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Innovation in nature based tourism

New Zealand have lately seen a remarkable growth in outdoor tourism activities (Hall, 2008) and can today be characterized as an “invigorated, energizing destination” (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2002) offering a wide variety of nature based activity products. With rapidly changing markets the nature based tourism (NBT) industry of New Zealand has been able to respond quickly to new tourist demands, displaying dynamic and innovative traits to be envied by countries with similar natural resources. 

At the opposite hemisphere the Norwegian tourism industry is asking for diverse and high quality nature based tourism products from tiny companies scattered throughout a rugged fjord landscape. While number of companies and the variety of activities offered are increasing (Yttredal, 2005) (Aas et al 2006) (Holmengen & Akselsen, 2005) the development is slow, and there are few initiatives for coordination and cooperation (Yttredal, 2005).  
The Norwegian NBT scene seems to be in it’s infancy in comparison to the innovative capabilities of the industry in NZ. Is it really so, and what constitutes these differences? 

Part of the answer might be found in national structural and institutional differences. This study will examine differences in the innovative behaviour of individual companies in the two countries, and by comparing businesses at micro level differing spatial and contextual conditions underlying innovative activity can be recognised. 

Innovation has historically been a largely neglected field in tourism research (Hall, 2008) (Hjalager, 2002) but has lately gained increasing attention both through theoretical analysis (Hjalager, 1997)(Hjalager, 2002)(Hall, 2008) and empirical research (Ioannides and Petersen, 2003)(Sørensen, 2007) (Jensen et al, 2001 )(Sundbo et al, 2007)(Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000). 

The general finding of innovation research in the tourism sector is that the amount of innovative activity is low and even non-existent in the small tourism companies (Hjalager, 2002)(Jensen et al, 2001)(Sundbo  et al, 2007). This is explained mainly by the small size of the companies, lack of capital and human resources. While this is a general trend looking at the tourism industry as a whole, there have been identified some important exceptions to this pattern. According to Sundbo et al. (2007) small tourism firms can be divided into two sub-categories, the “family-life-style based shops” and the “entrepreneurial shops”. While the former are traditional, conservative companies, the latter is run by very development and innovation oriented people. The innovative capabilities in the entrepreneurial shops were mainly related to characteristics of the entrepreneurs. 

A study from Denmark examined innovative activity in all tourism related businesses on the island of Bornholm (Ioannides & Petersen, 2003). Very low levels of innovation were identified in the small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) offering accommodation, but tourism companies exposed to a more competitive environment outside the accommodation services showed significantly more innovative initiatives.
A more positive outlook on innovation in tourism SMEs was also recognised by research from New Zealand. They found that small companies who deliberately choose to stay on the outskirts of the main market have an important role both in the development and reproduction of niche market products. These entrepreneurs were recognised as being “instrumental in the creation and introduction of innovative products to the wider industry..”(Ateljevic and Doorne, 2000:381). 

These findings suggest that it is hard to generalize empirical research on innovation in a diverse tourism industry. By looking at only a small part of the tourism value chain, companies offering commercial nature based tourism activities, this study will try to systematize findings in a narrow part of the industry. By doing a comparative analysis it will be easier to identify the contextual factors influencing innovation. While there has been a call for more comparative analysis within innovation in tourism research (Ioannides & Petersen, 2003)(Page et al, 1999), only a few studies (e.g. Sundbo et al, 2007) have so far done justice to the cultural, historical and geographical differences influencing innovative activity in tourism SMEs.

The research project will use a qualitative approach to gain a thorough picture of innovative activity in companies offering NBT activities. The main research question is:
How does the pattern of innovation in Norwegian nature based tourism industry compare to that of New Zealand and how can potential differences be explained?

 The research question can be stated in the following more specific objectives:

· To examine what type of innovation the companies are focusing on in their efforts to develop their business

· To uncover and compare the main barriers and facilitators of innovation in the nature based tourism industry in Norway and New Zealand   

To understand dynamics and processes of change in NBT companies is important, as tourist demands are maturing and the segments of the industry is diversifying. Knowing more about innovation can help to guide governmental initiatives and funding. The earlier mentioned study by Ioannides & Petersen (2003) illustrates this. Based on research on Bornholm, the writers conclude that the EU funding received by tourism SMEs to increase competitiveness instead acted as an incentive for the companies to maintain status quo. The increased funding made it possible for them to keep the company going in the same manner as before. The finding might have implications for future funding, and a hastened generalization from conservative accommodation services to a diverse tourism industry could have negative implications for the more innovative parts of the industry. 
Theoretical considerations: key concepts underpinning the research
Nature based tourism

The commercialization of nature based tourism activities seems to have developed out of the broader growth of outdoor and wilderness recreation in western society during the past century (Hall, 1992), and the link between outdoor recreation and nature based tourism is still strong. Today, commercial nature based tourism activities constitutes a small part of the Norwegian tourism industry, but are seen as important elements because of their role in creating attractive destinations (Brendehaug & Aall, 2005) and to increase tourists’ satisfaction with the total tourism experience (Viken, 2004). Adding to this, activities make people prolong their stay and thereby contribute more to the local economy.

In English literature companies offering rafting, sea kayaking, fly fishing etc are often categorized under the heading of “adventure tourism”, sometimes divided into “soft” and “hard” adventure. Adventure tourism has been defined as: 
“A broad spectrum of outdoor touristic activities, often commercialised and involving an interaction with the natural environment away from the participant’s home range and containing elements of risk; in which the outcome is influenced by the participant, the setting, and management of the touristic experience” (Hall, 1992:143).  
Adventure tourism has received little attention in academic literature. In a review of the literature, Buckley (2006) finds studies on the psychology of extreme sports, motivational factors of the tourists attending adventure activities, accident statistics and a few studies which describe individual adventure tourism products as a core component of their analysis. In his thorough review there is no mentioning of the dynamics of the companies offering these activities. The lack of literature on this theme is surprising, considering that as many as 11% of visitors to New Zealand in 1999 took part in an adventure tourism activity (Bentley et al, 2003). 
The word adventure is not used in a similar manner in the Norwegian language, and the element of risk is often downplayed as Norwegians are pursuing outdoor recreation. As risk is not a central theme of this research, I have chosen to use the concept nature based tourism (NBT) instead. This is also more in line with the language used by the Norwegian tourism industry and authorities.  
Nature based tourism is in general treated as a broad category within the tourism literature, including all tourism “..primarily concerned with the direct enjoyment of some relatively undisturbed phenomenon of nature.” (Valentine, 1992). In this study the concept will be narrowed down following Yttredal (2005). In her study of companies offering NBT activities in the county of Møre og Romsdal, the companies are identified based on the experiences they offers
. These experiences: 
· Are mainly taking place outside

· Have the experience of nature as their main attraction

· Have active participants
· Have employees engaged in the activity.
This definition will include softer activities like guided hiking trips, horseback riding and deep water fishing as well as more adventurous activities such as sled dog racing, rafting and sea kayaking. 

By narrowing the concept down in this way, many companies offering nature based tourism activities as a side-product are excluded, as well as companies renting out boats, kayaks etc. 
With such a narrow focus it is easier to find commonalities; similar backgrounds of the entrepreneurs facing similar challenges. This relative homogeneity makes a comparative analysis of innovative activity between Norwegian and New Zealand more robust.   
An introduction to innovation 
Innovation can be seen as first attempts to bring new ideas for a product or a process out into practice. Joseph Schumpeter was the first to focus on the role of innovation in economic and social change. In his view economic development could be seen as a process of qualitative change, driven by innovation (derived from Fagerberg, 2007:6). Schumpeter defined innovations as new combinations of existing materials and forces and distinguished between different types of innovation: new products, new methods of production, new sources of supply, the exploitation of new markets and new ways to organize business (Schumpeter, 1961:66). This research will follow the same typology, but as a service industry ‘new sources of supply’ is less relevant and will be downplayed. The scarce literature on innovation in tourism has so far mainly been concerned with management and marketing innovations, while product innovation has been a largely neglected field (Sørensen, 2007).
Innovations and the changes they bring about can be more or less extensive. Major new innovations which are able to change an industry are impressive and groundbreaking but rare. More common and arguably more important, are the gradual, incremental changes taking place as an industry evolves. The gradual improvements of incremental innovation can also be the building blocks for more extensive changes (Fagerberg, 2007).

Innovation in the tourism industry has certain characteristics different from innovations in other sectors. The innovative activity in services tends to be a continuous process, consisting of a series of incremental changes in products and processes. This can make the identification of innovations in services more complicated, especially as the innovations to a large degree is characterized by change in behaviour rather than more clear-cut technological changes (Sundbo, 1998, 2007).  The direct contact between employee and customer is often what triggers quality demands and innovative processes in the service industry.
While innovations can greatly influence the workings of a firm, the more significant social or economic consequences are often recognised as the innovation diffuses to other firms or part of society. The process of diffusion, where improvements or new technology are transferred to a new context, is an important aspect of innovation. The original innovation is often improved upon during processes of learning, imitation and feedback as it is implemented in a new settings (Rosenberg, 1972). Whether the transfer of ideas and technologies into a new setting should be regarded as innovation or imitation is an ongoing discussion, and the definitional challenge is reflected in innovation research. 
Tourism businesses have been found to be mainly imitators and adaptors rather than innovators (Hjalager, 2005). One reason for this is that service innovations are easy to imitate (Sundbo, 1998) while simultaneously they are hard to patent or to keep within the company in a transparent tourism industry (Hjalager, 2005).  

Considering the scale and nature of micro NBT companies this research does not expect findings of innovations totally new to the tourism market, but rather innovations and innovative activity that are new to the company in question. Following this line of thought a minimum requirement for an innovation will be used to identify innovation processes in the companies. A definition of the minimum requirement for an innovation is described in the Oslo Manual (2005) as where: “The product, process, marketing method or organisational method must be new (or significantly improved) to the firm”.  These minimum requirements means that there must be a significant degree of novelty, but the innovation can be acquired from other destinations through diffusion processes.  
In addition to identifying innovations, the amount of innovative activity will be examined. Innovation activities include”all scientific, technological, organisational and commercial steps which actually lead, or are intended to lead, to the implementation of innovations”. In a NBT company this could mean e.g. training program for guides to be able to commercially raft a new section of the river.  

Factors influencing innovation in NBT companies
A main objective of this study is to identify resources and barriers for innovative activity in NBT companies as experienced by the company owners. Previous research has pointed out several factors which influence levels of innovation in the service industry, and in the following these will be related to the conditions of the NBT companies. 
a) Factors at the level of the entrepreneur 
The motivation for starting up a small tourism business varies and lifestyle factors have often been found to be more important than economic reasons to create a company (Karlsson, 1994)(Bredvold, 2003)(Ioannides & Petersen, 2003)(Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000). Being able to live where they want, have a meaningful job with relative high degree of self sufficiency and to be able to live off an enterprise without specified income needs are highlighted as motivational factors (Emmelin & Johnsson,1989). The activities of the company are an integrated part of the owners’ private life and this tight relation between work and privacy can also influence the innovative activity of the firm as major innovations might lead to unwanted changes in work routines and work hours (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000) (Ioannides & Petersen, 2003
).

NBT companies are usually micro businesses who rarely have full time employees, and the innovative capacity of the firm is therefore to a large degree depending on the personality, motivation, skills and endurance of the entrepreneur. Both the entrepreneur and the tourists are in general younger within the NBT industry than in other parts of the tourism value chain. There is often also a high personal interest and involvement in the activity offered. This could lead to a more development oriented climate in a company offering nature based tourism activities than in e.g. a traditional motel. 
Lack of slack resources has been identified as an important barrier for innovative activity in tourism SMEs. The small size of NBT companies leaves them with little slack resources in the form of time and money. While bigger companies can set a side funds for marketing or product development, this is difficult in companies where all income is spent on wages and the daily running of the company. Shaw and Williams (1998) have identified a group of passive tourism entrepreneurs which they call “constrained entrepreneurs” as they are clearly economically motivated but constrained by minimal business skills and a shortage of capital. 
Low levels of innovation within the tourism sector has been related to lack of skills and qualifications among the employees (Hjalager, 2002)(Jensen et al 2001)(Ioannides & Pertersen, 2003). Most entrepreneurs in tourism SMEs have no education from tourism studies (Ioannides & Petersen, 2003) and the industry is plagued by short seasons and a high job turnover rate. The lack of formal qualifications among entrepreneurs might reflect the nature of running small tourism companies where the production process has been compared to that of the artisan; the entrepreneur learns through his or her profession and thereby develops necessary skills (Emmelin & Johnsson, 1989). 
Companies offering nature based tourism activities are almost by definition located in areas with rich and varied natural qualities, and nature based tourist entrepreneurs are expected to have specialised skills within the activities they are offering. The specialised skills necessary to provide certain nature based tourism activities might contribute to a more innovative climate within NBT companies than companies offering more traditional service products. 

b) Factors at the system level
External actors and networks are regarded as important resources for innovation, but there is only little research on how these external actors influence innovation in tourism SME’s (Sørensen, 2007). A study by Pechlaner et al concluded that networks play only a minor role in the tourism industry today because of “the high costs and a certain unwillingness of the small and medium sized enterprise to cooperate” (Pechlaner, Fischer and Hammann, 2005:33). Similarly, Sundbo et al (2007) found that the innovative behaviour of small service firms was most often not systematic and that external actors played a minor role due to the constrained nature of small service firms. 
Governmental projects to increase cooperation and coordination have been initiated both in New Zealand and in Norway. In a comparative perspective it would be interesting to see if any of these are influencing levels of innovation within the NBT companies. The close link between nature based tourism and the outdoor recreation scene might mean that networks outside the traditional tourism industry is equally important for business development.
Competition has been found to be an important motivating factor for innovation. Studies of innovation in tourism SMEs have found that the incentive to innovate is reduced substantially at destinations where the competitive environment is weak, exemplified by research from traditional coastal tourism region (Shaw & Williams 1998) and in the island of Bornholm (Ioannides & Petersen, 2003). NBT companies in one area often make use of the same natural resources; a good rafting river or an arm of a glacier suited for tourism hikes. If or how the competitive environment increases innovation is not known.  
Culture is another and more subtle factor which might have powerful long term effects on the innovative activity of NBT companies. How people perceive and behave in natural environments and the values people attach to nature experiences are very much tied to cultural traditions. The values of simplicity, self sufficiency and the pleasure of a hard workout have traditionally been important parts of outdoor recreation in Norway (Richardson, 1994) and this value system might have influenced the direction in which the Norwegian NBT industry is evolving today.

 The public right of access has simultaneously given Norwegians a taken-for-granted relationship to their surroundings, where paying for experiences in nature seems unnatural. This could explain why NBT activities originating elsewhere (such as rafting and sea kayaking) often are introduced to the Norwegian market by entrepreneurs from a different nationality. These cultural differences might be hard to identify looking at individual companies, but in a comparative perspective they are influential in setting up what is seen as a possible or wanted NBT product. 

The study will go more in depth on the factors mentioned above, seeing to which degree they are influencing innovative activity and how the factors interact. 

 Research aims and objectives
A broad aim of this research is to examine innovative activity in a small segment of the tourism industry by comparing two geographical areas with different cultural, historical and institutional background. By comparing the NBT segment in Norway to that of New Zealand, it is possible to recognise factors which facilitates as well as act as barriers to innovation while taking spatial dimensions into consideration. By using a qualitative approach those factors can be contextualized, in a sector of the industry where work, leisure and lifestyle are tightly interwoven. The main research question can be stated in the following: 
How does the pattern of innovation in the Norwegian nature based tourism industry compare to that of New Zealand?

a) Types of innovation. In what parts of the business do the companies innovate? As the tourism industry is asking for higher level of professionalism within the nature based tourism companies, it would be useful to know where the companies currently focus their effort to innovate. Are improvements being sought in all parts of the business, or are certain areas neglected? As mentioned above four main types of innovation will be distinguished: Product, process, marketing and organization. The different types are defined in the table below (following the Oslo manual, 2005). While the Oslo manual focus on marketing methods within marketing innovation, this research will also look at the exploitation of new markets, as described by Schumpeter.
	Product innovation


	The introduction of a good or service that is new or significantly improved with respect to its characteristics or intended uses.

	Process innovation
	The implementation of a new or significantly improved production or delivery method.

	Marketing innovation


	The implementation of a new marketing method involving significant changes in product design or packaging, product placement, product promotion or pricing.

	Organizational innovation


	The implementation of a new organisational method in the firm’s business practices, workplace organisation or external relations. 


b) Resources and barriers for innovative activity. Based on the model above, the research will try to identify to what degree the different factors influence levels of innovation. While focusing on one or two factors could be valuable to be able to go more in depth, this could result in a distorted picture of the complexity of innovation. A more holistic perspective is chosen in which also the interplay between these factors are accounted for. 
Methodological approach
To gain a clearer picture of the factors influencing innovative processes in NBT companies a comparative research design is chosen. Innovative processes in similar sectors of the tourism value chain are compared between Norway and New Zealand. A comparative perspective opens for a more nuanced view of innovation, where factors that are “taken for granted” in one country can be identified and developed in the other. 

While most research on innovation is done by surveys and quantitative methods, this research will have a qualitative approach to examine innovation in the companies. The level of analysis is individual NBT companies and qualitative interviews will be used in order to gain in-depth information about innovative activities in the companies while maintaining the complexity of these processes. The factors acting as barriers and facilitators of innovation are most likely interwoven in relations hard to capture using a quantitative framework. Contextual matters are important in a comparative study of tourism SMEs and the nature of qualitative interviews make them more capable of obtaining information about the more subtle spatial and historical issues influencing innovative activity. 
Research fields
Within Norway and New Zealand regions suitable as research fields need to be identified. This will be regions which market themselves as nature based tourism destinations, where the natural qualities of the place are regarded as the main attractions. By choosing two different fields within each country, certain regional characteristics can be identified. Differences between conditions for innovation are expected to be found both at company, regional and national level. 

Suggested fields are:
Norway

a) The Lofoten Islands. The islands are highly profiled for its natural qualities and small fishing communities. The island has seen a significant increase in number of tourists during the last decade. Typical commercial nature based tourism activities are fishing, whale watching and guided hikes/ climbs.
b) The county of Sogn og Fjordane. The fjords are one of Norway’s most famous attractions, but it is still an area where huge amounts of visitors travel through, either on cruise ships or round trips by bus, and where the public office Innovation Norway is currently working to improve cooperation and coordination of the nature based tourism industry. Typical commercial nature based activities are glacier hiking, fishing, guided hikes/ climbs and sea kayaking.   
New Zealand:

a) The Rotorua area on the north island. Rotorua has traditionally been known for its natural hot springs, and now also for its varied nature based tourism repertoire. Popular activities include caving, black water rafting, rafting, bungy jumping.

b) Need more information to be identified. Alternatives might be the Milford Sound or the Hokitika area at west coast of the south Island. 

The research process:
A central aim of the first year of research will be to gain as much information as possible about the nature based tourism industry in Norway and New Zealand using existing materials such as previous research, rapports and statistics. The material can hopefully provide insights on the conditions of the industry in each country and thereby provide a platform for further research. If the material found is sufficient for a comparison, it could result in an article where the nature based tourism industries of the two countries are compared at a general level.     

Parallel to this NBT companies within the research fields of each country need to be identified for interviews. The definition of a NBT company is described above, and the sampling of nature based tourism companies will be done strategically. A representative sample would lead to a high percentage of tiny companies with no resources for innovation and most likely with little economic significance for it’s surrounding community. The research findings can be more valuable both to the tourism industries of the two countries and to innovation research when more robust companies are strategically chosen. Companies having at least one person employed full time and 3-4 part time employed. These companies can be identified through newspaper articles, by reputation or by using snowballing- methods. The companies chosen will further represent:

· Different stages in the business cycle: Those who have been in business for less than two years and those who are older than 6 years.
· Different sizes of companies based on number of employees. 

· A wide variety of activity products.
The project’s main empirical material will be based on qualitative interviews with company owners. The interviews will be structured around the companies’ innovative activity during the last two years and the factors influencing innovation as discussed above. The interviews will be obtained until empirical saturation is reached – at the point where no new information is gained through further interviews. 
As the empirical material both from Norway and from New Zealand is being analysed, an additional round of interviews might be needed to gain more insight into specific topics. If certain factors are recognised as being more central for the innovative processes than others, a second round of more focused interviews can be valuable.   
Final product

The final product of this research should be a compilation of 3-4 articles. A preliminary suggestion of themes:

1. An overview and comparison of the NBT industry in Norway and NZ. The idea is an overview article based on available statistics and documents, to map out the industry, the activities offered and their economic significance.
2. Innovation in Norwegian NBT companies. An article based on findings from the Norwegian part of the empirical material. As two research fields are chosen in Norway, this could provide a discussion of regional differences in conditions for innovation. 
3. A comparative analysis of innovation in nature based tourism companies in Norway and New Zealand.

4. An in-depth analysis of certain factors influencing innovation in the companies. The factor(s) chosen will reflect factors which the interview objects have identified as being important for their companies’ innovative activity. It might be necessary with a second round of interviews to get more in- depth information. Knowledge management could be one such factor. 
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� Yttredal calls these companies “friluftslivs”- companies. Friluftsliv can be literally translated as “life in free air”, and while the word is well known and much used in Norway, it is too much tied to Norwegian outdoor traditions to be used in a comparative analysis.  


� The empirical work of Ioannides & Petersen (2003) were carried out in Bornholm, Denmark, were most of the compant owners were retired people just trying to get by. Companies offering commercial nature based tourism activities are hypothesised to be younger and more development oriented
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