaining healthy environmental 
conditions to keep its tourist industry intact. The original report was produced 
through an explorative process that reveals various perspectives. For a detailed 
method description, see the full study in Axelsson (2021).

Documenting visitor experiences

Experience qualities in Kosterhavet

Over the course of the summer season of 2014, 41 individuals spanning the 
most popular recreational groups found in the national park participated in 
the study: campers, day visitors, kayakers, boaters, second-home owners and 
locals. This resulted in more than 550 pictures that were subsequently dis-
cussed and analyzed together with the participants during individual inter-
views. The output provided insights into six experience quality categories:

• natural environments (Figure 7.1): experiences of various natural ele-
ments showing the diversity of the natural environment in the park

• social situations (Figure 7.2): experiences featuring social bonding and 
closeness with friends and family

• cultural environments (Figure 7.3): experiences related to the unique 
cultural environment found in and around Kosterhavet

• recreational activities (Figure 7.4): experiences of recreational activi-
ties, closely tied to important motivational factors
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• emotional reactions (Figure 7.5): experiences involving special feel-
ings or sensory output related to the coast or the sea

• disturbing factors (Figure 7.6): experiences of disturbances affecting 
the stay, such as noise, crowding, litter or dogs off leash

The results of the picture documentation and the detailed narratives led to 
reflections on four outcomes in particular. First, it provided detailed insights 
into what might constitute important experience qualities, thus helping to 
build a larger theoretical understanding and framework on the topic. Second, 
the results proved useful in park management as the detailed information 
allowed for more informed decision-making and strategic planning regard-
ing safeguarding the experience qualities identified. Third, the study led to 
increased visitor satisfaction as the participants felt that their contribution had 
helped shape the planning of the park, essentially becoming an example of 
visitor democracy and empowerment. Fourth, and most interesting for the 
coupling of CS and learning, the process of discussing the content in their 
own pictures led participants to explore their own recreational preferences 
and likes, or to find new aspects of their stay that they had not noticed before. 

Figure 7.1 Natural environments.
Source: Author’s photo
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Specifically, the pictures worked as catalysts to enable them to reflect more 
deeply about their recreational activities and to open up memories and experi-
ences that the participants would not have thought of otherwise.

Furthermore, the task of taking pictures was often done not alone but 
together with accompanying travellers, such as friends, family members 
or partners. This led to discussions among the participants and their travel 
companions, allowing them to learn more about their experiences together 
and what qualities drew them to the park. As a result, the participants learnt 
more about themselves, particularly about their priorities for experiences 
during their stay in Kosterhavet and how these connect to their travel prac-
tices and the settings wherein these take place. These quotes from the partic-
ipants capture the essence of these learning dimensions, both of the unique 
Kosterhavet environment but also of themselves in nature:

Every time I see a flower or a bird or a plant, I try to remember if it’s red 
or black listed, and if you have to protect them or can take them away . . .  
so you get to learn quite a bit.

(Norwegian kayaker)

Figure 7.2 Social situations.
Source: Author’s photo



100 Anna Axelsson and Andreas Skriver Hansen

Figure 7.3 Cultural environments.
Source: Author’s photo



Citizen science as a tourist attraction 101

The learning experience here concerns environmental learning, specifi-
cally ecological aspects, such as the recognition of different species and 
related conservation efforts, which citizens help managers to document in 
the park.

It was a very special experience because it was so warm and we had 
just been taking a swim, but just 5 minutes after, you are already boil-
ing again . . . and then suddenly ending up in this burned landscape 
in this scorching heat . . . it was like a science fiction movie and we 
starting wondering which planet we were on . . . but we talked about 
it and that it might be because they want to maintain the cultural  
landscape.

(Norwegian sailboater)

This is a learning experience about an important part of the management 
of the national park: management of the cultural landscape and the practices 
involved in this work that make the landscape look the way it does.

Figure 7.4 Recreational activities.
Source: Author’s photo
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I found this skeleton, I didn’t find it like that, but I had to move it a bit . . .  
this is the way of nature, somehow. You get close to it if you don’t just 
run by it . . . you learn that things pass on and that things disappear.

(Norwegian camper)

There is an almost poetic touch in this learning experience about life and 
death, including reflections on the sometimes tough living conditions at sea, 
an experience and reality that can sometimes be far away from our bustling 
everyday lives.

It’s [about] a big jellyfish there and about how to explore what is there 
in the sea . . . it’s a bit interesting with the interests of the kids. It starts 
with playing with nature. They are so used to all their toys back home 
and now there is so much to explore outside. It is about being allowed 
to get dirty, to dig up stuff and put your hands in the sand and to walk 
barefoot on the beach. And not knowing what the things you see are: 
“What is this? A plant or an animal, or sea grass . . . aha, it’s sea grass.”

(Swedish day visitor)

Figure 7.5 Emotional reactions.
Source: Author’s photo
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Through interaction with the environment where you are and which 
frames your experiences, you learn about it through discovery and curios-
ity. From a more advanced perspective, this could be an example of ocean 
literacy taking form.

Tourism attraction potential

In terms of being an attraction, many participants said that it was a fun and 
fulfilling experience to participate in the study. In fact, contrary to expecta-
tions, it did not prove difficult to recruit people to participate, in spite of 
being in the middle of their vacation time. Many were interested in partici-
pating when the purpose of the work was explained to them, and they also 
encouraged others to participate. As a result, there was almost a movement 
formed towards the end of the study, where some participants expressed 
willingness to continue participating on a voluntary basis. A smaller group 
also said that they felt privileged to be able to help the national park man-
agement to improve the conditions of the areas by using their own experi-
ences as a point of interest. Others expressed the fact that they were pleased 

Figure 7.6 Disturbing factors.
Source: Author’s photo
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to be given the chance to document and express feelings of frustration or 
concern, with a great impact on the quality of their recreational experiences. 
The result thus became a new approach to participatory resource manage-
ment built on CS principles.

Above all, many participants expressed the fact that the task became an 
attraction in itself because of the opportunity for self-discovery and per-
sonal reflection. The participants had not signed up to participate in CS 
work and were not informed about it before arriving in the park, as is a nor-
mal procedure within, for instance, volunteer tourism, ecotourism or educa-
tional tourism. However, once the opportunity was offered, it was received 
as a welcome diversion from their normal vacation plans. Based on these 
reactions, the CS approach was deemed successful in terms of both data 
delivery and learning outcomes, a combination that ultimately became an 
attraction, at least during the time that the study was active.

Engaging tourists in voluntary beach cleaning

Citizen science and marine litter

Beach cleaning refers to activities that engage the public on a voluntary basis 
in the collection of marine litter. Similar to citizen science, it can serve to 
increase public awareness and, potentially, enhance scientific understanding 
of the marine litter issue. Beach cleaning events typically involve families, 
since children can easily be engaged in the activity and can simultaneously 
gain knowledge about the issue. Interviewees in this case included actors 
that in a CS-like manner engaged the public in the collection of marine 
litter. The first actor, Kosterhavets Ekobod, is mainly a restaurant and a cul-
tural scene which organizes public beach cleanings whenever necessary and 
offers a “beach cleaning coffee” in exchange for a bag of collected litter. In 
contrast, the work of the second actor, Ocean Crusaders, builds exclusively 
on beach cleaning through public events, which are managed by employees 
as well as volunteers. The third actor, Nordic Ocean Watch, is a non-profit 
organization operating in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, which, 
aside from arranging beach cleanings, also focuses on inspiring the public 
through social media. Additionally, representatives from the tourism sector 
as well as the municipality of Strömstad were interviewed to investigate 
the potential of connecting CS with tourism. The tourism representative 
is the manager of Lagunen, a local camping business, who is interested in 
establishing a citizen science and marine litter concept, while the munici-
pal representative is an environmental strategist with experience in similar 
activities.
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Profiles, motivation and learning

Concerning the identification of a “typical practitioner” of beach cleaning, 
all beach cleaning actors mention families with children. Ocean Crusaders 
and Nordic Ocean Watch also observe that more women than men partici-
pate. Additionally, Kosterhavets Ekobod claims that local inhabitants are 
more represented than tourists are. As such, it appears challenging to iden-
tify a common profile. However, Nordic Ocean Watch describes how the 
organization’s activities on Instagram and other social media channels has 
attracted young adults specifically: “A problem, I think, with many chari-
ties is that they have not dared to choose a target group. You try talking to 
everyone, and then in the end you do not know who you are talking to.” 
This indicates that it is possible to target a specific group, which according 
to them strengthens the potential to attract tourists. Nordic Ocean Watch 
also describes how the outreach work of the organization has appeared to 
be easier in smaller towns, where the local municipality is more willing to 
cooperate.

All actors assert that engaging the public in beach cleaning on a voluntary 
basis is not challenging. Rather, it is a popular activity that requires relatively 
simple elements to generate fascination and interest, and often solely the vis-
ibility of the organization is enough. According to Kosterhavets Ekobod, a 
signboard on the way down to the beach advertising the “beach cleaning cof-
fee” can be enough to compel people to engage in litter collections. Nordic 
Ocean Watch uses a container within which the collected litter is exhibited. 
The actors describe how the contents of the container are associated with an 
underwater museum and say that the feedback from visitors has indicated 
that it is an attraction. The importance of visibility also became evident to 
Ocean Crusaders, who describe how the very presence of the organization 
at beaches creates interest, especially for children passing by their cleaning 
events; they become curious, and this also engages their parents.

Participatory motivations such as simple snacks are something that all 
actors use to some degree. However, they do not believe these are the main 
incentives to engage in beach cleaning. The main reward is rather the feel-
ing of contributing and being part of something meaningful, in response 
to perceived frustration about increasing reports about marine litter in the 
media. According to Nordic Ocean Watch, the fact that many beach clean-
ings are carried out collectively can also connect people socially: “People 
actually start talking to each other and sometimes I have thought that some 
came there as friends, but it is rather that they leave as friends.”

Since the fundamental challenge regarding marine litter is not solved sim-
ply by cleaning beaches, all actors underline the importance of emphasizing 
learning aspects in relation to the activity. Ocean Crusaders, for example, 
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describe how they use collected rubber boots and other relatable debris to 
inspire not only participation, but also learning about consequences for the 
marine environment. Showing old products, such as food packaging dating 
back to the 1990s, is another way of illustrating how long it takes for debris 
to break down. According to Nordic Ocean Watch, combining the activity 
with elements of learning is important in order to “see what kind of litter it 
is, why it ended up here, how do we solve the problem so that it does not end 
up here.” However, the importance of not overwhelming and not shaming 
people is also underlined. One example of educating without doing this is 
by encouraging people to choose reusable products, instead of blaming their 
usage of disposables.

Tourism attraction potential

The representative from Lagunen is positive about a concept combining CS 
and marine litter to attract tourists. Since a few years back, an important 
target group for the company is visitors who value the local natural environ-
ment. The representative says that part of their mission is to advocate for 
smaller ecological footprints among their guests: “There I think we also find 
the person, the guest who can contribute to CS.” Aside from the consider-
able need for beach cleaning in the local area, the primary value of such a 
concept would be to enlighten visitors about the issue and thus influence 
their littering behaviour.

Moreover, incorporating CS within tourism in Strömstad could be a way 
of building more flexibility and innovation into the industry, while also 
enhancing the environmental reputation and recognition of the town. Specifi-
cally, Lagunen sees the potential in increased interest and awareness in the 
municipality regarding an environmentally friendly tourism sector to brand 
and publicize the town. This is supported by the municipality representative, 
who reflects that beach cleaning is something that is promoted in the town 
through events or pick-up boxes containing bags, gloves and other essential 
materials. There are four spots where these can be picked up, including the 
tourist office, which needs to be resupplied continuously. They also organize 
preparatory classes for schools as a basis for students to be able to go out and 
clean, which is a popular activity. The representative emphasizes that “this is 
the type of area that engages and people want to be involved.”

The case illustrates that engaging citizens in beach cleaning activities can 
be done without concrete rewards or incentives, since the main participatory 
motivation is often to contribute something meaningful, which essentially 
becomes an attraction in itself. Learning elements can be specifically incor-
porated into the activity through simple methods such as visually illustrat-
ing the marine litter issue. The case thus indicates a strong potential for 
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merging CS and tourism, as well as willingness to do so on the part of the 
local tourist industry and the municipality.

Discussion

Citizen science as an attraction

The aim of this chapter was to explore and highlight the potential of citizen 
science in turning tourists into active collaborators and contributors of expe-
rience and knowledge. The two case studies illustrate ideas and discussions 
about how CS and the tourist experience can be combined through active 
learning tourist experiences. Specifically, the use of CS shows potential in 
producing more advanced and fulfilling active learning tourist experiences 
that can become attractions if they are organized in a way that allows for 
personal learning opportunities. Common threads in the two examples that 
emphasize the attractiveness of the CS activity include:

• active involvement: the focus is on citizens as active co-producers of 
their own experiences through active engagement, including experi-
ences of assisting researchers in their work (Larsen & Meged, 2013)

• enhancement of experience value: this point goes back to Dillon et al. 
(2016), who emphasize that the learning aspect is as much about how 
CS enhances the experience, affecting the citizen, as it is about how CS 
assists the experts

• understandable and relatable focus: this applies to both environmental 
and community conservation projects where tourists connect with what is 
observed and done in the field through CS initiatives (Taylor et al., 2020)

• personal learning/growth: this builds on the educational aspect empha-
sized by Falk et al. (2012), who argue that the intersection between tourism 
and learning has become an important part of the tourist experience

In short, the use of CS in the two examples fulfils the demand for more 
individualized and engaging tourist experiences, as emphasized earlier. 
It does so by introducing new learning experiences and outcomes, with 
a focus on participating in learning processes for the attainment of new 
knowledge and understanding while travelling. For many, this includes 
a sense of empowerment and stewardship gained through the work per-
formed, while the experience also offers a good way for local stakeholders 
and visitors to meet and actively work together to create positive change. 
The result is a tourism experience with a specific focus on learning about 
and reflecting on the local context, much like ecotourism or volunteer 
tourism experiences, but requiring short-term commitment and thus more 
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accessible to people. Furthermore, it confirms the close link to active 
learning forms in tourism.

Requirements, challenges and opportunities

Both cases illustrate how elements of learning and reflection can be incor-
porated into daily activities through quite simple methods, such as encour-
aging photo documentation or managing marine litter. In relation to the 
third question of the chapter, we have also identified some requirements, 
challenges and opportunities connected to such activities.

Regarding requirements, one essential key to being successful with CS 
in tourism and to achieving engagement among tourists is the use of simple 
methods. It is preferable for these to be easily integrated into a perhaps 
already established scheme of activities, where participation does not coun-
teract the initial visions of the trip and is not perceived as too demanding 
(Schaffer & Tham, 2020). This includes clear activity goals and educated 
instructors who are consistently present and engaged throughout the work, 
for instance by analyzing experiences and results together with participants. 
Something that can further spur the motivation of continued participation 
is if the results of the project are communicated and accessible, as in the 
example of the container with collected litter on display. This can aid the 
feeling of purpose through contribution (Taylor et al., 2020). In this case, 
and following existing findings in the literature, the ability to examine per-
sonal benefits is important, since the urge to make a concrete effort for the 
local destination, environment or community is often the main participatory 
motivation, as illustrated in both cases. Moreover, continuity and planning 
are crucial in order to anchor and profile the experience as a local phenom-
enon and attraction, as emphasized by the local stakeholders in Kosterhavet.

Some of the challenges we foresee in terms of combining CS and tourism 
concern the more practical aspects. Examples include the process of estab-
lishing the experience as being time consuming and costly, both in terms of 
preparing and executing it. Furthermore, scientists, as well as managers and 
others invested in tourism, may not have the necessary skills and competences 
to work with CS, so specialist education may be needed. This was especially 
the case in the picture study, where the managers relied on the researchers 
to undertake the study, while realizing their own deficits in terms of more 
qualitative visitor approaches. Another challenge is that tourist motivations 
and engagement levels vary and shift frequently, depending on experience 
trends and demands. In other words, what is popular one year may not be 
so popular the following year. For instance, the initiatives by Kosterhavets 
Ekobod, Ocean Crusaders and Nordic Ocean Watch work well now because 
of an increased focus on environmental responsibility in today’s society, but 
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such trends may change in a decade or two. Consequently, working towards 
making CS an attraction in tourism, and keeping a level of interest, requires a 
high degree of outlook and adaptation from an organizational point of view. 
Finally, a third challenge is to reach and motivate tourists other than the most 
enthusiastic ones (typically eco-volunteer tourists). In this case, better and 
broader profiling may be needed, meaning that CS activities must be made 
accessible and understandable across a wide variety of tourist segments. In 
this, we see the potential of integrating CS into the tourist experience as a 
positive factor and as a quality stamp for tourism overall.

Concerning opportunities, one of the more important outcomes of mak-
ing CS a tourist attraction is the potential benefits of such an experience. For 
example, both case studies emphasize how engagement in local contexts 
and self-reflection can strengthen or lead to increased environmental and 
community awareness. The result is a tourist experience with transforma-
tive learning qualities that may produce enlightened citizens and inspire 
individual and collective action. If this can be achieved, it may lead to 
accomplishing larger societal and environmental goals, including the UN 
2030 Agenda (Fritz et al., 2019). Furthermore, it may be a way to take a 
symbolic step away from more passive tourism forms and may also be a 
countermeasure to growing environmental and social concerns surround-
ing the fast-growing tourist industry of today. In fact, it could be argued 
that the process of making CS a tourist attraction makes tourist activities 
relevant and present with the ability to inspire environmental and social 
responsibility. Ultimately, the product may therefore give rise to new think-
ing within the tourist industry itself, as new demands based on these values 
are likely to increase in the future (Oh et al., 2007). Additionally, not just 
the tourist industry, but also other CS organizers, including researchers, can 
find inspiration. For instance, the use of CS as a part of the tourist experi-
ence may provide tourism researchers with new perspectives and options 
to study the tourist experience more thoroughly. Furthermore, CS organ-
izers are often concerned with attracting volunteers, and therefore share an 
interest in understanding how learning experiences through CS can become 
attractive in and of themselves.

This chapter concludes that citizen science can be made into a strong tour-
ist experience enhancer that has the potential to become a tourist attraction. 
At the same time, we acknowledge that our two case studies merely provide 
indications and suggestions, and that the two examples are not enough to 
make a strong argument for CS use in tourism just yet. To succeed with 
this, we propose that the topic should be explored further by receiving more 
research attention, including new case studies for comparison and further 
theoretical development in relation to established learning approaches such 
as active and experience-based learning.
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This book contributes to our understanding of how knowledge and learning 
in a tourism context can create attractive experiences but can also change 
people and societies. Based on theories of experience-based and transfor-
mational learning, the book provides examples of tourism experiences that 
engage us and shows how they can form a basis for the creation of new 
knowledge, change behaviours and change worldviews. Also, from a man-
agement perspective, the book provides conceptualizations that may change 
established communication practices and patterns of collaboration and, in 
the long run, lead to more sustainable development.

As we reflect on actual experiences, we learn, and we use the experiences 
in new situations (Kolb, 1984; Lewin, 1946; Piaget, 1952). From an indi-
vidual and consumer perspective, this results in personal growth as it con-
nects to our interests, previous knowledge and identity (Falk et al., 2012). 
The more experience we gain, the more adventurous and self-confident we 
become, and the more we want to develop our skills and find answers to 
our questions (Savener, 2013). Therefore, experiential and transformational 
learning is interesting from a sustainable tourism perspective. Visitors 
may adapt or change behaviours when they return home (Ballantyne et al., 
2011) and even change their thoughts, opinions and worldviews (Mezirow, 
1990; Reisinger, 2013). Ultimately, as a result of their confrontation with 
critical moments and immersion in new knowledge when travelling, their 
awareness increases and could lead to more sustainable development (e.g. 
increased protection of cultural and natural resources (Han & Hyun, 2017; 
Persson, 2019).

In this book, the examples include the use of information panels, tour 
guiding, citizen science, photography and virtual reality, as well as estab-
lishments such as museums, research stations and science centres. The bio-
sphere reserve serves as an example of a destination that offers opportunities 
for learning on a larger scale: the learning destination. In this concluding 
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chapter, we summarize and synthesize the findings from the book’s chap-
ters into four themes: from passive to active, from analogue to digital, from 
generic to target group–adapted, and from fragmented to inclusive. These 
themes reflect transitions –observed transitions (e.g. the digital transition), 
desirable transitions (linked to research findings and/or normative positions, 
such as a more sustainable society) or possible transitions (that could fur-
ther the development of tourism linked to knowledge and learning). Follow-
ing the themes, we propose ways forward for future research in the field of 
tourism, knowledge and learning.

From passive to active
Several chapters emphasize that learning is furthered by individualized, 
engaging and immersive tourist experiences, or in other words more active 
tourists who co-create experiences or reflect actively upon their lived experi-
ences. Zillinger and Nilsson (chapter 4) define passive learning in a tourism 
context as people listening to others talking, developing skills by chance or 
accumulating life experiences over time. In contrast, active learning refers 
to the search for knowledge, an attempt to master a task, or the pursuit of 
a valued and abstract knowledge. Organizations, managers and guides can 
create opportunities for active learning.

But is active tourism a prerequisite for learning? Based on the chapters 
in this book, learning will probably depend on the provider’s communica-
tion style, the activity itself and the context of the experience. Lundberg 
et al. (chapter 3) assume that the professional guide, service provider or 
researcher as expert can provide opportunities for immersive and highly 
engaging science tourism experiences. Axelsson and Hansen (chapter 7) dig 
further into citizen science as a specific type of science tourism, through 
which easily accessible activities become attractions in and of themselves: 
tourists’ photo documentation and beach cleaning. These are illustrative 
examples of how active participation can strengthen the learning process.

Although the book provides only a handful of examples of active learn-
ing in tourism, this knowledge can form the basis for new methods and 
practices and further research. Future research should, for instance, elabo-
rate on the conceptual models of science tourism (chapter 3), active and 
passive learning (chapter 4), TORE (theme, organized, relevant and enjoya-
ble) (chapter 5) and ALTE (active learning tourism experience) (chapter 7). 
This implies that we need further research that looks into active tourism 
from both the consumer perspective, linked to, for example, tourists’ travel 
motives (see, e.g., Pearce & Lee, 2005), and the producer perspective, linked 
to, for example, co-creation, collaboration and the tourism ecosystem (see, 
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e.g., Hsu et al., 2017). Later in this chapter we elaborate on the importance 
of the latter for the production of learning in tourism.

From analogue to digital
The step into the digital era is discussed in chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7. Digi-
tal formats provide novel ways of visualizing, sharing and co-producing 
knowledge, which could facilitate learning. Today, it is possible to acti-
vate, engage and feel connections with and belonging to other participants 
through digital platforms, creating benefits for everyone involved. With the 
Covid pandemic, we saw the rise of digital solutions, e.g. the use of digital 
technologies in museums (see, e.g., Raimo et al., 2021) and the emergence 
of digital events and festivals (see, e.g., Armbrecht et al., 2021). The crisis 
forced many tourism actors to take a giant digital leap forward, leading to 
a significantly increased supply of digital products. One example in this 
book is platforms offering free guided tours (chapter 4). Of particular inter-
est is the opportunity to learn and experience without travelling, which has 
enabled us to experience nature and heritage from our homes. An intrigu-
ing example is the use of augmented and virtual reality to understand the 
impacts of climate change in the Arctic (chapter 6).

Although the digital age creates opportunities, it also poses challenges. 
It is vital to emphasize the threats of digitization, particularly in relation 
to knowledge mediation and learning. Digital platforms have facilitated 
the spread of conspiracy theories, false claims and lies that challenge the 
control of knowledge production that has historically been claimed by 
institutions such as universities, research centres and government agencies 
(Oliveira et al., 2022). There is an urgent need for tourism researchers and 
other actors to address this challenge and how it affects tourist learning and 
tourist experiences.

From generic to target group–adapted
Is there a place for information panels, human guides and other types of 
analogue knowledge mediators in this digital era? Of course. It is important 
to explore the interplay between the digital and the analogue, for exam-
ple between information panels and virtual guided tours, or how social 
media furthers physical travel for personal development. This convergence 
of physical and digital experiences needs more attention in the context of 
tourism, knowledge and learning. It could draw on existing research that 
discusses the role of technology as a mediator in tourism experiences (see 
Urquhart, 2019).
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Related to the digital and the analogue and to personal development is 
the discussion on the adaptation of tourist products and services for dif-
ferent audiences (e.g. older/younger tourists, experienced/inexperienced 
tourists, tourists with different cultural capital and backgrounds). If we can-
not understand and relate to the knowledge that is presented, it does not 
engage us and does not lead to learning (as discussed in chapter 5). For 
example, recent research on digital cultural heritage experiences shows that 
knowledge being made available digitally does not automatically make it 
more accessible and equitable. Learning is personal and depends on several 
crucial aspects such as prior knowledge, background and technical compe-
tence (Illsley, 2021), which is important to keep in mind in future research 
on digitization. To offer products and services for different audiences and 
target groups is equally relevant in analogue settings. At first glance, the 
target group can simply be interpreted as “the tourist,” but different activi-
ties and contexts attract different visitors who have differing learning styles, 
preferences, motives and abilities (see, e.g., Räikkönen et al., 2021). More 
research is needed on who visits tourism sites focusing on learning experi-
ences and what their prior knowledge and preferences are, so that activities 
and communication efforts become meaningful for these visitors, and thus 
deliver learning experiences.

From fragmented to inclusive
In order to create learning experiences, learning organizations and learn-
ing destinations, there is a need for close collaborations with stakeholders. 
This is a reoccurring theme in tourism research as tourism is a very frag-
mented sector covering various disciplines, authorities and industries (see  
chapter 3). Residents are both owners of the destination and co-creators 
of the experience and target groups, and the roles of co-creators and target 
groups also apply to tourists.

This book does not in any way cover all aspects of collaboration, but it does 
contribute some examples and conceptualizations. In chapter 2, the reader is 
introduced to the collaborative process of initiating a UNESCO biosphere 
reserve. This process builds upon a strong existing collaborative culture in 
the region, where universities, schools, authorities, businesses and local com-
munities have worked together to develop and communicate knowledge in 
tourism contexts. In chapter 3, science tourism is conceptualized, presenting 
universities and research centres as producers not only of knowledge but also 
of science tourism activities. To varying degrees, they are embedded in both 
the tourism industry and in science, depending on context. In chapter 7, the 
tourist is a co-creator in science through the concept of citizen science, while 
in chapter 4, the essence of guiding is referred to as human interaction. In 
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short, from a broader perspective, tourism may well contribute to learning if 
we take advantage of colleagues, platforms and networks. It is not only a mat-
ter of public-private partnerships, but an overarching perspective of inclusive-
ness, where it is just as important to build on existing networks as to explore 
and develop new collaboration opportunities (Hall, 2019). To take a popular 
term, we may define it as “the tourism ecosystem,” a socio-economic system 
where actors are dependent on each other and on the surrounding physical and 
digital environment (see Hsu et al., 2017). Further research should focus on 
knowledge and learning within this tourism ecosystem.

Summary of the research agenda
In this book, we have pointed out the possibilities of tourism learning expe-
riences. Several of the chapters have highlighted that there is a need to 
develop how such learning experiences are organized. Based on the four 
themes we have presented, we therefore want to encourage future research 
that addresses the following questions:

1 What role does the tourist have in creating active tourist learning expe-
riences, in relation to the provider and other tourists? We need to better 
understand how the tourist can be made active in co-creating learning 
experiences, but also which tourists want to be more active and seek 
learning and personal development, and to what degree.

2 What are the positive and negative impacts of the digital transition, in 
relation to tourism, knowledge and learning? We need to understand 
the optimal ways of using digital resources on the part of both provid-
ers and consumers to create inclusive learning experiences.

3 How can providers create inclusive and accessible learning products 
and services based on tourists’ prior knowledge and preferences? This 
implies a deeper knowledge about different target groups linked to, for 
example, culture heritage experiences, science tourism and citizen sci-
ence experiences.

4 What is the role of collaboration in providing tourist learning expe-
riences? The role of collaboration and co-creation is already a well-
researched topic in tourism studies, but not as much related to the 
intersection between tourism, knowledge and learning. Novel stake-
holders in the tourism industry, such as different knowledge producers, 
would need to be included in such studies.

In general, more empirical studies are needed to approach these questions. 
There is a need to leave the conceptual stage and observe, explore and 
measure relevant concepts using both qualitative and quantitative methods. 
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This will generate an even deeper understanding of how tourism can create 
learning experiences and inform research and practice.
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