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Discussing tourism during a crisis: resilient reactions and
learning paths towards sustainable futures
Giovanna Bertella

School of Business and Economics, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, Breivangveg. 23 Tromsø, Norway

ABSTRACT
This study’s purpose is to conceptualise the relationship between
resilience and sustainability from a learning perspective. It asks how
a community’s first reactions to a crisis can indicate the possible
future development of a destination’s sustainability, and examines
the resilience properties of elasticity, hysteresis and malleability in
relation to single- and multiple-loop learning. Empirically, this study
explores public discussions about tourism in northern Norway
immediately before, and during the first months of, the COVID-19
crisis. Such discussions are investigated through a qualitative
content analysis of articles from the regional newspaper. The
findings identify a variety of perspectives among the participants
to the discussions reported in the newspaper, including the
coexistence of different views on tourism and sustainability and on
responses to a crisis. This study frames the discussions in terms of
elastic, hysteretic and malleable reactions, and illustrates three
learning paths towards alternative weak and strong sustainable
futures in a conceptual model. The originality of this study
concerns a conceptualisation of the resilience – sustainability
relationship as a set of learning paths that emphasises the dynamic
and non-deterministic aspects of tourism development, aiming to
evoke a sense of both responsibility and empowerment.
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Introduction

Public discussions during a crisis that severely affects the tourism sector can indicate the
sustainability and the resilience of a community, in general, and in relation to destination
development. A crisis’s effect on tourism can reveal the power relations and values under-
lying destination development (Hall, 2003, 2010; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Mair & Reid,
2007). These values can relate to different interpretations of sustainability (Davies, 2013)
and can vary from a position usually associated with weak sustainability, which prioritises
the economy, efficiency and effectiveness, to a less anthropocentric and more farsighted
position of strong sustainability (Hunter, 1997; Morandín-Ahuerma et al., 2019). Power
relations can determine the different priorities given to the sustainability dimensions rep-
resented by the triple-bottom-line (economic benefits, socio-cultural wellbeing,
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environmental conservation and protection) (Smith & Stirling, 2010). Crisis discussions
within a community reflect the power relations and values influencing the understanding
and practice of sustainability. Such discussions will naturally include comments regarding
resilience (i.e. the ability to cope with change, recover from crises and adapt to new
circumstances).

The premise of this study was that an investigation of the public discussions in the first
stage of a crisis can be particularly useful for uncovering multiple ways of understanding
the potentially controversial issues of sustainability and tourism development. The first
reactions to a crisis are usually collective shock and a general and overwhelming
emotional discomfort, which can lessen existing power relations (Faulkner, 2001; Quaran-
telli & Dynes, 1977; Wang, 2008). Adopting terminology from the change management
literature, this phase can be described as a process of unfreezing and unlearning,
through which the forces that tend to maintain the status quo are reshaped in order to
face the new situation (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). The subsequent phase is characterised
by knowledge acquisition and diffusion, and by behavioural changes as the implemen-
tation of coping and recovery strategies and actions (Wang, 2008). In this second
phase, different forms and degrees of affiliation between individuals and organisations
can occur based on old or new power relations (Prati et al., 2012). Thus, it is primarily
in the initial period of a crisis, before possibilities for affiliation emerge and different
power relations are configured, those different ways of understanding sustainability
and tourism can be easily observed.

This study explored public discussions occurring during the initial phase of a crisis from a
learning perspective, with the aim of contributing to the conceptualisation of the relation-
shipbetweensustainability and resilience.Commentingon resilientdestinations, somescho-
lars observed that the capacity to learn from changes is essential (Amore et al., 2018; Hall
et al., 2017; Hartman, 2018). Learning is among the requirements for truly responsible and
sustainable tourism. It implies awareness and information, which are among the require-
ments for the development of an agenda and the implementation of strategies and
actions for sustainable tourism (Mihalič, 2016). Focusing on the resilience–sustainability
relationship, this study adopted the concepts of elasticity, hysteresis, malleability and
single- and multiple-loop learning, asking: how can a community’s first reactions to a crisis
indicate the possible future development of a destination’s sustainability? The exploration
of this question contributed to the conceptualisationof the resilience–sustainability relation-
ship in terms of learning paths.

This article begins by presenting the concept of resilience and its relationship to that of
sustainability. This relationship is then framed with reference to the resilience properties,
and their meanings in terms of the different types of learning relevant to sustainability.
This theoretical framework was used to investigate the reactions to the COVID-19 crisis
in northern Norway. This was done by analysing the articles published in the regional
newspaper immediately before, and a few months after, the outbreak. To develop a
more comprehensive understanding of the context, triangulation was used and relied
on two recent reports relevant to sustainability. This article concludes by highlighting
the findings of the case study and the theoretical contributions concerning the resili-
ence–sustainability relationship, together with the study’s limitations and some directions
for future research.
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Resilience and sustainability

A destination’s resilience is crucially important for its sustainability. Originally used to
describe the stability of materials and their resistance to shocks, in recent decades, the
concept of resilience has come to denote the ability of a feature (environment, commu-
nity or ecosystem) to return to its original form (Holling, 1973). Since the 1970s, several
scholars have applied the resilience concept to tourism from various perspectives, such
as adaptive or socio-ecological systems thinking (e.g. Biggs, 2011; Butler, 2017; Cheer &
Lew, 2017; Cochrane, 2010; Porter & Davoudi, 2012). One broadly adopted perspective
recognised three main approaches to tourism resilience: an engineering one, focused
on the capacity to return to a steady-state; an ecological one, focused on adaptations
to a new equilibrium; and a synoptic one, characterised by constant adaptation (Lew,
2014). In general, tourism resilience means the capacity of a business, destination or com-
munity to adapt, reorganise and evolve as a result of changing circumstances (Dahles &
Susilowati, 2015; Hall et al., 2017; Lew, 2014). Resilience is considered a crucial factor for
enhancing sustainability in tourism, both at the business and the community level (Shep-
pard, 2022). Amore and colleagues (2018) elaborate a framework according to which des-
tination resilience can be understood as a multi-level web of interactions among tourism
and regime actors (government, banks, etc.), resident and non-resident population. Such
interactions are relevant not only to resilience but also to a truly inclusive form of sustain-
ability (Amore et al., 2018; Hall et al., 2017).

Although related, the concepts of resilience and sustainability are distinct. Often, the
way sustainability is understood concerns a balance between the economy, socio-cultural
wellbeing and the environment (WCED, 1987). For instance, this is illustrated in the model
proposed by Mihalič (2016), with the three sustainability pillars being the supporting
columns of a building representing sustainable tourism. Some scholars have noted that
the idea of a balance between different interests is inspired by a normative perspective
and does not acknowledge the tensions between the three sustainability dimensions
(Cheer & Lew, 2017; Lew et al., 2016). An example of such tension is the environmental
paradox of tourism relying on, but at the same time negatively affecting, the natural
environment (Hunter & Green, 1995; Williams & Ponsford, 2009). According to such a criti-
cal position, while resilience concerns change, sustainability is about seeking a stable state.

Some scholars have commented on the distinction between resilience and sustainabil-
ity, referring to resilience as a necessary condition for sustainability. This position can be
found both in the tourism sustainability and risk management literature. Espiner et al.
(2017) discussed resilience in tourism as a “buffer” facilitating sustainability. The resili-
ence–sustainability relationship can be visualised as three concentric circles, with the sus-
tainability of a destination in the centre, surrounded by various environmental pressures.
Resilience is the intervening circle that absorbs external stresses and supports sustainabil-
ity. This conceptualisation of resilience is similar to that discussed by Saunders and Becker
(2015) in their investigation of risk management. Here, the relationship between the two
concepts was illustrated by three concentric circles, with resilience as the intervening
circle, representing the “passage” from risk management, focused on short-term solutions
to sustainability. The latter is described emphasising long-term adaptability and “future
generations” stance. These conceptualisations of the resilience–sustainability relationship
suggest that destinations can only be sustainable if they are resilient. However, being
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resilient neither implies being sustainable nor indicates whether the sustainability
towards which a destination is moving is weak or strong.

Some contributions from the tourism literature comment on the link between resili-
ence and sustainability with an emphasis on learning and in relation to the role of local
communities. The residents of a tourism destination can occupy various positions and
are important stakeholders whose views on sustainability can and should be integrated
through the adoption of participatory planning approaches (Amore et al., 2018).
Several scholars discuss communities and tourism planning in relation to transformational
changes towards sustainability and highlight the importance of the communities’ invol-
vement, participation and willingness to learn (e.g. Hall et al., 2017; Kato, 2018; Šegota
et al., 2017). With this in mind, the next section describes this study’s theoretical frame-
work concerning resilience and learning for strong/weak sustainability.

Properties of resilience and learning for sustainability

Resilience is inherently linked to learning. Such link is evident in the case of disasters: a
community resilience indicates the capacity of its members to face the challenging situ-
ation of a crisis, and learn how to adapt (Kato, 2018). The link between resilience and
learning is also commented on in relation to tourism policies. Policy learning is related
by Hall (2011) to single- and multiple-loop learning to indicate different orders of
change, from incremental routinised or instrumental changes (single-loop) to conceptual
changes and paradigm shifts (multiple-loop) towards sustainability. Similar to such reflec-
tions on community resilience and policy development, this study elaborates on resilience
and learning. The focus is on the resilience characteristics of elasticity, hysteresis and mal-
leability, and the possibility to link such characteristics to the resilience approaches
adopted in tourism (engineering, ecological, synoptic), single- and multiple-loop learning
and sustainability. The investigation of such possibility allows to elaborate on resilience
and learning as important requirements and premises for sustainable tourism (Espiner
et al., 2017; Mihalič, 2016; Saunders & Becker, 2015).

The resilience characteristics – elasticity, hysteresis and malleability (Westman, 1978) –
can be used to analyse the different responses of a community to disturbances and what
implications they may have for learning for sustainability. In the natural sciences, the elas-
ticity of a system refers to the rapidity of its restoration to a stable state after a disturb-
ance. An elastic system is a system that responds to shocks by searching for stability
and equilibrium (Westman, 1978). Transferred to social sciences, this perspective
assumes that resilient social systems bounce back to the initial state they were in
before the shock occurred (Saunders & Becker, 2015). Elasticity can be related to a type
of learning that various scholars, such as educationalist Donald Schön and organisational
scholar Chris Argyris, discussed adopting the term single-loop learning (Argyris & Schön,
1978; Visser, 2007). This type of learning aims to correct errors in routines and do things
better by modifying behaviours, sometimes in a fragmented way (Scott & Gough, 2003;
Sterling, 2010).

Single-loop learning, in relation to elasticity, relates to the engineering approach in risk
management (Faulkner, 2001; Lew, 2014; Manyena, 2006) and has some limitations in
terms of sustainability. Such limitations concern the unnecessary sustainability of the orig-
inal state to which a system returns and the implicit conflict between the elasticity
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concept and the idea of sustainability as a journey (NRC, 1999; Wals & Rodela, 2014). Other
criticisms concern the time horizon and fragmentary aspects, since learning that is limited
to behavioural responses tends to be episodic and to have a short-term horizon (Simon &
Pauchant, 2000). This is hardly reconcilable with the future generations thinking of sus-
tainability. It has been noted that the actions deriving from such an approach tend to
be minimal and aimed at achieving easy gains (Sidiropoulos, 2014; Sterling, 2010). Essen-
tially, this is a “business as usual” approach, according to which the post-crisis target is a
return to what is perceived as normality. Considering the probability of increasingly fre-
quent acute crises due to climate change and pandemics (Prideaux et al., 2020), the
single-loop learning paths characterised by elastic reactions can easily lead to unsustain-
able or very weak sustainable futures.

The characteristics of hysteresis and malleability can be linked to more sustainable
learning paths. Hysteresis concerns the degree to which the pattern of recovery is not
a reversal of the situation: the after-shock system “retains a memory” of the initial
state, but simultaneously accommodates a certain degree of change (Rios et al., 2017;
Westman, 1978). Malleability is the ease with which a system becomes permanently
altered (Westman, 1978). Both hysteresis and malleability allow systems to adapt to
possible shocks and evolve. With regard to destinations, these definitions suggest
that hysteresis and malleability can be referred to as learning from past experience
and learning to reinvent a destination’s institutions (Holladay & Powell, 2013; Keck & Sak-
dapolrak, 2013).

Hysteretic and malleable resilience relates to the multiple-loop learning type (Argyris &
Schön, 1978; Medema et al., 2014). These types of learning focus on “doing better things”,
questioning assumptions, learning to learn, and engaging in contextual learning (Sidiro-
poulos, 2014). The latter aspect highlights the social dimension of change towards sus-
tainability (Nguyen et al., 2016; Schianetz et al., 2007; Tosey et al., 2012). Scholars from
various disciplines, including tourism, education and organisational studies, have
argued that sustainability issues require multiple-loop learning, since this can lead to
more radical change and completely new worldviews (Barth & Michelsen, 2013; Kout-
souris, 2009; Medema et al., 2014; Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007; Sterling, 2010). To indicate
the possibility of seeing the world in radically different ways, some scholars have used the
term deep learning. This refers to transformational learning and includes cognitive
advances and emotional, moral, social and spiritual growth (O’Brien & Sarkis, 2014; Ster-
ling, 2010). Multiple-loop learning is very relevant to strong sustainability: it is far from
“business as usual” thinking and in line with the central role of innovation in sustainability
(Prayag, 2018). Learning paths characterised by hysteretic and malleable responses to the
crisis can lead to sustainable futures.

Methods

To explore how a community’s first reactions to a crisis might indicate the possible future
development of a destination’s sustainability, this study investigated the case of northern
Norway and the COVID-19 crisis. In this area, there is only one regional newspaper, and
this was chosen as the main source of the data for investigating the case. The media
plays a central role in framing issues and is an important arena for sense-making in
relation to challenging topics and debates (Hellgren et al., 2002). As a consequence,
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media texts can be considered cultural fora (i.e. sites where “current societal debates and
representations are played out”; Fürsich, 2009, p. 245).

The dataset included 75 articles by journalists and readers from the newspaper section
“Northern Norwegian Debate”. This section presents critical perspectives on issues par-
ticularly relevant to the region’s communities. The articles were selected using the
search words “tourism” and “hospitality” for the period 1 December 2019–31 May 2020.
This period began approximately three months before the introduction of the COVID-
19 travel restrictions, which coincided with the tourism peak season, and ended at the
beginning of the usual off-peak summer season. All articles were included in the
dataset: 38 articles were published before the introduction of travel restrictions, and 37
after. Table 1 shows the type of actors authoring the articles: the most represented cat-
egories are residents (with no specific affiliation), politicians and journalists, followed
by tourism actors at different levels and academics. It can be noted that such sample
includes different types of stakeholders, and, based on the aforementioned consider-
ations about resilience (Amore et al., 2018; Hall, 2003; Hall et al., 2017), this diversity is
useful to gain some insights on the variety of the existing perspectives.

A discourse analysis of the data was conducted using qualitative content analysis.
Different from a critical discourse analysis of the power and knowledge formation,
usually emerging in the second phase of a crisis, the performed analysis aimed to
unpack the meaning of the ideas expressed by the writers (Gee, 2011; Hannam & Knox,
2005). This analysis did not aim to quantify the investigated phenomenon, but to interpret
it based on the theoretical concepts of resilience and learning. Using NVivo software,
codes and subcodes were linked to the texts (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019).
Figure 1 shows the study’s deductive conceptual approach and three-step text coding
process (Mayring, 2015; Saldaña, 2015).

The analysis initially focused on how sustainability in tourism was discussed (circle 1). All
the articles were reviewed and the identified themes were coded according to the sustain-
ability dimensions (economic, socio-cultural and environmental) and the related benefits,
potentials and challenges. The articles published after the COVID-19 outbreak were
coded to indicate the different types of reactions (emotional reactions, behavioural

Table 1. The affiliation reported on the articles of the dataset.
Author categories (affiliation, profession) Amount of articles

No affiliation reported, therefore qualified as residents 18 (including 1 self-identified Sami, 1
student, 2 retired)

Political party members (Labour, Right, Green, Red, Left, Christian, Progress)
and public representatives with political affiliations

16

Journalists, including editors, columnists, commentators and freelancers 15
Tourism actors (companies, DMOs, resort and activity developers and
managers, Confederation of Norwegian Enterprises)

8

Academics 7
Members of associations (women, artists, town centre shops) 3
Public representatives with no political affiliation 2 (including 1 working with local

youth)
Town developer 1
Coal mining company representative 1
Bank representative 1
International consultant 1
Member of the Norwegian Sami association 1
Doctor 1
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changes and reconsideration of assumptions; circle 2). These articles were also analysed by
applying subcodes indicative of the different resilience characteristics (elasticity, hysteresis
and malleability) and learning types (single- or multiple-loop; arrow and circle 3). The texts
labelled with subcodes were then interpreted in terms of learning paths towards weak and
strong sustainability. For example, reactions consisting in discussions about the opportu-
nity to think radically differently were linked to malleability and multiple-loop learning.
The dotted-line arrow in Figure 1 illustrates the passage along the learning paths to the
future sustainable development of the destination. To continue with the example, mul-
tiple-loop learningwas linked to strong sustainability in those cases when the observed dis-
cussion was in line with a tourism development that considered the sustainability
dimensions to a greater extent than what was observed for the pre-crisis phase.

The conducted analysis involved some challenges, since this type of analysis tends to
draw upon the researcher’s own knowledge and beliefs about the investigated phenom-
enon (Hannam & Knox, 2005). The subjectivity of the researcher and his/her interpretive
position when conducting textual analysis is sometimes regarded as a form of “reading”,
rather than an objective investigation of data (Fürsich, 2009). Thus, the method’s validity
and credibility depend on the reflexivity of the researcher. Another possible limitation of
analysing media texts concerns the position of the people authoring these texts – in par-
ticular, the accuracy of their representations of the phenomenon discussed and their
possible rhetoric supporting specific interests (Philo, 2007).

Two strategies were adopted to overcome these limitations. As mentioned, the news-
paper section selected as the source of relevant articles included articles authored by
different actors (Table 1). In addition, two reports were used to triangulate the findings.
One report concerned a survey conducted by the DMO and the municipality of the
main city in the region, Tromsø (Ryeng, 2019). This survey was conducted from
October to November 2018 and had 561 respondents. Its main focus was the local com-
munity’s perspective on tourism development. The second report was by an architectural
studio based on three workshops (April 2020) that focused on young people’s visions of
their own and the region’s future (NODA, 2020). Both surveys were used to gain a better

Figure 1. The study’s deductive conceptual approach and three-step text coding process.
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understanding of the context and how issues relevant to sustainability were discussed in
the main regional town and surroundings before the crisis (Ryeng, 2019) and during the
first weeks of the crisis (NODA, 2020).

With regard to reflexivity, the researcher was aware of her critical position regarding
the recent increase in tourism and its impact on the natural environment. This was the
motivation for the researcher, who is a long-time resident of Tromsø, to respond to the
aforementioned 2018 survey and write one of the newspaper articles included in the
dataset (marked with an asterisk in the findings section).

Findings

The next sections present the main findings from the articles, which are identified with the
publication date. The results from the aforementioned 2018 survey and the 2020 work-
shops were used to confirm and, sometimes, supplement the data from the newspaper.
The presentation of the pre-crisis findings provides the reader with a picture of how sustain-
ability and tourism were discussed before the COVID-19 outbreak: the main themes and
their relationship to sustainability, the points of agreement and conflict regarding such
themes and the discussed initiatives for improvement. The findings for the first weeks of
the crisis are presented according to the changes observable in the public discussions.
Such changes are presented in relation to the reactions to the crisis and linked to the resi-
lience characteristics and learning for sustainability. Such discussion was the basis for the
development of a model (Figure 2) to illustrate the resilience–sustainability relationship.

The setting: pre-crisis discussions

The findings suggested that the economic and socio-cultural benefits of tourism tended
to be discussed in positive terms and included long-term thinking about future gener-
ations. The analysis of the articles showed that an understanding of tourism as a

Figure 2. The learning paths towards sustainable futures.
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means of creating job opportunities in the region was quite widespread (e.g. 06/12, 19/12,
04/03). Tourism job opportunities are sometimes related to the regional challenges typical
of peripheral areas. For example, in an article by a local politician, the region was
described in terms of “emigration, poverty and depopulation” (03/12). The 2018 survey
reported several of the same themes observed in pre-crisis articles about the benefits
of tourism: 66% of the respondents considered tourism to be very important, especially
for job opportunities, economic development and the stability of the local community
(Ryeng, 2019). A critical view of the economic benefits of tourism was observed in an
article raising concerns about the uneven distribution of the wealth deriving from such
activities (05/12).

The newspaper articles showed that the presence of tourists and the resulting changed
profile of Tromsø were considered in very different terms. For example, one article pre-
sented such change as a welcome shift towards more modern and lively society, with
more opportunities for both tourists and residents (25/02). This positive view of
tourism was confirmed by some of the results of the 2018 survey, stating that tourism
was a source of local pride for 72% of the respondents (Ryeng, 2019).

A diametrically opposite perspective was presented by other articles, which expressed
concern about the town’s “loss of identity” (21/02) and its “touristification” (06/03). This
aspect was also observed in the 2018 survey: 19% of the respondents were very worried
about tourism decreasing the local residents’ quality of life (Ryeng, 2019). The articles
and the report suggested conflicting views regarding areal use. Conflicts between the resi-
dents and the tourists were commented on in relation to free camping and litter left close
to houses, and unregulated and illegal fishing and hunting (e.g. 05/12, 14/02; Ryeng, 2019).
One article claimed that the ticket system to access the North Cape plateau area was an
“illegal fee” that directly conflicted with the local outdoor lifestyle (21/12). Conflicts
about the use of natural areas were evident in two articles commenting on the coexistence
of various economic activities (whale watching, fishing and oil exploration) and environ-
mental protection (09/12, 27/01). Some concern about pollution was observed in the
results of the 2018 survey, regarding cruises and charter flights (Ryeng, 2019), as well as
in some articles. For example, a politician asked rhetorically: “Is it right that we encourage
tourists from far away to come and contribute to aviation emissions?” (22/02).

Table 2 shows the identified themes, highlighting the discussed benefits, potentials
and compatibility between the sustainability dimensions (WCED, 1987) and also the

Table 2. Themes and initiatives were discussed in the articles before the COVID-19 crisis.
Benefits, potentials and compatibility across the sustainability dimensions:
Tourism growth revitalising the economy and socio-cultural life of the region.
Tourism leveraging the natural environment.
Challenges and conflicts across the sustainability dimensions:
Uneven distribution of wealth deriving from tourism.
Commodification of local culture and nature.
Conflicts with other economic activities.
Conflicts with residents’ recreational outdoor activities, natural resources and private and public places.
Initiatives for improvement:
Investment – better maintenance of existing infrastructure (roads) and public transport, renovation of the main airport,
construction of a railway, new hotels, new cable cars.

Funding for companies, in particular for innovation; development of new products, green technology.
Collaboration between the tourism sector and local political parties/public authorities/communities and international,
including scientists.

New/improved regulations concerning free access to natural areas, building projects and tourism tax.
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challenges and conflicts. The table presents in italics the initiatives reported in the articles
as possible practical actions for improvement. These were quite similar to the initiatives
identified by the 2018 survey: better infrastructure and transport systems, broader and
better cultural offerings, the development of new products and attractions, greater col-
laboration between sectors and a marked green profile (Ryeng, 2019).

Reactions to the crisis and new themes of discussion

In accordance with the crisis management literature, the initial reaction of the community
to the COVID-19 outbreak could best be described as a shock (Faulkner, 2001; Quarantelli
& Dynes, 1977; Wang, 2008; Westman, 1978). Some examples of expressions and terms
indicative of such emotional reactions were: “very frustrating” (10/03), “scary” (12/03),
“this is a cruel—and undesirable—shock therapy for the region” (12/04) and “the
whole tourism industry’s back has been broken” (26/03). Some articles suggested that
the region is considered particularly vulnerable because of its small population, high
numbers of elderly people, and limited health infrastructure (e.g. 03/20, 14/03). In contrast
to the pre-crisis situation, the themes concerning tourism as a way to revitalise the region
were presented in quite dramatic terms (e.g. 25/04): unemployment, lay-offs and entre-
preneurs losing their businesses were the focus of several articles (e.g. 27/03, 10/03).
Initiatives reported in relation to this shocking aspect were episodic changes (Simon &
Pauchant, 2000): recovery strategies and financial help given by the state (e.g. 26/03,
10/03). This type of reaction does not show neither a felt need nor an intention to
change tourism when, eventually, the crisis will be over. Thus, these reactions can be
qualified as elastic and indicative of linear learning, consisting of minor adjustments in
the view of going back to a situation similar to the pre-crisis situation.

Three new themes emerged from the analysis of the articles during the first weeks of
the crisis. One was criticism of public authorities concerning some decisions that affected
the local community’s safety. An example is the presence of some tourists in the region
(14/03). The other new themes concerned the rights of the Sami reindeer herders and the
possibility of rethinking tourism. These new themes were partly triggered by the COVID-
19 crisis and partly by a ski resort project, the formal processing of which coincided with
the first months of the COVID-19 crisis. The articles about this project showed a heated
debate. In some articles (e.g. 25/04a, 27/04), a “doing things better” approach was
noted. This concerns the construction of the ski resort as a means to establish a more
lucrative local tourism sector, which could create job opportunities and enhance
welfare. These reactions can be described as referring to hysteretic resilience and can
be interpreted in terms of single-loop learning towards a renewed but not radically
different tourism. Other articles were more critical of the ski resort project. This is
evident in some reactions that can be considered as the premises for a multiple-loop
learning path originated by on a fundamental dissent about the mainstream tourism ten-
dency. For example, one article (20/04) commented on the recreational and economic
opportunities offered by the pristine nature compared to the type of experiences
offered by the planned ski resort, which were considered old-fashioned and not particu-
larly suitable for the local context.

The new theme concerning the traditional uses of the local natural areas by Sami rein-
deer herders mainly related to the ski resort project (e.g. 25/04, 27/04). These articles
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tended to be very critical. For example, one article listed and commented on the chal-
lenges as follows: “traffic challenges, reindeer grazing, carbon storage, and Sami interests
are (…) among the topics ‘pushed under the rug’ and ignored by this strong group of
powerful people in Tromsø” (21/05).

With regard to the new theme about the possibility of rethinking tourism, consider-
ations mainly related to criticism of mass tourism and tourist mobility (e.g. 14/04, 01/
04). For instance, one article read: “We must decide which tourists we want and what
exclusive experiences we will create. Perhaps the management of the coronavirus crisis
currently facing the industry will shed light on these challenges?” (26/05). With regard
to possible initiatives and improvements, one article mentioned the possibility of
building a modern, low-carbon railway network to attract tourists who were willing
to pay, suggesting a reconciliation of the economic and environmental dimensions
of sustainability (31/03*). These reactions reflected the unfreezing and unlearning pro-
cesses described in the change management literature (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). For
example, the aforementioned quotations suggested that some community members
were critical of mass tourism. This could indicate a “doing better things” approach
to tourism development and multiple-loop learning pointing towards a more sustain-
able future achievable through innovation (Medema et al., 2014; Prayag, 2018; Sidiro-
poulos, 2014).

Signs of an understanding of strong sustainability were evident in some articles. Com-
ments about reconsidering the values underlying the growth of tourism, in the regional
context and globally, related to the crisis as an opportunity to radically change the sector.
For example, one article read:

We have allowed companies to ravage nature in many parts of the world for financial gain,
and we have even contributed frequent flights to exotic destinations. We have chosen econ-
omic growth based on ever-increasing consumption, rather than saving the globe, our
common foundation of life. (12/04)

One article argued that the discussions about tourism growth (in particular, the ski
resort project) tended to “be based on ‘money talks’, neglecting the fact that nature
that can’t talk for itself” (14/04). These comments reflected an alternative worldview
(Barth & Michelsen, 2013; Davies, 2013; Hunter, 1997; Medema et al., 2014; Morandín-
Ahuerma et al., 2019; Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007; Sterling, 2010).

Table 3 reports the new themes and initiatives (in italics) that arose from the discus-
sions about tourism during the crisis.

Before describing a model for conceptualising the relationship between resilience
and sustainability based on the findings, it is worth noting that several discussions
during the crisis were provoked by the ski resort project rather than the crisis itself.
Presumably, the crisis helped to create an arena in which alternative views were
made more explicit. This can be commented on referring to the crisis management lit-
erature, and in particular, the different perceptions of crises and the extent to which
they are caused by humans (e.g. Quarantelli & Dynes, 1977). This article proposes
that the COVID-19 crisis was eventually perceived by the local community as inevita-
ble, while the numerous conflicting perspectives regarding alternative areal uses were
associated with a situation that some people believed could, and in their opinion
should, be changed.

154 G. BERTELLA



The resilience–sustainability model

Figure 2 shows a model of the resilience–sustainability relationship as a set of learning
paths towards possible weak and strong sustainable futures. The text on the right of
the figure reports some examples from the investigated case.

The white square on the left of Figure 2 represents the pre-crisis situation. In the inves-
tigated case, the pre-crisis situation was characterised by a marked anthropocentric
approach. On the one hand, the findings showed some compatibility between economic
and socio-cultural sustainability; on the other hand, the discussions about the environ-
ment were limited to a recognition of tourism leveraging the attractiveness of the
natural landscape, with no identification of possible benefits for the natural environment
deriving from tourism. This can be interpreted as a sign of weak sustainability (Morandín-
Ahuerma et al., 2019).

The white square with the dotted-line represents the shock reactions to the crisis (Faul-
kner, 2001; Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984; Wang, 2008), which are known to delay other types
of reactions. The three lines departing from the shock phase lead to alternative futures,
indicated with white and two shades of grey to indicate weak and strong sustainability.
These paths are illustrated with lines that differ according to the type of learning involved
and are characterised by reactions and initiatives such as those reported in the text (on
the right) regarding the investigated case. The first path is characterised by elasticity: it
includes behavioural episodic changes that aim to respond to the crisis with initiatives
for community safety and recovery. There is no focus on goals that could lead to a
future different from the pre-crisis situation.

The second path is a single-loop learning path. It is characterised by hysteretic reac-
tions that reconsider assumptions, such as the desirability of mass tourism and the possi-
bility of developing target-specific market segments through innovation. Multiple-loop
learning characterises the third path. Here, the assumptions that are reconsidered are
epistemic and involve worldviews that can be related to strong sustainability. An
example is a view of nature as a stakeholder with interests that may conflict with those
of the local community and humanity as a whole. This third future is illustrated with a
different shape to indicate malleability, which is the resilience property concerning
systems becoming permanently altered.

The conceptualisation of the resilience–sustainability relationship presented in this
model goes beyond the idea of resilience being a necessary condition for sustainability:

Table 3. New themes and initiatives discussed during the COVID-19 crisis.
Benefits, potentials and compatibility across the sustainability dimensions:
Tourism is essential for the survival of the region.
Possibility to rethink and integrate environmental issues in the search for a more sustainable industry balance or a new
worldview.

Challenges and conflicts across the sustainability dimensions:
Conflicts with residents: safety, reindeer herding and Sami rights.
Neglect of the environment, in particular in relation to tourism mobility, further tourism growth and areal use.
Initiatives for improvement:
Quicker responses to health crises by the authorities.
Recovery strategies and financial help from the state for the tourism sector.
Ski resort project.
Innovation: new business models.
New ways to consider the tourism industry according to an alternative worldview.
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a “buffer” or a “passage” (Espiner et al., 2017; Saunders & Becker, 2015). It highlights the
role of single- and multiple-loop learning in the resilience concept, adopting the ideas of
elasticity, hysteresis and malleability, and links them to weak and strong sustainability as
possible alternative futures. As such, it elaborates further on the conceptualisation of
awareness and information as requirements for truly responsible and sustainable
tourism (Mihalič, 2016). More precisely, it emphasises the processual aspect of awareness
and information acquisition, and proposes to consider the requirement of learning in
dynamic terms, conceptualised as a path. This adds a flexibility dimension to the model
of sustainable development proposed by (Mihalič, 2016). In addition to further describing
the relationship between resilience and sustainability, this model can contribute to raising
awareness of the possibility of influencing the future and provoke a sense of both respon-
sibility and empowerment that, eventually, may lead to change.

Conclusions

This study asked how a community’s first reactions to a crisis can indicate the possible
future development of a destination’s sustainability. It investigated the case of public
tourism-related discussions immediately before and after the COVID-19 outbreak in
northern Norway. These discussions were related to the sustainability dimensions, resi-
lience properties and to learning. The findings of the empirical case relative to the pre-
crisis discussions showed the coexistence of various perspectives on sustainability and
tourism development. The findings concerning the discussions after the COVID-19 out-
break showed some new themes and signs of different types of resilience and learning,
which related to weak and, to a lesser extent, strong sustainability. The findings
suggested that some of the more critical perspectives on tourism growth were not trig-
gered by the crisis. Presumably, the crisis, although not the main cause of such reflec-
tions, contributed to making them more visible, since it created an arena where
alternative views could be aired. The crisis, directly and indirectly, therefore revealed
both explicit and latent themes, which pointed out multiple ways of understanding sus-
tainable tourism and different paths to alternative futures. This confirms the revealing
power of crises commented on by some authors (e.g. Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020), and
highlights the importance of creating arenas where different perspectives on tourism
and sustainability can be discussed.

Theoretically, this study argues that the oft-cited journey towards sustainability can be
better conceptualised as a set of journeys. Focusing on the community level and viewing
such journeys as learning paths has the advantage of placing the focus on the learning
processes necessary for understanding and framing issues relevant to the future of des-
tinations. The conceptualisation of the relationship between resilience and sustainability,
as a set of alternative paths relying on different learning processes, goes beyond the view
of resilience as a necessary condition for sustainability – a “buffer” or “passage”, as pre-
sented by Espiner et al. (2017) and Saunders and Becker (2015). It is similar to the consider-
ations about the different orders of change in policy development for sustainability
discussed by Hall (2011). Differently from the latter, this study focused on the community
members participating in the public debate, regardless of their belonging to organis-
ations responsible for policy development. Also, it focused on the identification of the
observable intermediate phases (behavioural changes and critical reviews of
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assumptions) preceding different types of sustainability (weak/strong). Ideologically, con-
sidering sustainability as a set of journeys towards alternative futures may be important
for provoking reflections on today’s societal responsibility and empowering change-
minded people to act.

To overcome possible limitations of the text analysis, this study triangulated the
findings with two reports and made the researcher’s position explicit. Nevertheless,
some limitations must be noted and can constitute the basis for future studies. This
study was limited by the analysis of discussions presented only in the articles available
in one section of the regional newspaper and by the performance of qualitative
content analysis. Although the newspaper section in which the articles were published
is open to submissions by all readers, it is realistic to suppose that not all submitted
papers are published, and this, more or less consciously, might depend on the newspa-
per’s perspective on the specific topics. Another reason is the potential challenge of com-
municating in a publishable written form. To gain a broader and deeper understanding of
tourism-related discussions, further studies could investigate comments from the posts
reported in the online versions of the articles, and consider local newspapers, including
the one in the Sami language, and the more accessible “letters from readers” sections.
With such a broader database, a critical discourse analysis could be performed to
capture possible power mechanisms and relations that might affect sustainability-
related decisions about the future of the region. Future studies might also benefit from
a research team that includes individuals with different perspectives on sustainability
and tourism development, as such diversity might improve the analysis and interpretation
of the texts.
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