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Abstract

The use of Sámi cultures in the Finnish tourism business has been problematic for many dec-
ades. The aim of this article is to explore how the notion of cultural sensitivity could help to 
find alternative approaches and new solutions to this situation, especially for Sámi tourism. For 
this purpose, a systematic literature review method was used to examine and describe how 
previous academic literature has approached the issue of cultural sensitivity in the Finnish con-
text. While the concept has not been used in tourism research in Finland, previous discussions 
have focused on questions of respect, cultural sustainability, cultural carrying capacity, cultural 
representations and cultural identity in tourism contexts. Simultaneously, research in other 
fields of study has drawn attention to the importance of healing, reconciliation and recognition 
for Sámi cultures. Reviewing the social work and pedagogy literature indicates how the idea 
of cultural sensitivity can enrich the search for more responsible ways of thinking, doing and 
researching tourism. In sum, the article calls for future research, theoretical conceptualization 
and practical application of cultural sensitivity that emphasizes recognition of and respect for 
cultural differences. 

Keywords: cultural sensitivity, respect, tourism, Sámi cultures, Finland 

Vertaisarviointitunnuksen  
merkitseminen julkaisuihin

Käyttöoikeuden saanut tiedekustantaja merkitsee tunnuksella vertais-
arvioinnin läpikäyneet kirjat ja artikkelit. Tunnus tulee asetella julkai-
suun siten, että käy yksiselitteisesti ilmi, mitkä kirjoituksista on vertai-
sarvioitu. Tunnuksesta on olemassa kaksi versiota: 

tekstillä varustettu      ja tekstitön.

1. Tunnuksen tekstiä sisältävä versio liitetään aina vertaisarvioitu-
ja kirjoituksia sisältävän lehden tai kirjan nimiölehdelle tai muualle 
julkaisutietojen yhteyteen. Jos julkaisu on kokonaan vertaisarvioitu, 
merkintä nimiösivuilla tai vastaavalla riittää.

2. Kun julkaisu sisältää sekä arvioituja että arvioimattomia kirjoituk-
sia, tunnus merkitään myös:

•  sisällysluetteloon (tekstitön versio)
•  yksittäisten vertaisarvioitujen lukujen/artikkelien yhteyteen 

(kumpi tahansa versio)

3. Elektronisissa julkaisuissa on suositeltavaa merkitä tunnuksen teks-
tillä varustettu versio kaikkien vertaisarvioitujen artikkelien etusivul-
le, jotta kuvan merkitys käy ilmi yksittäistä artikkelia tarkastelevalle 
lukijalle.

Alla on esitetty, miten tunnus merkitään julkaisun nimiösivulle, sisäl-
lysluetteloon sekä painettuun ja elektroniseen artikkeliin. Esimerkkejä 
merkintätavoista voi katsoa myös tunnusta käyttävien kustantajien 
julkaisuista.
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Introduction

Travellers have visited Lapland for centuries and have described the Sámi in their private and 
public travel writings and pictures. These descriptions have often contained incorrect or biased 
information about the Sámi (e.g., S. Aikio, 1985). Large-scale tourism in the Finnish Lapland 
began in the 1920s when Petsamo became part of Finland. Especially after the road to Petsamo 
was built, the area attracted tourists due to its location near the Arctic Ocean, abundance of 
nature, fishing for salmon, Orthodox monastery and Skolt Sámi population (Ilola, 1997; Lehtola, 
2012; Mäkinen, 1983; Partanen, 1992). The Sámi have been part of Lapland’s tourism marketing 
imagery ever since (Markkanen, 1987). Since then, tourism has also been a source of income for 
Sámi, although this income was modest at first (Lüthje, 1995, pp. 25–26). 

After World War II, many Finnish tourism companies started using Sámi elements in their 
marketing to differentiate Lapland from other nature-based tourism destinations (Niia, 1992; 
Niskala & Ridanpää, 2016). At the same time, however, Sámi and their cultures were not visible 
‘enough’ to tourists due to the assimilation politics of the Finnish state and modernization of the 
North. In order to satisfy tourists’ expectations, the Finnish tourism industry started selling its 
own versions of Sámi cultures (Lüthje, 1995).

Nowadays, numerous Sámi engage with tourism by working in tourism companies or run-
ning their own tourism businesses. Although there exists less direct misrepresentation of Sámi 
cultures in tourism marketing as earlier, there are still non-Sámi tourism companies in Finland 
that exploit various symbols of Sámi cultures in their business (Kugapi, Höckert, Lüthje, Maz-
zullo, & Saari, 2020; Niskala & Ridanpää, 2016; Saari, 2017). The Sámi Parliament (2018) of Fin-
land recently published its guidelines for responsible and ethically sustainable Sámi tourism. 
Their outspoken aim is that Sámi tourism business should be managed and owned principally 
by the Sámi themselves. The document underlines the importance of responsibility, ethics, car-
rying capacity and limits of acceptable change. 

Around 10,500 Sámi live in Finland. The majority are North Sámi, and a small number are 
Inari and Skolt Sámi. Each of these three Sámi groups has its own language, which partly ex-
plains why we have chosen to discuss Sámi cultures as plural in this literature review. The official 
Sámi homeland, also called Finnish Sápmi1 , is situated in the northernmost Finnish Lapland 
(the municipalities of Enontekiö, Inari and Utsjoki and the northern part of the municipality 
of Sodankylä), but many Sámi nowadays live outside this area, either elsewhere in Finland or 
abroad (Sámi Parliament, 2015). According to the Finnish Constitution, the Sámi have the right 
to maintain and develop their own language and culture as an Indigenous people (Ministry of 
Justice, 1999).

The use of Sámi cultures in tourism business has been problematic in Finland for many dec-
ades and is still today. It is in these settings that we explore how the notion of cultural sensitiv-
ity can offer a novel approach to the discussions and development of responsible, ethical and 
sustainable tourism. We are working with these issues in the project Culturally Sensitive Tourism 
in the Arctic (ARCTISEN). ARCTISEN is a transnational project that aims to develop a more fa-

1	 Finnish	Sápmi	and	Finnish	Sámi	homeland	indicate	the	same	region,	but	from	different	perspectives.
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vourable business environment for start-ups and small and medium enterprises for culturally 
sensitive tourism in Finland, Sweden, Norway, Greenland and Canada. Hence, this review paper 
is part of a larger framework of collaboration and research that is currently being conducted 
across the Arctic (see Hurst, Grimwood, & Lemelin, 2019; Olsen et al., 2019; Viken, Höckert, & 
Grimwood, 2019). Our systematic literature review was guided by the following question: How 
has the notion of (cultural) sensitivity been used in previous tourism research and other fields of 
study in the Finnish context?

Methods

Literature reviews can be classified into various types and methods (Kim, Bai, Kim, & Chon, 
2018; Salminen, 2011). We chose to use a qualitative systematic literature review method to study 
how previous academic literature has used the notion of cultural sensitivity both in Finnish lan-
guage and in the Finnish context. Systematic literature reviews have been increasingly used in 
tourism research (Kim et al., 2018). This type of review was also used in another article in this 
journal (Nuottila, Jutila, & Hakkarainen, 2017) and in reviewing the academic literature on Sámi 
tourism (Hägglund, Schilar, & Keskitalo, 2019).  

Conducting Keyword searches in academic databases is a common method of data collec-
tion in all types of literature reviews in the field of tourism research (see Kim et al., 2018, pp. 
52–53), and this was also used in this review. We began our searches by using the General Finnish 
Thesaurus YSA/Finto (Finnish Thesaurus and Ontology Service2) to define the scope of our search 
words, and then we chose two different databases to search for literature. The direct translation 
of sensitivity in Finnish is sensitiivinen. While this concept is used in the contemporary Finnish 
language, it cannot be found in all official Finnish thesauri because it is a loanword in the Finn-
ish language. Therefore, it was important to include in the searches related concepts and terms 
that grasp the essence and idea of this notion (these concepts are presented in Table 1). 

The first database used was the nationwide collection of search services called Finna, which 
provides free online access to material from Finnish libraries, museums and archives. We used 
the database to search for peer-reviewed articles, reports and theses on cultural sensitivity writ-
ten in Finnish. The second database was Scopus, the world’s largest database of peer-reviewed 
literature from scientific journals, books and conference proceedings (see Scopus.com). Scopus 
includes research topics across all scientific and technical disciplines. It is commonly used for 
literature reviews in the field of tourism research (e.g., Hägglund et al., 2019, p. 60; Hurst et al., 
2019; Kim et al., 2018, p. 54; Nuottila et al., 2017, p. 69). The aim of our searches in Scopus was to 
find research that is written in English on the Finnish context. We acknowledge that our choice 
of search words and databases may have left some relevant literature outside of our review, but 
we feel that our choices were comprehensive enough for the purposes of this review.

We began the systematic literature review by conducting searches in Finna.fi using the 
Finnish search terms; the same searches were conducted in Scopus using the English transla-

2	 https://finto.fi/ysa/fi/
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tions of these search terms and adding Finland as a search term. These two searches returned 
26 relevant results in total, but none of these were associated with tourism research literature. 

Table 1. Results of the first round of searches.

SEARCH TERMS IN FINNA.FI SEARCH TERM IN SCOPUS
TOTAL  

RESULTS

RELEVANT 
NEW 

RESULTS

Kulttuurisensitiivi*  
AND matkai* OR turis* 2 0

Sensitiv* AND touris* AND Finland 14 1

Sensitiivi* AND matkai*/turis* 3 0

Cultur* sensitiv* AND touris*  
AND Finland 4 1

Kulttuurisensitiivi*  
AND saamel* OR alkuperäisk* 15 8

Cultur* sensitiv* AND Sámi*  
OR indigenous* AND Finland 6 1

Kulttuurisensitiivi* 33 7

Cultur* sensitiv* and Finland 56 4

Kulttuurinen sensitiivi* 85 4

TOTAL 218 26

After this phase, we expanded our search terms to Finnish synonyms for sensitivity in line with 
the Finnish thesauri mentioned above and conducted the following searches in Finna.fi and 
SCOPUS (again, adding Finland to the search terms). These searches returned 40 results that 
were relevant to our literature review (Table 2).

Between the searches of these two databases and the preliminary scan of abstracts, we 
found a total of 65 relevant results. Of these, 36 were connected to tourism, and 29 were from 
other fields of study. Regarding language, 24 articles were written in English and 41 in Finnish. 
We conducted the searches in April 2019, and the reviewed literature covers the period from 1978 
to 2019. Most of the research was conducted in the last two decades. While the research written 
in Finnish included several master’s theses, the publications written in English were primarily 
published as peer-reviewed articles. 
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Table 2. Results of the second round of searches.

SEARCH TERMS IN FINNA.FI SEARCH TERM IN SCOPUS
TOTAL  

RESULTS

RELEVANT 
NEW 

RESULTS

Kulttuurisensitiivi* AND matkai*/
turis* AND saamel*/alkuperäisk* 240 20

Cultur* AND tourism OR 
Indigenous tourism* AND Finland 60 8

’Kulttuurinen kestävyys’ AND 
matkai* OR turis* AND saamel*/
alkuperäisk*

6 1

’Cultural sustainability’ AND 
tourism AND Sámi/Indigenous 
AND Finland

- -

’Kulttuurinen kestävyys’ AND 
matkai* OR turis* 8 2

’Cultural sustainability’ AND 
tourism AND Finland 16 2

Kulttuurinen kompetenssi AND 
matkailu 5 1

Cultural competence AND 
tourism AND Finland - -

Kulttuurinen herkkyys AND 
matkailu 60 -

Sámi AND culture AND Finland 53 5

TOTAL 448 39

Any research associated with non-social science disciplines was excluded as non-relevant. 
Moreover, we excluded bachelor theses from the search. Interestingly, while the notion of cul-
tural sensitivity was used quite often in students’ theses, the concept was often loosely or unde-
fined. For this reason, we decided to exclude those papers that had the term in the title but did 
not address it in the actual text. We decided not to limit our searches to only Indigenous/Sámi 
cultures in Finland, as this would have made the literature review quite narrow. Simultaneously, 
we could not go through all research on Sámi cultures that was not explicitly connected to the 
issue of sensitivity, as that would have included too many studies for the scope of this review. 
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We thematically analyzed our findings (see Kim et al., 2018, p. 50; Salminen, 2011, p. 11). 
While cultural sensitivity has not been used as a concept in tourism studies in the Finnish con-
text, our aim was to recognize issues that would be central to culturally sensitive tourism. We 
begin the presentation of our results with tourism research and continue with other fields of 
studies that have theorized and used the notion of cultural sensitivity. 

Themes related to cultural sensitivity in previous tourism research

Until today, the notion of cultural sensitivity has not been used within tourism studies in Fin-
land. That being said, it is clear that the idea of caring for, valuing and protecting cultural diver-
sity, especially concerning Sámi cultures, has been present in the previous academic literature 
on tourism practices in Finland (Kugapi, 2014; Lüthje, 1995, 1998; Mällinen & Sarkki, 2014; Niska-
la & Ridanpää, 2016; Saari, 2017). Researchers have especially drawn attention to the issues of 
cultural carrying capacity, cultural sustainability, cultural representations and cultural identity 
in the context of Sámi tourism. Moreover, the idea of sensitivity has been used to refer to envi-
ronmental sensitivity (Rantala & Mäkinen, 2018; Wallace & Russell, 2004), for instance, to the 
vulnerability of tourism entrepreneurs when faced with the effects of climate change during the 
high winter season (Tervo, 2008). Wallace and Russell’s (2004) research on eco-cultural tourism 
in Saimaa Lake in Finland underlined the importance of the issue that planning, development 
and maintenance of eco-cultural sites need to be in the control of locals.

Cultural carrying capacity
Cultural carrying capacity can be connected to the notion of respect through setting limits to 
tourism. In the context of the Finnish Sámi homeland, Lüthje (1995) and Saarinen (2001) sug-
gested that the cultural carrying capacity limit is exceeded when tourism causes changes that 
are not acceptable in the local culture. This limit is not a standard but rather varies from person 
to person (Lüthje, 1995, p. 76). Hence, as Lüthje (1995, p. 77) argued, tourism can also strengthen 
cultural carrying capacity if information about Sámi cultures is shared in correct ways and the 
Sámi experience their cultures are being respected by others. Saarinen (2001, p. 74) reminded 
that power relations are closely connected to the concept of carrying capacity; that is, questions 
about the limits of acceptable change and what kind of tourism development is sustainable for 
local cultures and economies depends on who is defining and deciding these issues.

Cultural sustainability
Cultural sustainability in tourism refers to the principles of respecting the values and culture(s) 
of local people and enhancing the diversity of cultural heritages (Veijola, Ilola, & Edelheim, 2013, 
p. 22). The importance of respecting each other and nature are discussed in Erola and Zana-
si’s (2001) study concerning two aboriginal cultures in the Arctic – the Sámi of Finnish Lapland 
and the Inuit of Nunavut – in the context of cultural tourism and sustainability. Their research 
emphasized that Western and Aboriginal cultures need to cooperate equally with each other, 
sharing values, responsibilities and benefits. It is also important to recognize that there is an 
interdependence between peoples and the land. According to Erola and Zanasi, there is a gap 



99

Cultural sensitivity in Sámi tourism: A systematic literature review in the Finnish context

FINNISH JOURNAL OF TOURISM RESEARCH

between Aboriginal cultures and Western societies concerning cultural values related to the con-
cept of sustainability. In fact, the ecologically-centred sustainability values of Aboriginal cul-
tures are in opposition to the economically-centred sustainability values of Western societies 
(Erola & Zanasi, 2001, pp. 95–96).

Mällinen and Sarkki (2014) also noted the importance of nature to the Sámi living in Finnish 
Lapland (see also Mällinen, 2014). Their conceptualization of cultural sustainability was similar 
to that of Lüthje’s (1995) and Saarinen’s (2001) cultural carrying capacity in that culturally unsus-
tainable changes are undesirable to the locals (Mällinen & Sarkki, 2014, p. 26). They defined local 
cultures as the daily performances or practices of the local people. In their case study of Utsjoki, 
these cultures take place largely in nature, and tourism should avoid altering them too much if it 
is to be culturally sustainable. Another important aspect in Mällinen and Sarkki’s (2014) study is 
that Sámi culture performed for tourists is often viewed as disrespectful by the Sámi. They noted 
that cultural sustainability is increased by offering tourists products that are local, of high qual-
ity and true to local cultures; by respecting and appreciating the local community; by governing 
tourism to set limits to it; and by collaboration and participatory inclusion.

Three of the papers selected for this literature review focused on legal issues connected to 
cultural sustainability in the context of Sámi cultural heritage. Tervola (2012) discussed the use of 
cultural heritage and legitimacy in the manufacturing of souvenirs in Lapland. Tervola’s (2012, p. 
74) research underlined that the manufacturing of inauthentic souvenirs – those that are derog-
atory to Sámi cultures and promote questionable images of the Sámi people – are condemned 
both by the Sámi community and non-Sámi entrepreneurs. Nuorgam’s (2012) study highlighted 
the importance of Sámi’s growing awareness of their legal rights. She discussed the non-Sámi 
utilization of Sámi cultures, especially Sámi handicrafts, and its harmful effects both to Sámi 
handicrafts and cultures as a whole. Heinämäki, Magga and Ojanlatva (2016) discussed sacred 
sites in the Sámi homeland, especially the Käsivarsi area, evaluating how these sites should be 
treated in light of cultural heritage law and common laws of Indigenous peoples. Cultural her-
itage and sacred sites are part of the Indigenous rights of the Sámi and should be treated with 
respect. All three studies emphasized showing respect for Sámi cultural heritage as a part of 
cultural sustainability.

Cultural representations
Previous research has shown a lack of respect and sensitivity for the cultural representations 
of Sámi people in Finland historically. Sámi are often represented through exoticism, muse-
umification and othering (Niskala & Ridanpää, 2016; Seppänen, 2005). Cultural representations 
of alcohol use were discussed in Länsman’s (2004) research. By analyzing Finnish wilderness 
literature from 1980 to 1990, Länsman drew attention to the ways in which the Sámi were stere-
otypically represented as uncivilized drunken people living wildly in nature (see also Orjasniemi 
& Tiuraniemi, 2009). Another example is Varanka’s (2001) research on the relation between Sámi 
culture, nature and tourism in Vuotso, the southernmost Sámi village in Finnish Sápmi. In her 
research, tourism is seen as a drama, with Sámi culture and nature acting as the setting; that 
is, Sámi are represented as a living historical relic. Similarly, Haataja’s (2013) master’s thesis ex-
amined how Forest Sámi culture has been represented in an exhibition setting and as a cultural 
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tourism product at the Levi ski resort in Finnish Lapland. To counteract the drama noted in 
Varanka’s analysis, Haataja suggested that art-based activities can be well-suited to both exhibi-
tion planning and representing cultural-historical material in a respectful way.

The ways that Sámi cultures have been used and represented in tourism marketing have 
been researched from many points of view. Niskala and Ridanpää (2016) and Lüthje (1995) re-
searched ethnic representations of Sáminess in tourism promotion of Finnish Lapland using 
tourism brochures as their research materials. Lindholm (2014) studied how Sámi are represent-
ed on Finnish and Norwegian tourism websites written in English. These researchers showed 
that Sámi cultures are represented in media in marginalized, essentialized and backward ways. 
Moreover, two master’s theses focused on cultural representations on the webpages of different 
organizations. Tolonen (2011) researched the construction of the image of Finnish and Swedish 
Lapland by official national tourism marketing organizations, whereas Saari (2017) analyzed the 
webpages of Sámi tourism companies in Finland, Sweden, Norway and Russia. According to 
these researchers, marketing organizations and companies rely on stereotypical images of the 
people. However, as Saari argued, some of the Sámi tourism companies represent Sámi cultures 
in more modern ways in their marketing material. 

Cultural identity
The impact of tourism on the cultural identity of Sámi people has also been a research area of 
interest. These studies acknowledged that others’ perceptions play a central role in the process of 
how cultural identities are built. Tuulentie’s (2006) seminal research on the relationship between 
tourism and cultural identities of Sámi people in Finland, Sweden and Norway underlined that 
the Sámi should by no means be treated as passive victims in the tourism context because they 
have played an active role in constructing both their own identities and the identities of the 
tourists visiting the Sámi homeland. Kugapi (2014) researched the impacts of tourism on Sámi 
handicraft and how craftsmanship forms a central part of the Sámi cultures and identities. The 
most obvious example of craftsmanship is Sámi dress, which plays an important role in Sámi 
identities and thus should be respected in tourism. Nevertheless, as several tourism researchers 
have pointed out (Kugapi et al., 2020; Lüthje, 1995; Mällinen & Sarkki, 2014, pp. 32–33), Finnish 
tourism entrepreneurs and workers have dressed up as Sámi for decades without recognizing or 
respecting these Sámi identity symbols. 

Länsman’s (2004) research on tourism in Sápmi discussed the importance of land for Sámi 
cultures and identities. While the Sámi understand the land as ‘our lands’, which cannot be lost 
without losing one’s identity as Sámi, Finnish tourists tend to see the land more as scenery with 
wild, exotic and romantic meanings. Länsman problematized the ways in which tourism busi-
nesses and tourists consume Lapland’s wilderness areas and feel that they have a legal right to 
use it as a resource. Hence, encounters with Sámi are often valued from the viewpoint of eco-
nomic utility gained or lost (Länsman, 2004, pp. 165–166). Different apprehensions about nature 
were also discussed in Nykänen and Valkeapää’s (2016) study. Like Länsman, they also divided 
perceptions of nature into Sámi’s and tourists’ perceptions, which are very different from each 
other. In Kilpisjärvi, there have been – and still are – conflicts between different ways of using 
nature (Kugapi et al., 2020; Länsman, 2004). In a study on the transformation of Saariselkä as a 
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tourist destination within the Sámi homeland, Saarinen (2001) approached the destination as a 
social construction. According to Saarinen (2001, pp. 55–61), during the transformation process, 
there have been problems with the relationship between the Sámi and the tourism industry; the 
relationship ‘has been characterized by separation based on cultural otherness and unequal land 
use priorities’ (see also Mällinen & Sarkki, 2014, pp. 30–32).

In sum, previous tourism literature shows how the use of Sámi cultures in Finnish tourism 
has been problematic in many ways. Respect – or the lack of it – appeared as a central topic in 
many of the reviewed studies. While the notion of cultural sustainability has been defined as 
respect toward local values, rights, cultures and communities’ self-determination (Heinämäki et 
al., 2016; Mällinen, 2014; Nuorgam, 2012; Veijola et al., 2013, p. 22), tourism researchers in Fin-
land have pointed out how the discussions on sustainable tourism tend to overlook the cultural 
dimensions of sustainability (Garcia-Rosell, 2017, p. 233; Höckert, 2011). Likewise, Mällinen and 
Sarkki (2014, p. 23) stated that there seems to exist ‘a lack of theoretical understanding on how 
cultural sustainability is constituted’. Instead of seeing cultural sensitivity as something sepa-
rate from cultural sustainability, we approach it as an essential constituent of it. That is, cultural 
sustainability requires cultural sensitivity.

Previous research has indicated how many problems centre around the ways in which Sámi 
cultures are represented in tourism, how essential symbols of Sámi cultures (such as Sámi dress) 
are used and how tourism uses Sámi land (see also Kugapi et al., 2020). These can all be seen as 
culturally sensitive issues, and their sensitiveness should be acknowledged and understood in 
all tourism activities and development. That is, in order to be culturally sensitive, tourism actors 
should recognize and take into account the political, historical and cultural contexts in which 
their tourism activities are developed (Viken et al., 2019). The next section focuses on other fields 
of study to gain further inspiration on how cultural sensitivity can be used in tourism research 
and tourism settings in general.

Cultural sensitivity in other fields of study

In previous academic literature, cultural sensitivity has often been connected to the reconcili-
ation of the Sámi with Finnish authorities. For example, Lehtola (2015a, 2015b) and Ranta and 
Kanninen (2019) wrote about the classic modernization or Finnicization process, in which tradi-
tional Sámi culture was forced to integrate into modern, large-scale society. They explained that 
in addition to the problematic consequences of these Finnicization processes, cultural insensi-
tivity after World War II led to Sámi ethnopolitical activism.  

Research on more recent forms of political activism has examined diverse contemporary 
methods of cultural expression. For instance, Junka-Aikio’s (2018) article examined the work of 
the Sámi artist and activist (i.e., artivist) group called Suohpanterror as an example of ‘Indige-
nous culture jamming’. In a somewhat similar vein, Ridanpää (2016) discussed the performanc-
es of contemporary ethnic popular music and the Sámi ethnic minorities of northern Finland 
within the context of critical geography and postcolonial theory. A strong emphasis on a femi-
nist perspective of Sámi decolonization was put forth in the works of Kuokkanen (2003, 2007). 
A. Aikio’s (2018) research discussed the role of museums in fostering new opportunities for rep-
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aration and healing of the traumas caused by colonization. Pennanen’s (2017) study brought up 
the importance of concrete visits to cultural events as a way of enhancing feelings of cultural 
ownership, identity, empowerment and belonging. 

In addition to history and political sciences, the notion of cultural sensitivity has been main-
ly used in the context of multicultural social work (e.g., Järvensivu, 2014) and pedagogy (e.g., 
Ervelius, 2018). In both fields of study, cultural sensitivity has been connected to processes of 
language revitalization, healing and reconciliation and to the role of recognition in respectful 
encounters. 

Revitalization, healing and reconciliation
The interconnections between vulnerability and language loss, reconciliation and language re-
vitalization have been written about in many studies, for example, the research on the history of 
assimilation practices in schools by Juutilainen, Miller, Heikkilä and Rautio (2014). In their view, 
Indigenous identity, culture and language are intertwined and key determinants of health. Cul-
tural sensitivity builds on the idea of recognizing painful and traumatic experiences in people’s 
past as a prerequisite for healing and reconciliation (see also Ervelius & Näkkäläjärvi, 2018). The 
crucial role of language is equally emphasized in Sámi pedagogy (Keskitalo, Määttä, Uusiautti, 
Rantala, & Paltto, 2011), questions of otherness and empowerment in school settings (Pennanen, 
2017) and educational research in general (Holm, 2012; Lappalainen, 2005).

Ervelius and Näkkäläjärvi (2018) highlighted the aspect of healing and becoming strong-
er as fundamental to reconciliation. In concrete terms, they emphasized the role of language 
skills as helping to enhance the processes of healing and empowerment. In addition to the legal 
requirement of providing services in Sámi, Ervelius and Näkkäläjärvi elaborated how the risks 
of misunderstanding are significantly reduced when social workers can speak one of the Sámi 
languages. Järvensivu’s (2014) discourse analysis of social work in the context of Sámi cultures 
focused on the recognition of Sámi languages and cultural aspects as a fundamental principle in 
both multicultural work and Finnish legislation.

Previous research in the Finnish part of Sápmi has offered some concrete examples of cul-
turally sensitive approaches in multilingual settings. For instance, Marjaranta’s (2018) research 
included a downloadable pocket dictionary in Finnish–Inari Sámi for practical health care 
needs. While the present research does not include exploration of cultural sensitivity as such, it 
enhances sensitive culture-based meetings. One example of communicating research and prac-
tical ideas in several languages is the book Sámi Pedagogihka Iešvuođat = Saamelaispedagogiikan 
Perusteet = The Basics of Sámi Pedagogy = Grunderna i Sámisk Pedagogik = Osnovy Saamskoj Pedagogiki 
(Keskitalo et al., 2011). The purpose of this book is to support Sámi teachers’ roles by answering 
the basic questions concerning Sámi pedagogy in five languages: North Sámi, Finnish, English, 
Swedish and Russian. In a similar vein, Kelly-Holmes and Pietikäinen (2016, p. 37) researched 
the role of language as a way to ‘reinforce and also challenge existing language hegemonies and 
inequalities’ in tourism contexts. Their research underlined the importance of recognizing the 
political nature of language choices, for instance, in museums and when labelling souvenirs 
(Kelly-Holmes & Pietikäinen, 2014, 2016; Pietikäinen & Kelly-Holmes 2015). 
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Recognition 
In many studies there was seen a call for recognition of heterogeneity within Sámi culture(s) 
(e.g., Järvensivu, 2014, p. 14; Valkonen, 2009, p. 11). For example, Ridanpää (2016) called for at-
tention and sensitivity towards reproduction of stereotypical images directed at Sáminess and 
Northernness. He argued that over several centuries, the image of ‘nature-Finland’ has been 
constituted through various forms of ‘stereotyping, mystifying, exoticizing and othering of 
Sámi minorities’ (Ridanpää, 2016, p. 17). Stereotypes of Northernness are being disrupted in 
contemporary ethnic music. Similarly, Kuuva’s (2017) research focused on the risks of repro-
ducing stereotypical images of the Sámi cultures and underlined the importance of recognizing 
diversity in modern ways of expressing Sámi cultures. The idea of recognition towards multiple 
forms of cultural expressions was also central in the aforementioned research on the artivist 
group Suohpanterror (Junka-Aikio, 2018). Cultural sensitivity builds on recognition and respect 
towards Sámi cultures as living cultures that shape contemporary ways of life in multiple ways 
(e.g., Ridanpää, 2016). 

In many studies there was seen a call for recognition of cultural values. For example, Valto-
nen (2008, p. 32) emphasized the importance of recognizing different kinds of values, beliefs, 
traditions and general worldviews. Researchers in both education and social work seemed to 
share concern about the ways in which Finnish institutions might fail to recognize and acknowl-
edge Sámi worldviews (e.g., Keskitalo, 2010; Ranta & Kanninen, 2019). The idea of recognition 
draws attention to cultural values and beliefs, not only among minorities but also among the 
majority working with them. Recognizing attitudes and ideas that might hinder fair communi-
cation with ‘the Other’ is needed for open dialogue (Dominelli, as cited in Järvensivu, 2014, p. 12).  

The reviewed literature indicates the importance of recognizing how both listening and 
understanding are the core of culturally sensitive encounters. Marjaranta (2018) emphasized 
that health care personnel should be able to meet their patients as individuals instead of mere 
representatives of a cultural or ethnic group. Studies within the field of social work especially 
emphasize the importance of sincere face-to-face encounters in which social workers give their 
patients adequate space and time (Ervelius & Näkkäläjärvi, 2018; Kunelius, 2015; Yliselä, 2018). 
This kind of approach is closely tied to empathy and empathic listening (Yliselä, 2018). Ervelius 
and Näkkäläjärvi (2018) also wrote about the willingness and desire to understand individuals 
and groups as a bridge between cultures.

Numerous studies viewed self-reflective learning as a valuable way to enhance cultural 
sensitivity. For example, Luoma and Mättö (2018) focused on the meanings of multicultural en-
counters in the context of early childhood pedagogies. Their view was that educators should 
be enabled and supported in the recognition of and reflection on their own values, thoughts, 
actions and feelings regarding intercultural encounters. In the same way, the case study by Ris-
sanen, Kuusisto and Kuusisto (2016) suggested self-reflective learning processes as a method 
for developing teachers’ intercultural sensitivity. Their research drew attention to participants’ 
willingness to engage in self-reflection as a fundamental starting point to developing sensitive 
orientation towards diversity. Lappalainen (2005) suggested combining handicrafts, languages 
and cultures to enhance cultural sensitivity in teaching. Ervelius (2018) offered a concrete exam-
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ple of self-reflective learning as a method to enhance cultural sensitivity. The study presented a 
project, which consisted of an online course on Sámi culture, to develop distance teaching and 
learning methods in the education of nurses and deaconesses. A learning platform consisting of 
lecture recordings, individual and group assignments and exams is being prepared and tested 
in the ARCTISEN project. 

Many of the aforementioned studies stressed the need for recognition of historical and po-
litical contexts, reconciliation and language revitalization (e.g., Ervelius & Näkkäläjärvi, 2018; 
Juutilainen et al., 2014; Keskitalo et al., 2011). These research projects scrutinized the diverse 
contemporary methods of cultural expression (e.g., Junka-Aikio, 2018; Kuuva, 2017) and the risk 
of reproducing stereotypical images of the Sámi cultures. Several studies included the call to 
recognize different cultural values. Indeed, a vital aspect of culturally sensitive tourism is the 
recognition of and respect for Sámi worldviews, cultural values, beliefs and traditions (e.g., Val-
tonen, 2008).  

Drawing inspiration from these discussions, we encourage readers to envision how cultur-
ally sensitive tourism could contribute to these ongoing processes and to more sensitive orien-
tation regarding diversity. What can tourism actors learn from these other fields of study? How 
can they create products and services that enhance self-reflective learning processes for both 
hosts and guests (both international and Finnish)? What kinds of products and services could 
deepen one’s understanding of the Sami culture(s), including their values, beliefs, traditions and 
contemporary lives? How could the Sámi languages be better recognized and respected in the 
tourism setting? What kinds of tourism encounters enable the respectful listening and under-
standing that form the core of culturally sensitive encounters (e.g., Marjaranta, 2018)?

Concluding reflections

Cultural sensitivity as a concept has not been used in any tourism research related to Finland or 
written in Finnish. In connection with the utilization of Sámi cultures in the tourism business in 
Finland, the main concepts studied have been cultural sustainability, cultural carrying capacity, 
cultural representations and cultural identity.  

What then can be learnt from the other fields of studies we have reviewed? To our knowl-
edge, healing and reconciliation, recognition of cultural values and diversity, listening and un-
derstanding as well as self-reflective learning are all concepts that so far have not often been 
used in tourism studies or business practices in Finnish Lapland. The Finnish tourism industry 
should respect Sámi cultures in its business practices, which requires understanding and recog-
nizing Sámi cultural values and diversity, which in turn requires listening to the Sámi and prac-
ticing self-reflective learning. Every tourism entrepreneur, manager and worker should reflect 
on their own values, thoughts, actions and feelings towards Sámi cultures and people to become 
more sensitive to and respectful towards cultural diversity (see Luoma & Mättö, 2018; Rissanen 
et al., 2016). Recognizing attitudes and ideas that might hinder open dialogue (Dominelli, as 
cited in Järvensivu, 2014, p. 12) and being willing to understand are also necessary skills. This 
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applies not only to contact with Sámi cultures but with all cultures encountered by tourism in-
dustry representatives. 

Respecting Sámi cultures in tourism business practices is one of the ways that healing and 
reconciliation can occur. While writing the concluding lines of this literature review, the news-
feeds in Finland are filled with heated discussions related to the question of cultural insensi-
tivity and sensitivity. A former comedian and actor Pirkka-Pekka Petelius, who is currently a 
member of the Finnish Parliament, expressed his official apology to Sámi communities for his 
insensitive and directly disrespectful representations of Sámi cultures. These kinds of apologies 
and discussions play a vital role in the processes of reconciliation and healing. Should the Finn-
ish tourism industry also apologize for its primitive, exotic and mystic representations of Sámi 
cultures? Should reconciliation and healing be objectives of tourism planning and development 
in Lapland (see Barton & Leonard, 2010)?

The literature review indicates that cultural sensitivity has been, and can be, connected to 
many different contexts and concepts. However, the concept of cultural sensitivity differs from 
other concepts used in the Finnish tourism literature. For example, whereas carrying capacity 
brings attention to the transformation of Sámi cultures, the notion of cultural sensitivity un-
derlines the responsibility of the Finnish tourism industry. The idea of cultural sensitivity also 
takes into account history, underlining the processes of healing and reconciliation as necessary 
due to the assimilation processes of the Sámi imposed by Finnish authorities. Reconciliation 
may also be needed between the Sámi and the exploitive Finnish tourism industry. Furthermore, 
cultural sensitivity allows for a more concrete approach to tourism discussions by underlining 
the importance of encountering other people with openness and respect (see Höckert, 2018). 
As Ervelius and Näkkäläjärvi’s (2018) emphasized, cultural sensitivity consists of elements like 
togetherness and community. Indeed, the reviewed articles showed how sensitivity can be made 
possible, or challenged, in encounters between the self and the other (Kunelius, 2015; Länsman, 
2004; Yliselä, 2018). As Järvensivu (2014, p. 78) stated, cultural sensitivity is at best something 
reciprocal, where both or all parties give and receive something. Hence, sensitivity is something 
that occurs in the relations between individuals or groups. In sum, based on the literature re-
view and supported by the ARCTISEN transnational study (Olsen et al., 2019, p. 13; see also Vik-
en et al., 2019), we suggest that responsible, culturally sensitive tourism development requires 
respectful, curious attitudes, that is, recognition of cultural differences while breaking down 
stereotypical images.
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