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There is an overall need to find a good fit between offered hiking products and the customer 

demand. The trend of ever raising interest in outdoor recreation makes this issue very topical. 

Objective for my thesis was to expand the operations of my commissioner, Polku Nature 

Tours. Polku Nature Tours is a Finnish hiking and bush craft course operator. I concentrated 

on producing a winter hiking product for them and giving general ideas on improving their 

hiking products. I also provided a difficulty rating for their expeditions.  

I concentrated on three factors within the thesis: customer communication; different ways to 

adjust the level of challenge for the participants; and reflecting. In communication part, I 

concentrated on the aspects that happen before the expeditions starts. Adjusting part focused 

on actions that you can do during the hike as a leader and reflecting combined these two 

phases together by forming a continuous cycle of reflecting on the quality of communication 

and whether customer demands were met or not. 

As methods for research-based development work, I used benchmarking, interviews and test 

expedition, which included participant observation and a small questionnaire. I planned and 

implemented in collaboration with my commissioner a test expedition with 6 customers and 

8 participants in total. To analyze my data, I used coding to define themes that became the 

main results of the data analysis. 

As results, I found out that effective communication and thorough planning are crucial in a 

successful expedition. Both factors help you as a guide to adjust the level of challenge of the 

expedition to match with your customers’ competences. Reflecting continuously on your op-

erations enables you to plan better and communicate more effectively. Using adventure edu-

cational approach to organize their expeditions proved to be worthwhile for my commis-

sioner. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Finnish hiking organizers hardly express the level of difficulty of their products in depth. There 

is a lack of information on how a prospective customer could assess their own level of compe-

tence and then choose a correct expedition that would match with these competences. Espe-

cially when it is expected that the current trend of new hikers is increasing, there is a demand 

for reliable and simple ways of assessing the competences of a hiker. The information provided 

on the expeditions should be clear and concise as well. 

There is also a need for embedding a continuous reflection process for organizers to assess their 

operations and to improve them with the help of their experiences. To my personal knowledge 

this might be something new, at least for smaller operators, in the hiking industry. 

Meaning of this thesis for the industry is to give instructions on customer communication, how 

to adapt the level of challenge for your customers and how to reflect on your actions and de-

velop your operations continuously by gathering and processing feedback. 

I will concentrate on a winter skiing expedition where people ski from camp site to another 

while spending at least four days in the wild. However, the findings from the thesis can be 

transformed to any type of expedition regardless of the time and place and activities it includes.  

1.1 Commissioner 

Commissioner of my thesis is Turku/Pyhä based Polku Nature Tours (Polku Nature Tours 

2021a, 2021b). Polku Nature Tours is a relatively young company that has concentrated on 

traditional Finnish wilderness surviving skills. Sampo Rouhiainen, the owner and operator of 

Polku Nature Tours, has a background as working in Finnish Lapland as a wilderness guide for 

several winter seasons. He is also an instructor in Survival Guild Finland (Survival Kilta Ry 

2021). Their purpose is to raise the awareness of safety risks on recreational activities and teach 

how to deal with them. Survival Guild Finland also promotes the use of natural materials for 

nutrition and other aids as well for nature conservation. Guild organizes courses on survival 

related topics in two main courses: Outdoor safety course which is held in the summer months 

and Winter safety course.  

Polku Nature Tour’s core value is the respect for the nature. They strive to minimize their en-

vironmental impact. They underline that key factor in doing so is their activities.  
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“ However, we think that our activities as such are our most effective action to 

protect the environment. We want to teach people to understand nature better so 

they can protect it better in their everyday life.” (Polku Nature Tours 2021b) 

Polku Nature Tours is utilizing adventure educational approach in their operations in the sense, 

that they want to provide possibilities for their customers to feel agency and promote the expe-

riential way of learning new things. 

” We at Polku Nature Tours want to encourage people to step deeper into forest to 

find their own strength. We believe that everyone will be able to learn if one has 

only courage to try out. We want to strengthen one’s connection with nature around 

us and nature within us.” (Polku Nature Tours 2021a) 

1.2 Thesis needs and objectives 

Needs for my thesis comes mainly from the commissioner Polku Nature Tours. Company got 

some Covid-19 related subsidies from Busines Finland to expand their operations. One direc-

tion for expanding the product base is to concentrate more on multiday hiking products, in 

winter and in summer and autumn time. In the scope of my thesis, I will concentrate on pro-

ducing a winter hiking product for Polku Nature Tours and giving general ideas on improving 

my commissioners hiking products. 

This fits also very well in the raised interest of outdoor recreation in Finland and especially in 

Finnish national parks and other government maintained outdoor areas. There has been an in-

crease in national park visits by 23 percentage in year 2020 compared to year 2019 (Metsähal-

litus 2021a; Metsähallitus 2021b). This trend is expected to continue during this year (Helsingin 

Sanomat, 2021; Latu ja Polku, 2021). There is an overall need to find a good fit between offered 

hiking products and the customer demand. To do this, for example customer skill level or re-

quired skill level to accomplish a certain route, or expedition, must be taken into account.  

I will be focusing on three different elements within the thesis. These include: 1) pre-hike com-

munication, which includes a clear on concise route description and a difficulty level indicator, 

that is explained in a way that a person who doesn’t have that much experience on hiking can 

relate to and decide the correct level for themselves. 2) Adjusting or adapting the level of chal-

lenge during the expedition to be able to find a good fit between customer competences and the 

requirements of the expedition at hand. 3) Reflecting the whole process of planning and imple-

menting an expedition to ensure that the expedition is meeting the pre-set goals for customers 
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and organizer. This three-stage approach forms a continuous learning cycle, or maybe a spiral 

would be better, as Kolb describes in his renowned experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2014).  

This is also a process for the commissioner: they offer a good quality pre-hike information for 

the prospective customer and incorporate a self-reflection process to assess the quality of the 

hike and the customer experience and make necessary improvements for the next hike or event. 

I will use benchmarking, semi-structured interviews, observation, and questionnaire as my re-

search-based development methods. 
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2 KNOWLEDGEBASE 

This section explains the theories behind the topic of my thesis. What is already known and 

how that links to my thesis and why it is relevant.  

I will divide my knowledgebase into three different sections which concerns the procedures in 

three different stages of organizing and implementing a commercial multiday hiking product. 

It consists of pre, during and post hike actions. Pre-hike part regards customer communication. 

During part deals with how you can adjust the level of challenge during the expedition. And 

after part concerns with reflection and combines the two former parts and transfers the findings 

and insights gained back into the pre-expedition part to be used for the next expedition.  

Karppinen and Latomaa defines Outdoor adventure education as a treefold process: there is a 

pedagogical goal; the activities are regarded as an experience or adventure; and the participants 

reflect on the adventure-based activities (Karppinen and Latomaa, 2015, 72–73; Karppinen 

2005, 50). All these three elements are included in Polku Nature Tours expeditions, also con-

sidered in the viewpoint of the company itself. This is what Polku Nature Tours aims to accom-

plish with its winter hike course, that we tested in our test expedition. There are certain goals 

for participants to achieve, for example getting to know the basic skills required for accom-

plishing a winter hike. These skills include for example camping in winter, choosing your route, 

fire making skills and taking care of yourself in cold environment. There is a sense of adventure 

because the hike is somewhat unknown for participants and the landscape and area might be 

totally new for them, so there is certainly some uncertainty involved. The experience is also 

authentic and a week on the hike gives some tools for participants to master the basics of winter 

hiking skills. This comes hand in hand with the adventure educational approach by Beames and 

Brown, which includes four different elements: authenticity, uncertainty, mastery and agency 

(Beames and Brown, 2016). 

2.1 Customer Communication  

Communication is highly important in all aspects of organizing and implementing a successful 

hiking experience. Within the scope of this thesis focus is however on the communication tak-

ing place between the expedition organizer and a client before the start of the expedition. Most 

importantly, successful communication is needed to enable the customer to make a justified 
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decision about their ability to participate on a certain expedition based on the facts presented 

on Polku Nature Tours’ website. 

Finnis safety and chemical agency, TUKES, justifies why clear and correct information on ex-

peditions is crucial and needed to fulfill the liabilities of a company organizing adventure ser-

vices (TUKES 2021a, 2021b). TUKES lists several safety related items, that a service provider 

should have covered. Safety information related to the service should include for example the 

degree of difficulty of the service, requirements on the participants’ state of health and other 

personal characteristics, the previous competence or skill level required from participants and 

the necessary gear. All these are very relevant for expedition organizer and it highlights why 

successful communication is essential to ensure all above mentioned points. TUKES defines 

that images shown on your website should consist of real and authentic pictures from the actual 

operating site and that they are in line with correct safety protocols and instructions. 

Multimodal communication, using multiple different forms of communication, comes into 

place when customers are getting information in multiple modes such as written, audio or video. 

Multimodal communication means in principle that there are multiple different modes, or ways, 

to transfer the message you want to deliver, and usually people are using many of these modes 

simultaneously while they are communicating (Norris, 2004). This also gives room for people 

with different skills to be able to understand the communicated issue better. It enhances partic-

ipation and agency and is an inclusive way to communicate. It is also important to make your 

product understandable for most of the people using universal design, or design for all, meth-

ods, which also covers accessibility requirements. Universal design “…includes an idea of 

multi-channel communication: contents are being provided for example as videos, pictures and 

sound in addition to plain text.” (Saavutettavuus, 2021). TUKES also suggests to think which 

methods you choose to provide information for your customers and that you consider the needs 

and participants’ abilities to understand the instructions and consider how well customers know 

the service you are providing for them (TUKES 2021a). 

These different communicational modes need also to be in line with each other. They must 

support each other and deliver the same message. If these different modes are not in line, it 

might make people confused and doubting on which mode to rely and trust. In the sense of my 

commissioner this means that all the material and communication with customers should be in 

line with each other and telling the same information but just in a different way. Two-way 

communication ensures that the information delivered is the same as information received. 
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Two-way communication means that feedback is used in communication (Priest and Gass, 

2005, p.258). Using feedback guarantees that customer had understood correctly the infor-

mation provided. “By encouraging clients to give and gather feedback, you can double-check 

that the receiver’s (client’s) interpretation accurately matches the generation by you, the 

sender.” (Priest and Gass, 2005 p. 257-258). This feedback comes in three forms according to 

Priest and Gass: paraphrasing, impression checking and behaviour description. Paraphrasing 

helps to confirm concepts and determine if the receiver correctly understood the sender’s ideas. 

Paraphrasing happens when you rephrase what you just heard in your words. If you use concrete 

examples at the same time, paraphrasing becomes even more effective. Impression checking is 

used to check if the receiver of information has correctly understood the delivered message.  

TUKES instructions also highlights the importance of guaranteeing that given information has 

been understood correctly. “Make sure that the participants of the service have received suffi-

cient information before the start of the service, and that they remember and understand what 

they were told and know how to act accordingly.” (TUKES 2021a) 

One part of customer communication is the information provided on routes and possible recre-

ational places. I will look more into the information provided by companies organizing hiking 

products in the results chapter. Here I present some of the information and basis for hiking route 

grading. 

Calbimonte et al (2020) have been developing a new system for hiking route skill level asses-

ment in Switzerland. They have developed an application called Syris (Calbimonte et al. 2020) 

which shows for example the possible points of difficulty on a certain route. Points of difficulty 

refers to certain points on a trail where you might need to have certain skill level or skillset to 

be able to continue on that route. Same protocols might be used in the future in Finland also to 

be able to rate the difficulty of a certain hiking route better. This is already happening in some 

areas in Finland. Same kind of service is offered by a company called Outdooractive, which 

offers comprehensive information about certain hiking routes including for example a detailed 

digital route map, estimated time to hike the route, distance, and a description of the route 

(Outdooractive, 2021). Metsähallitus had a project called Pallas–Ylläs TOBE1 where one of 

the project goals was to produce a set of the best hiking routes in the Pallas-Yllästunturi national 

park and provide new kind of route description and info for the hikers in a digital form 

(Metsähallitus 2021d). They were using a planning tool provided by Outdooractive. As a result, 

there are now many routes online with a proper route description and an overall difficulty rating 
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for the route, which takes into account for example the length of the route, elevation difference 

and the terrain of the route. Below you can see a capture from Metsähallitus route description 

on the famous Hetta – Pallas hiking route. 

 

Figure 1: Metsähallitus  

Metsähallitus summarizes the value of clear and concise route information very well in their 

website. 

” The purpose of route gradings and route descriptions are to give the essential in-

formation from the route to the recreational users of routes. With the help of diffi-

culty grading a hiker can compare different routes and choose one that fits best for 

themselves. When there is extensive basic information about a route, it is also easier 

to gear up correctly and hiking is then safer.” (Metsähallitus 2021e) 

2.2 Adjusting the level of challenge according to customer competence 

In this subchapter different ways on evaluating the customers and their competences are being 

described. I will present different options on how to adjust the level of challenge to match cus-

tomer competences. Key theories used in adventure education are described. 

“ Adapt adventure experiences to suit the varying levels and needs of all members 

in a group. Leaders should recognize that adventures are a state of mind that often 

fluctuates according to a participant’s perception of situational risks and personal 
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competence. A range of challenges should be made available in the same activity 

or at the same site so that participants can select a level of risk that suits their level 

of competence.” (Priest and Gass, 2005) 

Adventure experience paradigm 

Figure 2 describes the optimal arousal level and the performance quality of a person. On expe-

ditions it is important to try to keep the levels of arousal as close to optimal among participants 

as possible. This means that there is a match between the challenge and their skills. This is the 

same what Hopkins and Putnam describes as the problem of the match (Hopkins and Putnam 

,2013 p. 102). In Figure 3 this same issue is described and presented by the flow model of 

Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Csikszentmihalyi talks about finding the so-called 

flow channel where level of difficulty and level of skill goes hand in hand. Another model to 

describe the problem of the match is the different zones by Mortlock (Mortlock, 1987). Mort-

lock has only replaced difficulty with risk. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Optimal arousal theory according to Ellis (Ellis, 1973). 
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Figure 3: Flow according to Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). 

Martin and Priest have combined theories of Ellis, Csikszentmihalyi and Mortlock into a single 

theory called adventure experience paradigm (Martin and Priest, 1986). Adventure experience 

paradigm explains participant’s behaviours using the variables of risk and competence. Figure 

4 illustrates this by comparing the level of risk and competence in certain situations. Perceived 

risk and perceived competence can differ from the reality, but as an instructor you can affect 

on the perceived risk or competence.  
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Figure 4: Adventure experience paradigm (Martin and Priest, 1986) 

Conditional outdoor leadership theory 

Conditional outdoor leadership theory, COLT, (Priest and Chase, 1989) is a model which is 

described graphically by Priest and Gass in figure 5 (Priest and Gass, 2005 p.247). It combines 

information on different leadership styles, leadership orientation and conditional favourability. 

“ We encourage you to analyze your style in relation to these three variables and 

flex to suit the particular circumstances.”  (Priest and Gass, 2005) 
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Figure 5: The conditional outdoor leadership theory (Priest and Gass, 2005) 

In COLT, leadership styles are divided into three groups, which are: autocratic, democratic and 

abdicratic leadership styles. The autocratic style utilizes an authoritarian approach in which the 

leader has complete power over decision making and decides what to. The democratic style 

involves shared decision making, with you and the group working together to solve problems. 

The abdicratic style is a style where you leave the decision making in the hands of the group 

and you agree to abide by their decisions. 
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According to Priest and Gass leadership orientation can be divided into two: task orientation 

and relationship orientation. Task-orientation means, that leader is more concerned on achiev-

ing the set goals. Relationship orientation pays more attention of maintaining a positive atmos-

phere in the group. Priest and Gass also imply that task-oriented leaders tend to be more auto-

cratic and relationship-oriented more abdicratic in their leadership styles but in order to be an 

effective leader you must be able to flex your leadership style, no matter what your preferred 

style is. 

Conditional favourability means that you should always consider your leadership style with the 

conditions around you. If conditions are in your favour, like weather is good and terrain is easy, 

and group atmosphere is good, you have more options to choose on which leadership style to 

use. In good conditions it is preferrable to give more decision-making power to your group 

using abdicratic leadership style. If the conditions are not in your favour when weather is turn-

ing stormy, and terrain gets harder, you should think of a more autocratic leadership style to 

guarantee safety of the group and task orientation. In medium favourable conditions you might 

want to choose your style depending on the fact that are you more concentrated on the task at 

hand or the relationships in the group. 

Autocratic styles are wise when you have a high concern for task and a low concern for rela-

tionship and are working under unfavourable conditions. Democratic styles are appropriate 

when your concerns for task and relationship are balanced and you are working under medium 

favourability. Abdicratic style works well when you have a low concern for tasks, a high con-

cern for relationships and are working under favourable conditions.  

2.3 Reflecting on adventurous activities 

In this subchapter I describe what reflection means in the scope of this thesis and why it should 

be implemented into my commissioner’s operations.  

Kaisa Pietilä divides reflection into three parts: reflection for action, reflection in action and 

reflection on action (Pietilä, Kaisa 2020). Pietilä describes reflection for action with different 

questions: What is the goal of the process? How to choose your participants? What type of 

activities suits best for this group? What are the comfort zones of the participants? How to 

differentiate, or adjust, the level of challenge? What role is instructor taking? 
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In reflection in action part Pietilä advice the leader to ask: What happens right now? Are the 

participants in their comfort zones? Should the level of challenge be adjusted? What is my role 

within the group? According to Pietilä, reflection in action is surely the most challenging part 

of reflection, because it happens on the go. You need to react simultaneously when situations 

arise and choose your approach to them accordingly. Pietilä highlights that instructor’s ability 

to reflect enables them to change plans, if needed. This justifies well why reflection is highly 

needed that you are able to adjust the level of challenge for your customer. 

Reflection on action is maybe the most common version of reflection used in instructional sit-

uations. It is usually considered or called as debriefing. In this part of reflection emphasis is put 

on the issues that worked well or did not work that well in activity. What factors affected on 

the success and why? What could be learned from this and how does it effect on future opera-

tions? 
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3 METHODS FOR RESEARCH-BASED DEVELOPMENT 

WORK 

In this section I explain what methods I chose to use for my research-based development work, 

how I applied them in my thesis and why I chose these methods. The methods for analysing the 

results gained are discussed at the end of this chapter. 

3.1 Benchmarking 

Benchmarking, or best practices, means to gather data from other similar operators in the field 

of my study and trying to find out the best practises that are usually used amongst the field. The 

Cambridge dictionary defines benchmarking as: “the use of something as a standard in order to 

improve your own work, products, or processes” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). 

I decided to start my research by benchmarking to find out the best practices amongst the field 

of organizing guided hiking tours. I gathered data from Finnish tour operators and a few exam-

ples from abroad. The companies could be categorized in different level mountain treks, hiking 

tours in Nordic countries, skiing expeditions in Finnish Lapland and day treks from a home 

base. My object was to find out how companies present different skill levels for their organized 

trips and what kind of information they provide for their customers in their website and how it 

is presented. I found this information crucial for the prospective customer to be able to assess 

their own skills and how they would match with a certain hike. 

3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

I conducted semi-structured interviews with the experts in the different fields of hiking industry 

in Finland. Topics related to good customer experience and how to consider different factors 

while planning your hiking products were discussed in these interviews. 

Semi-structured interview combines pre-set questions and questions that may rise during the 

interview process. Method offers a possibility to check that interviewer has correctly under-

stood what the interviewee said in the interview (Flick, 2018). I decided to conduct a semi-

structured interview because this creates some structure in the interview process and gives room 

for further questions if there are topics that raises and needs more attention.  
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I chose my interviewees from different fields of outdoor sector to get a wider perspective and 

better and more reliable data. I conducted four interviews in total. Four interviews in this case 

were sufficient when I used this method combined with other methods. This is called triangu-

lation. One interviewee is working as an adventure education teacher, one has a long career of 

working as a guide in different countries and being an entrepreneur offering several different 

types of tours and expeditions One has experience on planning and implementing hiking route 

descriptions and one has worked as a mountain tour leader and has a background as a wilderness 

guide.  

My aim was to gather data in the field of good customer service: what preliminary information 

customers need to get a sufficient and valid information to back up their decision making to 

take part on a certain hike and choosing a right expedition for their needs and competences. 

Interviews covered topics related on customer communication and how to adjust the level of 

challenge during an expedition. Each interview consisted of slightly different questions depend-

ing on each interviewee’s expertise but the themes where the same in each interview. 

I informed the participants via email what the interview is going to be about. I made sure before 

the interview started that the interviewee knows what their role is and what is interviewers role 

and what is the goal for the interview. 

In conducting the interview, I used video-meeting in two occasions and recorded the interviews 

to be able to make the transcripts. One interview was held via telephone, because of timetable 

issues and one face-to-face. In these two latter ones I made notes during the interview. It would 

have been good to be able to have all the meetings as video-meetings and to be able to record 

them. This was not possible, so I went with note taking then, which was the second-best option. 

Recording the face-to-face interview would have been good, but we had enough time to get my 

notes correct and all in all the interview was more like a conversation and we could then go 

through the most interesting topics raised once again in the end of the interview. 

Before having the interview, I made sure that I am familiar with the topic of the interview. I 

also tried to memorize all the questions that I was about to ask but used also a prewrote notes 

to check that I included all the important questions. I had a pen and paper to write some key 

points up, to remember the highlights and making the interviewee feel that they have something 

useful to say that is worth writing up. This aimed at creating a comfortable atmosphere for the 

interview. 
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I started with an easy and general questions to make the interviewee at ease and then went a bit 

deeper in the middle part of the interview.  At the end I concluded and asked some clarifying 

questions, and then did a cool down to end the interview in an easy manner.  

Guidelines for having a semi-structured interview suggests that questions should be specific, 

well-formed, open ended and not leading (Flick, 2018).  I did not quite succeed in keeping the 

questions open ended and maybe a bit too much shared also my own views on the topic, so this 

made the interview a bit more like a normal conversation. This is something that is good to 

keep in mind and I made progress during my interview process to notice some of the short 

comings I might have done during the interviews.  

It is important to go through your interview notes quite soon after the interview is over to get 

them right and to make your own comments while you still remember them. Recorded video-

meetings were useful because I did not have to make notes during the interview, so I was able 

to concentrate more fully on the interviewee and the interview itself.  

Between interviews I found it useful to assess how did it go and was there something that needs 

to be changed or tweaked for the next interview. This allowed to make some corrections if 

needed while it was still possible for the interviews to come.  

3.3 Test expedition  

I planned and conducted a test expedition for my commissioner with 6 customers in April 2021 

(Polku Nature Tours 2021c). Test expedition included participant observation and a mini ques-

tionnaire as methods for data gathering.  

Test expedition is considered methodologically to be participant observation. Schensul et al 

defines participant observation as “…the process of learning through exposure to or involve-

ment in the day-to-day activities.”  (Schensul, S. L.; Schensul, J. J. and LeCompte, 1999). This 

applies when we spend a week together with customers. During that week I observed them and 

what difficulties and successes they faced and how they coped with them and how they acted 

as a group.  

Data collection was mainly based on the field notes I wrote during the test expedition. Flick 

describes reasons to use observation as a method that: “..observation takes the researcher in the 

fields and processes under study beyond hearing reports about them by one or more participants.  

The data will be richer in their dimensions and more comprehensive.” (Flick, 2018). In addition 
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to my field notes I used all the informal conversations with customers and my commissioner 

during the expedition as a data.  

I planned a six-day long skiing expedition into Kemihaara wilderness area (Metsähallitus 

2021c) and Urho Kekkonen national park. Customers had been contacted via my commissioner 

in the process when they enrolled into the expedition. We had a video-meeting with all the 

participants two weeks before the hike, where we went through the practicalities concerning 

the expedition and gave opportunity for the customers to ask any issue that concerned them 

about our expedition. The video-meeting lasted in total 45 minutes.  

I planned the route in that sense that the first and last day would be relatively easy and on the 

fourth day there would be an option to have a rest day if needed. That day was reserved for 

hiking up to the fell of Vongoiva, which was expected to be one of the highlights of our expe-

dition, in addition to the saunas. Campsites were chosen by the proximity of wilderness huts or 

lean to shelters. It will be preferred that there is a backup wilderness hut to dry out gear or to 

get inside if the weather is too harsh. This also creates some psychological safety for the par-

ticipants. The availability of outdoor toilets is considered in order to minimize the environmen-

tal impact during the hike and following leave no trace principles (National park service 2021). 

Days 3 and 5 were expected to be more demanding than others with longer distance to cover to 

reach our daily destinations. And there were also a significant amount of ascent and descent 

meters in these days and possible river crossings. These factors made the days eventually the 

most demanding in our test expedition, which will be talked more in the results chapter. 

During our hike I wrote a journal and added the observations I had made during the days. In 

the evening before our last night on our trip, I had planned a focus group between our group to 

discuss more in depth about the topics related to my thesis work. This plan had to be changed 

because the fifth day ended up being quite demanding with various changing snow conditions, 

few river crossings, and a long and winding uphill. I decided after talking it through with my 

commissioner, that it would not make any sense to force tired people to have a focus group 

meeting, which would need to have fresh minds to make any sense. So, we decided to have just 

a quick reflection and I said that I would conduct some questions to be answered after our hike. 

I sent 4 questions to all our participants after a week had gone after our hike and asked everyone 

to reply to me personally to those questions. I highlighted the anonymity of this questionnaire 
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in my thesis work and told also that it is voluntarily but highly recommended to answer to these 

questions.  

I had four questions and they were: 

What would you tell about our hike to your good friend if he/she asked about how was the hike?  

Did you learn some new during our hike? If you did, what? (Could be some concrete thing or 

a new aspect about yourself.)  

Did the pre info matched with the actual hike delivered? Why?  

What tips/instructions would you give to someone who is about to participate in a similar hike 

we had? 

3.4 Methods of analysis 

This subchapter explains the methods I used to analyse my data gathered from methods of re-

search-based development work.  

I used a simple and straight forward model for analysing my data by Ditte Hvas Mortensen 

which goes as follows: 

1. Familiarize yourself with your data. 

2. Assign preliminary codes to your data to describe the content. 

3. Search for patterns or themes in your codes. 

4. Review themes. 

5. Define and name themes. 

6. Produce your report. 

(Hvas Mortensen, 2020) 

Similar steps are used also in the video by Kent Löfgren (Löfgren, 2013). Following these 

guidelines, I familiarized myself first with the collected data. I went through the whole data to 

get a general idea of it all. I also made notes about my first impressions. Then I reread trough 

the data gathered again very carefully. After that I started labelling words, phrases, sentences 

or sections, which is referred as coding or indexing. (Löfgren, 2020)  

How could I know then what was relevant or important? According to Löfgren if it is something 

that comes up in several places, if it surprises me or if in the case of interviews, the interviewee 
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explicitly states that it is important. Or if I have read about something similar earlier or if it 

reminds me of a theory or a concept then it is worth to consider relevant. 

After coding my data, I decided which codes are the most important and created categories or 

themes by bringing several codes together. Then I started labelling categories and decided 

which are the most relevant and how they are connected to each other. These categories and 

connections became the main result of the data analysis.  
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4 RESULTS 

In this section I represent the results of my thesis work. I gained the results using benchmarking, 

semi-structured interviews, and test expedition, which involved participant observation and 

mini questionnaire, as methods. I gathered the results, from different methods I used for my 

study, and then combined them into suitable themes and will discuss each theme separately. 

Themes are based on the results from my study and earlier studies from my knowledgebase 

section to create clarity and continuity in my thesis. Results are divided into two sections: how 

to prepare for an expedition and how to adjust the challenge while on an expedition. The divi-

sion of these two categories is a bit artificial, though, because the work you do to be prepared 

for the expedition gives you a lot more options on how to adjust the challenge as we will see. 

4.1 Preparing for the expedition 

In this subchapter I will talk about which factors are crucial while you are preparing for running 

a successful winter expedition for customers. Results are based on the data gained from bench-

marking, semi-structured interviews, and test expedition. Even though this thesis concentrates 

mainly on winter expeditions, these results can be applied in any type of expedition regardless 

the time of the year. 

From benchmarking I found out that there is no one way to describe the overall skill level of a 

certain trip. They vary from each other and some were based on three different levels (Moln, 

2021) and some had up to 12 different levels (KE Adventure Travel, 2021). Shared common 

themes, that came out from benchmarking different companies on their difficulty rating, were 

based on three different factors: stamina, technical difficulty and terrain or other conditions that 

affect on the difficulty. Stamina described the overall physical condition a customer should 

have to be able to take part to a certain expedition. How many kilometres a day or usually how 

many hours on the move per day and how heavy backpacks you need to carry yourself. Tech-

nical difficulty can be anything from the usage of special technical gear to the skills of how to 

make a camp in wintertime. Terrain is related to the conditions on the hike. In what condition 

is the path, or is there any path at all? How much there are vertical ascent or descent meters on 

the route? What type of accommodation is used during the expedition? Tent, lean to shelter, 

wilderness hut, cabin or hotel. Remoteness of the trail or hike from civilization affects also on 

the level of difficulty. 
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After customer had made their choice on attending for an expedition they will be contacted. 

This is an important and usually the first phase of getting more information on the customer. 

This phase is quite crucial to gather and provide information. It can be done with email, phone 

call or video-meeting. According to communication theories described in earlier sections a 

communication mode that offers two-way communication would be best to make sure that both 

parties understand each other and have the same idea of participant competences and would 

they fit for the expedition at hand. When customer have decided to participate on my commis-

sioner’s  expedition, an information package will be provided which include detailed infor-

mation on food and eating during an expedition, a packing list and a health form to be filled 

out.  

When the start of an expedition gets closer a video meeting is held with all the participants. 

Basic information concerning the hike is discussed and the participants are given a change to 

get to see each other and ask questions if needed. After the hike feedback is collected from the 

participants to gain information about the success of the hike. Using reviews on webpage, in-

cluding reflection in the company’s process. It can give prospective customers a better sense 

what a trip might be like, than just a route description. 

As a result of my interviews, I found out that it might not be wise to ask too many detailed 

questions from prospective hiking customers because then they might expect that if something 

is asked it also will be considered or provided in the actual product and if this does not happen 

it will end up in unsatisfied customers and bad customer service. Two out of four interviewees 

highlighted quite clearly that you need to be careful on what to ask to guarantee that the level 

of expectations is on a right scale. 

“ Buying yourself more safety as an instructor, when you know that who is coming 

to your trip and it allows you to plan better.” - Interviewee 

” Being curiously sceptical about customers self-perceived abilities.” - Interviewee 

One aspect that came up from one interview is that you should trust your customer that they are 

able to choose a right product for themselves. This requires a good overall description of the 

hike, route and conditions, and clear instructions on how customers can assess their own com-

petences. 

One idea that raised after the test expedition was that how customers could prepare themself 

better for the trip. It would be useful that customers could simulate the demands of the hike in 
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some way. It would give them a better idea what it takes physically to be able to excel on a 

hike, what type of competences and stamina they should have and how they could reach those 

requirements? What activities the hike resembles that anyone can relate to? Like walking with 

a backpack 4 hours daily, six days in row. It could be in the form of training program to prepare 

yourself for the expedition and it would describe the required competence levels. This could be 

done for example in the form of a preliminary task. To do one long day trip and one overnight 

trip before the expedition to try out the gear and get more information about themselves in 

similar conditions as on the expedition. Easy hinders could be avoided in this way on the expe-

dition, like blisters and knowing how your equipment work out. This also creates a feeling of 

capability for customers and helps on keeping them on their comfort or growth zones. This idea 

is something that needs still future development, and I was not able to finish it in the scope of 

this thesis, but it would be good to take it into consideration as well in the future operations of 

my commissioner. 

The main information for my commissioner’s expedition is in a text base form, which describes 

the different qualities and requirements to be able to attend for a certain hike and expresses in 

general how the hike would be for a customer attending to it. Plain text is just not enough in 

this information, but representative and correct pictures from the area of the hike, and even 

better, pictures showing people attending to the hike makes it easier for one to relate how this 

hike would feel if they would be taking part in it and it enables the customer to make a justified 

decision to attend for the hike or not.  

Thorough planning 

Knowing the area where you are going with your customers is probably the one most important 

thing that affect your abilities as a guide to adjust your hike. We did not have this possibility 

on our test trip. But as this was a test expedition, and a rehearsal for an actual one coming 

hopefully in the coming winters, we decided to go to Kemihaara just based on proper inspection 

of the area. We looked into maps and former experiences of others who have done similar 

expeditions in the area. One useful source of information was two books from Jouni Laaksonen 

(Laaksonen, Jouni. 2008 and 2010), who explained well the conditions and routes of the area.  

One aspect that we could not assess thoroughly was the snow conditions. Due to warming win-

ters, it is now days ever more challenging to estimate to snow conditions and weather especially 
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in the beginning of winter and the end of it. So, we were not sure would the creeks and rivers 

be still frozen and how much snow there would be and how soft would it be.  

One useful source of information in this sense would have been local Metsähallitus workers 

who operate in that area. We knew that there are maintenance routes for the huts and lean to 

shelters and fireplaces in the area, but we were not quite sure where the routes would be. Usu-

ally, these routes are not visible on any maps, it is just some tacit knowledge, that locals or 

people who work in the area, have. Experience and different sources of maps helps in planning 

your route. Some maps show more details than others of in different forms. For example, in the 

two maps I got for the expedition, one showed a bridge over a river, other just a path crossing 

it. When you have gained some information, you can have educated guesses about what it will 

look like in reality and would there be a bridge or a wintertime maintenance route. But this is 

not sufficient information if you want to provide a good service for your customers and give 

more options for yourself as a guide to adjust your hike. In some cases, this is the normal pro-

cedure, to have some accepted level of uncertainty, but I would see that in a product like this, 

the route and area should be well known beforehand and visited by the guide(s).  

“ Balance is everything, experience helps in this, can be tested in safe conditions 

and when getting more experience can go to more demanding circumstances.”  -

Interviewee 

4.2 Different ways of adjusting the challenge 

In this subchapter I will discuss the importance of the novel skill of adjusting your hiking prod-

uct for your customers. How it can be done, and which factors influence on it. Results are based 

on the data from semi-structured interviews and test expedition. 

All the work you have done before the expedition starts, help you as a guide to adjust your 

product. Helping customers and having a reserve as a leader to be able to do this, 1/3 skills and 

stamina in use in normal situations gives you possibilities to adjust your hike better. In our 

adventure education studies we have been talking about having only 1/3 of your skills in use if 

you are instructing customers, so you would have then enough in reserve to react if something 

unexpected happens. In our test expedition this part was considered in the way that we had two 

guides in the group, me and my commissioner, and also 3 other students from my class from 

Humak. So, there was more than plenty of reserve to react if needed.  

Adjusting your leadership style 
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For a guide it is important to have a good set of metacognitive skills. Metacognitive skills can 

be defined as skills to use prior knowledge to plan a strategy for approaching a learning task, 

take necessary steps to solve a problem, reflect on and evaluate results, and modify one’s ap-

proach as needed (TEAL Center, 2021). Meta-cognitive skills are especially important while 

working close together with various people. You have to be able to step into the shoes of another 

person to assess their performance and current state, both physically and mentally. You also 

need to reflect on your own actions, how they impact on your customers and which way you 

tend to react normally in different situations that might raise during the expedition.  

This all is maybe the hardest part of being a guide. So called hard skills, meaning for example 

technical skills and safety skills are important, but in those it is usually quite straightforward to 

gain these skills, you just need to work on them – and get better. But in these soft skills or in 

other words, people skills, you need to have a certain type on sensitivity for reading people and 

their actions, and what might lay behind those actions. Wihersaari describes this sensitivity as 

a skill of encountering another person: 

“ When providing outdoor adventure education, instructors work with people with 

highly different backgrounds. This places significant emphasis on the skills of en-

countering another person. Good encounter with people results in high-quality 

teaching and education. A genuine encounter is based on an individual’s concept of 

human, on his or her ethics and values. It also requires presence and readiness to 

accept other people as unique individuals. A practical encounter situation requires 

trust, discretion and the ability to truly listen, see and respect others.” (Wihersaari 

2011, 66, 72) 

This is a skill that can be learned, but it is not as straight forward to gain that skill. This also 

links to situational leadership theory and its application conditional outdoor leadership theory 

model in chapter 2. You need to be able to change your leadership style in according to different 

situations and demands. 

As a guide, most importantly, you need to be fully aware of your own feelings and strengths, 

and more important your insecurities. How they might affect for example on your decision 

making and the way you might interpret some people or some situation. You must be able to 

reflect on your own actions and the reasons behind them.  

One most important aspect of this all is that you need to be also humble and allow yourself to 

be vulnerable as well. Sometimes it is crucial to be able to show others that you are not perfect 

as a leader and you might make mistakes as well. A good example on this is a story from NOLS 

blogpost, where a participant on NOLS’ Outdoor Educator Course told her experience on good 
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leadership and a leader who can admit that sometimes, you just don’t have the right answers 

right away and it is ok:  

“ You’re not always going to know what to do. Sometimes you have to deal with a 

situation as it comes and make the best judgment call you can. And then debrief it, 

and learn from it.” (NOLS Blog 2021) 

Brene Brown puts this in other words: 

“ I don’t know the answer to that, but I’ll find out. I want to make sure you have 

the correct information. I explained that the unwillingness to engage with the vul-

nerability of not knowing often leads to making excuses, dodging the question, or—

worst-case scenario—bullshitting.” (Brown, 2018)  

How to adjust the challenge 

Instructor can affect on the difficulty level by “What is being done, on which intensity and in 

what environment.” according to one of my interviewees. 

On our winter expedition you could adjust the challenge by giving more responsibilities or more 

demanding skiing place for somebody. Skiing in the front opening the trail. Giving leadership 

possibilities and teaching how to choose the route and keeping the right pace and check in on 

others following for adjusting your speed. Changing the position in the line of skiers. Usually, 

it is easier to ski in the back of the line because the trail gets more packed and easier to ski, but 

there could also be rubber band effect that might make it more challenging if the leader does 

not know how to take this into consideration. Giving options for more experienced participants 

to share their knowledge to others in the group. 

Having the day trips relatively short and then make some added excursions if someone needs 

some extra duties. Here the test expedition could have been shorter, we realized and heard from 

the customer feedback that the entire hike was quite challenging physically. Having a shorter 

basic route, and a route that is a loop, gives you more options to adjust your hike. In general, it 

is wise to include some loose time in your plans, which also offers a possibility for a rest day 

in between the hike. Our decision to reach Tahvontupa reserved hut and having the option to 

summit the Vongoiva fell, made our expedition longer. 

One way of adjusting the hike for your customer is simply talking with them. Listening to them 

and providing the necessary support for them. This might be giving more responsibility if that 

is what the customer wants, and it seems that they could be able to take it. Or just a few kind 

words to cheer a tired person up and motivate them to just push a little bit more to get to the 

next hut where there is a warm bed waiting for two nights. Also placing customer experiences 
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in a healthy scale, meaning that this is something that all of us need to cope with or that the 

problem might actually be something that needs an urgent intervention to prevent any further 

damage and minimize the potential risks. 

How many guides to have?  

This was a topic that was raised in many interviews and during the test expedition. To my own 

experience as well, there are pros and cons in being just the only guide or having two or more 

guides on an expedition. One guide can offer more personal way of leading. Two guides give 

you a lot of more options to choose if something goes wrong and it gives wider possibilities on 

adjusting your hike while you are able to divide your participants into separate groups. One 

guide can concentrate more on the task at hand, say orienteering, and the other can concentrate 

then more on the group. In this it helps if the guides have slightly different personal leadership 

styles, one being more task oriented and one more relationship oriented like we talked in chapter 

2.2.  

If something happens for example to one guide, there is the second one to take over and guar-

anteeing that participants are not on their own. To work well together, two guide system re-

quires effective communication and clearly shared responsibilities among the guides. You have 

to be aware of your leadership skills and how the dynamics works between the guides. Easily 

it can go into a situation that both guides think that other has taken care of something if it is not 

agreed, and in the end, nobody has done that matter. 
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5 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I sum up the results and process of this thesis work and discuss the limitations 

considering this thesis and suggest some topics that could be researched more in depth in the 

future. 

I first planned to produce a comprehensive list of questions to be asked from prospective cus-

tomers to place them into so called level groups according to their competences and skills 

needed on a winter expedition. This idea seemed good as far I had my first few interviews. The 

results indicated that this might be a hard way. When my commissioner and my thesis supervi-

sor assessed the situation with me in the eyes of Polku Nature Tours, this approach was not 

very relevant in the end, because the company is still quite a small operator and it cannot afford 

to organize level groups, not at least at the moment, because this would need a wide customer 

base and a wide product family. So, we decided to go with the idea of providing sufficient 

preliminary information for the customers. With this information they can assess themselves if 

their competence levels and interests fit in to expedition products and make the decision them-

selves. In my interviews I gained information from an experienced guide who said that usually 

customers find into the right level expeditions by themselves, which encouraged to proceed 

with this approach. 

When you have a heterogeneous group with different competences your options to match these 

competences and requirements together is to adjust the expedition for your customers. In my 

research I found several ways how to do this. The most important way to adjust your hike is 

good and proper planning. You must create a route and schedule that allows you to adjust it 

when needed. For example, you might shorten the route or make it longer. But in order to do 

this, you have had to incorporate that in your plans already. In future it would be beneficial to 

also have some kind of virtual info about coming expeditions for interested customers. This 

would give a better understanding for customers on what a certain expedition will include and 

what it would be to take part in them. 

You can adjust your leadership style. Leading participants in different ways according to their 

personalities and competences. You can also give more responsibilities if somebody needs an 

extra challenge or similarly make some decisions to help some participants. 

Test expedition provided lots of valuable hands-on information on organizing a winter expedi-

tion into specifically Kemihaara and Urho Kekkonen national park area. Test expedition itself 
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turned out to be too demanding. But it was very useful experience to have, because in paper 

and theory all seemed good and not too demanding. It gave me and my commissioner more 

experience on the abilities and competences of participants on a winter expedition.  

My commissioner commented after the expedition the overall impact of this thesis for Polku 

Nature Tours in few sentences: 

“Organically got customers and others interested in the product gave confidence for 

the future of this expedition. Interesting, functional and an easy-to-sell product. 

Gave tools to find out parts to develop in other products and product descriptions 

as well. Difficulty grading will improve for sure the pre-information provided for 

customers and in that way also customer satisfaction. If Metsähallitus is going to 

expand their route grading from PallasYllästobe1 project it will help adventure ac-

tivity providers working within hiking industry to standardize their product descrip-

tions on their product’s difficulty.”  

The process of making this thesis was fruitful for both me and my commissioner and we are 

planning new expeditions for the autumn 2021, which I would be guiding for Polku Nature 

Tours. 

It was clear that all the work done before the hike helps you while you are on the hike. But it is 

not possible to prepare yourself for everything, which is to me one of the main aspects why I 

enjoy this work. You prepare yourself as good as you can, but still nature and people throw you 

into situations you had not been prepared but you will try to find the best solution for each 

situation and then reflect afterwards how did it work out in the end. Usually being able to make 

justified decisions, or some decisions, is better than hesitating for too long and not being able 

to find “the perfect” solution. In this I personally try to follow the mantra that done is better 

than perfect. 

In a way reflection is included in every process and it produces information for the expeditions 

to come. Reflection is the glue that binds together different phases of my thesis and the work 

entrepreneur does in planning and implementing outdoor products. To be able to do this, met-

acognitive skills are especially important. You must be able to reflect on your operations and 

what effect your own behaviour has on your clients. This gives you tools to communicate the 

crucial information for your customers. It gives you grounds on how to adjust your hiking prod-

uct for your customers and after all it makes you able to assess your own actions. And here you 

get back to the start again. And this is what Kolb means by experimental learning. You try out 

something, gain experience on it and then reflect upon those experiences and hopefully transfer 

those insights gained into something new. In other words, the life of an entrepreneur is a life of 
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an adventurer. You don’t need a perfect product or expedition to start with. The idea is to start 

and then reflect upon your findings and to do it again and apply your new skills and then con-

tinue that cycle. This is the way for entrepreneurial living or the life of an experiential learner. 

“ By definition, entrepreneurship is vulnerable. It’s all about the ability to handle 

and manage uncertainty. People are constantly changing, budgets change, boards 

change, and competition means you have to stay nimble and innovative. You have 

to create a vision and live up to that vision. There is no vision without vulnerabil-

ity.” (Brown, 2018) 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1. Sauna Expedition 

Sauna expedition to Kemihaara wilderness area was held on 6-11.4.2021 with six customers 

and two guides (Polku Nature Tours 2021c). 

The terrain of Sauna expedition consists of old forests, fells, rivers, creeks and marshlands. So 

it offers a diverse spectrum of Finnish Lapland. It is one of the vastest wilderness areas in 

Finland and has a dense sauna network as a speciality. We will ski trough snowy forests and 

open marshlands and will experience some of the highest fells in the area from the top Vongoiva 

fell which offers a 360 panoramic view over the vast Urho Kekkonen national park. 

Day 1 Tuesday 6.4.2021 Kemihaara – Vieriharju ~10 km 

Arriving to Kemihaara and starting the expedition. Skiing towards Vieriharju wilderness cabin 

and sauna. Spending the night outdoors in tents or under a tarp. 

Day 2 Wednesday 7.4.2021 Vieriharju – Jussinmurusta ~12 km 

Skiing along the reindeer fence to Jussinmurusta lean to shelter. Spending the night in tents or 

laavu or under a tarp. 

Day 3 Thursday 8.4.2021 Jussinmurusta – Tahvontupa  ~16 km 

A bit longer day to the Tahvontupa reserved wilderness hut, that is reserved for us. Following 

again the same reindeer fence and then Jauru river, which leads us to our second sauna destina-

tion. 

Day 4 Friday 9.4.2021 Tahvontupa – Vongoiva fell – Tahvontupa ~13 km  

Spending the day skiing at open fell area and trying to reach the summit of Vongoiva fell. Great 

panoramic views if sky is clear. Returning back to Tahvontupa and spending night inside the 

reserved hut  and having a sauna possibility again! 

Day 5 Saturday 10.4.2021 Tahvontupa – Härkävaara ~14 km 

Starting our way back to Kemihaara and reaching Härkävaara wilderness hut. Climbing up from 

the river valley of Jauru and trough a pass to reach the crossroads of reindeer fences and fol-

lowing wetlands to our last sauna of the hike. Sleeping outdoors in a tent or under a tarp. 
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Day 6 Sunday 11.4.2021 Härkävaara – Kemihaara ~14 km 

Last day of our trip. Returning back to Kemihaara, skiing across the wast wetlands, clean and 

fresh after our sauna expedition of three different saunas. 

Appendix 2. Difficulty rating for Polku Nature Tour’s expeditions  

 

Light 

Short days. 4-5 hours on the move. Overnight or a weekend trip. Lighter backpacks. Accom-

modation in wilderness huts or tents. Not so remote from civilisation. Day trip experience re-

quired. Basic stamina. 

 

Moderate 

Longer day 5-7 hours. 3-6 days. Heavier backpacks. Sleeping in tents or lean to shelters. Some 

wilderness huts as a reserve. Medium remoteness. Required experience on overnight hiking 

trips. Basic hiking skills required. 

 

Challenging 

Days 7+ hours. 5-7 or more days. More challenging terrain with more ascent and decent. No 

trails or a rugged trail. Heavy backpacks. Sleeping only in tents, no backup willderness huts 

awailable. Remote area. Required experience on multiday hikes and good hiking skills. Good 

physical condition to be able to do 5 or more 7+ hour day in a row.  

 


