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Abstract 

The sports tourism industry, consisting of all the people, places, and things that support, impact, or are im-
pacted by sports tourism, is one of the fastest-growing sectors in tourism. Regional Sports Tourism (RTS) 
Network means geographically connected actors who interact to provide a regional sports tourism cus-
tomer experience.  
 
Imatra Base Camp Oy, a subsidiary of the City of Imatra, commissioned the research. The study aimed to 
determine how the local sports tourism network management should be developed. The regional sports 
tourism is focused on the Rauha-Ukonniemi area, crossing the cities of Lappeenranta and Imatra, where the 
research was delineated. Imatra Base Camp Oy is responsible for the sales, marketing, and development of 
sports tourism offerings in Imatra. The company will use the research to evaluate and develop these ac-
tions related to sports tourism. 
 
The qualitative research was conducted through eleven semi-structured, recorded expert interviews with 
the area's judgmentally selected sports tourism industry stakeholders. Nine interviews were conducted 
online, two at the responder's office. Transcribed interviews were further analyzed by coding and categoriz-
ing them into themes from the theoretical framework and the research questions. The analysis aimed to 
find if the network has a common view on the topic or if there are apparent differences in the opinions of 
different stakeholder groups. 
 
The results showed that sports tourism is essential for all stakeholder organizations, and the public sector's 
role is crucial in creating operating conditions for sports tourism. Despite that operating conditions have 
been well built, the stakeholders recognize that area is facing multiple challenges, and the cooperation be-
tween actors is low, unorganized, and lacking strategy. Increased, organized, and coordinated cooperation 
with a defined strategy and goals were seen as ways to enhance the future of sports tourism in the area. 
 
The research presents a five-step road map to develop the Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network based 
on the results and literature. Shared vision from both cities, a coordinative central actor with an adequate 
mandate and an organized RST network, were listed as cornerstones of development. 

Keywords/tags (subjects) 

Sports tourism, destination management, sports tourism management, regional sports tourism networks, 
Rauha-Ukonniemi, Imatra, Lappeenranta, Imatra Base Camp 

 



1 
 

 

Contents 

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 3 

2 Sports tourism ............................................................................................................. 8 

2.1 Sports tourism industry ..................................................................................................... 9 

2.2 Sport as a tourist attraction ............................................................................................ 14 

2.3 Regional Sports Tourism ................................................................................................. 15 

2.3.1 Regional Sports Tourism as an Interorganizational Network ................................ 16 

2.3.2 Regional Sports Tourism Management ................................................................. 19 

3 Destination Management .......................................................................................... 22 

3.1 Destination management organizations (DMOs) ........................................................... 24 

3.1.1 Operating models of Finnish tourism organizations ............................................. 27 

4 Research Implementation .......................................................................................... 30 

4.1 Research Objectives, Problems, and Questions .............................................................. 30 

4.2 Research design and process .......................................................................................... 31 

4.3 Data collection................................................................................................................. 34 

4.4 Data analysis .................................................................................................................... 36 

4.5 Ethics and Trustworthiness ............................................................................................. 38 

5 Results ....................................................................................................................... 38 

5.1 Background information ................................................................................................. 39 

5.2 Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network stakeholders ............................................... 41 

5.3 Current level of cooperation, management, and development in network .................. 47 

5.4 How to manage the sports tourism network in the future? ........................................... 51 

5.5 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 54 

6 Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 55 

6.1 Who are the key stakeholders in the sports tourism network? ..................................... 56 

6.2 How is the sports tourism network currently managed? ............................................... 57 

6.3 How to achieve better management of sports tourism?................................................ 60 

6.4 A road map on how to develop the Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network ........... 61 

7 Discussion.................................................................................................................. 64 

References ........................................................................................................................ 67 

Figures 

Figure 1. The theoretical framework of study .............................................................................. 4 

Figure 2. Map of Ukonniemi Sports Center (Imatra Base Camp, 2022) ....................................... 6 



2 
 

 

Figure 3. Sport tourism activities classification .......................................................................... 14 

Figure 4. The management model of RST networks ................................................................... 20 

Figure 5. The Basic Elements of the Tourist Destination ............................................................ 23 

 Figure 6. The DMO governance models ..................................................................................... 24 

Figure 7. The research design of this study ................................................................................ 32 

Figure 8. The research process of this study .............................................................................. 33 

 

Tables 

 

Table 1. Dimensions underlying the definitions of sports tourism and their distribution ........... 9 

Table 2.  Conceptualization of sport tourism and tourism sport ................................................ 11 

Table 3. Sports tourism demand groups and resource requirements........................................ 12 

Table 4. Interview coding ............................................................................................................ 40 

Virhe. Kirjanmerkkiä ei ole määritetty. 

  



3 
 

 

1 Introduction 

The sports tourism industry is one of the fastest-growing sectors in tourism (World Tourism Organ-

ization, 2021). Broadly defined, sports tourism means traveling from one’s primary residence to 

participate in a sports-related activity. This definition involves both actively participating in sport-

ing activities and passively spectating sports events. (Hudson, 2003 p.1-3.) The sports tourism in-

dustry consists of all the people, places, and things that support, impact, or are impacted by sports 

tourism (Knott & Swart, 2015 p. 420). Wäsche and Woll (2010) describe Regional Sports Tourism 

(RST) as geographically connected (=region) actors who interact to provide regional sports tourism 

offerings. The tourist region is not tied to the administrative borders of municipalities; it should be 

considered more through cultural and economic aspects as perceived by clients. (p. 196.) To bene-

fit socio-economically from Regional Sport Tourism and avoid negative impacts, the provision of 

sports tourism must be managed systematically. The Challenge of managing RST is that the stake-

holders are highly heterogeneous (private companies, municipalities, tourism organizations, non-

profit sports clubs, etc.), with various interests. (Wäsche & Woll, 2013 p. 404-407.) The develop-

mental potential of sports tourism destinations is determined by their existing sports and tourism 

resource and infrastructure base. These overlapping resources of sports and tourism should be de-

veloped and planned coordinatively. (Hinch & Higham, 2004 p. 122.) 

Tourism is important to South Karelia as it generates over 1 800 man-years and 516 million euros 

of income yearly for the region (Saimaan Matkailustrategia 2021-2025, 2021, p.12). Tourism is 

listed as one of the strategic choices of smart specialization in the regional program of the South 

Karelian Council (ETELÄ-KARJALAN MAAKUNTAOHJELMA 2022–2025, 2021). The City of Imatra has 

also noted tourism, especially the Ukonniemi area, as one of the cornerstones of its strategy (Ener-

ginen Imatra 2030 –strategia Ohjaa Tekemistä Ja Investointeja, 2022). The region’s sports tourism 

is focused on the Rauha-Ukonniemi area, located on the shores of Lake Saimaa, in the territory of 

both municipalities Imatra and Lappeenranta. It can be considered a sports tourism destination or 

a sports tourism resort area. Within a few kilometers, it has a comprehensive sports activity offer-

ing varying from golf courses to adventure parks and multiple modern sports venues, compli-

mented with modern tourism infrastructure reaching to bed capacity of 4 000. In 2019 sports 

training camps and events generated 30 000 overnight stays in the Rauha-Ukonniemi area, 7% of 

the total overnight stays 417 000 in the area (Holm & Tynnilä, 2020 p.2-3; TAK Research, 2022). 

These training camp and event participants can be considered tourists whose primary motivation 
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has been participating (actively or passively) in sports activity, and thus the figures are missing the 

tourists who are motivated to travel to the area by the combination of sporting and non-sporting 

attractions; or by the non-sports attractions, including destinations sports experiences/activities 

(Higham, 2006 p.109). 

This thesis aims to research the regional sports tourism network in this area to find out the status 

of destination management from a sports tourism perspective as well as to give suggestions to en-

hance the management and development of sports tourism in the region. To reach these goals, a 

qualitative study will be conducted using a theoretical framework of sports tourism and destina-

tion management presented in Figure 2 to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the phenom-

enon of regional sport tourism management in the Rauha-Ukonniemi area..  

 

Figure 1. The theoretical framework of the study 

The study is commissioned by my employee, Imatra Base Camp, the marketing company of the 

City of Imatra, also assigned to sales, marketing, and development of the sports tourism offering in 

the City of Imatra. The company will use the study to evaluate and develop its sports tourism ac-

tions. The thesis will also provide helpful information on sports tourism in the region for the deci-

sion-makers and officials in the municipalities of Imatra and Lappeenranta. The topic is current in 
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Imatra as sports tourism development issues were under active political discussion in 2021-2022, 

and the implementation methods of the new strategy for the city are under labor. The Covid pan-

demic and war in Ukraine have challenged sports tourism in the region since the traditional target 

market, the Russian tourists, seems to be missing for a long time. There is a need to find manage-

rial implications for sports tourism to find new target markets and survive in the competition. 

Sports tourism in Finland is still a marginally researched field. This thesis will extend one new per-

spective to the field. It will also provide a helpful example of how destination management is orga-

nized at the regional level for other Finnish municipalities or sports tourism destinations. The 

study is personally interesting as it is related to my everyday work and will support my growth as a 

sports tourism expert. 

 

The sports tourism industry in Rauha-Ukonniemi 

The sports tourism industry consists of all the people, places, and things that support, impact, or 

are impacted by sports tourism (Knott & Swart, 2015 p. 420). The scenery nature of Lake Saimaa 

and two big spa hotel resorts, with bed capacities of over 1000 and 2000, form the heart of the 

Rauha-Ukonniemi tourist area. Both resorts have comprehensive service offerings, including their 

own sports facilities and activities, complemented by services and activities from smaller service 

providers surrounding these resorts. The City of Imatra has centralized most of the municipality’s 

sports infrastructure at Ukonniemi Sports Center, located between the previously mentioned spa 

resorts. The sports center has venues for tens of different sports disciplines in different seasons in 

addition to the vast network of tracks and routes in the surrounding nature in the Rauha-Ukon-

niemi area (Figure 1). The overall sports tourism offering is enriched by the smaller accommoda-

tion and service providers in the area and the local sports clubs hosting events. In conclusion, it is 

safe to say that sports play a significant role in the tourism experience in this area, and the same 

can be seen from the statistics presented previously.   
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Figure 2. Map of Ukonniemi Sports Center (Imatra Base Camp, 2022) 

As described, the range of the supply-side stakeholders in the local sports tourism industry is vast 

and heterogeneous. A visitor's overall sports tourism experience is a multidimensional combina-

tion of services and products (Wäsche & Woll, 2013 p. 405-407), as listed in the previous para-

graph. In the Rauha-Ukonniemi area, this experience is usually a combination of elements from 

private businesses, public sports infrastructure (venues and nature), and possibly events organized 

by local sports clubs. For most of these stakeholders' sports tourism is not in their core business. 

For instance, the sports clubs' primary focus is on organizing their daily program for the local pop-

ulation; for the accommodation providers, sports tourists are just one customer segment among 

many. Nevertheless, each stakeholder's input into the sports tourist's customer experience is cru-

cial. Thus, it is vital to understand the complexity of the area's sports tourism product to find sug-

gestions to enhance the management and development of sports tourism in the region. The area's 

key stakeholder groups from the supply side will be introduced in the following paragraphs. 
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Public sector organizations are vital stakeholders as most sports infrastructure (venues and na-

ture) is owned, operated, and maintained by the City of Imatra. Imatra and Lappeenranta are the 

principal shareholders in the regional organizations of Etelä-Karjalan Virkistysaluesäätiö and 

Saimaa Geopark, both linked to sports tourism as they develop outdoor activities and infrastruc-

ture in the region. The municipalities are also the main shareholders in the destination marketing 

company of the South-Karelian region, GoSaimaa Oy. GoSaimaa executes the international brand 

marketing of the whole region under the brand of "Lake Saimaa – purest Finland" and operates as 

the central organization of the regional tourism industry for its shareholder companies and munic-

ipalities. Imatra Base Camp Oy (the author's employer and commissioner of this thesis), a subsidi-

ary of the City of Imatra, operates in sports tourism as the actor gathering the area's sports tour-

ism offering in a marketable form. However, the municipality border challenges the company's 

mandate to promote activities on the Lappeenranta side of the area. All in all, these public organi-

zations are crucial in creating a suitable environment for sports tourism. Some also have a signifi-

cant role in marketing the area's sports tourism offering. 

The local sports club are essential stakeholders in local sports tourism, as they organize the major-

ity of the sports events in the area. They also represent the local population’s voice in the discus-

sion over the negative impacts of tourism, such as competition over common resources (sports 

venues). There are 39 sports clubs in Imatra (Etelä-Karjalan Liikunta ja Urheilu ry, 2022), but a few 

active clubs and key personnel organize the most notable sports events in the Rauha-Ukonniemi 

area. The future of major sports events relies highly on the activity of these key volunteer workers, 

creating a risk to the destination’s sports tourism. There are roughly ten annual sports events that 

considerably impact tourism (Imatra Base Camp, 2022), varying from mass-participation grassroots 

sports events to elite international competitions, with participation rates from 100 to few thou-

sand. Besides yearly events, the clubs and the City of Imatra are constantly bidding to host Na-

tional Championships or similar category events in different sports. Besides local sports clubs, 

some commercial operators and sports federations organize training camps and other sports 

events. Still, they are usually based elsewhere and occasionally operate in the area.  

Essential sports tourism stakeholders from the business sector are the accommodation providers. 

As told, the two big spa resorts, Imatra Spa and Holiday Club Saimaa form the core of tourist ser-

vices in the area. They are located on different sides of the municipality border, leaving most of 
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the sports infrastructure between them. Besides accommodation, both resorts and their surround-

ings offer a wide range of sports activities, such as golf, bowling, action parks, rope adventure 

parks, outdoor equipment rental, and many more. There are six registered accommodation pro-

viders in the area, with a bed capacity of 3000 (TAK Research, 2022). Besides registered operators, 

smaller operators, holiday villas, and cottages rented through various platforms raise the area’s 

total bed capacity to 4000. Restaurants and cafes, activity operators, tour operators, private sports 

facilities, adventure parks, sporting goods stores, rental and maintenance operators, and coaching 

and performance testing services are also important sport tourism stakeholders in the business 

sector. There are 12 restaurants (Imatra | Kansallisihme, n.d.) and over 20 other service providers 

(Imatra Base Camp, 2022) in the area.    

 

2 Sports tourism 

Throughout history, the sport has been a big motivator for travel and tourism. Sports environ-

ments have stimulated people to journey to satisfy their needs. (Hudson, 2003.) Nevertheless, ter-

minological chaos in the literature on sports tourism can be found as it presents many definitions 

and sub-classifications for sports tourism (Mokras-Grabowska, 2016). Van Rheenen, Cernaianu, 

and Sobry (2017) found 30 distinct definitions for sports tourism in their meta-review of literature 

published from 1993-to 2014.  

Broadly defined by Hudson (2003, p.2), “sport tourism includes travel away from one’s primary res-

idence to participate in a sport activity for recreation or competition, travel to observe sport at the 

grassroots or elite level, and travel to visit a sport attraction such as a sports hall of fame or water 

park.” Hinch and Higham (2003) describes sports tourism as sport-based travel away from the 

home environment for a limited time, with sport being a significant travel activity and factor in de-

cision-making. Gibson (2006, p.2) defines sports tourism and different sport tourism types as “lei-

sure-based travel that takes individuals temporarily outside of their home communities to partici-

pate in physical activity (Active Sport Tourism), to watch physical activities (Event Sport Tourism) or 

to venerate attractions associated with physical activities (Nostalgia Tourism).”  
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All the above definitions are constructed sharing common elements. Van Rheenen et al (2017) 

found five distinct paradigmatic dimensions underlying different definitions of sports tourism. The 

dimensions and their presence in different definitions are illustrated in Table 1. 

 

Dimension % of presence in dif-
ferent definitions 

Sport as motivation for travel (type, level, and extent of sports activity) 90 % 

Space (encompassing travel away from a home environment) 70 % 

Time (the duration away from a home environment) 36,67 % 

Participant experience of the sports tourism activity   33,33 % 

Economic motivation (a reference to the development of an economic 
sector or niche market)  
 

13,33 % 

 

Table 1. Dimensions underlying the definitions of sports tourism and their distribution. (Van 

Rheenen et al, 2017. Adapted) 

Based on previous paragraphs, it is safe to say that sports tourism is a complex multidimensional 

phenomenon that can be reviewed from various perspectives, but the element of the sport is al-

ways present as a motivation for travel. World Tourism Organization (2021) sees sport as interre-

lated and complementary as sport usually involves a significant amount of traveling to play and 

compete. However, sports tourism is more than a simple combination of sport and tourism or just 

a niche segment in the tourism market (Weed, 2007; Hinch & Higham, 2003). Hinch & Higham 

(2003) sees sports tourism as a market consisting of multiple niche markets varying in intensity, 

involvement, and type of sport. Each niche may differ in motivations, needs, socio-demographics, 

travel behaviors, and destination impacts caused. Weed (2015) describes the dimensions of sports 

tourism as “a social, economic and cultural phenomenon arising from the unique interaction of ac-

tivity, people and place’’ (p. 235).  

2.1 Sports tourism industry 

The sports tourism industry is one of the fastest-growing sectors in tourism (World Tourism Organ-

ization 2021). The sports tourism industry consists of all the people, places, and things that sup-

port, impact, or are impacted by sports tourism. Components of the sports tourism industry are 
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people, places, and activities, referring to an assortment of businesses, institutions, resources, and 

people serving sports tourists. (Knott & Swart, 2015 p. 420.) 

People 

In the sports tourism industry, the people refer to both the host residents and the tourists. Sport 

can be the tourist's primary motivation to travel to a particular destination (e.g., participation in a 

sports event). Sports can be a secondary or supplementary motivation as activities can only be 

part of the tourist's vacation plans. (Knott & Swart, 2015 p. 420.) These sports tourists can be in-

volved in the sports activities actively (physical involvement) or passively (spectating, observing) in 

a competitive or non-competitive way, and they can be further divided into diverse segments by 

numerous approaches (Hinch & Higham, 2004 p. 34-39). According to Higham (2006), sports tour-

ists may be motivated by “1. A particular sports attraction; 2. A combination of sporting and non-

sporting attractions; 3. Non-sports attractions, where destination experiences/activities include 

sports” (p.109).  This is similar to how Hinch and Higham (2004) present Gammon and Robinsons 

(1997) conceptualization of sport tourism and tourism sport based on tourists’ motivation towards 

involvement in sports, underlining the difference in the seriousness of the engagement in sports 

activities. The primary reason for travel in sport tourism is sports, with other tourist activities as a 

secondary part of the experience. As in tourism sports, sport is a secondary or unplanned part of 

the tourist experience. These typologies can be further delineated into hard and soft participation, 

as presented in Table 2 below. (Gammon & Robinsons, 1997, as cited in Hinch & Higham, 2004 p. 

35-38). 

 

 

 

 



11 
 

 

Sport tourism Individuals and / or groups of people who actively or passively participate in 

competitive or recreational sport while travelling. Sport is the prime motiva-

tion to travel, although the touristic element may reinforce the overall experi-

ence. 

Hard definition Active or passive participation qin a competitive sporting event. Sport is the 

prime motivational reason for travel. 

Soft definition Active recreational participation in sporting / leisure interest.  

Tourism sport Active or passive participation in competitive or recreational sport as a second-

ary activity. The holiday or visit, rather than the sport, is the prime travel moti-

vation 

Hard definition Competitive or non-competitive sport as an important secondary motivation 

that enriches the travel experience. 

Soft definition Competitive or non-competitive sport or leisure as a purely incidental element 

of the holiday experience.  

Table 2. Conceptualization of sport tourism and tourism sport. (Gammon & Robinson, 1997, p.10-

11 as cited in Hinch & Higham, 2004 p. 37.) 

Hinch and Higham (2004) also introduced Maier and Weber’s (1993) classification of sports tour-

ism demand groups (Table 3), highlighting the differences in destination’s resource requirements 

in order to serve these different segments. 
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Demand group Visitor demands & resource requirements 

Top performance athletes Efficiency as main aim. Access to competitions and suitable training 

facilities as priority. Suitable accommodation and dining (e.g. die-

tary requirements), performance related services.    

Mass sports Health & fitness as main aim with individual performance targets. 

Accessibility of holiday region and quality of sports facilities are im-

portant.   

Occasional sports(wo)men Preference for less demanding recreational sports. Sport activities 

equal priority as other touristic activities. 

Passive sport tourist Focus on mega-sport events and notable sports venues. Includes 

coaches, attendants of athletes, and media. Requires vast capacity 

to accommodate large numbers in sports events. 

Table 3. Sport tourism demand groups and resource requirements. (Maier & Weber, p.38 as cited 

in Hinch & Higham, 2004, p.35. Adapted.) 

 

Places 

The tourism industry can be positioned as a business of selling places through marketing (Higham, 

2006, p. 109). Unique experiences of sports places are critical elements of the competitiveness of 

a tourist destination (Hinch & Higham, 2009, p. 215). Sports tourism place refers to environments 

or settings where sports tourism activities occur. These settings can be man-made (sports venues, 

museums), natural (lakes, mountains), social (bars, restaurants), economical (trade shows, conven-

tions), or cultural (bullfights, rodeos). (Knott & Swart, 2015 p. 420.) Sport tourism development 

and many sports are closely tied to the local geography of the destination, taking advantage of the 

value of the physical environment, such as the sea (surfing, diving) or the climate (golf). The 
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potential of sports tourism development at a destination is related to existing sports tourism re-

sources and infrastructures. The resource base for sports tourism development combines the re-

source requirements of both the sports and tourism sector, including Natural features (parks, sce-

nery, geographical features, open amenity spaces); Facilities & infrastructure (transportation, 

accommodation, sports venues, dining); Built amenities (public toilets, parking, signs, shelters); 

Tourism & sports services (visitor information, booking & ticketing, coaching, sports equipment 

related, training facilities, injury & medical); Tourism & sports organizations (destination manage-

ment & marketing, sports clubs, volunteers, facility development, administration, marketing); 

Transport services (road, rail, air, sea, tourism routes, scenic journeys); and Entertainment & acti-

vities (attractions, cinemas, shopping, nightlife, sports venues, golf courses, sports museums), just 

to mentions few examples of each category. (Hinch & Higham, 2004 p. 118-123.) 

Activities 

Sports tourists engage in different activities from the supply side, categorized as attractions, 

cruises, resorts, tours, and events (Knott & Swart, 2015 p. 420; Hudson, 2003, p.3). Hudson (2003) 

describes sports tourism attractions as “destinations that provide the tourist with things to see 

and do related to sport.” Resorts are seen as well-planned tourist complexes with sports and 

health as their primary focus, with facilities and services available for sports tourists, such as spas, 

golf resorts, and snow sports resorts. Cruises refer to all boat trips that have sports activities or 

sports as their primary marketing strategy. Sport tourism tours are packages including travel ser-

vices (transportation, accommodation) and sports-related services (game tickets, ski lifts) that are 

needed to visit a sporting event, facility, or destination. Tours include, for example, fan trips to 

sports enthusiasts, ski tour packages, and companies that serve sports teams, arranging all their 

travel and accommodation needs. Events refer to sports activities that can attract a substantial 

number of participants and/or spectators and have the potential to attract nonresident media and 

technical personnel (coaches, referees) besides participants. Sports events can have a significant 

economic impact on the host destination. (Hudson, 2003, p.3-13).  

Sports tourism activities can also be categorized as event-based activities, active participation, 

and nostalgia-based sports travel. Event-based activities typology concentrates on the spectator 

aspect of different scale sports events. Active participation refers to the tourists' physical involve-

ment in sports activities like golf or skiing. Nostalgia sports tourism refers to those who travel to 
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sports museums, halls of fame, heritage events, and sports reunions. (Gibson, 2006, p.12-13; 

Hinch & Higham, 2004 p. 48-49.)  Hinch and Higham (2004) also presented Standeven and 

Deknop’s (1999) sport tourism activity classification illustrating the diversity of sport tourist mar-

kets.  

Figure 3. Sport tourism activities classification. (Standeven & Deknop, 1999, as cited in Hinch & 

Higham, 2004, p.25. Adapted.) 

 

2.2 Sport as a tourist attraction 

Hinch and Higham (2004) see sports as a unique type of tourist attraction (p.29). Both Hinch and 

Higham (2004) and Gibson (2006) interpret sports as a tourist attraction trough Leiper’s (1990) 

tourism attraction system, which is defined as “a system comprising three elements: a tourist or 

human element, a nucleus or central element, and a marker or informative element. A tourist at-

traction system comes into existence when the three elements are connected.” (Leiper, 1990, as 

cited in Hinch & Higham, 2004, p.24 and Gibson, 2006, p.13.) 

The human element consists of the persons traveling away from home with leisure-related moti-

vational factors, and its nature can be interpreted with the following five assertions. Touristic be-

havior involves a search for satisfying leisure (away from home). Touristic leisure requires a search 

for attractions (the nuclear element) suitable for personal experience. This process depends on 

the individual’s attributes, such as needs and ability to travel. Markers have a crucial role between 

the individual and the nuclear elements. The process can be functional or dysfunctional, 
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depending on how the needs of the individual are satisfied. (Leiper, 1990, as cited in Hinch & 

Higham, 2004, p.24-25 and Gibson, 2006, p.13.) In sports tourism, the human element can be seen 

as the sport tourists (Gibson, 2006, p.13) and their specific motivations to travel, as described in 

the typologies in section 2.1, People.  

The nucleus element refers to the actual place where the tourist experience is produced and con-

sumed (Leiper, 1990, as cited in Hinch & Higham, 2004, p.25 and Gibson, 2006, p.13.). In the sports 

tourism attraction context, it can be seen as the attributes of the sporting activity (Hinch & 

Higham, 2004, p.25), similar to elements of sports tourism places and activities described in sec-

tion 2.1. Some nuclear elements play a more significant role in influencing visitors’ decision-mak-

ing than others. Primary attractions are powerful enough in themselves to influence visitors’ travel 

decisions. Secondary attractions the visitor recognizes before the visit but are not crucial in deci-

sion-making. Tertiary attractions are unknown to the visitor before the holiday, although they may 

serve as entertainment during the stay at the destination. (Leiper, 1990, as cited in Hinch & 

Higham, 2004, p.25.)    

The marker element consists of items of information phenomena that are potential nucleus ele-

ments (Leiper, 1990, as cited in Hinch & Higham, 2004, p.25-26 and Gibson, 2006, p.14). Typically 

in sports tourism, attraction markers take place in advertisements featuring destination-specific 

sports activities and events or in elite sports broadcasts in recognizable destinations (Hinch & 

Higham, 2004, p.25-26; Gibson, 2006, p.14). 

Seeing sports as a tourism attraction can give a tourism destination a competitive advantage. 

Sports can provide more authentic tourism experiences than many other tourism experiences. 

Corresponding marketing to the attraction hierarchy's primary, secondary, and tertiary levels is 

likely to be efficient. (Hinch & Higham, 2004,p.28.)     

2.3 Regional Sports Tourism  

Wäsche and Woll (2010) describe Regional Sports Tourism (RST) as a network of geographically 

connected actors interacting to provide regional sports tourism offerings. The tourist region is not 

tied to the administrative borders of municipalities; it should be considered more through cultural 

and economic aspects as perceived by clients. (p. 196.). Sports-related experiences are a 
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significant element of almost every tourist region’s offering and an essential part of regional socio-

economic development. In regional sport tourism, the network of actors or stakeholders creating 

the overall sports tourism experience (e.g., transport, lodging, sports facilities, sports services, nat-

ural surroundings) is heterogeneous, multi-layered, and border crossing with different organiza-

tional cultures, interests, and goals. This creates critical challenges in managing regional sport 

tourism. (Wäsche & Woll 2010, p. 197-198. ; Wäsche & Woll 2013, p. 404-406.)  

Wäsche and Woll (2010) created a conceptual framework of Regional Sport Tourism Networks to 

provide a theoretically grounded perspective on the organizational structure of regional sports 

tourism. The urge to understand the organizational structure of regional sports tourism was raised 

from sports tourism literature, where many authors describe the deficient linkage and coordina-

tion between the actors in sport and tourism, that should exist to benefit sports tourism’s devel-

opment. (p. 191-194.)  

According to Wäsche and Woll (2013), RST networks are structurally complex and fundamentally 

different from traditional organizations. They are heterarchical networks based on voluntary, pos-

sible unofficial membership. RST networks can be described through the social network theory 

concept of inter-organizational networks (IONs). The authors describe their framework as based 

on an assumption:  

“The system of RST can be understood as a social network between organizations (an 
ION) in which shared values, reciprocity, and trust among the network actors are the 
normative basis to establish and maintain cooperation.” (p. 407-408.) 

 

2.3.1 Regional Sports Tourism as an Interorganizational Network 

A network can be seen as a planned structure for coordinating interactions between organizations. 

Networks act as intermediaries, passing values and social norms to individuals. Through interac-

tion, networks can turn into social institutions over time. According to Wäsche and Woll (2010), “a 

group of related actors can be considered a network from the moment the existing linkages among 

the actors define the social character of this group of actors.” There are three essential functional 
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elements behind the operation of networks: cooperation, emergence, and innovation. (Wäsche & 

Woll 2010, p. 199-204.) 

The mechanism of social cooperation refers to interactions and exchange of resources repeated 

over time conduces to a stable and interdependent affiliation between actors, which can be con-

sidered a structuring process. Cooperation in networks can be recognized as a mechanism of social 

capital, resolving joint problems efficiently. Trust-based cooperative relationships establish a nor-

mative network helping members to achieve their goals. (Wäsche & Woll 2010, p. 202.) 

The mechanism of emergence depicts the network's systemic characteristics as an autonomous 

organization. It describes the self-generation of a new social structure through the stabilization of 

collective actions based on cooperative relationships between members. It is based on the tempo-

rary stabilization of social order based on the interaction of members in the network. The net-

work's code of behavior and norms can be developed unnoticed by the involved actors. (Wäsche & 

Woll 2010, p. 202.)  

According to Wäsche and Woll (2010), the mechanism of innovation refers to “the fact that this 

emergent structure persists only if it is subject to a process of evolution.” This evolution process 

enabling the network's survival is based on the creation of mutual knowledge to inspire innovation 

within the network.    

 

Interorganizational Networks (IONs) 

There is no clear and commonly agreed definition of interorganizational network (ION). It can be a 

metaphor for very different forms of interorganizational collaboration, or it can mean a structure 

of social relationships between organizations explored through network analysis. (Bergenholtz & 

Waldstrøm, 2011.) Wäsche and Woll (2010) present IONs like networks depicted earlier, but the 

actors of a group are represented by social organizations. IONs can occur in various forms, such as 

political networks, strategic networks, regional networks, and innovation networks. These differ-

ent types of IONs differ from each other in their operating principles and power structures. The 
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structure can be asymmetrical or hierarchical networks with an unequal balance of power. It can 

be symmetrical or heterarchical networks characterized by equal relationships based on the nor-

mative trust mechanism. (p. 204.)   

To be effective, networks need governance and control functions, although they cannot be charac-

terized as hierarchical forms of organizations. Three different types of network governance can be 

identified: the shared governance network, the lead organization network, and the network ad-

ministrative organization (NAO) network. The shared governance network has various organiza-

tions working in collaboration, without a recognized governance entity. The lead organization net-

work has vertical relations between the lead organization and other network affiliates. The 

network administrative organization (NAO) network has one separative administrative organiza-

tion, usually a non-profit or a governmental organization, acting as a coordinator of activities and 

primary decisions. (Wäsche & Woll 2010, p. 205.)  

 

Special Features of RST Networks  

Wäsche and Woll (2010) present the RST network as “a specific set of linkages between regional 

actors involved in sports tourism,” where a stable network emerges through the interrelationships 

between single actors through the functional mechanisms of cooperation, emergence, and innova-

tion, as described in previous chapters. (p. 206.) 

RST networks have a symmetrical structure with equal partnership among autonomous actors. RST 

networks are usually formed on voluntary bases, not based on formal contracts, from the need for 

coordinated cooperation with other actors in the same industry. Collaboration is based on mutual 

trust, with informal structures and low-grade threshold levels. The partnership is usually coordi-

nated by a focal public actor, who tends to be neutral without conflicts of interest. They are capa-

ble of creating and managing a network and its activities strategically. RST networks can be seen as 

NAOs, as there is usually a local tourism organization in charge of coordinating the sports tourism 

activities in the area. Even though RSTs have horizontal structures and voluntary bases, the power 
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may be unevenly distributed among actors. Typically, a cluster of sports tourism key players wields 

the most authority. (ibid., 206-207.)     

One fundamental characteristic of the RST network is the ability to integrate several different 

stakeholders. The mixing of public (territorial) and private (financial) interests is also typical for 

RST networks. As the name suggests, the RST network is a regional network. Sport tourism ser-

vices are produced in a common area. Operators are dependent on common regional resources, 

such as transport (streets, railway stations, airports, etc.), sports facilities (marinas, ski lifts, stadi-

ums, etc.), as well as the use of public space (mountains, lakes, coastlines, etc.). Knowledge is also 

a shared resource, enabling mutual learning and innovations, which are the lifeblood of surviving 

in the competitive and dynamic tourism market. Innovations play a critical role in the stability and 

long-term survival of the network. (ibid., 206-207.)     

To conclude, an RST network is an organization with the primary purpose of integrating all rele-

vant stakeholders - who are autonomous but interdependent - and coordinating regional sports 

tourism in formal and informal relations. A focal actor is needed to coordinate the network’s activ-

ities, preferably a public-sector organization, to avoid conflicts of interest. (ibid., 207.)       

2.3.2 Regional Sports Tourism Management 

According to Wäsche and Woll (2010, p. 207-208), the operation of the RST network is dependent 

on three fundamental procedures:  

1. Through cooperative relationships, common benefits must arise for the members of the network, 
so that individual members want to take part in the operation of the RST network. 

2. Frequent interaction between members creates a voluntary network between independent actors. 
In order for the network to be legit and sustainable, it needs a central actor to coordinate the inter-
actions. 

3. Constant process of evolution is essential to keep mature RST networks lasting. 
 

Wäsche and Woll (2013) also present a theoretical management model (Figure 5). The foundation 

is the normative frame that provides the circumstances for trust-based long-term cooperation be-

tween the network actors, where common norms and values enable the development of the stra-

tegic concept for the network, which defines the common goals of the actors affected by sports 

tourism in the region. (p.409-410) 
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Figure 4. Management model of RST networks. (Wäsche & Woll, 2013, p. 409) 

The network of cooperation, including all network members and the focal actor coordinating ac-

tions, forms the heart of the operative field in the model. This field of sport tourism management 

involves actions, such as product development, the coordination of marketing activities and differ-

ent interests of stakeholders, and conflict resolution. Sport tourism projects and their manage-

ment play a significant role in the operation of the RST network. In addition to various develop-

ment projects (such as new products and development of processes and structures), sports events 

that are important for sports tourism and appear as temporary projects are included in the model 

as sports tourism projects. The model's knowledge management refers to continuous evaluation, 

adaptation, and innovation through knowledge sharing. It is an important piece that enables the 

survival and competitiveness of the RST network. The sum of the abovementioned parts together 

creates the product of regional sports tourism that sports tourists can consume. (Wäsche & Woll, 

2013, p. 410) 
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Based on this theoretical model, Wäsche and Woll (2013) conducted a study on regional sports 

tourism network management, presenting several findings and managerial implications for RST 

management. These findings also correlate to the three fundamental mechanisms of RST pre-

sented earlier.  

The study revealed that traditional managerial instruments of hierarchical organization do not 

work in the RST-network context. A critical management task is to build trust in the network and 

maintain interaction between members. Since the network structure is loose, this is achieved 

through formal and informal intensive communication between members; however, excessive 

meetings and obligations to network members should be avoided. Members contribute to the net-

work only if they get a clear return for it without too much effort. Apparent common interests and 

obligations for network members create a basis for how strongly individual organizations commit 

to the network's activities. Trust is an essential condition for the flexible structures of the network 

and the sharing of decentralized expertise between members. (Wäsche & Woll, 2013, p. 413-423.) 

The role of the focal actor was emphasized in the study, especially from the point of view of mu-

tual communication. The focal actor was responsible for external communication (sports tourism 

marketing) and internal communication within the network, such as defining common goals, regu-

lar information exchange, and conflict resolution. The role of the focal actor was also emphasized 

in sport tourism product development and the coordination of the use of the actors' common re-

sources. That highlighted that RST actors depend on the focal actor's actions. In various projects 

(such as sports events), the role of the focal actor appeared to be supportive - flexible manage-

ment was emphasized, especially with volunteers (sports clubs). (ibid., p. 413-423.)       

From a managerial point of view, this highlights the importance of joint communication structures 

and processes because intensive communication (formal = strategic goals and plans, and informal 

operational) is a prerequisite for the operation of the network. A central actor is needed to coordi-

nate this cooperation based on communication. The management of separate communications 

(f2f, phone calls, e-mails, meetings) is the most crucial operative task of the central actor in a dy-

namic and informal RST network. The functions of the focal actor must also include joint market-

ing, development and maintenance of the network, conflict resolution and search for consensus, 
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and building mutual trust. All of these require a lot of different communication methods to be suc-

cessful. (ibid., p. 413-423.)       

In conclusion, it can be stated that in regional sports tourism management, the focal actor's (NAO) 

role in coordinating all actions is the most crucial factor for RST-networks functions. Strategic plan-

ning (shared goals, sustainable development, joint marketing) plays a vital role in the success of 

the RST network and stakeholder commitment, even though the common goals may partially con-

flict with the goals of individual actors. Product development and marketing cooperation seem to 

bring a satisfactory return at a strategic level. At the operational level, the most critical manage-

ment task is coordinating cooperation. Resolving conflicts and building consensus in an informa-

tive manner is also an essential working task. Knowledge management and evaluation should also 

be part of RST's management for the sustainable success and survival of the RST. (ibid., p. 413-

423.)       

 

3 Destination Management 

A local tourism destination is a physical place where a visitor can stay and utilize its cluster of 

products and services provided by a network of operators (World Tourism Organization, 2019, 10). 

It has physical and administrative borders to determine its management and marketing aspects. 

Still, the scale can vary from a whole country level to a village or an independent tourist center. 

The destination has several basic elements to attract visitors and satisfy their needs, as presented 

in Figure 5. These elements influence the visitor’s decision to travel. (World Tourism Organization, 

2007, 1-2.) 
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Figure 5. The Basic Elements of the Tourist Destination. (World Tourism Organization, 2007. 

Adapted)  

Destination management is the coordinated management of these elements that make up a tour-

ism destination (attractions, amenities, access, marketing, and pricing). Destination management 

takes a strategic approach to link these elements for better planning. Destination management or-

ganizations (DMOs) are the leading organizational entities encompassing all relevant tourism 

stakeholders in a partnership, working towards a shared destination vision. They do not control 

the activities of destination stakeholders, but their role should be to lead and coordinate activities 

aligned with the destination’s strategy to pursue common goals. (World Tourism Organization, 

2019, 10-12; Guerreiro, 2022, 49) The foundational activities of destination management can be 

divided into 1. Marketing; 2. Delivery on the ground, and 3. Creating a suitable environment 

(World Tourism Organization, 2007, 4).  

Creating a suitable environment is the foundation of destination management. The right social, 

economic, and physical environment to develop tourism must exist before marketing actions, or 

the visitors’ arrival can occur. Suitable environment creation incorporates elements such as plan-

ning and infrastructure; human resource development; product development; technology and sys-

tems development; and related industries and procurement. Destination marketing is outwards 

focusing action, aiming to attract visitors by promoting the most attractive sides of the destination 

to potential visitors. Principal activities in marketing include destination promotion and branding; 

campaigns to drive business; information services; operation/facilitation of bookings; and cus-

tomer relationship management. Managing delivery on the ground refers to ensuring the quality of 

the visitors’ experience at the destination. The focus of management is inward-looking, including 

functions such as product start-ups; events development and management; attractions 
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development and management; training and education; business advice; strategy, research & de-

velopment. (World Tourism Organization, 2007, 4-6.)  

According to Fyall and Garrod (2020), destinations are notably challenging to manage due to the 

high amount of heterogeneous stakeholder groups and a wide range of external and internal 

forces influencing action. Traditionally, destination management focuses on managing resources 

that increase competitiveness, i.e., improve the tourism experience. However, the direction is in-

creasingly sustainable issues. (p. 165-166.) In the tourism industry, both the public and private sec-

tors add value to the tourist experience. Companies do not take risks until a suitable environment 

is certain to exist. Therefore, public investments in the operating environment and the creation of 

cooperation between companies are vital. In the industry, the success of one company (e.g., a ho-

tel) often fuels the success of other smaller ones as well. The public administration should have a 

system that helps companies grow. (Rašovská, Kubickova, & Ryglová, 2021, p. 778-790.) 

3.1 Destination management organizations (DMOs) 

In destination management research literature, DMOs were initially related to destination market-

ing, but current literature highlights both marketing and management. DMOs can be seen as coor-

dinative central actors in the stakeholder network, creating cohesion and guiding them toward a 

process of shared development. (Beritelli, Buffa & Martini, 2015, p.27) The governance structures 

and functions of destination management organizations vary from national to local and are han-

dled differently in different destinations (World Tourism Organization, 20, 12). There are various 

governance models for DMOs, as presented in Figure 7. All destinations do not even have a DMO. 

Their key role and functions include coordinating and managing activities like strategic planning, 

policymaking, branding, marketing, and tourism development. Traditionally DMOs have been mar-

keting-oriented organizations; now, the role is becoming broader. The DMO appears as the focal 

actor in developing and managing tourism at the destination level. It needs to have all acting 

stakeholders' support and be considered the legitimized entity to lead tourism management in the 

destination. An appropriate governance model stands as a critical element in achieving this. 

(World Tourism Organization, 2019, 12-13.) 
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Figure 6. The DMO governance models. (World Tourism Organization, 2007. Adapted) 

The awareness of the need for sound and planned management of tourism destinations has risen 

due to several challenges and paradigm changes. There is an ongoing change from traditional mar-

keting-oriented DMOs to a model where the DMOs are leading organizations holistically responsi-

ble for the destination with broader mandates. The change is motivated by the urge to find the op-

timal management structure, where one leader organization coordinates all relevant stakeholders' 

operations to ensure the sustainability and competitiveness of the destination. (World Tourism 

Organization, 2019, 6-7.) 

The common goal of all destination stakeholders should be to ensure the competitiveness and sus-

tainability of the destination in the long, medium, and short terms. It is generally acknowledged 

that destinations effectively managed in coordination with DMO are more capable of ensuring 

their competitiveness in all conditions. The World Tourism Organization has highlighted eight ad-

vantages that can be achieved through effective destination management. (ibid., 13-15.) 

1. A competitive edge can be established through solid and unique positioning and delivering an ex-
quisite tourism experience with excellent value for money.  

2. Ensuring sustainability with proper planning and management ensures that the destination main-
tains its economic viability and environmental, cultural, and social integrity.  

3. DMO can strengthen institutional governance by gathering all stakeholders under the leadership of 
an organizational entity and aligning efforts.  
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4. Overlapping can be avoided and gaps identified by the leading entity DMO 
5. DMO can create a favorable framework to spread the benefits of tourism to local businesses, com-

munities, and residents in the destination.  
6. DMOs can build tourism culture in the destination by engaging local communities in tourism plan-

ning. 
7. Tourism yield can be increased by coordinated tourism development and targeted marketing. 
8. A strong and vibrant brand identity can be built by constantly delivering excellent value. 

 

World Tourism Organization (2019, 16) lists Strategic Leadership, Effective Execution, and Efficient 

Governance as the key performance areas in destination management. Destination stakeholders 

may have various, even divergent interests. Strategic Leadership means considering all these dif-

ferent interests, harnessing all stakeholders’ efforts toward the destination’s vision, and mapping 

a strategy to achieve the vision. The DMO should lead the destination’s coordination, policies, val-

ues, and vision. DMOs should Effectively Execute their destination managemental responsibilities 

that they have been given a mandate from other organizations. The scope of the DMOs mandate 

may vary between destinations; thus, clarity on inter-organizational responsibilities is crucial to 

effective execution. Unambiguous responsibilities, sufficient resources, and a strategic plan com-

plemented with special operations plan that - systemizes all management area activities- lays the 

foundation for effective execution. Efficient Governance of the destination management system 

provides knowledge and guidance on quality to the industry, promoting sustainable tourism val-

ues, practices, and transparent corporate governance. The continuous growth of the social phe-

nomenon of tourism underlines the importance of destination governance. (ibid., 17-21.) 

These mentioned World Tourism Organization’s key performance areas can be associated with 

Beritelli’s, Buffa’s, and Martini’s (2015) study stating that DMOs are important institutions in desti-

nations, capable of coordinating complex stakeholder networks. They also highlight the constitu-

tional role of individuals involved in the board or management of the DMO, as their individual ac-

tions linking different actors with each other in a network of influence strongly define the DMOs 

coordinative role. (p. 24, 34-36.) The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the tourism industry heav-

ily and has forced DMOs to rethink operations, expand the scope and position themselves more 

strongly as leaders of destination change processes within the tourism stakeholder groups (Guer-

reiro, 2022, 54).  
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3.1.1 Operating models of Finnish tourism organizations  

According to Visit Finland’s study in 2019, various organizations are promoting and developing 

tourism in Finland, and their operating models vary greatly. There is a high regional variance in the 

number of organizations, how they operate, and their key responsibilities. The study scoped re-

gional tourism organizations as organizations responsible for promoting certain areas (region, mu-

nicipality, destination) tourism. (Visit Finland 2019, 12-13.) 

Regional organizations 

Regional tourism organizations' organizational structures and ownership models vary heavily from 

associations, companies, and municipality-owned companies to a combination of these. Organiza-

tions' average turnover is 1,5 million euros, and the municipalities and their members fund them. 

Municipalities' share of the funding is, on average, 50% of the total, but it varies from 10% to 100% 

of the total. The share is greater in areas with only a few large tourism enterprises. Project funding 

also plays an important role. It is used for international marketing and innovation projects that 

cannot be done with primary funding. (Visit Finland 2019, 12-16.)         

The regions with a common tourism strategy, conducted in cooperation with all relevant tourism 

stakeholders, followed the strategy in their planning and operations. In other cases, the owner's 

(municipality or company) strategy was mainly driven by planning and operations. Generally, or-

ganizations' planning was perennial, replenishing with yearly action plans. The planning was ade-

quately based on knowledge (reports, statistics, or research). (ibid., 16.) 

Brand management through marketing and sales actions was reported as the critical operation of 

all regional tourism organizations. These actions were done by planning, organizing, conducting 

joint marketing actions, and finding effective partnerships. Other operations vary between differ-

ent organizations. On average, 48 % of the operations are aimed at international markets, but the 

variance is 0 to 100 % between different organizations. Thus, the input in domestic markets is ris-

ing. (ibid., 16-19.) 

The organizations have many different models and practices for cooperation with local tourism 

businesses. Some regions involve all local tourism businesses in their operations, while others only 

with companies that are members committed to joint operations with investment (financial and 
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laborious). The previous model is the most common. Membership models vary heavily between 

organizations, and they can be based on shareholding, membership fees, marketing packages, or 

joint project funding. Businesses can influence the organization through boards or different 

workgroups; this depends on the organization's operating model. Nevertheless, in all organization 

types, members have the potential for influence if they are willing to be active partners. Commu-

nications between an organization and its members are handled by newsletters, meetings, tour-

ism forums, board meetings, member meetings, social media channels, phone calls, and personal 

meetings. Role of communication is crucial to ensure practical operative work. Organizations' com-

munications should concentrate on filtering information to prevent important information from 

drowning in communication overflood. (ibid., 19-23.)    

Member businesses are heterogenic. Most members are micro-companies, although some can be 

large corporations with entirely different business environments. Organizations face the challenge 

of conducting operations that benefit both types of businesses. Another challenge is the limited 

human resources of the organizations and many of the member companies. The challenge esca-

lates in peak seasons. Also, the competence among member companies is heterogeneous, includ-

ing their product offering and how to enhance it. This causes challenges, for example, how to ben-

efit digital platforms. Trust, transparency, and community are the fundamental elements in 

successive cooperation between member companies and regional tourism organizations. The or-

ganization’s level of activity and value added to members also determine the cooperation’s suc-

cess. (ibid., 22-23.) 

Other organizations in tourism development 

Public development companies (regional or municipality level) also operate in tourism develop-

ment mainly through tourism company support and development actions, not through marketing 

actions. Although, some development companies operate as DMOs in their area. Cooperation 

models with tourism companies vary greatly between development companies. Regional councils’ 

role in tourism development is to operate as regional development authorities, funders, and sup-

porters. Another vital role is to coordinate regional strategic planning and build cooperation be-

tween different tourism stakeholders in the region. Educational institutions provide research, de-

velopment, and innovations to tourism development. Their role is also to secure the availability of 

skilled labor in the region. Educational institutions’ tourism development and innovation 
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operations are mainly publicly funded projects aligned with regional or ministry-level tourism de-

velopment strategies. The report also listed other institutions and organizations developing tour-

ism at a regional level, such as Metsähallitus, which is responsible for nature parks, and Pro Agria 

& Leader developing rural tourism. Besides, several regional or local marketing companies co-

owned by municipalities, educational institutes, and companies also operate in the tourism mar-

keting sector. (Visit Finland 2019, 24-30.)   

Analysis of current operating modes 

In conclusion, it can be stated that tourism promotion and development in Finland are conducted 

in various models, organizations, responsibilities, and resources in different regions. The report 

found that there are as many membership models as organizations. Clearly defined and elemen-

tary cooperation models were usually more effective and long-term than vaguely defined and 

complex models. A clear contract as the base for cooperation brought rigidity to operations. (Visit 

Finland 2019, 38-46.) 

At the regional level, the distribution of labor and responsibilities among stakeholders is frag-

mented. Aligning different operations and enhancing strategic management are seen as develop-

mental goals. Tourism development deteriorates if developmental responsibilities are scattered in 

different organizations. In the worst case, this can lead to rivalry and distrust between these or-

ganizations. In the model of coordinated tourism development, the coordination of all essential 

supporting and developmental operations is concentrated in one organization, as in World Tour-

ism Organization DMO guidelines.  (ibid., 38-46.) 

Currently, it can be obscure who is the regional tourism organization if there are many organiza-

tions with overlapping responsibilities. In general, clarification of roles is needed because of vague 

inter-organizational cooperation. In some cases, these organizations might not even know what 

their equivalent is doing. (ibid., 38-46.) 

In general, long-term strategic planning is also vague. Regions with long-term plans and active co-

operation have a well-functioning value chain of sales, marketing, and development. Currently, 

there is an ongoing change from a traditional marketing-oriented regional tourism organization to 

a model where the tourism organization is holistically responsible for coordinating the strategic 
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planning of the regional tourism value chain. The change is motivated by the urge to find the opti-

mal management structure, where one leader organization coordinates different stakeholders 

(public and private) operations to be aligned with regional strategy. Some regions already have 

this model in use; some are changing.  (ibid., 38-46.) 

 

4 Research Implementation 

4.1 Research Objectives, Problems and Questions 

The objective of this thesis is to research the regional sports tourism network in the Rauha-Ukon-

niemi area to find out the status of destination management from a sports tourism perspective as 

well as to give suggestions to enhance the management and development of sports tourism in the 

region. Thus, the primary research question is: 

How should the management of Rauha-Ukonniemi’s sports tourism network be developed? 

Additional questions helping to find answers to the main question are: 

1. Who are the key stakeholders in the sports tourism network in this area? 
2. How is the sports tourism network currently managed?  
3. What elements should be improved to achieve better management of sports tourism?    
 

The selected research questions wish to highlight different stakeholders’ perspectives on the cur-

rent state of the network and management level and to find improvement needs. The sports tour-

ist customer experience in the Rauha-Ukonniemi area consists of the sum of many different organ-

izations operating with differing ambitions. The number of stakeholders involved is high, and 

assumably cooperation between them is not coordinated. The administrative boundary crossing 

the area potentially creates challenges for the activities that are the public sector’s responsibility. 

According to World Tourism Organization (2007), destinations should be able to provide the best 

possible customer experience and be prepared to develop it to compete in the industry. Destina-

tion management and development require coordinated cooperation of various stakeholders. 
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(World Tourism Organization, 2007.) Supposedly, Rauha-Ukonniemi wants to be a competitive 

sports tourism destination. In that case, the sports tourism industry stakeholders need to cooper-

ate in a coordinated manner, and the cooperation needs to be managed and developed in some 

way. Therefore, it is essential to find answers to the presented research questions to enhance the 

area's competitiveness as a sports tourism destination.   

This thesis is commissioned by Imatra Base Camp oy, a non-profit marketing company owned 

100% by the City of Imatra. The company’s mission is to increase Imatra’s vitality by enhancing its 

brand awareness. The municipality defines the company’s responsibilities and budget. One of 

these responsibilities is sales, marketing, and developing sports tourism offerings in the city to 

boost the utilization rate of city-owned sports facilities and the local tourism industry. The com-

pany will use this study to evaluate and develop these actions related to sports tourism. I have 

worked for Imatra Base Camp since 2017, responsible for sports tourism actions. Through my work 

experience, I possess an extensive understanding of the local sports tourism industry on an ap-

plied level.   

4.2 Research design and process 

The research design refers to the basic structure formed from the research problem(s), research 

methods, empirical data, and analysis methods. Theoretical framework can also be considered 

part of the research design, and research design should be a continuum to the theoretical ground-

work. (Vuori, n.d.a; Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2006.) This thesis research design was con-

structed to support a factual description and evaluation of the phenomenon on the local stage 

through the selected theoretical framework presented in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7. The research design of this study  

Jokinen (n.d.) describes that in the factual research perspective, the author is interested in facts, 

and the gathered data works as a way to observe reality. The Factual perspective usually relies on 

substance theories to interpret phenomena through the objectively gathered data, seeing subjects 

as informants, and arguing from evidential bases. (Jokinen, n.d..) In this thesis theoretical frame-

work of regional sports tourism networks and destination management is used to interpret the 

phenomenon on a local level through data gathered in relevant stakeholders’ expert interviews.  

A qualitative approach was chosen for this thesis as it allows gathering a large amount of detailed 

information about a few subjects, in this case, the local sports tourism industry stakeholders. A 

qualitative approach to research is typically concerned with information in the form of words. It is 

based on the belief that people personally involved in a specific phenomenon are the best to ex-

plain and describe it in their own words. (Veal & Darcy, 2014 p. 38-39; 251-252) 

Qualitative study relying on substance theories is deductive; it starts from theories and uses them 

as a framework to interpret the gathered qualitative data. Substance theories are theories that are 

directly connected to the studied phenomenon. Theories are usually presented in the first sections 

of the reports, used in the analysis, and revisited in conclusion, as shown in Figure 9, presenting 

the research process of this thesis. (Juhila, n.d.a.) A comprehensive selection of research work 
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from various viewpoints on sports tourism and destination management was available. Therefore, 

it was reasonable to use this information as a base to study the phenomenon on a local level. 

 

Figure 8. The research process of this study 

As the thesis strives to describe the local sports tourism network and how it is managed, semi-

structured expert interviews were selected as a data collection method because expert interviews 

aim to provide a factual representation of the phenomenon (Hyvärinen, Suoninen & Vuori n.d.). 

Mayo (2014) finds a research interview as a systematic interaction between the interviewer and 

the interviewee to gather information to answer the research questions (p. 156). In an expert in-

terview, the interviewees are individually selected for a specific phenomenon; they are profession-

als in their field and represent an organization, in this case, a local sports tourism industry stake-

holder organization. The aim of the interviews was to gather their expert knowledge relevant to 

the research questions. (Anttila, 2014; Long, 2007 p. 84-86.) 

In a semi-structured interview, the questions are composed in advance, they are asked in roughly 

the same form, but the format of answering is independent. The order of the questions may vary, 

and additional questions are typical. The interviewer encourages the interviewee to explain their 

answers in more detail. A semi-structured interview is justified when it is assumed that the con-

tent received from different interviewees can vary greatly and needs to be warranted so that each 
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interviewee can talk about their specific point of view on the topic, like in this study. (Hyvärinen, 

et al, n.d.; Veal & Darcy, 2014 p. 256-257.)  

Qualitative research is likely to select respondents carefully and intentionally because of their 

background. Judgmental sampling is described as selecting responders carefully and intentionally 

based on their expertise or position relevant to the research questions. (Mayo, 2014 p. 128-129.) 

Eleven experts were selected for interviews to represent different stakeholders and stakeholder 

groups of the sports tourism industry in the area. 

Content analysis was chosen as the data analysis method to create a clear wordy expression of the 

researched phenomenon, focusing on what the responders say about it (Vuori, n.d.b). Content 

analysis has also been described as a fundamental method suitable for all qualitative studies 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009 p. 91). A deductive approach to content analysis was chosen as the thesis 

relies on a theoretical framework and concepts that describe the phenomenon. Therefore, the 

analysis is based on this framework, and the analyzed categories are conducted from it. The aim 

was to find descriptive expressions from the gathered data to fit these categories. (Tuomi & Sa-

rajärvi, 2009 p. 97-98; 113-115.) 

4.3 Data collection 

A qualitative study needs only the amount of data essential to answer the research questions; 

there are no rules on how many interviews are needed (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2009 

p. 48-50). To answer the research questions, the research data was collected by 11 semi-struc-

tured expert interviews with judgmentally selected local sports tourism industry stakeholders rep-

resenting all different stakeholder categories, more precisely described in the results chapter. The 

sampling was done based on the description of the local sports tourism industry, selecting persons 

from relevant organizations' executive positions. A carefully chosen judgmental sample relevant to 

research questions will contribute to the study's validity (Mayo, 2014 p. 129 The sample size of 11 

responders was chosen to include more than one representative from each stakeholder type or 

sub-stakeholder group. The sample size was also influenced by the fact that sufficient representa-

tion from both sides of the administrative border was wanted. According to Veal (2014), there are 

no strict rules on sample size in qualitative science except for budget and time restrictions (p. 

404). Eleven interviews were on the upper limits of the time available but still feasible. During the 
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data collection process, the data saturation was evaluated. It can be considered that the study has 

enough data when new interviews do not create additional further information relevant to the re-

search questions (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2009 p. 50-51). Although saturation ap-

peared early in certain questions, each interview produced new information. In particular, the dif-

ferences and similarities between the different types of stakeholders supported that all the 

planned interviews were worth carrying out.  

Although Long (2007) describes that the recruitment of experts requires special attention (p. 85), 

the recruitment process was easy in this study. As the author was familiar with the industry's key 

stakeholders, the chosen experts were contacted personally, explained the purpose of this study, 

and arranged an interview time. All interviewees agreed to the interview and felt the topic was im-

portant. They also wanted to influence the development of sports tourism in the region by partici-

pating. 

The interviewer's delineation, design, and style of the questions significantly impact the answers 

and material obtained from the interviews (Hyvärinen, et al, n.d.). Chosen questions were con-

ducted from the literature review and operationalized in a researchable form (Saaranen-Kaup-

pinen & Puusniekka, 2009 p. 56). The first interview questions and design were conducted in 

March 2022. With that design, a trial interview was executed, and it was used to test the interview 

design and get an outline of the interview duration (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2010 p. 72). After the test 

interview, the research problem and questions were adjusted, leading to adjustments in the inter-

view design. The test interview revealed a few essential flaws in the first version, which improved 

the creation of the current questions. The trial also revealed insights regarding interview tech-

niques. These insights were utilized to enhance the style of asking questions in actual interviews. 

The influence of the interviewer on the course of the interview also affects the collected data. 

Thus, the researcher needs to justify choices, the extent to which the questions are planned, the 

interviewer’s activity in the interview situation, and how the situation is organized. (Hyvärinen, et 

al, n.d..) In these semi-structured interviews, questions were pre-planned and arranged in three 

main themes, complemented with a list of additional questions. Questions were occasionally 

asked in a different order than planned, according to the dynamics of the interview situation. Dur-

ing the interviews, I did my best to lead the conversation, maintain a pleasant conversational 
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atmosphere, and encourage respondents to share but avoid taking a stand or influencing re-

sponses. (Veal & Darcy, 2014 p. 258-261.) In factual perspective research, the interviewer’s neutral 

role and non-leading questions are stressed to ensure the responder’s honest descriptions (Jok-

inen, n.d.). My neutral and objective role as a researcher was highlighted during the interview pro-

cess because the respondents knew me from my position at Imatra Base Camp. I emphasized in 

interview situations that I am a neutral researcher, not representing my employer or any other or-

ganization. 

Nine interviews were arranged online via Microsoft Team -application. Two interviews were con-

ducted live at the responder’s organization’s premises, in a quiet place, ensuring a private and re-

laxed atmosphere. The duration of a single interview varied from 29 to 67 minutes, leaving the av-

erage length of the discussions at 44 minutes. All interviews were recorded, and the responders 

were informed about it in the privacy statement they received before the interview. The privacy 

statement was iterated at the beginning of each interview. Data in the study is presented anony-

mously, using pseudonyms “R1 (=responder 1)”, “R2”, and so forth, created during the interview 

process in chronological order of the interviews.    

A well-planned and executed beginning stage of the interview creates a trusty and relaxed atmos-

phere and underlines the confidentially of the meeting (Mayo, 2014 p. 164). The discussions 

started with pre-words, where the purpose of the study was re-introduced, and the study’s funda-

mental concepts (sports tourism, RST network) were defined to ensure that all responders spoke 

about the same subject. The interviewer’s role as a neutral listener was highlighted, and the re-

sponders were reminded about confidentiality. The responders were given an opportunity to ask 

questions regarding the interview before the recording started. 

4.4 Data analysis  

In the data analysis, four steps of content analysis described by Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009, p. 91-

93) were followed: 

1. Decide what in the data is relevant 
2. Sift the data, underling interesting parts and leaving out the rest, sort the interesting sec-

tions apart.   
3. Categorize the data 
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4. Write a summary 
 

The research questions determine the relevance of the data (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009 p. 92). I fo-

cused only on the data providing input to the research questions in the content analysis. Factual 

perspective research focuses on “what is said,” leaving “how it is said” out of relevancy (Jokinen, 

n.d.). Thus, the focus was only on the wordy factual content, excluding the styles of expression 

from the analysis.   

Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) clarify step two with the terms transcribing and coding (p. 92). Juhila 

(n.db) describes coding as combining and separating different parts of a material according to 

some properties, classifying similar elements together. In theory-based coding, scientific catego-

ries and concepts are included, and the researcher makes choices from the material (Juhila, n.d.b; 

Vuori, n.d.b). However, Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) state that coding can be done precisely how 

the researcher sees it as the best, remembering most essential functions like acting as notes and 

structuring what the researcher thinks about the material; helping describe the text; serving as a 

tool to search and review points in the material (p. 92). 

Microsoft Word’s automatic transcribe tool was used to transform recordings into a written for-

mat to save time. Afterward, the tapes were listened to get in-depth knowledge of the data and 

necessary corrections were made to the automatically created transcription. After transcription, 

the material was coded, collecting the relevant sections according to the themes of the interview, 

simultaneously reducing the material by cutting away information that is irrelevant to the research 

questions (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009 p. 108-109).  

In the third step, the data was categorized into different themes and subcategories, conducted 

from the interview design and research questions. Categorizing by themes means cutting the data 

into smaller units and reorganizing it by emphasizing what has been said about different themes 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009 p. 93). The themes emerged deductive from research questions and the-

oretical framework and in an inductive way from the data, as usually both ways can be present 

(Veal & Darcy, 2014 p. 431). As Juhila (n.d.c) describes categorizing by themes was used as a 

method to raise relevant cases and common features from the data. 
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After all the reduced data were categorized, the analysis aimed to find repeated issues in the an-

swers (and bundle them) and to mark which topics are repeated by which stakeholder group. Indi-

vidual responses that differed were also observed as valuable findings. The aim has been to find if 

the network has a common view on the topic or if there are apparent differences in the opinions 

of different stakeholder groups. 

4.5 Ethics and Trustworhtiness 

JAMK’s (2018) ethical guidelines provide a sufficient ethical backbone for a master’s thesis. The 

ethicality of a study also concerns the quality of a study. Thus, the researcher must carefully con-

duct all steps in the research process with high quality. (Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2010 p. 127.) These 

notes were kept as a guideline during the research process to secure the quality and thus, the ethi-

cality of the study. 

Qualitative research is always subjective, and Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2010) point out that there are 

no ready-made lists to check a study's trustworthiness (p. 140). Veal and Darcy (2014) see the 

trustworthiness of qualitative study consisting of internal validity (methodology) and external va-

lidity (the applicability of the findings beyond the researched subject) (p. 267-268). Tuomi and Sa-

rajärvi (2010) state that a qualitative study's trustworthiness should be assessed as a whole, em-

phasizing its internal coherence. The trustworthiness can be increased by clearly describing and 

justifying the subject and aim, the researcher's relationship to the subject and informants, and all 

used methodological choices; all in internal coherence. (p. 140-141.) In the research report, the 

researcher should provide to the reader the needed instruments to assess the validity of the re-

search (Kiviniemi, 2018 p. 86). I have done my best to describe and justify all these matters in this 

paper.  

5 Results 

As it became clear in the literature review, the customer experience of sports and exercise tourists 

is always produced by a network. In order to develop the region's sports tourism and destination 

management, it is first necessary to understand how the network currently works and who the key 

players are. 
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The research goal was to find out the key stakeholders of the sports tourism network in the 

Rauha-Ukonniemi area, map the current state of cooperation and management, and find answers 

on how the management of the network could be improved in the future. The research was con-

ducted as expert interviews with 11 sports tourism actors representing various stakeholders of the 

region's sports tourism industry from both sides of the municipal border. In the interviews, I look 

for similarities and differences in the answers to create an overall picture of the network's experts' 

views on the topic. 

In the first paragraph, I present the background information of the interviewees and the stake-

holder classification, which I used to analyze the results. In the following sections, I present the re-

sults in the order of the research's sub-questions, using direct quotations to bring out the respond-

ents' direct views on the topic alongside my comprehensive interpretation. In the last paragraph, I 

condense the most important findings of the interview into a unified view in my own words. 

5.1 Backround information 

Eleven decision-making representatives from different organizations participated in the inter-

views. Two people represented one organization in the interview, but their answers were treated 

as one respondent. Organizations were selected to be interviewed to comprehensively correspond 

to the various stakeholder groups of sports tourism operators presented in the introduction. The 

interviewees represented three types of primary stakeholder groups, some with more detailed 

subgroupings below. The types of stakeholders and the number of interviewees were divided as 

follows: 

1. Public sector / governance (n=4) 
1.1. Marketing company (solely or largely owned/funded by public authorities) (n=4) 

2. Sports clubs (n=3) 
3. Businesses (n=5) 

3.1. Small company (less than 10 employees) (n=3) 
3.2. Large company (more than 100 employees) (n=2) 

 

Some of the interviewees also had double roles. Some entrepreneurs were involved in municipal 

politics and/or sports clubs; correspondingly, sports club members had experience from the busi-

ness side of the topic. In the interview, the responders strived to represent the organization 
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whose representative they had been selected for the research. Still, roles in other organizations 

have certainly also influenced the interviewees' view of the subject. 

Nine of the interviews were conducted online as a Microsoft Teams meeting, and two as face-to-

face meetings at the premises of the organization being interviewed. In both cases, the interviews 

were recorded. The following table presents the interviewees with pseudonyms (R1, R2, etc.), the 

organization's stakeholder group type, interview time, -method -and duration. 

Responder Stakeholder group Date Interview type Length 

R1 Public sector (Marketing company) 5.8.22 Online 65 min 

R2 Business (Small company) 8.8.22 Online 40 min 

R3 Public sector 11.8.22 Online 34 min 

R4 Public sector 13.7.22 Online 43 min 

R5 Sports club 15.8.22 Online 36 min 

R6 Business (Small company) 16.8.22 Online 49 min 

R7 Business (Large company) 22.8.22 Online 44 min 

R8 Business (Large company) 23.8.22 Meeting 38 min 

R9 Business (Small company) 23.8.22 Meeting 29 min 

R10 Sports club 24.8.22 Online 34 min 

R11 Public sector (Marketing company) 26.8.22 Online 67 min 

Table 4. Interview coding  
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5.2 Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network stakeholders 

In general level, all responders brought up that the backbone of sports tourism networks is formed 

from the comprehensive sports infrastructure, which is mainly managed by the City of Imatra and 

its subsidiaries, but also privately owned sports venues were identified. Other essential elements 

of sports tourism were identified as accommodation services - whose versatility and the vast num-

ber of beds were brought up in several answers - as well as sports clubs and service entrepre-

neurs, such as program services, gear rental, and restaurants. A large part of the respondents 

(n=8) also brought up the entities that market the area (the municipalities, IBC, goSaimaa). Among 

the marketers, the importance of IBC was emphasized, and some respondents also highlighted IB-

C's coordinative role in the region's sports tourism. A small part of the respondents (n=3) also 

raised other entities to be part of the network, such as those related to transportation, project 

funding, and ELY centers.  

In general, the views of the network actors differed very little between the different groups of re-

spondents. However, the actors of the public sector saw the field as slightly broader and more 

multifaceted than the companies and sports clubs. It is noteworthy that none of the respondents 

mentioned EKVAS or Saimaa Geopark, which have built trails and hiking infrastructure in the area, 

and market these in their channels. It is assumed that parties outside of public activities see the 

achievements of these organizations as part of the infrastructure provided by cities. Concerning 

sports infrastructure and city entities, the role of Imatra was highlighted, as 10 out of 11 respond-

ents separately mentioned the City of Imatra and its subsidiaries as crucial players in the network. 

The key players in marketing 

All responders named public sector organizations and businesses as the most critical players in 

marketing the area's sports tourism. The public sector's marketing role was described as focused 

on general place marketing of the sports tourism offering, and the companies' role concentrated 

on their products. Several (n=4) respondents especially emphasized the role of the area's two 

large spa hotels as part of the area's sports tourism marketing. The marketing actions of sports 



42 
 

 

clubs' for their events and the regional marketing implemented through events and marketing 

work in their own sports community were also widely identified (n=9). Three respondents particu-

larly emphasized the role and effectiveness of events in marketing. 

"Events are the biggest cause of visibility. And through that, when people get to visit 
there, it's the best marketing.... .... there will be a good experience of the area."(R10) 

Among the public actors, the role of IBC in the regional marketing of sports tourism came up in 

every answer, either directly or through the marketing work of Imatra. Several respondents em-

phasized IBC's good work and focus on marketing sports and exercise tourism and bringing to-

gether the offer. Several respondents also mentioned GoSaimaa's broader tourism regional mar-

keting, but its marketing measures and impact directly on sports and exercise tourism were 

unclear. 

"That's why IBC will be the first, as they focus on this and do a very good job in this 
field. Then both cities come second, but then, in my opinion, it's these companies and 
clubs that also work directly with stakeholders and other interested people. Then Go 
Saimaa, which can help in creating the image that we are a very interesting place for 
sports and exercise." (R1) 

The answers did not show significant differences of opinion between different types of stakehold-

ers. The sports clubs did not recognize the role of goSaimaa in sports tourism marketing. Still, the 

public side saw the part of goSaimaa more clearly, emphasizing its roof-level activity as an image 

builder rather than tactical sports and exercise tourism marketing. 

The creators of suitable sports tourism environment  

The respondents considered sports-related infrastructure as the basis for the operational condi-

tions of sports tourism, as this was emphasized as the first factor in every response. All respond-

ents felt the most critical stakeholder in creating an environment suitable for sports tourism to be 

cities (n=5) or specifically the city of Imatra (n=6), primarily through public sports venues and 

other general infrastructure. Sports infrastructure was also seen as necessary for the residents, 

and therefore the public sector's responsibility was emphasized. 
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Of course, it's the city or the city subsidiaries that ensure that the infrastructure - the 
sports facilities - are in an attractive condition. When these conditions exist, then it 
allows acting. (R10) 

The cities are probably central in that sense because not the individual venues are ter-
ribly profitable, but it is the whole. And then, of course, in some facilities, you should 
also think about the fact that it's not just that it's for sports tourism, but then they're 
also for municipal or urban residents (R8) 

Some respondents pointed out Lappeenranta's minor role in creating operating conditions; they 

questioned whether the LPR city is interested in developing tourism and events in the area. In gen-

eral, the answers emphasized that the public sector creates the foundations on which companies 

build more operating conditions. Of these, the area's private sports infrastructure and Spa hotels 

stood out, especially regarding the operating conditions for sports and sports tourism (n=5). The 

club and entrepreneurial field also recognized the importance of sports clubs as a creator of oper-

ating conditions through the expert and development role of sports infrastructure. 

The service providers 

The concept of the public side building the foundations on which companies create services was 

also emphasized when asked about the most important stakeholders for the service provision. The 

whole of sports venues, accommodation, meals, and other services (such as activities, equipment 

rental, and transportation) was repeated in the answers. The majority (n=8) named companies as 

key players in the destination's service offering. Small entrepreneurs and sports club members 

also clearly highlighted the role of clubs as creators of service offerings through events (n=5). Only 

one of the public actors highlighted clubs, and neither of the representatives of large companies 

brought up clubs in this context. Three respondents also emphasized the IBC's role as an assem-

bler and coordinator of the overall sports tourism service offering. 

For example, the large spa hotels are essential because they can offer everything else, 
there you can find accommodation and dining and gyms and that type, that is, in 
principle, pretty much the basic package, except for these special sports venues. (R8) 

Operating environment 

Almost all respondents expressed that sports tourism is important or significant for their organiza-

tion. Only one public actor stated that sports tourism is not considered important in her 
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organization. The clubs justified the importance by saying that the organization of events - one of 

the core elements of sports tourism - is one of their essential core functions. The companies' an-

swers emphasized the growth potential of sports tourism and the customer flows it brings, the op-

portunity to expand the customer base, as well as the positive image. The public sector highlighted 

the existing regional strengths of sports tourism and the USPs they bring. 

"It is fundamental, especially because this geopolitical and world situation is chal-
lenging our region enormously. We are forced to find our new distinguishing factors 
and new USPs. So, in my opinion, it is a great strength of our region that we have 
such a wonderful Rauha-Ukonniemi tourism and sports tourism area."(R1) 

It is important. For us, since we have been in Ukonniemi, it has clearly brought more 
customers that come here, for example, because of the first snow ski tracks. Of 
course, Imatra has already been known for its spa, and now there is also Holiday Club 
there, so tourists come there, then they come here and maybe rent equipment or buy 
some supplies (R9) 

 

When asked about the challenges of sports tourism in the region, there was much deviation in the 

answers. However, a few clear upper-level challenges, as well as operational challenges at a very 

local level, could be identified from the responses. 

Among the top-level challenges, the challenges brought by the Covid-19 and especially the 

changed geopolitical situation caused by the war started by Russia (n=4) were highlighted. These 

challenges were recognized especially by public actors (n=3/4). Russian sports tourists have tradi-

tionally been an important target group in the region, and now that target group seems to be out 

of the game for a long time. 

Our automatic traffic from Russia is excluded. The exhaustion of Russian sports clubs 
and tourists means that we have to look for new targets, which will not be possible if 
there are insufficient resources.(R11) 

Well, the challenges are probably such that, of course, there has been quite a lot of 
marketing, and we have received customers from Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and simi-
lar countries, which are now, so to speak, out of the game due to this war situation. 
So that's one challenge now. (R8) 
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Another generally recognized top-level challenge was the area's low brand awareness or lack of 

marketing (n=5), which emerged in all stakeholder groups. The challenge in low brand awareness 

was highlighted as the lack of a unified brand and low general recognition of the Rauha-Ukonniemi 

region compared to Finnish sports colleges, which were perceived as leading domestic competi-

tors. 

This is perhaps one of those things: do we know how to market this area as a whole? 
Yeah, we don't actually do that…. …. this is perhaps one big challenge, branding. (R3) 

I see it as a challenge that, if we think about sports institutes, we still have a lot to do 
to build brand awareness. (R11) 

More local challenges at the operational level were identifiable, especially in connection with net-

work activities. The lack of coordination and a central actor or its insufficient mandate, unclear re-

sponsibilities between actors, lack of a shared vision, poor cooperation, and the like emerged in 

the responses of each stakeholder group (n=6). 

For example, in a company our size, the product could be even better if operators co-
operated. Which means it would also be more attractive in the market. In other 
words, every local operator probably does their best and tries to serve customers in 
such a way that the customer would come again. But that product could be even bet-
ter, broader, and more comprehensive so that this customer would return as often as 
possible. (R6) 

The coordination should be someone's responsibility, and a concrete model should be 
built with clear duties and mandates for the coordinating operator. (R1) 

The competition for the same small public resources among operators, as well as the personal and 

financial risks associated with club events, came to the fore. Three respondents also raised the 

challenge of the municipal border crossing the area; for example, in terms of accessibility – public 

transport from Imatra does not extend to the Rauha area. 

At the local level, I still consider the fact that Rauha Ukonniemi is in the area of 2 mu-
nicipalities to be a challenge. (R1) 

The answers of one club official emphasized the substantial personal risks related to club events 

across the board in connection with the fact that they are already operating very thinly with a few 
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key players. Also, the financial impossibility of taking risks concerning events was perceived as a 

challenge and a direct obstacle to organizing more events than currently. 

As I said before, these involve labor risks. I can list five people; if everyone leaves at 
the same time, then what happens to events? They who do those events now, there 
aren't many of them anyway. The financial side and labor risks are the risks involved 
in growing and developing. 

When asked how sports tourism in the region should be developed, there was a lot of deviation in 

the answers. However, the development of network cooperation emerged as a clear theme (n=5), 

which was especially emphasized among public sector actors (4/4). The development of the net-

work's collaboration was referred to, among other things, as the development of a common strat-

egy and action plan, the need for coordination of cooperation, and the need for a region-wide 

mandate for the coordinating body. 

Well, primarily, we need to create a network of people sitting on it. Get them all to-
gether to create a common goal and vision of what we want to be. Then break it 
down into smaller pieces, where we want to get next year, and so on... (R1) 

I could see that probably increasing the cooperation between different actors... That 
maybe structuring this cooperation more would probably be an essential thing. (R3) 

Among the business representatives (4/5), public infrastructure development was highlighted, es-

pecially the new sports hall planned for Ukonniemi, which has been in discussion for a long time in 

Imatra. Developing familiarity and branding the area was repeated in several (n=3) responses. The 

recognition of the region's unique strengths and the stronger focus of marketing on them, as well 

as the corresponding target group choices, came to the fore. Securing the future of events through 

public resources also came up (n=2) on the sports club and business side. 

Of course, a sports hall is needed. It's a significant lack at the moment because these 
facilities are always required (R6). 
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5.3 Current level of cooperation, management and development in the network 

Everyone described the cooperation as case-specific when asked what kind of cooperation be-

tween the previously described stakeholders in the network. The level of collaboration was also 

described as low (n=4). The partnership was recognized to take place either between individual 

actors in small circles (n=3) or so that it was seen to take place through the IBC (n=5). Several (n=3) 

actors highlighted the events as a manifestation of cooperation. One club representative high-

lighted the lack of human and time resources as a limiting factor for increasing cooperation.  

Honestly, I can't think of any forum where it would be a select group gathering purely 
around sports tourism. (R1) 

I would see it being very, very little or almost non-existent. That, if you think about 
the wider network, you have the impression that mainly those conversations are the 
event and the accommodation or general arrangements related to the event. (R5) 

There is probably cooperation, but here we come to the same thing;  time, resources, 
and more. There is no time for cooperation when everyone is very much involved in 
their matters. There's also the lack of time, if we think about clubs, for example, that 
we could plan and do more together. That it does require organization from above or 
human resources. (R10) 

A common view was that the cooperation of the network for the entire region was not organized. 

However, several respondents highlighted Imatra Base Camp (n=7) as an actor that tries to act as a 

link between actors and gather different parties to cooperate. 

Everybody works in small circles. If you think about the stakeholders that I listed to 
you at the beginning, most of them run in their own little circles. For example, clubs 
and others are in very close cooperation with each other. The companies that are 
strongly related to this are in their own circle. Of course, they do some smaller collab-
orative projects, but it is not as extensive and not as professionally constructed as it 
could be. (R1) 

Imata Base Camphan has certainly done a lot to gather actors. But as I mentioned 
earlier, maybe the joint action between the clubs could be even stronger in the future. 
But, is there a common interest? (R2) 

The responses also revealed that smaller-scale cooperation between individual actors has often 

arisen by itself and shaped over time into a more permanent way of operating, the basis of which 

is the mutual benefit that can be obtained from it. Smaller companies especially emphasized this. 
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Responses also revealed that a lot of untapped potential could still be seen in a collaboration like 

this. 

In my opinion, cooperation between companies works just fine when both get some-
thing out of it. But perhaps we are still in our infancy in the cooperation in Imatra and 
the Rauha area. (R2) 

None of the respondents were aware that a strategy would guide the network's operations. Some 

referred to the City of Imatra's strategy, where the Ukonniemi region's development has been on 

display, and some thought that IBC plans sports tourism operations strategically. However, it be-

came clear that even if there is a unified strategy for the region in the background, there is no 

common awareness of it within the network. 

I don't think there is any clear strategy. And probably, if there were a clear strategy 
here now, then it would be more organized in advance. (R9) 

Well, there's nothing else to rely on than the city strategy. However, Ukonniemi is 
high in the city strategy, and I know it's top level. There is a desire to invest in it. How 
git materializes and trickles down, that's a different story. (R10) 

When asked if anyone leads or coordinates the network's activities, the answers emphasized that 

even though there is no clear leading or coordinating actor for the whole region, the role of IBC as 

a gathering and coordinating actor was highlighted by a large part (n=7) of the respondents. IBC's 

activities were seen to be focused on coordinating sports tourism marketing and activities happen-

ing clearly on the side of Imatra. However, in the same answers, the central actor's lack of a clear 

mandate, the limited opportunities for influence, and the challenging management of actors oper-

ating with different interests were also emphasized. The answers also highlighted the need for a 

solid coordinating body, as well as the emphasized role of cities in this regard. The views on coop-

eration were strongly divided among the various stakeholder groups, and no clear common fea-

ture emerged for any specific group, except that the companies brought out the gathering and co-

ordinating role of the IBC more than other actors. 

Well, maybe the marketing of sports tourism is managed by IBC in some way. But 
overall, it can be that no one has it very well. (R8) 

IBC can, but I wonder if it has or will get a firm hold or if everyone is doing their own 
thing. But it has improved. Better all the time. (R10) 
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The strategy currently does not guide the actions... ...the operations are so frag-
mented, its basis has not been created sufficiently, and no one has been responsible 
for this issue with a mandate for the entire region.... ...Imatra's side has been orga-
nized through IBC. But if we are talking about the Rauha-Ukonniemi area, then the 
border between the municipalities runs there between Rauha and Ukonniemi, it prob-
ably causes a certain kind of friction in the politicians' opinions. I believe that such a 
thing could occur on both sides in both cities. (R1) 

There are so many different actors here, and people are working with diverse inter-
ests; organizations, tennis clubs, private padel companies, and everything. It is ex-
tremely difficult to manage it in any structured way... ... it's more like that that there 
should be a certain kind of coordination... ...But we probably have to take a stance on 
that. And yes, the cities probably play a significant role in that, maybe this area could 
be boosted more strategically. (R3) 

When asked if the municipal border crossing the region brings challenges to the operation, the an-

swers were divided between the various stakeholders. The small entrepreneurs felt that the mu-

nicipal border had no meaning for the operations and the customers. However, the different atti-

tudes of the cities towards the development of the area came to the fore. 

At least I don't see it from an entrepreneur's point of view that it doesn't matter to us 
whether we are at Holiday Club or in the Ukonniemi area. (R2) 

Here, I emphasize that there is no physical border. In other words, you probably won't 
notice it in functionality. But if we are talking about the contribution of the cities, I 
don't even know for Lappeenranta who or in what way and at what level would be 
interested in the development of this area. Because Imatra clearly shows that they 
care about the development of this area. (R6) 

Public actors and large companies, as well as one sports club actor, on the other hand, brought up 

several concrete issues where the municipal boundary brought challenges to operations. The most 

considerable difficulties that emerged were the allocation of public resources and related policies, 

as well as the accessibility of the Rauha area. Even in these answers, the point was emphasized 

that the municipal border is not essential to the customer, and they may not even know its exist-

ence. 

A good example, if I remember correctly, is that the buses from Imatra don't even go 
there to Holiday Club; they only go to the Imatra Spa. So there is no public transport 
from the Imatra train station to there... ...These little thing has been shaped over 
time, and we should just get over them and always get to that "customer in the cen-
ter" way of thinking. 
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When asked if the network currently lacks operators, a few (n=3) operators pointed out that the 

area needs an explicit DMC operator selling tourism products, who would be welcome to also sell 

and package sports tourism products, especially to international customers. A large part (n=5) 

thought that the network was not missing any essential actor. However, the same respondents 

also raised the need to strengthen cooperation between current operators. 

We should have something like a DMC and not just like a DMO that markets but a 
DMC that would sell the whole thing (R4) 

There's already quite a lot of coverage there, You just have to get them to rock those 
things together. It's about organizing and goal-setting. Resources and management. 
There is so much more to be gained from that group of operators and infrastructure, 
but it certainly requires management, organizing, and resources. It won't happen oth-
erwise. (R10) 

How sports tourism is been developed currently? 

When asked whether sports and exercise tourism in the region is currently being actively devel-

oped, most (n=8) pointed out that it is being developed by the City of Imatra or city companies. 

Development work was seen to manifest among business operators and sports clubs, especially 

through continuous infrastructure development (n=4). Events and marketing emerged as other 

manifestations of the development work, which appeared in different stakeholder groups (n=5). 

The answers also revealed that the development pace has slowed down or stopped in the last two 

years due to the Covid-19 and changes in the geopolitical situation. Some responses (n=3) also re-

vealed the fragmentation and sporadic nature of development activities without a longer-term vi-

sion or strategy. Insufficient communication between different organizations was raised as a rea-

son for this fragmented developmental work. 

Yes, at least a lot is talking about it. Probably it is being developed. Well, Basecamp 
does a lot of things all the time. But I would hope, at least from an entrepreneur's 
point of view, that things would progress faster. Recently, the development of the 
Ukonniemi area has been too slow. (R2) 

Well, certainly, with the available resources. But it could be good to stop and think 
again about what we want and then what we have. What works for us here, and who 
makes it happen here? And to support their work even more strongly so that there 
would be events that would create a flow of people even more strongly to Ukonniemi. 
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But we keep coming back to the same thing. That is the organization and resources, 
human and financial. (R10) 

Yes, it is being developed, but in a fragmented way. When each subject belongs to a 
different organization, the right hand does not know what the left hand is doing. (R1) 

The respondents (n=9) estimated that the results of the development work are monitored for indi-

vidual operators and individual projects but that no common/general set of indicators has been 

set for the network's operation or the whole of sports tourism in the region. In the answers of 

business and sports club representatives (n=6), it was emphasized that they are not aware of 

measuring the results of development work, even though they thought that individual things are 

measured, i.e., the results are not communicated to stakeholders actively. 

Well, yes, they are probably evaluated at the city level. We are an operator here on 
the Imatra side, so I know they are evaluated. To at least calculate quantities and us-
age rates and so on. So, if we talk about tourism. (R6) 

 

5.4 How to manage the sports tourism network in the future? 

When asked how the network and the area's sports tourism should be managed in the future, the 

most apparent unifying theme (n=6) emerged: cooperation between operators must be increased, 

and shared goals and strategies must be built for it. The need for a central coordinating actor was 

also emphasized in several responses (n= 5). A cooperation group or Advisory Board to be estab-

lished around the topic was also brought up as a future organizational option and a tool for creat-

ing common goals (n=3). Those answers that emphasized cooperation themes also emerged the 

opportunity for all stakeholders to have their voices heard in decision-making, the participation of 

both municipalities, and the need for a strong mandate of a possible central organization, as well 

as an independent, neutral position among stakeholders. 

Well, I think the starting point could be that all the actors working in that area would 
be brought together. Then we would think together about what should be done, what 
has been done, and how we should act in the future so that we can get even more 
people moving and make everyone visible... ...It's at least one such thing that the re-
gion needs. (R2) 
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It would be good to have a coordinating body that understands the possibilities of 
sports tourism and would coordinate what is done there. (R4) 

It must be organized so that there is a mandate from the representatives of both mu-
nicipalities to move things forward. And then there must be a strategy that practically 
leads to the goal we are going to. But that strategy consists of intermediate steps 
when we always check whether we are going in the right direction. And for that, we 
need a council or advisory board or whatever, which can then check where the direc-
tion is going and whether we are getting there. (R1) 

In general, the answers also emphasized the actors' broad spectrum and different interests, as 

well as the demandingness of managing a network-like operation when the number of stakehold-

ers is large. Here, too, it emerged that sports clubs, who are the critical actors in the events, need 

more resources and a motivator to participate more actively in network activities, even though 

they see it as necessary for the region’s sports tourism. Otherwise, the answers had no significant 

differences between the stakeholder groups. 

You can't squeeze any more juice out of us actors by adding more events or activities. 
Other than by giving the actors additional resources.  Nothing else can solve the mat-
ter but money. And still, external leadership and external organization are needed.... 
...It's a matter of course that otherwise, we won't necessarily be able to operate at 
this level if we don't have the resources. And I don't really see it being solved with an-
ything other than money. (R10) 

When asked who should coordinate the network's activities, most actors (n=6) directly mentioned 

IBC. Some of these respondents clarified that IBC is currently coordinating work at a certain level 

but with an insufficient mandate. IBC was particularly emphasized in the responses of small entre-

preneurs; otherwise, the answers were evenly distributed between different stakeholder groups. 

The answers also featured an unnamed independent central actor, which, depending on the re-

spondent, referred to independence from the goals of individual companies or a single municipal-

ity. A separate organization built around the topic also came up in the reflections of several (n=3) 

respondents. A working group or advisory board built around the issue was also proposed (n=3) as 

a central actor or a structure leading the coordinating organization. 

Of course, in this case, the management and organization could be under Imatra Base 
Camp. (R10) 

Now, if you think about Imatra Base Camp, for example, it has taken care of things in 
every direction on behalf of the city. Having them as an actor in it has been a pretty 
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good system here, in my opinion. That there is one like this who pushes a bit in every 
direction. (R9) 

I would have created an organization consisting of stakeholders and direct beneficiar-
ies. But it should have been entirely independent of the public sector. That is, it could 
receive a certain kind of support and even a financial contribution from public actors, 
but it should be independent so that it could serve from the point of view of both cit-
ies. There would have been no conflicts of interest, but it would have been a genuine 
operator in both areas. It would be an organization operating according to market 
conditions, meaning it could sell those services. It would be able to collect them as a 
package and utilize the foundations that the public sector creates, that is, what I was 
talking about earlier. That Advisory board would consist of the board, represented by 
representatives of sports clubs and other areas. And it would have a clear company 
strategy that would have started to move it forward. (R1) 

When asked how the municipal border should be taken into account in the network's operations 

in the future, everyone pointed out that it should be erased in one way or another because it has 

no meaning for the customer. Several respondents (n=6) pointed out that the cities of Imatra and 

LPR should find a common understanding of the area as a unified tourist destination and a view of 

its development or that both municipalities should participate in financing the network's opera-

tions. The need for mutual understanding between cities was emphasized, especially in the re-

sponses of public sector representatives. These responses also raised the issue of a more signifi-

cant impact with pooled resources and avoiding overlapping in public organizations. 

The municipal border should be forgotten. It has no significance in the area's develop-
ment, whether it is on the Lappeenranta side at the Holiday Club or in the Ukonniemi 
area. When people come to that area, they don't think about the municipal border, 
whether it's Imatra or Lappeenranta, but they think about where it's good to stay and 
find pleasant and easy things to do. Somehow that unity should be found through the 
fact that it doesn't matter at all on the municipal border in between. (R2) 

Well, we should probably think with Lappeenranta that we should just organize our 
activities so that there is as little harm as possible. Probably nothing else. To see it 
strategically, that it is a common area. (R3) 

When asked about the challenges of future network management, many of the same issues as in 

previous reflections came up. The focal actor's broad mandate and neutral position emerged in 

several responses (n=4), as well as finding a shared vision of the cities (n=4). These withdrawals 

are also strongly linked together. Commitment to the network's operation and common strategy, 

as well as the intersecting interests of the actors, were also seen as a challenge. Linked to this is 

also the challenge brought up by the limited time resources of the actors to participate in joint 
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activities, brought up by two respondents. Funding for organized activities was also highlighted as 

a challenge (n=4) in public actors' and large companies' responses. 

In my opinion, cities need to cooperate more closely. I think we have to remember 
that from a further perspective, we are just a drop in the ocean. When everyone's re-
sources are small and each one of us squabbles and struggles and fights for existence 
and our place under the sun, that's the challenge. Management is made possible only 
if we have a clear responsibility, i.e., it is dedicated to an organization and given the 
mandate to move forward, concentrating resources and helping people cooperate 
more closely with each other. But it won't happen, as I said before, if we are all in dif-
ferent organizations and everyone has their tags on their eyes. (R1) 

Well, one clear thing is that the politicking must be gone. It doesn't work if the deci-
sion maker doesn't have a single strategy to follow but instead aims to serve 2 cities 
or some strong stakeholder group. It's quite straightforward. Management must start 
from the strategy of the region, which is formed on the basis of the strategy of these 
municipalities. That must be a strong backbone, but after that, it must not be political 
anymore. (R5) 

When the respondents thought about how the network's operation would be effective, the same 

themes emerged again, such as the importance of organization and clear responsibilities, the need 

for a coordinating central actor, and the importance of a common strategy. Communication to all 

stakeholders in a variety of ways also emerged as a means of achieving efficiency. 

5.5 Summary 

The respondents to the interview acknowledged that sports tourism was important for their or-

ganization and saw the key players in the region's operator network in much the same way as they 

were presented in the introductions of this study. Public sector actors (especially the City of Imatra 

with its subsidiaries) were seen in an important role as creators of operating conditions and as 

marketers. The public sports infrastructure took center stage in the responses of all actors as the 

basis for the operating conditions of sports and sports tourism. On the other hand, companies and 

sports clubs were seen as critical actors in service provision and in a significant role as marketers 

through their products and events. The operating environment for sports tourism created by the 

public sector, which companies and sports clubs can use in their offerings, was also highlighted as 

the backbone of the service offering. 
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The results showed that the operating conditions for sports tourism had been created well in the 

area, and the infrastructure is developing steadily. However, there is a lack of a clear development 

strategy, and the results of the development work are not comprehensively communicated to 

stakeholders. The area's marketing and brand awareness are lagging and are identified as develop-

ment challenges. The changed world situation and the disappearance of the Russian market chal-

lenge this even further and emphasize the resources needed for marketing. Actors recognize that 

cooperation between actors is low, unorganized, and has no strategy. The majority feel that the 

IBC tries to coordinate collaboration, but it does not have a mandate for the entire region. 

The ways to manage the future of sports tourism in the region and its operator network were seen 

as increasing cooperation between operators, defining a common strategy and goals, and organiz-

ing through a central operator with a strong mandate. Imatra Base Camp or an organization 

guided by an Advisory Board made up of stakeholders to be established separately for the pur-

pose, was proposed as the central actor. The idea that the region must be seen as one marketable 

body, which currently lacks a recognizable brand, was strongly emphasized. Reaching this will re-

quire a discussion between the cities, how they see the region's future together, and the related 

responsibilities and resources. 

6 Conclusion 

As described in the literature review, sports tourism is a complex phenomenon, more than just the 

combination of sport and tourism. It involves a high number of stakeholders providing together 

the tourism experience for many different types of sports tourists. All these different aspects must 

be considered when striving to figure out how sports tourism management could be improved at 

the local level. Sports tourism and destination management literature reviewed both highlighted 

the importance of management for destinations to be competitive. Therefore, for the Rauha-

Ukonniemi area to be competitive in the sports tourism market, it is essential to find out how it is 

currently managed and how it should be managed in the future. Since many separate actors with 

different interests are responsible for producing the tourist's service experience - and the number 

and diversity of actors are even more emphasized in sports tourism - the examination of the net-

work delivering the customer experience and its management has been chosen as the way to ex-

amine the management of the destination. 
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The study's results will be reflected in the theoretical framework to answer the research questions 

in the following chapters. Based on this reflection, in the final chapter, a concrete roadmap will be 

presented on how the management of the sports tourism network should be improved. 

6.1  Who are the key stakeholders in the sports tourism network? 

A practical guide to tourism destination management (2007) has listed Marketing, Delivery on the 

ground, and Creating a suitable environment as the foundational activities of destination manage-

ment. In the interviews, the respondents were asked to name the most critical actors in these ac-

tivities in the area's sports tourism.  

The destination management literature review highlighted the public sector's role in creating a 

suitable environment, as A practical guide to tourism destination management (2007) states it as 

the foundation of destination management. This correlates well with the results that highlighted 

critical Imatra's role as the creator of suitable conditions for sports tourism through sports infra-

structure. Results showed that network stakeholders were satisfied with public sector work creat-

ing operation conditions for sports tourism. Nevertheless, the responders questioned Lap-

peenranta's interest in developing the Rauha area's sports tourism conditions. This creates a 

challenge to the future of the area's sports tourism because a destination nor an RST network is 

not tied to municipality boundaries but to how the customers experience it, as described in the 

literature review. Also, the responders brought up this challenge. To get this fundamental piece of 

destination management stabilized, the administrations of Imatra and Lappeenranta should see 

the Rauha-Ukonniemi area as a mutual strategic area and find a mutual understanding of how it 

should develop in the future.  

Public actors, especially Imatra Base Camp, were named critical actors for areas of sports tourism 

marketing by coordinating and collecting the whole region's sports tourism offering. These results 

correlate with Wäsche and Woll's (2013) study, founding marketing as one of the fundamental ac-

tivities of RST-networks focal actor. Joint marketing has also been listed as one of the key func-

tions of destination management organization in the literature review's destination management 

section. Reflecting on these, IBC can be considered managing the network as a focal actor, at least 

from a marketing perspective. The results also highlighted the businesses' and sports clubs' role in 

marketing through their products and events. This finding offers an opportunity in the future. 
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Through more coordinated joint marketing operations, a clear marketing strategy, and a collective 

brand for the whole area, all marketing actors can be harnessed to build up the area's brand with 

a unified message.    

In the results, businesses and sports clubs were seen as critical players for the delivery on the 

ground, but it was also highlighted that their service provision is built on the suitable environment 

made by the public sector. This correlates well with Wäsche and Woll’s (2010) description that 

RST-network stakeholders are highly dependent on common resources and public infrastructure.  

In conclusion, there were no surprises for the question “who are the key stakeholders in the sports 

tourism network” and how the responders saw different responsibilities divided between these 

operators. Both the results and literature highlighted the importance of public sector organiza-

tions for tourism in general and especially for sports tourism, where public infrastructure (sports 

venues) and common areas (nature, lakes) play an even more significant role. Rašovská, Ku-

bickova, and Ryglová (2021) state in their study that public administration should have a system to 

create cooperation between companies and invest in a sustainable environment to get companies 

to take a risk to improve service provision. These facts should be considered when planning the 

development of Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism.   

6.2 How is the sports tourism network currently managed? 

After finding out the key players in the area's sports tourism, the research aimed to find out what 

kind of activity there is between the players in the network and whether these actions are man-

aged in any way currently. Wäsche and Woll RST network was used as a theoretical framework for 

this, which they describe in their 2013 study as "a specific set of linkages between regional Actors 

involved in sports tourism," which is structurally complex and fundamentally different from tradi-

tional organizations. RST networks are based on voluntary, possible unofficial membership. The 

unique characteristics of the network include the ability to merge various actors with different in-

terests. The actors have in common the dependence on shared resources, which in this case are 

primarily the general infrastructure maintained by public entities, especially sports venues, out-

door routes, and lake nature. Knowledge capital is also seen as a shared resource, the sharing of 

which can enable innovations and, through them, the region's competitiveness. (Wäsche & Woll, 

2013.) The existence and current status of the area's network are reflected through the three 
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essential elements of the RST network theory described in the literature review (cooperation, 

emergence, innovation), the RST management framework, and the themes raised in the destina-

tion management section. According to a study by Visit Finland (2019), in Finland, generally, the 

manifestations of cooperation networks at the regional level in tourism and their effectiveness 

vary greatly. Although I talk about a geographically small area and a niche tourism segment in my 

research, I will use Visit Finland's study to reflect some results. I found similarities in the results re-

garding the operation of the cooperative networks and the challenges.   

When looking at the Rauha-Ukonniemi region's sports tourism network through the results of the 

interviews and the fundamental procedures of the RST Network presented in the literature review, 

I can state that the network, in a certain sense, exists because it actively produces services for 

tourists and established operating methods were seen to have arisen between the individual ac-

tors, based on common benefit. Albeit on a broader scale, cooperation between actors in the en-

tire region was not recognized. IBC is partially seen as a central actor whose existence is essential 

for the sustainable operation of the RST Network. On the other hand, the network is only partially 

emergent because the activities between its members were also seen as infrequent and uncoordi-

nated. Wäsche and Woll (2010) name the Constant process of Evolution as one of the fundamen-

tal procedures of the RST network. The interviews' results do not support this process's existence 

within the Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network. 

I reflected on the results related to the network's management and sports tourism development 

through the RST management framework created by Wäsche and Woll (2013), presented in the 

literature review, and the findings presented in the destination management section. The inter-

views made it clear that the network did not have a common strategy, or the stakeholders were 

unaware of it. World Tourism Organization (2019) has raised strategic leadership as one of the key 

performance areas in destination management. Strategy is also the fundamental element in the 

RST management framework, building trust between different stakeholders, as the network's 

goals can occasionally be against the interest of a single stakeholder organization (Wäsche & Woll, 

2013). The lack of strategy and coordination that emerged in the results correlates with Visit Fin-

land's (2019) study on Finnish regional tourism areas, where strategic planning was also seen as 

vague, and the responsibilities between network actors were often confused, causing fragmenta-

tion. A large number of respondents experienced the IBC coordinating network partially, but the 
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answers emphasized the lack of a broad mandate for the entire region. The importance of the 

DMO's mandate for effective destination management was highlighted in the literature review. 

RST's fundamental procedures and management framework also emphasize the importance of a 

central coordinating actor for the operation of the network. Regarding management, the re-

sponses also raised the issue of different organizations related to tourism competing for limited 

resources. These findings correlate with Visit Finland’s (2019) study, stating that at a regional level, 

responsibilities related to tourism management were scattered among different organizations, 

creating overlapping, distrust, and even competition between organizations. The combination of 

these findings and takeaways from the literature shows that there is a need for a strategy and a 

coordinative focal actor for the Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network if the area wants to be a 

competitive sports tourism destination in the future. 

The answers emphasized that the marketing of sports tourism in the Rauha-Ukonniemi region is 

perceived as vague, especially the lack of a unified brand for the entire area and, as a result, low 

recognition. Wäsche and Woll's (2013) study on RST network management highlighted the coordi-

nation of marketing activities as one of the most critical activities of the RST network's focal actor. 

Marketing is also stated as one of the fundamental activities of destination management (A practi-

cal guide to tourism destination management, 2007). Based on these facts, it is safe to say that 

also marketing-wise, the area needs a common strategy and clear responsibilities for how market-

ing actions are coordinated to raise brand awareness of the area. 

In summary, it can be stated that the RST network operates in the Rauha-Ukonniemi area, but the 

cooperation is small and fragmented. The network does not have a unified strategy, and no one 

manages or coordinates its activities, although the IBC is partly seen as doing this with a weak 

mandate. The region's lack of a unified brand, inadequate awareness, and poor marketing was 

also seen as the moment's challenges. The importance of a neutral central actor operating with a 

strong mandate from the network operators, who coordinates operations and marketing in ac-

cordance with a jointly prepared strategy, is emphasized in the literature review. Therefore, 

Rauha-Ukonniemi needs a central actor operating with a strong mandate from all stakeholders to 

coordinate activities under a common strategy, one of which must be building awareness of the 

area through coordinated marketing. 



60 
 

 

6.3 How to achieve better management of sports tourism? 

World Tourism Organization Guidelines for Institutional Strengthening of Destination Manage-

ment Organizations (2019), written before the Covid-pandemic, emphasized the importance of the 

DMO organization as the general manager of the destination, in addition to marketing tasks. In ad-

dition, Guerreiro's (2022) study emphasizes that the rapid changes brought by the coronavirus to 

the tourism industry have further increased the role of the DMO as a leader of the destination's 

stakeholders. In Wäsche and Woll's (2013) study on RST network management, the need for the 

focal actor was seen as the most central factor for the network's success, and the coordination of 

activities was the most critical operational task. These also correlate well with the local network's 

views on how sports tourism in the region should be managed in the future.  

Increasing cooperation between actors and organizing activities came out strongly in the results. 

As stated several times in this study, a sports tourism product is a sum of many different actors. If 

you want to develop and manage sports tourism, you must create and manage the network. The 

need for a common strategy and goals was firmly repeated in the responses as a concrete way to 

increase cooperation. The strategy was repeated as the basis of both destination management 

and RST-network management in the literature review, as already discussed in the previous chap-

ter. The common strategy to be drawn up for the region can, therefore, confirmed by both the re-

sults and the literature, be raised as an essential foundation, which is required if the region's 

sports tourism is to be systematically developed. 

The need for a central coordinating actor also came up in the answers, and many respondents sug-

gested IBC. The responses also highlighted the focal actor's neutrality and a sufficient mandate 

from both regional cities. As already stated, the central coordinating actor in the RST network is 

the most critical factor for the network's success, and coordination of activities is the most vital 

operational task. Besides coordination through communications, Wäsche and Woll (2013) listed in 

their study other essential tasks of the focal actor: joint marketing, development and maintenance 

of the network, product development, coordination of shared resources, conflict resolution and 

search for consensus, and building mutual trust. These tasks correlate well with the practical chal-

lenges and development targets that emerged in the results. The importance of the mandate of 

the central operator, which appeared in the results, was also emphasized in the World Tourism Or-

ganization (2019) recommendations, emphasizing the importance of the DMO operator regarding 
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the destination's sustainable competitiveness. Visit Finland's research (2019) also revealed that 

generally, in Finnish regional destinations, there is a need to find one strong activity-coordinating 

body responsible for directing stakeholders in accordance with the strategy. I can therefore state 

that simply preparing a strategy is not enough. Still, its implementation within the network needs 

to be coordinated by a central actor with an adequate mandate, whose most important tasks are 

communication between the actors in the network and external communication in the form of co-

ordinated joint marketing. Through internal communication, the central actor's most important 

tasks are to build trust between the actors and act as a neutral mediator in almost inevitable con-

flict of interest issues. 

The need to perceive the Rauha-Ukonniemi area as a single entity, blurring the municipal adminis-

trative boundary, was also repeated in the answers related to future management. In the sports 

tourism and destination management literature presented in the literature review, the customer 

experience was seen as the defining factor of a destination. Blurring the municipal boundary and 

perceiving the area from the public administration's side as a single administrative entity is un-

doubtedly one of the most critical issues to be resolved to realize the area's full potential. With 

jointly targeted resources of the two cities, it is likely to get a better yield from the development 

measures than now. 

6.4 A road map on how to develop the Rauha-Ukonniemi sports tourism network 

Based on the previous chapters, the aim is to answer the main research question "How should the 

management of the Rauha-Ukonniemi area's sports tourism network be developed?" by offering a 

concrete roadmap based on the theoretical foundation presented in the literature review as well 

as on the stakeholders' view of the local network's operation and special features compiled from 

research interviews. 

1. Imatra and Lappeenranta should seek a shared vision for Rauha-Ukonniemi. 

Customers and operators see the area as a unified tourist destination, but according to interviews, 

the administrative border is perceived to bring challenges and make certain operations difficult. 

The results and the literature emphasize the role of the public sector as the creator of tourism 
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conditions and the development engine. Only with a shared vision of the cities, it's possible to 

achieve the region's full potential. 

2. Imatra Base Camp to be appointed as a coordinative central actor for the Rauha-Ukon-

niemi sports tourism network with a mandate from both cities. 

Since the importance and mandate of the neutral central actor were emphasized in theory and the 

results, both cities must align their support to the focal actor. The responses highlighted IBC, 

which was partly perceived as already doing this work. Therefore, I propose IBC as the central co-

ordinator. According to Wäsche and Woll (2010), RST Actors depend on shared resources that the 

focal actor coordinates. From this point of view, IBC is a natural central player. It is responsible for 

managing the reservations of critical sports venues for certain products and events, as well as be-

ing a key player in public grants for events and doing regional marketing of sports tourism. An ex-

panded mandate to affect sports tourism across administrative borders would further support 

this. 

3. Inviting the area's sports and tourism stakeholders together. An opportunity for every-

one to join Rauha-Ukonniemi RST network operations. 

As stated in the results, the first step to increase cooperation is inviting all sports tourism stake-

holders to discuss. Imatra Base Camp should present the idea of the RST network based on the fol-

lowing principles conducted from the three fundamental procedures of the RST network according 

to Wäsche and Woll (2010). 

1. Through cooperative relationships based on joint marketing and the development of sports tourism 
products in the region, network actors benefit and want to participate in the network's activities. 

2. The active interaction between independent actors coordinated by Imatra Base Camp creates a 
network based on volunteerism.  

3. For the network to be sustainable, one of the goals of the network must be continuous product de-
velopment and knowledge sharing, which IBC coordinates to avoid information overload. 

 

4. Implement the RST network model to improve the management. 

An organizational model should be created for the network among the stakeholders who want to 

participate. According to Wäsche & Woll (2013) RST network manager model should be based on 
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trust and long-term cooperation, which according to the results, already exists between the indi-

vidual actors, but not between all stakeholders. Based on trust, shared values, and norms, a com-

mon strategy can be drawn up to guide the network's operational activities. Imatra Base Camp, as 

the focal actor, coordinates operational activities, including marketing and product-related ac-

tions, sports tourism projects (including events and new products), and knowledge management. 

The need for a structured organization model is also supported by a finding from Visit Finland's 

(2017) study, which stated that clearly defined and simple business models were the most effec-

tive forms of cooperation in Finnish tourism operator networks. 

Because the network's operation is based on intensive communications between members, from a 

managerial point of view, it is crucial to agree on joint communication structures and processes. 

Since the participants commit to the activity only if they feel they will get genuine benefit from it 

without excessive commitment, common communication structures must be thought out, so they 

do not create information overload and excessive obligations to members. The focal actor's role in 

coordinating the communications will be essential. (Wäsche & Woll, 2013.) 

A regional sports tourism strategy must be drawn up as a collaborative project of network mem-

bers coordinated by the central actor Imatra Base Camp. The common strategy creates the basis 

for RST Network's normative frame and increases stakeholder commitment. According to RST re-

search, product development and marketing bring the best yield at a strategic level. (Wäsche & 

Woll, 2013.) Stakeholders should be encouraged to take this into account in strategy work. The fo-

cus on marketing and product development is also supported by the interviewees' comments 

about insufficient recognition of the destination and the lack of a unified brand, as well as that the 

overall product offering could be more attractive if the operators cooperated more. 

In the interviews, an advisory board of selected network members came up as one of the tools for 

managing the network. The board, together with the central actor, would examine the implemen-

tation of the strategy at an operational level through the intermediate stages and goals defined in 

the strategy. A similar mechanism would be needed in the background to guide the network's op-

eration equally from the point of view of different stakeholders. However, the number of actors in 

the network is so large that strategic management cannot be the collective responsibility of the 

entire membership, or else it will paralyze the network's decision-making ability. 
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5. Keeping in mind… 

To conclude this road map, needs to be highlighted that even though the road map presents a lot 

of ready-made answers on how the network's operation and strategy should be built, they must 

not be too ready-made in advance. Actors willing to actively commit to the network's operations 

need to be creating the network's operating methods and strategy from the beginning. Involve-

ment in the creation process will increase the commitment to the network's activities and goals. 

7 Discussion  

The first part of this study introduced the Rauha-Ukonniemi region and its stakeholders from a 

sports tourism perspective. Sections two and three draw up this thesis's theoretical framework 

based on literature, previous research, and publications from relevant authorities in the industry. 

The research implication methods were introduced and justified in section four. Part five pre-

sented the results and findings of the study. The key findings were reflected in the theoretical 

framework in section five, including a concrete road map: "how to develop the Rauha-Ukonniemi 

sports tourism network." 

The commissioner Imatra Base Camp oy will receive help and answers from this study regarding 

reorganizing job descriptions and policies in progress in the company. As a part of the reorganiza-

tion, the actions regarding sports tourism will also be re-evaluated. Through the interviews and 

conclusions, it also became clear that the work also has value for the political and administrative 

management of Imatra and Lappeenranta. Because one of the key findings was that one of the 

biggest bottlenecks for the development of sports tourism in the region is that the cities need to 

see it as a shared strategic area. As the results showed, the changed global situation challenges 

the local tourism industry, and finding new competitive advantages and target groups is vital to 

surviving the competition. Sports tourism was perceived as an apparent strength and distinguish-

ing factor of the region. Thus, investing in it even more in the future will create a competitive ad-

vantage for the tourism field of the entire region. Suppose the road map for the development of 

the area proposed in the thesis can be carried forward concretely on a practical level. In that case, 

the research will also truly benefit the entire area's sports and sports tourism operators. 
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As a future research topic, a study related to the branding of the Rauha-Ukonniemi area is sug-

gested. In this study, it became clear that there is no unified brand in the area, and the region's 

recognition needs to catch up compared to competitors. Imatra is building its brand, and the 

Ukonniemi area sports tourism is one piece of it. Lake Saimaa – purest Finland is the umbrella 

brand for tourism in the Imatra and Lappeenranta regions. It would be interesting to find out 

whether it is worth building a unified brand for the Rauha-Ukonniemi region or whether it would 

serve the whole better to create a sub-brand under "Lake Saimaa - the Purest Finland" entity or 

under the brand work of Imatra. In this case, the municipal boundary that crosses the region will 

also play a role and demand consensus from the most significant marketing financiers, i.e., from 

both cities. 

Ethics and Trustworthiness 

As qualitative studies' results cannot be typically generalized (Veal & Darcy, 2014 p. 268), this 

study's results will be valid only in the specific setting described in this paper. However, it may of-

fer perspectives to be reflected on similar destinations. According to Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2010), 

the trustworthiness of a qualitative study can be increased by clearly describing the subject and 

aim, the researcher's relationships with the subject, and the responders. These matters have been 

described in the methodology section and will be highlighted again in the following paragraphs. 

Therefore it can be stated that this study has provided sufficient instruments for the reader to as-

sess the validity of the research (Kiviniemi, 2018). 

During the data collection, the ethical aspects were emphasized in accordance with JAMK’s (2018) 

ethical guidelines. As this thesis was commissioned by Imatra Base Camp oy, and a contract be-

tween JAMK, the commissioner and the author were agreed.  The anonymity of the responders 

was ensured by using pseudonyms and publishing only quotes that cannot be traced to a particu-

lar responder. Attention was paid to the translations of quotes, as the interviews were done in 

Finnish and reported in English. Before the interview, the responders were informed about the re-

cording, the data protection protocol, and anonymity. The recordings and transcriptions were 

used in digital format and stored in the author’s computer and personal account on JAMK’s server, 

both protected with a password. Gathered data will be deleted after the thesis is published. The 

responders can request a copy of the data (recording, transcription) concerning themselves.    
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The researcher’s relationship to the studied subject may be seen as an ethical and validity chal-

lenge, as it may create a biased perspective. The challenge was acknowledged throughout the re-

search process, and the researcher’s objective role was addressed during the process. Personal 

views and opinions on the subject were set aside during this project to ensure objectivity. This was 

highlighted during interviews as the responders knew the researcher from the position in Imatra 

Base Camp.  

The sources used in this thesis were critically selected, mainly relying on peer-reviewed scientific 

studies and other trusted sources. The newest available publications were favored, when selecting 

sources. Source criticism was highlighted in the literature review, and the sources cited correctly 

with care. 

The implementation of this study was successful as all selected 11 respondents were willing to 

participate in the research and felt that participating could influence the development of sport 

tourism in the area. The selected respondents represented the area’s sports tourism industry de-

scribed in the Introduction well. Both sides of the administrative border were represented suffi-

ciently in the research, although most respondents were from Imatra. The number of responders 

was adequate, as data showed significant saturation, but there was a variance between different 

stakeholder groups’ answers.  

During the thesis process, I had the privilege to take a study leave from my position at Imatra Base 

Camp and truly take a neutral researcher role, looking at the phenomenon from the outside, thus 

raising the study's trustworthiness. The study leave has certainly positively affected the quality of 

this study as there has been a sufficient number of hours for both the thesis and family life. Con-

ducting this study has certainly raised my level of expertise in sports tourism, especially in the 

Rauha-Ukonniemi context, as I have been able to review it from a broader perspective than I have 

been used to while engaged in operational activities. 
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