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Abstract: Tourism in Svalbard, Norway has expanded rapidly in recent decades
due to increased accessibility and the region’s appeal as a perceived wilderness
destination. Using two-stage interviews with employees, mainly operators/owners,
from thirteen small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Longyearbyen, this
article explores the tourism and hospitality industry’s perceptions of weather’s
impacts on their business. Perceptions of how future weather trends, expected due
to climate change, will impact their work are also examined. Three main categories
from the surveys comprise the results and discussion. First, weather is one factor
amongst many affecting business operations and is not seen as being important.
Second, the interviewees’ comments on changing weather requiring business
flexibility and adaptation are discussed in the context of day-to-day and interannual variability, as well as longer-term climate change. Third, SME interviewees’
thoughts are described and analyzed regarding their perceptions of the weather
preferences of and impacts on the tourists whom the businesses serve. Overall,
weather is seen as being comparatively unimportant for SMEs’ operational
decisions at any time scale. Instead, they accept weather as something that must
be dealt with as it comes—part of life in the Arctic. This pragmatic attitude
matches SMEs’ approaches in general in terms of not planning strategically for
either the short-term or long-term. That works well at the moment since many
tourists travel to the Arctic assuming that the weather is part of the experience,
plus they cannot go elsewhere from Svalbard in case of inclement weather.
Nevertheless, SMEs could consider longer-term planning to address climate change.

Introduction
Northern regions are experiencing significant changes, socially as well as
environmentally (ACIA, 2005; AHDR, 2004; AMAP, 2011; IPCC, 2007).
Consequently, northern peoples are continually adjusting their means
of livelihood. From reindeer herding and marine living resources (e.g.,
fishing and whaling) to mineral extraction (e.g., oil, gas, and diamonds),
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opportunities for making a living in the Arctic are opening and closing—and
are particularly being subject to increasing scrutiny and interest from outside
parties. Another significant means of livelihood in northern regions that is
undergoing change is tourism.
Over five million tourist trips are taken annually in the Arctic and
Subarctic region and those numbers are expected to increase in the future
(Hall et al., 2009; Hall and Saarinen, 2010; Mason, 1997). While many Arctic
tourists have specific expectations of the weather that they will experience
(Hübner, 2009), limited research to date explores the motivations, attitudes,
expectations, and experiences of polar tourists with regards to weather
(Stewart et al., 2005). One example of such a study is Denstadli et al. (2011)
who surveyed tourists in Northern Norway’s archipelago of Vesterålen
regarding their perceptions of and interests in certain types of weather
for their holiday. Analyses of other locations such as Michigan (Shih et al.,
2009) and Nepal (Nyaupane and Chhetri, 2009) have provided a baseline of
literature for pursuing more such studies in the Arctic.
In Norway’s Arctic, the Svalbard archipelago has been of particular
interest for tourism and Arctic studies, due to its combination of accessibility
for tourism, unique governance system in which several countries can access
its natural resources, and its cultural and natural heritage (e.g., Kaltenborn
and Emmelin, 1993; Guðmundsdóttir and Sæþórsdóttir, 2009; Mason, 1996;
Viken and Jørgensen, 1998). While studies exist of businesses in Svalbard’s
capital and main settlement Longyearbyen (e.g., Bjørsen and Johansen,
2008; Viken, 2006), they generally do not engage directly with the business
community on Svalbard to explore their specific understanding of the
tourism and hospitality industry.
Meanwhile, climate change is affecting the weather, wildlife, cultural
heritage, and landscapes that tourists come to see in the Arctic, including
Svalbard (e.g., Hovelsrud and Smit, 2010; IPCC, 2007; Johannessen et al.,
2004). Studies have been done on climate change impacting tourism in places
such as Greenland (Pagnan, 2003) and the Faroes (Kelman and Lewis, 2005).
Overall, however, polar tourism research has not been fully appreciated in
studies of climate change nor has tourism research thoroughly delved into
how climate change will affect the Arctic tourism and hospitality industry
(Dawson et al., 2007; Hall and Saarinen, 2010; Maher et al., 2011).
Similar gaps appear for weather and tourism research. The importance
of different perspectives for understanding weather perceptions—covering
daily and inter-annual weather variability as well as longer-term weather
trends especially due to climate change—and the influence of those
perceptions on tourist choices has been justified and explored in other
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studies (e.g., Denstadli et al., 2011; Gongmei et al., 2009; Moreno, 2007; PerchNielsen et al., 2010; Rauken et al., 2010; Riedel et al., 1999). Findings from
these publications show that weather factors such as wind, temperature,
intensity, and precipitation influence tourist decisions, but in complex ways
depending on tourist and destination characteristics. Few general patterns
emerge. Limb and Spellman (2001), in particular, detail the complexities
of how tourists from the U.K., travelling domestically or internationally,
evaluate the weather that they experience. Bigano et al. (2005) identify
similar complexities for tourists in Europe, noting that expectations of future
weather influence the tourists’ evaluation of the current weather.
Limited literature exists on weather and tourism for Arctic regions. As a
few examples, recent studies explore how tourism businesses perceive and
address weather for destinations in Northern Norway (Rauken et al., 2010)
and Northern Finland (Saarinen and Tervo, 2006; Tervo, 2008). Overall, as
exemplified by Martín (2004), de Freitas (2003), and Smith (1993), researchers
have long been calling for more detailed work on how the tourism and
hospitality industry is influenced by weather (which is the daily state of
the air, expressed through parameters such as temperature, precipitation,
humidity, and wind), climate (which is long-term weather patterns, usually
considering statistics over thirty years), and their variability and trends.
To contribute to this research area, in the context of tourism and travel in
the Circumpolar North, this article explores perceptions of weather’s impacts
on the tourism and hospitality industry from the perspective of employees
of small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Svalbard. Perceptions of
how weather trends, expected due to climate change, will impact business
in the future are also examined. This study’s objective is to understand how
SMEs in Svalbard’s tourism and hospitality industry see weather influencing
their business—daily, seasonally, yearly, and over the long-term.
The next two sections provide background to tourism SMEs and
Svalbard, focused on weather and the tourism and hospitality industry.
Afterwards, the method is detailed, explaining a two-stage survey of SME
employees. Results of this survey are then presented and discussed, followed
by conclusions highlighting key points learned from the study.
Tourism SMEs
In non-urban locations such as Svalbard, the tourism and hospitality
private sector often principally comprises SMEs (Morrison, 1998). Studies
have explored characteristics of how SMEs across sectors tend to run their
businesses, highlighting the limited planning at any time scale, short-term
or long-term (e.g., Ingirige et al., 2008), along with their minimal financial
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contingency (e.g., Beck and Demirguc-Kunt, 2006). Instead, the focus is on
a steady and continual (or seasonal) cash flow with the business effectively
functioning in a “just-in-time” manner (Smeral, 1998). Within these topics,
tourism SMEs are usually not well-represented, so further research into these
topics for tourism-specific SMEs is suggested (Thomas et al., 2011).
Within the tourism sector, business strategies for SMEs are not always
fully formulated or presented formally, nor are business strategies necessarily
needed or desired by SMEs (Getz et al., 2004). Additionally, SMEs are not
always run to focus on profit maximization because a family-oriented lifestyle
is more important (Getz and Carlsen, 2005). The staff might not work longer
hours to serve more clients or to sell more products because they prefer to
use the time for leisure and family. Getz et al. (2004) and Getz and Carlsen
(2005) mention Arctic tourism SMEs as displaying such traits.
Studies of Arctic SMEs are varied, with many comparing Indigenous
and non-Indigenous approaches, especially in the context of different
understandings of entrepreneurship (e.g., Dana and Riseth, 2011; Dana,
1995, 2010; Mason et al., 2007; Prattis, 1974). In much of this work, weather
impacts on businesses and entrepreneurship are not detailed extensively,
usually because that was not the purpose of the investigation. The work does
note that most Arctic SMEs are owner operated, with the owner frequently
having more means of livelihood than just their business or just within the
tourism and hospitality industry.
Despite the lack of explicit interest in weather impacts on Arctic
businesses, Arctic weather is known for its daily, sometimes hourly,
volatility along with its wide inter-annual variability. Coupled with longterm weather trends potentially changing due to climate change, Arctic SMEs
affected by weather, such as those offering outdoors activities to the tourism
and hospitality industry, might find that more strategic planning could be
useful to deal with weather changing at all time scales. That conclusion is
not a certainty. Instead, it provides a useful research area to explore, rarely
examined previously in the literature. That would help to better understand
SME perceptions of weather impacts on their livelihood and how the SMEs
might adjust their activities to address any weather-related concerns, at all
time scales.
Svalbard
Weather and Tourism
Svalbard, lying between 74°N and 81°N and between 10°E and 35°E, is an
archipelago of islands within the Arctic Circle, approximately 800 kilometres
north of Norway’s mainland in the Barents Sea (named after the sixteenth
Perceptions of Weather Impacts on Tourism in Svalbard

99

century Dutch explorer who is the first recorded non-northerner to sight
Svalbard), and adjacent to the ice fields of the Arctic Ocean (Wråkberg, 2006).
The archipelago is dominated by four islands that contain rugged mountains
and deep fjords, and that are over 50% glaciated (Guðmundsdóttir and
Sæþórsdóttir, 2009). Svalbard has not had an Indigenous population and
all human settlements, including the Norwegian administrative centre of
Longyearbyen, are located on the largest island of Spitsbergen (Kaltenborn,
2000).
Due to the international treaty governing Svalbard (Svalbard Treaty,
1920), several countries are permitted access to the archipelago’s natural
resources. Other than Norway, Russia is the main country exercising those
treaty rights with respect to natural resource exploitation. Consequently,
many Svalbard residents are Russians working in two Russian mines on
Spitsbergen. An example of other countries’ presence on Svalbard is Poland’s
research station at Polar Bear Bay, in the south of the archipelago. Across the
settlements, some residents stay for a decade or more, but the majority stay
for a shorter time before moving back to the mainland.
Svalbard’s weather and climate are Arctic, although tempered by the
warm waters of the North Atlantic Current. Unpublished weather data from
1976 to 2010 were obtained from the Norwegian Meteorological Institute
for Longyearbyen Airport, about 3 km along a fjord’s coastline from
Longyearbyen. Mean daily air temperature in May averages around -4°C,
rising to just over 5°C during July and dropping back down to just above
freezing in September and then to approximately -14°C in January. Average
maximum and minimum daily air temperatures for each month can vary
by up to 10°C above and below the means. Because cold Arctic air meets
milder sea air in and around the archipelago, the weather is variable, with
rapid changes in wind, visibility, temperature, and precipitation, especially
in the winter. Fog is a common summer condition away from the shore, with
visibility under 1 km for a fifth of the time in July.
Today, Svalbard’s economy is based upon coal mining, Arctic research,
and Arctic tourism (Guðmundsdóttir and Sæþórsdóttir, 2009; Mason, 1996).
Mason (1997) highlights how tourism is sometimes seen as replacing declining
industries such as mining. Yet at the end of 2011, Norway’s government was
debating the opening of a new coal mine on Svalbard.
Tourism has been present in Svalbard for over a century, starting with
luxury cruises in and around the archipelago in the 1890s. A lack of retail
food, fuel, and equipment stunted industry growth well into the latter half of
the twentieth century (Kaltenborn and Emmelin, 1993; Viken and Jørgensen,
1998). In 1975, Svalbard became accessible to tourists by air (Catford, 2002)
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and a retail and service sector emerged that became a foundation for the
tourism and hospitality industry (Viken and Jørgensen, 1998). Today, the
tourism and hospitality industry is primarily SMEs with most offering one
or more of accommodation, food, souvenirs, and outdoor activities. Viken
(2011: 338) writes “In the period from 1990 to 2010, Longyearbyen was more
or less transformed into a tourist resort.”
While many local residents in the 1980s viewed tourism as a form of
environmental intrusion, non-local entrepreneurs saw Svalbard as a unique
and potentially lucrative location (Kaltenborn, 1998, 2000). The nascent
tourism industry benefited from the infrastructure supporting the mineral
extraction industry, while expanding the base for economic development
(Hall and Saarinen, 2010). The tourism infrastructure then surged to meet
the increasingly lucrative market and the needs that the tourists expressed
(Viken and Jørgensen, 1998).
In contemporary times, Svalbard has been marketed as “the last
European wilderness” (Kaltenborn and Emmelin, 1993: 41). Those promoting
the archipelago present it as a disappearing wilderness that is unsullied,
untamed, fragile, and fleeting (Gyimóthy and Mykletun, 2004)—and a vast
arena for recreation, adventure, and self-reflection (Mason, 1997; Johnston,
1995). Many tourists come to Svalbard to be a part of Arctic history and,
to varying degrees, to test their physical and psychological limits in a
wilderness “playground” (Gyimóthy and Mykletun, 2004: 856). Svalbard
tourism websites promote it as a location where tourists are explorers and
where polar bears outnumber human beings.
Most tourists to Svalbard are European, with about a third being
Norwegians. A majority take part in package tours, where they are provided
with what Kaltenborn and Emmelin (1993: 45) call “the safe adventure,”
which emphasizes quality of experience as opposed to material consumption.”
Tourism offerings are diverse, from conference locations to wilderness
expeditions. Package tours and trips away from the Longyearbyen main
settlement are increasing, as are independent expeditions including some
with snowmobiles (Kaltenborn, 1998, 2000).
Tourism in Svalbard is divided between tourists who come and stay
in and/or embark on expeditions from Longyearbyen, and visitors who
experience the archipelago aboard cruise ships. The Governor of Svalbard
(2006) indicates that approximately 26,900 tourists, including conference
participants, came to Svalbard by air in 2006, up from 12,400 in 1998. Of
those staying overnight, nearly 60% are recreational tourists and the average
stay is 2.5 days (Governor of Svalbard, 2006). In 2007, the total number of
cruise ship tourists was over 55,000 (Evenset and Christensen, 2011).
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Much of the interest in Svalbard tourism comes due to it being one of the
most accessible locations in the High Arctic. The main airport in Longyearbyen
is a four hour jet flight from Oslo and approximately two hours from Tromsø
in Northern Norway. Good harbour facilities accommodate a variety of cruise
ship sizes. Most cruise ships, especially those offering landings at wildlife
and heritage sites, carry 70–100 passengers, whereas much larger ships, with
up to 2,500 passengers, are rarer and tend to focus on Longyearbyen, NyÅlesund, and Magdalenefjorden (Evenset and Christensen, 2011).
Almost all tourists to Svalbard come during the spring and summer
seasons, from March to August. The months of heaviest travel are July and
August, corresponding to the warmest temperatures and the typical holiday
schedules of most European travellers. Historically, tourism has been limited
during the winter (Governor of Svalbard, 2006).
Tourist activities on Svalbard include tours of historic monuments,
such as current and abandoned coal mine operations, trapper’s cabins,
Russian settlements, and explorers’ camps. Many tourists engage in outdoor
activities such as nature walks (for scenery, plants, and animals), dogsled
and snowmobile tours, horseback riding, skiing, boating in the summer
months, and reindeer hunting towards the end of the summer (Colman et
al., 2001). Guest surveys indicate that nearly 90% of tourists engage in more
than one organized activity (Governor of Svalbard, 2006).
Changing Tourism and Weather
With climate change increasingly a dominant concern articulated in Arctic
contexts (ACIA, 2005; AHDR, 2004; AMAP, 2011; UNESCO, 2009), Svalbard
has become represented as a place to see polar bears and glaciers before they
disappear (Hall and Saarinen, 2010; Viken, 2006). NGO and government
information explains to readers that the loss of snowpack and sea ice is
likely to have severe impacts on the region’s polar bear population. Some
tour operators note a reduction in polar bear sightings along the west coast,
but 2011 saw increased observations in that area. Yet less ice in the Arctic
Ocean might make the region more accessible to cruise ships, permitting
larger volumes of tourists to reach Svalbard and perhaps to spend time in
Longyearbyen. Several obstacles nevertheless remain, including seasonal
drift ice and icebergs, annual variations in ice cover of the central Arctic
Ocean, and persistent local sea ice formation along shipping routes (AMAP,
2011).
Concerns also extend to the challenge of maintaining Svalbard’s
cultural heritage (Haugen and Mattsson, 2011; UNESCO, 2009). Warming
temperatures will bring increased mould, fungus, insects, and loss of
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permafrost that will augment the weathering and decay of the area’s cultural
relics.
Meanwhile, tourism in Svalbard is changing in terms of the way tourists
arrive and the way in which they interact with the natural and cultural
heritage. From 1996 to 2008, the total number of landings by passengers (a
single passenger might have several landings during a single cruise) has
approximately tripled to around 60,000 (Evenset and Christensen, 2011).
From 1996 to 2010, the number of landing sites for cruise ship tourists
increased from 52 to 144 (Evenset and Christensen, 2011).
In addition to the popularity of experiencing the midnight sun during
the summer, tourism is also expanding into the colder and darker months.
While the overwhelming majority of tourists still visit from May through
September, data tracking independent travellers show many in the field
in March and in large numbers by April (Governor of Svalbard, 2006).
Furthermore, tour operators are now advertising winter trips, such as
activities to view the northern lights (especially during 24 hours of darkness in
the winter) or to celebrate the return of the sun. That complements Polarjazz,
the “world’s most northerly jazz festival … Cool Place, Hot Music” (http://
www.polarjazz.no) in Longyearbyen every February, which was launched
in 1998. An industry campaign to promote winter tourism was launched in
the summer of 2010.
Changes have also taken place in the way that Svalbard’s cultural and
natural heritage is managed. In 1995, the Norwegian government laid out
goals, later codified in a management plan, for developing sustainable
recreation and tourism operations (Kaltenborn, 2000). The plan divided the
archipelago into ten management zones with specific goals, actions, and
acceptable activities in each. Along with the plan, a growing adherence to
environmental stewardship principles and promotion of Svalbard as an
ecotourism destination is witnessed (Kaltenborn, 2000; Kaltenborn and
Emmelin 1993). In 2007, Svalbard was placed on Norway’s tentative list for
nomination as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Climate change in Svalbard provides another potentially significant
and long-term change affecting the tourism and hospitality industry.
Using Longyearbyen airport data for 1911–2004, Nordli (2005) reports “a
significant trend of 0.16°C per decade for the annual values. During winter
… no significant trend in the data is seen, whereas in spring the trend is
highly significant, 0.42°C per decade” (p. 2). Arctic sea ice in the summer
continues to be at or near the lowest levels recorded and has recently been
averaging approximately two-thirds of the value of the medium-term
average (AMAP, 2011). The warmest winter ever recorded in most parts of
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northern Scandinavia up until that time occurred in 2008 (Hall and Saarinen,
2010), with recent years continuing that trend, based on the unpublished
data from the Norwegian Meteorological Institute at Longyearbyen airport.
The possibility of an Arctic Ocean that is nearly ice free in the summer is a
major concern (AMAP, 2011; IPCC, 2007), while water temperatures in the
region are at the highest levels observed (Bogstad et al., 2008).
Method
To understand how SMEs in Svalbard’s tourism and hospitality industry
see weather influencing their business, a two-stage survey was completed
with SME employees. Tourism and hospitality SMEs in Longyearbyen were
located by asking the local tourism office, searching the web, examining public
business registries, talking to people who know Longyearbyen (especially
those who have lived there recently), learning from other interviewees (word
of mouth), and walking around the city.
In 2004, over 150 businesses were registered in Longyearbyen with
approximately 105 being especially small in terms of employing 0–9 personyears per annum (Longyearbyen lokalstyre, 2004). Bjørsen and Johansen
(2008) list almost 300 companies for Svalbard while the Yellow Pages for
Norway listed over 300 entries as this research was being completed.
These businesses include firms that likely serve tourism businesses, such
as plumbers and electricians, but who do not serve tourists directly. From
these lists, approximately fifty businesses were clearly serving tourists as
a significant portion of their focus, identified because they provided guest
accommodations, souvenirs, outdoor activities, rentals, or restaurants—all of
which the literature (e.g., Viken and Jørgensen, 1998) identifies as expanding
due to tourism.
From this background work to understand Longyearbyen’s tourism
businesses, thirteen detailed interviews with tourism and hospitality SME
representatives were completed for each stage of the survey (Table 1).
That represents approximately one-quarter of those identified as tourismrelated SME operators in Longyearbyen at the time. The selection method
yielded a representative sample for the interviewees for two reasons. First,
the representativeness of the sample is corroborated through the sources
examined for businesses in Svalbard (e.g., Bjørsen and Johansen, 2008 and the
Yellow Pages). Second, Longyearbyen is a small community—only between
2,000 and 3,000 people, depending on the season and who is counted as a
“resident”—so it is straightforward to glean an overview of the tourism
and hospitality industry. As well, the sample size is adequate for analysis
according to other published studies such as Cohen and Higham (2011)

104

Kelman, Rauken & Hovelsrud

using fifteen interviews while Cioccioa and Michael (2007) had a sample size
of eleven—in both cases, with the potential sample size being much larger
than Svalbard’s potential sample size.
Table 1. SME interviewees on Svalbard
#

Main services

Period of
Interviewee’s
operation (appx) position

Main source
of income

1

Outdoor activities
& accommodation

Two decades

Owner

Tourism

2

Souvenirs, especially
jewellery & clothing

One decade

Owner

Tourists buy clothing
& souvenirs; Locals
buy jewellery

3

Outdoor activities
& accommodation

One decade

Non-owner
manager

Tourism

4

Auto rentals,
sales & repairs;
petrol and parts

One decade

Owner

Difficult to say
share from tourism
compared to locals

5

Food

Six decades

Non-owner
manager

Tourists 50%
Locals 50%

6

Accommodation
& food

One decade

Owner

Tourism

7

Shoes, leather goods,
Two decades
clothes & souvenirs

Non-owner
manager

Tourism

8

Accommodation,
food & activities

Two decades

Non-owner
manager

Tourism

9

Sporting goods

One decade

Owner

Tourists 40%
Locals 60%

10

Transportation
& sightseeing

One decade

Owner

Tourism

11

Outdoor activities

One decade

Owner

Tourism

12

Outdoor activities
related to horses

One decade

Owner

Can’t live off
business. Freelances
in Antarctica to
supplement

13

Outdoor activities
& accommodation

Two decades

Hired employee

Tourism
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The most significant constraint on the selection of interviewees was
availability for and interest in being interviewed. Interviews could not be
conducted during the main tourism season of May to August because the SME
employees do not have time. Off-season, some operators pursue alternative
means of livelihood on or away from Svalbard and so are not available for
interviews about their tourism business. Some potential interviewees were
not interested in the topic or would not spend the time being interviewed, so
they declined to be interviewed. As such, the choice of SMEs for interviewing
aimed for a variety of businesses within the context of which SME employees
would and could be interviewed.
Two consequent biases in the data result. First, interviewees tended to
work in their SMEs with limited alternative means of livelihood for the offseason. Second, those who agreed to be interviewed did not immediately
reject the premise of talking about weather impacting their business.
That does not mean that they were actively interested in the topic. Some
interviewees were merely curious or just had the time to chat. Given the
representativeness of the sample, as discussed above, this constraint does
not seem likely to introduce major biases into the sample.
Two interview guides were used. The first guide had open-ended
questions while the second was more structured.
In the first round, interviewees were asked questions concerning the
business environment, drivers for tourism, risks to their business, and success
factors. Specific questions were asked about the importance of weather for
their business success; whether or not the interviewees had noticed any
changes in the weather; and whether or not they perceived a necessity to
change their business as a response to weather.
The second round was more structured in naming specific weather
conditions and requesting the interviewees to rank how those weather
conditions would affect tourism and their business. It asked questions
regarding perceptions of tourist preferences for weather; activities that
depend on weather; and accessibility potentially affected by weather.
The interviewees were asked to either rank or choose among predefined
answers. As such, the interviewees were deliberately focused on weather
and responded accordingly without necessarily considering wider contexts.
Overall, the interview guides were designed to focus on perceived effects
of weather on each SME along with suggestions for improving the business
to take advantage of weather conducive to tourism, and to adjust to adverse
weather without revenue loss. The interview design and interpretation
methods were based on and adapted for the Svalbard context from Perry
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(1993), Lohmann (2001), Lohmann and Kaim (1999), Tervo (2008), Rauken et
al. (2010), and Uyarra et al. (2005).
Most interviewees were the operator or senior manager of the business
(Table 1), but few businesses had many other employees (as confirmed
by Longyearbyen lokalstyre, 2004). The interviewees tended to prefer not
to provide quantitative information regarding turnover and staffing, and
they were not pushed to do so; so these data are not described here and
the analysis cannot consider such aspects of business operations. Few of the
interviewees had formal business strategies and so further consideration of
this topic was not possible.
All interviews were completed in March 2009 in Norwegian by the same
Norwegian native speaker—who is this article’s second author—enhancing
the comparability of the responses. A digital recorder was used with the
interviewees’ permission. For both rounds, all interviews were completed
in person, except for interviewee #8 who was interviewed by phone because
repeated attempts to do the interview in person were unsuccessful.
Data are reported here to preserve as much anonymity as possible for the
interviewees, keeping in mind that the case study area is small and that some
identifying statements must be made because the observations make sense
only in the context of the specific interviewee. The interviewees accepted
that anonymity might not be feasible and their statement regarding this
point was recorded. The detail with which each question was answered and
the inclusion of other elements depended on the direction of the dialogue as
taken by each interviewee. The data collected were translated into English
by the interviewer (this article’s second author), who is experienced in
translating between Norwegian and English.
Results and Discussion
Combining the two sets of interviews, three main categories from the
surveys are used to report and discuss the results. First, regarding the
importance of weather for SMEs, weather is discussed as one factor amongst
many affecting business operations, but weather is not the most important
factor. Second, the interviewees’ comments on changing weather requiring
business flexibility and adaptation are discussed in the context of day-to-day
and inter-annual variability as well as longer-term climate change. Third,
SME interviewees’ thoughts are described and analyzed regarding their
perceptions of the weather preferences of and impacts on the tourists whom
the businesses serve.
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These results need to be interpreted in the context of the tourists to whom
the SMEs cater. When discussing their tourist clientele, the SME interviewees
noted that they generally did not serve the cruise ship tourists. The cruise
ship passengers will tend to either fly into Longyearbyen and immediately
embark on the ship or else disembark in Longyearbyen after their cruise in
order to fly out. While some tour operators are trying to make day trips in
Longyearbyen more attractive by offering activities and advertising directly
to the cruise companies and tourists, at the moment most cruise ship tourists
might have a few hours around the town, but eat and sleep on board the
cruise ship. Instead, the SMEs are mostly serving tourists who come to see
Longyearbyen or to partake in organized or independent treks around the
archipelago.
Importance of Weather for Business
The interviewees were asked about the importance of weather for their
business operations, how they plan for different weather conditions, and
the degree to which they are flexible in the face of unpredictable weather,
both day-to-day and year-to-year. Interviewees noted that summer weather
in particular could vary considerably, both daily and annually, in terms of
temperature, precipitation, and sunshine.
When first asked, eight of the thirteen SME interviewees stated that weather
does not have a direct effect on their business operations (interviewees #1, #4,
#6, and #9) or does not have much of an effect (interviewees #2, #5, #10, and
#11). These interviewees cover a wide range of services. A significant part of
some tourism businesses is providing services to Svalbard residents as well
as to tourists, so the impact of weather on tourism is somewhat masked by
the continual services for residents. Others felt that their business operations
were prepared for a range of expected weather conditions, so weather causes
few disruptions.
The interview guide listed specific weather conditions that the
interviewees were asked regarding positive or negative effects on their
business operations, as shown in figure 1. Interviewee #2 suggested that
bad weather helps town businesses, such as their own business, by keeping
tourists indoors and in town where they would shop more. Interviewee #2
particularly noted that cold weather would lead to increased sales to tourists
of mittens and hats, although it was unclear if the clothing was needed, if it
was an excuse to bring back souvenirs, or if they were shopping due to lack
of anything else to do.
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Figure 1. Effects of weather on Svalbard small businesses in the summer
(the main tourist season).
Yet weather was far from the only factor of interest. Interviewees stated
that they often had to be flexible and to adapt to seasonal and annual variation
of, and long-term changes in, tourism and their tourism-related business goals
due to multiple factors. In terms of principal risks to and worries regarding
their business, only interviewee #3 mentioned the weather, focusing on the
ice conditions around Svalbard. This interviewee runs outdoor activities that
could be affected by ice conditions.
Interviewees noted the importance of the local mining and research
industries for their business, which are weather-independent. The research
industry refers to researchers passing through or temporarily based in
Longyearbyen, conferences in the town, and the University Centre in
Svalbard (UNIS), which runs Arctic-related courses at all university levels,
bringing in students and lecturers. For mining, one mine is currently
operated by Norwegians, near Longyearbyen. If that closed, interviewee #9
said that it would be impossible to run a business while interviewee #10
would lose a quarter of his/her income. Interviewees #6 and #8 noted how
much scientific research on Svalbard boosts their income, while interviewee
#9 commented that “research will never provide the same revenue and
infrastructure in Longyearbyen” as tourism and the same expectation
exists for mining. Researchers use the accommodation, food, and facilities
offered by interviewees #6 and #8, but do not generally purchase the sports
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equipment sold by interviewee #9—although that equipment is useful for
those in the mining industry.
With such discussion, the interviewees were clear that weather is not
a primary concern regarding their business operations and successes,
matching results from other studies (e.g., Rauken et al., 2010 who examined
two locations in northern Norway). The interviews, though, took place in
March 2009, at the point when the companies would have been realizing
the medium-term impact of the global financial crisis. In fact, interviewees
#1, #3, #5, #6, #7, #11, and #13 specifically mentioned the global economy
or the financial crisis as being a major concern, rather than weather. The
economic worries could potentially translate into the concerns reported by
interviewees #1, #9, and #12 regarding the expense of Svalbard—referring to
travel costs as well as on-site costs—discouraging tourism, which matches
tourist expectations for costs of Arctic travel in general (Hübner, 2009).
That is, concerns other than weather were highlighted and were the most
interesting for the interviewees to discuss.
Overall, the interviewees downgraded the importance of weather in light
of these more pressing concerns with tangible influence on their income. The
economic worries manifested in reality, in that the first half of 2010 saw an
increase in travellers to Svalbard but no increase in spending—but this time
period was marred by a five-day closure of airspace across Europe due to
volcanic ash from Iceland.
Against the background of these immediate and fair concerns that are
weather-independent, climate change is affecting the weather. The longterm changes to weather in the Arctic have been shown to affect the wildlife
(Freitas et al., 2008; Lydersen and Smith, 1989; Rosing-Asvid, 2006) along
with the cultural heritage (Hall and Saarinen, 2010; Haugen and Mattsson,
2011; UNESCO, 2009) that tourists come to see. Drifting icebergs combined
with the lack of accurate charts and insufficient experience in navigating
in ice-covered areas will challenge many cruise ships, especially those not
constructed for Arctic Ocean conditions (Stewart et al., 2007). These factors
influencing weather could require the SMEs to adjust the activities that they
offer tourists.
Such adjustment is already being attempted, with mixed success. As one
example, the Spitsbergen Airship Museum in Longyearbyen opened on 15
November 2008 in order to give tourists another indoor venue. Costs then
stymied its operations. In July 2010, the museum announced that it was going
to move venue because of the high costs of rent and of heating an old stone
building with many draughts. The museum closed in October 2010 and is
hoping to re-open for the 2012 summer season in a newer building near the
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centre of Longyearbyen that, at the time of writing, was being renovated and
extended to accommodate the museum.
Overall, though, the interviewees showed little concern regarding
climate change (see the evidence in the next section). This lack of interest in
how climate change might affect the weather is understandable, because if
short-term challenges such as the economy are not resolved, then long-term
challenges are irrelevant. That is sensible business operations, and is shown
in the literature to be a standard characteristic of SMEs not to think long-term
and not to develop long-term business strategies (Getz et al., 2004; Beck and
Demirguc-Kunt 2006; Getz and Carlsen, 2005; Ingirige et al., 2008; Smeral,
1998). Since Svalbard’s population has a high turnover with low numbers
staying for the long-term, it is generally accepted that people can pack up
and leave, such as if their business is not succeeding.
The interviewees also emphasized that—day-to-day, annually, and
over the long-term—they can do little about the weather and that they have
always had to deal with weather-related vagaries—irrespective of climate
change. They are used to adjusting to weather. That contrasts with relatively
unusual global economic hardships over recent years along with possibilities
for immediate action by the businesses through enticing tourists who have
money, irrespective of the global economy. Pragmatic business perspectives
were evident in the interviewees recognizing what they could and could
not change, in order to work on the former (including bringing people to
Svalbard despite the economic downturn) and not the latter (including the
weather).
The implication is that the tourism and hospitality industry on Svalbard
has an appropriate attitude in not worrying too much about the weather.
Instead, aiming to provide an exciting but “safe adventure” (Kaltenborn and
Emmelin, 1993: 45), including under weather that changes at all time scales,
makes sense.
The final factor to consider is that, irrespective of the weather, tourists
come to Svalbard because it has destination identity (e.g., Baldacchino, 2006;
Dredge, 2003). The dream of visiting Svalbard was mentioned by interviewee
#3 as being important for Norwegians while uniqueness was mentioned
by interviewees #4, #5, and #8. There is no substitute—Svalbard is a final
destination, not a place enroute to somewhere else, where tourists could
move on if weather or prices are not to their liking. On Svalbard, no option
exists to go elsewhere. The SMEs accept that irrespective of the weather, the
tourists will be there.

Perceptions of Weather Impacts on Tourism in Svalbard

111

Business Flexibility in the Face of Changing Weather
The interviews also explored how businesses adapted to or remained
flexible in the face of varying weather conditions, including extremes.
Speaking about day-to-day, seasonal, and inter-annual flexibility, four SME
interviewees (#8, #9, #11, and #13) explicitly discussed the importance of
proper outdoor equipment. They noted that with advanced gear, activities
could, and do, occur within a wide range of weather conditions. Interviewee
#8 discussed how it was necessary to remind tourists of the importance of
having proper clothing and other gear in order to be prepared for weather
changes. Weather, overall, was not seen as needing to impact the activities
that SME operators offered. Given that these interviewees offer outdoor
activities (#8, #11, and #13) or sell outdoor equipment (#9), they have an
incentive to encourage proper clothing and equipment in order to continue
activities in all weather.
Interviewees #8 and #13 were the only two who heavily emphasized that
they needed business operation flexibility in order to serve tourists, in cases
of rapidly changing or bad weather. Others were more cavalier or flippant,
such as interviewee #10 indicating “that you have to wash the buses more
often in the summer if it rains.”
In helping tourists adjust to cancellations due to inclement weather, the
SMEs put forward a range of strategies. Interviewee #6 would give tourists
a car to drive around or assist with a barbeque. Interviewee #4 would
suggest that the tourists hire a car—unsurprising since that is their business.
Interviewees #2, #3, and #13 would suggest indoor activities in Longyearbyen,
an advantage for #2 selling products but with no clear incentive for the other
two other than keeping their clientele happy. When high waves or wind
cancel excursions in small boats or kayaks, the operators suggest excursions
in larger boats, indoor activities, hiking, or a visit to Barents’ Hut which is
a replica of the Dutch explorer’s hut used for overwintering. The day trip
tour operators would refund cancelled trips, with an opportunity to return
the following day if tourists had time and if the same excursion were offered
and had space.
While often dismissing the impact that daily and seasonal weather had
on operations, every interviewee except for #12 and #13 stated that they
have cancelled activities due to weather, but the general attitude is that this
situation is part of life in the Arctic. Interviewee #12 noted that particular
weather conditions could make certain outdoor activities more dangerous or
less enjoyable for the tourists. Interviewee #11 emphasized the latter point.
Interviewee #13 noted that rising temperatures inhibited ski activities in June
but expanded kayaking opportunities. Meanwhile, interviewees #3, #5, #11,
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and #13 noted that they have had customers cancel due to the weather, with
interviewees #5 and #11 highlighting that it occurred because fog inhibited
the plane from landing, although that was infrequent.
Moving beyond day-to-day weather and considering long-term weather
trends that might require business flexibility, two interviewees (#2 and
#7) said that they had not noticed long-term weather changes, while two
interviewees (#4 and #13) had been on Svalbard too short a time to comment.
The rest stated that they had noticed long-term changes in the weather.
Interviewees #10 and #11 referred to a tendency towards more
precipitation, especially in the summer according to interviewee #10.
Interviewees #6, #8, #9, and #12 said that the winter weather has changed,
but not the summer. Interviewee #3 explained that recent weather had much
more variation and was not as stable as remembered. Interviewee #1 made
several specific observations about weather changing:
• July used to be a very foggy month, now this is pretty much
non-existent.
• The summer season is stretching into the fall.
• The last couple of years, the winter has ended earlier.
• We might risk seeing the spring in early May.

When asked directly if they saw it as necessary for their business to adapt
to the observed changes, none of the interviewees thought that to be urgent.
The interviewees are again signalling that weather is not the most important
factor for the tourism and hospitality industry’s viability.
As well, the interviewees do not always report the same changes observed.
Differences in views do not necessarily mean that some interviewees are
right and that some are wrong, just that they are observing weather from
different perspectives and highlighting what is relevant for their tourism
operations. As well, the high turnover of the Svalbard population and the
different lengths of time of operation of the SMEs (varying extensively over
one to two decades, with one interviewee in operation for six decades)
means that they are observing over different time frames. Comparing their
observations with data from the Norwegian Meteorological Institute’s data
set from Longyearbyen Airport would not necessarily indicate “reality” (see
also Førland and Hanssen-Bauer, 2003).
In particular, weather changes can be highly localized. That is shown by
research elsewhere in the Arctic. Gearheard et al. (2009) compared people’s
weather observations in a small community with instrumental records,
discussing how the instrumental records can sometimes have as many
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discrepancies as the people’s observations. As such, the interviewees on
Svalbard should not be judged according to apparent differences in their
perceptions of weather. Instead, they have experienced weather differently
and report different aspects that are important for them.
A long-term warming of Svalbard, if the 1911–2004 mean air temperature
trend from Nordli (2005) continues, will nonetheless require adjustments
from both tourists and SMEs. While tourists visiting one time would not
necessarily perceive long-term weather changes, most interviewees from
SMEs do, and commented further. For instance, changing weather patterns
can bring dangers. Interviewees #8 and #12 who rely on outdoor summer
activities noted an increase in avalanches brought on by warmer summers.
Interviewee #12 explained that is a “result of more layers in the snow because
of warm low pressures coming in from the south.”
When asked about how future, long-range changes in weather due to
climate change might affect business operations, interviewees #2, #6, and #7
downplayed the question, indicating that changes to weather would not be a
big concern. The general attitude amongst the others is that weather happens,
so people need to deal with it. As noted in the previous section, tourists will
come to Svalbard irrespective of the weather and, to some extent, specifically
to experience Arctic weather. Meanwhile, interviewees #2, #4, and #10 saw
advantages in climate change due to a longer summer season that would
yield more tourism income. Interviewee #3 speculated on the possibility of
increased summer drift ice hampering sea activities while interviewee #12
considered that climate change might bring more wind and avalanches.
Many tourist activities in Svalbard depend on ice and ice conditions
around the archipelago. Interviewee #1 depends on that and highlighted
noticeable changes in ice volume and strength, explaining that over several
decades, ice along the west coast had dwindled and was now almost
completely gone in the summer months. Inlets and fjords around Svalbard
had more drift ice than in the past, negatively impacting cruise tourism.
During the beginning of the 2009 summer tourist season in June and July, a
belt of drift ice floated through, posing dangers to small ships.
Interviewee #1 also commented extensively on wildlife. Due to the ice
almost disappearing from the west coast, polar bears are not encountered as
frequently as in the past. The interviewee was concerned that, if it is known
that polar bears have almost disappeared from a certain area of Svalbard,
that would affect the tourists coming. Interviewee #3 suggested that changes
to the sea and weather were leading to more whale sightings over the last
decade. Yet that could also have arisen from increased numbers of tour
operators seeking whales or simply the operators’ gaining experience and

114

Kelman, Rauken & Hovelsrud

being more successful at bringing tourists to whales. It might not result from
changing weather. That could indicate possibilities for business flexibility—
go to where the wildlife is, assuming that the locations do not change so
drastically that they become out of range.
Perceived Effect of Weather on Tourists
The third main theme from the interviews addressed the interviewees’
perceptions of how weather affected tourists visiting Svalbard. This theme
is important from a business perspective because they are catering to the
tourists, so their perceptions and understanding of how their clients think—
whether based on evidence or not—impacts the products and services
offered. Activity cancellations or dangers from weather are impacts on
tourists that might be of concern to the tourism and hospitality industry.
Overall, the interviewees downgraded the importance of weather by
noting that tourists recognize that the weather and its foibles, including
extremes, are part of the Arctic experience. The interviewees felt that those
choosing to visit Svalbard have already taken the Arctic weather conditions
into consideration, deciding that weather was part of the holiday and hoping
that nature’s extremes and variability would give them what they seek.
That view is corroborated by Denstadli et al. (2011) for another location in
Northern Norway, in that the weather was one reason to visit—as long as the
weather was not too bad for too long, according to the tourists’ views.
When asked whether tourists liked or disliked weather conditions listed
in the survey, the interviewees overwhelmingly felt that tourists liked clear
skies as shown in figure 2. Interviewee #8 described how “everything is
easier when the weather is nice.” In contrast, interviewee #6 simply stated
that tourists do not care about the weather, because it holds little importance
regarding the enjoyment or disappointment for their Svalbard experience.
The other main comments were that many tourists are surprised that it is
windy, that it “should not be warm” (both from interviewee #7), and that,
rarely, low visibility can prevent planes from landing, which makes the
situation “chaotic” (interviewee #2). But the interviewees were pragmatic
about such situations, explaining the range of weather-related conditions that
they regularly, and successfully, negotiate to assist tourist activities. That is
simply part of being an SME in Longyearbyen; it is reality—the grounded,
pragmatic attitude without strategic planning that is typical of SMEs (Getz
et al., 2004; Beck and Demirguc-Kunt 2006; Getz and Carlsen, 2005; Ingirige
et al., 2008; Smeral, 1998).
Low visibility and fog represent a useful example. On rare occasions,
such weather prevents airplanes from landing, disturbing tourists’ travel
Perceptions of Weather Impacts on Tourism in Svalbard

115

plans to and from Svalbard. The Longyearbyen Airport, according to the
airport manager, has only a few flights each year affected by weather. From
unpublished weather data from the Norwegian Meteorological Institute
for Longyearbyen Airport, no trend exists indicating that this number is
changing. Interviewee #3 explained how some tourists found fog to be “a little
mystical” adding allurement to the Arctic, although over longer durations it
became “a bit boring.” Weather—that is, expectations of Arctic weather—is
part of the tourist experience according to the interviewees, changing the
landscape and contributing to the enjoyment.

Figure 2. SME interviewees’ perceptions of how tourists feel about weather
Yet matching Denstadli et al.’s (2011) findings, weather can interfere
with a holiday if it is too extreme or if weather perceived to be bad continues
for too long. Windy weather, more than any other weather condition, was
judged by the interviewees to be particularly interfering, especially for
kayaking, horseback riding, fishing, and hiking. Although the interviewees
emphasized that cancellations are rare, it certainly changed the experience
of the activities for both tourists and tour operators. Windy weather could
make business operations “a little exhausting” (interviewee #3) and “not
comfortable” (interviewee #2) for tourists and operators.
These observations regarding the perceived effect of weather on tourists
and their activities are similar to findings from elsewhere in Northern
Norway (Rauken et al., 2010), as well as what tourists suggest is their own
perception of the Arctic (Hübner, 2009). Weather is certainly something to
talk about and interviewees report conversations with tourists that often
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focus on the weather just experienced or expected to come. Some tourists
called ahead to hear about the weather as a central point of their interest
in Svalbard (interviewee #6). As such, tourists come and the SMEs gain the
income, irrespective of the weather—because Arctic weather, by definition,
draws tourists. Hence, being unconcerned about the weather’s importance is
understandable from a SME’s perspective.
SME interviewees were also asked what type of weather would most
likely bring tourists back to Svalbard. Most saw sun and cold weather as
draws for repeat visits. Interviewee #10 suggested that many tourists thought
that it is nice to experience cold weather while interviewee #11 believed that
tourists expect it to be cold. Interviewees #2, #5, #7, and #8 strongly felt that
the weather would not matter for repeat visits. Reasons given were that
“Svalbard is so special” (interviewee #7) and that “the weather changes so
much” (interviewee #8). Even high waves, while leading to cancellations of
kayaking, was seen by some tourists as exciting (interviewees #1 and #13).
In effect, this tourist response perceived by the interviewees indicates
“the safe adventure” (Kaltenborn and Emmelin, 1993: 45). The tourists did
not get their kayaking jaunt, because the Arctic was too wild for humans to
bear! Fog, wind, and high waves personify the untamed and adventurous
dimensions of the Arctic (Gyimóthy and Mykletun, 2004; Mason, 1997;
Johnston, 1995) making any tours that did run all the more worthwhile for
being fleeting.
Conclusions
Tourism in Svalbard has grown to be a strong component of the local
economy, mainly in the summer tourist season but increasingly during other
parts of the year. The tourists are placing increasing pressure on the fragile
natural and cultural heritage that they come to see (see also UNESCO, 2009;
Guðmundsdóttir and Sæþórsdóttir, 2009) on top of ongoing climate change
that is changing Arctic weather and also affecting natural and cultural
heritage (Hovelsrud and Smit, 2010; IPCC, 2007; Johannessen et al., 2004).
Yet little research to date has examined tourism businesses in the Arctic to
determine their own perceptions and understanding of the challenges and
opportunities brought by weather, now and in the future (e.g., Saarinen and
Tervo, 2006; Stewart et al., 2005; Tervo, 2008).
This article contributes to filling in this gap through the case study of
Svalbard, Norway by exploring SME employees’, mainly owners’/operators’,
perceptions of weather’s impacts on the tourism and hospitality industry.
As per the article’s objective, understanding has been gleaned regarding
the views of SMEs in Svalbard’s tourism and hospitality industry on how
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weather influences tourism business choices. That covers contemporary
variability, daily and inter-annually, in addition to trends expected due to
climate change. This work does not cover non-SMEs of which cruise ship
tourism is particularly important for Svalbard, keeping in mind that there
are about twice as many cruise ship tourists on Svalbard as other visitors.
For SMEs, weather turns out to be relatively unimportant because they
accept that weather brings opportunities as well as challenges that must be
dealt with. This attitude is pragmatic, but is also in line with general SME
approaches in terms of not planning strategically at any time scale (Getz et
al., 2004; Beck and Demirguc-Kunt, 2006; Getz and Carlsen, 2005; Ingirige et
al., 2008; Smeral, 1998). Within the context of day-to-day operations, weather
cannot be controlled, so the SMEs deal with it as it comes.
Similarly, even though many operators had cancelled activities due to
inclement weather, weather overall was not seen as affecting the activities
that SME operators offered or should offer. Alternative activities were
usually available and, if not, then that is just part of life in the Arctic. Again,
the day-to-day approach to weather is that it is not a major consideration.
Nevertheless, over the long-term, as weather patterns become different
due to climate change, adjustments to tourism businesses might be needed
(Hovelsrud and Smit, 2010; Hall and Saarinen, 2010; IPCC, 2007); but the
interviewees saw little reason to think about that now, even amongst the
interviewees who identified long-term changes to the weather.
Part of the ostensible apathy manifests from the businesses’ experiences
with tourists. The SME operators perceive that tourists often want to
experience the Arctic through weather, a viewpoint corroborated by some
empirical evidence (Denstadli et al., 2011; Kaltenborn and Emmelin, 1993)
although studies on this topic are limited for the Arctic. But because tourists
cannot go anywhere else if the weather on Svalbard is perceived to be bad,
the operators do not expect loss of income due to differing weather patterns.
This work adds a new dimension to findings from other locations (e.g.,
Gongmei et al., 2009; Nyaupane and Chhetri, 2009; Perch-Nielsen et al., 2010;
Riedel et al., 1999; Shih et al., 2009) in how tourists’ choices are expected to
be influenced (or not) by weather.
In focusing on tourism and hospitality SMEs, this article has given one
part of the picture. Further research is needed regarding the non-SMEs on
Svalbard, especially the cruise ship industry’s perspectives. Further work
should also cover the tourists’ viewpoints regarding their perception of
weather in Svalbard and how that affects their experiences, their desire
to return, and their word-of-mouth reports influencing others’ choices
(see also de Freitas, 2003; Denstadli et al., 2011; Rauken et al., 2010; Smith,
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1993; Viken, 1995). That could be connected to deeper investigations into
tourists’ perceptions of how weather and climate, and advertised weather
and climate, influence destination identity. Such data could then be coupled
with downscaled projections for changes to land and sea weather-related
conditions in the future, helping tourism and hospitality SMEs to enact
future planning for their activities.
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