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Introduction

Following the growth of  nature-based 
tourism, national parks and other natural 
areas attract increasingly tourists also in 
Finland. Nature-based tourism has become 
an important tool for regional development 
especially in northern rural areas (Saarinen 
2005), and  growing economic and political 
expectations are directed towards the 
industry (e.g. Ohjelma luonnon... 2002). 
Statistics from Metsähallitus indicate that 
the average number of  visits to national 
parks doubled in the 1990s with continued 
growth in the 2000s (see Puhakka 2008; 
Yhteisen luontomme... 2010). Meanwhile, 
socio-economic goals related to nature–

based tourism have been integrated with 
ecological goals in Finnish national parks 
(Puhakka 2008).  

The growth of  visitor numbers in 
protected areas highlights the importance of  
sustainable tourism which takes into account 
ecological, socio-cultural and economic 
consequences of  tourism. The sustainability 
of  tourism is also an integral part of  the 
scope of  academic geography (see Butler 
2000; Saarinen 2001). To promote sustainable 
nature-based tourism, various international 
initiatives, ecolabels and certification programs, 
such as PAN (Protected Area Network) Parks 
in Europe (Font & Clark 2007), have been 
introduced during the last decades (Font & 
Mihalič 2002; Honey 2007). The paradigm 
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of  sustainable tourism is based on the idea 
that tourist attitudes, choices and behavior 
about the environment critically influence 
sustainability and should therefore be 
taken into consideration (see Swarbrooke 
1999; Weaver & Lawton 2004). Especially 
in sensitive nature-based destinations, 
tourists are often given responsibility to 
prevent negative impacts of  their activities. 
The type of  tourists and tourist activities 
in natural areas play an important role in 
determining environmental impacts (e.g. 
Törn et al. 2009). Thus, research is needed 
to find out whether the growing segment of  
nature tourists in protected areas concerns 
for the environment and travels in an 
environmentally friendly way. 

This paper examines the role of  nature 
tourists in developing sustainable tourism 
in protected areas: How concerned are they 
for the environment? How do they consider 
environmental aspects when travelling? 
How do they respond to tourism ecolabels 
and certifications? The aim is to present the 
variety of  nature tourists’ environmental 
views and behaviors. The paper is based on 
the most important findings of  concurrent 
interview (Puhakka in press) and survey 
studies (Puhakka & Siikamäki forthcoming; 
see Ylimaunu 2009) conducted in Oulanka 
National Park, one of  the certified PAN 
Parks in Finland. 

Study area

Oulanka National Park (NP), established 
in 1956, is located in Kuusamo and Salla 
municipalities in northeastern Finland. 
After two expansions, the park covers now 

approximately 28 000 hectares and is managed 
by Metsähallitus (Forest and Park Service). 
Oulanka NP has been one of  the most 
popular and well known Finnish parks for 
decades, attracting both long-distance hikers 
and short-time visitors. In 2009, there were 
165 500 visits to Oulanka NP (Yhteisen 
luontomme… 2010), which almost tripled 
since 1992. A fifth of  visitors are foreigners, 
most German and Dutch (Muikku 2005). 
Thirty partnership companies organize 
recreation services in the park, and around 
twenty accommodation companies are 
located close by. 

Oulanka NP was one the first European 
PAN Parks certified in 2002. PAN Parks 
Foundation was founded in 1997 by World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the Dutch 
leisure company, Molecaten. It is a non-
profit organization which aims to balance 
the needs of  wilderness protection and 
community development by promoting 
sustainable tourism in European protected 
areas (Font & Clark 2007). At present 
there are eleven certified national parks 
in nine countries. A certified park must 
meet five principles each with specific 
criteria: natural values, habitat management, 
visitor management, sustainable tourism 
development and tourism business partners. 
Local partners (currently 8 in Oulanka 
region) are offered the right to use the PAN 
Parks logo in return for a commitment 
to sustainability and the goals of  PAN 
Parks.1

1 see www.panparks.org
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Materials and methods

This study is based on qualitative and 
quantitative data collected from Oulanka NP 
during the high season, July–August 2008. First, 
the research material included 28 interviews 
of  Finnish tourists and two interviews of  
international tourists (from Sweden and 
Switzerland). A total of  32 persons were 
interviewed as in two cases a couple participated 
in the interview. Interviewees were selected to 
represent both men and women from different 
age groups. The interviews were conducted 
in two visitor centres of  the park and in 
two campfire sites/wilderness huts. The 
interviews included questions related to 
tourism in national parks, sustainability 
of  tourism in national parks and tourism 
companies, nature in national parks, and 
personal relationship with nature. The 
interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed 
(verbatim) and analysed with qualitative 
methods (Puhakka in press).

Second, the research material consisted 
of  273 questionnaires: 212 questionnaires 
were filled in by Finnish tourists and 61 
English and Deutsch questionnaires by 
foreign tourists, representing 13 European 
and three other countries. Data were 
collected from nine locations in the park, 
including visitor centres, wilderness huts, 
campfire sites and a camping area. Focused 
on tourism ecolabels and certifications, 
the 6-page questionnaire covered themes 
related to awareness and perception of  
ecolabels and certifications (including PAN 
Parks), willingness to pay more for products 
with an ecolabel, importance of  various 
environmental aspects in travelling, beliefs on 
ecolabels and travelling preferences. Various 

demographic and trip characteristics were 
also asked. Finally, the questionnaire focused 
on environmental values and ecological 
awareness using eight statements taken 
from Dunlap et al. (2000), which have been 
shown to identify environmental values 
(see Fairweather et al. 2005). Statistical tests 
were performed to analyse data (Puhakka 
& Siikamäki forthcoming; see Ylimaunu 
2009). In the following section, the survey 
results are examined in the light of  the 
qualitative analysis. 

  
Results

The results show that nature tourists do 
not form a homogenous group, but they 
have various views on environmental issues, 
which have an influence on their travelling 
behavior. Interviewed nature tourists were 
divided into four groups on the basis of  their 
environmental concern and responsibility, 
and response to ecolabels and certifications 
(Puhakka in press). The aim was to cover 
the whole variety of  tourist views and 
behaviours. Although these types of  tourists 
are described as four separate groups, they 
rather represent different shades or degrees 
of  “green”, environmentally friendly tourists 
(see Swarbrooke 1999; Swarbrooke & Horner 
2007). Table 1 presents the main ideas of  
types illustrated by interview quotations 
(translated to English by the author). Instead 
of  describing each type in detail (see Puhakka 
in press), this paper presents the extremities 
of  the scale, including further information 
based on the quantitative analysis. The 
findings are compared to previous study 
results.  
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Table 1. Four types of tourists identified on the basis of nature tourists’ environmental concern and responsibil-
ity (adapted from Puhakka in press). The typology is based on interviews conducted in Oulanka NP in summer 
2008. 
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Interviews demonstrate that some nature 
tourists (environmentally responsible) are 
deeply interested in environmental issues 
and concerned about the negative impact 
of  tourism. They pay attention not only to 
“green” environmental aspects which they 
can see or feel directly in nature (e.g. quality 
of  air, water and surroundings), but also to 
“gray” environmental characteristics which 
are less visible to them (e.g. energy or water 
consumption, greenhouse effect) (see Lübbert 
2001; Font & Mihalič 2002; Bohdanowicz 
2005). These tourists acknowledge their role 
as individuals in protecting the environment 
and feel responsibility for preventing negative 
impacts of  their travelling. Thus, they make 
personal sacrifices to reduce the impacts, for 
instance use more time and money, forgo 
comfort and make some effort to travel in an 
environmentally friendly way. Nevertheless, 
even these interviewed tourists were not 
overly familiar with tourism ecolabels and 
certifications, such as PAN Parks. Meanwhile, 
they were critical towards greenwashing, i.e. 
ecolabels with loose criteria. In addition, 
these tourists’ perception was mainly focused 
on ecological impacts of  tourism instead of  
paying holistic attention to socio-cultural 
and economic impacts as well (Puhakka in 
press).  

Although the survey was focused only 
on tourism ecolabels and certifications, 
the results support the assumption that a 
small proportion of  nature tourists belong 
to the environmentally friendliest group 
highly concerned about environmental 
impacts and interested in ecolabels. Only 
11% of  respondents knew some tourism 
ecolabel or certification (e.g. PAN Parks, 
the Nordic Ecolabel known as the Swan 
Label). When asked directly, 28% of  

respondents were familiar with PAN Parks 
certification, yet only 2% (4 respondents) 
were familiar with it “quite well” or “to a 
great extent”. Moreover, only one person 
responded that the PAN Parks certification 
of  Oulanka NP had affected her/his 
decision to come to the park. In the survey, 
few differences were found with respect to 
environmental attitudes, travelling behavior 
or demographic characteristics. However, 
as tested with logistic regression, domestic 
respondents were more likely to know some 
tourism ecolabel or certification, and higher 
educated respondents were more likely to 
be familiar with PAN Parks (Puhakka & 
Siikamäki forthcoming).  

Nevertheless, the survey results show that 
most tourists response positively to ecolabels 
and certifications. 70% of  respondents 
indicated that they would like to know more 
about tourism ecolabels and certifications, 
and 75% found them necessary or strongly 
necessary in Finland. Half  of  respondents 
thought that the current ecolabels have 
limited visibility in Finland (“not at all” or 
“very little”), and 93 % felt that the visibility 
should be improved. In addition, 78% of  
respondents were willing to pay more for 
tourism services and products with an 
ecolabel; respondents that were members of  
some nature conservation or environmental 
organization/group were more likely to be 
ready to pay more (Puhakka & Siikamäki 
forthcoming).

While ecolabelling has become more 
common internationally in tourism, previous 
studies also indicate tourists’ unfamiliarity 
with ecolabels and certifications, yet positive 
response to them (Lübbert 2001; Fairweather 
et al. 2005; Kangas 2007a, 2007b). Across the 
studies, environmentally friendly tourists 
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have been observed to be higher-educated 
people with higher income levels and 
an interest in learning (Dolnicar et al. 
2008). According to Dolnicar (2010), the 
two key indicators for behaving in an 
environmentally friendly way on vacation 
were high income and high level of  moral 
obligation. Previous studies have also 
found evidence that environmentally 
friendly tourists are willing to forgo comfort 
(Dolnicar et al. 2008; see Swarbrooke & 
Horner 2007). The study of  Uysal et al. 
(1994) demonstrated that trip behavior, 
including site-specific preferences, rather 
than demographic characteristics accounted 
for most of  the variance in environmental 
concerns. Environmentally responsible 
tourists interviewed in this study were 
hikers who had come to Oulanka NP 
because of  its nature and were most critical 
towards tourism development in the park, 
which supports the results of  Uysal et 
al. (1994; see Zografos & Allcroft 2007) 
showing that national park visitors whose 
main destination was the park were most 
concerned about nature, and those who 
preferred less-visible man-made structures 
were more pro-environmentalist. 

Groups with higher environmental 
concern have been found out to predict 
intent to engage in pro-environmental 
behavior (Cordano et al. 2003). According to 
Lee and Moscardo (2005), environmentally 
aware consumers might be more likely to 
have pro-environmental behavior than 
other consumers who were only exposed 
to environmentally friendly practices by 
tourism businesses at the destination. 
Nevertheless, interviewed environmentally 
concerned tourists’ feeling of  guilty for not 
being more active in pro-environmental 

behavior confirm that concern for the 
environment does not automatically lead to 
environmentally responsible behavior (e.g. 
Fairweather et al. 2005; Wurzinger 2006). 
Despite pro-environmental attitudes and 
positive response to ecolabels expressed in 
studies, in practice tourists are influenced by 
a wide range of  other factors related to an 
individual’s needs and values (Sharpley 2001; 
Font & Epler Wood 2007; Swarbrooke & 
Horner 2007).

On the other side of  the spectrum, 
there are nature tourists (environmentally 
unconcerned) who have only a shallow 
interest in environmental issues and who are 
not ready to pay more for certified products or 
services. These tourists are concerned about 
those “green” destination qualities, such as 
cleanliness and noise, which they can see or 
feel directly in nature while they do not really 
pay attention to environmental practices in 
tourist destinations or companies (see Font 
& Mihalič 2002). These tourists put the 
least responsibility on themselves, believing 
that possible environmental problems 
are primarily taken care of  by authorities 
or tourism entrepreneurs. They are also 
unwilling to put up with discomfort on 
travels and thus make no sacrifice to travel 
in a responsible way (Puhakka in press). 
In previous studies, the unwillingness to 
put up with discomfort has been found to 
be associated with an aversion for general 
environmentally friendly behavior (Dolnicar 
et al. 2008; see Swarbrooke & Horner 2007). 
The findings of  this study also support 
Lübbert’s (2001) results showing that the 
individual tourist does not feel responsible 
for the environment in a tourist destination 
and thus is not interested in environmental 
management systems or information.
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The grouping of  interviewed tourists 
indicates that high interest in nature and non-
consumptive activities does not guarantee 
that a nature tourist pays holistic attention 
to both “green” and “gray” environmental 
characteristics and aims at preventing negative 
impacts of  his/her travelling. Although all 
interviewed environmentally responsible 
tourists were hikers, tourists highly interested 
in nature were also included in other groups. 
Desire to experience nature is thus different 
from being committed to travel in an 
environmentally friendly way (Puhakka in 
press). As Sharpley (2001) and Swarbrooke 
& Horner (2007) have argued, the growth of  
ecotourism directed at protected and other 
nature areas is not an evidence of  the rise of  
the “green tourist”. 

The survey results confirm nature tourists’ 
greatest interest in “green” environmental 
characteristics (see Font & Mihalič 2002). 
Of  six environmental aspects, the most 
important aspects when choosing travel 
destination among all respondents were 
“Cleanliness of  nature in destination” (95%) 
and “Good quality of  air in destination” 
(56%). Respondents familiar with PAN 
Parks certification appreciated more 
“Biodiversity in destination” (49%) than 
unfamiliar respondents (27%) (Puhakka & 
Siikamäki forthcoming). Surveys conducted 
in Denmark, Germany and Italy have 
also demonstrated that numerous tourists 
do not perceive “gray” environmental 
characteristics of  lodging (e.g. energy or 
water savings) as important selection criteria, 
while wider “green” destination qualities 
(e.g. natural characteristics, peace and quiet, 
quality of  air, water and surroundings) rank 
relatively high on their decision-making 
agenda (Bohdanowicz 2005). A recent 

survey in Finland (Vastuullisuus ei… 2009) 
indicated that the least important aspects 
for tourists in choosing their destination 
were the emissions caused by the trip, the 
environmental classification of  the hotel 
and the support for local livelihoods. In 
Lübbert’s (2001) study, in turn, interviewed 
tourists evaluated the environmental quality 
criteria (e.g. clean air and water) more 
important ecolabelling criteria than the 
“lowering negative impacts” criteria (e.g. 
reduction of  water and energy consumption, 
environmental management systems). 

Nevertheless, even interviewed environ-
mentally unconcerned tourists were not 
indifferent towards nature in national parks, 
but wanted to visit unspoiled and attractive 
natural environments. Obviously, most 
visible “green” destination qualities are 
important for all nature tourists although 
other environmental characteristics may be 
less important in their decision-making. A 
body of  research indicates that tourists have 
vested interest in the environment as a key 
determinant in the quality of  their holiday 
experience (e.g. Lübbert 2001; Weaver 
& Lawton 2004; Swarbrooke & Horner 
2007). In addition, national park visitors 
unlikely have a very exploitative view of  
the environment and, thus, may have more 
pro-environmental beliefs than city tourists, 
for instance (Wurzinger & Johansson 2006). 
Positive environmental attitudes have been 
observed to increase the probability to 
engage in nature-based tourism (Luzar et 
al. 1998).
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Conclusion

This study conducted in Oulanka NP 
supports the assumption that only a small 
proportion of  tourists represent “green” 
tourists who are highly interested in 
ecolabels and environmental responsibility 
of  tourism companies and destinations, and 
take environmental aspects into account 
when travelling. Thus, environmentally 
friendly tourists have not yet risen as a real 
force in the tourism market (Swarbrooke & 
Horner 2007). Swarbrooke (1999) concludes 
that there is even less evidence of  the 
existence of  a “sustainable tourist” who is 
concerned not only about environmental 
but also socio-cultural and economic 
impacts of  tourism. Sharpley (2001) claims 
that environmental values are likely to be of  
little consequence in consumer decision-
making if  green products cost more, are 
inferior, involve more effort or do not 
satisfy consumer needs. Outward looking 
environmental concern has usually a low 
priority within tourism which is a form 
of  self-reward. Moreover, as tourism is 
fundamentally about pleasure and not 
sacrifice, a very strong trade-off  has been 
considered to exist between the sacrifice 
of  comfort and environmentally sound 
behavior (Dolnicar et al. 2008).

Accordingly, the study results imply 
that the ecolabelling of  tourism products, 
organizations or destinations will positively 
appeal only to some tourists, matching them 
to appropriate destinations or experiences. 
Environmentally friendly interviewees’ 
low awareness of  tourism ecolabels and 
certifications, such as PAN Parks, suggests 
that increased visibility and marketing of  
ecolabels and information about sustainable 

practices could increase the demand among 
this tourist group. This finding supports 
ecolabel development and use in Finland. 
Nevertheless, according to Font and Epler 
Wood (2007), there is still not enough 
evidence to suggest that certification of  
sustainable tourism will have market benefits, 
which may undermine industry support 
for certification programs. The results or 
this study indicate that ecolabels do not 
have a great influence on nature tourists’ 
current travel decisions or their travelling 
behavior. As tourists pay more attention to 
the current condition of  the environment 
than to the process of  achieving it, they are 
more interested in ecolabels that measure 
the environmental quality than those that 
measure ecoefficiency (Lübbert 2001). 
The results thus support the increasingly 
recognized need to combine performance 
and process criteria in environmental 
certifications (see Honey 2007). 

Nature tourists’ lack of  response to 
ecolabels and environmentally friendly 
behavior undermines tourists’ role in 
developing sustainable tourism. Therefore, 
the study results emphasize the role of  
regulation, incentives and guidance in 
implementing ecologically, socio-culturally 
and economically sustainable practices in 
tourism companies and destinations. Tourists 
do not necessarily set high demands as long 
as negative environmental impacts do not 
ruin their perception and experience of  
pristine and unspoiled nature. In particularly, 
climate change and other environmental 
problems which cannot be seen immediately 
in nature may be difficult to prevent if  tourists 
themselves do not feel any responsibility 
for reducing the negative impacts of  their 
activities.  
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