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Abstract: Many frameworks, theories and tools exist to help operationalize and comprehend the
concepts of sustainable development and sustainability. However, knowledge about how the concepts
are perceived at a local level is scarce. The objective of this paper is therefore to gain such insight and,
through this, to contribute to the understanding of local sustainability dynamics. A study of perceptions
of sustainability was carried out in Geirangerfjord, a UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization) Natural World Heritage Site in Western Norway. Using semi-structured
interviews, stakeholders were asked about their perceptions of what sustainable development in
Geirangerfjord entails. Several methods of analysis were used, namely, theme analysis, emergent
pattern analysis and group comparisons. Furthermore, an approach we call the “What Is Not There
(WINT) analysis” was developed to identify themes that are part of the sustainability discourse, but that
were not mentioned by stakeholders. Among the results of the analysis are that social dimensions of
sustainability dominated the perceptions of stakeholders. Stakeholder perceptions are furthermore
context-dependent and are formed by sustainability issues that are close to people’s lives. The study
also indicates that place of residence is a strong determinant of perceptions. In this way, the article
adds to the existing literature on perceptions of sustainability.

Keywords: perception of sustainability; sustainable development; stakeholder groups; World
Heritage Site (WHS); protected area tourism

1. Introduction

“A global agenda for change,” nothing less, was what the UN (United Nations) World Commission
on Environment and Development was asked to formulate when they started their work in 1983 [1].
In what has later been called “Our Common Future” or the Brundtland report, the Commission defines
and describes sustainable development, a concept that has since become a paradigm of change all over
the globe. More than 30 years later, the world is still struggling to achieve sustainability. Following
from the global interdependence of sustainable development is the fact that it can only be achieved
through the change of perceptions, beliefs and actions of individuals, groups and communities all over
the globe. Actions on a small scale add up to the global totality, and stakeholders in local communities
are thus important actors [2,3].

It has been argued that there is an overarching agreement about the content of the term “sustainable
development” [4]. A balance between the social, economic and natural domains, and intergenerational
equity are generally perceived to constitute the main elements of such a development [5,6]. However,
others point to the fact that the concept is socially and politically constructed, and that perceptions
therefore logically will vary [7–9]. Human perception is about individuals and groups making sense
of the world. The perception process includes a complex interplay between objects, human senses
and the brain. The details of the process are yet to be understood [10–12]. What is known is that
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perceptions are influenced by, for instance, physical conditions, cognitive capacities and context [10,13].
It is thus to be expected that perceptions differ. Empirical studies strengthen this argument, showing
that the perceptions of sustainability among stakeholders differ between geographical levels, different
segments of society and depending on personal situations [8,9,14–16]. Studies about perceptions of
sustainability are, however, scarce. The same applies to studies of the relationship between perceptions
of sustainability and sustainable behavior. There is, however, a broad line of literature looking into
the relationship between attitudinal variables like values, beliefs and norms, and sustainable or
environmental behavior [17]. Since these variables interplay with perceptions, we also draw on this
line of literature to discuss how perceptions of sustainability may influence behavior.

We acknowledge that there is a complex interplay between diverse factors to explain sustainable
behavior, and we are not aiming at investigating these to their full extent. The objective of this
paper is to gain insight into perceptions among local stakeholders about the concept of sustainability.
Such insights form a basis for the understanding of sustainable and unsustainable actions on the local
level. Geirangerfjord, a UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization)
Natural World Heritage Site (NWHS) in Western Norway, serves as a case study. Given the so far
scarce literature on perceptions of sustainability, we have used an inductive approach to data collection
and analysis.

As one of Norway’s most visited destinations, especially within the segment of nature-based
tourism, Geirangerfjord is an icon of Norwegian tourism. Pre-COVID (coronavirus disease)-19 numbers
show that 235 inhabitants were hosting just below one million visitors a year (2018) [18]. Sustainable
development has thus been high on the agenda. A NWHS represents the globe’s most valuable natural
areas. Especially in these places, knowledge about inhabitants’ and other stakeholders’ perceptions of
a sustainable community development is important if sustainable policies are to succeed.

This article will first give a general introduction to the concept of sustainability and research on
perceptions, perceptions of sustainable development, and research on sustainable behavior. We then
continue to present the study area, methods of data collection and analysis, followed by the results.
We discuss the findings in the light of the literature. Conclusions and implications of the findings are
presented at the end.

2. Literature Review

The concept of sustainability did not emerge in a vacuum in 1987. As a way of thinking, it has
been part of religious teachings, medieval philosophies and traditional beliefs for centuries [19–21].
The UN report “Our common future,” however, gave “sustainable development” and “sustainability”
content and political credibility, defined as:

“1. Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains two key concepts:

• the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding
priority should be given; and

• the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the
environment’s ability to meet present and future needs.” (Section 2.1)

Ever since, the concept of sustainable development has been central in the discourse of future
developments and has received varied contents and definitions, both in academia and in politics [4,19,22–26].
By 2015, the UN General Assembly adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aimed at serving
as guiding principles for future global developments. With 17 goals and more than 100 sub-goals, the SDGs
cover almost all aspects of human life [6].

Various concerns have been raised about the concept—that it is vague, that it attracts hypocrites,
that it is in danger of fostering delusions, and that there is a potential for emphasizing individual
aspects rather than the whole [7,19,27]. Despite these concerns, there seems to be a general agreement
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on many aspects of the content, including inter- and intra-generational equity, the protection of natural
resources, and balancing development economically, socially and ecologically. It is also argued that the
consensus on goals and process goes way beyond these more general terms [4].

2.1. Perceptions

To serve as global goals and to guide future development, sustainable development needs to
be perceived, interpreted and acted upon in a consistent and coherent way in different geographical
settings and contexts. Given the complexity of the concept, this is not a straightforward precondition.
Defined as “the process or result of becoming aware of objects, relationships, and events by means of
the senses”[28], human perceptions are highly complex.

The process of perception has been subject to scrutiny from Plato onwards within as diverse fields as
philosophy, neuroscience, psychology and communication [29]. Physiologically, perception is about the
interplay between sensory information like vision, hearing and touch and the brain [13]. The perception
process, however, is to a large extent unconscious and involves cognitive processes [11,29,30] in selecting,
organizing and interpreting stimuli. Such a perception process involves several parts of the brain
and complex neurology. Even with steadily more sophisticated methodology, the exact physiology of
perception is still an enigma [12,13].

Perceptions are influenced by a number of factors [31]. Physical location and orientation of
the body is one such factor [10], context and information environment are others [29]. Tversky and
Kahneman [32] also showed that choices between alternatives are highly influenced by the framing
of the problem. It is widely recognized that perceptions are also influenced by characteristics of the
individual [33]. Factors individuals bring into the situation, such as experience, background, knowledge
level, beliefs, attitudes, values and personal preferences influence the process of perception [10,13,29].
For instance, Dunham and Banaji [29] claim that objects are not perceived as they are, but are partially
constructed and interpreted out of what is already inside our minds.

Attention is another factor widely presumed to influence the perception process [34,35]. Humans
tend to miss information that they do not expect. They also fail to see what they are looking at,
unless attention is directed at it [35]. Lueg [10] argued that “failing to notice information that could be
relevant to a task at hand is not an exception but rather to be expected.” The reasons for this are cognitive
and perceptual systems that have evolved to perceive only a fraction of the information available.

2.2. Perceptions of Sustainable Development

Literature on perceptions of sustainable development is scarce. Robinson [7] found that “one of
the most striking characteristics of the term sustainable development is that it means so many different
things to so many different people and organizations.” Macnaghten et al. [8,9] had several interesting
observations in this regard. They found in a study of perceptions of sustainability in Lancashire,
England, that environmental concerns are largely expressed in local terms like beach pollution, litter and
dog mess. They also found that day-to-day concerns are important, most prevalent in the form of job
insecurity or unemployment. They explained this phenomenon not with ignorance about the global
issues of climate change or by a lack of concern, but rather by the perceived intractability of the global
problems for local residents, and lack of trust in information providers. With this comes a lack of sense
of agency, a felt inability to influence the situation. In their discussions, Macnaghten et al. [9] also
found that people in most population groups express a strong identification with local place, especially
related to their immediate communities. Pearson [36] pointed to the fact that the perceptions of the
problems related to sustainability are an issue of scale and agency. In the example of land management,
perceptions differ greatly from farmers to global actors. Principal agents also change depending on
administrative and geographical levels. Pearson argued that approaching sustainability thus should
be done from the bottom up in participatory processes: defining the problem and then finding ways to
solve the particular problem. He also argued that the perceptions of sustainability are fluent in time
and influenced by risk.
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Related to the themes of locality and attachment, O’Toole et al. [15] pointed out that perceptions
of sustainability are dependent on geography and scale. In their study, they found that perceptions
of sustainable development differ depending on the experience of local residents. For instance,
in communities where populations are in decline, population growth is an important issue related to
perceptions of social sustainable development. Where there are concerns about employment, employment
is an important ingredient in a sustainable future. These findings are supported by Jones et al. [37],
who found that local residents rated employment as the most important factor for sustainable development
in their community. Tiani and Charnacle [38] underlined that there is a certain agreement across different
stakeholder groups about the criteria of sustainability, but that there are differences in the weighting of
issues. These studies thus show that sustainability issues need to be contextualized.

Literature touching on perception of sustainability more indirectly shows that lack of involvement
and perceived benefits of the local stakeholders is perceived to negatively influence attitudes toward
nature conservation and protected areas [14,39]. Research suggests that economic incentives motivate
people to become committed to the environment and conservation, particularly in remote protected
areas [14,40,41]. In a study in a tiger reserve in India, Sekhar [42] found that a majority of the residents
who experienced economic benefits from tourism also had positive attitudes towards tourism and nature
conservation. Sekhar also emphasized the importance of including the local population in management
planning, and of ensuring that residents get a fair share of tourism income. Also, Sirivongs and
Tsuchiya [43], in a survey conducted among residents of a Natural Protected Area in Lao, showed that
residents’ willingness to participate in protection of a natural forest area was closely tied to local
participation and economic benefits from tourism.

2.3. Environmental Beliefs, Attitudes and Values—And Sustainable Behavior

While research into the effect of perceptions on sustainable behavior is scarce, there is a wide range
of research aimed at comprehending the relationship between attitudinal factors like beliefs, values and
norms and environmental behavior. As perceptions are influenced by and influence these factors in
a complex interplay, this line of literature is also relevant for the understanding of the relationship
between perceptions and behavior.

Environmental beliefs may be divided into three groups: an anthropocentric approach based on
the instrumental value of the environment for human beings (humans above nature), a biospheric
approach that values the environment for its own sake (natural balance), and an ego-bio-centric
approach that values human beings within nature as a whole [44–46]. Imran et al. [14] investigated
these beliefs, comparing different stakeholder groups, namely, protected area authorities, local
communities, tourists and tourism enterprises. They found that the first two groups have a significantly
higher eco-centric interest in the environment, but that there is a complex mix of ecological orientations
among the stakeholders, depending again on a complex mix of contextual factors. Their results
support Macnaghten et al. [9] and O’Toole’s [15] findings that context is important in understanding
perceptions of sustainability. Furthermore, they found a tendency among all stakeholder groups to
endorse pro-ecological values, but that these values were not of top priority.

There are also numerous studies assessing how environmental attitudinal factors influence
behavior [14,44,45,47]. This relationship is not straightforward. In environmental psychology, Stern et al. [44]
have developed the value-belief-norm (VBN) theory to explain environmental behavior. They point
to the fact that environmentally significant behavior can be divided into different groups: activism,
private-sphere environmentalism, and non-activist public-sphere behavior. They show that these
different types of behavior depend on different mixes of values and beliefs. Another example of this
complex relationship between attitudes and behavior stems from business and marketing literature
on sustainability. In this line of literature, the “attitude–behavior gap” is widely known. Consumers
in general, and tourists in particular, are concerned with environmental issues and have intentions
of environmentally friendly behavior. There are, however, huge gaps between intentions and what
people actually do when in a situation of choice. In a bibliographical study on environmentally friendly
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tourism behavior conducted by Juvan and Dolnicar [48,49], a large proportion of tourists expressed a
pro-environmental attitude, but they found that the category of tourists both intending to and actually
performing environmentally friendly behavior varied between 2% and 20%, much depending on the
methodology of the research.

A line of research studied the relationships between environmental connectedness and environmental
behavior. Arnberger et al. [50] looked into the relationship between the affinity for an Austrian national
park by visitors and their attitude towards nature conservation and visitor management measures.
Greater affinity went hand in hand with more positive attitudes. Also, two studies conducted among
residents in or near protected areas in Italy showed that positive regional identity of the respondents was
linked to higher support for protection [51]. In line with this, Davis et al. [52] conducted two studies
about environmental connectedness and commitment to the natural environment among students at a
university in the United States. The studies showed that higher commitment predicted higher levels of
pro-environmental behavior.

Studies trying to explain pro-environmental behavior have diverse starting points, diverse
dependent variables and they also use concepts in different ways. Through a thorough literature
review, McDonald [17] constructed an integrated framework aimed at understanding the complex
relationship among different factors leading to pro-environmental employee behavior in the work place.
She found that influencing variables may be divided into four categories: 1. Intrapersonal factors like
demographics, attitudes, habit and values; 2. Motivational factors like work satisfaction, intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation; 3. Interpersonal or social factors like social norms and self-identity; and 4. External
factors like facilitating conditions and organizational factors. The factors do not necessarily have a
direct effect on environmental employee behavior, but are to a large extent mediated by other factors.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Study Area

As can be seen in Figure 1, Geirangerfjord is located in Western Norway. In 2005, the area was
inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List together with Nærøyfjord as the “West Norwegian Fjord
Landscape.” Pre-COVID-19 figures show that just below 1 million tourists visited the narrow valley each
year mainly during the summer months of June, July and August. Cruise tourism contributes roughly
to one third of these visitors [18]. Only 235 people live year-round in the village of Geiranger [53].
Agriculture has traditionally been the livelihood of people living there. However, having a more than
100 years long history of tourism, the sector now provides employment to most people in the village,
either directly or indirectly. Year-round settlement in Geiranger is totally dependent on tourism.
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As an icon of tourism, there have been ongoing debates in, around and about the Geiranger
World Heritage Area. Crowding and congestion have, during the study period and prior to COVID-19,
been issues of complaint and debate. Smog in the air over the Geirangerfjord, witnessing poor
air quality, has been another. Both issues have contributed to research and debates on sustainable
development and solutions [54–60]. The local World Heritage administration has been an important
actor, pushing the process forward. The discourse has reached regional and national decision makers
and has been a matter of national concern [58]. In 2018, the national assembly adopted a law allowing
only tourist ships and ferries with zero emissions to enter the fjord from 2026 [61].

3.2. Data Collection

The main set of data for this study was collected through 23 semi-structured stakeholder interviews
and 8 responses from a questionnaire with the same open-ended questions. The period of data collection
was fall 2017 to spring 2018. The information from the data collection was supplemented by document
studies and participation in meetings related to ongoing discussions on environmental, social and
economic issues in the area. Discussions about these issues, relevant studies carried out in the region,
as well as international literature on sustainability formed the basis for the creation of the interview
guide and the questionnaire. Stakeholders for the interviews were identified based on Freeman’s [62]
broad definition of stakeholders as all who are affected or are affecting an organization. Our definition
was thus formulated as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the transport system in
the Geiranger area as it is today, or changes to it.” The reason for the wording of the definition was that
the entire project this study is connected to was about the sustainability of the tourist transportation
system in the area. Knowledge about stakeholders’ perceptions of sustainability was thus essential.

An initial list of more than 200 stakeholders was made and grouped before picking informants for a
first round of 9 interviews. The aim of this preliminary phase was to identify major stakeholders, to add
missing stakeholders, and to understand how various stakeholders affect or were affected by the transport
system. Following from this, a short-list of 40 main stakeholders along three dimensions was developed:
1. Place of residence—local versus non-local; 2. Whether they were mainly affected by or rather affected
the transport system; and 3. Whether they represented the categories of inhabitants without direct
economic interest in tourism, public authorities, nature conservation, tourism businesses, or other.
The main bulk of interviewees were inhabitants of, or closely connected to, the area. The interviews
were conducted face to face or by telephone. Transcripts and/or recordings were made. The interview
guide raised different themes, with perceptions of the transport system and sustainability being the main
issues. In addition to the main themes, information on the interviewee’s personal and organizational
background and interests in the matter was recorded and used in the analysis. Several questions
regarding sustainability were used in the interviews. The main question for this analysis was an open
question about what sustainable development of Geirangerfjord and surrounding areas entailed for the
interviewees. This open question was followed up by an encouragement to address economic, social
and environmental factors. Furthermore, the interviewees were asked what they perceived to be main
challenges to sustainable development for the area. Interviews were halted at 23, when it seemed that
little new information was gained from additional interviews. Themes from the 8 questionnaires with
open-ended questions overlapped with the themes from the interviews and helped to confirm that data
saturation had been reached.

3.3. Data Analysis

NVIVO software (QSR: Burlington, MA, USA) was used to store and analyze the data. Several
approaches were used in the analysis. Firstly, an inductive approach was used for coding of themes.
After several rounds of coding and grouping of different thees, main themes were identified. Secondly,
we looked for emergent patterns across themes [63]. Memos, including notes on specific findings were
created as a starting point. Findings in the memos were then further elaborated through a second
round of coding of the data. Thirdly, we used stakeholder attributes to compare perceptions between
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stakeholder groups by importing an Excel sheet with background variables to NVIVO. The data
were then again analyzed with the aim of looking for differences and similarities across, for instance,
geographical boundaries, roles and sectors. Themes in the text were also counted.

The fourth and last approach used was developed during the process and called the “What Is Not
There (WINT) analysis.” The approach needs further elaboration. Discourse analysis in the linguistic
tradition reveals that not only what is explicitly communicated is significant, so are also, for instance
pauses, vocalization or issues that are not there [64]. Critical discourse analysis, in addition, points to
the fact that themes left out of a discourse highlight power relations [65]—referring to writers like
Foucault [66] and Lukes [67]. We are following a discourse analysis tradition, using what is present
in the interviews also to identify what is not there. We do this by contrasting the data to what is
known to be part of sustainability discourses locally and globally. Are the official definitions of the
concept, including intergenerational equity and the balance of social, economic and ecological systems
represented? Are global concerns, like climate change and discourses on waste, prominent in the
interviews? Is the local and national discourse on air quality present? Contrasting the data in this way
brings up interesting new perspectives on perceptions. However, in the WINT analysis, we do not go
all the way to analyzing the interviews in a power perspective or in a linguistic sense.

The different approaches to data analysis are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Approaches to data analysis in the study schematically presented. Source: own table.

Method of Analysis Unit of Analysis Main Question Raised in Analysis

Theme analysis All stakeholders What are the stakeholders’ main
perceptions and concerns?

Emergent pattern analysis All stakeholders
Do the stakeholders’ perceptions form
into patterns or relations of themes, or

even into a specific logic?

WINT (What Is Not There) analysis All stakeholders

Which themes emerge when comparing
what is in the data to what is expected

to be there? (In this case, contrasting the
findings to knowledge about local and

global sustainability discourses)

Stakeholder group comparison Stakeholder groups Are there similarities and differences of
themes and patterns across groups?

4. Results

The presentation of results, related to perception of sustainable development, are structured by
the methods of analysis presented in the preceding section. Firstly, the main themes are introduced.
Secondly, emergent patterns found during the analysis are presented [63]. Thirdly, looking for missing
themes and patterns, in the perspective of prevailing perceptions of sustainability are introduced
(WINT analysis). Finally, similarities and differences related to these themes, patterns and missing
themes are compared across stakeholder groups using place of residence and professional roles as
dividing lines.

4.1. Main Themes

There are two main themes presented by the stakeholders when asked about what they perceive
sustainable development in the area entails. The first theme, about settlement, addresses the social
aspect of sustainability. The second theme, traffic, can also be described as mainly social, but touches
upon environmental aspects.
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4.1.1. Increase in the Number of Inhabitants in the Community

There is a strong trend of urbanization in Norway, a fact that is widely documented in statistics and
publications [68]. This development leaves rural areas and villages with steadily shrinking populations.
This is also the case for the Geiranger area. The most prominent and recurring theme in the interviews
is thus increasing settlement. Sub-themes related to this main theme differ. One of the issues is the
maintenance of basic public services like school and kindergarten, but also social activities like choirs
and sports. A local businessperson living in the Geiranger area expresses it like this:

“We want people to live here, have children in school and kindergarten. This is important for the
future. We are almost down to 20 kids from 1st to 10th grade here (in school). (The problem is)
. . . the municipality, finances, no residential plots... When people are not able to build houses, they
move, there are no houses for sale, they are inherited by (outside) relatives.” (Interview with local
businessperson, own addition in brackets)

Another sub-theme concerning local settlement is outside businesses coming to the village for a
few months each year, making profits in peak season at the expense of local businesses. They are then
perceived to be leaving the village without contributing to the community:

“I am not happy about those who are here three to four months, and do not have residential addresses in
Geiranger or Stranda municipality . . . So be it, but the social part is absent. We just see them passing
by, none of them contribute to (social activities like) skiing, bazaars or choirs. The biggest challenge
(related to sustainability) is people. There is nothing wrong with those “surfing” and making money
only in summer, but maybe they should stay half of the year . . . How can we develop an area or village
when we’re only 200 inhabitants?” (Local resident and businessperson, own addition in brackets)

Other informants point at what needs to be done to increase the local population. Plots for housing
are mentioned above. Extending the tourist season and creating local jobs are closely related to the
main theme of attracting new inhabitants. Several of the stakeholders point to the need to extend the
season. The two months from mid-June to mid-August have traditionally been the peak season. In the
last years, prior to the COVID-19 situation, the season has been extended to last from May to the end of
September in the village of Geiranger. The main reason for this is the global trend of increasing tourism,
in combination with the fact that Norway is perceived as a safe and attractive tourism destination.
A goal for single enterprises and for the area as a whole has thus been to further extend the season to
build a basis for all-year-round businesses. This is also reflected in the local masterplan for tourism,
which was developed in a participatory process:

“Geiranger 2030

The overriding goal is to create a vibrant local community through sustainable year-round
tourism.” [69]

The aim of local all-year-round jobs is another version of the same sub-theme. Year-round jobs are
seen as an important stepping-stone on the way to sustainability for the community, and is formulated
like this by one of the local businesspersons:

“There may be too much traffic in July. There is an incredible interest during the Norwegian holiday
weeks. There are huge contrasts between 20 July and 1 October. Everyone wants to spread the traffic,
but people have holidays in summer . . . . The whole village loses money from 1 October to 1 May. If we
fail to make money during summer so that we can keep the businesses open in winter, the snowball
will roll the wrong way. Now we earn reasonably well in summer, because of this we can keep open in
winter. Accountants ask why we do not just close in winter, but we want the village to be alive all
year round. We will continue to try, it is a goal for us living here.” (Interview with a local resident
and businessperson.)
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4.1.2. Traffic

Issues related to traffic are the second most important theme related to sustainability in the
interviews. Also, in this case, the approach of the stakeholders differs. There is considerable focus
on capacity expansion to solve the congestion issues—for instance, through better roads and more
parking spaces. Several different interconnected measures are mentioned. One interviewee seemed to
debate with himself about different measures raised in the local sustainability and traffic debate:

“I would think that, for example, for cruise lines to survive in the future they must change to more
environmentally friendly ways. They (Geiranger) may have to get a new cruise quay in the long run.
Remote parking (one of the solutions discussed) is not possible, I do not believe in it, the cars must
be able to drive through here. If there was a tunnel ( . . . ), we could then have electric buses so that
people could drive down here. I do not envision now that we can start with remote parking. If you
are going to (drive) through and you cannot park in the valley... (It is) not a simple question. There
will probably be more electric cars eventually . . . we do not have a charging station in the center,
(then the visitor) must drive to the Fjord Center to charge a car. I am thinking that Geiranger cannot
pioneer everything, we are so few inhabitants here, all inhabitants here are needed.“ (Local resident
and businessperson, own addition in brackets.)

A recurring theme is the redistribution of tourists in time and space. One of the stakeholders
expresses that sustainable development is to:

“.. reduce the number of tourists during the peak summer months and spread tourism throughout the
year—at least spring and autumn season.” (Interview with local inhabitant and businessperson.)

Others claim that a shift from mass tourism to more focus on individual travelers with a higher
willingness to pay would be a solution to the traffic problem.

“I am thinking that if we had been clever enough to get tourists all year, especially during the shoulder
season... that focus on mass tourism was not so strong, that we had a better product for the individual
travelers . . . .” (Interview with local inhabitant and businessperson.)

There are also other sub-themes related to traffic. New technologies as a solution to the emission
problem is one example, restrictions on number of visitors both on sea and land is another.

4.2. Emergent Patterns

Emergent patterns are about the patterns that seem to come up from the comparison of interviews
along themes, viewpoints and emphasis [63]. Two marked patterns emerging from the data are
presented below.

4.2.1. An Anthropocentric Worldview

An anthropocentric worldview is vividly present in the interviews. The natural environment is
frequently turned into a means to human benefit in the interviews:

“Interviewer: Would you say that you and/or your organization have interests related to how the
natural environment develops in the Geirangerfjord and surrounding areas?

Interviewee: I’d say that’s what they (tourism enterprises) live from.

Interviewer: In what way?

Interviewee: . . . . people come here to experience the area, silence, tranquility, the same as in 1886, it
is the main reason why people travel from home and spend a lot of money . . . “ (Interview with public
official related to Geiranger. Own addition in brackets)
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The focus is straight away shifted from nature itself to nature as a basis for tourism and business.
In this case, the wording of the question might have led the informant in such a direction, but the
anthropocentric viewpoint is a pervasive theme present all through the interviews. For instance, asked
openly about what the challenges to sustainability are, there is a similar turn from another informant:

“ I think I would rank environmental challenges as number one, and by this I mean both on land
and in the fjord, because it creates these images of Geiranger, this with the blue smog—that we are
approaching a level of pollution that is harmful to health. Then preserving the cultural landscape as
number two, it is dependent on farmers who cultivate the land. ... So, one, the environment, two, the
cultural landscape.” (Interview with public official related to Geiranger area.)

Or this passage, when a local stakeholder is asked about what sustainability entails:

“When tourists write letters on their own ... (about crowding/air pollution) ... we live after all off the
market, (then we) must do something. We have received NOK 2 million to develop a master plan for
Geiranger to preserve world heritage, nature and cultural qualities.” (Interview with public official
related to the Geiranger area. Own addition in brackets)

The quotes from the interviews illustrate informants stating that the natural environment is
important to them, because it is important to tourists, which again is important to businesses.
The anthropocentric viewpoint is also present in various documents. One example is the letter of
assignment from the Norwegian Maritime Authority to the Norwegian Environment Agency to reduce
emissions from cruise ships in the world heritage fjords because of “the environment and health” and
because, among other considerations:

“The ship calls also periodically cause aesthetic pollution consisting of visible clouds consisting of
particles, NOx, sulfur oxides (SOx) and water vapor.” [70]

The anthropocentric world view is also clearly present in the Outstanding Universal Value of the
world heritage site. Already in the opening sentence of the brief synthesis it is stated:

“The starkly dramatic landscapes of Geirangerfjord and Nærøyfjord are exceptional in scale and
grandeur in a country of spectacular fjords . . . .». [71]

The focus is on how the landscape appears—for humans. It is also worth to bear in mind
that even the concept “environment” refers to the environment of humans and is basically a
human-centered concept.

4.2.2. The Interconnectedness of Issues—With Settlement as the Endpoint

The stakeholders appear to have a general knowledge about the term sustainability and of what it
implies. Some also mention this directly when presenting their perception of sustainability:

“Hm, I do not know . . . . where you can leave as few traces as possible, but at the same time have a
basis for thriving and living” (Interview with public official and regional resident.)

A more conspicuous discovery is, however, how few of the informants point to this balance in their
perceptions of sustainability. Rather, the balance appears to be replaced by causal links. For instance,
one stakeholder sums up sustainability in his own written words like this:

“Tourism = business = making a living and developing the community. 600—1000 inhabitants (as a
goal).” (Questionnaire answer in writing from local resident and businessperson. Own addition
in brackets.)

In addition, and as can be seen from the statement above, settlement seems to be the end point of
a sustainability chain of logic. These two statements illustrate this point:
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“(Sustainability is . . . ) 1. Year-round tourism, year-round workplaces. 2. Opportunity to find a
place to live—to have access to labor, to be able to run the business all year. Then the rest will go by
itself.” (Interview with regional official. Own addition in brackets.)

“... Want it to be financially sustainable for businesses, while still taking care of natural qualities.
That Geiranger as a community still has a social life. All year round jobs.” (Interview with regional
resident and official.)

Such a chain of perceived sustainable development seems also to be the logic underlying the
importance of an extension of the tourist season. The aim of such an extension is to attract new citizens
to the local community:

“To reduce the number of tourists in the peak of summer, spread visitation throughout the year, at
least spring and autumn season... Creating the basis for a larger proportion of year-round residence
that can provide a “caretaker company”—locals who can take care of what is necessary to take care of
in the area. “ (Interview with local resident and businessperson.)

4.3. WINT Analysis—What Is Not There

So far, we have been looking into themes and patterns that are present in the interviews. To give
additional depth to the analysis, we are in the following presenting issues that are not explicitly present
in the data. Potentially such a WINT analysis may include many issues. To pick topics, we therefore
concentrated on what we found to be the most conspicuous findings based on our knowledge about
the discourse on sustainability globally and locally. What is strikingly missing?

A prominent theme in the local sustainability discourse is air pollution, or rather the visible
condensation clouds above the fjord landscape. Tourist and tour operator complaints have been
important in raising the issue. The search for solutions has been fronted by the local World Heritage
administration, but has also been taken up by regional and national authorities [58]. Knowledge about the
problem has been built through research and development projects, courses and seminars. Subsequently,
measurements have shown that the concentration of small particles in the air (PM < 2.5 µg/m3) can
be dangerous to health [54–57,72]. Seen in this perspective, it is surprising that this discourse is not
prevalent in the interviews about sustainability.

Furthermore, local challenges that are not visible seem to fall out of mind and are not mentioned
in the interviews. Pollution of the sea is one such example. While receiving some attention in the
local sustainability discourse, nothing is mentioned about this in the interviews. Having in mind that
the fjord is the main attraction for the visitors, and that the fjord landscape is the basis of the World
Heritage status, this is surprising. Using a wider geographical approach, it seems that issues that are
out of reach to the stakeholders also fall out of their perceptions of sustainability. Issues that come
to mind are, for instance, climate change and plastic waste. Both are huge issues in national and
international sustainability discourse, but barely mentioned in the interviews.

Seen in the perspective of sustainability as a balance between economic, social and environmental
values, surprisingly little attention is given to this balance as such, and to economic and environmental
issues. Only one person involved in tourism, but not living in the village, addressed economic issues
directly when encouraged:

“The financial results have to be positive. Most preferably positive enough to expand (business). If we
are unable to have positive financial results, most things will stop by themselves.” (Interview with
business representative. Own addition in brackets.)

There are very few quotes with such a clear economic reference. Most interviewees talk about business
as a means to an end, about businesses to create jobs and subsequently local year-round settlement.

When scrutinizing the role of the natural environment in the stakeholders’ perception of
sustainability, there is strong agreement among them that they have a strong interest to preserve it.
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The issue of nature preservation is, however, not a prominent theme and usually only arises when the
interviewer encourages the informant to bring up environmental issues. Then again, if raised, nature is
perceived as a means to serve human needs. The latter is further elaborated in the previous section
about the anthropocentric worldview. Interestingly enough, the issue of world heritage status is also
almost absent in the interviews and is only brought up by stakeholders working directly with world
heritage on a daily basis.

4.4. Comparison across Groups

Stakeholders have diverse and multiple roles as citizens, neighbors, employees, shop owners,
parents, children, etc. This is not new [73,74]. This overlap of roles seems particularly prevalent in the
Geiranger case, where many of the main stakeholders and interviewees are both inhabitants of a small
community, and at the same time have an official role, and a business interest. It is also a fact that
which role is played out is influenced by context. A couple of stakeholders reflected on this mix of
roles and how it influences answers in the interview:

“(Sustainability entails . . . ) the solutions that first and foremost take care of the natural environment,
that must be my role, I am less concerned if (the solutions are) financially sustainable. This might
have been different if I was answering as a private person . . . .” (Interview with public representative.
Own addition in brackets.)

The overlap of roles thus makes it difficult to know which role is actually playing out in the
interview situation. To divide stakeholders into groups is therefore demanding, and we have chosen
to make several types of distinctions in the analysis. To make the presentation of the main findings in
the following easier, we are only using two of them: the first divide is based on place of residence,
namely local, regional or national/international. The second divide is based on a common division in
different types of stakeholder analysis, the divide between tourism business, public administration
and inhabitants. Based on the abovementioned role mix of the stakeholder group, the last divide is
not straightforward, since the interviewees were not asked to answer on behalf of a particular role in
the interview.

The following figures are meant to illustrate main similarities and differences between groups.
The findings are supported in other ways in the main body of the text from the data collection. It is
important to have this in mind, as using percentages for such a low number of respondents can
be misleading.

The comparative analysis highlights three important findings. Firstly, there are major differences
of perceptions of sustainability across the divide of place of residence. This is particularly visible
analyzing stakeholders’ views on increasing the number of inhabitants. The closer to the village of
Geiranger the stakeholder live, the more focus is on this theme as the main ingredient of sustainable
development. While 13 out of 15 (87%) of local residents mention this as an important ingredient of
sustainable development, 4 out of 6 (67%) stakeholders regionally and only 1 out of 7 (14%) of the
stakeholders residing outside the region or internationally mention this. The point is illustrated in
Figure 2.

Secondly, place of residence seems to be a stronger background factor influencing stakeholder
perceptions than other divides. This is illustrated in Figure 3. At first glance, there appears to be
a difference of focus on number of inhabitants between tourism businesses, inhabitants and public
management (lower part of the figure). Among tourism businesses, 6 out of 14 (43%) mention this
aspect, while 4 out of 5 (80%) of the local inhabitants mention the same.

This divide however disappears when looking more thoroughly at the tourism business group
(upper part of the figure). Informants residing locally and representing tourism businesses have just
as much focus on increasing number of inhabitants as the group of local inhabitants without such
business interest; 80% (4 out of 5) mention this theme. By comparison, of national and international
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tourism businesses, only one out of five mention the theme (20%). Of the regional businesspersons,
one out of four mention the same (25%).
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Thirdly, scrutinizing the data material in search for the natural or economic dimensions of
sustainability, the main impression is that no group of stakeholders is particularly focused on any
of them (illustrated in Figure 4). The public managers group seems to have more focus on nature
aspects than other groups (2 out of 7, 29% mention this). The group of public managers includes
protected area managers and people representing the world heritage and environmental organizations.
The stakeholders seem to have even less focus on economy and profit. Only one stakeholder representing
the tourism businesses is directly mentioning economy and profit at all in any of the interviews (1 out
of 14, 7%).
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5. Discussion

As shown above, the main themes of the stakeholders’ perceptions of sustainable development in
the Geiranger World Heritage area are to increase the number of inhabitants in the community and
issues related to traffic. The latter includes subthemes like crowding and congestion, air pollution and
transport accessibility. Furthermore, there are two conspicuous patterns of stakeholder views: firstly,
an anthropocentric worldview; and secondly, perceptions seem to be put together in a coherent line of
reasoning. WINT analysis further reveals that issues out of sight and reach disappear in interviewees’
perceptions of sustainability. These issues are, for instance, air pollution, climate change and sea
pollution. The value of the economy and nature by and for itself are not included in their immediate
perception of sustainability, either. Analyses across groups further show that while place of residence
influences perceptions of sustainable development in the area, other group memberships do not seem
to have a substantial effect.

More broadly speaking, we have three main findings. Firstly, the interviewed stakeholders seem
to be aware of the official definition of sustainability. When encouraged, stakeholders mention both
social, environmental and economic aspects related to sustainability, and some refer to the balance
between the three. The findings thus do not oppose the view that there is a form of consensus about
what sustainability means in the public sphere [1,4,6]. However, the priorities of local stakeholders
do not include all three aspects of sustainability equally. Increasing the local population is of greater
importance than the environmental and economic aspects. Also, the other main theme related to
traffic is not predominantly an ecological issue. The emphasis of the stakeholders is on crowding,
congestion and mobility of tourists and locals. Even with an environmental indicator like air pollution,
stakeholders point out that air pollution is problematic, not so much for environmental reasons, as for
the impact it has on the experience of tourists and thereby the image of the Geiranger area as a tourist
destination. The perceptions of sustainability locally thus seem to reflect a hierarchy of values with
main emphasis on social values, rather than a balance between the economy, nature and society
(illustrated in Figure 5).

Secondly, the results strengthen the argument that stakeholders’ perceptions of sustainability vary
according to context [7–9,14,15,38]. More specifically, in this context, the local stakeholders’ perceptions
of sustainability appear as a sustainability chain of logic, illustrated in Figure 6. The environment
is precious because it is important for tourism and serves as a basis for jobs and economic viability,
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since nature-based tourism is the basis of the economy. The overarching goal is to attract more
inhabitants to the community. In line with this, geographical scale seems to influence the emphasis on
different aspects of sustainability. For instance, the sustainability chain of logic presented above is
quite similar for many of the individuals, but is much more prominent among stakeholders living in
the Geiranger area.
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Thirdly, our study supports the findings by several studies [8,9,15,37] that sustainability issues
perceived as most important by stakeholders are topics very close to people’s lives. They are visible
and traceable to stakeholders. In addition, it seems like interviewees’ current experiences are important
to their expressed perceptions of sustainability.

How is this to be interpreted? This is a single, explorative case study and thus does not create a
strong basis for generalizations. This being said, given the literature on human perception [10,12,13,29],
it is not surprising that perceptions of sustainability differ. These discrepancies are, however, under-
communicated and not well understood. A better understanding can be crucial to understand local
dynamics in the strive for sustainability.

More surprising, from the perspective of human perception, is the fact that the perceptions of the
stakeholders broadly speaking are quite similar. They are focused on social issues, not economic and
ecological ones. Stakeholders perceive the concept from a quite similar anthropocentric viewpoint.
Through perceptions’ interplay with values and beliefs [10,29], these findings may lead to the conclusion
that social issues are of higher value than economic and environmental concerns. Such likeness could
stem from similarities of the perceptual system of humans [10]. If this is the case, then such findings
have major implications for how to approach and achieve the balance of sustainability [1,4,22].
Taking this one step further, the findings support the findings of O’Toole et al. [15], indicating that
the most prominent social concern of the community constitutes the main issue of local perceptions
of sustainability. If generalizable, the immediate local context of the stakeholders can be expected
to be the main issue in local inhabitants’ perception of sustainable development in communities.
The “sustainability-chain of logic” might be a key to understanding local mechanisms of sustainability.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 8825 16 of 19

The fact that place of residence seems to be the strongest determinant of perceptions, in our case
much stronger than for instance occupational background, is in line with literature which shows that
physical space and placement are strong determinants of perceptions [10]. Put together with the
finding that stakeholders seem to accentuate issues that are close to their lives, and that issues outside
the local inhabitants’ sight and sphere of influence are not a part of local perceptions of sustainability,
this could be indications of a pattern of perceptions of sustainability.

6. Conclusions

This paper contributes to a clearer understanding of perceptions of sustainability in local communities.
It shows on the one hand that findings are consistent with an understanding of perceptions of sustainability
shaped in complex individual and group processes and through discourses on different geographical
levels. On the other hand, the perceptions are surprisingly similar at the local level. Through interplay
with attitudinal variables and context, perceptions thus may influence decisions and actions in the local
community and thereby the global strive for sustainability.

In this way, this article adds to the scarce existing literature on perceptions of the concepts of
“sustainable development” and “sustainability”. To be able to generalize about these perceptions
with any certainty, further research should compare across communities and geographical levels.
There is also a need to look more thoroughly into the mechanisms creating the local perceptions and to
understand what these perceptions mean to local actions in a sustainability perspective.

Furthermore, the findings have implications for sustainable policies. They indicate that there is a
need for further contextualization of what constitutes sustainability in local settings, and following from
this, also a contextualization of policies. Research has shown that involvement and perceived benefits
are necessary for support of environmental challenges [14,39]. Giving attention to local concerns related
to sustainability should therefore be an integral part of sustainable policies. There is a need to focus
both on global and local sustainability concerns for the global agenda for change to be realized.
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