
 

  

OVERTOURISM 

A Complex Understanding of 

Overtourism in a Danish Context 

MASTER’S THESIS: BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION AND ORGANISATIONAL COMMUNICATION 

 

Student Name: Katinka Friis  

Student Number: 102139 

Supervisor: Sebastian Zenker 

 

Pages: 80 

Characters: 180,470  

15 September 2020 



1 
 

1 Abstracts  

1.1 Danish Abstract 

Turisme er en verdensomspændende industri, der i 2019 bidrog med omkring USD 9,3 billioner til det 

globale BNP (Statista, 2020). Over de seneste år er overturisme blevet et prominent emne i diskussionen om 

industriens udvikling, og definitionerne af overturisme er mange. Udgangspunktet for dette speciale er at 

undersøge hvilke aspekter, der karakteriserer forståelsen af overturisme i en dansk kontekst under 

problemformuleringen: Hvordan kommer forskellige aspekter af overturisme til udtryk i danske 

destinationer, og hvordan kan oplevelserne hermed forme en kompleks forståelse af overturisme set fra 

destination management organisationernes perspektiv?.  

På baggrund af en række interviews med danske destination management organisationer (DMOer) og en 

efterfølgende contentanalyse identificeres både de destinationsspecifikke problematikker og mere generelle 

diskussioner. De undersøgte destinationer er København, Bornholm, Grønland (selvstyrende område) og 

Danmark som samlet destination. I analysen involveres teori og begreber, som på baggrund af 

contentanalysen vurderes at være relevant for den enkelte case. Det konkluderes, at destinationernes 

forståelse af overturisme involverer både økonomiske, sociale og miljømæssige aspekter, og at de 

økonomiske komplikationer ofte kan stå i vejen for varige ændringer. De destinationsansvarlige 

organisationer er ofte afhængige af finansiering, som enten er betinget af kontinuerlig vækst i antal af 

besøgende, eller som stammer fra de store turismeaktører, der typisk har interesse i at fastholde et højt 

turismetryk i allerede velbesøgte områder og sæsoner.  

Overturismen konkrete udtryk afhænger af destinationens type, eksempelvis vil landdestinationer ikke 

nødvendigvis have de samme oplevelser som bydestinationer. Ligesom destinationer med meget 

sæsonbestemt turisme vil have andre oplevelser end destinationer med mere helårsturisme. Det konkluderes 

desuden, at det er uholdbart at anskue overturisme fra en udelukkende kvantitativ definition, da nogle typer 

af turister opleves som mere invasive end andre i forhold til at bevare destinationen og befolkningens følelse 

af lokal identitet. På baggrund af analysen foreslås det, at overturisme kan defineres som en kontekstspecifik 

form for turisme, der opfattes som havende en for vidtgående indflydelse på den individuelle destination, 

lokalsamfundet og de besøgendes oplevelse gennem interrelaterede økonomiske, sociale og miljømæssige 

implikationer.  

I diskussionen af de praktiske implikationer inkluderes desuden de konsekvenser, som coronavirus har haft 

for turismen, og der argumenteres for den stadige relevans af gentænkning af visse elementer af turismen for 

at minimere risikoen for overturisme og trække udviklingen i en mere bæredygtig retning.  
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1.2 English Abstract 

Tourism is a global industry which in 2019 contributed to the global GDP with around USD 9.3 trillion 

(Statista, 2020). In recent years, overtourism has become a prominent topic in discussions of the future of the 

industry, and the definitions of overtourism are many. The starting point for this thesis is to analyse what 

aspects characterise the Danish destinations’ understanding of overtourism under the research question: How 

do different aspects of overtourism find expression in Danish destinations and how can the experiences 

herewith be combined to form a complex understanding of overtourism as seen from the destination 

management organisations’ perspective?.  

On the basis of interviews with various Danish destination management organisations (DMOs) and a 

following content analysis, destination specific problems are identified together with more general themes of 

discussion. The analysed destinations are Copenhagen, Bornholm, Greenland (autonomous territory) and 

Denmark as a whole. The analysis includes theory and concepts which, based on the content analysis, is 

considered relevant for the individual case. It is concluded that the destinations’ understanding of 

overtourism involves both economic, social and environmental aspects and that the economic complications 

can stand in the way of long-term changes. The destination management organisations are often dependent 

on financing which is either conditional on continuous growth in the number of visitors or which stems from 

large tourism actors with an interest in maintaining a high tourism pressure in already popular places and 

seasons.  

The concrete expression of overtourism depends on the type of the destination. Rural destinations, for 

example, experience different implications than urban destinations. Just as destinations with high seasonality 

have different experiences than ones with more year-round tourism. It is additionally concluded that 

overtourism should not simply be defined by quantitative measures, as some types of tourists are perceived 

as more invasive than others in relation to maintaining both the destination and the locals’ sense of local 

identity. Based on the analysis, it is suggested that overtourism can be defined as a context-specific form of 

tourism that is perceived as having an excessive influence on the individual destination, the host community 

and the visitor experience through interrelated economic, social and environmental implications. The 

following discussion of practical implications furthermore includes the consequences that coronavirus has 

had on tourism. It is argued that a revaluation of certain elements of tourism continues to be relevant in order 

to minimise the risk of overtourism and take the tourism development in a sustainable direction. 
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2 Introduction  

The tourism industry is difficult to define, but highly relevant on a global scale with travel and tourism 

contributing directly with around USD 9.3 trillion to the global GDP in 2019 (Statista, 2020). Unlike many 

other industries, it is easily accessible and visible for most people. Not just as both business and leisure travel 

become increasingly common, but also because the outlets of the industry such as hotels, museums, 

restaurants and retail are a part of our everyday lives without necessarily being considered as a part of a 

specific industry. When buying a tourist product or service, it is not simply the tickets or the accommodation, 

but rather an amalgamation of natural and cultural experiences, meeting new people, seeing specific sites, 

trying new foods, gaining new and different perspectives and many other things depending on the individual 

traveller. With the diverse and ever-changing nature of this product, it is clear that the value chain is not 

straight forward and nor is the set of relevant stakeholders. Ranging from global airlines over hotels to the 

local, independent coffee shop or even the family living next door from the tourist bus pickup point, their 

diverse and often contradictory opinions on tourism are a large part of what makes the industry so 

managerially challenging and so interesting to study and work with.  

In recent years, the roaring success of the tourism industry has led to an expansion of the discussion of its 

impact among practitioners and scholars. With criticism of both the social and environmental implications of 

heavy tourism, the term overtourism has become a recurring subject. In destinations like Venice, Barcelona 

and Amsterdam, anti-tourist sentiments have been gaining support (e.g. Díaz, 2017). Meanwhile a growing 

interest in experiencing authentic life when travelling has made tourism more intertwined with local life and 

the wider societal context outside big tourist attractions (Koens, Postma, & Papp, Is Overtourism Overused? 

Understanding the Impact of Tourism in a City Context, 2018). In discussions about the consequences of and 

solutions to overtourism, it often appears that the understandings of the concept are very diverse and lack a 

common definition. Some definitions are very broad, while others focus narrowly on specific issues such as 

the perceptions of locals or exploitation of natural and cultural resources (Volo, 2020). In many cases, the 

articulations of overtourism among both academics and practitioners cover as diverse issues as crowding, 

noise, infrastructural issues, threats to local identity, seasonality and issues related to specific types of 

tourism such as cruise tourism.  

Thus, the purpose of this thesis will be to gain a deeper and more complex understanding of the concept of 

overtourism based on a multi-case study of Danish destinations: Copenhagen, Bornholm, Greenland 

(autonomous territory) and Denmark as a whole. Qualitative interviews with representatives from destination 

management organisations (DMOs), and a following content analysis, will serve as the empirical foundation 

for an analysis of each destination’s understanding of the tourism development generally and the relevance 

of overtourism specifically.  
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2.2 Research Question 

The analysis is conducted with the following research question:  

How do different aspects of overtourism find expression in Danish destinations and how can 

the experiences herewith be combined to form a complex understanding of overtourism as 

seen from the destination management organisations’ perspective? 

Findings show that each destination has its own working definition of the issues at hand as well as strategies 

for how to move forward with their promotional activities. While aspects such as crowding and the locals’ 

perception of their own identity are identified to be relevant across the board, others prevail specifically in 

specific types of destinations. In addition to the analysis of each destination’s understanding of overtourism, 

the thesis also engages in a discussion of the wider theoretical and practical implications such as the 

differences between overtourism in a urban and rural context, the network of stakeholders involved in the 

destination management and lastly the implications of the coronavirus pandemic and how it can influence the 

understanding of different aspects of overtourism and tourism development in general. In the discussion 

section, an altered definition of overtourism as well as a illustration of the analysed aspects will additionally 

be suggested.  

3 Theoretical Foundations 

3.1 Existing Definitions of Overtourism 

As noted in the introduction above, the concept of overtourism is one that can be and repeatedly is 

understood in many different ways. Many scholars and organisations have suggested definitions, some 

focusing on a specific sub aspect, such as crowding, while others are so broad that their usability in practise 

is limited. Among the popular definitions are Goodwin’s (2017, p. 1): “destinations where hosts or guests, 

locals or visitors, feel that there are too many visitors and that the quality of life in the area or the quality of 

the experience has deteriorated unacceptably”. The UNWTO’s (2018, p. 4) definition similarly focus on the 

quality of residential life and visitor experience: “Overtourism is the impact of tourism on a destination, or 

parts thereof, that excessively influences perceived quality of life of citizens and/or quality of visitor 

experiences in a negative way”. Milano et al. (2019, p. 1) are among the ones that focus specifically on 

crowding in their definition of overtourism as: “the excessive growth of visitors leading to overcrowding in 

areas where residents suffer the consequences of temporary and seasonal tourism peaks, which have 

enforced permanent changes to their lifestyles, access to amenities and general well-being”. In a simpler 

definition, Visentin and Bertocchi (2019, p. 20) focus on the sheer number of visitors in stating that 

overtourism is “an occurrence of far too many visitors for a particular destination to absorb over a given 

period”. Volo (2020, p. 12) chooses a more broad approach in defining overtourism as “an excessive 

presence of tourists that carries negative socio-cultural and environmental consequences for residents, 
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destinations and tourists”. Of the ones listed here, the last one may be the one that is applicable to most 

situations of overtourism because of its broad nature. It does, however, raise many questions in relation what 

negative socio-cultural and environmental consequences the situation has for residents, destinations and 

tourists. Addressing these consequences, will be the starting point for the explorative case analysis in this 

thesis.  

3.2 Use of the Term Overtourism 

In recent years, the concept of overtourism has been gaining increased attention both from academics, 

tourism practitioners and media. However, the concept’s lack of a clear definition can potentially result in 

misunderstanding. This issue is a part of the foundation for this thesis, but also for the article on the topic of 

overtourism by Koens et al. (2018). When analysing the concept of overtourism, they conclude that the lack 

of conceptualisation leads to a number of myths that “may inhibit a well-rounded understanding of the 

concept” (2018, p. 1). The seven specific myths identified range from the idea that overtourism is only and 

issue in cities to that overtourism does not have city-wide consequences. Aside from these myths, Koens et 

al. (2018) provide overviews of the historical context of overtourism as well as of many of the issues that are 

often attributed to tourism based on a series of interviews with a series of tourism industry stakeholders and 

residents across popular tourism cities in Europe. The findings from these interviews highlights the 

multiplicity of the challenges related to tourism, and they are useful in understanding the findings from other 

interviews as the ones conducted for this thesis. Whereas Koens et al. (2018) look at their findings as a 

collective whole, my study looks at the tourism related causes of disturbance individually in the specific 

destinations making the approach slightly different.  

3.3 Crowding Perception 

Crowding has often been seen as an important element in the understanding of issues with overtourism. The 

concept of crowding is rooted in environmental and behavioural psychology and describes how a stress 

situation results in spatial constraints on social activities (Stokols, 1976). Neuts and Nijkamp (2012) have 

investigated the perception of crowding levels between tourists and locals through a case study of the 

Belgian heritage city Bruges and identified the number of tourists, personal characteristics and characteristics 

of tourists as important determinants of perceived crowding levels. Their analysis is based on a stratified 

street survey conducted in the inner city of Bruges and following statistical tests identifying eight significant 

relationships relating to both the characteristics of the destination, the locals and the tourists.  

Neuts and Nijkamp’s findings related to crowding perceptions can be used to gain a better understanding of 

what factors contribute to the perception of crowding in tourist destinations. They highlight how the 

understanding of crowing is not necessarily just the understanding of the number of tourists, but rather that 

psychological factors in both tourists and locals are at play. This more complex comprehension also opens up 

the possibility of working with crowding in new and different ways that look at behaviours rather than 
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simply the quantity of tourists in a particular place. In my multi-case study, the understanding of crowing 

perception could be relevant for multiple destination, but it is particularly relevant for Copenhagen. The 

urban nature of the destination and the concentration of key tourist attractions in an old city centre make the 

findings highly applicable. Furthermore, the concept of crowding features prominently in the two case 

interviews conducted with Copenhagen destination management organisations. The findings of Neuts and 

Nijkamp (2012) can thus contribute to a discussion of the experiences with perceived crowding identified by 

the two interviewees.  

3.4 Authenticity and Culture  

Concepts like authenticity, local identity and culture are often used in the discussion of tourist destinations. 

The concepts are often used as strong selling points for destinations in their marketing and competition for 

tourist attention, but they are also mentioned as what risks getting lost in an overtourism situation (Campos, 

Almeida, & Scott, 2020).  Nevertheless, the lack of specificity and ambiguous nature of the concepts can be 

a challenge for an academic discussion. In his case study from the Raval district in Barcelona, Ulldemolins’s 

(2014) analyses the authenticity aspect in a destination branding context. Here, he explains how local culture 

becomes a way to generate a brand identity that sets the destination apart from standardised tourist 

destinations and thus becomes a competition parameter. This understanding is highly relevant when 

analysing other destination brands that use culture and local identity as unique selling points. Throughout the 

case interviews, strong and authentic local identity continuously came up both as an underlying reason for 

the popularity of the individual destinations, but also as a part of the relief of any potential issues with 

overtourism. Ulldemolins’s case study does, however, also explains that a brand focus on authentic culture is 

not a quick fix for destination brands. As he writes, “the branding process may generate gentrification 

processes that distort the location’s unique and authentic character and transform the location into a 

standardised space” (2014, p. 3030). The complex role of authenticity in destination branding can thus lead 

to a better understanding of the dynamics in present day tourism.  

3.5 Disneyfication 

Disneyfication is a term that can be used to describe the influence of US rooted mass culture and 

commodification on tourist destination. The term was first coined by Bryman (1999), but has further been 

further developed by scholars such as Matusitz and Palermo, who look at it specifically in a tourism context 

(2014). Unsurprisingly, the term originally refers to the influence and impact of the Walt Disney Company 

and thereby the values characterising the US entertainment industry. According to Matusitz and Palermo, 

“the current Disneyfication of the world follows the grobalisation model (2014, p. 91)”. The theoretical 

concept grobalisation was suggested by George Ritzer (2007) as a combination of the words growth and 

globalisation to reference how the growth and profit-oriented imperatives of multi-national corporations 

expand beyond the corporations and increasingly influence individual locals. As Matusitz and Palermo 
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consider grobalisation to be hyper-invasive on local cultures and “presupposes a monolithic implementation 

and enforcement of Western culture” (2014, p. 92), more specifically American culture. They followingly 

describe the process of Disneyfication as one of grobalisation, specifically they discuss Disneyfication as 

spectacle, theming and hybrid consumption. All ideas which are highly relevant in a tourism context. These 

different facets of Disneyfication can both be used to get a more overarching image of the influence of 

Disney and the commercial values they connotate, but also to analyse a specific tourism situation where 

some types of Disneyfication maybe me more present than others. For example, in my multi-case study 

analysis, different perspectives may be of relevance the in the context of an urban destination like 

Copenhagen compared to more rural destinations like Greenland and Bornholm. Furthermore, the concepts 

of Disneyfication and grobalisation are relevant when analysing the challenges that heavy tourism or 

overtourism present for local communities and culture. They can also be used to improve the understanding 

of the conflicting interests that some destination management organisations face in depending on both profit 

growth and a thriving local community.    

3.6 Seasonality  

The idea of seasonality in tourism have been present in the academic debate for decades (Bar On, 1975). 

Butler (1994, p. 232) is among the scholars who have been concerned with this facet of tourism and he 

defines seasonality as “a temporal imbalance in the phenomenon of tourism, which may be expressed in 

terms of dimensions of such elements as numbers of visitors, expenditure of visitors, traffic on highways and 

other forms of transportation, employment, and admissions to attractions”. He has furthermore analysed 

specific issues that can be an effect of seasonality such as overuse of facilities (2001).  

Cannas’ (2012) article on the topic further develops the discussion by exploring the characteristics of 

seasonality as experienced in tourist destinations and draws attention to specific policies and strategies that 

the destinations employ to modify the effects of seasonality. Her article additionally discusses a selection of 

causes for seasonality, and the distinction between natural and institutionalised factors is helpful in 

understanding the dynamics that can be at play in different destinations. In my study, the concept of 

seasonality is especially relevant when looking at as destination like Bornholm which has a very clear peak 

season and is working actively to spread out the visits over the rest of the year. Cannas’ article (2012) is 

helpful in both understanding the causes of seasonality in Bornholm, but also in analysing the impacts, 

positive and negative, of the current distribution of tourist across the year. The impacts are split into the tree 

categories of economic, socio-cultural and ecological impacts which draws attention to the multifaceted 

nature of seasonality. Lastly, the article is helpful in stressing that the aim for a destination should not 

necessarily be to eradicate seasonality all together by drawing on other theorists who point out that the off-

season gives the destinations a chance to recover both socially and environmentally. This is a very interesting 
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perspective in my analysis, as spreading out tourism across all season was a high frequency topic and an 

expressed aim of all destination management organisations interviewed.  

3.7 Cruise Tourism 

Cruise tourism is different from other types of tourism in a number of ways and it thus comes with its own 

set of opportunities and threats. It is furthermore among the fastest growing parts of the tourism industry 

(UNWTO, 2010). Both Copenhagen and Greenland experience a heavy influx of cruise tourist which 

influence the destinations’ understanding of and work with mitigating overtourism. MacNeill and Wozniak 

(2018) acknowledge the different nature of cruise tourism in their multimethod analysis of the economic, 

social and environmental impacts on cruise tourism in a local community in Honduras opening up for cruise 

tourism. The study involves both economic indicators such as employment and purchasing of consumer 

goods as well as indicators of the level of trust and helpfulness in the local community. The measurements of 

the economic indicators before and after the establishment of cruise tourism show that “local benefits fail to 

materialize when cruise tourism is undertaken without investment in, and involvement of, destination 

communities” (2018, p. 399). While they can document rises in indicators such as cultural capital and 

security, they are offset by a drop in others such as increased environmental costs. They conclude that a high 

level of community consulting and involvement is of the essence in order for the cruise tourism to contribute 

positively to the new destination. While MacNeill and Wozniak’s case of a new cruise destination in 

Honduras is naturally very different that the much more well-established cruise ports of Copenhagen and 

Greenland, their findings can be used to gain an understanding of the characteristics of cruise tourism and 

why it is often mentioned as a specifically problematic subsection of tourism in overtourism discussions both 

in literature (Connolly, 2019; González, 2018) and in the interviews conducted for my study.  

3.8 Defining Sustainable Tourism 

Similarly to overtourism, discussions about sustainability in general and sustainable tourism specifically are 

often market by the complex and complicated nature of the issues at hand. As Weaver (2012, p. 1031) notes 

in his paper on paths to sustainable mass tourism: “associated interpretations of sustainability as an 

operational imperative are extremely diverse due to the construct’s inherent ambiguity and malleability”. 

The starting point for many discussions on the topic is often the UN definition and working guidelines for 

sustainable tourism development which takes a triple bottom line approach including both economic, socio-

cultural and environmental concerns and furthermore the concerns of both visitors, the industry, the 

environment and the host communities (UNWTO, n.d.). These distinctions come up repeatedly across the 

academic literature and in the interviews conducted for this thesis. The UN definition of sustainable tourism 

development is: "Tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and 

environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host 
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communities" (UNWTO, n.d., p. n.a.). This definition will be included in the analysis of Denmark as a 

whole, as sustainable tourism development was a high frequency topic in this interview.  

3.9 Paths to Sustainable Tourism 

While the UN definition is relatively wide in order to encompass the many facets of the tourism industry, 

Weaver looks more specifically and different paths to attaining a sustainable tourism industry and how 

sustainable mass tourism has become an aim for many destination (2012). Recognising that all tourism 

entails certain costs, he “associates sustainability with strategic management that strives to minimise the 

direct and indirect costs of a given activity whilst concurrently maximising the attendant benefits, both 

locally and globally” (2012, p. 1030).  

Weaver distinguishes between three paths to sustainable mass tourism (1) the organic path following the 

conventional tourism area life cycle presented by Butler (1980), (2) an incremental path driven by regulation 

and the inclusion of deliberate alternative tourism, and (3) a hybrid induced path involving planned mega 

resorts functioning as poles for the growth that all have specific management  implications. These three paths 

all stress the pro-growth norm that is present in society and more specifically in the tourism industry. This is 

also seen in the DMO interviews conducted for this thesis as well as in the strategies presented by the same 

DMOs, where they mention sustainable tourism as their aim, but simultaneously maintaining high 

estimations for expected growth in the number of visitors. Looking at the strategies proposed by the 

destinations, Weaver’s (2012) three paths can serve as useful tools making relevant distinctions between 

ways of reaching a common aim.  

3.10 Tourism Impacts 

Weaver and other scholars in the field of sustainable tourism development reference Høyer’s (2000) 

distinction between two different types of tourism impacts when discussion how to reference sustainable 

development challenges. The perspectives are the (1) intensity perspective addressing local issues and the (2) 

volume perspective addressing more global and overarching problems calling for international solutions 

(Høyer, 2000). In the destinations included in this thesis, the intensity problems could among other things 

refer to the congestion of traffic due to tourist busses in Copenhagen or to the rubbish being thrown near 

major nature sights in Bornholm. Meanwhile, the volume problems could be how the transportation of 

tourists contribute to global warming. Høyer (2000) argues that in order for tourism to reach more 

sustainable state, there is a need for more focus on volume related problems. In the general debate about 

tourism, the two perspectives are occasionally intertwined thus resulting in a more unclear discussion. The 

two perspectives can be useful in analysing the debate about sustainable tourist development both in a media 

context and, as it happens in this thesis, when looking at how specific destinations articulate the problems 

they experience with tourism.  
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3.11 The Tourism Life Cycle 

The tourism area life cycle (TALC), suggested by Butler (1980), is among the most influential frameworks 

for understanding the development in a tourist destination. It is based on the realisation that tourist areas are 

dynamic and changing over time based on a variety of both social and natural factors. According to the 

TALC, the development of a tourist area can be described by a common pattern similarly to the product life 

cycle (1980). An early exploration phase and an involvement phase is followed by a development phase with 

rapid growth, then comes a consolidation phase where the rate of the increase declines either leading to a 

decline phase or a rejuvenation phase. Butler additionally notes that: “Although a consistent evolution of 

tourist areas can be conceptualized, it must be emphasized again that not all areas experience the stages of 

the cycle as clearly as others” (1980, p. 10). The TALC has been used to study the development of 

individual destinations and to analyse the general patterns in tourism development leading to new models 

included in this thesis, for example the Saarinen’s (2014) three traditions in limits to tourism mentioned 

below and Weaver’s (2012) three paths to sustainable mass tourism previously mentioned.  

3.12 Limits to Tourism Growth 

According to Saarinen (2014), conceptual plurality is unavoidable in relation to sustainable tourism 

development. Rather than seeking for a finite definition, he suggests a reframing of the concept by looking at 

it through three different, but interrelated traditions all giving different answers to how the limits to tourism 

growth are best identified. Firstly, the resource-based tradition exemplified by the idea of a measurable 

destination for a destination. The tradition materialised in the 1960s and 1970s and has had an important role 

in forming the perception of limits to tourism growth with a focus on protecting the natural and socio-

cultural environment. Second is the activity-based tradition which is focused on the needs of the industry and 

sustaining the profit-optimisation hereof. Here, the limits if tourism are based on the industry’s capacity to 

deliver growth. Saarinen’s third tradition is community-based and takes a more constructivist approach in 

saying that the limits to tourism growth are socially constructed by a set of stakeholders extending beyond 

the industry. In this tradition, the focus is on emphasising local involvement and empowerment of the local 

community (Saarinen, 2014). The acknowledgement that different traditions pertain in the view on tourism 

development is useful both in relation to the understanding of the research in this field, but also in 

understanding the articulation of overtourism and strategies to mitigate this that are seen in the case 

interviews. The perspectives of the issues at hand differ between the traditions and therefore, the solutions do 

as well. 

3.13 The Irritation Index 

Doxey’s Irritation Index (1975) is another theory often referenced in literature on tourism development. This 

suggests that the attitudes of the residents in a tourism area will change from welcoming acceptance towards 

antagonization of the visitors when the number of tourists increases relative to the resident population. 
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Similarly to Butler, Doxey considers the development of the tolerance of the host community in stages, here 

ranging from euphoria, over apathy and annoyance to antagonism (1975). This is a rather simplistic model 

considering the host population to be a homogeneous entity (Campos et al., 2020), but it has nevertheless 

contributed to highlighting the importance of residents’ attitudes towards and perception of tourism pressure 

in the development of sustainable destinations.  

4 Methodology  

4.1 Doing Qualitative Research 

When looking at data collection and research in general, one is often faced by the dichotomy between the 

qualitative and the qualitative. The two are inherently different, not just because of their tendency to revolve 

around different types of data, but also in their approach to that data. Whereas the qualitative data is often 

intertwined with a traditional positivistic understanding of science, where objectivity and the search for an 

absolute truth is at the centre, qualitative research often has a different approach and purpose. Whereas the 

collection of and analysis of quantitative data generally sees the researcher standing outside the field looking 

in, the qualitative researcher is emerged in the field. As Patricia Leavy notes in her introduction to qualitative 

research: “In qualitative research, we are not outside of our projects, but located and shifting within them” 

(Leavy, 2014, p. 2). The engaged role of the researcher highlights the social focus that flows though 

qualitative research. The research is in itself social, the data is social and the research is a way of 

understanding a social reality and social phenomena (Leavy, 2014).  

In the middle of the twentieth century, the positivistic approach to social sciences had gained significant 

popularity and qualitative research was widely considered to be less scientific (Brinkmann, Jacobsen, & 

Kristiansen, Historical Overview of Qualitative Research in the Social Sciences, 2014). Nevertheless, the 

field of communication has always been open to using qualitative data and many other scientific disciplines 

have similarly grown to see it as highly relevant (Brinkmann et al., 2014). Social movements in the 1960s 

and 1970s focusing on civil rights, women’s rights etc. brought forward the need for qualitative data which 

could take in to account experiences rather than seeing numbers as the sole form of data (Leavy, 2014). Till 

this day, several approaches to qualitative data take an explicit position to focus on social injustice, e.g. 

feministic theory or queer theory (Spencer, Pryce, & Walsh, 2014).  

4.2 Philosophy of Science 

Qualitative research is multiparadigmatic and covers an array of ontologically, epistemologically and 

methodologically diverse research practices (Leavy, 2014). Ontology deals with the understanding of what 

can be known and thus with the reality. This is often illustrated via a spectrum ranging from the belief in the 

existence of an objective, universal truth to the belief that reality is subjective and contextual (Spencer et al., 

2014). Even within qualitative research methods, there are different understandings of this. Epistemology is 
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concerned with how we gain knowledge and with the role of the researcher. Again, individual philosophical 

approaches can be understood as part of a continuum ranging from the researcher being objective and 

unbiased to a more constructivist approach acknowledging the researcher as involved in the cocreation of 

meaning (Spencer et al., 2014). At this end of the spectrum in social constructivism, the completely unbiased 

researcher is seen as both unrealistic and undesirable as the interaction between researcher and participant 

creates a better understanding of complex experiences. The social constructivism thus applies a relativistic 

epistemology (Burr, 2015).  

In my particular case, it makes sense to apply this social constructivist approach as the field of study is 

inherently social and focused on gaining a complex understanding of the experiences of people. In order to 

try to understand the experiences that locals, tourists and organisations have, it is necessary to acknowledge 

the relevance of perceptions, social creation of meaning and the mutual influence that all involved parties 

have on each other as reality, in this philosophical paradigm, is understood to be constantly negotiated and 

renegotiated through social interactions (Spencer et al., 2014). It is not relevant to search for an absolute 

truth and when conflicting statements come up, it does not make sense to try to decipher them as being either 

truth or false. Instead, the acknowledgement of this ambiguity is a major strength of the qualitative research 

and of the constructivist ontology.  

Even though complete objectivity is not the aim of this approach to research, it still makes sense to look 

critically at any biases that can be involved in one’s role as a researcher. Not in order to attempt an absolute 

elimination of these, but rather to acknowledge subjectivity and context also have a significant influence in 

relation to the researcher and that this will inevitably influence the research itself (Wertz, et al., 2011). This 

is both the case for the data collection itself, but similarly for the following analysis and interpretation hereof 

(Gergen, 1996). I my case, I have been working in the Danish tourism industry since 2018 with both 

Wonderful Copenhagen and VisitDenmark. The industry experience has been beneficial in scoping this 

thesis and identifying relevant interviewees and topics. I have not been working directly with any of the 

interviewees, but I do not labour under the illusion that I, as a researcher, enter the field with a complete 

tabula rasa. However, in this paradigm, that would have been considered impossible in the first place (Burr, 

2015). Instead, my pre-existing knowledge of the organisations, their work and the dynamics of the industry 

can allow for a higher-level discussion and followingly a more complex and interesting analysis while 

remaining conscious of potential biases.   

4.3 Data Collection: The Semistructured Interview 

In this thesis, I have chosen a multi-case study approach with individual interviews being the primary source 

of qualitative data. As mentioned, this particular field of study is inherently social and so are interviews. As 

Brinkmann (2014, p. 2) notes, “an interview is literally an inter-view, an interchange of views between two 

persons (or more) conversing about a theme of mutual interest”. In order to comprehend the qualitative 
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features of human experiences, interviews are particularly relevant. Here, absolute truth can be non-existing 

or simply not relevant.  

The interview method can take make different forms ranging from highly structured to relatively 

unstructured. With a strict structure, the interview can come across as a survey thus neglecting the unique 

context and subject oriented qualities of the interview. On the other hand, a lack from structure means 

running the risk of missing relevant points or loosing track of the conversation. This may benefit some types 

of research but in my case, it makes sense to opt for a semi-structured approach. This allows me to present 

the interviewee with a certain structure and to guide the conversation in the directions I find the most 

relevant for the research question, while at the same time making space utterances that, as Brinkmann (2014, 

p. 14) puts it, “spill beyond the structure”.  As he further suggests, these utterances are sometimes the key to 

understanding the answers to the structured questions (Brinkmann, 2014).  

Prior to each of the interviews, I had prepared an interview guide using Brinkmann and Tanggaard’s (2015) 

approach. Here, each individual question is prepared as both a research question and as an interview 

question. Generally speaking, research questions are looking for explanations while the interview questions 

focus on getting descriptions (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2015). I did, however, find that I was able to 

minimise the differences between the two types because of the nature of the interviews. With the interview’s 

roots in psychology and psychoanalysis, it makes sense to maintain a clearer distinction between the two, but 

I was not analysing these people personally, but rather their professional opinions.  

Lastly, it is also relevant to acknowledge the differences that different media can have on an interview 

situation and the interview itself. The interviews for this thesis took place in the winter and spring of 2020 

and because of geographical distances and a lockdown situation, two interviews were conducted via 

telephone and Skype. Both face-to-face and technology mediated interviews have their pros and cons, e.g. 

the interviewer effects are minimised with a phone interview (Shuy, 2002), which on one hand lowers the 

level of influence of the interviewee, but on the other makes the interview less natural and conversation-like.    

The semi-structured interview will be my primary source of data collection, but it will be supplemented with 

other types of data where relevant, such as quantitative data in the form of bed night statistics from the 

analysed destinations (appendix 7) or qualitative data in the form of strategy documents from the various 

organisations.  

4.4 Data Analysis: Content Analysis 

In a given research project, the methods can be considered a twostep process. First is the data collection and 

second is the data analysis. Both depend on the nature of the data (i.e. qualitative and quantitative) and on the 

philosophical paradigm guiding the research project.  
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When entering the analysis stage of the project, the differences between working with quantitative and 

qualitative data become apparent. Whereas quantitative is often analysed using a strict set of mathematical 

methods and statistical tests, the data analysis methods for qualitative data are both less well-defined and 

more different in their approach (Walliman, 2011). Despite the aims of systematising qualitative data 

analysis and making it more scientific, there is still an element of art to it (Walliman, 2011). It would be 

against the nature of the qualitative data to expect a strict analytic formula, as the different disciplines using 

qualitative data call for different tools (Walliman, 2011).  

The content analysis applied in this study is an example of such methods for qualitative data often used for 

the analysis of interviews, textual materials and case studies (Prior, 2014). It can contain both quantitative 

and qualitative elements and the combination of the two is the methods’ strength (Neal, 2012). When 

presenting results from interviews, the researcher often highlights specific themes and provides relevant 

extracts from the interviews. This can, however, result in reasonable questions regarding the 

representativeness of the selected data extracts and thus the validity of the research (Prior, 2014).  Therefore, 

the starting point is traditionally a text mining or counting which serves to quantify the otherwise qualitative 

data (Neal, 2012).  The quantification of the textual material is a way of reducing the often-large amounts of 

data which can be hard to get an overall view of and to extract the points of relevance. Some studies use 

computer assisted coding and similar automatic tools, while others use manual forms of coding (Neal, 2012). 

In my study, I have used a combination of the two. First step in the content analysis was to run the answers 

from each interview through a word frequency counter as suggested by Neal (2012) and thereafter 

eliminating the so-called stop word (e.g. prepositions and articles). This gave me an initial understanding of 

which concepts and themes that came up often during the interview (appendix 6). Simply looking at the 

frequency of specific word as counted by a computer does, however, not provide the full picture of the topics 

of conversation as it overlooks indirect mentions and mentions using pronouns. As an example, in the 

interview with Visit Greenland, the term adventure tourist(s) was only mentioned three times. It was, 

however, also indirectly referenced multiple times as an especially interesting group of tourists in contexts 

such as “we need to increase demand among those” (appendix 4, p. 1). This kind of language complexity 

highlights the necessity of a human analyst (Neal, 2012).  

The next step is to move beyond the quantity of the words and look at the meaning units that these high 

frequency words appears in and how these are connected to each other (Prior, 2014). These units of analysis 

can range from words, to sentences, to grammatical structures to whole themes (Prior, 2014). While it is still 

relevant to look at qualitative aspects, e.g. the proximity and co-occurrence of certain words, the qualitative 

element is important in order to understand the data in its own context and preserve the meaning of it (Neal, 

2012). At this stage, the high frequency words are looked at as a part of what Prior (2014) titled concept 

clusters. As an example, the word story frequently appears in the interview with the Culture and Leisure 
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Administration and particularly often together with word like positive and inviting. Findings like these can 

followingly be discussed using relevant theories and findings from related studies. In appendix 6, the high 

frequency word for each interview are listed together with their number of occurrences. These listings are 

followed by additionally relevant concepts that may not hold the highest frequencies, but that nevertheless 

hold meaning particularly relevant for that case.  

5 Findings and Analysis  

5.1 Copenhagen 

For the study of the tourism situation in Copenhagen, I conducted two interviews with representatives from 

two different destination organisations. This is sensible as Copenhagen is among the most popular tourist 

destinations in Denmark and as Copenhagen has seen more debates in media and among locals regarding the 

tourism pressure and risk of overtourism (e.g. Johansen 2019). Furthermore, the two serve to form a more 

complex understanding of the tourism situation in Copenhagen, as the two interviewed organisations have 

different roles in the development and have different points of contact with both tourists, locals and industry 

stakeholders.  

Wonderful Copenhagen is the official tourism organisation of the Danish capital region. It is an independent 

commercial foundation operating via funding from the Ministry of Industry, Business and Financial Affairs 

as well as funding for specific projects. Here, I interviewed Bianca Mercier, Head of Projects (Mercier). The 

interview is available in appendix 1. Wonderful Copenhagen’s current strategy is called Localhood for 

Everyone and it runs until the end of 2020 (2017). The strategy and the concept of localhood was launched 

as part of an evolving approach to the city’s development as a destination with more focus on cocreation and 

involvement in local life (Wonderful Copenhagen, 2017). Meanwhile, the Copenhagen Culture and Leisure 

Administration is one of the central administrative units in the municipality of Copenhagen. The 

administration is in charge of the in person contact with tourists through the Tourist Administration and their 

outposts around the city. Here I interviewed Michael Ryan Andersen, Head of Internationalisation and 

Tourism (Andersen). The interview is available in appendix 2.  

Copenhagen is Denmark’s most popular tourist city. In 2019, the capital region had 14,046, 950 bed nights 

compared to 13,248,683 the previous year (VisitDenmark (a), 2020). Copenhagen is additionally the 

municipality with the largest turnover from the tourism industry. In 2019, the municipality experienced an 

industry turnover of DKK 31.2 billion (VisitDenmark (b), 2019).    

As it is the case with the studies of the other destinations following in this analysis, the section below is 

based on an initial quantitative word frequency analysis (Neal, 2012) followed by an identification of certain 

meaning units (Prior, 2014) that feature prominently in the data (appendix 6). In the Copenhagen case, 
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specific topic of meaning units were identified across both interviews. While they did not focus on all chosen 

topic in equal amounts, these were some clear common denominators. The topics and their particular 

relevance for Copenhagen will be discussed using relevant research literature while including quotes from 

the data. The identified topics are infrastructure, crowding, local identify and lastly two articulated 

dichotomies between local and business considerations and between emotions and facts. When discussing 

issues related to overtourism or high tourism pressure on specific destinations, it quickly becomes apparent 

that it can be a challenge to isolate the individual issues. As an example, large crowds of tourist (crowding) 

are often more of a challenge for the traffic (infrastructure) and they will also be more noisy than smaller 

groups (noise). Therefore, these will in some cases be interrelated in the following sections.  

5.1.1 Infrastructure as an Issue and a Selling Point 

Infrastructure is one of the most mentioned topics in relation to overtourism in Copenhagen (appendices 1-

2). This comes in various shapes, e.g. in relation to tourist busses, traffic jams, tourists biking and more 

general comments about infrastructural issues. It is interesting to see how the Danish and particularly the 

Copenhagen infrastructure is highlighted as both a part of the issue and a part of the unique attributes that 

makes Copenhagen an attractive destination. As an example, Andersen from the Culture and Leisure 

Administration lists streets that do not have room for tourist busses as an issue that the authorities need to 

acknowledge (appendix 2). On the opposite hand, he repeatedly mentions Copenhagen’s infrastructure as a 

major positive asset in relation to the sustainability agenda and as something that can easily make visitors 

more engaged in a sustainable behaviour when travelling, e.g. that biking and taking the metro are easy ways 

to become a part of the “Copenhagen story”, as he says (appendix 2, p. 6). Mercier form Wonderful 

Copenhagen similarly mentions biking as an easy way of spreading out the tourists and making city areas 

such as Ørestad, which are not in walking distance, more attractive destinations (appendix 1). 

Encouragements to do so can, however, again create an issue potentially perceived as overtourism, when 

visitors who are not used to cycling decide to try it out when visiting Copenhagen and end up blocking the 

busy cycling lanes for the locals. “We have made some communicative material specifically for Chinese 

tourists where we explained the basic traffic regulations. Do not stop in the middle of the road to take a 

photo of Hans Christian Andersen. This is a highway for us. You will be run over”, Mercier says and adds 

that more could be done to aid the issue (appendix 1, p. 4). In Wonderful Copenhagen’s own recent analysis 

of the tourism situation in Copenhagen, 10XCopenhagen, traffic was identified as the most present issue 

(2019). 63% of the Copenhageners who experience problems with tourism point towards traffic as the most 

problematic (10XCopenhagen, 2019). Similar findings have been made in both newer and older studies from 

other destinations (Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012) (Pizam, 1978). While both Copenhagen interviewees 

acknowledge the difficulties, it also becomes clear that they find tourism to be an easy thing to blame for 

larger infrastructural issues. “If you see a road that is completely blocked by traffic and in the traffic is 

maybe three tourist busses, then you notice those. You cannot see that in the traffic there are 35 cars with 
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people who drive to work even though they should have taken the metro. You cannot see that, but you can see 

on the busses that this has something to do with tourism”, states Andersen (appendix 2, p. 6) making a point 

about the recognisability of tourism in comparison to other more structural issues in the city. 

5.1.2 Too Many People in One Place 

 Crowding is often mentioned as a key issue in the general debate about overtourism and it has therefore 

received widespread research attention. (Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012). In Wonderful Copenhagen’s 

10XCopenhagen analysis, crowding was found to come in fourth among the experienced issues in relation to 

the tourism pressure in Copenhagen (2019). Mercier considers this to be an interesting point: “41% of the 

questioned find that to be an issue, but looking at our benchmark, overcrowding is generally the biggest 

issue in the cities struggling with overtourism and that is not the case in Copenhagen”, she says (appendix 1, 

p. 5). Crowding is also mentioned as an issue in the interview with the Culture and Leisure Administration 

(appendix 2). Here, Andersen mentions crowding multiple times mostly in relation to specific streets and 

squares where overcrowding is experienced as an issue. For example, he says, “We also very, very honestly 

need to acknowledge the areas where we have some issues. Where the streets do not have room for the 

busses, where there are crowding issues” (appendix 2, p. 7). This understanding of crowding as a part of an 

overtourism issue is well in keeping with Mercier who states that “At the moment, the issues we have in 

Copenhagen are often limited to very few, specific “ultra-local” areas” (appendix 1, p. 5).  

In their study of the crowding levels in the Belgian city of Bruges, Neuts and Nijkamp identify three 

determinants influencing the perceived crowding of a specific situation (2012). These are situational 

variables, characteristics of the tourists and personal characteristics of the individual (Neuts & Nijkamp, 

2012). All of these three are well reflected in the concepts of overtourism generally and crowding 

specifically, that are articulated by the two interviewed organisations in Copenhagen. Both mention specific 

attractions that can be problematic: “Around Nyhavn, there is clear issue”, says Mercier who follows up with 

“but two streets away it is completely empty” (appendix 1, p. 5). The situational variables of Nyhavn, 

particularly the number of tourists and the design of the space that stems from a time way before mass-

tourism, makes it in many ways similar to the environment studied by Neuts and Nijkamp (2012). Here, a 

significant positive relationship between the number of tourists and the perceived crowding level was 

confirmed (Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012). This correlation is logical, but nevertheless it is important to stress that 

the quantity of the tourists in not without significance. Asked about his thoughts on the carrying capacity of 

Copenhagen, Andersen states that the Culture and Leisure Administration does not have a finite number of 

tourists that they consider to be manageable for Copenhagen (appendix 2). “There is not a fixed number of 

when we have reached the top. The capacity swings with how well we handle it”, he says (appendix 2, p. 7). 

He specifically suggests spreading out the tourists as a strategy for this and in the same vein Mercier states: 
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“We would love to take part in developing areas in the city so that we can spread out the tourists from the 

city centre” (appendix 1, p. 2).  

This point creates a natural connection to other findings from Neuts and Nijkamp’s (2012) study e.g. the 

importance of the tourists’ behaviour. They found a significant positive relationship between the behaviour 

of tourists and the perceived crowding. More specifically they found that disturbing tourist behaviour let to 

higher perceived crowding (Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012).  Disturbing behaviour can come in many forms and 

the ones suggested by Neuts and Nijkamp range from being noisy over littering to hampering the traffic 

(2012). The traffic issue has already been touched upon, but the noise and littering ones are also particularly 

interesting as they conclude the top four of perceived problems with tourism identified in 10XCopenhagen 

(10XCopenhagen, 2019). In the interviews, they are also mentioned as some of the issues that locals often 

complaint about to the Culture and Leisure Administration (appendix 2). Again, the two representatives do, 

however, question the locals’ experience of tourists creating noise and littering problems. “How much is 

actually the tourists? How much is us Copenhageners that are noisy and littering in the city centre? How 

much is young people that come in from Roskilde to have a night out on the town?”, says Andersen 

(appendix 2, p. 5). Mercier is a listing of the top issues ask: “Are tourists noisy? Maybe they are. That is at 

least what locals experience. Rubbish. Do tourists throw rubbish around? That is what they experience so 

that is what we need to work with” (appendix 1, p. 5). 

5.1.3 Tourism and Local Identity 

The local identity and atmosphere in Copenhagen features very prominently in the two interviews. Multiple 

times, it is mentioned as the key feature of Copenhagen, the one thing that sets the destination apart from its 

competitors and the primary reason that tourists come to visit (appendices 1-2). “That is what makes it 

possible for us to work with these tourists, because they want us, and they want our agendas. That is why 

they have come here. They have come to experience our way of living. Sustainability, equality, tolerance, 

those sorts of things”, as Andersen states (appendix 2, p. 8). He states that this interest in the local life and 

identity is what makes the tourists in Copenhagen easier and more flexible than tourists in both beach 

destinations and competing city break destinations such as Amsterdam (appendix 2). The ideology of using 

local life as a unique selling point is at the centre of Wonderful Copenhagen’s current strategy, Localhood 

for Everyone, which run until 2020 (Wonderful Copenhagen, 2017).  “Localhood for everyone means that 

we would like to invite the guests and visitors in to experience the locals and their everyday at close hand, 

because that is something very special about Copenhagen… liveability and all the things we are good at 

creating in Copenhagen”, says Mercier when introducing the strategy (appendix 1, p. 1). This idea of a 

branding narrative built on the locals and the city’s identity is now a novel invention. In his analysis of the 

branding of central Barcelona, Ulldemolins described the necessity of authentic local as a leading element 

and the thing keeping a destination competitive (2014). “The more specific and symbolically charged the 
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identity (or narrative identity) is, the more the monopoly power of the space can be exploited to gain a 

competitive advantage”, he writes (2014, p. 3029). He furthermore explains how local artists and cultural 

entrepreneurs were leading in building the Raval neighbourhood’s identity in a way that is attractive to an 

international, creative audience (2014).  

While the aim of using the local identity as the city brand can thus seem as inherently positive, it does also 

raise the question of when the marketing and commodification of an identity crosses the limit and becomes 

alienating for the locals who fostered the strategy in the first place. The challenges that can come with the 

commodification or excessive branding of destinations can be discussed using the term Disneyfication, as 

done by Matusitz and Palermo (2014). As they explain it, branding is an essential element of Disneyfication 

and as it enables consumers to identity easily with a product, in this case a destination (Matusitz & Palermo, 

2014). On the surface level it can appear that what is done in destinations like Copenhagen where the local is 

the foundation is the opposite if the development described by Matusitz and Palermo (2014), who explains it 

as the elimination of the local and an imposition of global. However, while their terminology cannot be 

directly transferred, the idea of a commodification of the cultural life remains. The risk of that is that the 

local life of the city come to serve as what Matusitz and Palermo term an integrated spectacle, an all-round 

show aimed at controlling the tourists emotions and desires as well as fuelling their spending (2014), which 

will become inauthentic as the locals distance themselves from it and thereby less attractive to the relevant 

audiences (Ulldemolins, 2014). In research, the loss of local identity is often mentioned as a potential 

challenge of overtourism (Koens et al., 2018).   

The case previously mentioned about encouraging to take up biking when visiting Copenhagen and there 

after receiving complaints from the local about how the biking tourists disturb the local looking culture is the 

perfect example of this dilemma. In some cases, the invasion of tourists can even result in a type of reversed 

tourist xenophobia. Whereas Kock, Josiassen and Assaf’s concept of tourist xenophobia described tourists 

being xenophobic towards the local population (2019), this is the other way around.  Looking at the 

statements made in the interview the Culture and Leisure Administration, it appears as if this reversed 

xenophobia is already present among some segments of the Copenhageners, particularly in the city centre. 

Here, Andersen describes that locals can react negatively when seeing others walk around with suitcases in 

the streets (appendix 2). The negative response to the symbol of tourism has been seen in to a larger extend 

in more mature tourist destinations such as Barcelona (Mead, 2019). 

An often-mentioned method for mitigating the negative effects of heavy tourism is to prolong the season and 

work with the so-called shoulder seasons, particularly the spring and summer months. This seasonal 

spreading can be seen as an extension of the geographical spreading highlighted by Andersen (appendix 2). 

However, as pointed out by Koens et al. in their discussion of the concept of overtourism, the prolongation of 

the tourist season can further contribute to the sense of overtourism and loss of local identity (2018). While 
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the Copenhagen bed night statistics show that the destination continues to have a clear high season over the 

summer months (VisitDenmark (a), 2020), the extension of season can mean that crowdedness of specific 

areas become a year-round problem. Meanwhile, the extension of the season is also an excellent opportunity 

increased income among the businesses in Copenhagen that live off and to some extend thrive on the 

spending of the tourists. 

5.1.4 Balancing Business and Local Life  

The balance between the consideration for the local citizens and the tourism industry features prominently in 

the two interviews made with the Copenhagen tourist organisations (appendix 1-2). As stressed by Andersen 

“Numbers from Horesta (the organisation for the Danish hospitality industry red.) and others show that it is 

towards 30-40% of the revenue in hotels, restaurants and cultural attractions that come from tourists. If you 

imagine taking away 30-40% of the revenue form a stakeholder, the cultural life in Copenhagen would be 

much, much poorer” (appendix 2, p. 7). He adds that the tourists are who keeps the locals’ beloved cafés and 

shops running even in the winter (appendix 2). Mercier also mentions this statistic and highlights the 

importance of showcasing how the profits from the tourism industry contribute to the local businesses 

(appendix 1). The availability of shopping and cultural attractions has been mentioned as perceived positive 

aspects of tourism even in some of the earliest research into the impact of tourism on local life (Pizam, 

1978). In his study of the tourism in Cape Cod, Pizam (1978) furthermore concluded that the more 

economically dependent the individual was on the tourism, the more positive was their attitude towards it.  In 

this case, that in a relevant point when speaking of both the locals and the tourism organisations themselves.  

In the interview with Wonderful Copenhagen, a whole meaning unit can be identified centring around the 

financial aspects of the tourism development featuring high frequency words such as growth, funding and 

business (appendix 1). This is both revolving around the financial side of the tourism industry in general and 

Wonderful Copenhagen specifically.  As mentioned by Mercier, Wonderful Copenhagen receives a basis 

funding from the Ministry of Business as well as project funding from among others the Danish 

administration for promotion of trade (appendix 1). “When we are financed by the Ministry, growth is 

considered very important”, she says (appendix 1, p. 3). The funding behind the Copenhagen tourism 

management in Copenhagen also comes up in the interview with the Culture and Leisure Administration, 

when asked if they have changed their tourist information and brochures etc. to feature attractions outside the 

city centre. Here, Andersen points out that the Tourist Information also has an obligation towards their 

investing stakeholders who buy exposure in the Tourist Information’s promotional materials. “Our partners 

buy exposure towards the tourists. Clearly, here we still have Amalienborg and Rosenborg and the Round 

Tower. They still want tourists. Because if you ask the stakeholders in the city centre, they are not tired of 

tourists. They still want more tourists”, he says (appendix 2, p. 4). This points towards an interesting 

challenge mitigating the potential issue of overtourism that arise when the organisations attracting tourists 
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are funded based on their ability to deliver constant growth and promote the traditional tourist attractions. 

While both interviewees stress that they are concerned about maintaining a dialogue with the locals, the 

financial incentive to keep pushing traditional tourism is apparent. This potential conflict between local and 

tourism stakeholders is pointed out by Russo in his analysis of tourism development of heritage cities (2002). 

He suggests that the conflict about tourist pressure appears in more mature tourist destinations like Salzburg, 

Venice and Bruges, where the problematic dynamics of tourism have been experienced (Russo, 2002).  The 

discussion about overtourism can, however, not be boiled down to the industry stakeholders on one side and 

the locals on the other, as the two are most often heavily intertwined. The people who have hotels, 

restaurants, shops and guide services, often live in the city themselves, and the other locals often benefit 

from those companies, whether they are servicing only tourists or broader segments, in the shape of both tax 

income, jobs, development of the city and increased possibilities for local live. Nevertheless, the dependency 

on tourism should be a topic of discussion in order to maintain a supporting population of locals and the 

authentic, creative city that serves as the foundation of the Copenhagen brand.  

5.1.5 Feelings and Facts in the Understanding of Overtourism in Copenhagen 

Another related, but not synonymous, dichotomy that became apparent during the two interviews is one 

about the role of feelings and facts in the discussion of tourism development in Copenhagen. As previously 

mentioned, the representatives from the two tourism management organisations repeatedly throughout the 

interviews refer to on one hand an emotionally lead perceived state of overtourism or at least challenges for 

local lives resulting from tourism and on the other hand an actual tourism situation based on facts, which the 

locals do not always comprehend. In the interview with the Culture and Leisure Administration, a meaning 

unit specifically on the emotiveness of the locals’ response to tourism can be identified (appendix 6). As an 

example, Andersen states that they “have a close dialogue about what are the issues are for example in 

relation what is to crowding and particularly crowding in one place and what is… what can we call it… 

emotion-based opinions on tourism more than facts” (appendix 2, p. 5).  When listing the most prominent 

challenges in relation to tourism identified in10XCopenhagen, Mercier similarly counters each mention by 

stating that it is at least what the locals experience: “Are tourists noisy? Maybe they are. That is at least what 

locals experience”, she says (appendix 1, p. 5). This exact point is also highlighted by Koens et al. as one of 

the big challenges in tourism management (2018). They stress that while it is possible to measure and 

monitor the number of tourists in a specific destination, the behaviour of the tourists is not as easily 

quantified (2018). Nevertheless, the locals’ experiences with tourists are often what shapes the long-term 

perception of the industry and the level of tourism (Koens et al., 2018). This draws back to the previously 

mentioned results from Neuts and Nijkamp, who concluded a significant positive relationship between 

disturbing tourist behaviour and perceived crowding level. It should, however, be noted it is not only the 

behaviour of the tourists themselves that is relevant to the perceived crowding level. Many other factors are 

involved into this, e.g. infrastructure specifically for tourists such as tourist busses and businesses servicing 
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tourist such as souvenir shops. These elements can be classified, using Koens et al.’s terminology, as 

physical touristification, which contribute to a change of the cityscape (2018). During the interview, 

Andersen mentions several examples of this for example how tourist guides standing outside peoples’ front 

doors contribute to a higher perceived level of tourism (appendix 2).       

As Koens et al. point out, it is possible to determine the impact of tourists on the physical environment, but 

the social environment is much harder to determine as it depends on the tolerance of the host community 

(2018). They continue by suggesting the levels of acceptable change framework (LAC) or other impact-

based approaches as a way of understanding the locals’ acceptance towards tourists (2018). When a 

destination is in a situation of financial need, it may be more likely to tolerate the potentially negative effects 

of tourism due to its economic benefits, according to Koens et al. (2018), thereby pointing out that the locals’ 

tolerance towards tourists is not finite, but highly context-dependent. This understanding is also reflected in 

the interview, where Andersen points towards the impact of the corona virus on the tourism development as 

an opportunity for the tourism management organisations to teach the Copenhagen citizens on the benefits of 

tourism: “We should never waste the chance to use a crisis for something positive, so the experience of what 

actually happens in Copenhagen when the tourists are not present? How much will have to shut down? (…) 

So maybe this corona crisis becomes a, do not get me wrong, a mild foretaste of what will happen if we do 

not have the tourists” (appendix 2, p. 7).  

Both interviewees multiple times point towards this relevance of educating the local on the benefits of 

tourism. Mercier mentions the involvements locals as a necessary mean for avoiding the backlash against 

tourists that has been seen in other destinations (appendix 1). Meanwhile, Andersen is more specific in his 

conclusions making stating that the locals “maybe need to walk past some suitcase and may have to ask the 

guide by their front door to move every day, but they also need to remember that it is not the 7,000 people 

living in the city centre that keep the nightlife and the cafés running” (appendix 2, p. 6.). Looking at research 

into tourism acceptability, the point of stressing the dependency on tourism does have some validity. As 

previously mentioned, Pizam concluded that financial dependency on tourism generally correlate with a 

more positive attitude towards the industry (1978). A similar relationship is also confirmed by Ward and 

Berno who conclude that there is a significant relation between employment in the tourism industry and 

positive attitude towards the tourists (2011). It does, however, raise a question of how far it makes sense to 

takes this strategy, and finding the balance between the growth of the tourism industry and the feelings of the 

locals is a key challenge when addressing the tourism development in Copenhagen.  

5.2 Bornholm 

The Danish island of Bornholm is located in the Baltic Sea and is connected to Denmark and Sweden with 

flights and ferry connections. Destination Bornholm is the organisation for the development and marketing 
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of the Bornholm tourist industry. They manage the strategic marketing and development of the destination 

and run the local tourism information centres. Destination Bornholm is a private company founded by both 

public and private companies on the island. The financing for Destination Bornholm’s comes partly from 

donations from the local industry and partly from the municipality of Bornholm (Destination Bornholm, 

n.d.).   

In the beginning of 2020, Destination Bornholm launched its strategy for 2020-2023 where the overall 

principles for the strategic work with the destination are presented. These are to work with the off-seasons, 

create experiences worth travelling for, collaborating with local stakeholders, know the guests, working with 

both the Danish and international markets and having a 5% annual rise in the number of commercial bed 

nights (Destination Bornholm, 2020). Among the focus areas in the marketing, outdoor tourism, gastronomy, 

culture, sustainability and winter tourism are mentioned. A number of these topics also appeared in the case 

interview with Destination Bornholm’s CEO Pernille Lydolph and especially working to change the 

seasonality of the destination’s tourism featured prominently (appendix 3). Therefore, this will be the main 

topic of the Bornholm case analysis. Additionally, another high frequency topic of the community aspects 

that come with being a smaller island destination will be included.   

Destination Bornholm is among the ten Danish destinations with the highest turnover in the tourism industry. 

In 2019, the turnover from the industry amounted to DKK 2.6 billion (VisitDenmark (b), 2019). In 2019, the 

total number of bed night in the destination was 1,690,814, rising from 1,499,773 the year before 

(VisitDenmark (a), 2020).    

5.2.1 Seasonality and Overtourism 

One of the most interesting findings from the content analysis of the interview with the CEO of Destination 

Bornholm is the high frequency in mentions of specific seasons and topics related to seasonal travel 

(appendix 3). Seasonality of tourism is of great importance to the destination, as Lydolph mentions this 

firstly when asked about the organisation’s strategy for promoting Bornholm as a tourism destination 

(appendix 3). While seasonal issues have also been mentioned by other destinations in this analysis, it 

features more prominently in the Bornholm case thus stressing that issues related to overtourism can take 

different forms in different destinations. While some experience a level tourism pressure more or less all year 

round, others have very distinct peak seasons which account for the vast majority of the destination’s annual 

bed nights (Avond, et al., 2019). The latter pattern shows in Bornholm’s bed nights, which are more 

concentrated in the high summer months of July and August. The two months account for 54,2% of the 

island’s annual bed nights in 2019. In comparison, only 28,8% of Copenhagen’s bed nights were in July and 

August.  
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5.2.2 Causes for Tourism Seasonality in Bornholm 

According to Butler (1994, p. 232), seasonality is a key issue in tourism. He defines seasonality as “a 

temporal imbalance in the phenomenon of tourism, [which] may be expressed in terms of dimensions of such 

elements as numbers of visitors, expenditure of visitors, traffic on highways and other forms of 

transportation, employment, and admissions to attractions”. The underlying causes of seasonality can be 

split into natural and institutionalised, where the natural ones relates to the climate during the year and the 

institutionalised ones are dependent on societal constructions, such as public holidays (Cannas, 2012). 

Bornholm has traditionally been marketed as the sunshine island because of its high number of sunshine 

hours compared to the rest of Denmark (Destination Bornholm, n.d.), and the island is a popular summer 

holiday destination. Therefore, the natural causes, in this case sun and warmer weather, is of great relevance 

to the destination. In the interview, Lydolph notes that the annual tourism pattern where the summer season 

is easy, while the shoulder seasons is more challenging “is generally the case in Danish tourism” (appendix 

3, p. 1). However, as seen in the bed night statistics (appendix 7), the summer peak in tourism is much more 

significant in Bornholm than in a city destination like Copenhagen. In this vain, Butler has noted that 

“tourism in urban areas at least normally exhibits less seasonality than tourism in rural and more remote 

areas” (Butler R. , 1998, p. 19).  Generally, the natural factors simply play a more important role in 

destinations based on outdoor activities and especially in destinations in colder climates (Cannas, 2012). 

While Bornholm has the summer season as its peak, the have sought inspirations from destinations that 

experience a different type of seasonality. Lydolph especially mentions the Swedish skiing destination of Åre 

and states that she will continue to take inspiration from others that experience this type of challenges in 

relation to expanding the tourism season (appendix 3). The natural causes for the seasonality in skiing 

destinations are in many ways similar to the ones seen in Bornholm as the main type of tourism is dependent 

on specific weather which is not found year-round. Identifying new tourist segments can therefore be 

important if the destination wishes to extend its tourism season, as they cannot necessarily choose the 

straight-forward solution of extending the type of tourism that currently dominates the destinations. In Åre, 

they cannot do ski tourism if there is no snow and in Bornholm, they cannot do classic summer holiday 

tourism in colder, less sunny seasons.  

While the natural factors are hard, if not impossible, to influence from the destination, the institutionalised 

factors are less consistent and more open for influence (Cannas, 2012). These are often based on a 

combination of social, cultural and political factors – both very specifically such as the school holidays, but 

also on a larger scale where tourism culture and travel habits change over time. Often these factors are 

interrelated: “Although public holidays were mostly single days, more recently they have expanded into 

weekends and breaks of longer duration, so that have increased influence in tourism business”, Cannas notes 

(2012, p. 43). The change in travel pattern is also a part of the considerations on Bornholm, where Lydolph 

states that people are often travelling for shorter holidays and that “way in which people travel is different 



28 
 

than what it was back in the nineties” (appendix 3, p. 2). Other types of institutionalised factors include 

specific events (Cannas, 2012), which is something Destination Bornholm has the power to influence, for 

example by launching and promoting festivals outside the peak summer season. It does, however, require 

investments and support from the local community to do so.  

5.2.3 Changing Tourism Seasons 

As Lydolph pointed out, a change has already been seen in the travel patterns where people take more, 

shorter holidays rather than just the one long summer holiday (appendix 3). How this change in travel 

patterns influences a destination like Bornholm is a topic of discussion locally. The changed pattern “means 

that the visitors take up more space in relation to parking and in relation to the towns which are not 

necessarily geared to a lot of traffic and a lot of people”, says Lydolph (appendix 3, p. 2). Nevertheless, 

Destination Bornholm is working towards escalating this change and spreading out the tourism from the 

summer season and across the shoulder seasons as well. The organisation has a particular focus on the winter 

season, and this also features as a high frequency concept in the interview (appendix 6).  

On a very concrete level, the organisation has decided that they only offer collaborative branding campaigns 

to their commercial partners when these have a focus on the spring and winter periods (appendix 3). This is a 

new initiative made by Destination Bornholm, but it has proven to be a challenge, as the commercial partners 

do not receive the same return on investment with the more strategic work on marketing the off-season as 

they do when working more short-term on initiatives promoting the well-known summer season, Lydolph 

explains (appendix 3). This challenge of getting all partners involved in the effort to change the island’s 

tourism is among the major obstacles to sustainable tourism development as identified by Butler (1999). “If 

the industry, at all scales, cannot be persuaded that it is in its own direct interest to commit to some 

principles of sustainability, then efforts of other stakeholders will have little effect”, as he writes (1999, p. 

20). In the interview, Lydolph multiple times use the wording that it can be hard to “keep everyone’s 

interest” in the long term in relation to the new strategy of promoting the off seasons rather than the summer 

(appendix 3, p. 5). She explains that there is an important point in that even if the stakeholders are interested 

in working with the new seasons, they may get a bad experience if they do not receive the same return on 

investment in the form of guests. Her point is well in keeping with Cannas (2012), who suggests that the 

growing tourism industry and the number of local businesses depending on tourism can decrease the ability 

to adapt to changes in the demand. The more specialised a destination is to a specific type of tourism, the 

harder the change will be (Cannas, 2012). Bornholm can indeed be seen as a fairly specialised destination 

with a long tradition of summer holiday tourism and more than half of its annual bed nights in July and 

August.  
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5.2.4 Impacts of Seasonality in Tourism 

The seasonal impacts of tourism can be both economic, socio-cultural and ecological (Cannas, 2012). It is 

easy to focus on the economic side of tourism, as the benefits in the form of increased revenue, profits and 

job count are apparent, quantitative and thereby easy to communicate for DMOs. Hartmann (1986) does, 

however, stress the importance of not just evaluating tourism seasonality based on its economic impacts such 

as profit-optimisation and instead include larger social and ecological perspectives.  

The socio-cultural impacts of tourism, and particularly heavily seasonalised tourism, on the local community 

can take many different forms. Among these are traffic issues and access to commercial services (Cannas, 

2012). Lydolph states that these practical, infrastructural issues are top of mind for the Bornholm locals, 

especially during the summer season. For example, the residents in the most popular towns experience that 

tourists fill up the parking spaces: “That is what the private citizens, especially in Gudhjem and Svaneke very 

specifically, experience: that they are unable to park their own cars in their towns” (appendix 3, p. 2). These 

very practical considerations can be seen as a part of a bigger meaning unit on the infrastructural aspects of 

the tourism on Bornholm where also the access to Bornholm also plays a major role. Here, Lydolph draws 

attention to a positive feedback loop between the growing number of tourists and improved access to the 

island as many airlines and ferry lines have gained interest in the destination (appendix 3). This is a well-

known perspective on the developing powers of tourism (Kerr, 2005), but it becomes questionable when the 

local infrastructure may not be ready to handle the extra influx of tourists that come with better access. The 

more general relationship between the hosts and the guests can also be different in destinations with 

significant seasonality as the locals experience the tourism as a sudden and significant influx. This aspect 

will be elaborated in the section below along with the potential positives that comes in this respect with 

being a smaller destination community.  

While Bornholm has decided to focus its efforts on expanding the tourism season, there can also be reasons 

not to, as the off season provides opportunity to recover both for the nature and community of the 

destination. Hartmann takes this standpoint in saying that “A dormant period for the host environment is 

simply a necessity in order to preserve its identity” (1986, p. 31). Social patterns can be disrupted by a large 

influx of newcomers to a community as the one Bornholm experiences in the summer season, so the off 

season becomes an opportunity to recentre and re-establish the sense of local identity. It is important not to 

look at tourism in relative rather than absolute terms, and for a smaller, rural community like Bornholm can 

absorb fewer tourist than larger, urban destinations (Butler, 2020).  

Having an off season can also be beneficial in relation to the ecological impacts of tourism, as it becomes an 

opportunity to rebuilt and for the nature to recover (Cannas, 2012). This can be particularly relevant for a 

very nature-based destination like Bornholm. When asked about potential ecological impacts of the heavy 

tourism, Lydolph respond that the discussion about strain and need for maintenance has focussed on popular 
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nature attractions with both the landscape in general and the wildlife living there (appendix 3). Maintenance 

of nature requires investments, especially if the aim is to ensure that the nature attraction hold their value for 

both locals and visitors. If the maintenance is neglected, the nature risks deteriorating resulting in both an 

ecological loss and a loss of profits for the destination (Cannas, 2012). Combining the socio-cultural and 

environmental impacts, perceived disrespectful and deteriorating behaviour towards the island’s nature can 

additionally spur antipathy from the residents towards the visitors resulting in antagonisation of the latter 

group (Doxey, 1975).   

5.2.5 The Small Community Context 

According to Lydolph, the discussion about experienced overtourism among the locals has increased during 

the last year, where highly popular destinations like historic towns Gudhjem and Svaneke have been in focus 

(appendix 3). She states that the island community’s small size has been a benefit in gaining a better 

understanding of the challenges experienced by the locals who live close to the tourism. The small 

community size makes it possible for the DMO to take an “ ‘ear on the ground’ approach to this where we 

naturally have a good idea of what is up and what the normal Bornholmer is concerned or happy about or 

what issues there can be in relation to tourism”, she says (appendix 3, p. 3). The aim for Destination 

Bornholm is thus to avoid that the residents of the island build up frustrations and antipathy towards the 

industry and guests. Lydolph states that the Bornholmers are in nature welcoming (appendix 3), but it has 

previously been seen how this positive attitude can change as the number of guests increase relatively to the 

size of the resident population (Gössling, McCabe, & Chen, 2020). Doxey (1975) has identified four stages 

in a possible downward spiralling relationship between residents and visitors that can result from heavy 

tourism. This follow a continuum from euphoria over apathy and irritation to antagonism, where in the last 

stage, the local community has been completely separated from its values and has suffered destruction of the 

natural environment (Doxey, 1975). When looking to avoid such a negative development, the seasonality can 

as suggested be a positive, as the off season makes room to have discussions locally, make eventual changes 

and focus on preserving the local community (Cannas, 2012).  

Lydolph describes it, she continuously experiences support towards the tourism industry among the 

Bornholmers: “There is a common knowledge that tourists bring a lot of good things which make the life on 

Bornholm more fun” (appendix 3, p. 3). Her experience of the situations is thus quite different from the 

situations experienced by the representatives from the tourism organisation in the capital, Copenhagen, as 

highlighted in the previous case. The more close-knit community, which in some cases characterises small 

island destinations, can be the source of this difference as the locals may feel more closely connected to the 

organisations and individuals in charge of the tourism development strategies and thus more closely 

connected to the control of the development. There is a general human preference for having sense of control 

over one’s immediate environment and therefore negative emotions may be triggered as a response to sudden 
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changes that feel like they are out of control (Gössling et al., 2020).  On the contrary, “where resident people 

feel that they exert control over tourism, they are less likely to experience what others may see as negative 

social or cultural impacts”, as suggested by Scheyvens and Momsen (2008, p. 500) in their discussion of 

small island tourism. According to Lydolph, the beneficial connection between the locals and the 

stakeholders in charge is reciprocal: it gives the locals a better sense of control and gives Destination 

Bornholm a better sense of the opinions forming of the community. “We are continuously confronted with 

both the good and the bad results of the initiatives we take, and the experiences people have”, she says 

(appendix 3, p. 3). 

5.3 Greenland  

Located in the North Atlantic, Greenland is an autonomous Danish dependent territory with its own 

parliament and authorities.  It is the world’s largest island spanning 2,166,086 square kilometre with the 

majority, almost 80%, of the land being covered by an ice cap (Nordisk Ministerråd, n.d.). Over the last 

years, tourist has become a growing source of income which is adding to the historic primary sources of 

income of fishing and hunting (Nordisk Ministerråd, n.d.). Naalakkersuisut, the local government, sees 

tourism as a leading industry with a lot of promise for contributing to the island (Naalakkersuisut, n.d.). This 

aspiration is managed by the local tourism council, Visit Greenland, which is dedicated to developing and 

promoting Greenland as a tourist destination thereby contributing to the economic growth and job creation 

(Naalakkersuisut, n.d.). Greenland is a relatively young tourism destination. This shows in the bed night 

statistics, where Greenland has yet to surpass the 300,000 bed nights per year mark. In 2019, Greenland had 

265,844 bed nights (Grønlands Statistik, n.d.). 2016-2018, Greenland experienced a growth in international 

bed nights of 10.8%, and while there was a small drop in bed nights in 2018, the 2019 number continued a 

streak of increasing numbers (Grønlands Statistik, n.d.). 

In the beginning of 2020, Greenland’s destination management organisation, Visit Greenland, launched their 

new strategy for marketing and market development of Greenland as a tourist destination. This follows a 

period from 2016 to 2019 with a strategy titled Hvad skal der til? (What does it take?), where the main focus 

was on creating more favourable conditions for the tourism industry. In this period, Greenland has seen a 

change in cruise fees and better conditions for the ships as well as a growth in private investments in the 

experience industry and the visitor service.  The new strategy runs until 2023. The period has been chosen as 

Greenland is expected to have three new, international airports ready for service in 2023 in Ilulissat, Nuuk 

and Qaqortoq (appendix 3). With the newly commenced strategy period, the focus in Visit Greenland is 

therefor on making the destination ready for the larger influx of tourists. The vision of the strategy is for 

Visit Greenland to “contribute to economic growth, jobs and a sustainable development of our society by 

making Greenland an internationally known adventure destination in demand with a focus on quality, 

security and sustainability” (Visit Greenland, 2020, p. 5).  
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What makes Greenland particularly interesting as a case in an investigation of overtourism and the potential 

challenges related to tourism development is the unique nature of the destination. While there is no lack of 

physical space on Greenland and while the vast nature is the island’s unique selling point, the vulnerability 

of said nature and the combination of an ambitious tourism industry and the traditional lifestyle of the 

indigenous population poses certain risks in relation to preservation of local identity. The isolation of the 

island and the geographic distances makes infrastructure a key element in the destination’s development. 

Furthermore, the evolvement of the neighbouring destinations like Iceland makes for relevant learnings for 

Visit Greenland. For the case analysis of Greenland, I conducted an interview with Stine Selmer, 

Relationship Manager at Visit Greenland. This is available in appendix 4.  The most prominent meaning 

units in the data revolved around authenticity, cruise tourism, adventure tourism and learning from other 

destinations in the North Atlantic, so these will be at the centre of the analysis.  

5.3.1 Authenticity and Commercialisation 

Authenticity is often mentioned as a buzzword in relation to branding in general and place branding in 

particular (Rickly & Vidon, 2018; Timm Knudsen & Waade, 2010). The attention to authenticity in place 

branding can be considered a product of the rise of the industry itself, where the multiplicity of simplifying 

top-down place brands leads to a greater appraisal of cultural and social elements of local communities 

(Ulldemolins, 2014). At the same time, the concept of authenticity is, similarly to the one of overtourism, 

used in so many different contexts that the meaning is not necessarily given (Thomsen & Vester, 2016).  

Throughout the interview with Visit Greenland, it comes across that authenticity is seen as an antithesis to 

overtourism (appendix 4). It is what should be protected in the process of developing the tourism in the 

destination, and the lack of it is the definition of overtourism. Asked about their definition of overtourism, 

the Selmer states that “overtourism would mean that we were getting a type of tourism that is invasive. A 

type of tourism that compromises the authenticity of our destination” (appendix 4, p. 2). She continues by 

adding that the ambition of attracting a growing number of international tourists should not make Greenland 

sell out of its original culture.  

In his analysis of authenticity in the place branding of Barcelona, Ulldemolins (2014, p. 3029) states that 

“the branding process must be based on the local identity because artificial narratives are not effective. That 

is, to be effective, branding narratives should be based on authentic values associated with the location”. 

The destinations of Greenland and Barcelona are on very different stages of the tourism lifecycle (Butler R. 

W., 1980), but that does not make the point of authenticity any less relevant.  Ulldemolins (2014, p. 3030) 

furthermore adds that the actual process of place branding can potentially“(…) distort the location’s unique 

and authentic character and transform the location into a standardised space” . This is a point of concern 

for Visit Greenland in relation to their development of the destination to appeal to a wider, global tourist 

audience. During the interview, Selmer highlights maintaining the local identity as crucial in the 
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development of a selection of cultural attraction: “That (local identity red.) is for example something we 

consider in relation to cultural attractions, where it is key not to make them so commercialised that they 

become fake” (appendix 4, p. 2). This exact conflict between popularising and preserving a destination has 

been at the centre of recent years’ debates in studies of heritage tourism, where tourists travel especially with 

the aim of immersing themselves in local heritage, nature and history (Thomsen & Vester, 2016). 

The heavy commercialisation of destinations has in the research literature been addressed using terms like 

Disneyfication and Disneyisation (Matusitz & Palermo, 2014). As the term suggests, it started out describing 

the growing international influence of the Walt Disney Company often in relation to the Disney theme parks, 

but the concept has expanded to refer to a more general global spread of entertainment values originating in 

US mass culture resulting in sanitised destinations with fewer original characteristics (Matusitz & Palermo, 

2014). Various scholars have provided their opinion on what actually lies in these entertainment values of US 

Mass culture. For example, Holbrook (2001, p. 142) highlights terms such as fantasy-enriched, sentimentally 

compelling and fun-packed. In their article on Disneyfication, Matusitz and Palermo (2014) link the term 

with the concept of grobalisation. Coined by George Ritzer (2007) as a combination of the word growth and 

globalisation, it is used describe the growing influence of multinational corporations across diverse, global 

markets. As highlighted by Matusitz and Palermo (2014), the grobalisation can be seen as a cultural and 

economic imperialism and as propagation of capitalistic culture which can result in replacing what has 

naturally grown over time with superficial and tourist-oriented attractions The threat of cultural and 

economic imperialism is something that is top of mind for a destination like Greenland where imperialism 

historically has played a major role. As Selmer states: “We do have a very fragile local society because it is 

so small and because we have the history we have with the colonisation, so we have seen things go wrong 

before” (appendix 4, p. 1). For them, the sustainability of the tourism industry and the protection against 

overtourism is therefore closely linked to the protection of the local identity. “The local identity is in a 

process of reclaiming and that is important for us to protect that process”, she says (appendix 4, p. 2). The 

number of tourists visiting Greenland is crucial in controlling the development and preventing the 

Disneyfication of the destination. “That is of course also related to the actual number of tourists. Our society 

and destination would not be able to host 2 million tourists. That would simply ruin the destination. So, to 

get a too high number of tourists would be to cannibalise our own product” (appendix 4, p. 3). Returning to 

the aspect of authenticity, Ulldemolins stresses how the simplification of the diverse, natural culture can 

result in a trivialisation and ultimately a decrease in the destination’s creativity (2014) and thereby its 

attractivity for both locals and visitors. With all of this in mind, it is, however, important to consider that 

authenticity in tourism is a complex phenomenon and not one that can be presented as a simple dichotomy as 

authentic/inauthentic or Disneyfied/authentic (Thomsen & Vester, 2016). The situation in a specific 

destination, whether that is Greenland or Copenhagen, will most likely contain elements of various types of 

authenticity and various struggled in relation to those.  
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5.3.2 The Challenges of Cruise Tourism  

Cruise tourism has been growing rapidly in Greenland as well as on a global scale, where the total number of 

cruise passengers reached over 30 million in 2019 (Lock, 2020). Over the previous five years, Greenland has 

seen an increase of the number of cruise passengers of 86.17% reaching 46,633 passengers in 2019 (Statbank 

Greenland (b), 2020).  Therefore, monitoring of the cruise tourism development is mentioned as a key focus 

for Visit Greenland in the ongoing strategy period (Visit Greenland, 2020). They particularly stress the 

importance of identifying the optimal conditions for a sustainable development of the cruise industry. This 

interest points to a more general discussing about cruise tourism, which is not just seen in Greenland but in 

many of the world’s cruise destinations where cruise tourism has been criticised in the media both for its 

environmental impact and for the type of tourism it generates (Connolly, 2019; Street, 2019). Cruise tourism 

is different than many other ways of travelling as it combines a mode of transportation with all the facilities 

of a resort (González, 2018). Drawing back to the previous section, the cruise travel industry can be seen as 

an ideal arena for Disneyfication. Similarly to the theme parks that fostered the term, it is an enclosed space 

perfect for implementing a uniform culture with focus on entertainment and what Matusitz and Palermo 

(2014, p. 97) describe as “an integrated spectacle, like an all-round show”.  

As it is the case with Greenland (Visit Greenland, 2020), tourism is often mentioned as a way of attracting 

jobs and growing income to a destination. Studies have, however, shown that cruise tourism contributes less 

to the destinations financially than other types of tourism as the passengers often have the majority of their 

meals and their general spending on the cruise ships themselves rather than around the destinations 

(MacNeill & Wozniak, 2018). In their natural experiment on the impacts of cruise tourism in Honduras, 

MacNeill and Wozniak (2018, p. 399) conclude that “local benefits fail to materialise when cruise tourism is 

undertaken without investment in, and involvement of, destination communities”. Selmer from Visit 

Greenland also stresses this point: “Ships are always mostly interested in making the passengers spend their 

money onboard the ships. Therefore, it can be very challenging to get the cruise tourists to spend their 

money in the country they are visiting and thereby create a benefit for the destinations” (appendix 4, p. 3). 

Similarly, cruise tourism is often highlighted as a damaging factor in the tourism development of highly 

popular tourist destinations such as Venice (González, 2018; Seraphin et al., 2018). It is obvious that there 

are differences between the destinations of Honduras, Venice and Greenland, but nevertheless, the learnings 

from existing studies can contribute to a better understanding of the discussions arising in relation to cruise 

tourism. MacNeill and Wozniak stress that the new cruise tourism failed to provide net benefits for the locals 

in the area around the cruise port in Honduras (2018). Correspondingly, Gonzáles concludes that cruise 

tourism comes with a higher impact on space, society and environment in a study from Venice (2018). The 

invasiveness of cruise tourism is also a main concern in Visit Greenland, where Selmer state: “Because of 

their size, they (the cruise ships red.) can also be socially invasive. Imagine that a ship with 1,000-3,000 
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tourists arrive in a village or settlement with a very small population. It is very overwhelming” (appendix 4, 

p. 3). She states that whereas there is generally a positive attitude towards the tourists among the local 

citizens, they are generally not as happy about the cruise tourists (appendix 4). This change in opinion on the 

cruise tourists was what the DMO expected prior to their survey among the locals (appendix 4). Currently, 

the local DMOs in Greenland are working with AECO (Association of Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators 

red.) on making community guidelines which will be shared with the travellers on the cruise ships (appendix 

4). This is an initiative taken in order to respond to the challenges that come with cruise tourism. According 

to Visit Greenland, the guidelines will be recommendations for how to best act respectfully among the 

Greenlanders and in their culture. For example, it is relevant with suggestions for how to behave among the 

sledge dogs and how to be respectful towards the people living in the communities that the cruise tourists 

visit (appendix 4).  This approach is well in keeping with the recommendations proposed by MacNeill and 

Wozniak (2018, p. 399) who suggest that “a higher level of community consultation and involvement is 

necessary”. They do, however, also suggest that cruise operators provide direct investments in the 

infrastructure of the destinations (MacNeill & Wozniak, 2018).   

5.3.3 Some Tourists are Better Than Others  

Both in Visit Greenland’s new strategy and in the interview, it is clear that Visit Greenland’s main focus is 

on attracting adventure tourists (Visit Greenland, 2020; appendix 4). Visit Greenland defined adventure 

travel using the Adventure Travel Trade Association’s definition which states that adventure travel contains 

physical activity, cultural exchange and interaction with nature (Adventure Travel Trade Association, n.d.).  

Visit Greenland’s new vision states that Greenland should be an internationally renowned and sought-after 

adventure destination (Visit Greenland, 2020). Further along in the strategy, it is highlighted that adventure 

tourism is “a tourism form that is growing globally, adds the most value to the local society, minimising the 

environmental footprint and shows care for the local culture” (Visit Greenland, 2020, p. 17). As Selmer 

states “it is particularly interesting for us to increase the demand from those because they are a really good 

fit with our market and with the tourist products we have to offer” (appendix 4, p. 1). Seen in relation to the 

section above, the articulation of adventure tourism can make it appear as the complete antonym to cruise 

tourism. This understanding shows in the interview where Selmer, after talking about the adventure 

traveller’s focus on minimising their negative impact on the nature of the destination, concludes:  “Therefore 

we, luckily, don’t have too many issues with people not behaving well when visiting Greenland, aside from 

cruise tourism” (appendix 4, p. 3).  

Despite the many upsides to focus on adventure travellers, the nature-based tourism can also make a 

destination vulnerable as it is dependent on good climate conditions and weather (Lundmark, 2010). 

Furthermore, the natural sites that initially serve as reason to go for many travellers risk being destroyed by 

the growing number of incoming travellers, as it was seen with fragile natural sites in Iceland (Avond, et al., 
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2019). In Iceland, the local authorities have, as a result hereof, taken new measures to limit the number of 

visitors to the natural sites (Avond, et al., 2019). While Selmer state that “adventure tourists generally are 

focused on having as little a negative impact on the environment they are visiting as possible” (appendix 4, 

p. 3), the experiences of destinations like Iceland show that a focus on nature-based travel is not in itself a 

defence against the challenges of overtourism.  

Additionally, the type of authenticity focused tourism that takes place closer to the nature and wildlife does 

also necessitate new and different types of communication and considerations that may be more complex 

than traditional sightseeing tourism. As mentioned, the Greenlandic DMOs and AECO have been working to 

create special guidelines for how to act respectfully among the wildlife and the locals. The guidelines for 

example include that you are not allowed to engrave your name into the cliffs, take antlers, pet the sledge 

dogs without permission or attempt to lure in the polar bears (AECO, 2014). Even for seasoned adventure 

tourists, the Greenlandic nature can be very foreign in character and for new and inexperienced adventure 

tourists, these types of guidelines are likely even more relevant.   

5.3.4 Learning from the North Atlantic Neighbours  

Iceland and the Faroe Islands are two of Greenland’s closest neighbours in the north Atlantic thus making for 

interesting comparisons. Since 2013, the Faroe Islands have experienced a 49.6% increase in bed nights 

reaching 197,886 in 2019 (Statistics Faroe Islands, n.d.). In Iceland, the rise has been even more drastic over 

the same period with an increase of 149.3% to 2,013,190 bed nights in 2019 (Icelandic Tourism Board, n.d.). 

In the case of Iceland, it should, however, be noted that after nine years with rising numbers, the number of 

tourists dropped by 14.1% in 2019 (Icelandic Tourism Board, n.d.).   

During the interview with Visit Greenland, the experience with tourism in the island’s neighbours in the 

North Atlantic quickly come up. Asked about how the growing interest in travel to Greenland has affected 

the DMO’s strategy, Selmer responds: “We have indeed experienced a growing interest. We have seen 

Iceland doing really well in terms of tourism and that is really attracting some tourism attention to our 

region. But at the same time, Iceland is starting to get a reputation for being overtouristed” (appendix 4, p. 

1). Further along in the interview, she adds that “it was really a major discussion with us that Greenland was 

at risk of becoming the new Iceland” (appendix 4, p. 1). As previously mentioned, Iceland has experienced a 

rapid growth in tourism numbers over recent years (Icelandic Tourism Board, n.d.), and the island’s 

development has attracted attention from tourism scholars and media (e.g. Sheivachman, 2019). The low-

cost airline Wow Air played a major role in making Iceland a more accessible travel destination with 99$ 

transatlantic flights (Matthews, 2019). Founded in 2011, the airline ceased operation in March 2019 after 

months of financial issues and the collapse assumable contributed to the number of tourist bed nights in 

Iceland dropping after nine years of uninterrupted rise (Icelandic Tourism Board, n.d.). In the wake of the 

boom, Iceland is furthermore showing greater reluctance to develop the tourism (Avond, et al., 2019). 
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Greenland’s current tourism numbers are reminiscent of the numbers that Iceland experienced prior to the 

boom as well as a similar nature-based product (Baran, 2019) making the destination a relevant precursor to 

learn from. According to Selmer, Greenland is hoping that the overtourism of Iceland will be a learning 

opportunity for Greenland, particularly in relation to spreading the tourism across a larger geographic area. 

“Iceland has not been really good at spreading out the tourism across the destination. The capital is very 

overtouristed and so is the southern part of the island, while the northern region is requesting more 

tourism”, she says (appendix 4, p. 4).  

As mentioned, Greenland is currently working on developing its infrastructure in order for tourism to play a 

larger role in the economy. The most prominent change will be the addition of three new airports expected to 

open in 2023 which will make the island much more accessible to international travellers (Visit Greenland, 

2020). While Greenland does not currently have an equivalent to the Icelandic Wow Air, the expected 

increase in arrivals to the three new airports could pose a potentially similar challenge in terms of the 

sustainability of the destination’s tourism industry in those particular areas. As Ioannides (2019) suggests in 

his analysis of the tourism situation in Greenland, it is the low accessibility to global markets that currently 

protects it from overtourism and an extreme influx of tourism as seen in Iceland.  

The Faroes Islands make for are another interesting study in the impacts of heavy tourism. In late 2019, the 

islands’ tourism authorities announced that they would be closed for maintenance for three days the coming 

year in an attempt to mitigate the effects of overtourism (Visit Faroe Islands, 2020). Instead of the normal 

tourists, only 100 volunteers would be allowed into the country for three days where they would take part in 

nature preservation projects. While the project days have been moved to 2021 due to coronavirus (Visit 

Faroe Islands, 2020), the initiative raised significant attention around the consequences overtourism can have 

on destinations with fragile nature and small communities. Selmer states that the North Atlantic destinations 

share insights from their work with tourism (appendix 4). It will be interesting to see if the learnings from 

destinations like Iceland and the Faroe Islands will influence the decisions made in Greenland and thereby 

the destination’s tourism development. While the addition of three international airports can raise concerns 

over a sudden heavy influx of tourism as it was seen in Iceland, it also creates to opportunity to develop new 

tourism products and better strategies for managing the tourism as well as continuously prioritising the 

education of the visitors. With a conscious effort to take precautionary measures in relation to both the nature 

and community, it may not be necessary to close for maintenance.  

5.4 Denmark  

VisitDenmark is Denmark’s national tourism organisation which works to promote Denmark as a tourist 

destination and thereby contributing to the financial growth in the Danish tourism industry (VisitDenmark, 

n.d.). As described in the legislative foundation of the organisation, VisitDenmark’s purpose is threefold. 
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They are responsible for (1) international marketing activities, (2) coordination of national and international 

activities and (3) gathering knowledge and producing analyses of Denmark as a tourist destination 

(VisitDenmark, n.d.). The financing of VisitDenmark’s activities is provided by the annual Finance Acts as 

well as by partnerships with stakeholders on specific activities (Retsinformationen, 2010). VisitDenmark is 

run by a Board of Directors elected for a three-year period, the current running from January 2019 to 

December 2021. The board consists of representatives from the Danish tourism and hospitality industry. 

They are responsible for choosing the daily management. 

VisitDenmark has developed a new overall strategy to be implemented from 2020.  The strategy has got the 

title Tourism we can live off and with, and it will guide the organisation’s activities till 2022. The four main 

points in the strategy is to (1) create a sustainable tourism development, (2) ensure relevant collaboration 

partners for the new destinations, (3) activate the new Denmark brand and (4) take the tourism knowledge to 

a new level (VisitDenmark (d), 2020). The vision is to “open the world’s eyes to Denmark and create 

tourism we can live off and with” and the mission is to “increase the desire to travel to Denmark through 

knowledge about the tourist and effective marketing” (VisitDenmark (d), 2020, p. 4). 

The new Denmark brand that is referred in the main points is the new brand identity that VisitDenmark 

launched in 2019, The Land of Everyday Wonder. This is the first time a collective brand identity has been 

created to market Denmark across markets and Danish destinations (appendix 5). The purpose of the new 

brand is to bind together the various experiences and places to be found around Denmark and focus on the 

small wonders of the Danish land and lifestyle rather than trying to compete with the large tourist attractions 

that contribute to the popularity of other, competing destinations (VisitDenmark (d), 2020). The Denmark 

case interview is with Anders Rosbo, Director Corporate Communications, VisitDenmark. The transcribed 

interview is available in appendix 5.   

2019 was a record year for tourism in Denmark with 56.1 million bed nights, 27.2 million were Danish and 

28.9 million were international visitors (VisitDenmark (a), 2019).  This was a combined rise of 2.2 million 

bed nights compared to 2018 and the seventh consecutive year with growing numbers. The official target is 

to reach 66 million bed nights in 2025. It should be noted that bed nights from Airbnb and similar services 

are not included in the official bed nights statistics. However, Airbnb has seen 1.1 million bed nights in 

Denmark in 2019 (VisitDenmark (a), 2019). In 2019, the turnover from the tourism industry was DKK 132.5 

billion (VisitDenmark (a), 2019).  

5.4.1 Sustainable Tourism Development for VisitDenmark  

The concept of sustainable tourism development features prominently both in VisitDenmark’s newly 

developed strategy and in the interview with the organisation’s Director of Corporate Communication, 

Anders Rosbo (appendix 5). Even the new strategy’s title, Tourism we can live off and with, is a reference to 

this.  
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VisitDenmark is not the only DMO that has chosen a strategic focus on sustainability in recent years as both 

individual destinations and international organisations such as the European Tourism Council (ETC) and the 

UNWTO have increased their focus on this. The interpretations of sustainable tourism development are, 

however, highly diverse and often dependent on the specific organisation in question, and the same is the 

case for the following practises (Weaver, 2012). UNWTO has defined sustainable tourism as "Tourism that 

takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the 

needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities" (UNWTO, n.d., p. n.a.). This three-

dimensional understanding of sustainable tourism development has been adopted by many tourism 

organisations and academics (Aall & Koens, 2019). In the interview, Rosbo multiple times refers to the 

importance of sustainability in reference to both economic, social and environmental factors (appendix 5). It 

is similarly reflected in VisitDenmark’s new strategy, where the tripartition is mentioned on multiple 

occasions, however, without elaborating on the interpretation of these (VisitDenmark (d), 2020). In the 

following sections, VisitDenmark’s understanding of each of the three will be elaborated based on the 

interview data.     

5.4.2 VisitDenmark’s Triple Bottom Line Approach  

Rosbo starts out by mentioning the economic dimension of tourism by highlighting the global growth in 

tourism and the fact that Denmark has got its share of the increased number of international tourists: “We 

have got quite a bit of that every year, actually 4.5% growth in international tourists in 2019. That is more 

than approved” (appendix 5, p. 2). He later highlights how the income from the growing tourism industry 

has contributed to the development of not just Denmark’s cities, but also the local communities. This 

understanding is not far from UNWTO’s definition of economic sustainability, which similarly mentions the 

importance of long-term viable operations that contribute to the development of the host community 

(UNWTO, n.d.). While the economic element features prominently in Rosbo’s statements, he does 

commence his introduction to VisitDenmark’s new strategy by stating that “for many years the only focus 

has been growth. Growth, growth, growth. And what we want to signal (…) that there are more things to 

take into consideration that just growth” (appendix 5, p. 1) thus leading the way for the two other sub aspects 

of sustainable tourism development.  

For the social dimension, Rosbo’s interpretation differs more from the one of UNWTO. Rosbo highlights the 

job creation that has come from the growth of the tourism industry in Denmark as the primary social focus 

(appendix 5). For UNWTO, job creation is meanwhile a part of the economic sustainability, whereas the 

social dimension is focussed on ensuring the authenticity of host communities and contributing to 

“intercultural understanding and tolerance” (UNWTO, n.d., p. n.a.). Asked about VisitDenmark’s 

involvements of locals in the development of their new strategy, Rosbo states that they have not chosen to 

involve locals, “because we have to market all of Denmark” (appendix 5, p. 4). He continues to explain that 
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the local destinations are the ones in charge of contact with the locals, whereas VisitDenmark has a more 

overarching strategic role and that the contact to the locals is handled by the more local destinations.   

For the environmental dimension, there is again differing understandings. Here, Rosbo, mentions the 

importance of not getting overtourism and spreading the tourists both geographically and seasonally 

(appendix 5). Asked about the specifics of this aim, he adds that 75% of the marketing budget has been 

allocated to marketing the off season, while they have also decided to spend a little more money marketing 

areas outside the cities (appendix 5). Meanwhile, the UNWTO’s points on maintaining ecological processes 

and “conserving the natural heritage and biodiversity” have a different focus (UNWTO, n.d., p. n.a.). While 

Rosbo several times points towards nature being a unique selling point of Denmark, the preservation hereof 

is not mentioned as an area of focus (appendix 5).  

The idea that it is possible to balance economic, social and environmental concerns equally has, as 

mentioned, gained acceptance among many parts of the tourism industry and many, like VisitDenmark, 

choose this particular way of articulating a vision of sustainable tourism development (Aall & Koens, 2019). 

As seen in the run through of VisitDenmark’s stance on the three sub aspects, the content of each category is 

not straight forward, and neither is the balance between the three. According to Timur and Gertz (2009),  the 

general industry tendency is that the economic perspective is still dominant is many ways, the environmental 

perspective is often neglected and that the progress in relation to the social perspective is somewhere is the 

middle. While this is, of course, a generalisation, does not appear to be completely inaccurate in relation to 

VisitDenmark’s approach.  

5.4.3 Risk and Rewards of Marketing a Destination as Sustainable  

Over the last years, the attention around sustainability focused branding strategies has been growing both 

from the commercials and the academic side. This has also leaked into the tourism industry and the branding 

of tourist destinations as the needs and wants of at least certain tourist segments have developed with a 

greater awareness of the both environmental and cultural impact of tourism (Almeida-Santana & Moreno-

Gil, 2019).  Conveying a sustainable destination image has thus become an aim among some destinations 

seeking to improve their competitiveness.   

When asked about VisitDenmark’s aim of promoting Denmark as a sustainable tourist destination, Rosbo is 

quick to correct that by saying that “The government has an aim of making Denmark one of the most 

sustainable destinations in the world” (appendix 5, p. 2). He follows up by saying that VisitDenmark needs 

to play into that governmental vision and to the “political tunes” (appendix 5, p. 3) thereby stressing that it is 

a fashionable concept at the moment and one that has significant traction also on a government level. 

Throughout the interview, Rosbo multiple times distances VisitDenmark from the sustainability concept in 

ways similar to this. Even though he talks extensively about sustainable tourism development, he also 

stresses that sustainability is not VisitDenmark’s brand and that they do not communicate directly about it. 
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For example: “we will not write sustainability many times when we communicate our new Denmark brand” 

and “so, we have lots of small sustainable stories to tell, but it will not be our brand story” (appendix 5, p. 6).   

Marketing a destination as sustainable is in many ways similar to marketing any other product or service as 

sustainable in that it comes with a set of risks particularly in relation to perceived hypocrisy and green 

washing (Rasche, Morsing, & Moon, 2017). The risk is particularly relevant in an industry like tourism, 

which is fundamentally connected to travelling and, in many cases, airline travelling specifically. Rosbo also 

highlights this embedded challenge to sustainable tourism development in saying that “we do not want to go 

into the debate about transportation, it is impossible to go into really” (appendix 5, p. 7). This point once 

again points to the complexity of the sustainable tourism development concept as it is not just used to refer to 

the local issues potentially arising in the individual destination dues to tourism, but also to the larger global 

issues involving the industry as a whole. Høyer’s (2000) distinction between an intensity perspective and a 

volume perspective is relevant in this case. Where the intensity perspective looks at issues like infrastructure, 

waste disposal, noise and generally all the issues mentioned in the previous cases, the volume perspective is 

much more long-term looking at for example climate change (Høyer, 2000).  While the two perspectives 

differ in relation to the concrete discussions, actions and stakeholders involved, they are also often 

intertwined as highlighted as exemplified by Rosbo’s mention of the transportation issues in what was a 

response to a question about the prioritisation of marketing funds (appendix 5).   

The two may also often be intertwined in the minds of the consumers. According to VisitDenmark’s analysis 

of sustainability as a parameter in decision making in four prioritised markets, 20-40% say that sustainability 

will have an influence in the choosing of their next holiday (VisitDenmark (c), 2019). One of their 

conclusions were that this awareness of sustainability translates to both wishing to use less environmentally 

harmful modes of transportation to get to the destination and to and interest in topics like organic food, 

recycling and biking when on destination (VisitDenmark (c), 2019) – so a mix of the intensity and volume 

perspectives (Høyer, 2000).  

The analysis also concluded that Denmark is in a strong position when it comes to perception of 

sustainability among tourists in the prioritised markets and particularly among those with an interest in 

sustainability, in the analysis referred to as green idealists (VisitDenmark (c), 2019). Nevertheless, they also 

found that only a few tourists saw green solutions and sustainability as a crucial parameter for choosing their 

last holiday destination. Instead relaxation and value for money were rated highly (VisitDenmark (c), 2019). 

This finding is well in keeping with Weaver’s (2012) analysis of sustainable tourism development. Here, he 

notes that “psychological mobilisation has not yet translated into a mass willingness to take the necessary 

but inconvenient behavioural decisions” (Weaver, 2012, p. 1031) and continues by stating that the 

attitude/behaviour gap pay be particularly significant in relation to tourism.  
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5.4.4 Sustainable Tourism as an Antithesis to Overtourism   

As stressed by Aall and Koens (2019) in their discussion of the concept of sustainable tourism, the content of 

the tree pillars of sustainability, economic, social and environmental, often differ depending on who you ask. 

These varying definitions of the three sides of sustainable tourism development stress the ambiguity of the 

concepts. Similarly, to the concept of overtourism, their fuzzy nature and lack of collectively agreed-upon 

definition can be an obstacle in terms of achieving change. “If sustainable tourism is everything, maybe it is 

nothing” Aall and Koens write (2019, p. 3). The same statement can potentially be made about overtourism. 

In the case interview, it is clear that Rosbo sees the concepts of overtourism and sustainable tourism as 

heavily intertwined. He, for example, states that overtourism is considered to be a facet of sustainable 

tourism (appendix 5).  When asked about VisitDenmark’s working definition of overtourism, he says that the 

organisation currently does not have a framework, but that it is in the working and that they first need to find 

out which factors are relevant in a Danish context (appendix 5). He continues by mentioning elements like 

infrastructure, tourism intensity, tourism density, CO2 emissions and certification schemes (appendix 5). 

While it naturally does not make sense to analyse a framework that is not yet complete, it will be interesting 

to see if any findings from the work with said framework will lead to changes in VisitDenmark’s newly 

formulated strategy and brand launched last year as none of the elements just mentioned are included in the 

strategy (VisitDenmark (d), 2020).  

The two concepts of sustainable tourism and overtourism have developed an almost antithetical relationship. 

“Explicit support for sustainability is almost universal within the tourism industry”, as Weaver states 

(Weaver, 2012, p. 1031), whereas the opposite is the case for overtourism. As long as the focus on 

sustainable tourism development is kept on a fairly superficial level and does not dive in to the 

environmentally challenging parts of the tourism industry such as the airline industry, it can seem like it has 

no major costs for the destination management organisations. As Weaver rhetorically: “Who would openly 

support unsustainable tourism?” (Weaver, 2012, p. 1030). The strategic inclusion of a focus on sustainable 

tourism development thus becomes a way to distance the destination from the unequivocally bad 

overtourism, which no destination wants to be associated with.  

Overtourism from an NTO Perspective 

6 Discussion and Implications 

6.1 Theoretical Implications 

In the previous sections, the four cases of Copenhagen, Bornholm, Greenland and Denmark have been 

analysed individually based on content analysis of the interviews conducted with representative from the 

destinations’ management organisations. In this first part of the discussion section, the theoretical 

implications of the findings will be discussed by highlighting similarities and differences between the cases 
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and drawing out common themes or aspects of overtourism with clear relevance across the board. At the end 

of the section, these themes will be summarised in graphic form (Figure 1) to give an overview of the 

findings.  

6.1.1 Rural and Urban Destinations 

The analysis of the data gathered through interviews for this multi-case study has highlighted how the 

characteristics of the destination is related to the local understanding of overtourism and tourism 

development in general. While it is hardly surprising that the type of tourism in a large city is different from 

the one seen in a rural destination, it is necessary for the differences to be acknowledged in order to gain a 

better understanding of the impacts of heavy tourism. Tourism in urban destinations has certain 

characteristics that sets it apart from other types of tourism, for example a high density of local population, 

more complex infrastructure and that the travel period is usually shorter giving the tourists less time in the 

destination (Aall & Koens, 2019). Furthermore, the urban tourism destinations are growing compared to 

suburban and rural tourism destinations (Aall & Koens, 2019). Meanwhile in the rural destinations, the 

marketing has changed moving from a traditional focus on more generic tourist activities to increased focus 

on segmentation and special interest tourism (Farrell & Russell, 2011).  This change is reflected in the 

interviews with representatives from Greenland and Bornholm who both stress the benefits of working with 

specific segments of tourists, particularly adventure tourists (appendix 4, 5). The gradual change from the 

generic ‘rest and relaxation’ to a marketing focus on segments with an interest in the unique qualities of the 

destination also opens up new sociodemographic groups, especially younger travellers (Farrell & Russell, 

2011). In many cases, the rural destinations have combined this change with a shift towards marketing itself 

as a greener and environmentally focused destination. “It would appear that these ‘green’ credentials are 

actively sought, and many businesses are now using these benchmarks to give them a marketing edge”, as 

Farrell and Russell (2011, p. 111) note. According to Miller et al. (2015), sustainability focused and so-called 

eco-tourism has traditionally been tied to rural destinations and has only recently become a part of the 

articulation of urban destinations.   

The academic literature also points towards a difference in focus between the two destinations in relation to 

sustainable development: studies of sustainable tourism in urban destinations tend to be more focused on 

social rather than environmental sustainability, for example how tourists influence the local life identity in 

the destination (Aall & Koens, 2019). This difference is also to a certain extend reflected in the interviews 

conducted for this thesis. For example, Lydolph from Bornholm state that “If we are talking about 

maintenance and strain in relation to overtourism if is mostly seen in relation to nature” (appendix 3, p. 3). 

In the case of Greenland, the environmental concern is taken to another level because of the destination’s 

specific type of nature. As Selmer highlights in talking about Visit Greenland’s strategy: “We really need to 

take care of our very fragile arctic nature” (appendix 4, p. 1). She later explains how tourists’ respect for 
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animals like the sledge dogs is essential in maintaining a good relationship between visitors and locals 

(appendix 4). It should furthermore be noted that Greenland is also in a special situation because of its arctic 

nature and sustainability concerns thus have a different layer in relation to global warming and its impacts on 

nature and wildlife. While this aspect was not prominent in the interview, it will most likely continue to grow 

in relevance for the destination.  

Meanwhile, the aspects of overtourism highlighted by Mercier from Wonderful Copenhagen are much more 

centred around the experiences of the locals for example in relation to noise and overcrowding (appendix 1). 

An additional difference is the sheer size of the group of locals involved in the destination. While Greenland 

has a total population of just over 56,000 (Statbank Greenland (a), 2020), and the population of the 

Municipality of Bornholm is just under 40,000 (Danmarks Statistik, 2020), the municipality of Copenhagen 

has a population of around 633,000 (Danmarks Statistik, 2020).  As mentioned in the Bornholm cases 

analysis, Lydolph (Bornholm) considers the small size of the island community is a positive trait in guiding 

the tourism development of the destination: “That is indeed a benefit for us that we are close to the society 

and the citizens and that we are continuously confronted with both the good and the bad results of the 

initiatives we take” (appendix 3, p. 3).   

6.1.2 Balancing a Network of Stakeholders 

As stressed particularly in the case analysis of Copenhagen, destination management organisations and the 

tourism development they work with is inevitably connected to a wide network of stakeholders with complex 

and often conflicting interests. These stakeholders are politicians, local businesses in various sectors, airlines 

and transportation companies, tour operators, local citizens, the tourists themselves and many more. While 

all industries have stakeholder networks that come with their own complexities, the one in the tourist 

industry is particularly challenging because of the combination of public and private interests as well as the 

nature of the immaterial product. As Aall and Koens (2019, p. 5) note in their discussion of the complexities 

of implementing more sustainable practices in the tourism industry: “The tourism industry is characterized 

by being diverse and fragmented and is possibly even more so in the context of urban tourism due to the 

multifunctionality of cities”.  

The balancing of the different stakeholder interests finds slightly different expressions in the analysed 

destinations. In Bornholm, Lydolph explains that they have decided to put pressure on the commercial 

partners by targeting their investments in collaborative marketing projects to the off seasons. She does, 

however, clarify that this initiative is not without complications if the commercial partners expect the same, 

quick return on internment that they know from investments in the high season: “There is a lot of balance to 

the work here with keeping everyone’s interest and making sure that everything falls into place”, she says 

(appendix 3, p. 4). In Copenhagen, they also work a lot with financing from commercial partners. As 

Andersen from the Culture and Leisure Administration state, they have two obligations: one to the big 
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partners that buy exposure from them and one to expand the tourism product in an effort to take tourists out 

of the city centre and into the surrounding neighbourhoods (appendix 2). “If you ask the stakeholders in the 

city centre, they are not tired of tourists. They still want more tourists”, he says (appendix 2, p. 4). 

Subsequently, when asked about the locals in the city centre, he states that it is always hard when they are 

contacted by locals complaining about overtourism and stating that they “have massive issues here in the 

city” (appendix 2, p. 4). Both Wonderful Copenhagen and the Culture and Leisure Administration stress that 

they want to work actively with drawing tourist away from the city centre and the popular well-known 

attractions and towards the lesser known parts of the city where the locals have their everyday lives, but it is 

clear that this can be challenging when the funding for the marketing activities comes from big, commercials 

partners in the city centre or from the Ministry of Business where, as Mercier points out, “growth is 

considered very important” (appendix 1, p. 2). The pressure to deliver growth can be a part reason for the 

issues with overtourism. As Cheer, Milano and Novelli (2019, p. 567) argue in their analysis on the topic, 

overtourism can in many ways be seen as “a consequence of the growth orientation of tourism industry 

policy-makers and their industry counterparts”.  

In sum, the DMOs are seemed to be held in a limbo between the ones who deliver the funding for their 

activities expecting rapid and substantial return on their investments and the locals and smaller stakeholders 

outside the city centre who the DMOs ideally would like to focus their efforts on. In reality, however, the 

discussion is not that simple. As previously pointed out in the Copenhagen case analysis, there is another 

important facet to the debate around finding a balance between locals and commercial partners, and this is a 

perspective that appears recurrently throughout the interviews: the importance of making it clear to the local 

population how they are dependent on the tourists in order to enjoy the standard of living, they are used to.  

Asked about the influence of tourism in Denmark, Rosbo from VisitDenmark respond that “There is no 

doubt that tourism has created also a financial foundation for developing not just the big cities, but also the 

local communities. Not just for the benefit of the tourists, but also for the locals who live there” (appendix 5, 

p. 2). In Copenhagen, Andersen is even more explicit in relation to this topic stating that the locals should 

remember that they “need to remember that it is not the 7,000 people living in the city centre that keep the 

nightlife and the cafés running” (appendix 2, p. 5).  In Bornholm, Lydolph sees this exact realisation as an 

important explanation for the success of the destination: “I think that that is a part of it – the realisation that 

the tourist come with a lot of good things and that in reality we also live off of the tourists and that is an 

incentive” (appendix 3, p. 3).  

6.1.3 Sustainable Tourism Development and Overtourism  

Throughout the case interviews and the general research for this thesis, the data shows that the concept of 

overtourism was highly interconnected with that of sustainable tourism development. This was most clearly 

seen in the interview with VisitDenmark, where Rosbo stated that he considered overtourism to be a facet of 
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sustainable tourism development (appendix 5, p. 3), but the other interviewees similarly highlighted this as a 

crucial perspective for the tourism industry now and in the future. The definitions and understandings of 

sustainable tourism vary among scholars in the field and practitioners, as highlighted in the Denmark case 

analysis. Some scholars, like Weaver (2012), stress that all tourism entails costs and that sustainable tourism 

should therefore strive to minimize there. Some, like Swarbrooke (1999, p. 41), go further and consider 

sustainable tourism to potentially be “an impossible dream”. Despite the scepticism towards sustainable 

tourism as a concept and the criticism of the ambiguity of the term, it remains relevant in the public debate 

about the future of tourism. This is illustrated both by the frequency of the term in the case interviews, that it 

appears in all the analysed DMOs’ current strategies and by the coverage of the topic in both general and 

industry specific media. The differing opinions on what sustainable tourism development is clearly 

exemplified in the interview with VisitDenmark, where Rosbo explains that the organisation is 

simultaneously engaged in creating a common Danish framework for overtourism and in creating a common 

European framework (appendix 5). Potentially, the two frameworks can serve different purposes for the 

organisation and their work with sustainable tourism development, but they can also potentially lead to even 

more ambiguity and confusion about the term.  

According to Saarinen (2014), the conceptual plurality can be considered unavoidable. He instead suggests 

that three different traditions co-exist in the discussions on sustainability in tourism. The resource-based 

tradition focused on the original conditions of the destination and finding a maximum number of tourists, an 

activity-based tradition focused on the industry needs of sustaining invested capital and lastly a community-

based tradition focused on balancing the needs of the tourism industry and the local communities. 

Throughout the interviews, all three traditions are expressed in varying degrees and the understandings that 

lie behind each tradition are often used mixed in the arguments for or against certain actions.  

The resource-based tradition has previously been popular but has since been called into question. The 

DMOs’ reluctancy towards settling on a specific number of tourists (e.g. appendix 5) shows that the very 

quantitative focus is no longer considered to be a sensible option. they do, however, continue to work with 

quantitative aims for the growth in number of visitors, which points towards them not having completely 

abandoned the resource-based tradition. The activity-based approach is the one that most clearly prevail 

across the interviews. In this perspective, the limits to the growth in the number of visitors are considered 

dynamic rather than finite in that the number can be “increased by developing the tourism product” (Koens, 

Postma, & Papp, 2019, p. 3).  It is, for example, reflected in how the Copenhagen organisation attempt to 

influence the city’s tourism infrastructure thus drawing visitors from the city centre out to the surrounding 

areas (appendices 1 and 2). This tradition is also reflected in the approach taken by Visit Greenland, where 

they choose to focus on a specific type of tourists who are considered to have a low impact on the 

destination. Saarinen suggests that a mix of the resource-based and activity-based traditions can be 
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problematic in that they can push the limits of what is a sustainable tourism level at least as perceived by 

some local stakeholders (2006). In coming years, it will be interesting to see if the community-based impact 

becomes more widely adapted by the DMOs. A community focus is already a popular buzzword as seen in 

Wonderful Copenhagen’s Localhood for Everyone strategy (2017) or in Destination Bornholm stressing the 

benefits on the smaller local society in relation to maintaining a dialogue about the perception of the island’s 

tourism situation (appendix 3).  As Koens et al. state (2019, p. 4), the underlying idea of the community-

based perspective is “that engaged residents, who perceive tourism to be beneficial for themselves or the 

destination are more understanding and supportive of further development”. As stressed throughout this 

thesis, that exact point about the benefits of having a supportive local community is already made by several 

of the destinations. The supportive local community is not automatically realised but requires a deeper sense 

of engagement and investment in the development of the destination.   

6.1.4 The Triple Bottom Line Approach 

The triple bottom line approach to sustainability has been a common denominator for the understanding of 

sustainable tourism development reflected in the case interviews. Originally coined in 1994 by management 

consultant John Elkington, the term was used to express how businesses could measure their performance in 

ways beyond the profitmaking (Elkington, 2018). The idea of a ‘responsible’ bottom line that takes into 

consideration people and planet as well as profits has gained popularity and has expanded beyond the 

original management consulting context. The UNWTO definition of sustainable tourism (UNWTO, n.d.) 

referenced throughout the analysis is an example of this.  

The analysis, however, also shows that the three pillars in the triple bottom line are not necessarily created 

equal, but that the economic bottom line is still the primary one as exemplified by the fact that all DMOs 

have expressed aims of continuously growing their bed night numbers (appendices 1-5). There are multiple 

relevant explanations for this. One is the dependency on funding from growth demanding partners, both 

public and private, as suggested in the section above. Another one is simply that the tourism industry is still 

to a large extend managed as a market-driven industry with a supplier being the industry partners, a product 

being the destination and customers being the tourists. The DMOs thus serve as managers working to 

increase sales. Rosbo (VisitDenmark) clearly represent this market-driven approach stating that “This is like 

investing in shares. You need to have a big portfolio in order not to lose” (appendix 5, p. 6).  

As Gertz (1999, p. 24) defines touristic space, it is “an area dominated by tourist activities or one that is 

organized for meeting the needs of visitors”.  Agreeingly, Saarinen (2014, p. 7) states that “the needs and 

values of the customers (non-local people) and the industry are the leading guidelines”. Or to consult a 

cliché, the customers are always right. However, arguments can be raised against this statement. First, the 

extent to which the customer is always right is not the same in all destinations. As mentioned in the 

Copenhagen case analysis, some destinations make more of an effort to train the tourists to be more 
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thoughtful in their behaviour when visiting or make more of an attempt to influence the choices made by 

visitors. Second, superiority of the economic bottom line makes sense. The profits acquired from the tourism 

often contribute to the development of the destinations also for the benefits of locals. Through tax incomes 

from the tourists spending and also simply by being the financial foundation of many restaurants, shops, 

museums and other cultural attractions.  “Without economically viable businesses there is no tourism 

(including sustainable tourism)”, as Saarinen (2014, p. 7) states.  

Despite the sensibility of giving weight to economic factors, it can also be seen as a more short-sighted 

approach. A tourist destination that only focus on the economic bottom line will continuously demolish the 

product itself, whether this is primarily nature phenomena as in Greenland or primarily a specific culture or 

local identity as in Copenhagen. The present day need of growth and profit does, however, appear so much 

closer than the gradual and seemingly distant need to have a similar attention given to the social and 

environmental bottom lines (Saarinen, 2014). The long-term sustainability of a tourist destination depends on 

present-day decisions, but the often opportunistic nature  of tourism policy can stand in the way of changes 

addressing both current and future issues (Bramwell, 2011).  

6.1.5 Responsibility in a Leaderless Industry 

The discussion about a more socially and environmentally sustainable approach can quickly become a 

discussion about who should take the responsibility for the development. In the case interviews, the question 

of responsibility comes up multiple times. For example, Rosbo (VisitDenmark) states that the local 

destinations, not VisitDenmark, is responsible for ensuring that “there is good public transport, good 

infrastructure, green areas, good recycling facilities, so on and so forth” (appendix 5, p. 2) whereas the 

airline industry is the one responsible for sustainable transportation (appendix 5). Meanwhile, Andersen 

(Copenhagen Leisure Administration) stress that the tourists do not always know how to act responsibly in 

Copenhagen, but that they are interested in doing so (appendix 2). Opinions on who is responsible for pulling 

the tourism industry in a more sustainable direction can come in the form of two interrelated ideal types: 

firstly, that consumers will lead the development by demanding more sustainable options and increasing their 

environmental awareness and secondly that the industry should create more sustainable products thereby 

pushing the tourists to make more sustainable choices (Saarinen, 2014). Both are represented in the analysed 

case destinations, for example when VisitDenmark started an analysis of green travel motives (VisitDenmark 

(c), 2019) or Wonderful Copenhagen invest in projects developing attractions in less popular areas of 

Copenhagen (appendix 1). The previous analyses, however, showed, that a market-driven growth focus can 

potentially stand in the way of the industry finding ambitious solutions to issues such as overtourism. The 

idea that consumers will lead the way and take responsibility for more social and environmental 

sustainability does similarly come with built-in conflicts. Despite a growing interest in green issues, they still 

remain a low priority in relation to actual consumption (Saarinen, 2014). As mentioned in the Denmark case 
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analysis, this attitude/behaviour gap is also among the key findings in VisitDenmark’s analysis of the interest 

in sustainability among tourists: “It is uncertain to what extend sustainability concerns actually keep the 

green idealists from travelling when they concretely considering to do so” (VisitDenmark (c), 2019, p. 6). 

This all points towards a lack of responsibility taken for the work to mitigate the issues, socially as well as 

environmentally, related to tourism. As Lane (2009, p. 22) points out in his discussion of the last thirty years 

of sustainable tourism studies, the diverse and fragmented tourism industry is in nature leaderless: “The 

industry has not been driven, either by government or market forces, to achieve a more sustainable form of 

tourism”.  

 

6.1.6 A Complex Understanding of Overtourism 

Over the last years, the research into the implications of overtourism has been growing and an array of 

scholars have invested certain sub aspects such as its impact on infrastructure (Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012) or 

local culture and authenticity (Ulldemolins, 2014). During the research preceding this thesis, it appeared that 

the concept of overtourism often served as a placeholder for a large number of interrelated issues. Some of 

which were specifically applicable to certain destinations, while others were more generally applicable to the 

understanding of overtourism. The literature review initiating my research suggested that it would be useful 

with a more holistic and complex understanding based on insights from destinations with varying 

experiences of overtourism. In both academic literature and strategies from the industry, it appeared that 

sustainable tourism development was often perceived as the antithesis to overtourism and that the triple 

bottom line, as discussed above, was a well-known framework for understanding the prospects of this 

development. When looking to present the analysed aspects of overtourism in a graphic form, the three 

categories of social, economic and environmental considerations could therefore serve as a helping structure. 

In the below figure (Figure 1), the analysed aspects can be seen illustrated in this three-dimensional way. 

Some sub aspects are pertaining a specific category, while others pertain two or even all three. The lists 

below the figure are of some of the most relevant aspects of overtourism uncovered throughout the analysis. 

The seven categories should not be seen as conclusive, but simply as analysis-based suggestions made to 

highlight the multiplicity of the involved topics. It is additionally important to note that the boundaries 

between the categories should be not be considered solid, but rather fluent and maybe even arbitrary. Issues 

that, at first sight, are classified as environmental often have an economic or social aspect to them and vice 

versa. For some destinations, the majority of the overtourism issues may be related to one of the three 

categories, but it is more likely that the experiences stretch across all three. In the following part, this 

interrelatedness will be stressed in a suggested definition of overtourism.   
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1. E.G. FUNDING, GROWTH FOCUS, BALANCING STAKEHOLDERS, INDUSTRY DEPENDENCY  

2. E.G. LOCAL IDENTITY, INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS 

3. E.G. AUTHENTICITY, XENOPHOBIA 

4. E.G. DISTURBANCE OF LOCAL LIFE, PHYSICAL TOURISTIFICATION  

5. E.G LITTERING, NATURE MAINTENANCE 

6. E.G. WILDLIFE PROTECTION, NATURE PROTECTION, CLIMATE CONCERNS 

7. E.G. SEASONALITY, CROWDING, INFRASTRUCTURE, DISNEYFICATION 

 

Figure 1. Aspects of Overtourism 
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6.1.7 A Suggested Definition of Overtourism 

Over the previous sections, it has repeatedly been highlighted how the concept of overtourism is often 

interpreted in very different ways and that this can stand in the way of a more general academic and practical 

discussion. Some of the previously suggested definitions focus on specific aspects of overtourism, while 

others are very non-specific. In the theory section of this thesis, Volo’s (2020) definition is mentioned as one 

that is applicable to many types of overtourism situations. She defined overtourism as “an excessive presence 

of tourists that carries negative socio-cultural and environmental consequences for residents, destinations 

and tourists” (Volo, 2020, p. 12). Following the findings from the analysis of Danish destination 

management organisations’ understandings of the aspects of overtourism, an altered definition can be 

suggested: Overtourism can be defined as a context-specific form of tourism that is perceived as having an 

excessive influence on the individual destination, the host community and the visitor experience through 

interrelated economic, social and environmental implications. This definition stresses how overtourism is 

specific to the individual destination and thus that one set of destination consequences, to use Volo’s (2020) 

terminology, is not applicable to all destination contexts. The inclusion of perception is made to stress that 

overtourism is in nature based on the experiences of the involved parties. As it has been suggested multiple 

times, the social nature of the overtourism situation makes it insensible to look for a solely quantitative 

understanding as this will lead to an oversimplification. The fact that different implications of overtourism 

are often interrelated is also included in this definition and so is the economic aspect. While Volo (2020) 

only mentioned socio-cultural and environmental consequences, the analyses have shown that economic 

aspects, such as specific types of investments and funding, should not be overlooked in relation to 

overtourism.  

6.2 Practical Implications 

6.2.1 The Implications of the Coronavirus Pandemic on Overtourism 

2020 has been a year out of the ordinary for every industry as well as every individual. Since the first causes 

of a then unknown pneumonia were reported in the Hubei province of China in December 2019, the 

coronavirus (COVID-19) (WHO, 2020) has spread dramatically with nearly 14 million cases across 188 

countries (BBC News, 2020). Following the development, many countries chose to close their borders 

bringing the tourism industry to a complete standstill for months. According to Statista (2020), the 2020 

revenue forecasts for the tourism industry have been restated from an original forecast of USD 711,944 

million to USD 447,412 million due to coronavirus. Correspondingly, they estimate a loss of 100.8 million 

jobs worldwide in 2020 with the majority, 63.4 million, being in the Asia Pacific region and Europe coming 

in second with an estimated loss of 13 million (Statista, 2020). It was only in the beginning of the summer, 
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when countries started lifting travel bans and opening borders to some countries, for example the EU 

Commission recommended lifting the travel restrictions to the EU after 30 June (EU Commission, 2020). 

In Denmark, the borders were closed 14 March after a press conference with Prime Minister Mette 

Frederiksen, who also announced that the Ministry of Foreign Relations would advise against all not 

necessary travel abroad and recommend Danes abroad to return to Denmark (Statsministeriet (a), 2020). 

After months of travel restrictions, a gradual reopening of the borders and followingly the tourism industry 

was launched (Udenrigsministeriet, 2020). Coronavirus and the lockdown have had a major impact on the 

Danish tourist industry and will likely continue to have so while some safety restrictions remain in place. 

According to a survey from the Confederation of Danish Industry, three in five Danish tourist industry 

companies expect a drop in turnover of more than 50% due to coronavirus (Dansk Industri, 2020). The 

implications are expected to be especially severe in the capital, because of special restrictions for visitors to 

the area, cancellation of cruises and conferences and because of the Danish requirement of a minimum six-

night booking.  

The opinions on how the pandemic and the following financial crisis will influence the future of tourism are 

many and so are the suggestions for how to make sure that the industry recovers. In their report on the 

Tourism Policy Responses to the virus, OECD suggest that governments need to take this as an opportunity 

for “promoting the structural transformation needed to build a stronger, more sustainable and resilient 

tourism economy. The crisis is an opportunity to rethink tourism for the future” (2020, p. n.a.). Meanwhile, 

coronavirus has also proved just how depended many economies, for example in Southern Europe, are on the 

health of the tourism industry. Bulgaria, where tourism accounts for 12% of the GDP (Jensen & Biltoft-

Knudsen, 2020), is an example of a destination that quickly resumed its tourism activities due to this 

dependency. In Denmark, the destination was marketed with the idea that it you are “tired of all the things 

you are not allowed to do in Denmark” you can travel to Sunny Beach and party with 2,000 other young 

people (Ahrens, 2020, p. n.a.). The country did, however, experience a backlash after the opening with 

rapidly rising infection numbers leading to a tightening of the restrictions of the nightlife and the authorities 

imposing a ban on indoor parties (Jensen & Biltoft-Knudsen, 2020). The quotes from OECD and the 

marketing of Bulgaria points toward two different approaches to the reopening of the global tourism industry 

taken in the wake of coronavirus. One seeing this as an opportunity for a paradigm shift and transformation 

of the industry and one calling for a rapid return to the state of the industry prior to the pandemic through 

preservation of the existing economic system (Zenker & Kock, 2020). The two can be seen as potential clues 

for the future of the industry, but also for the continued relevance of the complex understanding of issues 

related to overtourism argued in this thesis.  

During the period with closed borders and restrictions placed on the hospitality industry, the issues with 

overtourism have, unsurprisingly, been minimal. Even as just the domestic travel reopened, certain issues 
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started to return, while the public health concerns added new ones to the list. These concerns following 

corona virus for example made crowding a more relevant issue than ever. In many countries including 

Denmark, the authorities and DMOs have encouraged domestic travel for the summer holiday in an attempt 

to contribute to the revitalisation of the domestic economy and especially the tourism industry 

(VisitDenmark (c), 2020). Countries like Denmark and the UK quickly saw how the same dynamics that 

under normal circumstances contribute to high tourism pressure in popular summer destinations abroad came 

into play domestically with heavy crowding in specific beach and harbourfront areas (Politi, 2020; BBC, 

2020). With the reopening of international tourism, it will be interesting to see how this continues to develop. 

Maybe the tendency for people to crowd in specific area will return to how it was prior to the pandemic 

potentially leading to prohibitions of sojourn and similar authority initiatives taken to minimise new spread 

of infection. Another potential outcome is, however, that the addition of guests from abroad will lead to more 

careful behaviour in popular destinations. Previous research into pathogen threats has it can make people 

more alert of crowding situations (Wang & Ackerman, 2019). It is possible that the national isolation with 

closed borders that was the response to the corona outbreak will lead to a sense of xenophobia among locals 

who consciously or subconsciously have started to associate foreigners with a risk of spreading disease. 

Throughout human history, this exact fear has been an explanatory factor in xenophobia and foreigners being 

perceived as a threat (Kock, Josiassen, & Assaf, 2019). Following coronavirus, this fear can be relevant in 

various forms. One is the aforementioned fear that tourists visiting propose a threat to their host community. 

A second one could be that tourists returning from travel could propose a threat to their home community as 

they may bring back disease as it was seen in the beginning of the pandemic (Bell, 2020). Thirdly, the fear of 

disease could result in tourist xenophobia against the locals in certain destinations that have been hit hard by 

coronavirus as for example Italy. It will be interesting to see how the number of visitors to these destinations 

will be influenced by their association with the disease once international travel fully resumes. Some might 

experience that their image has worsened from association with the pandemic, while others may benefit from 

charitable interests of travellers who wish to support them (Zenker & Kock, 2020).  

Returning to the issues related to crowding, the concern that some tourists most likely have about larger 

groups of people being close together could also be an opportunity for new lesser known destinations to gain 

popularity. Hidden gems and the idea of destinations that have not yet been popularised have long been of 

interest to some travel segments, but this may be even more so the case going forward. Potentially, 

destinations that are marketed as less heavily touristed will benefit from the increased attention to crowds 

and the health risks they can pose. The fear that for some may be related to travelling in the wake of corona 

could also mean an increased interest in destinations that require less travelling, and specifically less 

travelling by plane where social distancing is more challenging. As above mentioned, some destination 

management organisation, for example in Denmark, have changed their focus to be more specific to 

domestic travel and local markets where tourists can more easily travel via car. It will be interesting to see if 
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the increased mobility that comes with travelling via car positively influences the tendency for crowds to 

gather in specific locations. On the other hand, it can also pose a challenge to the infrastructure of certain 

destinations such as Bornholm. As mentioned in the case analysis, the destination already experiences issues 

with parking in the peak season, where locals cannot find available parking spots.  

The issues that overtourism can pose in relation to local culture and identity of a destination have come up 

repeatedly over the case studies in this thesis. For example, it has been discussed how, from a socio-cultural 

standpoint, destinations can benefit from having off-seasons as these dormant periods gives the host 

environment an opportunity to recentre and ensure the preservation of the identity and culture specific to the 

place (Hartmann, 1986). The lockdown period has, while involuntary, been such as dormant period in 

relation to tourism. Naturally, the societies have had many other and more pressing issues to attend to, but 

potentially the period without tourists have contributed to the cultural recentring as Hartmann suggests 

(Hartmann, 1986). There is no doubt that the global tourism industry is in a completely different place 

entering the autumn of 2020 than it was entering the spring of 2020. In some respects, the perspectives have 

changed, but at the same time the same dynamics remain relevant with regards to ensuring a tourism industry 

that is sustainable in the long term both for the tourists and for the host communities.    

6.3 Limitations and Future Research 

6.3.1 The Implications of Coronavirus 

The field of tourism is fast-moving and evolving with new products and tendencies in accordance with the 

larger political and cultural fluctuations. In the year of 2020, this has proven to be more true than ever.  

When starting this research project in the last quarter of 2019, no one could have predicted that 2020 would 

have such a large impact on the world and the development of the industry bringing international and 

domestic travel to a hold for months and bringing many out of business. When commencing my research, 

gathering literature and conducting interviews, overtourism was still debated as a massive issue and a 

prominent feature in analyses of the future of tourism. Corona was only mentioned briefly in a couple of the 

interviews and only as a minor interruption in the larger development with steadily growing tourism. 

Therefore, the implications of coronavirus are naturally one of the most significant limitations to my 

research. This was neither mentioned in my problem statement nor in the qualitative data gathered. The 

issues related to the pandemic and its impact on the industry is still very much a moving target and therefore 

it would not be sensible to try to include it in the analyses. Instead, the practical implications section of the 

discussion has served as an opportunity to tie in the latest development with the findings from my research to 

stress how most of the perspectives found continue to be relevant despite the pandemic. Rather than a 

complete revolution of the industry, the dynamics that drive it will likely remain in place. Issues related to 

crowding or local identity, that were found to be key factors in gaining a complex understanding of 

overtourism, will still be relevant after the pandemic, even though the way they appear already have and will 
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most likely continue to change. Naturally, this is also where much of the future research will arise from – 

both in relation to tourism generally and overtourism specifically. It will be interesting to see how and at 

what pace the industry bounces back. Ever since the years following the financial crisis, the share of the 

worldwide GDP generated by tourism has been growing steadily (Statista, 2020), but that will undoubtedly 

change from this year. As mentioned in the practical implications section, different destinations have taken 

very different approaches to the revitalisation of their tourism economies and will be an interesting topic for 

future research. Bulgaria was mentioned as a destination that quickly reintroduced international tourists, and 

another interesting approach could be seen in the highly tourism-dependent island of Sicily, where the 

destination gave out vouchers for visits in an attempt to aid the local businesses (Visit Sicily, 2020). 

Relatedly, the period without tourists have been an opportunity to nurture otherwise heavily touristed 

destinations and articulate related issues locally. Whether or not this will result in real, long-term change in 

the strategy for tourism once the global industry is up and running will be interesting to see.  

In Denmark, domestic travel was the first reintroduced tourism element. This resulted in dramatic increase in 

the interest in holiday homes, camping and interest in popular rural destinations with 111% more Danish 

holiday home bookings in July 2020 compared to the 2019 level  (VisitDenmark (b), 2020). On the opposite 

side, the urban destinations have struggled. In July 2020, the number of hotel bookings was 78% below the 

level of 2019. The reopening of much of the Danish tourism industry has coincided with the summer holiday 

which, also under more normal circumstances, is where the rural destinations have their vast majority of 

traffic. For now, Copenhagen, which normally drives much of the Danish tourism product is at a setback, 

whereas the rural destinations have gained popularity. This tendency will be interesting to follow once the 

peak summer season is over. As Zenker and Kock (2020) suggest, the struggle of many tourism companies 

may additionally lead to market-entry opportunities for new actors potentially pushing for industry changes.  

6.3.2 The Analysed Destinations  

Touching upon the Danish destinations leads to another limitation of the study: the fact that only Danish 

destinations (including Greenland) are analysed. While this focus on Denmark is specified in the scope of the 

research project, it does potentially influence the applicability of the findings. Some findings extend to other 

similar destinations (for example rural or urban destinations), whereas others are specific to the Danish 

context.  

 In choosing destinations, the focus has been on showcasing a selection of Danish destinations to discover 

what similarities and differences they experience in relation to overtourism. While qualitative studies do not 

require as large a sample size as their quantitative counter parts, it could have added to the understanding to 

include additional destinations, for example another urban destination. Similarly, it could have been 

interesting to add insights from more local destinations that experience a specific side of overtourism. An 

example of this could be the community of Christiania in Copenhagen or the coastal town of Skagen in 
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North Jutland, which experience a high tourism pressure in very different ways. Potentially, this could have 

provided even more detailed accounts of the different sub aspects of overtourism in Denmark. Especially, if 

the data collection stretched beyond the DMOs to also include accounts from locals and other types of 

industry stakeholders. For this thesis, I have chosen the destination management organisations’ perspective 

and the inclusion of others would have changed the scope of the project and added significantly to the level 

of complexity.  

Another potential change could have been to add perspectives from international and even more heavily 

touristed destinations. Looking around destinations like Venice, Amsterdam and Barcelona are frequently 

mentioned in debated regarding the impact that heavy tourism can have on a local community. This would 

have changed the scope and size of the project dramatically, but could potentially be an interesting future 

research project similarly to the one done by Koens et al. (2018).  

7 Conclusion  

In this thesis, the concept of overtourism has been analysed in the context of various Danish destinations. 

The starting point of the analysis was a realisation that many existing understandings of overtourism either 

focus specifically on one sub aspect of the tendency or are so general that they lack actual practical use. On 

the basis of a series of qualitative semi-structured interviews with representatives of five Danish destination 

management organisations and a following content analysis, it can be concluded that overtourism should not 

be understood as independent cases of, for example, crowding or littering. Instead, it should be considered a 

network of interrelated social, economic and environmental aspects that have complex causes and do not 

necessarily express themselves identically across all types of destinations. Even though this analysis is based 

solely on data from Danish destinations (including an autonomous territory), the differences and similarities 

between rural and urban destinations are clearly visible and so is the impact of the destination’s stakeholder 

network. 

The common understanding of overtourism, and the one that is often portrayed in the media, is based on 

stories from globally popular and densely populated European cities like Barcelona, Amsterdam or Venice. 

But that understanding of overtourism is not necessarily as applicable to destinations like Bornholm or 

Greenland as it is to urban Copenhagen. In a small island destination like Bornholm, where space is a limited 

resource, practicalities like parking infrastructure features prominently in the debate about overtourism. 

Additionally, the nature of Bornholm’s tourism makes seasonality a key aspect. Lack of respect for flora and 

fauna is a big part of the perception of overtourism in Greenland, and the destination has its own set of 

specific challenges related to the fragile nature being its major unique selling point and the reason to go for 

many visitors. Despite the specificity, insights from the Greenland case also point towards a more general 

need to differentiate between different types of tourists. Simply put, some types of tourists come across as 
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more invasive than others. From this perspective, the definitions of overtourism that are solely based on 

quantitative measures like the number of individual travellers are less interesting in a time where tourism 

moves towards increased specialisation and increased interest in local life, at least among some segments. 

The aspects identified throughout the analyses are illustrated in Figure 1, which stresses the complexity of 

overtourism and the interrelatedness of factors that are both economic, social, environmental as well as a 

combination of all three. While some aspects, like crowding and concern about local identity, appear to be 

more general and thereby closer to the centre of the issue of overtourism, others, like concerns about 

wildlife, are specifically relevant for certain types of destinations. 

A number of interesting schisms are identified on the basis of the analyses. For example, how the 

dependency on growth-reliant funding can stand in the way of ambitious changes towards a more sustainable 

form of tourism. If the organisation managing the destinations receive funding solely based on the rate of 

growth in bed nights they deliver, it poses a risk of ushering along a development towards overtourism. The 

tendency can further be amplified, if the destination infrastructure is not geared for a large influx of visitors. 

The sense of control is identified as important in maintaining a supportive local community. If the locals feel 

that the development of their community is completely out of their influence, it can further contribute to a 

downward spiralling relation between hosts and guests. Particularly, if the locals experience a lack of respect 

for their community among the visitors or if the physical touristification of the destination compromises their 

own access to the infrastructure – whether that is biking lanes in Copenhagen or parking spaces in Bornholm. 

This leads back to the previous point about the problems related to a quantitative understanding of 

overtourism. It is not sensible to assess the level of overtourism in a destination by the number of guests 

compared to the number of locals alone, as some types of tourists take up both more physical space at the 

destination and mental space for the locals than others. In the interviews, some of the DMO representatives 

stressed the need for locals to understand how a high number of tourists contribute to improving their life 

quality by making more shops, restaurants and cultural activities feasible and thus accessible. Nevertheless, 

the nuisances that locals’ experience do potentially point towards a need for a more general discussion about 

the quality and quantity of tourist segments and the relevance of new ways of working with of destination 

marketing. It will likely take more tourists who show a greater appreciation for the local culture and identity 

and make an effort to engage themselves in local lives to get to a tipping point of perceived overtourism. On 

the opposite hand, a state of perceived overtourism is reached faster and with a lower quantity of tourists, 

when these are disrespectful and thus become a nuisance for the local population. Based in these analysis 

results, the following definition of overtourism is suggested: “Overtourism can be defined as a context-

specific form of tourism that is perceived as having an excessive influence on the individual destination, the 

host community and the visitor experience through interrelated economic, social and environmental 

implications”.  
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The thesis additionally engages a discussion of the wider relevance of overtourism, sustainable tourism 

development as well as the biggest topic of discussion in the tourism industry in 2020: the implications of the 

coronavirus pandemic and the following economic crisis. As the data for the case studies was gathered 

before the pandemic, analysis of its effects has not been within the scope of this thesis. The current events 

change the industry, but the perspectives raised in this thesis remain relevant in a discussion of how the 

industry best moves forward as the world of tourism reopens. The financial dependency that many countries 

have on tourism has been stressed by the crisis, but despite the sense of urgency to bring back mass tourism, 

the crisis may also be an opportunity to rethink certain aspect of the present-day tourism industry and lead it 

in a more sustainable direction with findings from the analysis in mind.  
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