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Abstract

Environmental sustainability has become a widely institutionalised goal across
governance levels and policy domains, yet tourism continues to pose challenges for
substantive transformation. As a sector characterised by high mobility, carbon intensity,
and dispersed responsibility, tourism highlights the limits of sustainability frameworks
under conditions of continued growth. This dissertation examines how tourism
governance manages tensions between sustainability commitments and toutrism
development through spatial, institutional, and temporal practices. Its central question
asks how tourism governance institutions use legitimacy-seeking strategies to manage
contradictions between sustainability commitments and growth imperatives. Three
subsidiary questions address how institutional constraints limit substantive environmen-
tal outcomes in protected area tourism, how sustainability policies are translated into
practices that accommodate growth objectives, and how temporal policy frameworks
sustain legitimacy while deferring structural change.

Empirically, the research focuses on Finnish protected area governance and
sustainable tourism policymaking, drawing on an analytical framework grounded in New
Institutional theory, temporal theory, and in environmental policy. The first two articles
analyse how platformisation, corporatisation, and governance re-entrenchment have positioned
tourism as an organisational necessity rather than a supplementary activity within
protected areas. The third article examines temporal-scalar tensions within protected
area governance. The fourth traces sustainability discourse across governance scales,
from European Union frameworks through national and regional strategies to desti-
nation-level implementation. Taken together, the articles show how institutional and
temporal mechanisms work across different governance settings to stabilise growth-ori-
ented trajectories while limiting substantive transformation. In Articles III and IV,
temporal framings emerge as mechanisms for legitimising sustainability policy: environ-
mental solutions are projected into the future while growth-oriented practices persist in
the present. The future thus emerges as both an analytical lens and a political resource.

The dissertation aims to make three theoretical contributions to tourism geography.
First, it suggests that institutional limits can be understood as structural features of
governance architectures that accommodate, rather than resolve, undetlying contradic-
tions. Second, it develops temporality as a legitimacy-preserving mechanism enabling
the ongoing deferral of transformative change. Third, it conceptualises these dynamics
as structured unsustainability, a condition in which symbolic compliance, procedural
alignment, and temporal displacement sustain institutional continuity beneath the
language of transition. In doing so, the study explains why sustainability governance
in tourism systematically yields limited transformation through structural design rather
than oversight.

Keywords: structured unsustainability, tourism governance, temporal governance,
sustainable tourism, protected areas, institutional theory, Finland, Nordic



Tiivistelma

Ympiristokestdvyys on vakiintunut osaksi julkista hallintoa eri tasoilla ja politiikan
aloilla, mutta matkailu asettaa edelleen merkittivii haasteita kestivyyssiirtymille.
Korkean liikkuvuuden, hiili-intensiivisyyden ja hajautuneen vastuun vuoksi matkailu tuo
nikyviin kestdvyyspolitiikan rajat tilanteessa, jossa alan kasvu jatkuu. Téssd viitoskit-
jassa tarkastellaan, miten matkailun hallintojarjestelmat kasittelevit kestivyyspolitiikan
ja matkailun kehittimisen vilisid jannitteitd spatiaalisilla, institutionaalisilla ja ajallisilla
kaytanteilld. Tyon keskeinen tutkimuskysymys on, miten matkailun keskeiset instituutiot
hallitsevat kestivyystavoitteiden ja kasvupaineiden vilisid ristiriitoja legitimiteettid
vahvistavien strategioiden avulla. Alatutkimuskysymykset tarkastelevat, miten institutio-
naaliset rajoitteet heikentivit luonnonsuojelualueilla tapahtuvan matkailun kykyi tukea
laajempia ympiristopoliittisia tavoitteita, miten kestdvyyspolitiikka muuntuu kasvuta-
voitteita mukauttaviksi kdytinnoiksi ja miten ajalliset politiikkakehykset yllipitavit legit-
imiteettid samalla, kun rakenteelliset muutostarpeet siirretddn tulevaisuuteen.

Empiirisesti ty kohdistuu suomalaisten luonnonsuojelualueiden hallintaan ja kesta-
vin matkailun politiikkaan, ja sen analyyttinen viitekehys nojaa neoinstitutionaaliseen
teoriaan, ympdristopolitiikkaan, sekd politiikan ajallisuutta kisittelevddn tutkimuskirjalli-
suuteen. Kaksi ensimmiisti artikkelia pyrkivit osoittamaan, kuinka a/ustaistuminen, kor-
poratisoituminen ja hallinnan piintyminen ovat tehneet matkailun tukemisesta suojelualueilla
organisatorisen vilttimattomyyden. Kolmas artikkeli tarkastelee suojelualuehallinnan
ajallisia ja skaalallisia jdnnitteitd. Neljds artikkeli analysoi kestdvyyspuhetta hallinnan eri
tasoilla EU:n politiikkakehyksistd kansallisiin ja alueellisiin strategioihin sekd kohdetason
toimeenpanoon. Yhdessi artikkelit osoittavat, kuinka institutionaaliset ja ajalliset meka-
nismit vakauttavat kasvusuuntautuneita kehityskulkuja eri hallinnan tasoilla samalla, kun
ne rajoittavat laajempien ympiristopoliittisten tavoitteiden saavuttamista. Erityisesti
kahdessa jalkimmadisessi artikkelissa ajalliset kehystykset nousevat keskeisiksi kestavyys-
politiikan legitimointivilineiksi: ympdristdongelmien ratkaisut sijoitetaan tulevaisuuteen
samalla, kun kasvusuuntautuneet kiytinnot jatkuvat nykyhetkessa. Tulevaisuus nayttiy-
tyy tdssd sekd analyyttisena ndkokulmana ettd poliittisena resurssina.

Viitoskirja pyrkii tuottamaan kolme teoreettista kontribuutiota matkailumaantieteen
tutkimukseen. Ensinndkin se osoittaa, ettd kestivyyspolitiikan institutionaaliset rajat
voidaan ymmirtdd hallinta-arkkitehtuurien rakenteellisina piirteind, jotka pikemmin-
kin mukautuvat taustalla oleviin ristiriitoihin kuin ratkaisevat niitd. Toiseksi se kehit-
tdd teoriaa ajasta legitimiteettid ylldpitdvind mekanismina, jonka avulla muutospai-
neita siirretddn tulevaisuuteen. Kolmanneksi viitoskirja kisitteellistdd ndima dynamiikat
rakenteelliseksi  festamdttonyydeksi, jossa symbolinen noudattaminen, proseduraalinen
yhdenmukaisuus ja ajallinen irtikytkentd ylldpitdvit institutionaalista jatkuvuutta kesta-
vyyssiirtymin kielelld. Kokonaisuudessaan tutkimus selittdd, miksi matkailun kestivyys-
hallinta tuottaa jirjestelmallisesti vain rajallista muutosta.

Avainsanat: rakenteellinen kestimattOmyys, matkailun hallinnointi, ajan politiikka,
kestdva matkailu, luonnonsuojelualueet, institutionaalinen teoria, Suomi, Pohjoismaat
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Lundén: Structured unsustainability: Institutional limits and temporal politics in sustainable tourism governance

| Introduction
I.1 Study background and scope

Addressing environmental challenges has become increasingly urgent in recent decades
(Armstrong McKay et al. 2022; Fletcher et al. 2024; Lenton et al. 2019). This imperative
has also shaped tourism research, where sustainability, environmental change, and the
climate crisis have emerged as central themes (Buckley 2012; G6ssling et al. 2020; Sun
et al. 2024). Accelerating climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecosystem degradation
have pushed the Earth system beyond several planetary boundaries, underscoring
the necessity for governance approaches that transcend incremental adjustments and
address the structural drivers of unsustainability (Rockstrom et al. 2009; Steffen et al.
2015). Although global frameworks such as the Paris Agreement and the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) exist, a significant gap persists between envi-
ronmental ambition and governance outcomes (Hickmann et al. 2026; OECD 2024,
Romanello et al. 2021).

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has repeatedly highlighted
that achieving global sustainability requires radical shifts in production, consumption,
and governance of natural resources (IPCC 2023). Yet states and public governance
institutions have largely failed to match the scale and urgency of these transforma-
tions, remaining entrenched in established practices that resist adaptive change (Lieven
2021; Nanni et al. 2024; Young 2017). This inertia has been described as a form of
catbon lock-in, in which existing technologies, regulatory regimes, infrastructure, and
behavioural norms reinforce one another and slow the pace of change (Gill & Williams
2011; Seto et al. 2016). Lock-in is particularly difficult to overcome because of high sunk
costs, the long lifetimes of infrastructures, and the tight coupling between technical and
socioeconomic systems. The tourism system exemplifies a resilient, change-resistant
system: it relies on long-term investments in carbon-intensive transport and destination
infrastructure, as well as cultural norms that favour global mobility and (regional)
economic growth. Hence, such path-dependent structures illustrate the political limits
and institutional lock-ins that constrain governance responses to today’s environmen-
tal challenges (Blihdorn 2011; Dahl 1989; Hausknost 2020; North 1990; Scott 1998).

Tourism represents a particulatly revealing site for examining many of today’s envi-
ronmental sustainability contradictions. The sector’s environmental burden has become
increasingly evident (Eijgelaar & Peeters 2024; McKercher 1993; Sharpley 2020; Sun
et al. 2024). Recent estimates show tourism-related emissions grew by 3.5 % annually
between 2009 and 2019, twice the rate of the broader economy, reaching 5.2 GtCO,-e,
or approximately 8.8 % of total global greenhouse gas emissions (Sun et al. 2024).
Beyond carbon emissions, tourism drives water consumption, habitat degradation, and
biodiversity loss, particulatly in ecologically sensitive regions such as Arctic landscapes,
tropical rainforests, and coastal zones (G6ssling & Hall 2006; Hall 2010a, 2010b;
Saarinen & Varnajot 2019; Salminen et al. 2025).

Half a century ago, Budowski (1976) posed a question that remains central and
unresolved: does the relationship between tourism and environmental conservation
tend toward conflict, coexistence, or symbiosis? Writing as tourism was beginning its
rapid global expansion, he observed that tourism and conservation could be mutually
beneficial under certain conditions, yet warned that, without deliberate and appropriate
governance and institutional arrangements, conflict was more likely. Fifty years on,
his framework continues to structure debates in the field, yet the tourism sector and
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its governance systems tasked with managing this relationship have evolved in ways
that complicate his original categories. This dissertation contends that, rather than
achieving genuine harmony, institutionalised coexistence has become a mechanism
by which governance systems manage the contradiction between tourism growth and
conservation. Instead of resolving tensions, this administrative settlement maintains the
legitimacy of current arrangements while deferring difficult structural transformations.
The central question has shifted: it is now about how institutions govern the ongoing
contradictions between tourism and conservation without enacting the changes needed
to enable true sustainability.

The concept of sustainable tourism has generated extensive debate, with definitions
varying across scales, sectors, and normative perspectives (Buckley 2012; Fennell &
Cooper 2020; Hall 2010c, 2019; Saarinen 2006; Sharpley 2023; Wheeller 1993). This
dissertation aligns with Shatrpley’s (2023) deliberately minimal definition: sustainabil-
ity concerns the maintenance of the biophysical world, and sustainable tourism can
therefore be understood as tourism that does not degrade the global ecosystem. This
establishes the ecological baseline against which governance claims are judged throughout
the dissertation and resists destination-centred interpretations that risk losing sight of
sustainability’s holistic character. In Neumayer’s (2013) terms, this is a strong sustain-
ability position: natural capital is treated as non-substitutable, and ecological functions
as conditions that must be maintained rather than traded against economic or social
gains (see also Fennell & Cooper 2020). Yet mainstream tourism governance rarely
follows this logic openly. Instead, sustainability is absorbed in diluted form: its language
is adopted, its frameworks institutionalised, and incremental adjustments made, while
the sector’s growth orientation remains intact. The effect is legitimation rather than
transformation. This dissertation proceeds from that tension. Tourism governance is
organised through locally bounded institutions, strategies, and mandates, while the envi-
ronmental condition it claims to address is global, cumulative, and systemic. The insti-
tutional forms through which sustainability is governed therefore become part of what
requires explanation.

This environmental impact occurs against a backdrop of rapid sectoral growth and
tourism’s enduring role as a tool for regional development, still largely shaped by a
boosterist policy logic that prioritises the expansion of tourism supply and normalises
growth as a policy objective (Becken & Scott 2024; Blazquez-Salom et al. 2019; Dwyer
2023; Hall 2008; Saarinen et al. 2024). For example, global tourism has largely recovered
from the COVID-19 pandemic, with 1.4 billion international tourists in 2024 and
projections for continued expansion (UNWTO 2025). This dramatic collapse and rapid
rebound, offering a rare observational window into sectoral volatility and its resilience,
underscored both the fragility and durability of tourism systems, while revealing how
quickly potential environmental gains from limited tourism can be reversed. These
developments ditectly illustrate how governance systems and institutional inertia
maintain the growth imperative, constraining the sector’s capacity to address environ-
mental limits. Meeting the IPCC’s 1.5 °C target requires rapid emission reductions across
all sectors (IPCC 2023), but tourism continues to expand with little short-term capacity
for emission reduction (Gossling et al. 2023; Sun et al. 2024). While aviation remains
the most visible contributor, the inertia of the entire tourism system highlights the
gulf between climate goals and current reality. Emerging research suggests that aligning
tourism with the Paris Agreement will require governments to define thresholds for
tourism demand, a shift that necessitates active public-sector involvement and institu-
tional steering (Sun et al. 2024). This governance challenge provides the broader context
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for this dissertation, which critically examines how institutions mediate the growth—
limits tension without delivering transformative change.

I.1.1 Institutions, governance, and the public sector

Institutions and governance form the analytical core of this dissertation. In general,
institutions provide the structural, normative, and discursive frameworks that organise
action and policymaking (Schmidt 2008; Scott 1995). Governance refers to the processes
through which these frameworks are enacted, challenged, and sustained through different
means (Amore & Hall 2016; Hall 2011; Pierre & Peters 2020). Examining them together
makes it possible to understand not only the formal arrangements in place but also why
they persist, even when they produce consistent, recognised shortcomings. No two
societies produce identical institutional configurations; specific arrangements emerge
from distinct historical trajectories and political settlements (Acemoglu & Robinson
2012). This approach is essential in settings like Finland, where long-standing institu-
tional mandates meet shifting environmental and policy pressures, and where tourism
development and governance outcomes depend on how public agencies interpret and
manage competing demands (Puhakka & Saarinen 2013; Rytteri & Puhakka 2012).

Modern governance is built on specialised institutions (Peters 2019). Webet’s
(1922/1978) original account of bureaucratic rationality exemplifies how the division
of administrative labour into distinct jurisdictions became central to the modern state.
While such rationalisation brings order, coordination, and predictability, it also creates
structural blind spots, as cross-cutting issues often fall between organisational boundaries
(Peters 2019), such as in tourism (McKercher 2025). Later scholarship has broadened
how institutions are understood. Giddens (1984) described them as reproduced through
routine practice. Meyer and Rowan (1977) argued that organisations adopt institutional
rules to secure legitimacy. Scott (1995) combined these views by defining institutions as
regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive arrangements. Schmidt (2008) highlighted
the discursive processes through which institutional ideas are expressed, interpreted
and contested. These perspectives show institutions as durable, socially constructed
frameworks of rules, norms, and shared meanings that shape behaviour and help organ-
isations maintain legitimacy (Deephouse & Suchman 2008).

The constraints of compartmentalised institutions in dealing with integrated environ-
mental problems were already highlighted in the Brundtland Report (World Commission
on Environment and Development 1987). It argued that institutions built on narrow
administrative concerns wete pootly equipped for issues that cut across sectors.
Environmental authorities and economic planners operated in isolation, allowing envi-
ronmental harm to be treated as an externality. Its conclusion was direct: ”The real world
of interlocked economic and ecological systems will not change; the policies and institutions concerned
must” (WCED 1987: 9). That this shift has not occurred provides the starting point for
this dissertation. Research on institutional inertia shows how structural, political and
cognitive barriers can delay or prevent transformation even when the need for change
is widely recognised (Munck af Rosenschold et al. 2014).

Governance here refers to the ways institutions pursue collective aims by coordinating
decisions and responding to the demands of their political environment (Salter &
Tapper 2002). It is a historically situated practice, shaped by administrative cultures
and political expectations, that influences how public organisations respond to environ-
mental pressures (Hajer 2002, 2003; Lieven 2021). Legitimacy is central to this process.
Following Suchman (1995: 574), legitimacy is understood as a generalised perception
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that an organisation’s actions are desirable, proper or appropriate within a socially
constructed system of norms and values. Institutions sustain their position through
this recognition, not through formal authority alone (Meyer & Rowan 1977; Suchman
1995).

Given this central role, the contemporary socioecological crises test whether today’s
public institutions and institutional arrangements are suitable for the task (Lieven 2021,
Loehr & Becken 2024; Géssling & Scott 2025a). The starting point of this dissertation
is that, ideally, in developed countries, institutions possess the capacity to regulate,
coordinate, and enforce sustainability measures that can align economic development
with environmental policy (Buckley 2012; Lieven 2021), requiring “goal-directed
intervention by governments and other actors” (Meadowcroft 2007: 302). Thus, governance
structures, policies, and regulatory frameworks form the backbone of effective envi-
ronmental sustainability strategies, also in tourism, determining how natural resources
and tourism are managed, protected, and exploited (Bramwell & Lane 2011; Hall 1994).
In tourism, however, this institutional capacity is often constrained by ovetlapping
mandates, conflicting policy goals, and regulatory fragmentation (Hall 2011; Article I).

I.1.2 Finnish and Nordic context

Finland’s protected area system provides the primary empirical setting for this
dissertation. Metsihallitus, the state organisation responsible for managing state-owned
land and water, is more than a convenient case. It embodies a distinct Finnish and
Nordic settlement concerning the relationship between the state, nature, and citizens.
Established in 1859, Metsihallitus is an unincorporated state enterprise with a dual
mandate. Its public administration arm, Parks & Wildlife Finland (Luontopalvelut),
manages Finland’s protected areas, including 41 national parks and more than 5,000
sites across approximately 12.6 million hectares, of which around 4.2 million hectares
have protected status, roughly 10 per cent of Finland’s land area (Metsihallitus 2022).
Finland’s first national parks were established in 1938, following neatly six decades of
public and legislative debate, with nature framed simultaneously as national heritage,
scientific resource, and economic asset (Perttula 2006). The system expanded in
subsequent waves, most significantly in 1982 when eleven new parks were established and
management planning, modelled on the US National Park Service, was introduced for
the first time, integrating tourism and recreation alongside conservation as governance
objectives (Perttula 2006; Puhakka 2007; Rytteri & Puhakka 2012). At the same time,
the organisation includes commercial functions linked to forestry and real estate. This
dual structure is central to the dissertation because it separates business activities from
statutory conservation and recreation responsibilities while also generating persistent
tension between them (Finlex 2016; Parpola & Aberg 2009). That tension has become
sharper as tourism has assumed a more prominent role alongside conservation within
the organisation’s operating rationale (Puhakka & Saarinen 2013; Article I).

These pressures have intensified as nature-based tourism has expanded. In 2025,
Parks & Wildlife sites recorded 7.6 million visits, of which around 3.5 million were to
national parks, generating an estimated €278 million in regional economic impact from
national parks alone (Metsdhallitus 2026). Growth has been especially pronounced in
Lapland, where the most visited parks are located and where conservation mandates,
regional development ambitions, and an increasingly international visitor economy
converge most directly (Lundén et al. 2023; Saarinen & Lundén 2024; Article I1I). This
growth trajectory has not been without tension. Recent years have seen Metsihallitus
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reduce trail infrastructure and visitor services under budgetary constraint, reflecting
the pressure on public institutions to reconcile expanding conservation and tourism
mandates with declining state funding (Metsdhallitus 2024, 2025).

The Finnish setting is particularly productive for institutional analysis because it
does not conform to the governance assumptions embedded in much of the existing
literature. New Institutional Theory is well suited to this case because, as a construction-
ist approach, it asks how organisations acquire and maintain legitimacy within culturally
specific normative environments rather than presuming a universal governance logic
(DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Meyer & Rowan 1977). On these terms, Metsdhallitus appears
as a distinct institutional configuration whose governing logics require explanation on
their own terms.

1.1.3 The central argument: structured unsustainability

Budowski’s (1976) question of whether tourism and conservation tend toward conflict,
coexistence, or symbiosis frames the governance problem examined in this dissertation.
Half a century later, this dissertation argues that the dominant condition is not
symbiosis, nor unresolved conflict, but structured unsustainability: a mode of governance
in which the need for environmental transformation is acknowledged, yet redirected
into practices that preserve institutional continuity, political legitimacy, and toutrism
growth. Sustainability is not rejected outright but accommodated in ways that protect
existing arrangements from more fundamental change. This is not a case of governance
failure in the conventional sense; the dissertation shows that tourism governance
often works precisely according to the institutional criteria it has come to prioritise:
stability, legitimacy, coordination, and the management of competing demands. The
concept developed here explains how governance actively manages that difficulty, by
incorporating environmental critique in forms that deflect, defer, or dilute its trans-
formative implications. Across the four articles, this occurs through three interlocking
mechanisms: tourism as an institutional rationality, temporal governance as deferral,
and sustainability as symbolic performance.

1.2 Research problem and objectives

The central analytical problem addressed in this dissertation concerns how institutions
tasked with enabling sustainability transitions and more environmentally sustainable
tourism manage to retain legitimacy while avoiding structural change. Within tourism
governance, this challenge is pronounced. While the climate crisis demands rapid
and far-reaching interventions, governance institutions often respond incrementally,
constrained by administrative traditions, incumbent interests, and the imperative to
maintain systemic stability (North 1990; Pierson 2004). In tourism, where institutional
architectures have long been oriented toward growth and cultural expansion (Lofgren
1999), the call for sustainability introduces tensions that cannot be easily reconciled
within existing policy frameworks (Loehr & Becken 2024; McKercher 1993; Wheeller
1993).

Understanding governance shortcomings in this field requires moving beyond
individual actors or discrete policy failures to interrogate the institutional configurations
that shape them. The scale of the gap between environmental necessity and governance
response underscores this point. According to the United Nations Environment
Programme (2023), global greenhouse gas emissions reached a record 57.4 GtCO e in
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2022, and current national pledges, if fully implemented, would still result in a global
temperature rise of approximately 2.5 to 2.9 °C by the end of the century. To remain on
track for the Paris Agreement targets, global emissions would need to decline by 28 per
cent by 2030 for the 2 °C pathway, and by 42 per cent for the 1.5 °C goal. Yet no major
economy is currently on such a trajectory. This persistent divergence between stated
ambition and material outcome cannot be attributed to ignorance or oversight; rather,
it suggests that governance systems are structured to produce inadequate responses.
Under environmental stakes Budowski (1976) could not have anticipated, his question
of conflict, coexistence, or symbiosis now carries genuinely existential weight. Tourism
exemplifies this intensified condition, as its environmental effects routinely exceed
the spatial and temporal scales at which management operates. Carbon emissions
accumulate globally while planning and regulation remain fragmented across jurisdic-
tions (Amore & Hall 2016; El Alam et al. 2024).

This challenge is particularly acute and concrete in protected area tourism, where
governance structures are tasked with balancing conservation imperatives with tout-
ism-driven economic objectives (Job et al. 2017; Lundén 2025b; Puhakka 2007; Puhakka
& Saarinen 2013). According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), a protected area is a geographically defined space managed through legal
or other effective means to achieve the long-term conservation of nature, including
associated ecosystem services and cultural values (Dudley 2008: 8). As flagship sites of
nature-based tourism, protected areas are frequently positioned as models for sustainable
regional development. At the same time, they face increasing pressures from visitor
growth, infrastructure expansion, social acceptance, and conservation mandates (Eagles
& McCool 2002; Saarinen 2001, 2004). They therefore provide a critical and classic
setting for examining sustainability in tourism governance, as they condense the tension
between conservation and development within a single institutional framework. Within
these settings, public agencies are simultaneously tasked with protecting, managing, and
promoting nature through tourism. The dissertation analyses tourism governance as its
primary object, with Finnish protected atea governance providing the empirical anchor
— a site where the mechanisms of institutional legitimacy-secking, temporal deferral,
and symbolic sustainability are especially concentrated and traceable.

Protected areas and tourism strategies are often formulated within bounded mandates,
yet they are embedded in systems whose impacts are transboundary and cumulative
(Article 11I; McKercher 2025). This scalar disjuncture reveals that the problem is not
only what tourism does or negatively impacts, but how institutions are organised to
govern conditions they can neither fully predict nor control (Article III). Public sector
institutions, particularly within the Nordic model, characterised by universal social
rights, a strong and interventionist state, and a central role for public sector coordination
(Esping-Andersen 1990, 2015), play a key role in this context. Possessing legal authority,
territorial mandate, and a formal responsibility for the common good, they are expected
to mediate between competing claims on nature through strategies, planning and par-
ticipatory processes (McKercher 2025; Peltola et al. 2023). This dissertation therefore
positions institutions as both the unit and object of analysis, asking how governance
structures operate and how they symbolically perform sustainability under pressure.

The study employs New Institutional Theory as its primary analytical lens. New
Institutionalism draws attention to how organisations seek legitimacy by adopting
prevailing norms, such as sustainability, while continuing to pursue established objectives
such as growth (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Meyer & Rowan 1977). In the context of
tourism, this enables institutions to maintain coherence across divergent agendas.
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Rather than resolving tensions between economic development and environmen-
tal limits, institutions often manage these contradictions through symbolic alignment,
policy layering, and selective implementation. This approach is well suited to examining
how sustainability is publicly atfirmed but procedurally deferred.

The framework is further extended by drawing on perspectives from critical policy
analysis (Bacchi 2012), temporal governance (Bornemann & Strassheim 2019; White
2024), and symbolic sustainability. Critical policy analysis highlights how policies
constitute problems by framing issues in particular ways, thereby shaping what can
be thought and done while excluding certain alternatives. This connects directly to
temporal governance, as problem framings often hinge on specific constructions of
time, such as long-term targets that defer immediate action or institutional practices
that organise temporal horizons to stabilise legitimacy (Goetz & Meyer-Sahling 2009).
The notion of symbolic sustainability, meanwhile, foregrounds how sustainability can
function as a legitimation device rather than instruments of substantive transformation
(Barry & Blithdorn 2018; Biischer & Fletcher 2015; Swarbrooke 2023).

Taken together, these perspectives allow a critical analysis of tourism governance in
relation to today’s broader environmental problems. Instead of evaluating whether sus-
tainability goals ate achieved, the focus shifts to how these goals are framed, defined,
institutionalised, and translated into action or non-action. This reframing enables an
analysis of institutional mechanisms such as decoupling, understood as the separation
of formal sustainability commitments from actual operational practices (Brunsson
1989; Meyer & Rowan 1977), temporal deferral, understood as the displacement of
transformative obligations into future planning horizons (Carton 2019; Collard &
Dempsey 2022), and strategic ambiguity (Crilly et al. 2012; Meyer & Héllerer 2016),
through which governance systems absorb sustainability pressures while preserving
structural continuity.

Overall, the goal of this dissertation is to examine how tourism governance
institutions use legitimacy-seeking practices to manage contradictions between sus-
tainability commitments and growth imperatives, with particular attention to the
institutional constraints and temporal governance logics through which this occurs.
Empirically, this involves, first, examining how Finnish protected area institutions
reconcile conservation mandates with tourism-driven objectives; second, analysing how
sustainability discourses and policies ate translated across governance levels, from inter-
national frameworks to national and regional strategies; and third, investigating how
temporal framings contribute to the maintenance of institutional stability in the face
of mounting environmental sustainability challenges. Together, these lines of inquiry
provide a framework for understanding how tourism governance constrains the sectot’s
environmental ambition and that of its key actors without much-needed structural
transformation (Seto et al. 20106).

1.3 Research questions

Building on the analytical problem and objectives outlined above, this dissertation
is guided by the following research questions. The first two questions address insti-
tutional constraints and translation processes in protected area governance, which
forms the primary empirical site of the research. The third extends the analysis to
temporal governance across broader policy scales, reflecting the dissertation’s analytical
progression from site-specific institutional limits toward how timelines and future-ori-
ented framings stretch present decisions and defer future ones across governance levels.
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Central research question:
How do tourism governance institutions use legitimacy-secking strategies to manage
contradictions between sustainability commitments and growth imperatives?

This question addresses the core concern developed in eatlier sections: although
tourism governance increasingly adopts the discourse of sustainability, it continues to
support practices that compromise environmental integrity, both within protected areas
and across the broader tourism system. By focusing on legitimacy-secking as a central
institutional dynamic, the aim is to examine how public agencies endorse sustainability
rhetorically while aligning their operations with development-led trajectories.

Secondary research questions:

RQ1: How do institutional constraints, whether structural, procedural, or organisa-
tional, limit the capacity of tourism governance in protected areas to achieve substantive
environmental outcomes despite the widespread adoption of sustainability narratives?

RQ2: How do institutional processes translate sustainability policies into governance
practices that accommodate expansion-oriented objectives in protected areas?

RQ3: How do temporal policy frameworks sustain legitimacy and manage the
tension between environmental urgency and continued economic growth in tourism
governance?

These research questions pursue analytical and explanatory rather than evaluative
aims. They examine how institutions construct, translate, and legitimise sustainability,
revealing the mechanisms through which governance maintains continuity. Operating
at institutional and discursive levels, the analysis draws on protected areas and tourism
policies to generate insights with broader relevance for sustainability governance.

RQ1 examines the institutional constraints that limit environmental policymaking
and performance in protected areas, RQ2 analyses how sustainability discourses are
translated into practices aligned with growth agendas, and RQ3 investigates how
temporal frameworks sustain legitimacy while deferring structural change. Each article
in the dissertation contributes to these inquiries. Articles I and II analyse institutional
constraints in the governance of protected area toutism, with attention to how admin-
istrative configurations and legitimacy imperatives shape environmental performance.
Article III turns to the temporal dimension, analysing the COVID-19 crisis as a moment
of disruption that reinforced existing governance logics. Article IV extends the temporal
analysis to multi-level tourism policy frameworks, examining how different governance
scales employ temporal strategies to align with development goals. The four studies aim
to explain how tourism governance sustains public commitments to sustainability while
avoiding the structural reforms required to operate within environmental limits.
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1.4 Analytical framework: A three-dimensional approach

“Shonld the national parks basically be treated as recreational commodities, responding to [visitor]
demands for development and nrban comforts, or should they be reserved as temples of nature
worship, admitting only the faithful?” (Sax 1980: 2)

Sax’s rhetorical question, posed over four decades ago, captures a persistent tension
in the governance of protected areas (Lundén 2025b; Saarinen 2020). Yet the binary
it presents between tourism development and purist conservation oversimplifies the
institutional realities of protected area governance. Tourism often sits uneasily between
these poles, framed at once as a tool for economic development and as a partner to
conservation (Budowski 1976; McKercher 2025). By reducing governance to a choice
between two extremes, Sax’s framing obscures the layered cultural, organisational,
and temporal processes that mediate between them. This calls for an approach that
moves beyond traditional binaries between saving or using nature, to examine the
institutional processes through which sustainability is problematised and organised.
Tourism governance cannot be understood as a simple balance between conservation
and development (Bluwstein 2017; Saarinen 2020; Youdelis 2020). Instead, it operates
through layered institutional processes that construct meanings of nature (spatial
imaginaries), embed these meanings into organisational and governance practices (insti-
tutional rationalities) (Astaburuaga etal. 2023; Fletcher 2010), and manage contradictions
through time (temporal framings) (Bornemann & Strassheim 2019; Carton 2019; Jessop
2000). This dissertation therefore adopts a three-dimensional framework of spatial,
institutional, and temporal dimensions to analyse sustainability in tourism governance.
Examining institutional rationalities, spatial imaginaries and temporal framings shows
how sustainability is problematised, translated, and governed in contemporary tourism.
The empirical focus is state-led protected atea governance. It builds on the premise that
institutions, understood as structured patterns of collective agency that shape social
action (Giddens 1984; Scott 1995), are both products of historical negotiation and
active organisers of future-oriented governance. From this perspective, sustainability is
not a fixed endpoint but a contested and culturally embedded project (Saarinen 2000),
mediated through the three institutional dimensions outlined above.

These three dimensions therefore structure the analysis through a cumulative logic:
spatial imaginaries create meanings for nature and landscapes; institutional ration-
alities embed these meanings into governance practices and routines; and temporal
framings manage the resulting tensions between sustainability promises and growth
imperatives. This progression, from meaning-making through institutionalisation to
temporal management, shows how governance systems sustain credibility without
altering undetlying trajectories.

1.4.1 Institutional mediation of sustainability

The institutional focus in this dissertation is grounded in new institutional theory
(March & Olsen 1983; Meyer & Rowan 1977; Scott 1995), which emphasises that
institutions are culturally legitimated systems of meaning, practice, and authority.
Rather than simply implementing sustainability goals, institutions mediate them: they
interpret global or national sustainability ideals, translate them into embedded cultural
logics, and stabilise them through organisational routines and regulatory frameworks
(Alasuutari 2015; Alasuutari & Qadir 2019). This mediation rests on three interrelated
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pillars—cognitive-cultural (shared understandings), normative (values and expectations),
and regulative (rules and sanctions) (Scott 1995).

Building on this line of work, the dissertation treats tourism governance not as the
neutral management of natural resources butas a field where sustainability is interpreted,
contested, and legitimised through institutional practices (Bramwell & Lane 2011; Hall
1994, 2019). Landscapes are not passive or fixed entities but culturally constructed
spaces, governed by institutions whose legitimacy is likewise culturally constructed
(Gotg 2007; de Haas & Westerink 2026). Tourism reframes nature: ecosystems become
scenery (as when fells are marketed as scenic viewpoints), wilderness becomes sites of
experience (through adventure tourism packaging), and climate becomes consumable
environment (in "last chance’ glacier tours). In this sense, tourism governance should be
understood as a process that determines what counts as nature and whose valuations
prevail (Massa 1983; Snellman et al. 2003; Valkonen 2003).

This framing is reinforced by Lieven’s (2021) argument that the state remains a central
actor in environmental politics due to its scale, scope, infrastructural capacity, and ability
to integrate long-term goals. In the Nordic context, where protected areas are managed
by state agencies such as Metsdhallitus and its Parks & Wildlife section, this centrality
is especially pronounced. These institutions must balance ecological protection,
recreational access, political preference, and tourism development, all while accom-
modating shifting societal expectations and climate commitments. Hence, protected
areas as key tourism sites offer critical cases for analysing how sustainability transitions
are shaped—and often constrained—Dby public governance logics and structures. The
spatial, institutional, and temporal dimensions were selected because they reflect how
governance operates: through the cultural construction of space, the organisational
mediation of action, and the temporal framing of possibility. For the purposes of this
dissertation, these three are foundational for understanding how governance maintains
unsustainable trajectories through legitimacy-seeking practices that prioritise institu-
tional continuity.

|.4.2 Three dimensions to tourism governance

The framework’s three dimensions operate in sequence, each building on the previous
to create a comprehensive view on the role of legitimacy in tourism governance. First,
the spatial dimension asks how nature is framed within governance, addressing how sus-
tainability policies become tools for legitimising tourism expansion (RQ2). Tourism
landscapes are not passive settings but actively produced through discourse, policy, and
institutional design (Saarinen 2004). Finnish concepts such as erdimaa (wilderness atrea)
and jokaisenoikeudet (everyone’s right), illustrate how spatial imaginaries shape institu-
tional access and governance logics in the Nordic context. Jokaisenoikeudet denotes the
legally grounded right to move freely, stay temporarily, and make use of certain natural
products on land regardless of ownership, without requiring the landowner’s permission
(Tuunanen et al. 2012). Rooted in Finland, in historic practices such as slash-and-burn
cultivation that required temporary access to land across ownership boundaries, these
principles have longstanding cultural foundations in Finnish and Nordic societies
(Hallikainen 1998; Lundén 2025b; Tuulentie & Rantala 2013). Tourism reframes these
meanings by commodifying landscapes and redefining their governance value. This
commodification creates tensions within conservation mandates, as institutions balance
protecting nature with producing tourist experiences. These spatial imaginaries become
central to how protected ateas are planned, promoted, and governed, embedding
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tourism growth into the logic of stewardship and framing expansion as an expected
outcome.

Second, the 7ustitutional dimension addresses RQ1 on the constraints that limit envi-
ronmental sustainability. Institutions such as Metsihallitus are not neutral adminis-
trators but culturally embedded actors shaped by Finnish and Nordic traditions of
welfare, multifunctionality, and consensus-secking. As tourism pressures intensify, these
institutions adapt strategically. Drawing on concepts such as isomorphism, decoupling,
and conversion, this dimension shows how public organisations reconcile growth
with conservation by formally committing to sustainability while informally aligning
with tourism logics to retain legitimacy. Tourism’s dominance emerges not through
imposition, but because organisations seek support by meeting socially embedded
expectations of service delivery. Sustainability, in turn, risks becoming subordinated
to organisational survival and performance metrics, particularly where tourism revenue
underpins public mandates.

Third, when spatial and institutional strategies reach their limits, governance turns to
time, addressing RQ3 on how temporal framings manage tensions between environmen-
tal urgency and economic expansion. Sustainability commitments often act as temporal
strategies: by promising transformation in the distant future, they legitimise inaction in
the present (Gossling et al. 2026; Montgomery et al. 2024). This deferral is institutionally
mediated through long-range targets (such as net zero by 2050), milestones and vague
timelines, by which institutions can displace environmental trade-offs into abstract
futures. This exemplifies what Dempsey (20106) calls anticipatory or “just-around-the-
corner” politics and what Steffen (2010) terms “predatory delay”’—strategies that defer
action while maintaining the appearance of progress (Gossling et al. 2026). Governance
depends on how futures are rendered actionable in the present (Grandin 2023).
Climate budgets exemplify one strategy: institutionalising urgency through temporal
alignment. Other governance practices invert this logic by displacing contradictions
into distant futures—for instance, long-term pledges and roadmaps that institutional-
ise promises rather than immediate action, as seen in many Nordic tourism strategies.
Here, each governance failure is met not with reassessment but with calls for enhanced
governance capacity—more infrastructure, more data, more regulation—exemplifying
a shifting baseline syndrome where the response to failure is always more governance.
These practices create the promise of transformation, allowing institutions to retain
legitimacy without altering established trajectories (Dryzek 2013; Jackson 2009, 2021).
At the same time, even clearly disruptive shocks such as COVID-19 have not shifted
tourism’s development paradigm, with changes confined to the margins rather than
core trajectories (Hall 2025).

The proposed value of this framework lies in how these dimensions interact.
Each contributes a distinct mechanism: spatial imaginaries assign meaning to nature,
institutions embed these meanings into routines, and temporal framings manage the
tensions that follow. The effect is to make tourism growth appear both appropriate and
unavoidable, even as environmental impacts accumulate. At its core, the framework
shows how spatial, institutional, and temporal dimensions reproduce legitimacy in ways
that defer structural change and help explain why sustainability transitions in tourism
often remain symbolic rather than transformative.
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1.4.3 Legitimacy and sustainability as translation

Central to this framework is the concept of legitimacy, understood here following
Suchman (1995: 574) as “a generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and
definitions”. Legitimacy reflects not only institutional performance but also the extent to
which institutions are culturally embedded, resonate with key constituencies (Ashforth
& Gibbs 1990; Dowling & Pfeffer 1975), and embody taken-for-granted elements of
the social order (Berger & Luckmann 1966; Lowndes 1996; Meyer & Rowan 1977).

By foregrounding legitimation and legitimacy-secking processes, this framework
shows how institutions adapt to political pressures and tourism growth while simul-
taneously shaping societal valuations of nature duting an era of environmental crisis
(Cajaiba-Santana et al. 2020; Gill & Williams 2011; Hall 2011). Throughout this
dissertation, tourism serves as more than an empirical focus. It functions as a prism
through which to examine how societies negotiate their relationships with nature,
translate environmental values into institutional practices, and grapple with the tensions
between ecological limits and economic aspirations. Tourism, as a field that transforms
nature into expetience, commodity, and conservation object, provides a powerful lens
for understanding broader societal transformations. As a form of voluntary mobility
distinguished from forced migration or obligatory travel, tourism inherently reflects
privilege—requiring time, money, and the freedom to move that remain inaccessible
to most of the world’s population (Hall 2024). This voluntary nature highlights how
cultural preferences for nature increasingly emphasise unique, curated experiences
(Reckwitz 2020) while simultaneously disseminating market logics on a global scale
(Fletcher 2025). Examining its governance offers a concrete analytical window into
how state authority, market interests, and conservation mandates reconcile competing
cultural meanings of nature (Bramwell & Lane 2012; Dufty 2015; Fletcher 2019).

Through tourism governance practices, environmental values surface as contested
institutional choices, exposing how sustainability is continually negotiated between
ecological limits and economic imperatives. Legitimacy, however, is not secured through
outcomes alone but through alignment with dominant norms and symbolic structures
that render institutional authority self-evident. In this way, governance both enables
and constrains sustainability transitions, often reinforcing the very tensions it is tasked
to tresolve. Sustainability is thus not rejected but translated—recast as a symbolic
commitment that stabilises growth trajectories while deferring structural change. These
dynamics form the conceptual foundation for the research questions outlined earlier.
Figure 1 summarises the analytical framework developed actross this section.

1.5 Dissertation structure

This dissertation consists of this synopsis, two published journal articles, one peet-re-
viewed book chapter, and one unpublished journal manuscript. The synopsis functions
as an independent and integrative framework, synthesising the key research choices,
empirical findings, and theoretical contributions of the four studies. Together, the
articles provide a coherent investigation into the institutional and temporal constraints
that shape sustainable tourism governance in the Finnish and Nordic context.

The dissertation progresses across two empirical registers. Articles I and II examine
spatial and institutional mechanisms in Finnish protected area governance, while
Articles IIT and IV extend the analysis to temporal and scalar mechanisms in broader
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Figure I. Analytical framework: Three dimensions of structured unsustainability in tourism
governance.

sustainable tourism governance. This progression is itself part of the argument: the
institutional logics that organise protected area governance do not remain confined to
specific sites, but reappear at larger scales and with longer temporal reach in multi-scalar
tourism policy.

Each contribution proposes a distinct analytical entry point while collectively
advancing the argument that structural governance limits and temporal policy
framings operate as core mechanisms that inhibit and constrain substantive sustain-
ability transitions. The approach is largely explanatory and interpretive, seeking to
understand the institutional “mind”, the logics, rationalities, and symbolic structures
that guide action, in the Webetian tradition of interpretive social science (Weber 1946)
and in line with Douglas’s (1980) argument that institutions themselves carry systems
of thought. This interpretive stance recognises that governance failures are not only
technical problems but also reflect deeper institutional meanings and values that must
be understood in their cultural and historical context.

The four contributions are structured as follows. The first article, Institutional limits
of sustainability in tourism governance: changing governance rationalities in protected area tourism
in Finland, examines how administrative legitimacy-seeking shapes sustainable tourism
governance in Finnish protected areas. Through analysis of annual reports and policy
documents from Finnish Parks & Wildlife, it identifies two key governance shifts: *plat-
formisation’ (where protected areas become state-orchestrated platforms for tourism
value creation) and ’corporatisation’ (the adoption of private sector management logics
in public administration). Drawing on new institutional theory—specifically concepts
of isomorphism, legitimacy-secking, and decoupling—the article examines how these
governance rationalities enable organisations to formally commit to sustainability while
informally prioritizing tourism growth.

The second article, Parks, profits, and politics: the re-entrenchment of protected area
governance amid tourism pressures in Finland builds directly on this analysis, explaining why
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such limits persist and how they direct the rationalities of governance, advancing the
argument from identifying institutional constraints to analysing their generative logics.
It introduces the notion of wurisnr governance re-entrenchment to conceptualise how insti-
tutional rationalities are not only shifted but actively reinforced through administrative
restructuring and legitimacy-seeking strategies. In doing so, it explains how governance
rationalities ate directed toward embedding tourism’s economic rationale at the core of
protected area management.

Article 111, Protected areas and tonrism in the new normal: an analysis of temporal and scalar
tensions of sustainable tourism governance in the Finnish Arctic, examines how COVID-19-
driven domestic crowding influenced protected area governance in Finland. It shows
that short-term visitor-management and infrastructure measures address immediate
pressures but generate longer-run environmental sustainability risks—especially
by encouraging carbon-intensive foreign visitation—and expose scalar mismatches
between internal protected area mandates and national growth priorities. Framing
these as temporal and scalar tensions, the article argues that prevailing “symbiosis”
assumptions and SDG-based governance require critical re-evaluation under current
visitor levels, especially in climate-vulnerable destinations.

The fourth article, Governing by the future: projection, futurewashing, and tourism
Decarbonisation, integrates and extends the preceding studies by examining the limits
of tourism governance in environmental politics. Building on the institutional focus of
Articles I and II and the temporal-scalar analysis developed in Article 111, it shows how
tourism governance mobilises time as a governing resource in decarbonisation policy.
The article develops the concept of projection to analyse how the future is constructed
as a distinct policy space in which decarbonisation is expected to occur, thereby
relocating obligation away from present decision-making. Empirically, it analyses nine
tourism strategy documents published in 2021 and 2022 across three governance levels:
European Union policy frameworks oriented towards 2030 and 2050, national tourism
strategies from Norway, Sweden, and Finland, and sub-national strategies from Finnish
Lapland, Kittildi municipality, and the Levi ski resort. The analysis shows how this
temporal orientation is maintained through policy translation across scales. It further
conceptualises futurewashing (Montgomery et al. 2024; cf. G6ssling et al. 2026) as the
governance outcome of this configuration: the systematic displacement of accountabil-
ity into futures that cannot be verified in the present, allowing growth-oriented tourism
development to remain largely undisturbed.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the dissertation follows an analytical progression from
institutional diagnosis to temporal critique. Articles I and II establish the institutional
foundations, Article I1I bridges institutional and temporal concerns, and Article IV fully
develops the temporal dimension—culminating in a three-dimensional analysis of how
spatial, institutional, and temporal limits interact in sustainable tourism governance.

This cumulative architecture underpins the dissertation’s central aim: to examine how
tourism governance institutions use legitimacy-seeking practices to manage contradic-
tions between sustainability commitments and growth imperatives, and to show how
institutional and temporal mechanisms together stabilise those trajectories.

1.6 Dissertation positioning and contribution
This dissertation is situated at the intersection of tourism geography, and environmental

policy and governance research, critically examining how sustainability is framed, opera-
tionalised, and institutionalised in protected area tourism and sustainable tourism policy
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Figure 2. Analytical architecture of the dissertation.

(Bramwell & Lane 2012; Castree 2013; Saarinen 2006; Scott 2015). Despite sustainable
tourism’s promise to reconcile economic development with environmental responsibil-
ity, this research explores how institutional arrangements, particularly within state-man-
aged protected areas and tourism strategies, perpetuate the unsustainable trajectories
they ostensibly seek to transform, prioritising organisational credibility and tourism
expansion over environmental impacts of tourism.

In the context of tourism governance, the study builds on New Institutional Theory
to contribute to emerging scholarship that foregrounds the cultural and organisational
dimensions of governance (Cajaiba-Santana et al. 2020; Eatl & Hall 2021; Endres &
Pakman 2019; Falaster et al. 2017; Loehr & Becken 2024; Mellon & Bramwell 2018;
Pastras & Bramwell 2013; Article I, II). Rather than approaching governance as a neutral
domain for policy implementation, the dissertation examines how public institutions
reinterpret sustainability goals to align with dominant tourism-driven logics (Amore
& Hall 2016; Gill & Williams 2011). This approach enables a more critical analysis
of how ecological responsibility becomes embedded within institutional routines and
arrangements, often without challenging the prevailing growth paradigm (Dwyer 2018;
Joppe 2018).

Beyond these organisational dynamics, the dissertation also aims to extend the
discussion on the temporal dimensions of tourism governance and planning (Norum &
Mostafanezhad 2016; Ricaurte-Quijano & Encalada-Abarca 2024). Drawing on critical
policy analysis (Bacchi 2012; Talbot & Boiral 2015) of sustainability strategies and policy
documents, it examines how environmental targets are narrated through temporal
framings (e.g., short- or long-term horizons) to rationalise present action. This practice,
understood as a form of temporal deferral in the dissertation’s later chapters, is more
than passive delay: it is a governance technique that bends environmental commitments
toward growth-oriented logics. This mechanism is developed as part of the disserta-
tion’s contribution to critical debates on temporal governance, particularly how the
future is mobilised as a political resource to manage policy contradictions (Anderson
2010; Carton 2019; Friedrich & Hendriks 2024; Jasanoff & Kim 2015; White 2024).

Complementing these theoretical contributions, this dissertation aligns with and
contributes to a growing body of research on protected atea governance in Finland.
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Building on prior studies of tourism policy and conservation (Karhu et al. 2022;
Puhakka 2007; Puhakka & Saarinen 2013; Rytteri & Puhakka 2012; Saarinen 2001,
2016, 2020), it offers a contemporary, multi-scalar perspective on how state agencies
respond to overlapping mandates and tourism growth. While the protected area studies
draw primarily on northern Finnish cases, the analysis extends to EU, Nordic, and
regional policy frameworks, examining tensions between nature protection, regional
development, and institutional legitimacy across governance scales.

By integrating these perspectives, the dissertation aims to advance tourism and
governance scholarship at three interconnected levels. Empirically, it provides an
extended analysis of Finnish protected area governance and Nordic sustainability
strategies, revealing how state agencies approach conflicting mandates in governing
nature, development, and legitimacy. Theoretically, through the concepts of platformi-
sation, corporatisation, institutional re-entrenchment and temporal deferral, the research
explains how state organisations manage rather than resolve contradictions in sustainable
tourism, arguing that such governance failures are structurally produced, not accidental.
These strategies operate within, and are shaped by, the spatial imaginaries through which
nature is culturally constructed and commodified for tourism. Methodologically, the
integration of institutional theory in tourism (Earl & Hall 2021) with spatial, temporal,
and discursive analysis exposes how governance arrangements stabilise unsustaina-
ble trajectories while performing transformation. Overall, the dissertation advances a
more critical understanding of toutrism governance that recognises how public agencies
strategically translate, defer, and entrench sustainability to preserve authority, thereby
preventing structural change and deflecting attention from tourism’s escalating envi-
ronmental impact.
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2 Conceptual framework

This section introduces the theoretical and conceptual foundations of the dissertation.
It develops a framework for understanding how environmental unsustainability can
become embedded within tourism governance systems. Where section 1.4 outlined the
three-dimensional framework in analytical terms, this chapter develops its theoretical
foundations. Thus, it examines the institutional mechanisms that enable organisations
to uphold contradictory commitments to both conservation and growth while leaving
underlying tensions unresolved. In this respect, sustainable tourism as a governance
object continues to promise transformation whilst sustaining trajectories that
undermine ecological limits (Sharpley 2023; Wheeller 1993). This contradiction cannot
be explained through capacity deficits alone but requires closer examination of how
institutions operate and adapt. Hence, at the most fundamental level, all institutions are
culturally specific constellations:

“No two societies create the same institutions; they will have distinct customs, different systems of
property rights... Societies are constantly subject to economic and political conflict that is resolved
in different ways becanse of specific historical differences, the role of individuals, or just random
Jactors” (Acemoglu & Robinson 2012: 108).

This perspective underscores that governance systems are not universal templates
but emerge from distinct historical and cultural trajectories. In tourism, this cultural
embedding shapes how organisations interpret sustainability mandates—often
reinforcing established power relations while presenting themselves as deliberative and
transformative (Bramwell & Lane 2011; Hall 2019; Montgomery et al. 2024). Rather than
treating governance through a single lens, the developed framework aims to highlight
how sustainability governance is not simply a rational tool for implementing sustaina-
bility goals but is bound up with broader societal changes that shape how organisations
interpret place, time, and context.

Accordingly, the framework emphasises the institutional arrangements through
which tourism impacts are absorbed and reframed within organisational logics, then
legitimised through governance practices. This orientation is relevant in contexts
such as Finnish protected areas, where public agencies are tasked with simultaneously
protecting biodiversity, supporting regional tourism economies, and accommodat-
ing traditional resource uses (Dian et al. 2018; Rantala et al. 2019). These overlapping
mandates illustrate how incompatible goals are managed within a single administrative
framework.

Two broader theoretical perspectives on institutions provide entry points for analysing
how such conditions are sustained. First, institutional stickiness highlights the temporal
tendency of organisations to persist through incremental adaptation. According to
Notth (1990: 6), “the major role of institutions in a society is to reduce uncertainty by establishing
a stable (but not necessarily efficient) structure to human interaction.” This emphasis on stability
helps explain why governance arrangements often absorb tensions rather than transform
them. Through what Lindblom (1959) originally termed “muddling through”, organ-
isations frequently layer new sustainability requirements onto existing arrangements
rather than reconfiguring underlying growth-oriented logics. This form of layering is
not incidental; rather it is often deployed as a pragmatic strategy to reconcile competing
pressures yet can develop its own momentum and entrench the very tensions it is meant
to manage (Carey et al. 2019).
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Institutional stickiness is also reinforced by the conditions that make public organ-
isations durable. Kaufman (1976) originally claimed that organisations founded in
law, serving multiple constituencies, and operating under mandates that can be rein-
terpreted as priorities shift tend to be resilient to attempts at structural reform. This
is because over time, they accumulate symbolic roles and meanings beyond political
mandates, professional expertise, and interdependencies with other institutions, while
also generating socio-economic pathways through employment and funding flows
(Bohn 2024). Thus, such features work together to stabilise existing arrangements and
channel change into incremental adjustment rather than substantive reconfiguration.
Endurance, in this sense, is not accidental but structurally and politically produced in
time. Such institutional inertia slows the pace at which governance systems can adapt,
even when sustainability transitions requite more rapid change (Munck af Rosenschéld
2017).

Second, structured ambiguity draws attention to the discursive strategies through
which organisations manage incompatibilities in the present. Building on Meyer and
Rowan’s (1977) concept of “ceremonial compliance”, ambiguity allows organisations to
maintain legitimacy by adopting formal commitments without fully alighing them with
practice. Brunsson’s (1989) notion of “organisational hypocrisy” similarly describes
how inconsistency between talk, decisions, and actions can be used to accommodate
competing demands. In tourism, branding and strategies often promise both “pristine
wilderness experiences” and “sustainable tourism development”, illustrating how
ambiguity enables different constituencies to recognise their priorities within the
same framework. This echoes Kert’s (2001: 7) claim that a public organisation “Zs, of
necessity, partially at war with itself” because it embodies multiple, and at times competing,
meanings. Ambiguity therefore functions as both a discursive and an organisational
resource for containing structural tensions.

Contexts such as Finnish protected areas illustrate how these mechanisms intersect.
Where growth imperatives and conservation mandates collide within predomi-
nantly public governance structures, the interplay between protection and economic
exploitation provides a revealing lens for examining how environmental tensions are
negotiated. Such settings help expose how pressures between environmental politics,
societal change, and development imperatives manifest within governance systems,
making them key sites for examining how these mechanisms operate in practice.

From this perspective, the framework approaches tourism governance as emerging at
the intersection of culturally constructed natures and institutionally embedded practices.
What appears as governance failure may instead reflect institutional adaptation: organisa-
tions handling incompatible pressures while protecting their credibility. The framework
unfolds through three interlinked dimensions. Section 2.1 explores the spatial dimension,
showing how cultural constructions and traditions of nature shape governance possibil-
ities and constraints. Section 2.2 turns to the institutional dimension, tracing how organ-
isations deploy symbolic and procedural mechanisms to navigate competing pressures.
Section 2.3 examines the temporal dimension, analysing how future-oriented discourse
can sustain present legitimacy. Taken together, these dimensions provide analytical
tools for understanding how unsustainability becomes structured into the very fabric
of tourism governance regimes.
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2.1 Spatial dimension: Nature, tourism, and contradictions
2.1.1 Nature as a cultural and institutional construction

“The creation or continued protection of a national park or wilderness area is not a rational process.
It is a political battle, a process which involves the values of interests in the struggle for power relative
to government decisions” (Hall 1992: 234).

Different cultural constructions of nature generate different, often competing and
incompatible governance demands. What counts as wilderness, conservation, or
sustainable use varies fundamentally across Anglo-American preservationist traditions,
Nordic relational models, and Indigenous sovereignties (Lundén 2025b; Saarinen &
Lundén 2024). Each tradition encodes distinct spatial logics that determine who may
access landscapes, what activities ate permissible, and which forms of knowledge
are recognised as legitimate in decision-making. Therefore, how nature is defined
and culturally understood shapes access regimes, infrastructure placement, resource
extraction boundaries, and the distribution of conservation costs and tourism benefits.
When multiple constructions must coexist within unified governance frameworks,
agencies face a kind of constant stress over the spatial impossibility of balancing all
needs and purposes. Finnish protected areas illustrate this condition: they must simul-
taneously preserve what tourism consumes, protect what culture inhabits, and maintain
undisturbed what economic development demands. This is not a governance failure but
an endemic feature arising from irreconcilable claims.

This dissertation takes the starting point that understanding how these competing
constructions emerge requires a constructionist epistemology that treats nature not as
a pre-given reality but as a category produced through discourse, institutional practice,
and power relations. According to Raymond Williams (1970), “nature” is perhaps the
most ideologically charged word in the English language, its meaning always contingent
on the historical moment, institutional setting, and cultural framework within which it
is invoked. This perspective positions environmental governance as not encounteting
nature as given but as participating in producing both what counts as ecological
knowledge and which interventions appeat legitimate (Adams 2020; Castree 2013;
Latour 1993; Lorimer 2015). Conflicts over wilderness governance go beyond disputes
about managing a shared natural object. They are struggles over which conception
of nature will prevail, involving competing spatial configurations, access regimes, and
forms of authortity (Gérg 2007).

To exemplify, the transformation of key tourism landscapes that have been variously
conceived as wastelands, sacred wildernesses, national heritage symbols, ecological
reserves, ot repositories of ecosystem services illustrates how the messy histories
of protected areas are continually rewritten to align with prevailing political and
economic priorities (Cronon 1996; Dempsey 2016; Hall 1992; Nash 1967). In tourism
development, this process is particularly visible: landscapes acquite new symbolic and
instrumental functions as they are reimagined for consumption, experience, and com-
modification (Louter 2009; Saarinen 2001).

The governance of wilderness areas in tourism exemplifies the political and cultural
contingency of these constructions (Saatinen 2020). In the dominant Anglo-American
model, wilderness was historically defined through exclusion—land “untrammelled by
man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain” (Wilderness Act 1964). This ontology
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enables bureaucratic clarity through quantifiable criteria but embeds a culturally specific
idea: that authentic nature requires the absence of humans (Adams 2020; Runte 1987).

By contrast, the Nordic model offers a relational alternative to the Anglo-American
idea of wilderness. Finnish nature traditions—most notably the concept of erimaa
and the practice of jokaisenoikendet (everyone’s rights)—frame nature not as pristine
otherness but as a lived and worked landscape. Erimaa, often translated as “wilderness,”
historically referred to remote hunting and fishing grounds beyond settled farmland,
denoting areas tied to seasonal use rather than permanent exclusion from human activity
(Hallikainen 1998). The Finnish Wilderness Act of 1991 codifies this understand-
ing by designating wilderness ateas that recognise both ecological values and ongoing
Indigenous Sami reindeer herding. Here, wilderness gains meaning through historical
use and customary rights rather than through strict preservation or assumptions of
untouched nature (Hallikainen 2000; Lundén 2025b; Saarinen 2002).

From a Sami perspective, however, even this relational model remains contested in
Northern Finland. The construction of Lapland as wilderness—whether imagined as
empty or as leisure or hunting landscape—obscures historical and continuous Sami
presence and land-use practices that do not fit neatly into cither preservationist or
Finnish traditions (Ridanpad 2019; Valkonen & Valkonen 2014). Contemporary trep-
resentations often cast the Simi within a “noble savage” narrative that, while seemingly
positive, risks essentialising their culture and constraining self-determination, and is
frequently exploited in Finnish tourism marketing to promote Lapland as an exotic
wilderness (Niskala & Ridanpad 20106; Sarkki et al. 2018). These perspectives illustrate
that “wilderness” in Finnish Lapland is best understood as a contested category, shaped
by overlapping cultural scripts: Anglo-American ideals of pristine nature, Finnish
traditions of lived landscapes, and Indigenous interpretations that align with neither.

2.1.2 Touristic rationalisation of nature

Tourism operates through representations that transform nature into consumable
experiences. Natural environments become products of social, political, and economic
relationships situated in particular places and times (Saarinen 2004a). This transforma-
tion systematically revalues nature through consumption, marketing, visualisation, and
staging, producing what Saarinen (2016: 5) terms fouristic wilderness: a commodified and
“glocal” construction designed for non-local visitors who do not remain, even as the
associated impacts and infrastructures do, integrating ecological spaces into circuits of
consumption within global political-economic processes (Fletcher & Neves 2012).
The Notdic context illustrates this transformation. Tourism’s commercial reinter-
pretation of jokaisenoikendet introduces tensions with traditional use patterns (Tuulentie
& Rantala 2013). Likewise, the “arctification” of northern landscapes demonstrates
how tourism and conservation appear mutually reinforcing but operate according to
distinct logics (Budowski 1976; West et al. 2006). Through stereotypical depictions
of pristine whiteness and exotic emptiness, the Arctic is increasingly constructed as
a cultural product distanced from local realities (Huijbens 2024; Lundén et al. 2023;
Miller & Viken 2017). Promotional practices reinforce this distance by amplifying
remoteness, mystifying the mundane, and staging the exotic, theteby constructing
selective identities for marketing purposes in polar areas (Varnajot et al. 2024a, 2024b).
While conservation prioritises ecological integrity—biodiversity, ecosystem function,
evolutionary processes—tourism depends on the appearance of untouchedness. A
landscape may thus be ecologically degraded yet touristically valuable if it looks pristine;
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conversely, habitats may lack touristic appeal if they do not conform to wilderness
imaginaries (Bruin et al. 2024). This divergence between ecological and aesthetic
valuation is often concealed within sustainable tourism narratives that imply alignment
between conservation and tourism goals.

These competing constructions—conservationist, cultural, and touristic—
must nevertheless be managed within unified governance frameworks. Rather than
resolution, their coexistence produces what Budowski (1976) called the symbiotic
ideal: the assumption of mutual benefit or balanced status between conservation and
tourism, despite persistent conflict. Its endurance lies less in empirical demonstration
of environmental sustainability than in what Douglas (19806) desctibes as institutional
commitment—the imperative of sustaining legitimacy across divergent constituencies.
In the Nordic context, this commitment is reinforced by conservation’s tradition as
a public-sector responsibility (Fredman & Tyrviinen 2010) and Finnish governance’s
self-ascribed role as mediator of competing land uses (Parpola & Aberg 2009).

These socially constructed natures not only shape the meanings attributed to
landscapes but also delimit what governance arrangements ate possible and legitimate.
When multiple, contradictory constructions coexist, governance effectiveness—what
Young (2017) terms institutional “fit”—becomes inherently ambiguous. Agencies must
preserve what tourism consumes, protect what culture inhabits, and develop what
ecosystems require to remain undisturbed, a tension long recognised in analyses of
the relationship between tourism and conservation (Budowski 1976). This “spatial
impossibility” becomes an institutional condition: abandoning any construction risks
undermining legitimacy, as institutional action follows what March and Olsen (2000)
term the /logic of appropriateness: the imperative to act according to socially constructed
rules of legitimate behaviour rather than calculated efficiency or outcomes. The
challenge thus shifts from privileging one construction to managing their coexistence.
This challenge of governing competing spatial constructions without resolution
places institutions at the centre of analysis. The next section turns to how institutional
strategies, legitimacy mechanisms, and governance arrangements evolve to manage,
rather than resolve, these tensions.

2.2 Institutional dimension

Spatial imaginaries do not govern themselves; they require institutional carriers that
translate cultural meanings into practice (Scott 2003) and transmit these arrangements
through time via path-dependent processes (David 1994). In the Nordic context, agencies
such as Metsdhallitus must reconcile jokaisenoikendet (everyone's rights), conservation
mandates, and tourism development—competing ontologies of nature. Institutions
manage these contradictions through what this dissertation terms structured ambiguity:
vague goals, pliable indicators, and deliberately open wording that allow competing
demands to be absorbed symbolically rather than resolved substantively.

Structured ambiguity is not an incidental feature but part of a broader pattern
of institutionalised resilience to change—the systemic capacity of organisations to
absorb contradictions procedurally and discursively while maintaining legitimacy and
operational continuity. Protected areas exemplify this. Once defined as ecological
refuges, they have evolved into hybrid governance spaces where conservation logics
intersect with development imperatives (Adams 2020). In Finland, toutism no longer
represents merely an external pressure but an internal organising principle, transforming
protected areas into regional development platforms (Article I, IT). This transformation
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is sustained through mechanisms such as visitor statistics that substitute for biodiversity
indicators, sustainability certifications focused on facilities rather than ecosystems, and
strategies that defer ecological outcomes to distant horizons.

The following subsections develop this argument in two steps. Section 2.2.1
establishes why institutions matter for the governance of sustainability, highlighting
their distinctive functions in Nordic contexts and clarifying the blind spots of alternative
frameworks. Section 2.2.2 examines how institutions persist despite mounting con-
tradictions, drawing on New Institutional Theory (NIT) to analyse the mechanisms
through which resilience is maintained.

2.2.1 Why institutions matter: Scale, legitimacy, and theoretical grounding

The governance of environmental sustainability operates through institutions that
shape both possibilities and constraints. Public institutions constitute the primary
empirical focus of this dissertation, particularly in Nordic contexts where state agencies
coordinate sustainability governance across protected arecas and tourism strategies.
While institutional arrangements vary, from Finland’s centralised Metsdhallitus model
to Sweden’s more decentralised county-based system and Norway’s dual structure
combining state ownership with municipal planning authority, all face similar challenges
in reconciling conservation with tourism development (Arnad()ttir 2019). Hence, the
broader argument this dissertation advances is that public institutions remain critical
actors in sustainability governance. This is not because they offer stable solutions, but
because they retain distinctive combinations of scalar reach, democratic accountabil-
ity, and operational continuity, even as these qualities remain contested and subject
to ongoing institutional struggle (Olsen 2009; Pierre & Peters 2020). The nation state
remains the decisive actor capable of both constraining unsustainable practices and
mobilising the collective commitment that environmental governance requires (Lieven
2021). Thus, the challenge for such institutions lies in adapting to changing policies and
societal conditions without losing their institutional identities (Olsen 2009).

Contemporary environmental challenges transcend conventional governance
boundaries, requiring responses that operate across spatial and temporal scales
(Biermann et al. 2009; Nanni et al. 2024). Tourism illustrates this scalar complexity:
localised impacts within protected areas are inseparable from regional development
strategies and global mobility patterns. Such dynamics demand governance arrangements
capable of coordinating across jurisdictions, mediating between competing mandates,
and sustaining policy continuity beyond market cycles or electoral periods. Public
institutions, embedded in administrative traditions of collective resource management
and legitimacy-building, are uniquely positioned to perform these tasks in the Nordic
context (Parpola & Aberg 2009; Stolton et al. 2024). Yet the very features that make
institutions central also generate contradictions. Protected areas crystallise tensions
whete conservation imperatives, tourism growth, and regional economic objectives
converge within unified governance frameworks (Lockwood et al. 20006). Their mul-
tifunctionality, while reflecting democratic ideals of integrated land use, embeds
competing logics within single organisations.

Tourism governance research has developed several influential frameworks that offer
important insights into coordination and collaboration. Network governance, collabo-
rative planning, and adaptive management approaches (Bramwell & Lane 2011; Dredge
20006; Hall 2011) have advanced our understanding of how effective governance can
emerge through horizontal coordination, stakeholder participation, and reflexive
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learning. These frameworks appropriately emphasise flexible networks and distributed
agency in many contexts. However, in doing so, they may give less attention to the
structural role of the state in certain settings. As Amore and Hall (2016: 114) argued:

“Much of the work related to governance in tounrism has managed to define the state out of
governance processes or at least minimise its role in comparison to emphasising market (business),
network (voluntary self-organisation) or community (local) approaches.”

Other theoretical traditions bring complementary petspectives and dimensions on
tourism governance. Political economy approaches (Bianchi 2018; Hall & Page 2014)
have been instrumental in revealing structural inequalities and the role of capital
accumulation in shaping tourism outcomes. Evolutionary economic geography
(Brouder & Eriksson 2013) contributes valuable insights into path dependence and
regional innovation, highlighting how destinations adapt over time. More recent critical
perspectives, including degrowth and regenerative tourism (Bellato & Pollock 2025;
Fletcher et al. 2019; Higgins-Desbiolles 2019), have opened debates about tourism’s
growth imperatives and alternative futures. Each framework illuminates important
governance dynamics, but their theoretical orientations tend to marginalise the role
of public institutions as enduring structures that shape possibilities and constraints,
an analytical gap that becomes evident when examining Nordic contexts where state
agencies remain primary governance actors.

Hence, while valuable, these frameworks underplay three aspects central to this
study: the role of public institutions as sites of stability and long-term coordination; the
persistence of institutional arrangements alongside processes of transformation; and
the specific capacities of governmental structures, which risk being subsumed within
broader narratives of markets, networks, or communities. This analytical focus on change,
flexibility, and non-state actors is especially problematic in the Notdic context, where
the state remains structurally and historically central. Ignoring this embeddedness risks
misdiagnosing the sources of inertia and resilience to change (Munck af Rosenschéld
et al. 2014). To address these limitations, the analysis turns to New Institutional Theory,
which provides conceptual tools for explaining how institutions manage systemic con-
tradictions without collapse.

2.2.2 Understanding Nordic institutions through New Institutional Theory

New Institutional Theory (NIT) provides the analytical framework for examining insti-
tutional persistence in Nordic tourism governance. Rather than viewing institutions as
rule-executing machines, NIT conceives them as socially constructed and symbolically
sustained systems. Scott (1995) identifies three interdependent pillars that stabilise
institutions: regulative elements (rules and sanctions), normative elements (values and
norms), and cultural-cognitive elements (taken-for-granted assumptions and shared
meanings).

This triadic structure reveals how governance in Finland operates through overlapping
and sometimes contradictory logics. Regulative elements manifest in conservation laws,
EU directives, and funding mechanisms. Normative elements draw on embedded values
of public access, democratic participation, and collective welfare. Cultural-cognitive
assumptions set the boundaries of conceivable policy, naturalising public ownership
and accessibility as unquestioned principles rather than institutional choices. Institutions
thus encompass both formal rules and informal practices, carrying distinct governance
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cultures that mediate how global sustainability ideals are translated into national and
local contexts (Lowndes 19906).

NIT also clarifies the mechanisms through which contradictions ate absorbed
rather than resolved. Decoupling (Meyer & Rowan 1977) allows formal commitments
to coexist with divergent practices. In Finnish protected areas, ambitious climate and
biodiversity targets sit alongside policies that actively promote intensified tourism—
an arrangement that maintains external legitimacy while preserving internal priorities.
Lsomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) explains organisational convergence through
coercive pressures (EU reporting and national mandates for economic value), mimetic
pressures (adoption of market-oriented models from other Nordic agencies), and
normative pressures (diffusion of professional standards through training and
networks). Layering and conversion (Mahoney & Thelen 2010) account for gradual
adaptations: new sustainability strategies are layered onto existing tourism mandates,
while conservation goals are converted into rationales for tourism as a conservation
strategy (Meyer & Vaara 2020).

Together these mechanisms sustain institutionalised resilience to change: the
structured capacity of organisations to maintain stability and legitimacy while
continuously reconfiguring practices to accommodate incompatible demands. Central
to this capacity is structured ambiguity. Organisations deliberately maintain interpretive
flexibility to reflect rather than resolve inconsistent societal norms, sustaining
conflictual structures where competing practices coexist (Brunsson 1986). In Nordic
tourism governance, this manifests through policy language that simultaneously
promises sustainable growth, institutional mandates that serve both conservation and
development, and strategic plans that defer specificity in favour of maintaining broad
coalitions. Structured ambiguity thus operates spatially (allowing different interpreta-
tions across sites), organisationally (enabling multiple readings within institutions), and,
as the following section explores, temporally (projecting resolution into the future).

Yet institutionalised resilience has limits. When contradictions exceed the capacity
of spatial or organisational ambiguity, when decoupling becomes too visible, or when
incremental adaptations fail to accommodate mounting pressures, governance risks
entering a legitimacy crisis (Bianchi & Milano 2024; Higgins-Desbiolles 2024). At this
critical juncture, structured ambiguity shifts from spatial and organisational domains
to the temporal. Institutions increasingly rely on temporal governance: deploying time
itself as a resource for managing irreconcilability by deferring solutions into the future
to preserve credibility in the present (White 2024). Time thus emerges as the final
terrain on which contradictory mandates are managed—not through resolution but
through perpetual deferral. The next section examines how sustainability futures are
constructed, deferred, and instrumentalised through these temporal strategies.

2.3 Temporal dimension
2.3.1 Temporadlity and time in sustainable transition

Despite the centrality of time in environmental policy and planning (Bornemann &
Strassheim 2019; Edensor et al. 2019; Géssling et al. 2020), as reflected in targets
such as “net zero by 2030” or “carbon neutrality by 20507, tourism research has
rarely treated temporality as an analytical dimension of governance in its own right.
Temporal issues are typically examined through tourism’s internal rhythms, including
seasonality, cyclical demand, and destination lifecycles (Butler 2001; Lundén et al. 2023),
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or through experiential framings such as slow travel (Fullagar et al. 2012) and “last-
chance” tourism (Lemelin et al. 2010; Varnajot & Saarinen 2022). Although intergener-
ational equity has long been present in sustainability debates (Jourdan & Wertin 2020;
Rastegar 2025; Rastegar & Becken 2025), its empirical presence in tourism remains
challenging and limited. Most studies approach time implicitly or normatively rather
than as a structuring force of governance (G6ssling et al. 2020), leaving few analyses of
how temporal framings, policy horizons, and intergenerational claims shape concrete
decisions. Emerging research highlichts widening temporal-justice gaps, as affluent
older adults—particularly the boomer generation—continue to engage in carbon-inten-
sive travel that externalises climate costs onto younger and future generations (Humpe
et al. 2025).

Hence, across sustainability and transition discourses, the question of when action
matters—and for whom—remains under-analysed in tourism research. More often,
across environmental politics, necessary reforms are perpetually postponed; the burden
of change pushed ever forward while ambitious rhetoric fills the present (G6ssling et al.
2020; Peeters et al. 2016). Here, time itself becomes a tool and a resource of governance,
allowing institutions to gesture toward global goals while postponing decisions on hard
choices on the premise of environmental politics (Hausknost 2020). In this sense, and
paradoxically, the language of societal transformation proliferates across policy fields
yet remains deliberately empty (Blythe et al. 2018; Gunder 20006). White (2024) captures
this temporal hollowing-out in political discourse:

“The future-oriented concepts that make an appearance — ‘recovery’, for example, ‘resilience’ or
‘reconstruction’ — tend to be vagne and lacking political content. They are chosen to be uncontentions,
to avoid opening the division that might accompany a discussion of values and ends”

(White 2024: 166-167).

This avoidance of political conflict reveals how temporality shapes tourism governance.
By perpetually deferring transformation to tomorrow, institutions preserve today’s
arrangements. Promises of future transformation allow institutions to avoid present
disruption, using time as a strategy to maintain existing power structures.

2.3.2 Temporal governance and legitimacy

The analytical focus on temporality emerged from the empirical findings of the first
three articles, which showed how sustainability, though institutionally constrained, was
strategically communicated as something perpetually attainable, within reach but not
quite there. Following Massey’s (1992: 83) critique of seeing temporality as “sequential
coherence”, temporal governance can be understood as the strategic use of such
sequences: ordered time horizons that project sustainability achievements into the
future (Gossling et al. 2020). This sequencing enables governance bodies, strategies
and policies to discursively signal alignment with global environmental commitments,
such as the SDGs and net zero targets, without enacting immediate structural changes
in the present. Hence, the coherence of proposed policies making tourism more envi-
ronmentally sustainable resides less in substantive transformation than in the promises
and in the potential of future change: a temporal narrative that derives legitimacy
through deferral. Sustainability thus shifts from present obligation to future aspiration,
sustaining business-as-usual operations under the guise of alignment.
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Building on the concept of organisational decoupling (Brunsson 1986; Douglas
1980), this dissertation extends the notion into the temporal domain to understand
the policy-action gap in tourism governance. Whereas conventional decoupling (e.g.
Boxenbaum & Jonsson 2017; Brunsson 1986) refers to the separation of formal organ-
isational structures from actual practices, femporal deconpling operates through time itself:
present commitments remain perpetually detached from future implementation. Thus,
such a temporal gap functions as a buffer that allows symbolic alighment to coexist with
operational continuity. Time is therefore not taken in this work as a neutral planning
horizon but as an active instrument for conflict management and for handling tensions
between sustainability imperatives and growth-oriented tourism development. Focusing
on temporality thus deepens the analytical lens of this dissertation: shifting from the
structural constraints of governance, exposed in the first two articles, to how timelines
and broader discourses of the future both stretch present decisions across long horizons
and justify postponed action, deferring hard decisions while keeping those constraints
in place.

2.3.3 Temporal deferral as a governance tool

Time and temporality are crucial yet often overlooked dimensions of institutional
theory (Mahoney & Thelen 2010; Pierson 2004), particulatly in tourism governance
whete temporal narratives justify policy decisions, planning, and politics (Gssling et
al. 2020; Norum & Mostafanezhad 2016; Ricaurte-Quijano & Encalada-Abarca 2024).
For example, sustainability pledges frequently employ vague long-term targets—
such as carbon neutrality by 2050—to project progressive action while delaying
substantive change (Gdssling & Scott 2018; Holden 2013). However, unlike sustaina-
bility scholarship that often treats the future as a site of transition and transformation,
Hall (2025) critiques this framing, arguing that such narratives can obscure present
inaction. In this sense, the future is constructed as a “temporal place” where contradic-
tions between growth imperatives and environmental limits are imagined to be resolved
or mitigated; this, in turn, legitimises their persistence in the present.

New Institutionalism explores how temporal framing shapes institutional stability
and change. Pierson (2004) argues that institutions are path-dependent, with initial
choices creating self-reinforcing mechanisms that constrain future options. In tourism,
growth-oriented policies reflect this path dependency, making shifts toward sustainable
practices politically and institutionally challenging (Hall 2019). Such path dependency
intersects with governance temporalities that privilege immediacy over duration. In
tourism, such temporal structuring is present in how governance prioritises short-term
economic gains over long-term sustainability outcomes (Bramwell & Lane 2011; Gill
& Williams 2011; Sharpley 2023). These dynamics produce what Streeck and Thelen
(2005) call institutional drift: incremental change in how institutions apply or interpret
existing rules without any formal alteration of those rules. In protected area tourism,
such drift is not in principle a departure from a pristine sustainable origin, as there has
never been a “pure” baseline from which governance has strayed (Budowski 1970).
Rather, management has become more professional and bureaucratically capable,
even as rising visitor numbers drive adaptations that normalise ever-greater tourism
integration (Bianchi & de Man 2021).

In a broader sense, this drift resembles a mechanism analogous to what Pauly (1995)
famously termed the shifting baseline syndrome in fisheries management, where each
generation of observers accepts as “normal” an already degraded state. Tourism growth
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shows a similar pattern: each cohort of planners and stakeholders normalises the
visitation levels and infrastructure of its own entry point, treating them as the “natural”
baseline. Over decades, this quiet recalibration potentially obscures cumulative envi-
ronmental and social pressutres and allows expansion to appear compatible with sus-
tainability goals. In the Arctic and Sub-Arctic areas, however, this slow recalibration
collides with a far faster clock. As the region is warming at more than twice the global
average, tourism itself contributes to the emissions driving that change. The result is a
temporal dissonance: governance frameworks evolve incrementally while the physical
environment transforms rapidly, creating a widening gap between the pace of institu-
tional adaptation and the urgency of climatic shifts. Thus, the argument here is that this
contradiction is resolved temporally rather than through substantive transformation.

This three-dimensional framework—spatial, institutional, and temporal—represents
the dissertation’s core theoretical foundation. While there is a long tradition in examining
cultural constructions of nature and institutional responses to environmental pressures
(Cronon 1996; Hughes 2009; O’Riordan & Jordan 1999), the integration of temporality
as a necessary dimension for understanding governance failure is relatively new within
tourism geography. Without acknowledging the role of temporality, governance
critiques risk overemphasising intent or structural constraints while missing how delay
itself becomes institutionalised as a governance practice. Article IV develops this
temporal dimension by theorising projection as the mechanism through which the future
is constructed as a distinct policy space, and futurewashing as the governance outcome:
the systematic displacement of accountability into futures that cannot be verified in the
present. In a sense, the analysis inverts the standard diagnosis of policy failure, showing
that tourism governance is not short-sighted but also strategically far-sighted in ways
that exempt the present from constraint. Ultimately, this dissertation aims to show that
sustainability governance operates through systematic progtression: spatial strategies
reach their limits, institutional mechanisms offer temporary flexibility, and temporal
governance provides final refuge. Each dimension enables the next, producing a self-re-
inforcing system in which the appearance of progress substitutes for structural trans-
formation. By tracing this progression, the dissertation aims to demonstrate how unsus-
tainability is not an accidental outcome but a very structured feature of contemporary
governance arrangements.
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3 Research design and methods

This section outlines the methodological strategy guiding the dissertation’s examination
of institutional and temporal governance in sustainable tourism. Grounded in a
qualitative, multi-scalar design and a constructionist epistemology, the research does
not treat sustainability as a fixed endpoint, but investigates how it is constituted, framed,
and governed across institutions and temporal scales. While each article applies distinct
empirical materials and tools, the overall research design is unified by its focus on legit-
imacy-seeking, institutional adaptation, and the role of time and temporality in tout-
ism-related environmental policy.

3.1 Empirical research strategy

The dissertation adopts a qualitative research strategy situated within social construc-
tionism (Berger & Luckmann 1966). Environmental problems, such as climate change,
are not treated solely as technical issues, but as governance challenges shaped through
institutional routines, cultural expectations, and policy discourse (Bacchi 2012; Denzin
2017; Hajer 1995). This approach enables the study to capture how the issue of sus-
tainability is constituted and rendered governable in tourism, and how time is used to
structure political commitments, defer tensions, or legitimise strategic choices.

The design integrates longitudinal and cross-sectional perspectives. A longitudinal
lens captures changes in organisational reporting, policy narratives, and governance
practices over a twenty-year period, from the early 2000s through the COVID-19
pandemic. A cross-sectional dimension allows for comparison across governance
levels, from EU strategies to local protected area planning, revealing how sustainability
discourses translate across different spatial contexts and governance levels.

Additionally, the research follows a multi-sited logic that enables systematic
comparison across governance levels and actor perspectives (Bartlett & Vavrus 2016).
While grounded in the Finnish case, particularly in protected area governance (Articles
I-I11), the dissertation also incorporates broader Nordic and EU contexts (Article 1V).
This comparative strategy aims to operate on three levels: (1) vertical comparison across
governance scales, tracing how sustainability discourses evolve from abstract principles
to concrete practices; (2) horizontal comparison across Nordic countries, revealing
how similar institutional traditions produce different governance outcomes; and (3)
temporal comparison within organisations, highlichting how sustainability framings
shift in response to changing political and environmental pressures.

The dissertation also follows a sequential empirical transition. The first three articles
focus on protected areas, examining how institutional structures and tourism logics
co-evolve in Finnish nature conservation. The fourth article shifts to multi-scalar policy
analysis, analysing tourism strategies across EU, national, regional, and destination
levels. This situates the insights within broader tourism governance debates and makes
visible how temporal governance operates across planning hierarchies. Together, this
research strategy aims for analytical coherence across relatively diverse empirical cases
while allowing comparative insight into how sustainability governance is institutional-
ised and legitimated.
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3.2 Data collection

To capture both institutional continuity and discursive transformation, the study draws
on three primary soutrces of data analysed qualitatively: (1) annual reports and organ-
isational documents, (2) expert interviews, and (3) strategic tourism and sustaina-
bility policy documents. Each data type provides access to different dimensions of
governance: formal representation, practitioner interpretation, and strategic framing.
This enables triangulation of discursive, institutional, and experiential perspectives on
tourism governance.

First, 36 annual reports published between 2005 and 2018 by Metsihallitus and
its Parks & Wildlife division were collected from public archives. These documents
serve as institutional self-descriptions that trace the evolving governance of protected
areas and the integration of tourism. Annual reports form a distinct genre of organi-
sational communication (Meyer & Hollerer 20106) that can be seen as carefully curated
narratives intended for multiple audiences, including government ministries, environ-
mental stakeholders, and the public. They present institutionally sanctioned versions
of reality, highlighting achievements while often downplaying conflict or failure (Boiral
2013; Power 1997). This performative quality makes them valuable for examining how
organisations describe key events and changes, and how they construct and project
legitimacy. Rather than treating these accounts as transparent reflections of practice, the
analysis approaches them as strategic texts that reveal how sustainability and tourism
are discursively managed: what is emphasised, what is left unsaid, and how contradic-
tions are rhetorically resolved. Studying them offers insight into how sustainability and
tourism are operationalised through shifting legitimacy narratives, performance metrics,
and organisational priorities.

Second, 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted between March and May 2023
with senior officials and former managers from Metsihallitus. Participants were chosen
for their long tenures and direct involvement in governance transitions during a period
of rapid tourism growth in northern protected areas. Collectively, they offer decades of
institutional expetience, illuminating how sustainability is interpreted, prioritised, and
adapted in practice. The interviews were fully transcribed and anonymised. Conducted
primarily online, the interviews reflected the practical realities of accessing current and
former senior officials across a geographically dispersed organisation. Although this
format reduced the scope for face-to-face observation and informal rapport-build-
ing, it appeared to support frank retrospective reflection, particularly among recently
retired participants, several of whom spoke openly about institutional tensions, political
pressures, and the gap between public sustainability commitments and operational
realities. In accordance with ethical protocols, no additional participant characteristics
are disclosed to safeguard anonymity. Unlike the polished narratives of annual reports,
these conversations exposed the backstage of institutional life: the informal negotiations,
abandoned initiatives, political pressures and corridor talks, and pragmatic compromises
that shape sustainability governance but seldom appear in official accounts. Some
interviewees spoke relatively candidly about tensions between conservation mandates
and tourism demands, bureaucratic workarounds, and the gap between public sustaina-
bility rhetoric and operational realities.

Third, nine tourism strategy documents published in 2021 and 2022 at EU, national
(Nordic), and sub-national (Finnish Lapland) levels were analysed. Unlike annual reports,
these texts are forward-looking planning instruments rather than retrospective accounts.
They take the form of policy strategies, visionary roadmaps, and action frameworks that
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acknowledge tourism’s environmental impacts while deferring substantive decarbonisa-
tion to distant horizons. Their intended audiences include political leaders, administrative
agencies, industry partners, and advocacy groups, and they function both as agenda-set-
ting tools and as public signals of long-term commitment. Because they chart desired
futures and set targets for 2030 and 2050, they are key to understanding how temporal
framing enables the displacement of obligation across time and scale. The fourth article
develops this temporal dimension by theorising projection as the mechanism through
which the future is constructed as a distinct policy space, and futurewashing as the
governance outcome. Article III is primarily conceptual in orientation; its empirical
illustrations draw on Metséhallitus visitor statistics and Statistics Finland overnight data
to document pandemic-induced visitor growth in Finnish national parks and ground
the conceptual argument in observable governance dynamics, rather than constituting
a systematically analysed dataset.

3.3 Analytical approach

In this dissertation, institutional theory is used as its overarching conceptual framework,
operationalised through qualitative content analysis and discourse analysis. This method-
ological choice enabled systematic examination of how sustainability policies in tourism
become shaped by discursive, institutional, and temporal processes across organisa-
tional texts and governance levels. Additionally, the approach aims to advance environ-
mental-governance scholarship in tourism by treating time as a strategic resource rather
than a background variable (G6ssling et al. 2020).

Standard qualitative content analysis was applied to annual reports and interview
transcripts using a combined inductive—deductive coding strategy (Hsieh & Shannon
2005; Mayring 2022). Initial categories drew on core concepts from institutional theory,
including isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell 1983), legitimacy-secking (Suchman 1995),
and symbolic decoupling (Meyer & Rowan 1977). These concepts guided identifica-
tion of how organisations manage competing pressures while maintaining institutional
coherence, particularly when integrating tourism into conservation mandates. The
analysis remained open to emergent themes, generating context-specific concepts such
as re-entrenchment (Article II) and temporal-scalar tension (Article III). Across the
articles, NVivo software was used for systematic coding, while theoretical memos and
notes refined links between empirical patterns and conceptual frameworks.

Discourse analysis of strategic planning documents combined problematisa-
tion analysis with a focus on neutralisation, while attending throughout to temporal
organisation of proposed sustainability policies. Drawing on Hajer (1995) and Bacchi
(2012), the analysis examined how decarbonisation challenges are represented and what
remains unproblematised. In practice, this involved three analytical steps: first, identifying
how each document frames the decarbonisation problem and what assumptions undetlie
that framing; second, examining what is rendered unproblematic or left unquestioned,
particularly regarding growth, aviation, and demand-side measures; and third, tracing
how temporal language such as targets, deadlines, and conditional commitments
functions to defer rather than resolve these framings across governance scales. This
was complemented by Talbot and Boiral’s (2015) account of discursive neutralisa-
tion, which conceptualises proposed solutions as justificatory responses to legitimacy
pressures rather than neutral problem-solving measures. Solutions were therefore read
not as implementation pathways but as moves that recognise environmental critique
while constraining its present consequences and limits for toutrism. Particular attention
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was paid to how temporal framing enables and stabilises this neutralisation, for example
by projecting responsibility into the future, sequencing commitments over extended
horizons, or conditioning action on anticipated technological or political change. This
framework examined the role of long-term commitments in the acknowledgement of
environmental critique while deferring structural transformation in the present.

Across the dissertation’s four articles, these methods aimed for analytical coherence.
Articles I-1I analyse protected area governance through complementary lenses of insti-
tutional change and institutional limits of sustainability. Article I1I, while still staying
empirically in the sphere of protected area governance, is more conceptual, and grounds
its temporal-scalar analysis in COVID-19 visitor statistics and governance responses,
mapping mismatches between crisis management and long-term sustainability goals.
Article IV extends the temporal framework to multi-level tourism strategies, showing
how the future is used to decouple policy commitments from present action, managing
unresolved tensions between policy goals and practical implementation. Throughout,
this work aimed to remain attentive to the specific contexts (e.g., Northern Finland)
and contradictions of sustainability in tourism governance, recognising that the gap
between sustainability rhetoric and practice reflects the underlying logic of governance
systems rather than a simple failure of implementation.

3.4 Limits of the research approach

The scope of this study is defined by deliberate methodological and epistemological
choices. Four dimensions ate especially relevant: the focus on public institutions and
formal governance frameworks; reliance on documents and interviews; the adoption of
a constructionist and interpretive stance; and the Nordic case context. Together, these
boundaries clarify both what the research foregrounds and what it leaves less visible,
shaping the analytical contribution of the dissertation.

First, the focus on public institutions and formal governance frameworks necessarily
narrows the empirical lens. This reflects the Nordic and Finnish context, where
nature-based tourism primarily occurs in protected areas managed by state institutions.
While this approach is well suited for examining institutional adaptation and public
legitimacy, it gives less attention to informal practices, market dynamics, and private-sec-
tor perspectives, though these emerged partially through senior manager interviews in
Article II. As a result, the analysis captures institutionalised governance logics more
tully than hybrid or market-based dynamics, which may be more prominent in other
contexts or destination types where tourism operates through different arrangements.
It also leaves less visible forms of governance that operate outside formal institu-
tional frameworks, including, for example, community-based, individual, or Indigenous
practices that may follow different logics.

Second, the analysis relies predominantly on official policy documents and
expert interviews, which provide formalised and curated accounts rather than direct
observation of tourism governance practices. While the interviews partially illuminate
tensions between policy thetoric and operational realities, the absence of more
ethnographic engagement might limit insights into how sustainability governance is
enacted in everyday institutional life. Hence, this provides a potential observational gap
in this work, between sustainability targets set out in protected areca and destination
planning documents and their actual interpretation, translation, implementation,
and reporting back. Although the expert interviews provided rich insights into this
implementation gap, the selected data sources inherently privilege documented and
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discursively constructed accounts. Consequently, the analysis captures how sustainabil-
ity is formally articulated and retrospectively narrated. However, it cannot fully access
the informal negotiations, workarounds, and micro-political dynamics, particulatly the
subtle mechanisms through which power shapes whose interpretations of sustainability
prevail and whose voices remain marginalised in tourism governance.

Third, this study operates within a constructionist and interpretive research tradition,
reflecting deliberate epistemological choices rather than methodological constraints.
The resecarcher’s grounding in Nordic critical environmental governance shapes the
analytical focus on symbolic action, strategic deferral, and discursive legitimation. This
positioning illuminates how sustainability becomes governable through institutional
narratives and temporal framings. While alternative epistemologies would generate
different interpretations, the constructionist lens is particularly suited to revealing the
performative dimensions of sustainability governance within the Notdic and Finnish
context, and the gap between rhetorical commitments and policy outcomes.

Finally, the Nordic context and Finnish case provide analytical depth but also
delimit the empirical scope. The region’s strong public sector traditions, consensual
political culture, and state-managed protected areas make it a distinctive governance
setting. These features sharpen visibility of institutional dynamics but also mean the
findings cannot be read as representative of contexts where tourism governance is
more fragmented, market-led, or politically conflictual. The proposed contribution of
this study therefore lies not in broad generalisation but in theorising concepts—such as
legitimacy, symbolic governance, and temporal deferral—that extend beyond the case.
In this sense, contextual specificity both constrains direct transferability and strengthens
conceptual precision, offering potential tools for examining sustainability governance
across other institutional environments.

These methodological boundaries shape the interpretive possibilities of the
dissertation. They direct attention towards the institutional and discursive dimensions
of sustainability governance while rendering certain practices—particularly informal,
market-based or micro-political dynamics—Iess visible. Acknowledging these limits
clarifies the analytical scope of the study and the kinds of claims it can reasonably make.

Table 1 summarises how these methodological choices play out across the four
articles, highlighting the progression from institutional to temporal dimensions of
governance.
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Table I. Overview of the four articles: empirical focus, data sources, methods, and analytical tools.

Article Focus Data Methods Theoretical view
I Institutional limits | Governance Metsahallitus Qualitative Institutional
of sustainability in | limits and annual reports content analysis | rationality,
tourism governance | institutional (2005-2018) legitimacy-seeking,
rationalities symbolic decoupling
II. Parks, profits, Re-entrenchment | Expert Qualitative Isomorphism,
and politics of tourism interviews content analysis | legitimation,
governance (2023) and institutional | organisational
analysis adaptation
Ill. Protected areas | Temporal and Conceptual Conceptual Temporal-scalar
and tourism in the | scalar tensions in | & statistical synthesis and tension, governance
new normal protected area description scalar-temporal | mismatch,
tourism mapping legitimation
IV. Governing by Temporal 9 tourism Discourse Problematisation,
the future legitimation strategies across | and temporal policy temporality
in multi-level governance analysis analysis
tourism policy levels (2021
frameworks 2022)
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4 Key findings

This chapter synthesises the four studies of the dissertation to show how sustainabil-
ity policies in tourism governance and protected areas operate not as a transformative
agenda but as a legitimation mechanism. Together, they address the dissertation’s central
general research question: how do institutions reconcile the contradiction between envi-
ronmental sustainability goals and tourism growth imperatives? The studies approach
this overarching question through three dimensions: institutional constraints (RQ1),
translation processes (RQ2), and temporal frameworks (RQ3). The analysis thus aims
to explain not only how tourism became structurally integrated into conservation and
sustainability governance, but also how crises and temporal strategies reinforced this
integration. The central claim here is that governance systems maintain credibility by
developing managerial workarounds for environmental tensions while largely insulating
tourism itself from fundamental scrutiny.

The four articles follow a deliberate analytical progression (see Table 2). The first
maps how institutional transformation reshaped the role of protected ateas, showing
how tourism and conservation were co-produced through new organisational logics.
The second moves from description to explanation, analysing the mechanisms through
which this shift persisted and became normalised in everyday governance. The third
introduces a temporal perspective by examining the COVID-19 crisis, showing how
established trajectories were reinforced rather than disrupted. The fourth extends
this temporal focus further, demonstrating how the future itself and its political use
in strategic planning and rhetoric become a governance tool: narratives that project
solutions forward sustain credibility while postponing structural change. This movement
from tracing change, to explaining its persistence, to analysing crisis continuity, and
finally to revealing future-oriented legitimation, aims to build a cumulative understand-
ing of sustainability governance as a sophisticated practice of institutional credibility
and legitimation, in the context of tourism’s increasing local and global environmental
impact.

Each study highlights a distinct mechanism in this trajectory. The first shows how
discursive framing through platformisation and the performance logic of corporat-
isation reoriented conservation agencies toward tourism growth, signalling a more
neoliberal mode of governance (Puhakka & Saarinen 2013; Torkington et al. 2020).
The second continues this theme, tracing how managerial practices and adaptive
compromises consolidated this shift through re-entrenchment, embedding tourism
logics more deeply in organisational routines. The third demonstrates how crisis
governance reinforced rather than disrupted these trajectories, revealing sustainabil-
ity as structurally constrained. The fourth extends the analysis to multi-level strategies,
identifying projection and futurewashing as mechanisms through which sustainability
commitments defer rather than deliver structural transformation.

Finnish protected areas provide the empirical anchor for the first three studies,
illustrating how a strong public-sector context reorients even well-resourced conservation
institutions toward tourism growth and tourism-focused policies (Stolton et al. 2024).
The fourth situates these insights within broader European policy frameworks,
revealing temporal governance as a generalised mechanism of sustainability legitimation
(Torkington et al. 2020). Taken together, this progression from discursive reframing to
managerial re-entrenchment, from crisis reinforcement to temporal deferral, aims to
show how sustainability is performed as institutional credibility rather than enacted as a
source of socioecological transformation.
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Table 2. Synthesis of dissertation articles: Institutional and temporal limits in sustainable tourism

governance.

Dimension | Article I: Article II: Article IlI: Article IV:
Institutional Parks, profits, Protected Governing by
limits of and politics areas and the future
sustainability tourism in the

new normal

Analytical Institutional Logics of COVID-19 The role of time

focus transformation institutional as lens for and temporality
in protected area evolution structural in tourism
governance governance limits | decarbonisation

policies

Empirical Longitudinal Senior long- Crisis-induced Multi-scalar

scope organisational term manager governance tourism policy
change in Finnish institutional pressures in architecture from
protected area perspectives Arctic protected | EU to destination
governance on governance area tourism level

adaptation

Key findings Tourism Governance re- Short-term fixes | EU permits,
institutionalised entrenchment for domestic nations narrate,
through dual based on coercive | crowding lock destinations
mechanisms: assimilation and in unsustainable | operationalise.
platformisation and | deliberative long-term
corporatisation. adaptation. trajectories.

Theoretical Tourism redefined Institutional Temporal- Future seen as a

contribution as an institutional change occurs via scalar mismatch | policy container;
function. re-entrenchment: exposes projection as
Sustainability cumulative governance blind | mechanism,
maintained through | adaptations create | spots across futurewashing as
decoupling. path dependency. time. outcome.

Conceptual Strategic decoupling; | Re-entrenchment Temporal-scalar | Projection as

mechanism platformisation as as a distinctive tension and temporal deferral;
governance ideal in | mode of scalar slippage futurewashing
the public sector. institutional as systemic as legitimation

adaptation. constraints. outcome.

4.1 Article I: Institutional limits of sustainability in tourism governance

This study examines how tourism became structurally embedded in Finnish protected
area governance between 2005 and 2018. Through analysis of strategic documents and
institutional practices, it reveals a fundamental transformation in how Parks & Wildlife
Finland conceptualised its role in conservation. The study identifies two intersecting
governance rationalities that reshaped conservation practice: outward-facing legiti-
macy-seeking directed toward political and economic stakeholders, and inward-facing
efforts to maintain operational coherence and institutional survival.

Central to this transformation was the process of spatial platformisation. While the
concept originates in digital and media studies, where it desctibes how platforms
position themselves as neutral intermediaties (Gillespie 2010), this study extends it as an
organisational metaphor for public sector governance. Additionally, platform discourse
serves to attract users while obscuring underlying business models (Poell et al. 2019).
Building on Casilli and Posada (2019), the study shows how platformisation emerges as
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a governance ideal in the public sector, exemplifying broader trends toward flexibility
and responsiveness often associated with lean management approaches.

In the Finnish Parks & Wildlife context, platformisation manifested in two key organ-
isational shifts. First, the agency repositioned protected areas as “state-orchestrated
platforms” (Moisio & Rossi 2020) that facilitate interactions between tourists, regional
service providers, and development actors. Strategic documents increasingly described
Parks & Wildlife as a “condition provider” for the tourism economy, marking a decisive
departure from previous, more conservation-oriented framings. Second, the platform
metaphor enabled an identity of flexibility and neutrality, allowing the agency to
distance itself rhetorically from direct ecological responsibility while positioning itself
as an enabling intermediary.

Alongside platformisation, the study identifies corporatisation as a complementary
process through which private-sector performance logics infiltrated public conservation
governance. Documentary analysis reveals a progressive shift where metrics such as
visitor numbers, satisfaction scores, and efficiency indicators became central to annual
evaluations. While ecological goals remained nominally present, they were increasingly
framed as achievable indirectly through tourism development. This shift in evaluation
practices reinforced tourism’s centrality, as organisational legitimacy became increasingly
measured through tourism-derived outputs rather than conservation achievements.

The theoretical framework employs strategic decoupling Meyer & Rowan 1977) to
explain how Parks & Wildlife maintained formal commitments to conservation while
operationally prioritising tourism growth. This exemplifies what Brunsson (1989)
terms organisational hypoerisy, the intentional separation of talk, decision, and action as
a strategy for navigating conflicting institutional demands. Notably, the analysis points
to significant strategic silences that reflect what Douglas (1986) describes as structural
amnesia: the institutional tendency to overlook goals that are difficult to operation-
alise, such as cumulative ecological impacts or climate change responsibilities. These
omissions align with McGoey’s (2012) concept of strategic ignorance, where knowledge
gaps are actively maintained to ensure institutional stability.

The findings show how sustainability was gradually redefined through institutional
practice. Initially framed around ecological protection and controlled visitation, it came
to centre on infrastructure durability, site-based management, and the maintenance of
local access. Broader environmental pressures, including emissions from visitor travel
and systemic biodiversity decline, were largely absent from organisational accounts. This
narrowing of scope enabled the accommodation of multiple stakeholder expectations
while anchoring legitimacy in measurable outputs. By 2018, visitor numbers had tripled
compared to the mid-2000s, and organisational documents reflected a clear shift in
priorities. Tourism was no longer managed within conservation frameworks but had
become the primary logic through which Parks & Wildlife secured relevance and
funding;

This shift does not represent the introduction of tourism into protected areas, but
a reconfiguration of its role. Finnish national parks have long carried a dual mandate.
From the 1923 Nature Conservation Act onwards, parks were conceived as both
conservation areas and public attractions, with scenic value and accessibility treated as
key criteria (Puhakka 2007: 92). Tourism and conservation were therefore intertwined
from the outset, initially through a civic and nationally oriented recreational logic
(Puhakka 2007; Puhakka & Saarinen 2013). From the late 1960s onwards, however,
this relationship shifted as ecological science strengthened conservation rationales and
recreational use was increasingly framed as a source of harm (Puhakka & Saarinen
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2013). The reintegration that followed from the 1980s took a different form, driven
by European Union regional development policy, the decline of primary industries in
peripheral areas, and the rise of internationally oriented nature tourism (Puhakka &
Saarinen 2013). What the material analysed here captures is not this earlier coexistence,
but a later transformation in which tourism moved from a complementary function to
a central organising logic.

This shift appears as a redefinition of the spatial role of protected areas. Documents
increasingly frame parks as nodes within tourism networks and as assets for regional
development rather than as bounded conservation sites. In these terms, the transfor-
mation can be read through Lefebvre’s (1991) notion of spatial production, where
changing social relations generate new spatial forms and functions. It also aligns with
Jessop et al. (2008) in showing how institutional actors reframe sociospatial roles in
line with evolving policy and economic priorities. The organisational shifts identified in
this dissertation, particulatly platformisation and corporatisation, are the mechanisms
through which these redefinitions are enacted. Protected areas are not only managed
differently, but their legitimacy is increasingly tied to their role within tourism industry.

4.2 Article 1l: Parks, profits, and politics

Building on the first study’s analysis of how tourism growth and tourism’s broader
societal role reshaped the vision of protected areas and co-evolved with new institutional
arrangements, the second study examines how those limits were reproduced politically
and in practice. Where Article I traced the structural transformation of governance
frameworks and identified key sustainability policy limits, this study investigates the
governing realities through which sustainability constraints are sustained in practice.
Drawing on interviews with 20 senior officials from Parks & Wildlife Finland, the
study shows how institutional change unfolded as deliberate strategy and as a “forced”
adaptation to external pressures and internal survival logics. To conceptualise this
process, the study introduces governance re-entrenchment as a framework for understand-
ing how tourism becomes embedded through incremental adjustments that gradually
reshape organisational identity.

Two interlocking dynamics underpin this institutional shift. First, coercive assinzilation
describes how external policy mandates, regional development imperatives, and
output-based funding systems compelled conservation agencies to adopt tourism
metrics. Interviewees reflected on how national parks were increasingly required
to justify their relevance through quantifiable indicators such as visitor growth and
economic contribution, particularly following the 2016 Metsihallitus Act, which clarified
performance requirements. The role of conservation agencies was thus repositioned—
from stewards of biodiversity to instruments of regional economic development.

Second, deliberative adaptation captures internal processes whereby managers reframed
tourism as a strategic resource. Rather than resisting its expansion, senior officials began
to embrace tourism as essential to budget security and political relevance. What began
as tactical accommodation increasingly shaped organisational identity. Interviewees
described how tourism offered political visibility, public support, and measurable
outcomes that conservation alone could not provide. This reorientation reflects a shift
in survival logics: governance structures once centred more on ecological protection
began to redefine their purpose in terms of service provision and public accessibility.

Importantly, this process represents neither mission drift—a loss of focus due to
strategic overreach—nor pure ideological capture, where neoliberal values are seen
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taking over conservation goals (Dinica 2018; Job et al. 2017; Slocum 2017). Instead,
re-entrenchment aims to describe a more incremental and tacit shift in which repeated
adjustments, each contextually rational, accumulate into broader structural dependence
on tourism. Thus, the organisation adapts to protect its autonomy, yet in doing so
entrenches a growing reliance on toutism logics.

A key insight of the article concerns the structural asymmetry between legitimacy
production and broader, potential, conservation outcomes. Metrics such as visitor
numbers, revenue generation, and regional employment offer relatively immediate,
politically valuable indicators, while ecological outcomes remain slow, uncertain,
difficult to measure, and translate to monetary values. This temporal mismatch creates a
legitimacy gap that tourism performance fills—but at the potential cost of eroding the
agency’s ecological mandate. Interviewees explicitly described this tension, noting how
infrastructure investments create maintenance obligations, and tourism requires more
zoned space.

The re-entrenchment framework shows how market logics penetrate public environ-
mental governance not through dramatic privatisation or spectacular overtourism, but
through more mundane bureaucratic routines. Even environmentally committed profes-
sionals found themselves complicit in trajectories that contradicted their conservation
values—not through deliberate choice but because institutional incentives rewarded
measurable outputs over ecological integrity. This dynamic reveals a fundamental insti-
tutional bind: the arrangements that sustain governance also constrain its capacity for
transformation. Protected area officials and actors must demonstrate value through
economic metrics that reframe their mandate, and in doing so they reproduce the very
market logics that constrain alternative pathways. Precisely because this transforma-
tion unfolds through ordinary manners and mechanisms (performance reviews, budget
allocations, planning cycles), it is both more pervasive and more resistant to reform
than overt ideological capture.

4.3 Article lll: Protected areas and tourism in the new normal

This third study examines how governance institutions respond to systemic disruption
and what such responses reveal about sustainability constraints. Paralleling the re-en-
trenchment dynamics analysed in Article II, this study shows how crisis management of
COVID overcrowding exposed limits in sustainable tourism governance, as short-term
responses in Finnish protected areas produced potential long-term consequences that
reinforced dependence on tourism growth. With international tourism halted in Finland,
domestic visitation surged by 63—75 per cent, creating unprecedented management
pressures for many national parks (e.g., Oulanka). The pandemic thus provided a kind
of natural experiment in protected area governance, testing whether disruption could
shift long-established governance patterns and paradigms.

The findings describe problematic temporal dynamic: measures framed as short-term
crisis management have the potential to become long-term commitments. New infra-
structure, service expansions, and access upgrades eased immediate pressures yet created
self-reinforcing dependencies premised on continued growth. Hence, present choices
act as temporal anchors, converting flexibility in terms of visitor management, or the
capability of it, into preparation and bandwidth for future expansion. The material
and social obligations that follow such narrow the option space, making reversal
harder as sunk investments accumulate and expectations harden. Three interlocking
tensions follow. First, infrastructure sized for domestic surges embeds expectations
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of renewed international arrivals, generating infrastructural lock-ins. Second, scalar
mismatches arise between local benefits (employment, visibility, regional income) and
global environmental costs, especially regarding tourism’s emissions. Third, governance
prioritises short-term deliverables (visitor satisfaction, recovery metrics) while long-term
ecological consequences remain marginalised.

To conceptualise these dynamics, the study introduces the idea of temporal-scalar
tensions for describing how sustainability governance is constrained not by inertia alone
but by mismatched spatiotemporal logics. In this respect, it elaborates a kind of scalar
slippage as a condition in which the scope of governance (territorial, budgetary, insti-
tutional) fails to align with the scale of tourism’s broader environmental consequences.
Thus, infrastructure decisions, crowd management strategies, and marketing initiatives
adopted under crisis conditions acquire potentially more enduring effects that ripple
across time and space. This compression of time horizons demonstrates how temporary
fixes become potentially permanent, narrowing possibilities for future transformation.

In this context, the cultural foundation of Finnish governance, most notably the
tradition of jokaisenvikendet (everyone’s rights), figures both as an asset and a constraint.
While designed to ensure broad democratic access to nature and public goods (state-run
protected area), in the context of international tourism it inadvertently facilitates
unsustainable flows. Infrastructure built to support citizens’ access (e.g., parking lots,
easy-access ring routes) simultaneously lowers barriers for global visitors, looking for
soft adventure and experiences, further supporting carbon-intensive travel. In this
way, the pandemic revealed tensions and trends already embedded in protected area
governance.

The analysis aims to show how crises and visitor surge may compress institu-
tional time, activating defensive mechanisms that reinforce already well-established
patterns. Echoing the logic of shifting bascline syndrome, each cycle of adaptation
risks redefining sustainability downward while deepening dependence on tourism
growth. Thus, what begins as a short-term response generates long institutional tails,
locking protected areas into future trajectories centred on tourism. Viewed through
a temporal-scalar lens, the pandemic demonstrates that acute disruptions expose the
same governance asymmetries of protected area tourism that constrain responses to
slow-onset crises such as climate change or biodiversity loss (Stolton et al. 2024). In
the worst case, protected areas emerge less as resilient conservation spaces than as
infrastructures of managed visitation, whete institutional legitimacy is secured through
short-term responsiveness at the expense of long-term ecological responsibility.

4.4 Article IV: Governing by the future: projection, futurewashing, and
tourism decarbonisation

This article examines how temporal frameworks in tourism governance construct the
future as a space for deferred decarbonisation policies. Drawing on analysis of EU,
Nordic national, and sub-national (Finnish Lapland) toutism strategies published in
2021 and 2022, the article develops the concept of futurewashing to describe how
governance systematically displaces accountability into futures that cannot be verified
in the present. Unlike greenwashing, which misrepresents current performance,
futurewashing relocates obligation into projected futures, allowing growth-oriented
development to proceed while decarbonisation remains perpetually anticipated but
never immediate.
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The theoretical framework combines problematisation analysis (Bacchi 2012) with
Talbot and Boiral’s (2015) account of discursive neutralisation, attending throughout
to temporal organisation, including the distinction between constructing shared
horizons and using deadlines to shape behaviour (Bornemann & Strassheim 2019).
Carton’s (2019) concept of the “political economy of delay” provides the macro-level
frame, while Collard and Dempsey’s (2022) notion of a “future eco-perfect” captutes
how contradictions are assumed to be resolved in projected futures while present
arrangements remain intact. Following White (2024) here, the article analyses how
long-term challenges become tractable only by converting them into benchmarks and
deadlines, a process that renders the future governable while constraining its openness,
explaining the appeal and credibility of projecting policy expectations into the future.

The article’s central claim inverts the standard diagnosis of environmental policy
failure. Tourism governance is not short-sighted but strategically far-sighted in ways
that exempt the present from constraint. Long-term horizons produce the very
short-termism they appear to remedy. The analysis develops projection as the temporal
mechanism through which this deferral operates: a governance practice that constructs
the future as a distinct policy container where obligations ate deposited and displaced
rather than genuinely expected to be fulfilled. Futurewashing emerges as the predictable
outcome of this configuration.

The scalar pattern is central to the argument. At the EU level, strategies establish
permissive temporal architectures through three forms of displacement: institutional
(from EU to Member States via subsidiarity), sectoral (from tourism to transport), and
across actors (from institutions to unnamed stakeholders). Each transfer dilutes binding
force while preserving the appearance of coordinated action. National strategies in
Finland, Sweden, and Norway inherit these horizons but translate them into locally
resonant idioms: technological mastery in Norway, sustainability as national identity
in Sweden, peripheral geography as structural constraint in Finland. Regional and
destination strategies compress these commitments further into operational necessity,
from systemic transformation to carbon-neutral ski lifts. The scalar architecture points
to a structural contradiction at the heart of liberal environmental governance: tourism
actors across scales must respect subsidiarity and market principles, demonstrate
alignment with upper-level climate commitments, and deliver growth and regional
competitiveness. These cannot be satisfied simultancously. Temporal displacement and
scalar fragmentation allow governance to manage the contradiction without confronting
it, each scale pointing elsewhere for accountability.

Sub-national strategies in Finnish Lapland reveal futurewashing as operational
necessity. Destinations must generate immediate economic activity while lacking
capacity to alter the mobility systems on which emissions depend. In this sense, in
Finnish Lapland, climate change is even positioned as relative competitive opportunity:
natural, cryospheric assets becoming rarer and more uncertain for tourism globally
and therefore more valuable. Aviation is acknowledged but framed as existential.
Sustainability is operationalised through certification, branding, and the construction of
a “responsible customer base”. Carbon-neutral airports substitute for flight reduction;
local energy interventions substitute for systemic change.

The article argues that the green consumer functions as a stabilising governance device
across all scales, supplying market signals that justify expansion while absorbing respon-
sibility for choices governance declines to constrain. The contribution is conceptual,
empirical, and methodological: projection is identified as a temporal mechanism and
futurewashing as its governance outcome, their operation is demonstrated across scales,
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and the analysis shows how temporal attention reveals dynamics that conventional
policy evaluation obscures. In sum, decades of strategies yield little structural change
not because governance fails, but because it succeeds in managing political pressures
through temporal displacement of decarbonisation action and responsibility.

4.5 Cross-article patterns: from institutional embedding to temporal
management

The four articles build cumulatively toward understanding sustainability governance as
a process and source of institutional legitimacy-secking. The progression from insti-
tutional analysis (Articles I-1I) through crisis dynamics to temporal strategies (Article
III-1V) reveals how tourism becomes institutionally embedded in ways that generate
contradictions, which temporal governance manages by deferring rather than resolving
them. Table 2 captures this analytical progression and the conceptual mechanisms
identified at each stage.

Sustainability governance operates as a system of managed contradictions and
competing stakeholder expectations (McKercher 2025). Institutions succeed not
by resolving tensions between growth and ecological limits but by systematically
absorbing, deferring, and reframing them. First, sustainability undergoes consistent
redefinition from ecological imperative to operational challenge, becoming progressively
disconnected from environmental outcomes. This operational drift enables institutions
to maintain formal commitments while transforming their substantive meaning. Second,
legitimacy operates through performance and deferral rather than achievement. Here,
policymaking actors and institutions succeed by mwanaging expectations rather than meeting
them per se. The sophisticated use of metrics, narratives, and temporal frameworks
creates an appearance of progress that substitutes for environmental outcomes (Boiral
20106; Montgomery et al. 2024). Third, temporal mechanisms prove adaptive, absorbing
critique by extending timelines rather than altering trajectories. Each new strategy or
crisis becomes an opportunity to shift the baseline and reset expectations rather than
transform practices.

These findings reveal how the research questions interconnect: Articles I-11 identify
the institutional constraints (RQ1) through platformisation and re-entrenchment;
Articles II-III show how sustainability is translated into operational practices (RQ2)
through organisational adaptation and crisis response; and Articles III-IV demonstrate
how temporal frameworks further limit and defer transformation (RQ3) through
narrative postponement. The full implications of these findings for understanding legit-
imacy-seeking strategies are developed in the following discussion and conclusions.

In this sense, this synthesis claims that today’s sustainable tourism governance
“fails” not through incompetence but through its structural design. The governance
architecture examined here, spanning Finnish protected areas to EU strategies, is
optimised for stability, legitimacy, and continuity rather than transformation. This
continuity is increasingly obscured by the strategic adoption of transformative
vocabulary. As Hall (2025) claims, today’s tourism policy has embraced the language of
transition and transformation precisely as actual development trajectories have deepened
rather than shifted. Change-oriented terminology produces what he terms ostensibly
transitional pathways—discursive constructions that reproduce existing models while
appearing reformist. Even major disruptions like COVID-19 triggered modifications
within existing frameworks rather than genuine alternatives (Seyfi et al. 2024; Article
III), revealing transformation discourse as a legitimation strategy that acknowledges
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problems while perpetually deferring resolution. The institutional mechanisms of plat-
formisation and re-entrenchment create path dependencies that temporal strategies then
manage through deferral. Understanding this shifts the analytical focus from improving
implementation to questioning whether current institutional frameworks can deliver
sustainability in tourism at all.

Across all four studies, sustainability policies operated less as transformative
instruments than as stabilising devices. This reliance on symbolic management reveals
a deeper structural weakness. Lacking the regulatory authority or political capital to
enforce transformation, governance institutions are compelled to govern through
consensus and accommodation rather than imposition and regulation. This is not a
story of cynical manipulation but of institutional intelligence: governance systems
have developed highly adaptive mechanisms to reconcile irreconcilable demands from
positions of constrained power. Yet this very adaptability may now be the greatest
obstacle to transformation, as it enables the indefinite postponement of the structural
changes that ecological limits increasingly demand.
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5 Discussion: Structured unsustainability
5.1 Reconceptualising institutional limits through temporal governance

Contemporary sustainability governance has developed sophisticated mechanisms
that allow transformation to be continuously anticipated yet persistently postponed
(Gossling et al. 2026; Lamb et al. 2020; Montgomery et al. 2024). Across the four
studies in this dissertation, a consistent pattern emerges within tourism governance:
public agencies increasingly maintain credibility not by resolving tourism’s environ-
mental contradictions per se but by developing elaborate systems to manage them
through symbolic commitments, procedural adjustments and temporal displacement.
These patterns ate not incidental features or implementation failures. They are defining
characteristics of historical and institutional governance arrangements to benefit from
tourism’s socioeconomic impacts that have evolved to accommodate deep structural
conflicts without disrupting prevailing trajectories. As noted eatlier, the sophistication
of these mechanisms lies in their capacity to absorb critique, adapt to pressure and
maintain public confidence while avoiding substantive change. To paraphrase Blihdorn
(2013), the results suggest that the institutional configurations governing toutism have
become remarkably adept at sustaining unsustainability.

As claimed across the articles, to understand the persistence of this paradox, it is
necessary to consider the historical, cultural and institutional context within which these
governance mechanisms operate. Governance itself has not deteriorated from some
imagined era of coherence; rather, the scale of tourism and its environmental footprint
have expanded beyond what existing governance frameworks were designed to manage.
Tourism has grown exponentially, rising from 25 million international arrivals in 1950 to
more than 1.4 billion in 2019 (UN Tourism 2019), while the ecological baseline against
which sustainability is judged has deteriorated markedly (IPBES 2019). Biodiversity
loss, climate disruption, and ecosystem degradation now threaten the very resource
base on which nature-based tourism depends, yet the sector continues to lag behind
others in decarbonisation and impact reduction (G6ssling et al. 2026; Sun et al. 2024).

This reflects what Eriksen (2016) described as the central double bind of modernity:
the incompatibility between economic growth and environmental sustainability.
Tourism governance must sustain an industry whose expansion remains economically
and politically desirable in the short term, yet ecologically self-defeating in the long run
(Sharpley 2023). Tourism’s growth depends on the very environments its expansion
destabilises (Budowski 1976; Hall 2016). The structural contradiction identified
earlier, the impossible reconciliation of subsidiarity, climate commitment, and growth
is compounded by a temporal dimension: near-term growth erodes the ecological
foundations on which future tourism depends. In this sense, at the scale of today’s
tourism industry, the long-standing assumption that tourism and conservation are
mutually reinforcing no longer reflects contemporary environmental realities. Rather
than resolving this tension, governance entrenches it, reproducing the conditions that
make transformation perpetually necessaty yet perpetually deferred.

This dissertation terms this condition structured unsustainability: a state in which the
imperative for environmental transformation is not denied but systematically redirected
into practices that preserve institutional and political continuity. In this context, the
dynamics do not indicate failure of tourism governance in the conventional sense.
Instead, they reflect its functional success according to the criteria it has evolved to
ptioritise: maintaining organisational stability, preserving legitimacy and managing
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conflict, rather than reducing the sectot’s environmental impacts. Tourism governance
has developed mechanisms that allow agencies to acknowledge environmental crises,
commit to ambitious targets and implement visible initiatives while ensuring that the
core economic and political arrangements underpinning tourism growth remain largely
undisturbed (Blithdorn 2007; Brand et al. 2025; Hausknost 2020). This is not environ-
mental or ethical success. It is the functional capacity of tourism governance to manage
and master incompatible demands in ways that stabilise the system even as the sectot’s
footprint expands.

The Finnish and Nordic cases offer clear insights into how these dynamics unfold
within high-capacity democratic states with strong environmental credentials, as
reflected in their consistently high rankings in the Environmental Performance Index
(Yale Center for Environmental Law & Policy & CIESIN 2024). In protected atea
governance, Parks & Wildlife Finland evolved from a conservation-focused agency into
a platform organisation facilitating regional tourism development through incremental
processes of corporatisation and re-entrenchment (Articles I-1I). When the COVID-19
pandemic created an unprecedented disruption to tourism systems, institutional
responses reinforced rather than reconsidered existing trajectories, using crisis conditions
to justify infrastructure expansions that locked in future growth patterns (Article I1I).
Across multiple governance scales, from EU frameworks to local strategies, sustaina-
bility commitments wete consistently projected into distant futures through elaborate
temporal architectures that enabled ambitious rhetoric while protecting present
arrangements (Article IV). These patterns indicate how even relatively well-resourced
states and institutions with genuine environmental commitments become structurally
otiented toward managing and supporting tourism development rather than resolving
tourism’s sustainability contradictions.

Structured unsustainability operates through three interconnected mechanisms; each
developed in the sections that follow. Tourism as institutional rationality (Section 5.2)
traces how tourism evolves from an externally managed activity into the organising logic
of governance itself. Temporal governance as deferral (Section 5.3) examines how time
becomes a political resource that acknowledges environmental limits while perpetually
postponing action. Symbolic performance of sustainability (Section 5.4) examines
how sustainability is continuously performed through indicators, certifications, and
frameworks in ways that demonstrate commitment without requiring structural change.

These mechanisms do not operate independently but reinforce each other. Tourism
rationalities create immediate pressures for growth and development that temporal
strategies defer into the future, while symbolic performances maintain public confidence
that progress is being made. Together, they produce governance systems that appear
highly responsive to environmental concerns, by generating strategies, targets, and
initiatives, while deepening the path dependencies that render genuine transformation
increasingly difficult. The result is a form of governance that excels at performing
concern while deferring care, at articulating restraint while enabling excess, at projecting
transformation while ensuring continuity.

5.2 Tourism as an institutional rationality

The transformation of tourism from a managed activity within protected areas to the
organising principle of conservation governance represents one of the key shifts in
contemporary environmental management (Brockington & Duffy 2010; Bischer &
Fletcher 2015; Fletcher & Neves 2012). This change is not only a matter of tourism
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becoming economically significant or politically influential, though both are true.
Rather, as Articles I and II demonstrate through detailed analysis of Finnish protected
area institutions, tourism has evolved into a mode of institutional reasoning—a
political framework through which agencies interpret their environment, understand
their purpose, and justify their existence. This shift is profound because it alters not
only what institutions do but also how they conceive of what is possible, valuable,
and legitimate. It operates through a spatio—organisational imaginary that increasingly
redefines protected areas from conservation territories into tourism infrastructures—
from ecological reserves into platforms for visitor economies. In principle, as discussed
eatlier, this reflects Lefebvre’s (1991) production of space, whetre new social relations
around tourism growth demand corresponding spatial forms and identities. The insti-
tutional processes of platformisation and corporatisation embed these spatial meanings
into practice, remaking protected areas as touristic natures (Saarinen 2016) whose
governance and legitimacy derive increasingly from their centrality to tourism networks
rather than from ecological values alone.

This transformation unfolded through identifiable mechanisms that reveal the
deeper logic of institutional change. Article I's documentary analysis traced how
Metsahallitus Parks and Wildlife reframed its organisational identity between 2005 and
2018, evolving from an agency that balanced conservation and visitor services to one
that positioned itself as a “condition provider for the tourism economy”. This plat-
formisation process—borrowing the concept from digital economy studies—involved
more than rhetorical evolution. Budget allocations shifted toward visitor infrastruc-
ture, staff competencies reoriented around service provision, and performance metrics
increasingly emphasised visitor numbers, satisfaction scores, and regional economic
impacts. One senior manager (Article 1I) captured the result with the metaphor of a
“perfume zone”, describing how Arctic northern Finland’s national parks had been
choreographed into well-managed “ring route” expetiences for international visitors—
spaces designed to deliver predictable, photogenic encounters with nature rather
than ecological complexity or uncertainty. While sustainability remained prominent
in policy documents, its operational meaning transformed from ecological protection
and biodiversity conservation to service quality, infrastructure durability, and visitor
flow management. This semantic shift enabled the organisation to maintain formal
commitments to conservation while reshaping its operational priorities.

Article II’s interviews with senior long-term managers illuminated the human and
political dynamics driving this institutional transformation. Two interlocking processes
emerged from the analysis. Coercive assimilation captured how external pressures—
funding models tied to visitor metrics, political expectations for regional development,
ministerial demands for economic contribution—compelled conservation agencies to
adopt tourism-oriented definitions of success. The 2016 Metsihallitus Act crystallised
these pressures by formalising performance requirements that privileged quantifiable
outputs alongside, and perhaps over, ecological outcomes. Deliberative adaptation
described how managers did not merely comply with these pressures but actively
embraced tourism as essential for organisational survival and relevance. Critically,
the sustained growth in visitor numbers from 2010 onward provided both empirical
justification and political opportunity for this strategic reorientation—what might
be understood as a window of legitimation where organisations could frame their
tourism turn as responding to demonstrated public demand, and things like the country
brand, rather than ideological choice. Senior managers described how tourism offered
what conservation alone could not: immediate political visibility, measurable public
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support, and demonstrable economic value. This represented neither mission drift
nor ideological capture but what the study termed re-entrenchment: a process where
incremental adjustments, each appearing rational in isolation, accumulate into structural
dependence on tourism logics.

Understanding why this transformation proves so durable requires engaging with
the institutional dynamics at play. Tourism provides more than economic resources: it
supplies symbolic capital, the ability to demonstrate public value across multiple domains
simultaneously. For regional politicians, protected areas become engines of development
that justify public investment. For ministries, they provide efficiency indicators and
output metrics that satisty (New) public management demands. For citizens, they offer
accessible nature experiences aligned with Nordic traditions of everyone’s rights. This
multi-scalar appeal proves more politically robust than ecological justifications alone,
which often appear abstract, long-term, difficult to quantify, or “visit”. The tragedy is
not that tourism is valued but that it has become the predominant lens through which
all other values are interpreted and justified.

Nordic governance traditions intensify these dynamics in ways that make tourism’s
dominance appear natural rather than constructed. The cultural commitment to public
access and multifunctional land use means that tourism is not perceived as a compromise
to conservation but as a democratic expression of nature’s public value with pedagogical
and health benefits. Agencies that prioritise ecological limits over visitor access risk
appearing elitist, undemocratic, or out of step with societal expectations. Here, New
Institutional Theory helps explain why this shift proves so resistant to reversal: organisa-
tions seck acceptance and resources by conforming to prevailing norms and producing
recognised symbols of good performance (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Meyer & Rowan
1977). In contemporary governance climates that prize measurability, responsiveness,
and economic contribution, tourism excels at providing immediately legible indicators
of institutional worth.

The result is a form of legitimacy substitution that has become embedded in organ-
isational routines and evaluation systems. Unable to produce equally immediate and
politically valuable indicators of ecological success, which unfold slowly, involve
uncertainty, and resist simple quantification, institutions increasingly rely on tourism
metrics as proxies for public value, for building the case for their funding, Growing
visitor numbers come to signify institutional relevance, infrastructure development
demonstrates responsiveness to public needs, and public-private partnerships with
tourism businesses show stakeholder engagement. Each practice appears rational when
evaluated individually, but collectively they reconfigure conservation from an ecological
endeavour focused on biodiversity and ecosystem integrity into a service-oriented logic
centred on visitor experience and regional development. Looking from the perspective
of past decades, one of central findings of this research is that this is not a surface
change but a fundamental reorientation of institutional purpose.

These changes become self-reinforcing through multiple mechanisms that create
institutional lock-in. Infrastructure investments in visitor facilities generate ongoing
maintenance obligations and expectations for continued use. Staff competencies
shift from ecological expertise toward visitor services, communication and experience
management. Performance evaluation systems reward tourism growth while struggling
to capture conservation outcomes. Political support becomes contingent on demon-
strating tourism’s economic contributions. Professional networks consolidate around
growth-oriented metrics and best practices for visitor management. Even sustainabil-
ity initiatives are absorbed into this logic, transformed into eco-certification schemes
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and labels, visitor education programmes, and efficiency improvements rather than
meaningful limits on use. The field undergoes what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) term
isomorphic convergence, as agencies across different contexts align with similar tout-
ism-oriented rationalities to ensute institutional viability and political support.

Douglas (1986) argued that institutions ‘think” by embedding shared classifications
and assumptions into organisational routines and decision structures. In this profound
sense, Parks & Wildlife Finland no longer simply manages tourism within protected
areas—it has come to reason through tourism, understanding its environment,
challenges, and possibilities through frameworks detived from visitor economies. This
cognitive capture is more thorough than any explicit policy change because it shapes
what questions are asked, what evidence is gathered, what options ate considered, and
what futures are imagined. Addressing this transformation requires more than better
management tools or refined indicators; it demands alternative institutional frameworks
capable of valuing conservation independent of growth in visitation and economic
contribution. Whether such alternatives can emerge from within current governance
architectures—or whether they require more fundamental institutional restructuring—
remains an open and increasingly urgent question as local and global environmental
pressures intensify.

5.3 The strategic use of time in sustainability governance

Time has become a central mechanism through which contradictions in sustainability
governance are made manageable without being resolved (Bornemann & Strassheim
2019; Montgomery et al. 2024). Within tourism, the institutional imperative for growth
creates continuous pressure to expand infrastructure, attract visitors, and demonstrate
economic value. Temporal strategies provide the discursive and procedural means to
acknowledge environmental limits, articulate ambitious goals, and sustain legitimacy
without confronting the political and material costs of transformation. Sustainability
planning increasingly operates through what Bornemann and Strassheim (2019) describe
as temporal governance: the strategic use of time horizons, sequences, and rhythms to
shape what appears politically possible. In both protected area management and broader
tourism policy, these practices generate temporal architectures that maintain institutional
credibility by continuously deferring decisive action (Buckley 2012; Sharpley 2023).

Empirical material from Articles III and IV illustrates how these mechanisms
function across scales and contexts. Article III examined pandemic-era decision-mak-
ing and revealed how crisis temporality, the compression of time and the urgency
of response, paradoxically reinforced unsustainable trajectories rather than opening
space for change (Hall 2025). Infrastructure projects justified as emergency measutes
to manage domestic crowding created potentially lasting material and institutional
commitments: widened trails to accommodate larger flows, expanded parking areas,
and new visitor facilities that presuppose continued growth. Short-term adaptation to
an immediate shock thus produced long-term lock-ins that narrowed the scope for
alternative futures. This trajectory has not been unidirectional: recent years have seen
Metsdhallitus reduce infrastructure and visitor services under budgetary constraint
(Metsihallitus 2024; Metsdhallitus 2025). Yet the institutional logic of accommoda-
tion persists; cuts are framed as temporary operational adjustments rather than as a
reorientation of governance purpose, preserving the growth orientation even under
austerity. Even in moments of disruption, the governance reflex remained oriented
toward accommodation rather than restraint.
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Article IV turned to strategic planning and demonstrated the opposite temporal
tendency: the extension of sustainability targets onto speculative technologies and
distant horizons such as 2030, 2045, and 2050. These projections created temporal
buffers that allowed highly ambitious commitments to coexist with undisturbed
development trajectories. Such strategies exemplify what Bornemann and Strassheim
(2019) call governance by time, in which deadlines and review cycles shape political
behaviour while allowing ecological ambition and economic continuity to coexist.
Adam and Groves (2011) desctibe how the future, once constructed as empty, becomes
a territory of boundless possibilities to be conquered from the perspective of the
present. Within tourism governance, the future functions precisely this way: a horizon
in which transformation is perpetually promised without being enacted (Dempsey
2016). However, this does not necessarily signal deception. Often, futurity functions as
a pragmatic framing device stemming from a lack of power to change the status quo, a
form of muddling through (Lindblom 1959), that maintains policy coherence through
optimism when immediate solutions ate politically unviable (White 2024).

The Notdic strategies examined here mirror what Meyer and Rowan (1977) termed
ceremonial conformity. Organisations adopt formal structures not primarily for
efficiency but to project legitimacy. Likewise, sustainability institutions increasingly
employ long-term targets as femporal ceremonies: ritualised performances of commitment
that derive credibility from their ambition rather than their fulfilment (Knutti et al.
2016). The proliferation of roadmaps, milestones, and review cycles, from ski resorts
(Visit Levi 2025) to the EU, creates what might be described as a femporal liturgy: a dense
procedural landscape where planning itself becomes a substitute for practical change,
and where planning also becomes a tool for postponement.

In a related sense, Collard and Dempsey (2022) describe parallel dynamics as
governance busywork, a mode of governing that promises but perpetually defers a
different future through studies, permits, meetings, and bureaucratic coordination, all
ostensibly directed toward solving problems while maintaining structural arrangements
intact. Such governance operates through manipulations of tense and futurity,
projecting a soon achieved state of ’future eco-petfect’ (Collard & Dempsey 2022) that
remains perpetually just around the corner (Dempsey 2016). Each new strategy can
acknowledge past inadequacies, while using this very admission to renew claims on an
improved future. These rhetorical breaks with the past function as resets, reinforcing
the credibility of planning while leaving underlying growth imperatives untouched. Such
practices sustain an appearance of systematic progress while enabling the indefinite
postponement of structural reform.

Article IV further showed how the same charismatic time hotizons recur across juris-
dictions, reflecting of what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) called mimetic isomorphism,
or collective adoption of goals. Finnish strategies emphasise carbon neutrality by
2035, Swedish policies aim for fossil-free status by 2045, and Norwegian plans extend
emissions reductions through 2050. Despite their different institutional settings, these
frameworks share similar temporal architectures. The alighment with international
benchmarks and policy transfer has itself become a marker of legitimate governance
(Dolowitz & Marsh 1996, 2000). The dates matter less than their distance from the
present and their conformity with accepted global timelines, signalling seriousness
without demanding immediate disruption. This diffusion of standardised timeframes
has produced a kind of temporal conformity (mimetic isomorphism) across Nordic
governance, where similarity of goals and timed targets becomes a proxy for credibility.
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Nordic administrative traditions reinforce these dynamics. Consensus-seeking,
procedural thoroughness, and long planning hotizons ate culturally valued, lending
legitimacy to extended timeframes (Koskimaa et al. 2021; Sairinen 2003). What might
appear clsewhere as procrastination is reframed as prudence, care, and democratic
inclusion. As Article IV demonstrated, Nordic strategies are both temporally expansive
and procedurally intricate, creating an impression of systematic progress while
diffusing political contention. Temporal elaboration thus operates not as avoidance
but as an accepted expression of responsible governance, one that aligns with cultural
expectations of public sector deliberation while managing conflict over priorities.

The intersection of temporal governance with tourism’s institutional rationality
makes these patterns particulatly resilient. Hall (2010c, 2025) characterises tourism as
a panarchic system: a network of nested, multi-scale systems—global, national, regional,
and sectoral—dynamically linked across space and time. Tourism functions through
fast, short-term cycles such as seasons, budgets, and elections, whereas ecological and
climatic processes unfold over decades or centuries. The high connectivity between
these levels allows temporal effects to cascade across scales, yet this same complexity
enables femporal displacement. Environmental commitments are articulated at broad
strategic levels but deferred at the operational level, where economic and political
imperatives dominate. Over time, these logics become path dependent: institutions
gain expertise, resources, and legitimacy from established procedures, reinforcing the
status quo (Mellon & Bramwell 2018). Temporal governance thus exploits the structure
of tourism itself—acknowledging long-term ecological imperatives while protecting
short-term performance measures.

The resultis a distinctive mode of zemporal legitimation. Sustainability becomes credible
becauseitis continuously and elaborately planned, not due to its impact per se. Successive
strategies compete in procedural sophistication rather than substantive ambition, with
legitimacy resting on the quality of performance rather than on outcomes. The issue,
therefore, is not a lack of aspiration—policy documents abound with transformative
rhetoric—nor an absence of process, given their intricate roadmaps and consultations.
The problem is the instrumentalisation of time itself: the use of temporal distance as a
governance resoutce to sustain stability amid intensifying ecological crisis.

Such temporal deferral offers unique advantages over other stabilising mechanisms.
Spatial or institutional limits eventually constrain action, but temporal horizons can
always be extended when the future is framed as open and mouldable. Thus, each
missed target invites recalibration; each failed plan is replaced by a more refined
framework; each approaching deadline becomes an opportunity for “updated”
ambition. The Finnish 2035 carbon neutrality goal illustrates this elasticity: if unmet,
it will likely be adjusted or renegotiated through technical reinterpretation rather than
trigger a fundamental rethinking of growth-centred governance. When agencies cannot
reduce tourism without jeopardising political support or funding, they defer transfor-
mation to imagined futures of technological innovation or behavioural change (Collard
& Dempsey 2022). Here, the future bears the burden of reconciling sustainability with
growth, allowing present arrangements to persist undisturbed.

Time, then, is not simply a neutral backdrop for governance but an active medium
through which legitimacy, continuity, and stability are produced. Within the context
of climate change and manifold environmental crises, time is increasingly politicised,
strategically framed, and instrumentalised. Temporal governance enables sustaina-
bility institutions to appear adaptive while remaining largely structurally unchanged.
It transforms uncertainty into a resoutce, converting environmental urgency into a
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manageable sequence of commitments, reviews, and revisions. Alternative temporal-
ities that generate urgency rather than deferral seem unlikely to emerge within current
governance architectures. Yet as the temporal gap between environmental degradation
and political responsiveness widens, the credibility of this strategy of postponement
may ultimately confront its own limits.

5.4 Sustainability without transformation

The institutional embedding of tourism and the strategic deployment of time converge
in a third governance mechanism: the production of sustainability as symbolic
performance that manages contradictions without resolving them (Blithdorn 2007,
Hall & Seyfi 2021; Hausknost 2020). Across all four articles, a consistent pattern
emerges whereby sustainability is neither dismissed nor achieved but continuously
performed through expanding repertoires of indicators, frameworks, certifications, and
procedural requirements. Rather than enabling systemic change, these performances
stabilise prevailing arrangements by translating today’s ecological imperatives into
bureaucratic routines that render them manageable within existing institutional ration-
alities (Bavington 2011; Hall 2019). The weak regulatory integration of toutism into
environmental policy frameworks is itself a product of these institutional conditions—
path-dependent structures that make binding regulation politically difficult irrespective
of actors’ intentions. This section summarises the argument that sustainable tourism
governance increasingly operates through sophisticated mechanisms designed to
demonstrate environmental responsibility while protecting core operations from
disruption, producing the condition this dissertation calls structured unsustainability,
whete credibility depends on elaborating new frameworks rather than constraining
established practices.

The empirical findings of this dissertation illuminate how symbolic governance
functions across different institutional contexts and scales. Article I's documentary
analysis revealed how the Finnish Parks & Wildlife progressively redefined sustaina-
bility from a focus on environmental integrity and biodiversity conservation to putting
more or additional emphasis on operational efficiency and service quality. Official
reports increasingly foregrounded measurable but limited indicators such as energy
consumption in visitor centres, recycling rates at campsites, and carbon footprints of
facilities, while leaving the cumulative ecological impacts of expanding tourism largely
unexamined. These metrics fostered an image of environmental responsibility and
continuous improvement while accommodating year-on-year growth in visitation.
Sustainability became a concept of strategic ambiguity (Buckley 2012), sufficiently
flexible to be adapted to justify prevailing priorities while maintaining an appearance of
environmental commitment. A single quantitative measure of sustainability in tourism
remains elusive. Most actors adopt practices selectively to improve economic impacts or
public relations, while regulatory mechanisms face political resistance and poor imple-
mentation (Buckley 2012). This semantic flexibility proved crucial for institutional
survival, enabling organisations to satisfy diverse stakeholder expectations without
fundamental operational change.

Article II’s interviews revealed the more lived dynamics of institutional change through
which this ambiguity operates in practice. Senior managers did not describe sustaina-
bility’s flexibility as cynical manipulation but more as pragmatic necessity, interpreted
in this dissertation as a way to maintain organisational function when confronted with
irreconcilable mandates. In settings where conservation imperatives, tourism growth
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expectations, regional development mandates, and budget constraints coexist uneasily,
sustainability’s interpretive openness prevents institutional paralysis. Hence, its capacity
to mean different things to different audiences functioned as essential organisational
infrastructure, a bridging concept that enabled coordination across divergent priorities
without forcing impossible trade-offs under the limits of institutional arrangements.

Articles I1I and IV extended this analysis to broader governance scales, revealing how
symbolic performance operates through strategies and policy and planning systems.
Pandemic-era recovery strategies were often framed normatively as opportunities for
“building back better” and achieving “sustainable recovery”, yet their material content
largely replicated conventional development trajectories with minor managerial mod-
ifications. Infrastructure investments accelerated under crisis conditions, governance
frameworks remained oriented toward growth, and sustainability served primarily to
legitimise rapid response rather than prompt reconsideration. Similarly, multi-level
strategy documents from EU to local levels invoked increasingly ambitious long-term
targets while offering little meaningful constraint on present practices, or any notions
of limiting tourism growth. The proliferation of sustainability frameworks, indicators,
and reporting requirements produced shared symbolic structures or institutionalised
myths that confer legitimacy through their adoption irrespective of implementation
effectiveness. The more elaborate these frameworks became, the more they substituted
procedural compliance for substantive change.

Three interrelated dynamics sustain this symbolic continuity and help explain its
durability across different contexts. First, legitimacy lock-in describes how institutions
that have publicly invested in sustainability discourse find themselves unable to
withdraw without severe credibility loss. Having committed to sustainable development
goals, produced sustainability strategies, and created sustainability indicators, organisa-
tions become trapped by their own rhetoric of impact (especially social and economic).
As implementation proves challenging and trade-offs become apparent, symbolic
performance becomes the path of least resistance. Each new initiative, framework,
or target reinforces this dynamic, building legitimacy through visibility and procedural
compliance rather than ecological impact. Yet these initiatives also generate organi-
sational infrastructure and resources in the form of positions, budgets, coordination
mechanisms, that become self-justifying, creating institutional momentum independent
of environmental outcomes. Article II’s interviews documented how public-pri-
vate partnerships and project-based work increasingly functioned as mechanisms
for securing resources, with each new position bringing new project funding in ways
that contrasted sharply with earlier models of direct state funding for defined tasks.
Sustainability initiatives thus serve not only as external legitimation but as organisa-
tional fuel, sustaining institutional activity and resource flows through continuous
project generation. The cost of acknowledging failure or changing course rises with
each additional layer of symbolic commitment.

Second, adaptive accommodation highlichts how governance architectures have
evolved new mechanisms for managing environmental pressure without disrupting
core operations. The complex layering of targets, certifications, frameworks, and
reporting requirements creates zones of compliance that absorb critique while shielding
fundamental institutional rationalities from challenge. Governance systems become
adept at demonstrating responsiveness by producing new strategies, adopting new
frameworks, implementing new measures, while ensuring that these responses remain
contained within existing operational parameters. Yet even this adaptive capacity
offers limited protection when confronted with fiscal imperatives. Despite decades of

(]
(%
(%]

suopyediqnd jesiydea8oas eip.aou

6l



(9]
(%
(%]

nordia geographical publications

62

Lundén: Structured unsustainability: Institutional limits and temporal politics in sustainable tourism governance

sustainability performance and successful adaptation to tourism expectations (Stolton
et al. 2024), Finland’s Parks & Wildlife has very recently faced substantial budget
reductions and mandates to rationalise operations under broader austerity politics,
generating remarkably little public discussion or organised resistance (Metsihallitus
2024, 2025). Article II interviewees described organisational cycles of “seven fat years
and seven lean years”, and the 2024-25 cuts exemplify how conservation missions remain
politically expendable when economic pressures intensify. This is not resistance to
change but a sophisticated form of institutional adaptation that responds to tourism
and economic development imperatives while leaving environmental policy priorities
vulnerable to broader political and fiscal dynamics.

Third, a consensus captures how widespread agreement on sustainability as a
normative goal paradoxically suppresses political contestation about means and
meanings. The question shifts from whether to pursue sustainability—now universally
endorsed—to how to interpret and implement it. This technocratic reframing masks
conflicts about growth paradigms, ecological limits, and distributional consequences
(Hall 2010c; Saarinen 2006, 2014). Yet when tourism and economic interests are directly
implicated, even this nominal consensus fractures. Finland’s Minister of Economic
Affairs explicitly stated in 2024 that “economic strengthening must not be subordinated to
climate goals” and that “Lapland tourism must not be crushed by climate action”, urging Finns
not to feel guilty about aviation emissions (Yle 2024). Such statements reveal how sus-
tainability’s appatent consensus operates asymmettically: environmental commitments
remain negotiable when they threaten economic performance, particularly in tourism.
By turning what are fundamentally political debates about values and futures into
managerial challenges of implementation and measurement, governance systems
neutralise sustainability’s transformative potential while maintaining its legitimating
powet, except when economic rationality demands explicit prioritise. The apparent
consensus on goals obscures fundamental disagreements about what sustainability
would actually require.

These mechanisms interact synergistically with the tourism rationalities and temporal
strategies discussed earlier, creating governance systems that ate exquisitely responsive
to legitimacy pressures without being responsive to ecological thresholds and
destination specific sustainability initiatives (Hall 2010c). Protected arecas accommodate
ever-increasing visitation under the banner of sustainable tourism management,
implementing visitor flow systems and impact mitigation measures that enable
growth while creating an appearance of control. Planning systems extend timelines
and proliferate interim targets that demonstrate commitment while avoiding present
disruption. The Nordic context, with its high institutional capacity and strong environ-
mental credibility, exemplifies this dynamic through performative excellence: the ability
to produce credible strategies, visible initiatives, and procedural rigour while operating
within conventional development paradigms. Yet Finland’s status as Europe’s leader
in material consumption and ecological footprint, alongside accelerating biodiversity
decline, reveals the limits of governance sophistication divorced from material trans-
formation (European Environment Agency 2025a, 2025b). Hence, in a broader sense,
such symbolic governance, however elaborate, cannot substitute for substantive change.

Importantly, symbolic governance is not without concrete consequences. First-order
changes—efficiency improvements, educational programmes, certification schemes,
monitoring systems—produce real if limited benefits. These initiatives are not
meaningless, and their effects can be positive within narrow parameters. Yet they
rarely question the structural foundations of unsustainability: the growth imperatives,
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mobility patterns, consumption levels, and development trajectories that drive ecological
degradation. Instead, they enable governance systems to substitute incremental
adjustment for systemic transformation, allowing narratives of progress and respon-
sibility to continue unchallenged. This narrative coherence without material corre-
spondence is the defining characteristic of symbolic governance—it creates compelling
stories of balance and transformation that resonate with public expectations even while
structural conditions remain largely unchanged (Hall 2022, 2025).

5.5 Structured unsustainability as the governance outcome

Having examined how spatial, institutional, and temporal mechanisms accommodate
the contradiction between tourism growth and environmental sustainability, the overall
pattern becomes clear. Governance has not failed in any simple sense. It has adapted
to demands it cannot meet directly. Tourism, as a spatial and institutional rationality,
embeds growth imperatives into organisational cores through platformisation and re-en-
trenchment, turning conservation agencies into facilitators of tourism development.
Temporal governance extends this accommodation by shifting transformation into
future planning horizons, where ambitious commitments can coexist with present
continuity. Together, these mechanisms produce symbolic performance. Credibility is
maintained through expanding repertoires of sustainability indicators and frameworks,
which demonstrate commitment without requiring structural change. Governance is
therefore optimised for accommodation: contradictions are absorbed into planning
cycles rather than confronted through binding constraint.

Howevert, this dissertation has not argued that such governance conditions represent
simple failure or cynical manipulation but rather that they represent institutional features
evolved to manage irreconcilable demands. Current arrangements prove successful at
their institutional function: maintaining legitimacy and operational continuity amid
competing pressures. The challenge lies not only in improving implementation or
refining indicators but in recognising that these systems perform exactly as designed,
as designs premised on environmental and tourism realities that may no longer hold
in the Anthropocene (Huijbens & Gren 2016). They manage the appearance of trans-
formation while reproducing existing arrangements, a capacity that raises fundamental
questions about institutional purpose. Understanding this condition is essential for
any attempt to reimagine more environmentally sustainable tourism governance that
privileges ecological thresholds over institutional stability.
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6 Conclusions and implications

This dissertation has examined why public institutions tasked with advancing sustainable
tourism continue to sustain unsustainable trajectories. Deploying a spatial, institutional,
and temporal analytical framework, the research analysed how sustainability is prob-
lematised and based on spatial imaginaries (nature as a touristic resource), embedded
through institutional rationalities (governance practices and legitimation), and managed
through temporal framings (long-term deferrals and horizons). Through an investi-
gation of Finnish protected area governance and multi-scalar tourism development
strategies across four studies, this cumulative approach aimed to explain how sustaina-
bility is not only hindered by coordination gaps, barriers or political inertia but actively
governed through mechanisms that preserve institutional and sectoral legitimacy. The
central argument is that contradiction is not resolved but managed spatially through
scalar delegation, institutionally through symbolic alignment, and temporally through
extended commitments. These mechanisms produce structured unsustainabil-
ity, a governance condition in which environmental policy ambition is systematically
redirected into symbolic and procedural forms that preserve institutional continuity
without disrupting core operations. The system does not fail despite contradiction,; it
persists through it.

6.1 Thesis summary

The dissertation’s aimed contribution lies in reconceptualising sustainable tourism
governance failure not as implementation deficit but as structural design. The central
claim here is that structured unsustainability emerges when governance architectures
are optimised to accommodate environmental pressure without disrupting established
operations. This structured governance condition takes shape through three interlocking
mechanisms documented in the empirical studies. First, spatial and institutional restruc-
turing through processes of platformisation and re-entrenchment embeds tourism
logics into conservation governance, turning environmental agencies into facilitators
of regional development while distributing responsibility across scalar hierarchies that
obscure accountability. Second, temporal deferral employs the future as a resource for
legitimacy, enabling institutions to demonstrate commitment while avoiding regula-
tion-based changes in environmental sustainability agenda. Third, these mechanisms
converge in what this dissertation conceptualised as symbolic performance, the
production of visible but limited forms of change that replace deeper structural trans-
formation while preserving institutional legitimacy.

In the Finnish case, Parks & Wildlife’s evolution from conservation steward to tourism
platform exemplifies these dynamics with particular clarity. The agency’s corporatisa-
tion and re-entrenchment processes express how public institutions adapt to conflicting
mandates by developing mechanisms to contain competing demands. Tourism becomes
more than an additional activity: it becomes organisational lifeblood, redefining insti-
tutional purpose and survival strategies. This transformation occurs not through
dramatic policy shifts but through incremental, externally imposed adjustments such
as budget reallocations, performance metric changes, and strategic partnerships, which
cumulatively restructure internal governance priorities. This case is instructive because
it shows how a well-resourced institution with strong environmental credentials and
broad public support can nonetheless become structurally oriented towards facilitating
the very activities that ultimately undermine its conservation mandate.
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The COVID-19 pandemic, rather than prompting institutional rethinking, amplified
existing patterns. Crisis governance shortened planning horizons, prioritised economic
recovery, and further entrenched toutism-centric operational models (Hall et al. 2024).
In Finland, despite unprecedented domestic crowding that strained infrastructure and
ecosystems, institutional responses focused on accommodation through expansion
rather than reconsideration of carrying capacities or access limitations. What emerged
was not a ‘new normal’ of sustainable practice, but an acceleration of pre-existing
trajectories wrapped in the language of green recovery. These findings challenge
widespread assumptions about crisis as opportunity for transformation, revealing
instead how institutional path dependencies potentially intensify under pressure, with
emergency conditions legitimising responses that might otherwise face scrutiny.

The temporal governance focus of this dissertation extends emerging scholarship
on tourism planning’s relationship with time (G&ssling et al. 2026; Ricaurte-Quijano
& Encalada-Abarca 2024). While change is fundamental to tourism (Hall 2011),
research has rarely addressed how different temporalities shape its governance, and
core questions of continuity and transformation remain underexplored. Recent work
by Ricaurte-Quijano and Encalada-Abarca (2024) conceptualises tourism planning as
a process of ’re-futuring’, an ongoing negotiation within planning practice that blends
past, present, and future in reshaping tourism geographies. This dissertation develops
these insights further by showing how temporal complexity can become instrumental-
ised (Bornemann & Strassheim 2019). When re-futuring consistently defers structural
change through extended horizons and procedural elaboration, temporal governance
enables rather than resolves unsustainability. Crucial here is the interplay between
physical, social, and institutional timescales (Adam 2013): governance mechanisms
often privilege short-term operational cycles and political timelines while relegating
ecological processes to distant futures. The result is precisely what Ricaurte-Quijano and
Encalada-Abarca (2024) warn against: planning approaches that fail to engage with the
ethical and political imperatives of future-making, perpetuating linear assumptions while
neglecting the temporalities required for environmental sustainability. Understanding
how temporal mechanisms preserve present arrangements is therefore essential for
explaining the limits of contemporary tourism governance and sustainability.

These temporal mechanisms endure because they allow governance systems
to acknowledge environmental imperatives while leaving growth commitments
unexamined. The repeated appeal to balance between tourism development and envi-
ronmental protection, which recurs across the institutional documents analysed in
this dissertation, obscures the fundamental question of what is being balanced and
for whom (Nepal & Saarinen 2016). Such framings tend to downplay the ecological
foundations of economic activity and risk “devaluing the importance of the natural
capital that actually underpins all economic growth and socio-economic well-being”
(Hall 2010c: 134). In this sense, sustainable tourism frameworks have not produced
a framework commensurate with the spatial and temporal scales of the sustainabil-
ity challenge (Saarinen 2014; Sharpley 2020; Swarbrooke 2023). Tourism operates as
a global system linking points of origin and destination, yet sustainability governance
remains confined to sites, landscapes, and administrative jurisdictions. The most
significant impacts, particulatly transport emissions, sit outside governance instruments
that claim to address sustainability in tourism. This scalar mismatch is today structural.
Institutions can demonstrate local responsibility while global consequences accumulate
elsewhere and across longer timescales.
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Recent national policy analysis (Soininen & Linnanen 2025) echoes this diagnosis,
characterising Finland’s environmental governance as marked by structural overcon-
sumption and institutions designed before ecological limits became central concerns.
Addressing such conditions, the report argues, will require interventions that go
beyond efficiency improvements or incremental adjustments. The Finnish case is
instructive precisely because it is not exceptional. The ability of governance architec-
tures to maintain credibility while deferring substantive transformation reflects systemic
constraints within growth-dependent policy regimes that struggle to reconcile environ-
mental limits with economic expectations (Eriksen 2016; Jackson 2021).

6.2 Theoretical and empirical contributions

This research aimed to contribute to several theoretical conversations while providing
empirical insights into Finnish and Nordic environmental governance. The contribution
of this study’s institutional approach lies in providing empirical demonstration of how
these mechanisms operate within specific cultural and administrative contexts. This
research applies new institutional theory to Nordic governance cultures characterised
by long-term planning, consensus-seeking, and procedural thoroughness, revealing how
these cultural traditions shape the forms through which contradictions are managed.
The findings show that symbolic accommodation is not culturally neutral but operates
through mechanisms aligned with changing societal and political expectations. In this
context, elaborate procedural frameworks enable institutions to maintain conservation
commitments, and sectoral coexistence (Budowski 1976) while operationally prioritising
tourism growth. This aims to contribute to existing tourism literature by demonstrating
how cultural contexts, still, enable particular modes of managing contradictions, and
showing that symbolic accommodation operates through culturally specific institutional
mechanisms.

The temporal governance contribution extends beyond applying existing frameworks
to reveal time as a political resource that enables indefinite deferral. The research
demonstrates that temporal strategies are not merely instruments for anticipation and
planning but tools for maintaining legitimacy while avoiding difficult choices between
well-known environmental priorities and socioeconomic benefits of tourism. The
strategic deployment of long-term commitments constructs the future as a policy
container where ambitious rhetoric can flourish without immediate operational
consequences. Examples include tourism strategies that align formally with global sus-
tainability initiatives such as aviation electrification or regional mobility transitions while
acknowledging limited capacity to influence outcomes at these scales. This theorises the
role of temporal governance in tourism not as neutral planning but as a mechanism
that produces and maintains what this dissertation terms structured unsustainabil-
ity. The theoretical contribution lies in conceptualising how time becomes infrastruc-
tural to governance systems that require contradiction management: temporal distance
transforms from a planning horizon into a legitimation resource. This reframes temporal
deferral from an implementation problem to a functional necessity within institutional
arrangements and their limits.

The empirical investigation provides, first, an account of how a major Nordic
protected area agency has been systematically restructured through tourism imperatives.
The perspective, tracing institutional change from the early 2000s through the pandemic,
describes not episodic reforms responding to external pressures but cumulative trans-
formation of organisational identity and purpose. Second, the multi-scalar analysis
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connecting local governance to EU-level sustainability strategies illuminates how
symbolic sustainability diffuses across governance levels while remaining rather
disconnected from tangible operationalisation, regulation, and improved environmental
performance of the sector. Each governance level develops its own temporal narratives
and legitimation strategies that appear coherent in isolation but collectively enable
responsibility to be diffused and deferred. This grounds the theoretical contributions in
concrete institutional processes.

The methodological contribution lies in developing analytical tools for studying
governance phenomena that unfold across extended timeframes and multiple scales.
The concept of structured unsustainability provides a framework for analysing how
apparent governance failures can reflect successful institutional adaptation to contradic-
tory demands. The two-stage discourse analysis developed in Article IV, combining prob-
lematisation analysis with temporal governance perspectives, offers a way to examine
how time functions in policy discourse. It reveals how problems are framed to enable
their indefinite deferral, how solutions ate projected to sustain present arrangements,
and how urgency is simultaneously acknowledged and neutralised.

6.3 Limitations and future research

This dissertation’s insights emerge from specific analytical choices that necessarily
bound its contributions while pointing toward productive future directions. The primary
focus on Finnish and Nordic governance systems, with their particular combinations of
high state capacity, environmental credibility, and consensus-oriented political cultures,
provides analytical clarity but potentially limits their direct transferability to other
contexts. The Nordic model’s specificities, including comprehensive welfare systems,
strong public institutions, and distinctive cultural relationships with nature, shape
how structured unsustainability manifests (Esping-Andersen 1990; Hallikainen 1998;
Kaltenborn et al. 2001). In contexts with weaker state capacity, different state-society
relationships, or alternative cultural framings of nature, contradiction might be managed
through different mechanisms, perhaps more coercive, less sophisticated, or more
overtly political. Understanding these vatiations could reveal whether structured unsus-
tainability represents a general feature of contemporary environmental governance or a
specific institutional pathology of advanced welfare states.

The institutional focus, whilst revealing key political dynamics of formal governance,
potentially understates alternative possibilities emerging outside official structures. By
centring analysis on public agencies and their strategies, the research may inadvertently
reproduce institutional perspectives even whilst critiquing them. For example, approaches
in other contexts, such as community-based initiatives, Indigenous governance models,
and grassroots movements, operate according to different logics that might escape or
resist structured unsustainability. Their absence represents not only an empirical gap
but an epistemological limitation, as the research remains bounded by this study’s insti-
tutional ways of knowing. This limitation proves significant in the Nordic Arctic, where
Sami communities maintain alternative understandings of sustainability grounded in
intergenerational responsibility and reciprocal relationships with land. Hence, future
research examining how Indigenous temporalities engage with or resist institutional and
temporal governance could reveal possibilities obscured by more state-centric analysis.

The theoretical framework’s emphasis on systemic patterns rather than individual
agency risks obscuring the human dimensions of governance. Many interviewed
officials expressed genuine commitment to sustainability while acknowledging the
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institutional constraints that shape their actions. They encounter daily contradic-
tions between personal values and organisational imperatives, developing informal
strategies to maintain integrity within compromising structures. Given the relatively
small professional community working in tourism and protected area governance in
Finland, individual actors often play an outsized role in shaping outcomes. This study’s
systemic focus therefore does not examine the influence of such key individuals, a
limitation that future research could address. Ethnographic work could explore these
street-level micro-politics of tourism governance: how individuals carve out spaces of
resistance, uphold alternative values, and sometimes achieve incremental change within
constraining systems. Such work may reveal that structured unsustainability, while
systemic, is neither totalising nor uncontested.

The analytical framework developed here invites potential application beyond tourism
and protected areas. Climate governance more broadly, with its proliferating net-zero
commitments and carbon offset mechanisms, appears susceptible to similar dynamics
of temporal deferral and symbolic management. Biodiversity governance, circular
economy initiatives, and sustainable finance might all exhibit patterns where ambitious
commitments coexist with institutional limits and practices that undermine stated goals.
Testing the framework across domains could refine its conceptual precision and clarify
how different governance traditions shape the manifestation of structured unsustaina-
bility. Comparative analysis across different institutional contexts could illuminate both
the specificity and potential generalisability of Notdic patterns found in the Finnish
setting;

Engagement with scholarship that questions the growth paradigm is equally important
for understanding the limits identified in this dissertation. If structured unsustain-
ability is rooted in governance systems organised around continual expansion, then
frameworks centred on sufficiency and steady-state economics offer conceptual tools
for thinking beyond present arrangements. Hall’s (2010c) argument for steady-state
tourism does not imply an end to mobility. Rather, it suggests that the externalisa-
tion of environmental costs must cease. Emissions and the depletion of natural capital
are currently absorbed by ecosystems and communities, not by the economic calculus
used to justify tourism growth. Addressing this imbalance would require, at minimum,
a consistent application of polluter-pays principles and accounting conventions that
subtract natural capital consumption from economic performance indicators (Daly
2008). Saarinen (2014) makes a related argument from the perspective of critical sus-
tainability, calling for governance that incorporates future costs into present evaluations
and situates decision-making within a combined local—global frame. His call to take
serious steps back towards the original ideas of sustainable development positions envi-
ronmental limits as non-negotiable rather than continuously adjustable.

These debates are important in tourism because it is a high-impact consumption
sector. Shue’s (1993) distinction between subsistence and luxury emissions is directly,
and still, relevant: much tourism activity, especially long-haul aviation, consists of
emissions that serve lifestyle preference rather than basic need. This raises questions of
distributional justice that current governance frameworks largely avoid. Recent national
policy analysis has identified aviation as an environmental hotspot sectors and proposed
demand-side interventions, including restrictions on advertising for high-impact goods
and services, as discussed in a recent Finnish government report (Soininen & Linnanen
2025). These debates show how the limits identified in this dissertation are intertwined
with broader questions about the viability of transition narratives themselves. Future
research could examine how sufficiency principles might be operationalised within
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tourism governance, what institutional reconfigurations such an approach would entail,
and whether the mechanisms of structured unsustainability proposed by this work
would prove as effective at absorbing limits-based governance as they have in domes-
ticating growth-oriented sustainability rhetoric. Such inquiry would extend the disset-
tation’s contribution by testing whether alternative economic paradigms meaningfully
unsettle the institutional conditions that currently stabilise unsustainable trajectories.

The post- or de-transition perspective proposed here opens new directions for
theoretical development. If sustainability transitions ate indefinitely deferred, what
conceptual frameworks can help analyse the governance of non-transition? How do
institutions stabilise unsustainability while maintaining democratic legitimacy? And,
crucially, what forms of institutional innovation or collective action might begin to
break these limits and enable genuine transformation within tourism and beyond?

Addressing these questions calls for engagement with governance under conditions
of irreversibility. Climate change from past emissions has already committed the planet
to centuries of warming, fundamentally altering the premises of today’s environmen-
tal governance (Knutti et al. 2016). Building on this recognition, future research could
examine how institutions manage locked-in environmental decline while maintaining
social stability, drawing on work on loss, grief, and the transgression of planetary
boundaries in the Anthropocene (Géssling & Scott 2025b; Ledn-Cruz et al. 2025;
Rockstrém et al. 2009). Hence, beyond diagnosing structured unsustainability, the
next step lies in exploring how institutional limits might be disrupted or reoriented.
This requires connecting theories of temporal governance with emerging debates on
institutional imagination, adaptive justice, and collective learning. Such inquiry could
illuminate how sustainability transitions might be reactivated within systems that appeat
locked in, thereby extending the theoretical contribution of this dissertation beyond
critique toward pathways for renewal.

6.4 Closing reflections

This dissertation deliberately avoids prescriptive policy recommendations, recognising
that the barriers to sustainable tourism governance in the Finnish and broader Nordic
context are not primarily technical, such as insufficient data, inadequate indicators,
or weak coordination, but fundamentally political: the systematic subordination of
environmental concerns to economic, stakeholder and institutional imperatives.
Nevertheless, the analysis suggests how sustainability governance in tourism might be
approached differently. Rather than asking how to improve implementation or enhance
coordination, tourism governing bodies could begin by interrogating the temporal and
symbolic structures that sustain current arrangements and by questioning whether
governance architectures designed for earlier conditions remain adequate for today’s
environmental realities and tourism intensities. When protected areas become tourism
platforms, can they still serve as institutional anchors for long-term environmental and
public values in society? When sustainability strategies defer transformation decades
into the future, whose interests does this temporal displacement serve? Such questions
shift attention from technical improvement to political choice, from management
efficiency to a re-evaluation of institutional purpose.

Recognising sustainability governance as a political project rather than a technical,
goal-setting one also demands revisiting the design and purpose of public institutions
themselves. If legitimacy is increasingly secured through symbolic performance,
economic impact and procedural credibility, then rebuilding trust in sustainability may
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require a different foundation, one grounded not in the management of contradiction
but in the capacity to make tourism act within ecological limits.

The challenge is not to perfect existing systems but to imagine governance archi-
tectures organised around different principles: ones that cannot defer indefinitely, that
privilege long-term environmental integrity over institutional continuity, and that treat
environmental thresholds as non-negotiable, even if the prospects for such transfor-
mation within current political and economic constraints remain, at best, uncertain. Yet
acknowledging this uncertainty marks a possible starting point for rethinking sustain-
ability not as a managed illusion but as an unfinished, and urgently political, collective
task.

This analytical perspective also carries implications for how sustainability is evaluated.
Rather than asking whether commitments are made, assessments should examine how
they function institutionally. Do long-term targets enable present action or substitute
for it? Does the proliferation of strategies create accountability or diffuse responsibil-
ity? Such an approach reframes assessment from measuring sustainability performance
to analysing sustainability performance as a mode of governance. This shift can help
governing bodies recognise when they are managing contradiction rather than resolving
it, performing concern rather than enacting care. For those working within constraining
institutions, the framework offers a potential way to understand their position without
individualising structural problems. The pressures to perform sustainability while
maintaining stability are systemic features, not personal failures. Acknowledging
this shated condition might allow new solidarities among those navigating these
contradictions.

This analytical posture of diagnosing rather than prescribing resonates with how
Joseph Sax (1980) understood environmental advocacy. According to his reflection on
wilderness preservation, the original inspiration for this PhD project, environmental
prophets serve not as technical experts but as articulators of public philosophy, giving
voice to values of restraint amidst promises of progress. He wrote:

“The preservationist is not an elitist who wants to exclude others, notwithstanding popular opinion to
the contrary, e is a moralist who wants to convert them. He is concerned about what other people do
in the mountains, not because he is unaware of the diversity of tastes, but because he views certain
Sforms of recreation as unsuitable” (Sax 1980: 42).

This dissertation adopts a similar stance, analytically distant yet normatively engaged.
Rather than prescribing technical fixes, it traces how institutional rationalities systemat-
ically marginalise values of restraint and care. The secular prophets Sax invoked would
perhaps recognise this dynamic: the mountains are increasingly governed by elaborate
sustainability strategies, yet the valleys and fells still flood with ever-growing numbers
of tourists.

Building on this recognition, this dissertation concludes that meaningful sustainability
governance requires confronting what is sacrificed to sustain current arrangements. In
protected areas, biodiversity quietly yields to visitor statistics. In sustainability strategies,
present transformation yields to tourism growth accommodating future ambition. In
temporal governance, ecological time yields to institutional time. These sacrifices are
not failures to be corrected but structured outcomes of governance systems optimised
for growth, competitiveness, and regional development while treating environmental
limits as one concern among many.
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If governance architectures are designed to absorb rather than eliminate contradic-
tion, then transformation demands institutional reimagination, including their mandates,
constituencies, and temporal horizons. This recognition need not counsel despair but
rather invites clear-sighted analysis of where transformative potential might lie. In this
sense, the question is not whether institutions can perfectly reconcile conservation with
tourism development, for they manifestly cannot, but whether governance systems can
confront this impossibility honestly rather than endlessly deferring its acknowledgement.
Sustainability governance is inseparable from the politics of time, scale, and institutional
survival. Understanding these entanglements (how they emerged, how they persist, and
how they might be otherwise) represents both this dissertation’s contribution and its
challenge to those who would govern in the name of environmental sustainability. The
temporal postponement cannot continue indefinitely; at some point, the future arrives.
The question is whether institutions will be capable of acknowledging that moment
when it does, or whether awareness will come only through ecological systems imposing
their own non-negotiable temporalities. In this light, structured unsustainability appears
less as a permanent condition than as an elaborate postponement of a reckoning that
becomes more difficult and more necessary with each cycle of delay.
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