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Commercializing the Unpredictable: Perspectives From
Wildlife Watching Tourism Entrepreneurs in Sweden
Lusine Margaryan and Sandra Wall-Reinius

Department of Tourism Studies and Geography, Mid Sweden University, Östersund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Tourism companies that offer wildlife watching experiences share a
unique property—they build their business on a promise they have no
guarantee of fulfilling (showing wild animals). The factor of luck
becomes important, as evident in the advertisement texts of wildlife
watching tours. Understanding commercialization of uncontrollable
natural phenomena (wild animals) in a similarly uncertain natural set-
ting (wilderness) is the aim of our article. In this illustrative case study,
we examine wildlife watching companies in Sweden, focusing on free
ranging bear, moose, wolf, roe-deer, beaver, and seal. Through inter-
views and participant observations with eight wildlife watching entre-
preneurs, we elaborate on the following major themes that help
understand specific challenges associated with these businesses: lack
of control as an inherent property of wildlife watching tourism, agency
and continuous negotiation of uncertainties within the operational
setting, importance of guide performances and “secondary” experi-
ences, and using uncertainty as a way of enhancing authenticity.

KEYWORDS
Nature-based tourism;
nature commodification;
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Introduction

In the last three decades, populations of wildlife have recovered in many parts of Europe,
and in Sweden, this has resulted in more large terrestrial mammals than has ever been
recorded (Thulin, Malmsten, & Ericsson, 2015). Returning large herbivores and predators
have ignited local interest toward wildlife watching and using wildlife for tourism devel-
opment (Helmer, Saavedra, Sylvén, & Schepers, 2015; Johansson et al., 2016). Although a
growing number of tourism companies see this as a lucrative opportunity and now
integrate animal-related experiences into their tours, little is known about how these
businesses manage uncertainties associated with commercializing encounters with free-
ranging wildlife, especially in Northern Europe.

Wildlife photographer Konsta Punkka (2016) said: “My work is a balance between luck
and patience. Because you can never predict nature.” In the context of nature’s unpredict-
ability, luck and patience indeed seem to be indispensable factors. Of these two factors,
tourism companies that offer wildlife watching experiences can hardly afford patience,
being obliged to deliver animal sightings on a given date at a given time. The factor of luck
seems to become highly important. It is commonplace to examine the promotional
materials of wildlife watching tours and notice the verbiage is replete with “luck,” “hope-
fully,” “chance,” “occasionally,” “no guarantee,” and similar words, signifying uncertainty
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and unpredictability. As it is often explicitly stated on their websites, these companies
cannot be held liable for such factors as weather, the impact of other businesses, forestry,
livestock in the area, hunting quotas, and other external circumstances (e.g., Exclusive
Adventure, 2017). It is usually stressed that a company can never fully guarantee an
encounter with the desired animal. Although performances within tourist spaces cannot
be totally controlled in general, this is particularly pronounced in nature-based tourism
(Knight, 2009; Lück, 2003, 2015; Manfredo, 2008; Orams, 1996). Nature-based tourism
companies build their businesses around commercialization of largely uncontrollable
phenomena in a complex and uncertain operational setting, contested by multiple actors
(Fredman, Wall-Reinius, & Grundén, 2012; Knight, 2009; Manfredo, 2008; Vespestad &
Lindberg, 2011). This uniqueness makes nature-based tourism different from many
businesses in general and other types of tourism in particular.

The importance of navigating, adapting to, and mitigating uncontrollable factors as an
essential part of the commercial processes in the context of nature-based tourism has not
received sufficient attention in the recent tourism literature. Academic research within the
tourism service and marketing literature has primarily focused on the tourism setting para-
meters within the immediate control of managers (as is evident in the meta-analyses by Mari &
Poggesi, 2013; Wakefield & Blodgett, 2016). In nature-based tourism research, a considerable
body of literature has been accumulated on the experiences of tourists in nature, but compara-
tively less is known about strategies of nature-based tourism companies to account for
uncertainties associated with designing these experiences, especially in the Euroepan context.
Furthermore, research regarding nature-based tourism has been skewed toward the demand,
rather than the supply perspective (Fredman & Tyrväinen, 2010; Lundmark & Müller, 2010).
The aim of our article, therefore, is to examine companies in Sweden to contribute to under-
standing how wildlife watching tourism (hereafter WWT) service providers manage uncer-
tainties associated with commercializing uncontrollable natural phenomena.

WWT is a type of nature-based tourism that attempts to use nature in a nonconsumptive
way (in contrast to hunting or fishing) and whose growing popularity and economic impor-
tance have been widely acknowledged (Curtin & Kragh, 2014; Markwell, 2015; Newsome,
Moore, & Dowling, 2013). WWT has been defined as “[a] human recreational engagement
with wildlife wherein the focal organism is not purposefully removed or permanently affected
by the engagement” (Duffus & Dearden, 1990, p. 215). We chose WWT from a wide range of
nature-based types of tourism due to its high dependence on largely uncontrollable factors—
not only the setting (e.g., weather, landscape, infrastructure, other users), but also the primary
experience itself (i.e., human–wildlife encounter) is beyond the immediate control of the
service providers. The main research questions guiding our study were:

(1) How do WWT companies manage uncertainties related to behavior of free-ranging
wildlife?

(2) How do WWT companies manage uncertainties within their operational setting?

Managing uncertainty while commercializing nature

It has been argued that commercialization of nature is usually preceded by economic
framing, monetization, and appropriation (Gómez-Baggethun & Ruiz-Pérez, 2011). This is
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a process that is rather clearly visible in traditional extractive industries, but is far from
straightforward in tourism. This particularly refers to the appropriation stage, which
usually presupposes privatization and well-defined property rights over a certain resource.
In the case of nature-based tourism, the main resource often has intrinsic public good or
common pool characteristics, making appropriation almost impossible.1 This is especially
relevant in the case of Sweden where citizens have a right to access any nature areas for
recreation purposes (discussed in more detail below). In this case, tourism has to operate
under conditions of “incomplete” or “contested” commodification, a context where
external and internal barriers exist to physical alienation and privatization of an entity
on the market (Castree, 2003). To improve understanding of this challenging context, we
employ the concept of uncertainty.

Attention toward uncertainty and risk in the service and marketing literature started to
develop in the 1960s and resulted in two streams of research where one stream used these
concepts interchangeably and the other insisted on separating them (Quintal, Lee, &
Soutar, 2010). In the economic and social science literature, uncertainty is often viewed
as an independent concept. Hofstede (2001) argued that risk requires a concrete event and
the probability of it happening may be estimated. Uncertainty, on the other hand, does not
allow calculating probabilities since the event itself might be unknown. Becker and
Knudsen (2005) differentiated among risk (where both the event and the related prob-
ability are known), uncertainty (where the event is known, but the probabilities are not),
and pervasive uncertainty (where neither the events nor probabilities are known).
Uncertainty has also been examined on three levels: state, effect, and response uncertainty
(Becker, & Knudsen, 2005; Milliken, 1987). State uncertainty relates to uncertainty of the
environment, whereas effect and response uncertainty highlight the respective lack of
knowledge within a firm about possible effects and response options. Based on the
economic and organizational literature, it has been suggested that when dealing with
general uncertainty on all of these levels, actively managing available information is
important, whereas organizational routines become crucial when dealing with pervasive
uncertainty (Becker & Knudsen, 2005). These insights are used in our study to improve
understanding of the WWT context.

In the context of WWT, companies have to deal with uncertainties on all of the
described levels, including uncertainties within their operational setting (involving a
complex interplay of natural and human actors), their main product (human–animal
encounter), and the related effects on their business and the available response options.
Importance of availability of different kinds of information under uncertain conditions in
the WWT context has been demonstrated (Knight, 2009; Lück, 2003, 2015; Manfredo,
2008; Orams, 1996). We, therefore, assume that a promising way to understand complex-
ities associated with the commercialization of uncontrollable natural phenomena through
tourism is to understand how WWT companies deal with uncertainty from the perspec-
tive of managing information, such as communication with other actors and examining
their routines on the ground during wildlife watching tours.

Specifics of WWT

Humans have always been dependent on, fascinated by, and inspired by animals (as
evidenced by the earliest prehistoric art such as in the caves of Lascaux and Altamira).
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Watching wild animals, especially charismatic megafauna, has become an increasingly
popular tourism attraction in many areas around the world, which is related to growing
urbanization, increasing environmental awareness and, ironically, shrinking populations
of wildlife species worldwide (Curtin & Kragh, 2014; Johansson et al., 2016).
Consequently, attention toward commercialization of wild animals through tourism (in
consumptive and nonconsumptive ways) has also been increasing in the tourism literature
(e.g., Curtin & Kragh, 2014; Duffy, 2015; Fennell, 2011; Manfredo & Larson, 1993;
Markwell, 2015). Resources of WWT can be categorized as abundance of large animals,
iconic species, and areas with high biodiversity (Higginbottom & Buckley, 2001). In this
article, we focus on companies dependent on the second type of resources (i.e., iconic
species) in light of the recent recovery of megafauna and a growing tourist interest toward
viewing free-ranging wildlife in Sweden.

From an economic perspective, WWT holds the promise of a typical win-win market-
based solution (which gained popularity especially since the advance of the sustainability
agenda in the 1990s), suggesting that promoting this type of business can generate income
for local communities and simultaneously support conservation efforts (Buckley, 2010;
Cousins, Evans, & Sadler, 2009; Curtin & Kragh, 2014). This model of sustainable tourism,
however, has to function within the complexities and uncertainties of the real world,
where conflicts of interest may arise in cases of negligible economic benefits, economic
leakages, and competition with other land use interests (e.g., agriculture, energy produc-
tion, logging) and livelihoods (e.g., competing businesses) or lifestyles (e.g., hunting).
Furthermore, conditions of high uncertainty, arising not only from the operational setting,
but also the specifics of the very object of commercialization, makes WWT a rather unique
and challenging form of business. In this context, business interests often override the
conservation and community priorities, and WWT ends up exploiting the very resource
on which it depends (Fennell, 2011; Markwell, 2015). This is relevant not only to
developing countries that have attracted more research attention in this regard (e.g.,
Cousins et al., 2009; Markwell, 2015), but also developed countries.

The context of Sweden

Located on the Scandinavian Peninsula, Sweden is known for its abundant natural
resources and relatively scarce human population, sometimes labeled as “Europe’s last
wilderness” and “Europe’s Alaska” (Sylvén, 2015). Although Sweden has a long history of
outdoor recreation, it has been primarily dominated by the traditional activities of
hunting, fishing, mushroom and berry picking, as well as active outdoor sports, such as
cross-country skiing or hiking, not necessarily in a commercial context. Along with this,
there is evidence suggesting that interest in commercial nature-based tourism and its non-
extractive forms, such as WWT, is also gaining popularity. For example, in a recent
quantitative analysis of around 600 nature-based tourism companies in Sweden, 23%
stated that bird and wildlife watching is important or very important for their annual
sales (Fredman & Margaryan, 2014). With the recent increase in the populations of
megafauna in Scandinavia, WWT has the potential to become a lucrative business
opportunity (Helmer et al., 2015).

Sweden is a country where the four big predators of Europe can be found: brown bear
(Ursus arctos), gray wolf (Canis lupus), lynx (Lynx lynx), and wolverine (Gulo gulo). In
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addition, Sweden has a large population of moose (Alces alces), which has an iconic status
in Swedish culture, is the main game species, and is an omnipresent symbol in tourism
merchandise. From the WWT perspective, a decade ago Sweden was primarily associated
with bird-watching, whereas knowledge of using megafauna for tourism was lacking
(Ednardsson, 2006; Naturvårdsverket, 2008). This situation has clearly been changing,
with a growing number of companies adding WWT tours.

Sweden has another unique feature—the Right of Public Access (formulated in the
1970s and included in the Swedish Constitution in 1994). Typical to only a handful of
other countries (mostly Nordic), this right specifies that everyone has unlimited access
to nature areas for the purposes of recreation, including such activities as hiking,
boating, tent camping, and berry and mushroom picking (Naturvårdsverket, 2014).
This makes the case of Sweden particularly interesting given that commercialization of
wildlife occurs in a relatively open access context, defying opportunities for appropria-
tion and control. The successful navigation of a multifunctional landscape becomes
crucial given that the multiple heterogeneous resource use interests (e.g., hunting,
fishing, forestry, farming) have a potential of being either complementary or conflicting
with WWT businesses.

Sweden is still a rather immature WWT destination and it is possible that the market is
dominated by “casual” rather than “serious” wildlife watching tourists (Cole & Scott, 1999;
Martin, 1997). Many WWT companies are based near large urban areas and offer short
daily trips, thus catering to a large share of tourists for whom wildlife watching was, most
likely, not the primary travel motivation. These tourists have different expectations and
preferences affecting the nature of the WWT product. In this study, we focused only on
perspectives of WWT entrepreneurs.

Methods

In this article, we wanted to gain a better understanding of how WWT businesses deal
with complexities associated with the commercialization of uncontrollable natural phe-
nomena by looking at examples in Sweden. Based on the suggestion by Becker and
Knudsen (2005), we assumed that to achieve this, one approach is to understand how
WWT companies deal with uncertainty (i.e., to find out the key components of their
operational setting, how they manage communication and information flows, and what
kind of routines they employ during trips). We employed two main empirical techniques,
interviews (in-depth, semi-structured) and participant observations, focusing on owner-
managers and guides of WWT companies in Sweden. The interview method was used for
generating narratives of participants on the study topic, whereas participant observation
enabled documenting routines, performances, and naturally occurring talks in the field.
Supplementary background data were collected from websites of WWT companies
included in the sample and beyond. Combining these qualitative methods enabled us to
strengthen our insights through triangulation (i.e., the practice of using various methods
to elucidate as much of the study phenomena as possible).

Data were collected in July and August 2016. This is the peak tourist season in Sweden
and the time of year when popular wildlife species are active. According to existing
estimates, there are at least 60 companies in Sweden for whom bird and wildlife watching
is a very important tourist product, but this does not imply that all of these companies
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specialize in WWT (Fredman & Margaryan, 2014). Based on our online search, previous
knowledge, and consultations with two regional tourism bureaus, we identified 22 active
companies in Sweden that feature wildlife prominently on their websites and specialize in
WWT products. These companies were contacted by email. Out of this sample, we
eventually recruited a sample of eight companies who work with a range of the most
typical Swedish wildlife and are located in various parts of the country from north to
south (Table 1).

The interviews were conducted with the owner-managers (or partial owners) of WWT
businesses, who also often work as guides themselves. The interview questions were
developed based on the aim of the research and covering the following topics: general
information (details about the company, content and design of the wildlife tours, their
main focus), object of commercialization (importance of various animals, if/how animal
behavior is influenced, what happens when the animal does not appear), and operational
setting (importance of various man-made components, management of information flows
and communication with other resource users and actors in the area, perceived power to
act on the uncertainties within the setting). All interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim. All of the interviews were conducted and recorded respecting the principles of
informed consent, anonymity, and confidentiality.

Participant observations included 1-day and 2-day wildlife watching trips with the
selected companies. During the participant observations, one of the researchers had an
opportunity to observe the work of the guides, closely interact with them, conduct
informal interviews, and experience a typical WWT tour package in its entirety.
Routines of the guides and naturally occurring conversations between the guide and

Table 1. Description of WWT companies and data collection methods.

Participants* Primary wildlife focus Secondary wildlife focus
Location in
Sweden

Interaction
method

Company 1, Moose (Alces alces) Roe deer (Capreolus capreolus), wild boar South-west Interview
Mikael (Sus scrofa)
Company 2, Beaver (Castor fiber) — South Interview
Anna
Company 3, Gray seal (Halichoerus

grypus), white-tailed
eagle (Haliaeetus
albicilla)

Various aquatic birds South Interview
Martin

Company 4, Brown bear (Ursus
arctos)

Golden eagle (Aquil North Interview
Peter a chrysaetos)
Company 5, Brown bear (Ursus

arctos)
Fox (Vulpes vulpes), North Interview

Kristin various birds Participant
observation

Company 6, Moose (Alces alces) Roe deer (Capreolus capreolus), wild boar South-west Informal interview
Maria (Sus scrofa) Participant

observation
Company 7, Moose (Alces alces),

brown bear (Ursus
arctos)

Roe deer (Capreolus capreolus), red deer
(Cervus elaphus),

North Informal
interview

Sara beaver (Castor fiber) Participant
observation

Company 8, Gray wolf (Canis lupus),
moose (Alces alces), red
deer (Cervus elaphus),
lynx (Lynx lynx), various
birds

Beaver (Castor fiber), fox (Vulpes vulpes), roe
deer (Capreolus capreolus)

South-west Informal
interview

Daniel Participant
observation

Note. *All names are pseudonyms.
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tourists during uncertain situations was the main focus of the observations, providing rich
data for this study. The tours were attended either by the researcher alone or a maximum
of two other tourists at a time, which enabled establishing rapport and close interaction
with the guides over a prolonged period of time (up to 20 hours). Field notes were taken
during and after each trip. The observation foci were: (a) role of the guides in co-creating
the WWT experience, and (b) strategies of the guides in navigating uncontrollable
situations. The guides were aware of the researcher’s identity and the overarching idea
of the research, but no specific details about the research questions were discussed, so we
believe that the routine behavior and narratives of the guides were not significantly
compromised. Furthermore, given that the participating researcher was a foreigner in
Sweden, that researcher may have been ascribed a regular tourist identity by the guides
and treated accordingly.

We continued accumulating empirical data while simultaneously interpreting and (re)
constructing them until we reached what is referred to as informational isomorph or
theoretical saturation (i.e., further collection of empirical materials did not yield additional
insights; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Silverman, 2013). The interviews were treated as narra-
tives through which the interviewees described their reality, whereas participant observa-
tions gave first-hand insights into realities the participants wanted to actively construct
through performances, routines, and conversations (Silverman, 2013). Both interview
transcripts and participant observation field notes were organized, systematized, and
coded with the help of Dedoose qualitative data analysis software. Segmentation and
reassembling the data with the aim to transform them into findings was done based on
the three-step coding process recommended by Boeije (2009). The principles of analytic
induction, constant comparison, and comprehensive data treatment were adopted while
collecting and thematically analyzing the empirical materials (Silverman, 2013).

Results

Uncertainty as an inherent property of WWT

Lack of control was one of the central themes that emerged from the data. This relates,
first and foremost, to the main experience offered (i.e., the animal encounter). The
inherent uncertainty of the environment and animals was continuously emphasized by
the companies. Martin (Company 3) said: “If the animals don’t show up then we say that
nature is unpredictable.” The guides would routinely start the tour with an explicit
statement that there is no guarantee to encounter any wildlife. Prior to embarking on
the tour, the tourists are expected to accept the possibility of not seeing any animals
during the trip.

Creating a promise while risking not living up to tourist expectations (even if they are
supposed to be mitigated with disclaimers) was one of the most visible tensions in this
context of WWT. For example, Sara (Company 7) offered a bear watching tour. Her WWT
product presupposes spotting bears from a car while crisscrossing a labyrinth of forest roads.
Upon our initial contact, she was quick to warn that the chance of a bear sighting was rather
low, suggesting that spotting other animals, such as a moose or a roe deer, might be more
likely. Our trip, however, was not rich in any animal sightings, except for a glimpse of a
moose behind the trees. Sara tried various alternative routes and options with little success.
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She was visibly stressed and seemed genuinely relieved when we stated that there was no
disappointment with the trip. Daniel (Company 8) also confessed that handling uncertainty
is not easy: “It can be quite stressful. People come with their expensive cameras, they have
paid for the flight, have paid me, and expect that they should see the animal.”

One strategy to mitigate uncertainty is to influence animal behavior via attracting them
with bait. Baiting is currently practiced in Sweden primarily with bears and certain
raptors, after obtaining special permission from the Regional Administrative Board. To
attract bears, bait (fruit or leftovers from slaughterhouses and fishing industries) is placed
in the same spot on a nearly daily basis. Special wildlife watching hides are installed in the
area to enable comfortable spotting. Even with baiting, however, animal sightings cannot
be guaranteed, not only due to the animal behavior per se, but also the entire sociopolitical
context around this issue (discussed below).

Kristin (Company 5), whose business is based on bear watching with baiting, is a
landowner and, therefore, enjoys a significant advantage compared to the majority of the
WWT companies, who operate on others’ land. Her company has the power to implement
actions of direct control (e.g., through blocking the forest road leading to the hide to
prevent unsanctioned vehicle access) and to manage the forestry and hunting activities in
a way benign to the bears and the WWT space. However, even though the sociopolitical
context is less problematic for Kristin, she still has to grapple with the uncertainties
regarding animal sightings:

The most important thing for us is the percentage of bear sights. It is that simple. If we have a
female bear with cubs coming tonight, I will post it on Facebook, and tomorrow there will be
Norwegian tourists here. . . . We try different things. I think that we just have to keep on
trying, based on previous experience and research. We are trying to do our best, but there is a
big uncertainty for sure. And we are nervous about it. (Kristin, Company 5)

The majority of Swedish WWT companies, however, do not involve baiting. The chance
of an animal sighting, therefore, depends heavily on the knowledge and skills of guides
who study the wildlife and collect all kinds of related information. In this regard, a
successful operation of WWT involves practical measures of turning nature into a desired
tourist space. The tourist spaces, in turn, cannot be isolated and are open heterogeneous
landscapes influenced by forestry, energy production, mining, and agriculture, as well as
by other actors such as local authorities, residents, landowners, hunters, reindeer herders,
and other tourists and businesses. Negotiation of such complex spaces demands resilience
and adaptability, creative solutions, and establishment and continuous maintenance of
relationships with other users.

Negotiating the uncertainties of WWT operational setting

It is well known that the tourism sector is characterized by small and medium (and often
micro) enterprises who consider their ability to act on external constraints to be rather
limited (Lundberg & Fredman, 2012). This sentiment was also recurrent among the
companies we interviewed: “We are too small. In the outdoor business we are very
small if you compare us to the others. We don’t have the power of influence in the big
arena” (Anna, Company 2). Daniel (Company 8) was not happy with how the forests were
managed in his operational setting. He pointed at the landscape and said: “Next year all
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this beauty will be gone, and these beautiful forest roads will be destroyed. . . . We don’t
have any say in the activities of the forestry companies.”

As a rule, the companies are dependent on infrastructure they have little power to
influence. This encompasses everything from the global tourist transportation systems to
the basic local infrastructure, such as forest roads, overnight cabins, or trails. Mikael
(Company 1), for example, operates in a protected area and felt grateful for the infra-
structure found there and its maintenance by the local authorities. He said:

They keep the paths accessible in the nature reserves, provide the firewood, and the things
birdwatching towers, which definitely add to the guest experience. And if you go a bit north,
you have all the cabins, it’s absolutely amazing. . . . It really helps, because instead of camping for
five nights, you can have two nights in a tent and two nights in a cabin, without any extra costs.

Although the WWT companies benefit from infrastructure built and maintained by the
local authorities, landowners, or forest companies, they have limited capacity to influence
it if it does not align with their interests. Infrastructure might affect the accessibility of
tourist spaces in rather unpredictable ways. Anna (Company 2), for example, mentioned
that tourists now have significant problems reaching her location given that the new
regional minibuses do not allow luggage on board. What is also interesting, on another
end of this spectrum, is that too much accessibility might also become undesirable.
Infrastructure might compromise the “wilderness experience” that WWT companies strive
to create. Mikael (Company 1) explained: “I don’t think they should add more [infra-
structure]. Because the accessibility is already really good. Maybe they could even do a bit
less . . . it does make it feel less wild.”

Lack of control, however, does not imply a lack of initiative and agency on behalf of
the WWT companies, aiming to act on the uncertainties within their operational
setting. On the contrary, successful functioning within these uncertainties requires
continuous efforts. Peter (Company 4) operates a bear watching business on someone
else’s land (which is the case with the majority of nature-based tourism entrepreneurs
in Sweden) and described his complex relationship with other actors (i.e., the land-
owner and forest companies):

Well, we need forest for the bear watching, for our arrangement. It is actually always a
problem with the landowner regarding cutting trees. . . . We always have discussions with the
landowners and forest companies. If you don’t find natural environment, the bears won’t be
here. And we are always fighting, calling, writing emails, letters—anything, just to keep the
forest owner up to date. . . . At the moment we have a discussion with one company. They
want to clear-cut the whole forest behind our hide. If they do it, it would be a disaster. It
would be absolutely. . . . Probably I would have to close down all these 10 years of work with
the bears.

Peter also has to negotiate his operational setting with hunters and the county
administration:

Hunting is something that we always have to watch out for, we have to be updated all the
time. There is bear hunting in this area. And we always try to have a discussion with them
[hunters], ask them not to hunt so close. Last year they shot five bears in our area. All we can
do is to have a discussion with them. This is very important for tourism. We want the county
administration to understand this. We have to create some regulations concerning hunting.
There is a lot to do.
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It is apparent that the WWT companies have to navigate a complex operational setting
where the built environment is intertwined with the social and political context of the area
(e.g., protection regime, ownership status, power). Keeping the setting favorable and
managing its uncertainties, therefore, requires continuous management of information
flows, monitoring and maintenance of relationships with other resource users, and
creativity, knowledge, and skills while dealing with the tourists.

Guide performances and secondary experiences

The importance of tour guides for nature experiences has been widely acknowledged in
the tourism literature (Arnould, Price, & Tierney, 1998; Lück, 2003, 2015; Mossberg, 2008;
Orams, 1996; Vespestad & Lindberg, 2011; Weiler & Black, 2015). In our study, the guides
play a crucial role in managing uncertainty during the WWT tours. They rely on
experience, knowledge, and skills in tracking, spotting, identifying, attracting the animals,
and interpreting their behavior for tourists. The guides also make use of modern tech-
nologies, such as global positioning system (GPS) tracking or short message service (SMS)
alerts, to maximize the chances for sightings.

If animals do not appear, the guides have the responsibility to manage the disappoint-
ment of tourists and co-create value via various strategies. What becomes evident in this
context is the importance of “secondary,” but more guaranteed experiences (by the
analogy of primary and secondary tourist products, discussed in Ben-Dalia, Collins-
Kreiner, & Churchman, 2013). Although the opportunity to see certain wildlife species
is the main experience advertised (and arguably the main reason the tourists book the
trip), the companies attempt to de-emphasize it through offering other supplementary
experiences. As a rule, the companies offer, for example, a traditional Swedish dinner
accompanied by storytelling, in-depth information about the species in focus, history of
the region, and sharing personal experiences. Martin (Company 3) said: “We have some
other things to show, even if we don’t see these animals. We still have the sailing
experience, which should be an experience in itself.” Similarly, Anna (Company 2) said:
“We organize a beaver evening, so we think that the tourists get something from us,
because we talk about beavers a lot. It is not just about seeing them.”

Furthermore, the guides try to find evidence of animal presence, such as tracks, hairs,
droppings, prey remnants, or dens to create an experience of animal encounters indirectly.
They might use props, such as stuffed animals, skulls, or hides to enhance the feeling of
proximity to the animal and provide a tactile experience. Showing videos or photographs
accompanied by storytelling might be used to create a vicarious WWT experience. During
our trip with Daniel (Company 8), we looked for wolf tracks, after which he offered setting
up a camera trap and promised to share the photos and videos for free in case an animal gets
“caught.”During the night, Daniel imitated wolf howling to trigger a wolf response. He said:

I want the guests to go back and say not that “I could see the wolf”, but rather “I could feel the
wolf.” . . . I don’t want people to come only to see some animal. One couple, for example,
wanted to come here only to photograph lynx, and I told them directly that you won’t be able
to see it. And they didn’t come.

Other animals, which do not have “star quality” (i.e., charismatic megafauna) or are
simply more common, such as roe deer, fox, hare, various birds, or insects, also play an
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important role in creating value for tourists in the absence of the main focal species.
Martin (Company 3), explained that in addition to the main species in focus (gray seals
and white-tailed eagles), they try to draw tourists’ attention to every species they meet on
the way and tell something interesting about each of them, thus making them contribute
to the tourist experience. In fact, none of the interviewed companies wanted to describe
their product as simply “wildlife watching.” They insisted that they offer “a whole
package” or “more than just wildlife watching.” Mikael (Company 1), for example, said:

We try to deliver a quality product and have customer satisfaction. And, we do this by trying
to take all of the worries away from the tourists, to offer an all-inclusive package. Of course,
the activity [WWT] itself is a big part. But, we also try to do it in the nicest environment, to
encourage the group to interact. We help them get to know each other and have a great day
outdoors, do activities, meet people in a lovely environment—all in one package.

Here it seems that the guide performances play a crucial role in externalizing the main
desired experience (i.e., watching the animal) as a mystified and unpredictable surprise,
while the secondary experience de facto becomes the main one. The initial centrality of the
promise to see the animal is, nevertheless, indispensable to making the entire package
possible. Žižek (2003) described this mechanism of desire and product marketing within
modern capitalism through the widely popular commodity—a Kinder surprise chocolate
egg: consumers do not simply buy chocolate plus a bonus (a toy inside). From the
beginning, consumers aim at the hidden surprise and, as a result, are also able to fully
enjoy the chocolate, which is not tainted by desires and expectations. The surprise
becomes the “it” factor; the promise of something more than just a product. By this
logic, aiming at a higher goal (i.e., the animal sighting with a high degree of uncertainty),
the tourists then co-create value with the help of guides through simple and rather
mundane outdoor activities. The guides here seem to undertake a crucial role of keeping
this mechanism working. If the desired animal does not show up, the guides attempt to
co-create value with the tourists through their established repertoire of routines, such as
offering a traditional dinner, stimulating social interaction, storytelling, showing evidence
of animal presence, and using props and media to enhance the wilderness feeling.

Unpredictability as authenticity

Authenticity has been a well-researched and contested concept in the tourism literature,
including in a nature-based context (Carrier, 2004; Knudsen, Rickly, & Vidon, 2016). In
the WWT context, an authentic experience would typically include observing nondomes-
ticated animals in their natural environment and exhibiting natural behavior. Demand for
such experiences has been documented to grow with changing environmental values,
shifting away from artificial, zoo- and circus-like attractions (Markwell, 2015). In this
regard, it can be argued that a destination with (semi)captive animals, while guaranteeing
close encounters, compromises the “authenticity” of the wildlife experience that many
WWT companies try to offer. Consequently, the unpredictability of animal sightings
becomes a signifier of an “authentic wilderness,” a proof that animal autonomy is not
violated. Not showing up is presented as the evidence that the animals are genuinely wild
(i.e., they maintain the ability to exercise their own will). The companies want to
emphasize this factor, saying: “We tell our guests that these [seals] are wild animals and
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we can’t make them appear on command” (Martin, Company 3) or “It is up to them
[bears], if they want to do something else, they will do it” (Peter, Company 4). Peter
further elaborated, “They [tourists] are not disappointed if they go back home without
seeing any bears. Because they know it is wildlife. And this is how it should be. Otherwise
you can just go to a zoo.”

It is interesting to note that baiting was not viewed in this context as compromising the
authenticity of animal behavior. The respondents emphasized that animals still have the
option to exercise their “free will” by coming and going as they please (and the tourist
season itself lasts only two or three summer months). Furthermore, the guides educate the
tourists about an entire set of behavior rules, which serve a double purpose. On the one
hand, they aim to prevent animals from becoming habituated, whereas, on the other hand,
they simultaneously enhance the tourists’ feeling of being in the out-of-ordinary environ-
ment and authentic wilderness. This includes, for example, encouraging tourists to
whisper, make as little noise as possible, and avoid leaving the hide or walking in front
of the hide (Ratamäki & Peltola, 2015). It can be argued, therefore, that unpredictability of
animal behavior and the elements within the context of WWT, becomes, in fact, synon-
ymous with authenticity, which is used by the guides to enhance the wilderness
experience.

Discussion

In our article, we examined complexities associated with the commercialization of natural
phenomena by looking at how WWT companies in Sweden manage the related uncer-
tainties. Overall, it can be argued that although not much different from other types of
tourism in terms of structure (i.e., requires transportation, accommodation, catering,
guides), WWT has a uniquely high dependence on operational setting features with public
good characteristics—a context with a high degree of uncertainty that demands creativity
and agency on behalf of the entrepreneurs. In addition to the uncertainties of the natural
environment, the WWT companies have to navigate and balance their operational setting
with other resource users and their interests and values, while also respecting conservation
interests.

One strategy to mitigate the contextual uncertainties is to maximize and actively
manage information (Becker & Knudsen, 2005). Our findings showed that the WWT
companies creatively and pro-actively manage information flows around their businesses
on different levels. First, the companies try to attract tourists with impressive pictures of
focal animals on their websites while simultaneously emphasizing the uncertainty in their
product description through relevant rhetoric. Second, when dealing with tourists face-to-
face, the companies attempt to prepare them for the uncertainties of wildlife watching and
mitigate their expectations before embarking on the trip. Third, the companies constantly
collect and process information regarding the intentions and actions of multiple other
resource users (e.g., local authorities, transportation companies, forestry industry, hunters)
and maintain a dialogue with them to mitigate the effect and response uncertainties.
Fourth, the WWT companies we interviewed were actively collecting and disseminating
information regarding the state of wildlife in their region, attempting to negotiate a
successful common resource use and maximize the frequency of animal sightings.
Although populations of charismatic megafauna in Sweden are not as dense as in some
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wilderness hot-spots, the lack of wildlife did not come up as a major problem for
businesses. In contrast, the sociopolitical context was perceived as a more challenging
factor. Constant monitoring of the operational setting and its negotiation with other
resource users requires continuous effort and is not uncommonly accompanied by the
feelings of frustration and powerlessness on behalf of the entrepreneurs.

Another uncertainty mitigation strategy that we examined was the on-site routines of
the guides. One distinct strategy was to offer “secondary,” but more guaranteed experi-
ences, skillfully shifting the attention of tourists away from the animal encounter, which
becomes de-emphasized. In fact, none of the companies offered wildlife experiences
without, for example, including a traditional dinner in a special location, a forest walk,
a boat ride, an extensive nature interpretation session, or other activities emphasizing
social interaction and storytelling about the local history, culture, and nature. In fact, there
was hardly ever a purely wildlife watching tour; it almost always included strong cultural
components or was even de facto dominated by these components. This illustrates the
inherent dilemma of experience co-creation discussed by Ellis and Rossman (2008), who
pointed out that on one hand, the tourists should be allowed to create their own
experiences, but on the other hand, poorly staged events and unmanaged environments
do not yield rewarding experiences on their own. The guides, therefore, play a crucial role
in creatively orchestrating this process of managing tourist expectations and co-creating
experiences. This is achieved through engaging in more predictable social routines that
are, however, not free from tension and stress for the guides.

Nature commercialization processes are closely related or, one can even argue, inversely
correlated with authenticity, since “commodification is said to destroy the authenticity”
(Cohen, 1988, p. 372). In the context of “contested” or “incomplete” commodification,
unpredictability becomes synonymous with a high degree of authenticity, representing a
manifestation of nature’s forces and constructing a tourist space as “wilderness.” Despite a
profound dismantling of wilderness as an idealized pristine space outside of civilization
and human impact, it remains a sought-after experience and a strong tourism marketing
focus (Cousins et al., 2009; Wall-Reinius, 2009, 2012). Unpredictability of animal behavior
signals minimal interference with natural processes and animal welfare. Thus, skillfully
oscillating on this predictable-secondary and unpredictable-primary experiential conti-
nuum, WWT entrepreneurs creatively turn this challenge into an opportunity to add more
value to their product and legitimize their operations as sustainable.

Overall, it can be expected that in the areas where wildlife, and particularly charismatic
megafauna, are (still) free-ranging, tourism will be considered a business opportunity. In
the context of Europe where the wildlife’s comeback has been a relatively recent phenom-
enon, tourism companies currently operate under conditions of high uncertainty, lacking
the heritage of more controlled wildlife tourism settings. With the growing popularity of
wildlife watching, however, tourism businesses might be motivated to minimize uncer-
tainty under pressure to deliver closer and more guaranteed encounters. In many parts of
the world, the tourism industry is known to employ exploitative practices in its drive to
increase chances of animal sightings and provide tourists with opportunities to closely
observe, touch, feed, or ride animals, disregarding the well-being of wildlife species
(Fennell, 2011; Markwell, 2015). Future attention, therefore, should be paid to the evolving
ways of nature commercialization through tourism and whether, for example, the factor of
authenticity in the wildlife watching experiences can contribute to minimizing negative
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impacts of tourism on wildlife. Further research focusing on tourists, their attitudes
toward uncertainty, and their agency in co-creating WWT experiences when the target
animal is absent, will add further insights into the complexities associated with nature
commercialization through tourism.

Note
1. More artificial environments, such as enclosed safari parks or zoos that sometimes fall into the

definition of nature-based tourism, are not included in this analysis.
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