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Abstract

This thesis examines the local implementation of regional tourism governance within the context of
sustainable surf tourism development along Denmark’s North-West Coast. It specifically investigates
how VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024—-2026 destination strategy, “Et faellesskab der slar alt,” is reflected in
the practices of small surf firms operating in the region. The study focuses on three cases: Surf & Work
in Vorupgr, North Shore Surf in Lgkken, and Surf og Natur in Hirtshals; each surf firm represents
diverse geographical scope, business scale, and market orientation within the coastal surf tourism

landscape.

Guided by a social constructivist paradigm, the study addresses the following research question: To
what extent is VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024-2026 strategy reflected in the practices of small surf firms
along Denmark’s North-West Coast, what (mis)alignments exist between strategic ambitions and local

realities, and how can the strategy be strengthened to support sustainable surf tourism development?

The empirical foundation consists of four semi-structured interviews conducted with key
stakeholders, including the CEO of VisitNordvestkysten and the owners of the three selected surf
firms. The analysis is guided by a theoretical framework derived from surf tourism literature,
structured around four central themes: surf culture, local perceptions, governance and regulation, and

stakeholder collaboration.

The findings indicate that the strategy is only partially reflected at the firm level. While
VisitNordvestkysten addresses relevant themes within its broader outdoor and nature-based tourism
framework, it does not fully integrate surf culture and place-specific dynamics of surf tourism. In
particular, the strategy’s growth-oriented approach and generalised framing tend to overlook the
values, practices, and constraints of small, lifestyle-oriented surf firms. This results in both alignments

and misalignments between strategic ambitions and local realities.

The thesis argues that more effective and sustainable destination development requires a shift
towards more context-sensitive and practice-oriented governance. This includes greater recognition
of surf tourism as a distinct subcultural and place-specific phenomenon, as well as stronger integration
of local stakeholders into strategic processes. By identifying key areas of (mis)alignment, the study
provides insights into how VisitNordvestkysten can strengthen its strategy and better support the

development of sustainable surf tourism along Denmark’s North-West Coast.



Tabel of content

Indhold
1L INEFOAUCTION ...ttt e e e e e e e 1
2 Y = LoTe (o] (oo |V PP PRP SRR 4
2.1 SOCIAl CONSIIUCTIVISITI ...ttt sssnnessnnnes 4
2.1.1. The qualitative interviews as a social constructivist...............cccccoviiiiiii . 5
2.1.2. Aliterature review as a social constructivist ... 6
2.2 RESEAICN AESIGN....oiiiiiii et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ar e e aaes 7
PG 0= 11N [T To1 4 o 1] 1= USRI 7
2.3. 1 NOIh ShOTE SUI ... 7
2.3.2. SUM OG NATUT ... 8
2.3.3. SUI & WOTK. .ttt ettt e ettt e e e et e e e e s e e e e e ennneeas 9
2.3.4. Summary of sSUrf firmM CASES.......cuuuiiiii i 10
2.3.5. VisitnOrdvestKYSteN .......ccoiiiiiiee e 11
2.4 The qualitative INTEIVIEWS ........ooei e e e e et e e 16
2.4.1. Qualitative interviews as a research method ..., 16
2.4.2. VisitNordvestkysten - Aabybro ..., 17
2.4.3. SUIM & WOTK — VOTUPBI ....oeiiieiee ettt et a e e et e e e et e e e e e nnneeeas 18
2.4.4. North Shore Surfing - LAKKEN .........coiiiiiiiiiiie e 18
2.4.5. Surfog Natur - Hirtshals.........cooooi 18
2.5 Limitation, Delimitation, USe Of Al ... 19
2.5 LIMtATIONS ... 19
2.5.2 DeliMitation ... 20
2.5.3. USE Of Al OOIS ... 21
2.6 Literature Review MethodOlOgY ...........uuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaneees 22
2.6.1. A semi-systematic literature review ...........c.ooiiriiii i, 22
2.6.2. The four phases of the literature review ..., 22
3. TheoretiCal fraMEWOIK..........oiiiiiiiee e e e e e eeas 24
3.1 LIterature reVIEBW ........oooiiiiii e 24
4 ANAIYSIS ... 30
A1 SUM CUIUIE ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e ana 30
4.1.1 Literature for CURUIe ..., 30
4.1.2 Empirical data for CUUre ..o, 33
T W oY= I T o= o] (0] o 36



4.2.1. Literature for Local Perception .............oouuiciiiiiiiiiicce e 36

4.2.2. Empirical data for Local Perceptions ..........cccoooeviiiiiiiiiiiie e 39

4.3 Governance and Regulations ... 43
4.3.1. Literature on Governance and Regulations ..............ccccciii, 44
4.3.2. Empirical data on Governance and Regulations................ccccvviiiiiiiiiniiiiiiinnnnn. 47

4.4 Stakeholder Collaboration ..............ooiiiiiiiie e 54
4.4.1. Literature on stakeholder collaboration..............ccccooiii 54
4.4.2. Empirical data on stakeholder collaboration ................ccooooooiiiiiii e, 56

D IS CUSSION . 60
5.1. A framework for surf tourism on the North West Coast of Denmark.......................... 61
5.2. The framework in relation to the strategy of VisitNordvestkysten ............ccccccceieii. 64
5.3. VisitNordvestkysten as a publicly owned DMO ............ccooooiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 67
5.4 Guiding principles for the strategy of VisitNordvestkysten............cccccccvvviiiiiiiiininnnnnn. 69
B. CONCIUSION ...ttt e e ettt e e e e e e et e e e e e e e e et nneeeeens 71
7. REFEIEBNCES ...ttt e et a e 74



1. Introduction

This thesis is concerned with sustainable tourism development on Denmark’s North-West Coast,
focusing on VisitNordvestkysten’s strategic ambitions, sustainability goals, and how these strategic
ambitions are interpreted and implemented by small surf tourism enterprises in the region. To start
with, tourism is widely understood as a dynamic and evolving process, with long-standing academic
interest in how destinations change over time (e.g. Butler, 1980; Christaller, 1963; Gilbert, 1939;
Machlis and Burch, 1983; Shield, 1991). Its continued expansion drives the development of new
destinations, attractions, and infrastructure, while reshaping places to attract visitors and investment
(Saarinen, 2004). Within this context, sustainable tourism seeks to balance economic benefits with the
protection of environmental and social resources (Sobczak & Chomac-Pierzecka, 2025; Butler, 1999).
While tourism can support local development through employment and infrastructure improvements,
unmanaged growth may also result in environmental degradation, overcrowding, and reduced quality

of life for residents (Ibid).

Thus, tourism development must be managed sustainably, which requires effective management and
the alignment of broader strategic ambitions with the practices of local actors (Bichler, 2019). This is
particularly relevant in coastal destinations, where nature-based forms of tourism, such as surf
tourism, rely heavily on environmental quality and local community support (e.g., Lazarow et al.,
2008). In peripheral coastal areas, regional destination management organisations (DMOs) play a key
role in translating national sustainable tourism ambitions into local practice, especially where tourism
drives employment and regional development but also poses risks to natural and cultural heritage
(VisitNordvestkysten, 2024). Sustainable coastal tourism is not achieved by policy alone; it depends
on how well local tourism enterprises internalise sustainability goals in their everyday practices and
service offerings (Andersen et al., 2018). VisitNordvestkysten, representing Denmark’s North West
Coast, is central to shaping sustainable tourism development and translating strategy into practice.
Therefore, aligning their strategies with the interests and capacities of key stakeholders, including the

firms/destinations they represent, is essential for long-term sustainability (Wondirad et al., 2020)

This thesis examines whether VisitNordvestkysten’s sustainable tourism development strategy
influences and benefits small surf firms along Denmark’s North-West Coast. It also explores these
firms’ own sustainability ambitions and plans and assesses how well they align with the DMO’s
strategic priorities. Using three cases - North Shore Surf in Lgkken, Surf og Natur in Hirtshals, and Surf

& Work in Vorupegr this thesis aims to reveal whether developed strategies at the DMO level support



small tourism firms' actions or if a misalignment exists between the governance framework and the

actual implementation and actions of entrepreneurs on Denmark’s North-West Coast.

The selection of surf tourism and these three specific SMEs is deliberate and theoretically grounded.
Surf tourism represents a coastal niche that is increasingly commercialised and global, yet it also has
strong potential for sustainable tourism development because it can be low-impact, nature-based,
and centres around environmental quality. This makes it particularly relevant for examining tourism
development, as it combines economic potential with a strong dependence on environmental quality
and community support (Ponting & McDonald,2015). Firstly, surfing is highly dependent on coastal
ecosystems, making it ideal for examining environmentally sustainable practices (Alvarez, 2024).
Fadda (2020) argues that entrepreneurial decision-making in surf tourism SMEs is largely driven by
lifestyle motivations rather than profit maximisation, resulting in small-scale, sustainability-oriented
business models. However, limited financial resources and the day-to-day pressures of operating a
small enterprise can create a gap between sustainability intentions and the actual capacity to
implement long-term strategic goals (Mohammad, 2020). Furthermore, surfing is a cornerstone of the
Northwest Coast’s branding, exemplified by “Cold Hawaii” in Thy, which attracts tourists and drives
regional development (Francis, 2024). Moreover, the selected SMEs are surf firms that appear on
VisitNordvestkysten’s platform, meaning they consciously or unconsciously participate in destination
marketing and represent the North West Coast as a surf destination. This makes them exemplary cases
for examining collaboration among key stakeholders in sustainable tourism development, and it
allows for a deeper understanding of surf firms” perspectives on sustainable tourism development on

the North West Coast. (Heslinga, Groote and Vanclay, 2019).

This thesis explores how tourism business owners on the Northwest Coast understand and approach
sustainability in their daily operations. It explores concrete actions they take, as well as their
collaboration with VisitNordvestkysten and local authorities, to identify where destination-level
sustainability strategies align with local business practices and where strategies remain ambitious
without creating meaningful environmental, social and economic outcomes (Pomering & Johnson,
2009). Research shows that when such implementation gaps exist between DMO sustainability
strategies and SME practices, it is often due to a lack of resources, insufficient knowledge or unclear
benefits for businesses, which can lead to deceptive advertising strategies or a form of misleading
environmental claims (lbid). While DMOs and municipalities often set sustainability goals, they often
fail to provide sufficient support to SMEs, such as funding, marketing or training, leaving businesses

struggling to translate strategy into action (Font, Garay and Jones, 2016). This misalighment between



destination-level ambitions and SME implementation can be critical for sustainable tourism

development (lbid).

Thus, the thesis investigates what happens when broader sustainability goals set at the destination
level are not fully translated into everyday practices at the business level. By focusing on business
owners’ perspectives on their sustainability efforts and their relationship with regional tourism
stakeholders, the research seeks not only to understand where strategy and practice diverge but also
how this misalignment can be addressed with practical suggestions for sustainable tourism
development along the Northwest Coast. If misalighnment exists, it can lead to ineffective governance,
where strategic sustainability goals remain ambitious while local entrepreneurs struggle to translate
these objectives into practical actions due to financial or operational limitations (Hall, 2011).
Ultimately, when the DMO sets sustainable goals that aren’t translated into local surf firm practice,
the strategy risks being seen as a purely promotional tool that affects not only tourists but also
residents and business owners; such gaps affect the authenticity of the destination development

(Pomering & Johnson, 2009). This paper will be guided by this research question:

To what extent is VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024-2026 strategy reflected in the practices of small surf
firms along Denmark’s North-West Coast, what (mis)alignments exist between strategic ambitions and
local realities, and how can the strategy be strengthened to support sustainable surf tourism

development?
Sub-questions:

e What concrete strategic actions and goals does VisitNordvestkysten define and prioritise
in its 2024 -2026 sustainability strategy?
e Where do alignments and implementation gaps arise between VisitNordvestkysten’s

strategy and small surf firms' practices, and what dimensions are important to consider?



2. Methodology

This section will present the methodology of the project.

2.1 Social Constructivism

The project acknowledges social constructivism as its scientific paradigm, both ontologically and
epistemologically. From a social constructivist's point of view, the project ultimately aims to 1) unfold
a qualified understanding of sustainable tourism development along the North West Coast, 2)
understand different stakeholders' subjective understandings in relation to sustainable tourism
development, and 3) establish a new qualified (intersubjective) understanding of the involved

stakeholders and how to create further synergies between them.

Social constructivism acknowledges a subjective ontology, whereas the objective ‘reality’ is based and
defined subjectively from subjective experiences and understandings (Darmer, Jordansen, Madsen &
Thomsen, 2010). In order to understand individuals' objective ‘realities’, the project uses empirical
data such as qualitative interviews in combination with a comprehensive literature review of surf
tourism (ibid). In order to both respect and follow the ontology of social constructivism, the project is

inspired by four fundamental assumptions for social constructivism raised by Gergen (1999):

There is no necessary relation between the world and our understanding of it
Our understanding of reality arises from the social relationships we are a part of

Our understanding of the world is the basis of how we choose to shape our future

Ll N

Reflections on our understanding of the world are crucial for our future well-being

As mentioned in the introduction of this section, the aim is to unfold a qualified understanding of
sustainable tourism development along the North West Coast, to better understand different
stakeholders' subjective understandings in relation to sustainable tourism development, and finally,
to establish a new qualified (intersubjective) understanding of the involved stakeholders and how to
create further synergies between them. More precisely, the aim is not to argue for whether some
involved individuals' social constructions are right or wrong, but instead to collect different
(subjective) social constructions to better understand surf tourism along the North West Coast, and
hereby, raise a qualified understanding with a relatively substantial (objective) consensus (Heldbjerg,
1997). Ultimately, the ambition is to provide a qualified understanding of the complexities of surf
tourism on the North West Coast of Denmark for locals, DMQ’s, and small surf firms, as the different

(subjective) perspectives can be unfolded and understood. As an ‘objectified’ understanding from
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different perspectives is externalised (e.g. Berger & Luckmann, 1966), the project can raise a qualified
understanding in terms of whether identified aspects within environmental, social and economic
sustainability practices of small surf firms along Denmark's North West Coast align or misalign with
VisitNordvestkystens strategic ambitions. Furthermore, the project provides a qualified understanding
of potential implications for effective sustainable tourism destination development, and externalises
qualified suggestions to optimise sustainable tourism development along the North West Coast of

Denmark (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

In terms of generalisability, validity and reliability for both the project's ontological understanding and
findings, the question is not to prove any social constructions as ‘right’ nor ‘wrong’, but rather to
understand the contexts in which the (subjective) knowledge is found (e.g. Kvale, 1997). In other
words, the author seeks the complexities and diverse social constructions to both understand and
develop knowledge of surf tourism on the North West Coast of Denmark. Validity is defined in terms
of how the author secures respect and equal involvement from different social constructions and

doesn’t favour any individual social constructions (ibid).

2.1.1. The qualitative interviews as a social constructivist

The conducted interviews are central in order for the project to unfold and understand the
interviewed individuals' consciousness and social constructions (e.g. Rorty, 1979). In practice, this is
done through language and conversation, as it is acknowledged that knowledge is created through
language in an intersubjective process (e.g. Gergen, 1997), and that all human beings are ‘conversation
beings’ for whom language is a (subjective) reality (e.g. Bernstein, 1983). Simply put, the project does
not seek to ‘objectifies’ the interviewed individuals' social constructions nor determine whether they
are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ talking about surf tourism, but instead the project acknowledge the importance
of different conversations and (subjective) social practises in order to create a qualified understanding

of surf tourism on the North West Coast of Denmark (e.g. Rorty, 1979).

Furthermore the project is inspired by Shotter's (1993) approach to conversations, as Shotter who
argue that dialogue and conversations are not just another of the many activities in this world, but it
is through dialogue that individuals constitute ourselves and our social constructions, and that
conversations constitute the existences in which all individuals are grounded, since the ‘human world’

is a conversational reality (Shotter, 1993; Kvale, 1997).



All qualitative interviews within this project are acknowledged as a conversation that has a certain
structural point, but still has space for spontaneous exchange of understanding and social
constructions (e.g. Kvale, 1997). The project uses semi-structured qualitative interviews, as it is the
overall ambition to unfold and understand the interviewed individuals' (subjective) understandings to
be able to raise a qualified understanding of surf tourism on the North West Coast in Denmark (Kvale,
1997; p.19). The qualitative interviews are acknowledged as interpretations subjectively raised by the
author of the project, as the language is considered as the ‘access’ to externalise the individuals'
understandings of surf tourism within their context, which allows the author to (subjectively)

internalise it with the ambition to create this ‘objectified’ project (e.g. Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

All interviews have had a focus on establishing a space where the interviewed individuals would feel
safe and comfortable to unfold their understandings and social constructions of surf tourism. This has
had a high focus, due to the acknowledgement that the qualitative interviews are not a “normal”
conversation between equal individuals, but because the author both defines and controls the
situation during the qualitative interviews (ibid). Furthermore, there was a focus on 1) the author's
own role, both before, during and after interviews, 2) a focus on unfolding the interviewed individuals'
subjective understandings of surf tourism, 3) a focus on openness for different subjective ontologies,
and finally 4) all the interviews were recorded to secure what the individuals actually said in relation
to the project. This is significant because both the author and the project must interpret the interview

data, since the author cannot directly access the consciousness of individuals in practice (e.g. Kvale,

1997; Darmer et al., 2010).

2.1.2. A literature review as a social constructivist

The project conducts a literature review to both gain and build on a qualified understanding of surf
tourism and the different aspects associated with it. The literature review does not aim to determine
what literature is ‘correct’ nor ‘wrong’, but instead aims to guide and qualify this project to build on
various subjective understandings and research for surf tourism (e.g. Darmer et al., 2010). The
literature within the conducted literature review is considered as ‘objectified’ literature that the
author (subjectively) internalises in order to understand and build on to be able to work with surf
tourism in the context of the North West Coast of Denmark (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Ultimately,
this project externalises the qualified understanding of surf tourism on the North West Coast in
Denmark, and continues the circle by allowing other researchers to internalise this very project in
order to continue or understand surf tourism in this context (ibid). Simply put, this literature review

can, as the whole project, be acknowledged as an entire subjective interpretation of the author of this
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project, as it builds on interpretations of other individuals' work, understandings, and social

constructions externalised through academic articles (e.g. Gergen, 1997; Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

2.2 Research design

From a methodological point of view, the project seeks to welcome earlier calls for research to better
understand 1) surf tourism as a complex concept, 2) raise a deeper critical and comprehensive analysis
(e.g. Butler, 1991), 3) to conceptualise sustainable tourism development in interconnectedness with
the natural element (e.g. Farrell & Twining-Ward, 2004). However, critics of current research argue
that the viability of sustainability remains a key issue in sustainable tourism due to competing interests
and trade-off decisions (e.g. Hunter, 1997). Furthermore, researchers call for research within
sustainable tourism that develops both a theoretical base and reliable empirical evidence (e.g.

Bramwell & Lane, 1993).

2.3 Case descriptions

This section offers the background necessary to understand the SMEs involved and the DMO
VisitNordvestkysten. The case description provides the contextual foundation for analysing the

interaction between these two actor groups.

2.3.1 North Shore Surf

North Shore Surf was established in 2015 by Kasper Brix and Jonas Brix, two experienced surfers with
strong personal and social ties to Lgkken (Lgkken Surf Klub, n.d.). Motivated by their shared passion
for surfing and their connection to the local coastal environment, they developed a business that is
not only centred on wave sports but also actively embedded in the local community. The company
has contributed to the revitalisation of Lgkken and to the promotion of a positive youth environment
in Hjgrring Municipality. As a result, the company received the Entrepreneur Award from Erhverv
Hjgrring in 2019 (Ibid.). This suggests that North Shore Surf functions not only as a tourism provider

but also as an actor in local placemaking and destination branding.

Today, North Shore Surf serves as a hub for the surf community in Lgkken, offering surf and stand-up
paddleboard (SUP) lessons to a broad range of users, including locals, tourists, schools, and
organisations. Over the past 11 years, the business has evolved from a seasonal activity into a
diversified year-round attraction (see Appendix 2.2). According to the company’s website, it positions

itself as offering “coastal experiences” rather than functioning solely as a surf school (North Shore



Surf, n.d.). The business now operates across several facilities, including the surf school and café,
North Shore Surf House, which includes a restaurant, a retail shop, and a yoga and breathwork studio.
It also offers winter wellness products such as hot tubs and saunas on wheels, supported in part by
coastal development grants aimed at extending the tourism season. In addition, the business has
expanded into a food truck, a specialised bike shop, and a pizza concept, thereby creating a socially
welcoming seaside environment (Appendix 2.2). In this sense, North Shore Surf illustrates how a small
tourism business can respond to seasonality by broadening its offer and combining multiple activities

into one integrated business model.

North Shore Surf has also played an important role in rebranding Lgkken from a former “party city”,
known for nightlife in the 1990s and 2000s, into a more quality-oriented and family-friendly
destination. This transformation is relevant to the present study because it shows how the ambitions
of VisitNordvestkysten's sustainability strategy may be interpreted and translated at the SME level
through concrete business practices, product development, and place branding. At the same time, the
case also provides insights into the tensions that can emerge when sustainable tourism is
implemented in practice, particularly in relation to seasonality, local acceptance, and the negotiation
of shared space and development priorities. For this reason, North Shore Surf represents a useful case
for examining both the alignments and gaps between strategic sustainability ambitions and the

realities faced by small surf-related firms along Denmark’s North-West Coast.

2.3.2. Surf og Natur

Surf og Natur was formally established in 2019 by Mads Bruun in Hirtshals, shortly before the COVID-
19 pandemic (see Appendix 2.4). The business’s mission is to focus on “naervaer i naturen” (presence
in nature), aimed at sharing its passion for the sea by creating surf experiences that emphasise
connection with the natural environment while also fostering a sense of community involvement. For
Mads, Surf og Natur represents more than just a business; it reflects a lifestyle grounded in calmness,
curiosity and action. Mads emphasises a slower pace of life, the importance of strong community
connections, and making small, meaningful choices in everyday life (Surf og Natur, n.d.). His lifestyle
and business are intertwined with sustainable choices, as they encourage respect for the natural

environment and reduced consumption through conscious living.

Surf og Natur markets Hirshals as an accessible location for both beginner-level and more experienced
water sports in North Jutland. The business adopts a calm and personal approach, focusing on safety
and personalised guidance rather than high-volume tourist turnover. The business is featured as a key

activity provider by VisitNordvestkysten, highlighting its role in the regional tourism strategy


http://branding.at/

(VisitNordvestkysten,n.d). The company offers courses in surfing and stand-up paddling (SUP) and
sauna-related experiences. VisitNordveskysten also notes that Surf og Natur offers different levels of
surf and SUP instruction, including beginner-friendly options and private lessons. A key facility for
winter wellness is a mobile sauna boat (Saunabaden) located in Hirtshals harbour that can be rented
for private sessions or “saunagus” (guided sauna rituals) (Surf og Natur, n.d.). Their concept appears
to combine sport, nature, and wellbeing in one experience-based business model (Surf og Natur, n.d.).
Making it a relevant activity provider within the regional tourism offer, which suggests that the

business is already incorporated into the wider destination context.

As a case, Surf og Natur is particularly relevant because it illustrates how sustainability can be
translated into practice at a small SME level through nature-based experiences, low-impact tourism
and strong place identity. Compared with larger surf-related businesses such as North Shore Surfing
in Lekken and Surf & Work in Vorupgr, Surf og Natur represent a more niche model focused primarily
on nature, wellbeing and quality of life. This makes it a useful case for examining how strategic
sustainability ambitions are interpreted and lived in everyday business practice along Denmark's North

West Coast.

2.3.3. Surf & Work

Surf & Work was established in 2016 when Mads and Alexander relocated to Vorupgr and identified
an empty former school as an opportunity to create a shared workspace (Surf & Work, n.d.). What
began as an idea has since evolved into a collaborative entrepreneurial environment that today hosts
approximately 40 individuals and businesses from diverse professional backgrounds (ibid.). The
initiative continues to be managed by its founders, who are responsible for its ongoing development

and coordination (see Appendix 2.1).

Surf & Work functions as a platform and meeting point for creative entrepreneurs in Vorupgr, bringing
together both start-ups and established businesses (Surf & Work, n.d.). Its core aim is to foster positive
social and local development by supporting forms of entrepreneurship that integrate personal
interests with professional activities. In this way, work is framed not only as an economic activity but

also as a means of supporting individual lifestyles and aspirations (lbid).

The business operates within a non-profit framework, whereby any financial surplus is reinvested into
local value creation. Through this approach, Surf & Work seeks to create supportive and inspiring
conditions for entrepreneurship and creativity, while contributing to the development of Vorupgr as

an attractive place to live, work, and visit (ibid.). A central feature of the business is its emphasis on



community, collaboration, and knowledge sharing. By connecting individuals with diverse skills,
experiences, and networks, Surf & Work facilitates both individual and collective development. Simply

put, it is a space where people can meet, exchange ideas, inspire each other and collaborate (lbid).

Sustainability within Surf & Work is understood in a broad sense and is closely linked to well-being,
motivation, and long-term local development (ibid). Rather than focusing solely on environmental
aspects, sustainability is seen as something that emerges when people feel supported and are able to
contribute positively to their surroundings. In practice, this means that businesses are encouraged to
integrate sustainability into their everyday activities and to share experiences and knowledge with
others. In addition to hosting businesses engaged in the green transition, Surf & Work also initiates its
own projects, such as SummerFaest and Thy lveerk, both of which aim to promote sustainable practices

and entrepreneurship in the Thy region.

As the SME operating in the most mature destination included in this study, Surf & Work plays an
important role in the case selection. Its location in Vorupgr, which forms part of the Cold Hawaii area,
one of the most established surf destinations in Northern Europe, places it within a relatively
developed tourism context. This makes it particularly relevant for exploring how sustainable

development strategies are translated into practice over time.

At the same time, Surf & Work reflects several of the ambitions outlined in VisitNordvestkysten's
sustainability strategy, especially in relation to season extension and alternative forms of tourism. By
offering co-working facilities and attracting visitors who stay for longer periods, it supports a move
away from short-term mass tourism towards more place-based and slower forms of tourism that
generate longer-term value for the local area (VisitNordvestkysten, 2025). For this reason, the case
provides a useful point of departure for examining both alighments and potential gaps between
strategic ambitions and everyday practices, and for understanding the broader challenges of

implementing sustainable tourism governance in coastal destinations.

2.3.4. Summary of surf firm cases

As summarised in Table 1 below, the three selected surf firms represent a spectrum of destination
maturity and business models. North Shore Surf reflects a broader, more diversified business approach
in a destination that is still developing and evolving. In contrast, Surf og Natur operates within a more
niche segment, targeting a specific group of visitors with a strong focus on nature-based experiences.
Finally, Surf & Work centres on community and social sustainability through a non-profit approach,

operating at the heart of Cold Hawaii, the region's most established surf destination. Together, these
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cases offer a comprehensive view of how VisitNordvestkysten’s strategic ambitions are translated

across different local contexts.

peak season
(Appendix 2.2)

Surf & Nature North Shore Surf Surf & Work (Vorupgr)
(Hirtshals) (Lekken)

Formation 2019 2015 2016

Business Size Micro (Solo- Small (5 full-time, 115 | Small (40 + people
entrepreneur) employees during working in the co-

working space)

Primary Focus

Nature-wellness,
sustainability
(upcycling), lifestyle-
oriented

Surf school, retail,
cafe, Bike rental,
sauna, yoga studio

Co-working, lifestyle
surf, retail,
community,
collaboration

Destination Profile

Micro - Emerging surf
spot in an industrial/
fishing location

Mass-tourism
(Developing from
“party city” to
family/quality)

Well-established surf
destination (core of
Cold Hawaii)

Main sustainability
Focus

Environmental
Sustainability,
Conscious living, low-
impact tourism

Social Sustainability
Economic (Season
extension, supporting
local economies)

Social Sustainability
(community focus)
Economic
sustainability (year-
round, job creation,
reinvesting locally)

Table 1 - Overview of selected surf firms along the North West Coast (Source: author’s own creation
based on interview data; see Appendix 2)

2.3.5. Visitnordvestkysten

VisitNordvestkysten is a destination management organisation (DMO) responsible for tourism
development and promotion along the northwestern coast of Denmark, covering the municipalities
of Hjgrring, Jammerbugt, Thisted, Lemvig, and Holstebro. It was established in 2020 as part of a joint
initiative between these municipalities, with the aim of strengthening the region’s position as a more

coherent and competitive tourism destination (VisitNordvestkysten, 2021).

The organisation works across several areas, including destination development, marketing, business
support, and strategic planning (VisitNordvestkysten, n.d.). Its overall ambition is to support what it
describes as “a tourism industry we can live from and live with all year round,” reflecting a focus on

balancing economic development with local quality of life. To achieve this, VisitNordvestkysten
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collaborates with municipalities, tourism businesses, and other local stakeholders, bringing them

together within a shared destination framework (Ibid).

A key part of its work is strategic marketing and place branding. VisitNordvestkysten promotes the
Northwest Coast as a year-round destination through digital campaigns, social media, and
partnerships with both local actors and national organisations such as VisitDenmark (Ibid). At the same
time, it supports tourism businesses through access to data and insights, business development

initiatives, networking opportunities, and sustainability-oriented projects (VisitNordvestkysten, 2025).

As the organisation responsible for setting the overall strategic direction for tourism in the region,
VisitNordvestkysten plays a central role in shaping how sustainability is defined and prioritised at the
destination level. Its strategies, therefore, provide an important point of reference for this study,
particularly in examining how these ambitions are interpreted and translated into practice by local
tourism actors. In this way, VisitNordvestkysten forms the strategic context within which the selected
surf firms operate, making it possible to explore potential alignments and gaps between destination-

level goals and everyday business practices along the North-West Coast.

2.3.5.1 Strategy 2024 - 2026 - “Et feelleskab der slar alt”

The current VisitNordvestkysten strategy (2024-2026), titled “Et feellesskab, der slar alt” (“A
community that beats everything”), is the primary document that defines VisitNordvestkysten’s role
as a bridge between the five municipalities along the North-West Coast and private nature-based
businesses, including small surf tourism firms. The organisation’s mission is “to develop tourism we
can live from and live with all year round” (VisitNordvestkysten, 2024, p. 7). The strategy outlines a
vision of creating a strong, competitive coastal destination that not only aims to grow tourism but to
do so in a way that is economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable (VisitNordvestkysten,
2024, p.6). The strategy sets the strategic ambitions against which the sustainability practices of small

surf firms are assessed in this thesis.

VisitNordvestkysten places strong emphasis on stakeholder collaboration and on defining a shared
direction and framework for what is described as a “shared destination community”
(VisitNordvestkysten, 2024). The strategy aims to create a shared understanding among stakeholders
regarding roles, responsibilities, and priorities, and it outlines the main tasks that different actors are
expected to contribute to in the coming years to strengthen cooperation at both local and regional

levels (Ibid). This collaborative framing is central to the research question, as the degree of alignhment
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between small surf firms’ practices and the strategy depends heavily on how collaboration,

governance, and local involvement are enacted in practice.

The strategy is organised around five main focus areas (Table 2): Sharing the good story together,
sharing good guest service together, sharing insights that lead to action tomorrow, sharing more
experiences all year round and strengthening tourism’s voice in policy and planning

(VisitNordvestkysten, 2024).

In practice, these focus areas translate into initiatives such as sustainable communication, building a
shared identity and strong platforms, ambassador programmes, media coverage, activation of third-
party channels, and co-created content production under “sharing the good story”; sustainable
tourism development, meaningful communities, data-to-insights, Al optimisation, the Food Collective
(Madkartellet), the “Holiday for All” initiative, expanded sustainable accommodation capacity, and
tourism infrastructure under “sharing insights”; guest service from idea to action, Surf & Work
communities, and wayfinding under “sharing good guest service”; seasonal campaigns such as SANS
at Easter, “1 out of 100 experiences” during Pentecost, special initiatives during weeks 26-27, and
Hook & Cook in late summer under “sharing more experiences”; and political advocacy, fundraising,
and communicating the importance of tourism under “strengthening tourism’s voice”.

(VisitNordvestkysten, 2024, p.5)
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identity and strong

Media coverage

Activation of third-
party channels

Creative and co-

prioritisation

Improving and
optimising tourism
through artificial
intelligence

The Food Collective

created content (Madkartellet)
production

“Holiday for All”
Market initiative

Expansion of
sustainable and
diversified
accommodation
capacity

Tourism
infrastructure

communities

Hook & Cook in
late summer

SHARING THE SHARING GOOD SHARING SHARING MORE SHARING THE
GOOD STORY GUEST SERVICE INSIGHTS THAT EXPERIENCES ALL | VOICE OF TOURISM
TOGETHER TOGETHER LEAD TO ACTION YEAR ROUND
TOMORROW

FOCUS AREAS: FOCUS AREAS: | FOCUS AREAS: | FOCUS AREAS:
FOCUS AREAS:

Sustainable tourism | Guest service — SANS at Easter Political advocacy
Sustainable development from idea to
communication action 1 out of 100 Fundraising

Meaningful experiences
Building a shared communities Surf & Work during Pentecost | Communicating the

importance of

platforms From data to Special initiatives | tourism
insights that enable | Wayfinding during weeks 26—
Ambassadors action tomorrow (signage and 27
navigation)

Table 2 - Five Strategic Focus Areas of VisitNordvestkysten Strategy 2024 - 2026

(VisitNordvestkysten, 2024)

The strategic aims are to strengthen the Nord-West Coast brand, extend the tourism season, and
create more value for both visitors and local communities (VisitNordvestkysten, 2025). The strategy
explicitly seeks to transform the North-West Coast from a collection of separate summer destinations
into an internationally recognised, sustainable, digitally strong, year-round coastal destination built
on local collaboration (VisitNordvestkysten, 2025). A central ambition is to move from seasonal
tourism toward year-round tourism in order to increase guest spending throughout the year,
strengthen local business viability, support more stable employment, and contribute to more resilient

local communities (Ibid). The strategy also aims to build a stronger shared destination brand by
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presenting the North-West Coast as one coherent destination rather than a collection of individual
place brands such as Blokhus, Lgkken, Klitmgller, and Vorupgr etc. (VisitNordvestkysten, 2025). To
support this, VisitNordvestkysten has invested in shared digital platforms, including its website and
app, as well as a common content strategy that promotes the destination through a unified narrative

and stronger digital visibility (VisitNordvestkysten, 2020).

In addition, the strategy emphasises closer collaboration with local businesses. VisitNordvestkysten
states that it supports partners and operators through market data, trend insights, campaign
participation, shared content resources, and practical tools for communication and upselling
(VisitNordvestkysten, 2025). Finally, sustainability is a core strategic priority. The strategy explicitly
commits to strengthening environmental, economic, and social sustainability, supporting greener
business practices, sharing sustainability knowledge with tourism actors, reducing waste, and
developing tourism experiences that benefit both local communities and nature (lbid). These
commitments form the benchmark against which the environmental, social and economic
sustainability practices of small surf firms are examined in this thesis, and they shape the implications

for effective sustainable tourism destination development that this study seeks to uncover.

2.3.5.1.1. Cold Hawaii as a Strategic Lighthouse

Within the strategy of VisitNordvestkysten, the Cold Hawaii region in Thy serves as a strategic
lighthouse project (NORR@N Architects, 2024). It functions as a primary case, demonstrating how
niche tourism businesses can promote positive economic and socio-cultural development in rural
peripheries. This development is guided by the Cold Hawaii Masterplan 2019-2029, a long-term place-
development strategy designed to transform Thy into a leading international outdoor and lifestyle

destination (Thisted Kommune, 2019).

The Masterplan represents a shift from traditional tourism marketing to place development. Its
objective is to create an environment where people want to live, work, and settle permanently,
explicitly targeting lifestyle migrants such as students and entrepreneurs (Johnsen and Perjo, 2014).
The project’s success is based on a strong combination of effective place branding, authentic
storytelling, and close collaboration between public authorities, private SMEs, and local communities

(Thisted Kommune, 2019; Johnsen and Perjo, 2014)

This localised framework is now being integrated into the broader VisitNordvestkysten Strategy 2024—

2026, whose central mission is "To develop tourism we can live from and live with—all year round"
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(VisitNordvestkysten, 2024). Cold Hawaii serves as an exemplary case for this mission by diversifying
activities, ranging from coastal surfing to inland water sports and nature-based experiences, to extend
the tourism season beyond the summer peak. Furthermore, VisitNordvestkysten’s focus on
professional communities, such as the 'Surf & Work' initiative, mirrors the Masterplan’s ambition to

attract new residents and permanent workforce (Thisted Kommune, 2019).

In this context, Cold Hawaii acts as a scalable strategic framework, which DMOs like
VisitNordvestkysten can build on. While the Masterplan focuses on place development through niche
infrastructure in Thy, the VisitNordvestkysten strategy operates at a regional scale, seeking to
replicate these principles across the 250km coastline. This case thus highlights the strategic ambitions
of VisitNordvestkysten and provides a framework which can be measured with surf firms in Lgkken,
Hirtshals and Vorupgr. It allows the research to examine whether the success of the Cold Hawaii

governance is scalable or if gaps emerge when applied in different coastal towns.

2.4 The qualitative interviews

This section will unfold the methods in general and separately for the conducted qualitative

interviews.

2.4.1. Qualitative interviews as a research method

The qualitative interviews are inspired by Kvale (e.g. 1997) and the approach to interviews as a
qualitative research instrument. The qualitative interviews are structured and followed by seven
stages of a linear process. Table 3 below will provide a short description of each stage, followed by

how it was done in practice for the interviews within this project:

Stage number

Description of each stage

Description of how it was done in practice

1-Theme Formulate the purpose of the research and | Concept clarification in relation to surf tourism,
describe the topic that must be investigated | theoretical analysis of surf tourism, and formulation
before the interviews are conducted of research questions.

2 - Design Plan the research design and consider how the | This research adopts a qualitative multiple case study

needed knowledge is gained

design to explore the relationship between SME and
destination management along the North West
Coast.

3 - Interview

Prepare and conduct the interviews with an
interview guide

The semi-structured interviews were conducted with
SME owners and the VisitNordvestkysten director

4 - Transcript

Transcript of recorded conversations to text.

Each interview was recorded and transcribed using
an Al transcription tool. The transcripts were
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subsequently reviewed and corrected by replaying
the recordings to identify and correct transcription
errors.

5 - Analysis

Consider the method of analysis

Interview transcripts were read repeatedly to
understand and identify repeating or misaligned
ideas between SMEs and VisitNordvetskysten’s
ambitions. Drawing on themes established in the
literature review, four principal themes were
identified; each theme was assigned a distinct colour
and applied to the transcripts to later support
thematic analysis.

6 - Verification

Consider verification and generalisability
(transferability)

The verification and generalisability are in focus and
considered as a social constructivist in section 2.1.
The study does not claim statistical generalisability;
instead, it aims at offering insights and propositions
that may be transferable to similar settings.

7 - Reporting

Communicate the results and methods

Four literature themes were used as an analytical
framework to structure and compare empirical data.
The findings were then discussed in relation to the
research question.

Table 3 - own table with inspiration from Kvale (1997)

2.4.2. VisitNordvestkysten - Aabybro

The qualitative interview was conducted with Peter Krusborg Pedersen, CEO of VisitNordvestkysten,

at the organisation’s office in Aabybro. As the person responsible for the development and

implementation of Strategy 2024-2026, Peter provided valuable insights into the strategic role of

DMOs in regional tourism development, with particular attention to sustainability and stakeholder

collaboration. His perspective was especially relevant to the thesis because of his long-term leadership

within the organisation, which gave him detailed knowledge of how VisitNordvestkysten connects

municipal structures with local tourism actors, including lifestyle entrepreneurs in surf tourism. The

interview began with a brief introduction to the thesis topic, followed by the signing of a consent form.

It was audio-recorded and conducted as a semi-structured interview, guided by prepared questions

but with enough flexibility to allow Peter to elaborate freely on issues he found important. The

interview lasted 54 minutes and generated rich and relevant material for the thesis.
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2.4.3. Surf & Work — Vorupgar

The qualitative interview was conducted with Alexander Bengtsen, founder of Surf & Work in Thy, via
telephone. Alexander was identified through Kasper (Nore Shore Surf), as the two know each other,
and Kasper frequently surfs in Klitmgller. In addition to Surf & Work, Alexander also runs a skate shop
and ice cream truck in Cold Hawaii, positioning him as a key representative of the region's most mature
destination, which has developed enormously through surf tourism. His interview provided valuable
insights into entrepreneurial activity, the evolution of surf tourism in the region, and the relationship
between work, lifestyle, and place development in one of Denmark's leading surf destinations. The
interview began with a brief introduction to the thesis topic. A consent form had been signed
beforehand via email. It was audio-recorded and conducted as a semi-structured interview, guided by
prepared questions but allowing Alexander space to elaborate freely on relevant topics. The interview

generated rich material for the thesis and lasted for 38 minutes.

2.4.4. North Shore Surfing - Lgkken

The qualitative interview was conducted with Kasper Brix, co-founder and director of Havs North
Shore Surf, at one of the company’s facilities at Havs Bike Shop in Lgkken. As a representative of a
local surf business, Kasper provided insights into surf tourism in Lgkken, sustainability, local
conditions, and the ways in which small businesses interact with other stakeholders involved in
sustainable destination development, including VisitNordvestkysten. The interview began with a brief
introduction to the thesis topic, followed by the signing of a consent form. It was audio-recorded on a
mobile phone and conducted using a semi-structured interview guide. While the prepared questions
provided the overall framework, the conversation remained flexible, allowing Kasper to elaborate
freely on topics of relevance. The interview lasted 1 hour and 2 minutes, and the discussion generated

rich and relevant material for the thesis.

2.4.5. Surf og Natur - Hirtshals

The qualitative interview was conducted with Mads Bruun, owner and founder of Surf og Natur, at his
unique sauna facility in Hirtshals, which is originally an old fishing boat transformed into a sustainable
wellness space. As a solo entrepreneur operating without employees, Mads represents micro-level
surf firm in the surf tourism sector, offering valuable insights into micro-business operations and
sustainability-driven entrepreneurship. His entire lifestyle revolves around sustainability principles,

which shaped his perspective on surf tourism, nature-based experiences, and environmental

18



responsibility in coastal development. The interview began with a brief introduction to the thesis
topic, followed by the signing of a consent form. It was audio-recorded and conducted as a semi-
structured interview, guided by prepared questions but allowing Mads space to elaborate freely on

relevant topics. The interview generated rich material for the thesis and lasted 46 minutes.

2.5 Limitation, Delimitation, Use of Al

This section addresses the limitations and constraints of the study, as well as the delimitations that
define what this study includes. It also provides transparency regarding the use of Al tools in the

research process.

2.5.1 Limitations

This study represents several limitations that should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings.
First, the empirical sample consists of three surf firms, alongside one DMO. While this selection does
not capture the full diversity of surf-related practices along Denmark’s North West Coast, the intention
was not to achieve representation in a statistical sense but rather guided by a social constructivist
perspective. The findings therefore reflect locally constructed realities of how the strategy is
interpreted and lived, rather than a general mapping of all surf tourism practices in the region.
Secondly, this study does not incorporate survey data from general local residents. Given the research
aim of understanding how strategic ambitions are interpreted, negotiated and potentially misaligned

in practice among surf firms, the research focused on semi-structured interviews with main actors.

Furthermore, due to a four-month timeframe, the research was conducted as a single round of
interviews rather than as part of a continuous interpretive cycle. In particular, presenting the findings
back to the DMO and conducting follow-up discussions could generate additional insights, clarify

interpretations and strengthen relevance.

The original research design included an interview with a tourism representative from Hjgrring
Municipality to understand the local government’s perspective on the implementation of
VisitNordvestkysten’s strategy. Although the representative initially agreed to participate, the
interview was later cancelled after the interview guide was submitted. The representative instead
suggested that any request should be made through more formal channels, such as the Mayor’s office

and suggested the public website.
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In academic research, this type of situation is often described as “gatekeeping”, where access to
information is controlled to protect the interests or reputation of the organisation (Clark, 2011). While
this limits direct insight from the municipality, it can also be seen as a finding in itself. It indicates that
communication of strategy may be highly formalised, which could suggest a difference between the
more flexible, lifestyle-oriented surf firms and the more structured organisation of the municipality.
To address this limitation, the study instead relies on an in-depth interview with VisitNordvestkysten

as a key intermediary between the municipality and local businesses.

Finally, the study is shaped by the researcher’s positionality. The interpretation of interview data is
influenced by prior knowledge of surf tourism and academic background. Thus, this creates
subjectivity. Another researcher might interpret the same empirical material differently. This

subjectivity is not considered a flaw but rather an aspect of a qualitative constructivist perspective.

2.5.2 Delimitation

The geographical scope of this thesis is defined by the administrative borders of the Destination
Management Organisation (DMO) VisitNordvestkysten, which brings together

approximately 250 kilometres of Denmark’s North West Coast (VisitNordvestkysten, 2024). Five
municipalities merged their tourism efforts to create one of Denmark’s largest tourism destinations.
This territory includes the municipalities of Hjgrring, Jammerbugt, Thisted, Lemvig, and Holstebro
(Ibid). Due to the complexity of the area, VisitNordvestkysten must balance different needs across
coastal towns. The DMO’s current strategy, “Et feellesskab der slar alt,” focuses on creating a year-
round tourism model that balances environmental preservation with economic growth across its 250
km coastline (lbid). VisitNordvestkysten works as a cross-regional partnership, which can make the
translation of strategy even more difficult. This thesis seeks to investigate where improvement is

possible.

While DMO manages the entire area, this research specifically focuses on three strategic coastal
hotspots: Lgkken, Hirtshals, and Vorupgr(Cold Hawaii). These locations were selected through a
sampling strategy to ensure that the research captures the diversity of the North West Coast
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). The three surf firms represent the entire length of the North West Coast, from
Hirtshals in the North to the edge of the Limfjord/Thy in the South (Table 4). Each of the surf firms
represents a different size and destination, from the most established and mature place in Cold
Hawaii, a medium-developed surf destination in Lgkken, and an emerging niche surf spot in Hirtshals.

The diversity allows the thesis to test whether VisitNordvestkysten’s unified strategy, “Et fgllesskab
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der slar alt”, is flexible enough to be translated effectively across different local contexts and business

models.

HIR A
sl TVERSTED

LONSTRUP

LOKKEN

BLOKHUS

SLET TESTRAND
HANSTHOLM . THORUPSTRAND

KLITM@LLER

VORUPGR

THYBOR@N

THORSMINDE

Table 4 - Geographical scope of VisitNordvestkysten (VisitNordvestkysten, n.d.)

2.5.3. Use of Al tools

During the preparation of this thesis, the author used OpenAl ChatGPT (GPT-4) for brainstorming and
Perplexity Al for language support, such as improving clarity and academic tone. These tools were not
used to generate original research ideas, analysis, interpretation, or conclusions. All significant
arguments, data collection, analysis, and conclusions were developed, reviewed, and verified
independently by the author. The tools were used, for example, to translate selected
VisitNordvestkysten strategy documents from Danish into English and subsequently to polish the
language. However, all translations were reviewed by the author for accuracy and relevance to the
original source text. Al tools were mainly used as language support aids and to search for relevant
research. The author did not reproduce Al-generated text without further modification and ensured

that all ideas and final text is own interpretation of the original source.
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2.6 Literature Review Methodology

This chapter reviews existing literature relevant to surf tourism. The purpose is to situate the study
within broader academic debates in surf tourism research and to establish a conceptual foundation

for analysing how sustainability strategies are translated into practice within surf-oriented firms.

2.6.1. A semi-systematic literature review

The literature review has the agenda to unfold a deeper understanding of academic research within
the field of surf tourism. The literature review seeks to create a deeper and qualified understanding
of central aspects of the intersection between surfing and tourism by 1) creating an initial
understanding of the complexity, 2) highlighting different terms and definitions, and finally 3)
highlighting key aspects that will create further foundation for the understanding and analysis of the

project.

The literature review serves as a cornerstone of the project, as the research is grounded in and builds
upon existing academic knowledge. In addition, it provides a solid foundation for advancing
knowledge through the development of a theoretical framework (Webster & Watson, 2002; Snyder,
2019). As Gibson (1998) found, academia in relation to surf tourism is considered to be complex, due
to a broad, fragmented academic landscape between different academic disciplines. Therefore, the
literature review builds on a semi-systematic approach that involves multiple researchers in different
disciplines (Snyder, 2019). Furthermore, the semi-systematic approach seeks to provide a short
overview of the development within the literature in relation to surf tourism. The short overview is
done in order to provide a qualified understanding of surf tourism, namely, the development of surf

tourism, as this project builds on this understanding.

In other words, the literature review will identify different (complex) understandings in relation to surf
tourism, but also identify relevant implications in relation to it. In practice, this is done by providing
different definitions and conceptualisations of surf tourism, a focus on sustainability issues, qualified
insights into problems in relation to surf tourism, and how these have been dealt with by different

stakeholders.

2.6.2. The four phases of the literature review

This section will unfold the four phases of the literature review, starting from 1) designing the review,
2) conducting the review, 3) analysis, and finally, 4) writing the review. The process is inspired by

several academic contributors such as (e.g., Liberati et al., 2009; Wong et al., 2013), as it is developed
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from practical experience and considered a synthesis of various standards and experiences (Snyder,

2019).

For the first phase, the author did an initial review of the topic ‘surf tourism’ as a first step to gain an
initial overview and identify key academic contributions that already provided a qualified literature
review (Snyder, 2019). Furthermore, the initial review assisted in the process, as the provided
understanding helped formulate and define the purpose and scope of the literature review (ibid). The
scope of the literature included the search terms such as ‘surf tourism’, ‘surf tourist’ and ‘touristic
surf’, as those keywords were identified from the initial search. The literature review is conducted
with academic contributions from Google Scholar, as this database is considered to be comprehensive
and a useful platform (e.g. Haddaway, Collins, Coughlin & Kirk, 2015). In practice, the search was done
in the ‘advanced search’ section on Google Scholar, and the keywords were set in “with all of the
words” and marked with “with the exact phrase” in the title of the article. This gave the following
searches: allintitle: "Surf tourism", allintitle: "touristic surf" and allintitle: "Surf tourist". Simply put, if
any of the three keywords are combined in the title of an article, it will be provided as a search result.
The three keywords had a total of 213 research results on Google Scholar at the time of the search. In
addition, the review set up the inclusion criteria as only English language and a minimum of 10
citations. However, the work from Reis, Carneiro & Jorge (2025) only had two citations and is still
provided in the literature review, with the argumentation of time bias, which means that recently
published articles can perform worse due to the “young” age of the paper (e.g. Dunaiski, Geldenhuys

& Visser, 2019).

For the second phase, the literature review was conducted; the researcher reads relevant potential
literature in the search for the abstract. If the literature had relevance, the author would have looked
through the literature in full before making the final decision. In addition, the author scanned qualified
literature for references with the ambition to identify other relevant academic contributions. The final
literature review contains 15 academic contributions that all participate in creating a qualified

understanding of surf tourism.

As stated in the section prior, the ambition is to provide an understanding of the complexity in relation
to surf tourism. To follow the third phase and to understand the literature and to abstract relevant
information from each contribution, the review is set up in a descriptive form containing the variables
author(s), number of citations, geography, definition of ‘surf tourism’ (if provided), method, and

contributions from the academic work (Table 5).
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For the fourth phase, the focus was to structure, write and communicate the literature review. While
writing the literature review, the author had a focus on transparency in relation to how the literature

was identified and synthesised for ‘a broader understanding’ of surf tourism.

3. Theoretical framework

This section establishes the theoretical framework by connecting key literature from leading scholars
with this thesis’s review of surf tourism studies. The framework organises insights around four central
themes: surf tourism’s cultural dimension, governance and regulatory frameworks, local perceptions
of surf tourism impacts, and stakeholder collaboration, which together create a structural foundation

for analysing VisitNordvestkysten’s strategy implementation.

3.1 Literature review

The literature review contains 15 contributions and unfolds the growth of surf tourism due to
increasing market attention in academia (Martin & Assenov, 2012), or, as Buckley (2002) stated, surf
tourism has become a social phenomenon of sufficient economic, social and environmental
significance to justify academic attention (p. 6). The literature review includes academic research from
the early 1970s, with Kelly (1973) acknowledged as one of the first academic contributions for his
research on surfers’ expenditures in Hawaii. Furthermore, much research is conducted in geographic
regions with wave pools, such as Australia, the USA, and Indonesia (Martin & Assenov, 2012; Fendt &
Wilson, 2012). Furthermore, Buckley (2002) researched surf tourism in Indo-Pacific islands, Martin-
Gonzélez, Swart, and Luque-Gil (2021) researched surf tourism in Cape Town, and Ponting & O’Brien
(2013) researched surf tourism in Fiji. While surf literature focuses on tropical destinations, little
academic attention has been paid to cold-water surf destinations. This geographic concentration of
literature leaves a theoretical gap regarding how surf tourism operates within a structured European
framework. This study addresses this gap by analysing how regional destination strategies align with

the ground-level realities of micro and small surf firms on Denmark's North-West Coast.

Gibson (1998) argues that there are no definitive definitions, but in fact part of a wider problem:
researchers in such fields as sport management and tourism management, who have legitimate claims
to the subject area, have frequently not bridged the artificial academic divide between their two
disciplines (Gibson, 1998, p. 46). However, the most widely used definition of surf tourism comes from
Fluker (2002), who describes it as: “People travelling to either domestic locations..., or international
locations ..., and where the active participation in the sport of surfing. Where the surfer relies on the

power of the wave for forward momentum, is the primary motivation for destination selection” (p.7).
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Surf tourism promotes commercial growth in developing countries and is a rapidly growing industry
that brings significant economic benefits around the world, such as the example of Indonesia having

perhaps thousands of small surf tourism operations (Ponting & O’Brien, 2013; Hugues Dit Ciles, 2009).

The literature review finds themes in relation to surf tourism, such as surf tourism examined from a
gendered lens (Fendt & Wilson, 2012), surf tourism in relation to small islands (Buckley, 2002), surf
tourism in relation to governance and regulations (Mach & Ponting, 2018; Ponting & O’Brien, 2013),
the difference between surf tourism and sport (Gibson, 1998), how locals perceive surfing tourism
(Towner & Davies, 2019), surf tourism in relation to six identified behavioral segments (Dolnicar &
Fluker, 2003), surf tourism in relation to marketing and management intelligence (Sotomayor &
Barbieri, 2016), surf tourism and culture (Reis, Carneiro & Jorge,2025), surf tourism and stakeholder
collaboration (Towner, 2018; Machado et al., 2018). This section has outlined the diversity of central
themes in relation to surf tourism, and with this in mind, the following themes will be further involved
in this project's analysis, as 1) they are central in the literature for surf tourism and 2) they are central

to understanding and meet the purpose of this project.

To sum up, the literature review has briefly unfolded an overview of the literature in relation to surf
tourism. The literature review has also identified other key literature reviews, such as Martin &
Assenov (2012), Martin (2022), and Roman, Borja, Uyarra & Pouso (2022), and those will, along with
found literature in relation to central themes, create the foundation on which this project builds.
Furthermore, the conducted literature review has identified central themes in relation to surf tourism
that were identified in multiple articles and are 1) surf tourism in relation to culture, 2) how locals
perceive surfing tourism, 3) governance and regulations for surf tourism, and finally 4) surf tourism in
relation to stakeholder collaboration. Those will shortly be presented below in Table 5, as those

themes stand as the structural backbone of the analysis of the project.
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Author(s) Citation Geograph Definition of ‘surf tourism’ Method Theme Contributions
S y
Martin & Assenov 223 Primarily An activity which takes place 40 km or Literature review Overall Unfolds a comprehensive understanding of surf
(2012) Australia, the more from the person’s place of understandin tourism in academia
USA and residence, where surfing or attending a g
Indonesia surfing event is the primary purpose of
travel. Surf tourists stay at their
destinations for at least one night or can
undertake their visit as a day trip.
Roman, Borja, 67 Spain Undefined Literature review Overall Provides a holistic understanding of the surfing
Uyarra & Pouso understandin tourism activity and the different dimensions such
(2022) g as local communities, social dimensions,
stakeholders and environmental
Andersen (2022) 17 Cardiff, UK Undefined Literature review Culture Suggests that the relations between the practice

and the culture and argues that surfing can be
described as a ‘sport’, but also a ‘lifestyle’, an ‘art’,
or a ‘hobby’.
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Reis & Jorge (2012) 41 Portugal Highlights both the definition from Quantitative Culture The main goal of this study, trying to characterise
Ponting (2008) and Fluker (2003). analysis and profile surf tourists, is the identification of
factors implied, such as culture, in their motivation

and the resulting segmentation of this market.

Reis, Carneiro & 2 Peniche, Undefined Qualitative Culture Aims to understand surf culture in Peniche,

Jorge (2025) Portugal approach identifying and characterising its dimensions, and

exploring how the local surf community perceives
its culture.

Kim & Kwon (2020) 11 South Korea Undefined Qualitative Locals and The paper aims to explore the experiences of early
ethnographic communities migrant surfers when constructing their local surfer
approach and identity.
literature review

Martin & Assenov 56 Thailand Surf Tourism Literature review Locals, Provides a Surf Resource Sustainability Index (SRSI)

(2013)

and pilot test of
the framework

stakeholder
collaboration,
governance.

framework to understand surf tourism sites
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Towner & Davies 45 Mentawai, Undefined Literature review Locals and Explores how locals and communities perceive
(2019). Indonesia and case study surf tourism surfing tourism, taking notes of how people talk
about both the positive and negative influences on
their daily lives.
Beaumont & 79 UK Undefined Qualitative Locals and Focuses on a defining concept of modern surfing:
Brown (2016) ethnographic communities localism.
approach
Martin-Gonzélez, 27 Cape Town, Various author definitions A quantitative Locals/Stakeh Surf tourism is used to develop socio-economic
Swart & Luque-Gil South Africa methodology older potential and to attract sustainability-oriented
(2021) collaboration tourists. The objective is to suggest criteria for surf
tourism.
Tower & Orams 55 The Undefined Qualitative Locals/comm A key finding of this study was that operators felt
(2016) Mentawai approach and a unities that surfing tourism had dramatically altered the
Islands, case study traditional Mentawai village of Katiet and was
Indonesia methodology producing adverse socio-cultural impacts on the

utilising semi-
structured
interviews

local community
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Ponting & O’Brien 165 Fiji Undefined Tourism  theory Governance The authors found that a lack of regulation is
(2013) and empirical and compromising the sustainability of Fiji’s surf
research regulations tourism industry
Mach & Ponting 66 USA Undefined Theoretical Governance Aims to facilitate a new approach to surf tourism
(2018) analysis and destination governance (STDG) analysis and open a
regulations new research agenda in surf tourism by merging
normative theory with insights from critical
scholarship
Towner (2018) 74 Mentawai Undefined Literature review Stakeholder Explores different stakeholder collaboration
Islands collaboration perspectives in relation to surf tourism
in relation to
surf tourism
Martin & Assenov 56 Thailand Undefined Qualitative Stakeholders The article both investigates and highlights the
(2014) interviews in surf importance of different stakeholder perspectives
tourism for surf tourism

Table 5 - literature review
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4. Analysis

This analysis is structured around key themes identified from the literature review on surf tourism
within sustainable tourism development. The themes are surf culture, locals' perception, governance
and regulations and stakeholder collaboration, which were consistently highlighted to balance
economic growth, environmental protection and shared benefit in surf destinations (Ponting
&0’Brien, 2014; Martin & Assenov, 2018). The analysis connects theoretical insights with empirical

findings from the interviews.

4.1 Surf culture

The section examines culture as a lens for understanding the development of surf tourism along the
North West Coast, connecting existing surf tourism literature with empirical data. The aim is to clarify
how surf culture, including specific meanings, practices, values, and symbols, shapes the development
of tourism in this context. In surf tourism literature, culture is often understood not just as a lifestyle
but as a type of subculture or expression of local identity; the implementation of sustainable strategies

requires engagement and alignment with the cultural context (Ponting & O’Brien, 2008).

4.1.1 Literature for culture

Culture in relation to surf tourism is, as stated, limited in academia, and no literature seems to provide
a comprehensive analysis of surf culture and the various dimensions of it (Reis, Carneiro & Jorge,
2025). In general, culture is a key aspect of surf tourism, with the fact that individuals travel to
experience cultures in different destinations, and to experience different atmospheres, different
understandings, and different “everyday life” through social interactions, shared beliefs, behaviour
and meanings (Reis, Carneiro & Jorge, 2022; 2025). An important note is that surf culture resonates
with individuals who may or may not be actual surfers, but who identify themselves with surf culture,
and that extends beyond the act of surfing itself, as the culture is both in the ocean and on the beach,

but also in the various social settings (Dolnicar & Fluker, 2003; Reis, 2020).

Culture is considered a key aspect of surf tourism; there is limited research on surf culture, whereas
current research is fragmented and spread across multiple disciplines, in addition to being limited to
a few surf destinations (e.g. Reis, Carneiro & Jorge,2025; Reis & Jorge, 2012). However, there is an
increase in research focus areas about sociocultural studies in relation to surf culture at various
locations, whereas surf tourism has a significant impact both sociocultural and economical (e.g.

Beaumont & Brown, 2015). Andersen (2022) argues that surfing spaces are not only the surfing
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practices and the product of surf-riding, but they are part of numerous other complex processes: the
framing of the practice, the myths, the understandings that are raised and reinforced through the
framings, the politics, the powerful relations and the entrepreneurship that commaodifies for profit. In
addition, Anderson (2022) argues that surfing spaces represent physical geographic places with a
practical orientation, yet they carry undeniable cultural significance. In other words, these spaces are
defined, understood and developed at the intersection of cultural and geographic phenomena (lbid).
Beaumont & Brown (2015) argue that much of surf culture is defined as a lifestyle practice with
informal, sub-cultural practices, interactions, stories, technical knowledge and values. Reis, Carneiro
& Jorge (2025) further argue that the competitiveness of surf destinations arises from a surf cultural
approach, which highlights the importance of understanding the culture, as it enables exploration of
how distinct regional (and national) characteristics and collective community behaviours shape a

unique (local) surf culture.

An important part of surf culture is the social interactions and the ‘collective mood’ (e.g., Sumpter,
2020), which arises from social dynamics, interactions, and the collective behaviour of surfers in the
ocean. This ‘collective mood’ creates a positive, respectful, friendly, and supportive atmosphere that
enhances the overall surfing experience (Reis, Carneiro & Jorge, 2025). Literature highlights
dimensions that contribute to surf culture as freedom (e.g. Reis, 2016), a healthy life (e.g. Segabinazzi,
2011), appreciation and contact with nature (Lemarié, 2022), values that correlate with respect for
the environment and eco-friendliness (e.g., Schifino, 2002), while fun and social interactions are also
of high importance to understand surf culture (e.g. Reis, 2016; Kay Smith, Pinke-Sziva, Berezvai, &
Buczkowska-Gotgbek, 2022; Reis & Jorge, 2012). Surfers represent a distinct group of beach users who
often hold a strong cultural connection to their surf spot and sense of ownership over their surf breaks,
viewing them as valuable natural and cultural resources (ASBPA, 2011). Figure 1 illustrates the key
surf culture themes, and the section afterwards will provide a short understanding of the key aspects

mentioned:
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Knowlegde

Surf
Culture

Themes

Figure 1 - Surf Culture Themes (inspiration from Reis, Carneiro and Jorge (2022; 2025) and Reis and

Jorge (2012))

Research prior has shown that individuals who resonate with surfing usually hold some knowledge in
the areas of technical surfing, general culture, surf culture and knowledge of norms and rules (Reis,
Carneiro & Jorge,2025). In addition, research shows that individuals are aware and have respect for
the locals, respect for the rules and respect for elders (ibid). Literature highlights specific behaviours
in surf culture, namely the relaxed and eco-friendly lifestyle (e.g. Scheske et al., 2019; Reis & Jorge,
2012). Reis, Carneiro & Jorge (2025) raise ten behavioural dimensions: Relaxed, eco-friendly, simple,
healthy, respectful, discovery, detached, surf travel, daring and alternative. Nevertheless, Langseth
and Vyff's (2021) study shows that 84% of surfers self-identify as environmentally conscious; however,
there is a documented attitude-action gap: surfers travel frequently, creating high CO2 emissions. The
literature in surf tourism identifies symbols of surf culture as a key aspect. Those symbols cover a
range of artefacts such as surfboards, surf wear, and the use of foreign expressions such as “hang-
loose”, “stoked” or “kook” (e.g. Johnson, 2021). The language is central to understanding the
symbolism, as two categories of language are identified: informal and technical (e.g. Reis, Carneiro &
Jorge, 2025). The language is, on one hand, characterised by being simple, popular, informal and

relaxed, and on the other hand, by using specific terms with a specialised vocabulary (ibid).

Beliefs are an important dimension for surf culture, as it is related to spirituality, having an open mind,

and a deep reverence for nature, from core beliefs in surf culture (ibid). Simply put, surfers do not
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hold a traditional religious framework, but instead an ecological ethos, where environmental
consciousness is at the centre (Kampion, 2003; Warshaw, 2003; Ford and Brown, 2006; Hill and
Abbott, 2009a; Laderman, 2015). Finally, values are an identified dimension to better understand surf
tourism, such as freedom, environmental protection, enjoying life, health, helping others, and

daring/courage are common values (Reis, Carneiro & Jorge, 2025).

4.1.2 Empirical data for Culture

The growing research focus on sociocultural dimensions of surf tourism (e.g. Beaumont & Brown,
2015) is reflected in the empirical data, where both Alexander and Kasper highlight how surf culture

has expanded and become more visible over the past 10-15 years. As expressed by Alexander:

“[...], within the last 10, maybe 15 years, the whole surf culture has been quiet, what you can say, like
relevant to many people and now this area is being perceived as a surf destination in itself. [...], and
also in general, you see the surf culture and the sport around surfing developing a lot within the last
10 to 20 years, so there are just simply more surfers around the world, including Denmark, Germany,

Sweden, Norway, etc.” (Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1, p. 13, Il 359 - 362, I 368-370)

This indicates that surf culture is not static but evolving, contributing to the positioning of the North-
West Coast as an emerging surf destination. Kasper further reflects on this development through his
own experiences abroad, emphasising how surf culture has shifted from a previously “loose” and less
structured lifestyle towards a more conscious and value-driven way of living. He describes a growing

awareness related to consumption and lifestyle choices:

“[...], | saw the surf culture around the world and how big it is compared to where we are in
Scandinavia, and | came home with the feeling, like, okay, | found out that there are 400 million surfers
worldwide, and there are only 18 million handball players. But in Denmark, handball is the thing, [...],
I could tell that the surf culture is not what it used to be, where it's very loose, and people are maybe
smoking joints and don't give a shit about anything [...], to have a mindset about how to live and what

to buy and not to buy and all that stuff.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p.27, Il 785 -793 )

This shift aligns with Reis, Carneiro & Jorge (2025), who identify values such as environmental concern,

healthy living, and mindful lifestyles as central dimensions of contemporary surf culture.

Importantly, surf culture extends beyond active surfers and includes a broader group of visitors who
identify with its lifestyle and values (Dolnicar & Fluker, 2003; Reis, 2020). This is also evident in the

empirical data, where Alexander explains that visitors to the North-West Coast are not necessarily
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“hardcore” surfers, but rather tourists seeking outdoor experiences with surfing as part of their

holiday:

“[...], so kind of more normal tourists, but after this whole surfing culture has been developing, you
would see surf schools in all the different cities around the coast, [...], it is not necessarily surfers in
itself, but it is people who are more into outdoor, and they also want to have surfing as part of their
holiday. So | don’t see booming tourism for mainly surfers, because if you’re a hardcore surfer, you
would probably go to Portugal or Spain, [...]. But if you are a family with two kids, and you know, mom
and dad, [...], and have surfing as part of the holiday, this is a wonderful place, [...]. They want to have
surfing as an activity in the holiday, and are not planning a surf holiday”. (Alexander, 2026, Appendix,

2.1, p.14, Il 381- 395).

This suggests that surf culture functions as a broader lifestyle and tourism attraction, contributing to

destination development beyond niche surf tourism.

A central dimension of this culture is its strong connection to environmental values. Literature
highlights eco-friendliness and respect for nature as core elements of surf culture (e.g. Lemarié, 2022;

Schifino, 2002; Reis, Carneiro & Jorge, 2022). This is clearly reflected in Alexander’s reflection:

“Yeah, that's the cool thing about surfers, because the surfing culture is rooted in nature and respects
the ocean. So that's why Surfing has so many great values. So most people who are truly surfers share
a common respect and admiration for nature, and especially the oceans. And | think that's part of the
reason why Surfing has increasingly experienced popularity, both for people who wanted to become
surfers, but also just as a kind of trending theme, because it has some nice values that other sports
don’t have. Yeah, so that's why | think tourism, where surfing is a big part of that, is at least a more

sustainable tourism than if it weren’t for that” (Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1, p.80, Il 631 - 638)

Similarly, Mads reflects his relationship to nature:
“I love the ocean, and I've been here since | was a small boy, and | always enjoyed being at the ocean.
Also, the thing that nature just lets you play in it. When it's their turf, it's not your turf, so you have to

accept if it's good weather or bad weather. “ (Mads, 2026)

Here, surf culture is framed as inherently linked to sustainability-oriented values, which also
contributes to its increasing popularity. This supports the idea that cultural values can shape

perceptions of surf tourism as a more sustainable form of tourism.
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These values are integrated into everyday practices and business approaches. Alexander highlights a
preference for nature-based experiences over large-scale development, as well as a desire to protect

natural environments:

“The focus is on nature and in respect for nature, so big hotels and, you know, big, fancy, whatever you
can build, it's not really something that resonates with me. So | would prefer to go travelling. | prefer
to be around nature. So, when I'm here in Thy, that’s why I'm here. That's because of nature, the ocean,
the coastline, the forest and so on, yeah, | would hope, or what you can say, as | would work for that,
that nature thrives. You know that we don't fuck around with nature. Yeah? “ (Alexander, 2026,

Appendix 2.1, p.21 11 602 - 608)

This reflects the ecological consciousness identified by Reis, Carneiro & Jorge (2025), where
environmental protection and a simple, nature-oriented lifestyle are central. Furthermore, this value
system translates into concrete practices, where personal passion for surfing is directly linked to

environmental responsibility and business decisions:

“We have a focus on prioritising your passion, and our passion is surfing. So if your passion is surfing,
then you also want to protect surfing, because it's so valuable to you. So in that sense, you don't go
and throw garbage and other shit in nature, and in the water, you actually do quite the opposite. You
take garbage when you see somebody else has done it, or if it lands on the shore, just as an example,
as well as you want to, you want to protect what you love. So | think that said, that's quite powerful
and not to focus on just generating a lot of money and a lot of wealth and then spending it. So that's
not our focus. It's quite the opposite. It’s about maximising your quality of life. And that, | think, nature
has a big part in it. Besides that, in my company, where we do ice cream and sodas, we use local organic
products. | think that's also quite good sustainability-wise. “(Alexander, 2026, appendix 2.1, p.21, I 614
-623)

This illustrates how surf culture can shape both individual behaviour and business practices,
reinforcing its role as a driver of environmentally oriented tourism development. Finally, surf culture

is also integrated within local social structures and community dynamics. As Kasper explains:

“When it comes down to small local societies all around Denmark, everything gets so local, and | think

if you go into small cities, you always could see the story about, there's a family who's running a lot in
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the cities, because they've been here, and it's going through generations, and people married to each

other.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 36, Il 1078 - 1081)

This highlights how surf tourism operates within tightly knit local communities, where long-standing
social relations and local actors play a significant role. This aligns with Beaumont and Brown (2015),
who describe surf culture as deeply rooted in social interactions and community-based practices. Such
local embeddedness may influence how surf tourism develops, including who participates in and
benefits from it. Simply put, sustainable development isn’t just about eco-friendly products, but it is

constrained by local politics, history and community acceptance.

To sum up, surf culture serves as a lens for understanding surf tourism development on Denmark’s
North West Coast. Both literature and empirical data show that it extends beyond surfing as an
activity. Surf culture influences not only visitor motivations but also business practices and local
development; particular emphasis is on nature, sustainability and quality of life. Tourism development
is shaped by existing community dynamics, traditions and informal power structures. In relation to the
research question, this suggests that effective and sustainable surf tourism development depends on
the ability of DMOs to recognise, understand and work with surf culture as a locally interconnecting

dynamic rather than treating it solely as a marketing tourism product.

4.2 Local Perceptions

The section examines local perceptions of surf tourism by combining relevant literature with empirical
findings from the interviews. It focuses on how surf tourism affects community, attitude, belongings,
conflict, and acceptance, as well as how residents and businesses respond to tourism development.
Simply put, this section identifies how surf tourism development is perceived locally, as this directly

affects the implementation of developed strategies by VisitNordvestkystren.

4.2 1. Literature for Local Perception

Local perspectives are an important aspect for understanding surf tourism, as ‘localism’ is one of the
defining concepts of modern surfing and is seen by some as ‘the dark side of surfing’ (e.g. Beamount
& Brown, 2014; Olivier, 2010). Despite the importance of understanding locals within areas of surf
tourism, little is known about it, as it remains a relatively under-explored agenda in academic research
(Beamount & Brown, 2014). Beaumont and Brown (2014) argue that a central academic definition of
locals is found in Bennett's (2004) work, who argued that being a local means belonging to a particular
beach or area of coastline where you were either born or have lived for some accepted period of time.

Localism is simply a preference for what is local, and may be expressed through ideas, customs,
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attitudes and behaviours of the surfers in your local area (Bennett, 2004; p 346). Furthermore, Bennett
(2004) defines ‘heavy localism’ as excessive territorial behaviour that typically involves threats or
intimidation towards newcomers, though more rarely can involve physical assault or property damage

(Bennett, 2004, p 348).

The literature also suggests that the impact on locals in relation to surf tourism is complex. On one
hand, literature argues that surf tourism produces negative socio-cultural impacts and that the current
tourism management is unsustainable (e.g. Buckley, 2002; Ponting, McDonald, & Wearing, 2005). Said
in other words, surf tourism can exploit local workforces, displace local communities (e.g. Mowforth
& Munt, 2009) and even generate conflicts over local resources (Mbaiwa & Darkoh, 2009). On the
other hand, literature argues (e.g. Ntloko & Swart, 2008; Ponting & O’Brien, 2014) that increased
income supports local communities and Towner & Orams (2016) found that surf tourism positively
raises environmental awareness among local communities. Sustainability practices can significantly
reshape how tourism destinations are perceived both locally and externally. As Saarinen (2004)
argues, destinations are not fixed but are continuously socially constructed through environmental,
economic and symbolic change. The literature presents two opposing views on surf tourism’s impact

on locals, shaping how destinations are perceived both locally and externally.

Chen, Ryan and Zhang (2021) examine how tourism development influences place attachment across
different generations of residents. The study found that while all generations shared an emotional
attachment to a place, older residents tended to demonstrate stronger historical and community-
based connections due to long-term residence and memories experienced (Chen, Ryan & Zhang,
2021). Rassport, Ontario, Lemelin et al. (2015) found that long-term locals were often more sceptical
of tourism development due to previous experiences with regional planning, whereas newcomers
tended to be more supportive because they were less familiar with the historical context (Lemelin et
al., 2015). The research shows that older residents often interpret tourism-related transformation
through a lens of continuity and loss. This means that changes associated with tourism growth, such
as commercial development, population turnover, and shifts in local identity, may generate greater

concern among older generations compared to newer residents (Chen, Ryan & Zhang, 2021).

Stewart and Draper (2007, p.7) emphasise that it is both critical and important to understand local
perspectives to maximise positive and minimise negative outcomes, as well as ensuring both longevity
and sustainability of tourism developments. Similarly, Towner & Orams (2016) argue that sustainable

tourism depends on local and community benefits, long-term thinking and environmental protection.
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Building on this, Martin and Assenov (2015) highlight both the values and vulnerability of surf
destinations and stress the importance of management tools such as the Surf Resource Sustainability
Index (SRSI) in supporting effective governance. The Surf Resource Sustainability Index (SRSI) is a
management tool designed to assess and support sustainable governance of surf destinations
(Martens, 2020). It represents a practical framework VisitNordvestkysten could use to assess whether
small surf firms” practices align with sustainability goals, identify gaps between strategic ambitions

and local realities and strengthen strategy (lbid)

Overall, these studies suggest that collaborative planning among stakeholders is essential to sustain
surf destinations' integrity and ensure long-term benefit for both local communities and tourism
(Martin & Assenov, 2015). In this context, a sustainability management system tailored to surf tourism
depends on the active involvement of local communities, as the long-term success of such operations
is shaped not only by the quality of surf resources but also by maintaining respectful and mutually

beneficial relationships with local stakeholders (Ponting & O’Brien, 2014, 2015; Towner, 2016).

Mach (2021) highlights a complex relationship between local communities and surf tourism,
particularly showing how surf crowding can be perceived as a threat to residents’ quality of life and
cultural values. This tension became more visible during the COVID-19 pandemic, when local access
to surf resources was temporarily prioritised over tourism flows (Lemarié & Usher, 2026). Mach (2021)
further notes that governance approaches often prioritise tourism growth over effective management
of environmental and social pressures. As a result, residents have expressed support for strategies
that limit excessive growth in order to maintain local well-being and environmental quality. The study
also suggests that sustainable surf tourism requires a shift away from volume-driven development
towards approaches that recognise ecological and social carrying capacities. Overall, Mach’s (2021)
case study illustrates a sustainability paradox in which environmental conditions improved during the
pandemic while local economic conditions declined, reinforcing the need for a more balanced and

resilient approach to surf tourism governance.

Tourism research increasingly suggests that sustainable tourism depends on the responsibility of all
actors involved, including residents, tourism businesses, DMOs, governments, investors and
intermediaries such as tourism operators (Eichelberger et al., 2021). Responsible behaviour refers to
the actions of individuals and actors that contribute to the implementation of sustainable tourism,
rather than only focusing on the more abstract concept of responsible tourism (Mathew & Steejesh,
2017; Mihalic, 2016; Mihalic et al., 2021). Simply put, sustainable tourism is the long-term goals and
vision for the destination set by VisitNordvestkysten, and responsible tourism is the process/actions;

it is individual accountability and daily choices (Garcia-Rosell, 2021). From the perspective of local
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perceptions, this means that tourism is more likely to be accepted when actors behave in ways that
are seen as respectful, cooperative, and beneficial to the destination, rather than disruptive (Saarinen,

2021).

4.2.2. Empirical data for Local Perceptions

The empirical data reflect the complexity of local perspectives identified in the literature,
demonstrating that perceptions of surf tourism are neither uniform nor static within coastal
communities. While localism has been described as a defining yet potentially conflictual aspect of surf
tourism (Beaumont & Brown, 2014; Olivier, 2010), the findings show both acceptance and resistance,

often shaped by lived experiences, generational differences, and perceived benefits.

On the one hand, Alexander describes predominantly positive local reactions to surf tourism
development in Thy, particularly for its contribution to economic activity and community vitality. He
highlights that increased tourism has generated employment opportunities and promoted local

industries:

“I've heard stories about conflicts between surfers and the local people that were here before us, but
in my experience, | think | haven't met any people that doesn't think like the area and the people
moving here have changed it in a worse way; actually, the total opposite, the people | talk to. And I've
been here for 10 years, and I've been quite a lot in contact with the local people in Vorupgr, especially
through my work; they are actually quite happy that Surfing has been booming here in terms of both
tourism and also in terms of people moving here. Because overall it means like an activity. It means
increased economic activities, and that's beneficial, | guess, for all the local people as well. So most of
the local people that have been here for a long time- not, maybe not most of them, but a lot of them-
they are. They have jobs within the tourism sector. They probably have jobs as carpenters or other
labourers. And when you have more people coming in and moving here, buying houses, they need to
be renovated; it's good for everyone. So from my perspective, by far the most response to people
moving here, especially surfers is, for sure, positive but, | also have to be honest to say that some,
especially the older people might think that, it has some disadvantages, not from the people that | talk
to, but yeah, so for example, there's a fact that the house prices are rising.” (Alexander, 2026, Appendix

2.1, p. 15, 11423 - 439)

This supports literature suggesting that tourism can generate positive socio-economic outcomes for
local communities (e.g. Ntloko & Swart, 2008; Ponting & O’Brien, 2014). At the same time, Alexander
acknowledges emerging concerns, particularly related to rising house prices and potential

disadvantages for certain groups, especially older residents. This reflects how tourism development
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can simultaneously generate benefits and pressures, aligning with research highlighting the dual

nature of surf tourism impacts (Buckley, 2002; Ponting, McDonald, & Wearing, 2005).

Importantly, these differing perceptions appear to be partly shaped by generational dynamics. As
identified by Chen, Ryan and Zhang (2021) and Lemelin et al. (2015), long-term residents often hold
stronger place attachment and may be more sceptical towards change. This is evident in both
Alexander’s and Kasper’s reflections, where older residents are perceived as more resistant to new

developments and cultural shifts:

“And that's also what | see here. | see all the young people, all the family who move here. It's only like
the elderly people that I'm having these conflicts with, that's been here for their life, and it's not many,
but the few are also enough, if the network is good enough. So for now, there's always two sides going

on.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 42, I 1281 -1284)

In contrast to Alexander’s largely positive experience, Kasper provides a more conflict-oriented
perspective, illustrating how localism can manifest in exclusionary practices and power struggles over
space and resources. He describes prolonged conflicts with local actors, particularly established

stakeholders:

“There was a fisherman who just hated us. He tried to get all our facilities for an oil tank. And, you
know, whatever. But they all ended up being, you know, just agreed with each other that, you know,
we shouldn't get what we needed and what we've been fighting for a decade. Yeah, and at the end, |
really just saw myself getting beaten like, Okay, | don't know what's going to happen now. [...], So, |
mean, that's actually my next biggest question for myself is that, if it's not going to change, and if |
always will need to be in a fight. And because they're running the whole area down there, I'm not sure
if I can, because it’s not where | belong, [...], | belong at the sea. And that's where it all started. That's

the heart of the business.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix, 2.2, p. 35 11 1069 - 1176)

This can be interpreted through Bennett’s (2004) concept of “heavy localism,” where newcomers are
perceived as threats, particularly when they challenge existing power structures or achieve economic
success. Kasper further reflects on a “nulsumspil” mindset, where local actors perceive new businesses

as reducing their own share of resources:

“And then she told me about this, something called in Danish “nulsumspil”. It means when you go into
a society like here, people who have been here their whole life, they don't understand that when you
say two plus two, it makes five. They see me coming into a place where there is 100% already. And if
you come and do what we've done, they think that we take 50% from them...” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix
2.2,p.36,111099 - 1103)
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Such dynamics align with literature suggesting that tourism development may generate conflicts over
resources and local identity (Mbaiwa & Darkoh, 2009; Mach, 2021). They also illustrate how surf
tourism can disrupt existing social and economic balances within small communities. At the same time,
both empirical reflections highlight that local acceptance is not only determined by the presence of
tourism, but by how actors behave within the community. As Saarinen (2021) and Mihalic (2016)
argue, tourism is more likely to be supported when it is perceived as respectful and beneficial. This is
reflected in Alexander’s emphasis on openness:

“If you have a local community that's not open-minded towards new people, yeah, it's really hard for
them to integrate, and that could be a factor for newcomers saying, Okay, | don't want to be here.”

(Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1, p. 23, Il 671 - 673)

Similarly, Kasper actively seeks to position his business as a responsible and locally integrated actor.
His focus on “mangfoldighed” (diversity), minimising disturbance, and maintaining goodwill reflects

an effort to align business practices with local expectations:

“We wanted to be mangfoldighed (diversity) for everybody, and also we have a mantra “ungdvendig
larm”, so we don't want to make unnecessary noise. And that means that we could put four water
scooters, jet skis in the water and rent them out, but all the white beach houses that we are part of
and which are local people, but we don’t do that because that would put us in a bad situation. We are
always working with goodwill, always, and that's also what we do in the summer. We try to be there

for everybody. “ (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 38, 1l-1163 -1168)

His decision not to introduce potentially disruptive activities, such as jet skis, illustrates how
considerations of social acceptance and long-term relationships can outweigh short-term economic
gains. This aligns with responsible behaviour literature, which emphasises that sustainable tourism
depends on everyday practices and interactions among actors (Mathew & Steejesh, 2017; Mihalic et
al., 2021). Beyond conflict and acceptance, the empirical data also reveal how surf tourism contributes
to broader transformations in local economies and visitor profiles. Kasper highlights a shift towards

more quality-conscious tourists and changing consumption patterns:

“I mean, the consumers are, for me, very quality-driven. In Lgkken, something needed to happen,
because there have been too many years where it's just tourist shops, business owners who do bad
food, because they knew that the tourists would come, and they would come and eat anyway, or buy
some stupid stuff. And then all the customers we have had are also the people who were here when

they were young, partying. And now they are coming back with kids; they are coming from Aarhus or
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Aalborg or Copenhagen, and they want quality. They want good coffee and good food, and they're
demanding that.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 28, Il 838 - 844)

This reflects how tourism development can reshape local economies and identities, supporting
findings that surf tourism can generate both economic opportunities and sociocultural change (Ntloko
& Swart, 2008; Ponting & O’Brien, 2014). Along similar lines, Mads reflected on how sustainability
practices helped redefine how Hirtshals is perceived both locally and externally. This highlights the
literature on place branding and tourism-led identity change by Saarinen (2004), which suggests that
sustainability initiatives cannot only improve environmental performance but also reshape how a

destination is understood and valued by residents and visitors.

“The thing is that by working with sustainability and also the brand that | have for my company here,
it is actually how Hirtshals looks at itself; we haven't had a really nice reputation from older days. It
smells of money, and there's a lot of drunk Norwegians we have, like people getting beaten up because
you're just from this city, not far from here, and all that takes a lot of time to, like, reevaluate, and now
people are actually starting to say, we're proud of being from here. And we actually, we have this
beautiful nature, and we are proud to be from this part.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix 2.4, p.70, Il 2151 -
2156)

Similarly, as Kasper talked about how surf tourism transformed Lgkken from a party city to a more
family-oriented destination, Mads reflected on the transformation of Hirtshals from an industrial city

with a bad reputation to a city that people are proud to come from:

“It was a rough, rough community and rough culture down here, rough families and tragic stories with
a lot of families. And for me, it's the most important thing is actually young people here, they grew up
in the city they can be proud of, and they want to, maybe they want to move away from here, but they
can still say, we grow up in the most fantastic place, and we maybe we want to come back or we want
to inspire others to go there instead of my entire generation, they flew from here. | think we were two
guys in an entire group of young people who stayed here, and all the others, they went away from

here.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix, 2.4, p. 77, Il 2338 - 2343)

At the governance level, these tensions underline the importance of mediation and inclusive planning.
As Peter explains, VisitNordvestkysten seeks to foster “feellesskab” by creating space for multiple

perspectives:
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“So we have a strategy where the vision is to create a unity that can deal with the issues at hand at all
times. We call it “faellesskab” (community). That is our approach, to not have to all agree, but we have

to make room for everybody to be heard.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix 2.3., p. 54, Il 1645 - 1647)

This aligns with Stewart and Draper (2007), and Martin and Assenov (2015), who emphasise that
understanding and integrating local perspectives is essential for achieving sustainable and balanced

tourism development.

Overall, the findings show that local perceptions of surf tourism along Denmark’s North West Coast
are fragmented, dynamic and closely shaped by individual experiences as well as generational
differences. Both the literature and empirical findings point to a sustainability paradox. On one hand,
surf tourism generates significant socio-economic benefits, including regional in-migration, supporting
local businesses (Alexander, 2026). On the other hand, it also creates tensions between newcomers
and older residents. These tensions are influenced by increasing housing prices and competition over
resources, often driven by established stakeholders who adopt defensive localism or a “nulsumspil”

perspective (Kasper, 2026).

From a strategic perspective, the findings highlight a clear gap between VisitNordvestkysten’s
ambition of “faellesskab” (community-focused strategy) and the complex realities at the local level.
While the DMO emphasises stakeholder collaboration in its strategy, it currently lacks practical tools
for managing ongoing conflicts, capacity challenges, and imbalances of power. Ultimately, the long-
term success of the 2024-2026 strategy will depend on moving beyond a primarily growth-focused
approach toward a more collaborative co-governance model that actively protects local well-being

and respects social acceptance limits.

4.3 Governance and Regulations

This section analyses governance and regulation as a lens for understanding how
VisitNordvetskysten’s 2024-2026 sustainability ambitions are translated and enforced by institutional
rules and multilevel structures on the North West Coast. The analysis connects the existing literature
and the empirical findings, with a specific focus on how rules and institutional frameworks shape,
enable or hinder the implementation of environmental and social sustainability practices in small surf

firms.
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4.3.1. Literature on Governance and Regulations

Governance plays a central role in guiding sustainable development processes through the interplay
of rules, stakeholder engagement, and coordinated processes aimed at achieving shared objectives.
However, governance remains a complex concept, shifting from hierarchical state authority toward
distributed responsibility across state, market, and civil society actors (Kemp & Martens, 2007). In this
context, sustainable development challenges are fundamentally governance issues, requiring clear
frameworks to avoid stakeholder miscommunication and misalignment between strategies and

implementation tools (van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 2008).

Despite this shift towards multi-actor governance, Bramwell (2011) notes that the state often remains
a central actor in governance due to its capacity to represent collective interests and ensure political
accountability, while alternative governance models risk promoting selective decision-making and
suffering from reduced transparency and accountability (Yuksel, Bramwell & Yuksel, 2005).
Understanding these governance challenges is essential to identifying effective strategies for

developing effective solutions.

Governance approaches must also reflect different understandings of sustainable development,
particularly between ecological and more context-specific perspectives, which require tailored
strategies (van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 2008). In tourism, governance has evolved to multi-actor networks
where public/private roles overlap (Swyngedouw, 2005). These governance dynamics are particularly
visible in surf tourism, where managing the balance between visitor demand, environmental
protection and local community interests requires structural regulatory approaches (Ponting &
O’Brien, 2014; Porter, Orams & Liick, 2015). For example, in Papua New Guinea, the Surfing
Association of Papua New Guinea (SAPNG) has developed surf management plans that promote
sustainable tourism by empowering local communities, promoting more benefit distribution and
regulating access to surf resources (O’Brien & Ponting, 2013). This illustrates how governance in surf
tourism can establish institutional arrangements that reduce conflicts, protect the environment, and
align tourism growth with sustainability objectives (Martin & Assenov, 2013; Ponting & McDonald,
2014).

In Denmark, tourism governance reflects a similar multi-level structure. National responsibility has
shifted between ministries, from the Ministry of Industry, Business and Financial Affairs to the Ministry
of Urban, Rural, and Ecclesiastical Affairs (OECD, 2024). VisitDenmark handles international marketing,
research, and trends, working alongside organisations such as Danish Coastal and Nature Tourism,

MeetDenmark, and Wonderful Copenhagen. At the regional level, 19 destination management
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organisations (DMOs) coordinate local business development and support business competitiveness

(OECD,2024). Table 6 illustrates this governance framework.

National level - .
Ministry of Industry, Business and

Financial Affairs

[ Danish Tourism Advisory H Danish National Tourism Forum ]

Board
I | X | B 1
. Danish Coastal and Wonderful Copenhagen [ J
L (DO J { Nature Tourism ] [(Danish Metropolitan Tourism)J iU

Decentralised level

[ 19 Local Destination Management Organisations }

Table 6 - Organisational chart of tourism bodies in Denmark (OECD, 2024)

Denmark has a long-standing tradition of protecting its coastline through laws and planning policies
that generally prohibit, or at least strongly limit, development within 300 metres of the coastal zone
(Andersen, Blichfeldt and Liburd, 2016). However, in 2014, the Danish government adopted a more
market-oriented approach and opened the coastal zone to tourism development (Danish Business
Authority, 2014). As part of this shift, a pilot scheme was introduced, allowing municipalities and
tourism stakeholders to apply for exemptions from coastal protection rules to pursue new

development projects along the coast (Andersen, Blichfeldt and Liburd, 2016).

Yet despite this policy liberation, governance literature consistently highlights major limitations in
translating such reforms into effective, sustainable tourism practice, particularly regarding small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Bramwell and Lane, 2011). Top-down approaches often fail to
reflect the operational realities of small tourism businesses. Bramwell and Lane (2011) criticise
hierarchical governance models in which destination management organisations (DMOs) develop
ambitious sustainability strategies without engaging small businesses, resulting in policies that do not
align with everyday operational limits such as limited financial resources and staffing capacity. This
misalignment is further reflected in weak monitoring systems, in which strategies often lack clear
indicators or reporting tools for SMEs, allowing implementation gaps to persist without effective SME

adaptation and innovation (Bramwell, 2011).

One such adaptation challenge is seasonality, which Butler (1998; 2001) identifies as product
diversification and the development of off-peak offerings as key strategies for lengthening the tourism

season and spreading economic benefits beyond narrow peak periods (Butler, 1998; Butler, 2001). In
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surf tourism, extending seasonality through winter programmes, skills workshops, or complementary
coastal activities depends not only on business initiative but on supportive governance and regulatory
frameworks that promote sustainable development through public funding, adaptive regulation,
targeted DMO marketing, and infrastructure investment, which allow businesses to innovate and
expand year-round products/services (Butler, 2001). Managing seasonality in surf destinations
presents both business and governance challenges. While some scholars have questioned the
continued relevance of destination management organisations (DMOs), suggesting their decline
(Dredge, 2016), others highlight their capacity to adapt and remain important within evolving
governance structures (Corak & Zivoder, 2017; Hall & Veer, 2016; Munar, 2016). However, their ability
to do so is frequently constrained by institutional dependence on public authorities, limited financial
autonomy, and restricted legal authority (Hammershgy and Grauslund, 2024). This creates a gap
between what DMOs are expected to deliver and what they are structurally able to control (Bono i
Gispert et al., 2023). Bono i Gispert et al. (2023) show that the internalisation of governance practices
is shaped by aspects like organisational autonomy, leadership capacity, and limited dependency on
shifting political cycles. In the absence of these conditions, DMOs may find it difficult to maintain a

consistent and long-term stewardship role (Ibid).

To address this complexity, DMOs have adopted a range of governance arrangements, from purely
public authorities to collaborative partnerships between the public and private sectors. Regardless of
their structure, most DMOs function as nonprofit organisations, and therefore they face similar

political and resource limitations as those typically found in the public sector (Pike, 2004).

In terms of financial resources, the national tourism organisations received a combined base funding
of DKK 218.7 million in 2024. The largest share was allocated to VisitDenmark, followed by funding for
the national tourism development organisations and Wonderful Copenhagen. In addition, the Danish
government has proposed an extra DKK 100 million for tourism development between 2024 and 2027,
distributed evenly across the period. Beyond this, tourism actors can apply for additional funding

through various grant schemes (OECD, 2024).

Certification has been used since the 1980s as a governance instrument to address tourism’s
environmental and social impacts (Melo & Wolf, 2005). Within sustainable tourism development,
these certifications function as regulatory tools that guide and standardise business practices based
on the three dimensions of sustainability: people, planet, and profit (Esparon et al., 2014). By
establishing and verifying sustainability standards, certification enables governance actors to
encourage responsible tourism practices while also enabling consumers to support businesses that

align with broader sustainability goals (O’Brien & Ponting, 2018). Specifically for the surf tourism
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sector, STOKE Certification was developed. This certification highlights the importance of surf resort
staff engaging with local communities and sharing insight into the environmental and cultural context
with guests (O’Brien & Ponting, 2018). This helps communicate sustainability in a way that feels
genuine and meaningful and shapes how surf tourism businesses operate within the destination.
Ultimately, a central advantage of sustainability certification for surf tourism businesses lies in
safeguarding the natural and social resources that their business depends on (Karlsson & Dolnicar,
2016). By guiding how surf firms engage with local communities and manage sustainability, they

contribute to broader governance objectives (O’Brien & Ponting, 2018).

4.3.2. Empirical data on Governance and Regulations

The empirical findings reflect several of the governance challenges identified in the literature,
particularly the gap between strategic ambitions and practical implementation at the local level. While
governance frameworks position DMOs as coordinators of sustainable tourism development, their
actual influence on small tourism businesses appears limited. As highlighted by Hammershgy and
Grauslund (2024) and Bono i Gispert et al. (2023), DMOs often lack the authority and operational

capacity to directly enforce or implement sustainability practices.

This governance limitation is clearly reflected in Alexander’s experience, where collaboration with

public actors is described as inconsistent and primarily responsive:

“And the collaboration with the local municipality, | would say, good and bad for most of the time, it's
not really existing because we just do our own thing. It's not like they are knocking on the door and
saying, " Hey, what can we help with? But whenever we reach out to them, they actually are quite

positive. (Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1,p. 17, Il 490 - 493)

This suggests that governance operates more as a passive support structure rather than an active
driver of sustainable development. It aligns with Bramwell’s (2011) critique that governance
frameworks often fail to translate strategic goals into concrete support mechanisms for SMEs,

resulting in an implementation gap.

A similar pattern emerges in relation to VisitNordvestkysten. While Alexander is familiar with the
organisation through informal and voluntary networks, this engagement does not extend to his

business operations:

“So, yeah, okay, in terms of my company and me, we don't have a collaboration with them, but a little
bit, | know the people. They're really nice, but | also do work during my free time and volunteer in

“forretning” like a union that's the local tourism, like a local office in Thy, and with them, we have a
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collaboration with VisitNordvestkysten, so | totally know the people, and | have a collaboration. But
that's not within Surf&Work; that’s with other volunteers, work | do on the side.” (Alexander, 2026,

Appendix, 2.1, p. 19, Il 543 - 548)

This indicates that sustainability governance may remain disconnected from everyday business
practices, supporting van Zeijl-Rozema et al.’s (2008) argument that misalignment occurs when

governance exists more at a strategic or communicative level than as an operational framework.

In the absence of strong formal governance mechanisms, sustainability practices among surf firms

appear to be largely self-governed and value-driven. As Alexander explains:

“Our passion is surfing. So, if your passion is surfing, then you also want to protect surfing, because it's
so valuable to you. So in that sense, you don't go and throw garbage and other shit in nature, and in
the water, you do quite the opposite. You take garbage when you see somebody else has done it, or if
it lands on the shore, just as an example, as well as you want to, you want to protect what you love.
So, I think that said, that's quite powerful and not to focus on just generating a lot of money and a lot
of wealth and then spending it. So that's not our focus. It's quite the opposite. It’s about maximising
your quality of life. And that, | think, plays a big part in it. Besides that, in my company, where we do
ice cream and sodas, we use local organic products. | think that's also quite good sustainability-wise.”

(Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1, p. 21, Il 614 - 623)

This reflects Kemp and Martens’ (2007) view of governance as distributed across actors, where
responsibility for sustainability is not solely state-driven but embedded in individual and business
practices. However, while such value-based governance supports environmental awareness, it also

raises questions about consistency and accountability across the destination.

At the same time, the findings highlight that governance effectiveness is not only shaped by formal
institutions but also by local cultural and social dynamics. Alexander emphasises the importance of

openness to new ideas and entrepreneurial initiatives:

“That's why it's very, very important if you have an area, and then people come into that area with a
fresh mindset and new creative ideas that you don't say no, we can't do that, because we have been
doing this for so many years, and this works. So, then you can just continue doing what you've been
doing for the last 20 years. If you have communities, like smaller communities that have a more open-
minded approach to newcomers, this is where the innovation happens. This is where the uniqueness
and the community flourish. So there are a lot of examples, especially of people from the older

generation. It could also be people who maybe have had a big land pool, like a farm, or they have had,
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you know, businesses. This is just the way we've been doing it for many, many years. Why should we
change that? So if you have that attitude, then probably not too many new things are going to

happen.” (Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1, p.24, Il 691 - 701)

This supports van Zeijl-Rozema et al. (2008), who argue that governance approaches must be context-
sensitive and adaptive. It also aligns with broader governance perspectives that emphasise the
importance of local networks and collaboration in enabling sustainable development (Milne &

Ateljevic, 2001).

In contrast to these structural limitations, Kasper’s experience illustrates how governance can also
enable sustainable development when concrete instruments are in place. Through public funding

schemes, he was able to develop off-season products and reduce seasonality:

“We got 200,000 Danish crowns in a total budget of 400, and then, it's from a fund that supports small
businesses along the coastline or in the district area. This started off being for farmers and stuff, but
now you can apply for it if you are an outdoor business; it's more like if you have a good idea that you
haven't seen before in the cities. So, a new concept, like a cafe with surfing, | know here there's a cafe
that's got support, because they added a running club to the cafe. We did it with the winter wellness,
outdoor wellness thing, and then we could do the hot tub weekends, for groups, combined with surfing
and wetsuits for winter. So it's just going from being a summer thing to all winter.” (Kasper, 2026,

Appendix 2.2, p. 27, 11 809 - 817)

This reflects Butler’s (2001) argument that addressing seasonality requires supportive governance
frameworks, including funding and innovation support. It also demonstrates alignment between

sustainability ambitions and implementation tools, as described in OECD (2024).

However, Kasper’s broader experience also reveals significant governance barriers. His prolonged
negotiations with local authorities and rising rental costs illustrate how regulatory and institutional

structures can constrain business development:

“And what happened in the end was that while | was asking for the square meters and the facilities,
they ended up giving us a price on the rooms that's higher than on the best shopping street in Aarhus,
and it was just a pistol at our head, because they knew that we wanted the café so badly. | ended up
losing it, and | said to them at the end of the meeting. | don't want to be part of this anymore.” (Kasper,

2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 34, 11 1024 - 1031)

He further criticises governance structures for being shaped by political dependencies, arguing that

VisitNordvestkysten lacks the autonomy to effectively advocate for local businesses:
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“What I've seen and learned from all these years is that VisitNordvestkysten loves us. They love us for
what we're doing because we are marketing ourselves, we are marketing the city ourselves. But what
| found out is that Peter, who's the chief director in Visit Nordvestkysten, whom I've been asking for
help many times, to push the municipality, to tell them that they need to listen now. They need to. We
cannot wait any longer. We are in need of a better facility to have a better economic ground. He's
owned by the municipality, and he doesn't dare to stand up to the politician, because that's his chief.
All the money he gets comes from the kommune. So when we have a meeting, and he has a job for me,
and we discuss, for example, the fisherman to stop ruining the area and let other fishermen be here.
But when he goes up to the politician and has to do something, he's owned by the municipality. And
that's what we see a lot, and that's what is the problem.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p.41, 11 1236 -
1249)

This directly reflects the structural limitations identified in the literature, where DMOs are constrained
by funding dependencies, limited authority, and political accountability (Hammershgy & Grauslund,
2024; Bono i Gispert et al., 2023; Pike, 2004). It highlights a misalignment between the expectations

placed on DMOs and their actual capacity to act as independent governance actors.

Peter’s perspective as CEO of VisitNordvestkysten confirms this structural position. He describes the

organisation as a mediator and facilitator rather than a decision-maker:

“So we always listen to them, we always guide them, and we will always carry their issues into the
municipalities. But they also know now that we are not going to go into the media and criticise the
municipality or whatever, but what we can offer is back-channelling, trying to solve it behind the
curtain, both on the political side, but also in terms of the “forvaltning” (management). Yeah. And back
to how we work with the three pillars, social, economic, but there's also the lack of a better word,
environmental, but that's where we move into municipality, country. That's, that's where they have
“myndighed begraenser” (authority limits). They have the license to operate, yeah, so we, we don't
have a mandate, but we can influence the municipality. We can try at least.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix,

2.3, p. 50, 11 1527 - 1536)

“We are mostly funded by the municipalities, but we are a private entity, so we are not a part of the

municipality. We're just funded by them. So that's the big difference. And we also have government
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funding, and we have private funding, so we have a mixture of all of them, but the majority of our

funding comes from the municipalities.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p. 48, Il 1466 - 1469)

This illustrates the hybrid governance structure described by Swyngedouw (2005), where public and
private roles overlap, but also reinforces the limitations of such arrangements in practice. While
VisitNordvestkysten engages in stakeholder coordination and “back-channel” mediation, it lacks

formal authority to enforce regulatory change.

Peter also highlights that the organisation’s role is balancing competing sustainability dimensions

between economic growth, community well-being, and environmental protection:

“We also have to be very sharp on where we have a role to play and where others have a role to play,
and where we are the project manager and where we are a project supporter. And | think in terms of
the discussion of balancing the customer satisfaction, the growth, with the citizen support those three
parameters, the balance between those three that's our core responsibility when we talk about
sustainable development, if we look at the whole nature or environmental sustainability, if you will,
and biodiversity crisis that we also want to solve, and where we see tourism playing a role that in terms
of that question, we are more project supporters And the project managers of the municipalities and

the government, the authorities, if you will.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p. 53, 11 1623 - 1628)

This reflects broader governance literature emphasising the need to manage compromises between
different sustainability goals (van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 2008). However, he acknowledges that
responsibility for environmental regulation ultimately lies with governmental authorities, reinforcing

the fragmented nature of governance.

The findings further reveal challenges related to governance instruments such as certification. While
certifications are often promoted as tools for standardising sustainable practices (O’Brien & Ponting,

2018), VisitNordvestkysten deliberately avoids promoting them:

“I think we probably take a bit of the alternative approach compared to many other DMOs. The popular
approach these days is for DMOS to focus a lot on getting the sustainability certifications implemented
in the value chain, in their areas. But we don't do that because, first of all, the certification models
today are commercial businesses or carried by commercial businesses. So by promoting them, we're
promoting commercial businesses, and that's not what we are, what we're here for. The other thing is

that we experienced in the beginning that when we recommend certain certifications, we are also
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responsible for any flaws or mistakes made by these certifications.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p. 46,
111384 - 1390)

“Money talks. That's the same reason why certifications do not have a great impact on leisure tourism
or on the big city tourism. Because we, as customers, don't have that requirement. We say we do when
we ask. When you're asked as a guest, do you value sustainability? You say yes. But there is no, like,

no evidence that translates into your behaviour.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p. 58, 111786 - 1790)

Combined with his observation that consumer demand does not consistently support sustainable
choices, this raises questions about the effectiveness of certification as a governance tool in this
context. This suggests a potential gap between theoretical governance instruments and their practical

relevance for SMEs and destinations.

Finally, the empirical data highlight that governance is not only about formal regulation but also about
access to resources and long-term investment. As Peter notes, declining external funding and

insufficient reinvestment pose risks to sustainable destination development:

“5-10 years ago, you had some big foundations, for example, Danya going heavily, heavily investing
in the west coast, but they don't anymore, and you haven't seen the public funding stepping up in their
absence. So there's a way we call it, you're behind on the investments, like any other business. If it
scales, you must keep investing in it. Otherwise, it won't stay sustainable. It will crash.” (Peter, 2026,

Appendix, 2.3, p.52, Il 1594 -1599)

This reinforces the idea that governance must support not only regulation but also long-term capacity
building and resilience. Mads adds an important layer to the discussion because his reflection shows
that governance support becomes meaningful only when it matches the values and working logic of
the business (e.g. Buckley, 2007). Rather than upscaling, he values support that recognises the social

aspects of his projects:

“They asked me if | wanted to build another container. And | said, I'm not interested in being an
entrepreneur by building like a carpenter for the people. But if they're interested in the story of young
people doing this and they would benefit from it, then | would say, yes. So I actually got paid for doing
the pedagogic part on the project.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix, 2.4, p. 73, Il 2222 -2225)

He also makes clear that support from the municipality would only be meaningful if it came from a

genuine interest in his work:
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“No. | would be most interested in, but it would have to come from their interest. And that's actually
what I'm hoping that doing these projects, people actually start taking me seriously, because I'm not

fooling around.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix, 2.4, p. 73, ll- 2241 -224 )

This again can be aligned with the literature on governance specific to the context, which suggests
that support is more effective when it reflects local priorities rather than applying a uniform growth-
oriented mindset (van Zeijl-Rozema et al, 2008; Bramwell, 2011). Mads also highlights misalignment

between DMOs' support and the practical realities of running a small business:

“They have some events, and they ask if | want to be in, and | try joining. But I'm actually quite busy
doing my own things. | have a 10-day festival I'm doing alone. And instead of doing the festival where
volunteers are working on my project, | actually designed the festival like a social event. So it will be
you benefiting from your project at the festival. So you'll be a part of the program, and it’s you who

benefits.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix, 2.4, p. 74, Il - 2261 - 2266)

This indicates that small firms may engage selectively with VisitNordvestkysten when the collaboration
fits, but the DMO offering is not always perceived as useful or relevant. It also highlights Peter’s point
that businesses are often focused on their own daily operations and may not have the time or capacity

to explore their support options fully.

Mads also highlight a misalignment with the growth orientation often associated with tourism

governance:

“I got some help from a guy from Visitnordvestkysten, and they had a development guy coming and
looking at my business, and it was actually quite nice, because he asked me some questions, how |
want to run this business? And | wasn't actually quite aware of how | wanted to run the business,
because | wanted to do the surfing. We were two guys starting it, and we weren’t agreeing on how to
go forward. And he said, If you want to upscale this, it's a lot about upscaling. If you want to run a
business and you want to live full-time on it. You have some things you have to leave because there's
no money in it, so you have to focus on this and then upscale it. And I just figured out that this isn't me
at all. So, for instance, the container | didn't get, a cent from doing it. And | spent like, maybe three
months on it, but | have lowered all my costs at home. That's one of the first things | did.” (Mads, 2026,
Appendix, 2.4, p. 76, 11 2311 - 2323)

For Mads, the value of his business lies in social contribution, lifestyle and environmental responsibility
rather than scaling up. This is important because it suggests that governance models built around
growth and competitiveness may fail if they misunderstand the priorities of smaller surf firms. He

sums up by emphasising that he really wants to share his story:
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“I'mean, | really just want to share my story and my way of life that could maybe inspire someone else.
I do a podcast, and | also write articles on my website where people can read about me. That’s also

why | talk to you, because | want to share my story.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix 2.4, p. 84, Il 2545 - 2547)

Overall, the findings illustrate a fragmented governance landscape in which sustainability ambitions
are only partially translated into practice. While examples of alignment exist particularly through
funding schemes and value-driven business practices, significant misalignments remain. These include
weak communication of strategies, limited DMO authority, political dependencies, and insufficient
integration of SMEs into governance frameworks. This suggests that achieving effective sustainable
tourism development on the North-West Coast requires more flexible, relational, and context-
sensitive governance structures that are better aligned with the operational realities of small surf

firms.

4 .4 Stakeholder Collaboration

This section analyses stakeholder collaboration as a lens for understanding how relations between
VisitNorvestkysten, small surf firms, local residents, and other actors influence the translation of
strategic sustainability ambitions into everyday practices. The focus is on communication and
cooperation, and how this supports or undermines the alignment between DMO strategy and small-

firm behaviour on the North West Coast.

4.4.1. Literature on stakeholder collaboration

Sustainable tourism development depends on collective action across multiple stakeholders with
differing interests, priorities, and capacities (Bramwell, 2011). Effective development often relies on
local cooperation and stakeholder networks, as tourism outcomes are shaped through interaction
between public authorities, private businesses, and local communities (Milne & Ateljevic, 2001).
However, the complexity of stakeholder relationships often complicates decision-making processes

and implementation outcomes (Farmaki, 2015).

A key challenge concerns coordination across actors with conflicting priorities, particularly when
private sector interests, public planning objectives, and local community concerns are not aligned
(Bramwell, 2011). Limited local involvement and weak communication between stakeholder groups
can further create implementation barriers and reduce long-term sustainability outcomes (Dodds &

Butler, 2010).
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As touched upon in the governance section, destination management organisations (DMOs) are
increasingly conceptualised as destination “stewards” rather than solely marketing bodies, reflecting
a broader responsibility for facilitating collaboration and collective responsibility among stakeholders
(Morgan, 2012). This stewardship role is grounded in principles of inclusion, representation, and
legitimacy (Davis et al., 1997; Morgan, 2012). Gretzel (2021) further argues that stewardship-oriented
destination management supports trust-building among stakeholders, which is essential for long-term
cooperation. Similarly, Nguyen et al. (2022) highlight the importance of recognising “coopetition,”
where competing tourism actors cooperate to achieve shared sustainability outcomes. However,
effective stakeholder engagement depends on clear communication and strong leadership from the
DMO (Bornhorst et al., 2010). Whether stakeholders recognise and accept the DMQ’s authority is
therefore a key factor influencing its effectiveness (Elbe et al., 2009). Since DMOs coordinate rather
than directly control tourism products and services, they must continuously manage relationships
across diverse stakeholders whose interests do not always align (Sheehan and Ritchie, 2005; Sainaghi,

2006; Sheehan et al., 2016).

From the stakeholder perspective, Butler (1998; 2001) argues that the development of off-peak
offerings is a key strategy for addressing tourism seasonality. However, research on sustainable
tourism management emphasises that such strategies cannot be implemented by individual firms
alone and instead require long-term cooperation and joint efforts between local communities, tourism
SMEs, destination management organisations and public authorities (UN Tourism, 2023; Bramwell,
2011). Extending tourism activity beyond peak periods often requires coordinated action between
actors to reduce diversification barriers and ensure that year-round strategies support broader
sustainability and community goals (Bramwell, 2011; van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 2008). Without such
collaboration, destination-level ambitions remain disconnected from the everyday realities of small
businesses, leading to implementation gaps (Bramwell, 2011). Similarly, research on tourism planning
emphasises that cooperation among key actors increases the likelihood of shared objectives, reduces
resistance to development, and enhances the legitimacy and durability of tourism strategies (Mahajan
et al.,, 2023). In surf tourism, Sautter and Leisen (1999) show that collaboration between local
communities, surf operators and government is essential for sustainable development, yet practical
collaboration is often limited by mistrust, corruption and weak institutional structures, even when

local actors are willing to participate.

According to Butt (2010), the surfing community represents an important stakeholder group whose
social and economic well-being is closely tied to the sustainability of surf sites. He argues that if a surf

break becomes polluted or destroyed, local surfers are affected not only through the surfing activity
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but also through economic consequences, particularly for businesses such as surf schools, surfboard
producers, and surf shops. In surf tourism, Buckley (2002a) identifies four overlapping groups of
stakeholders that shape how surf tourism contributes to sustainable development: Individual surfers,
commercial and competition-focused tour operators, local residents and government officials.
Surfers” own ethic and sense of responsibility, together with tour operators” goals and rules, the mix
of traditional and modern views in local communities, and the demands set by governments, form a

complex web of responsibilities that influence how surf tourism develops (Martin & Assenov, 2014).

4.4.2. Empirical data on stakeholder collaboration

The empirical findings illustrate that stakeholder collaboration plays a crucial but uneven role in
translating sustainability ambitions into practice. While collaboration is recognised as essential for
sustainable tourism development (Bramwell, 2011; Milne & Ateljevic, 2001), the data reveal both

active cooperation and significant coordination challenges across stakeholders.

A central issue concerns communication and the perceived role of VisitNordvestkysten. Alexander
highlights that while the DMO has strong outreach, its sustainability communication is not effectively

directed toward local businesses:

“I think they have quite a big reach. So, when they talk about sustainable tourism, they don't promote
that to us here in Thy; they promote it to people outside of Thy, especially Germans.” (Alexander, 2026,
Appendix 2.1, p. 19, Il 556 - 557)

This suggests a disconnect between strategic communication and local implementation, supporting
Dodds and Butler’s (2010) argument that weak communication between stakeholder groups can
hinder effective collaboration and reduce long-term sustainability outcomes. It also raises questions
about whether local actors fully recognise or engage with the DMQ'’s stewardship role (Morgan, 2012;

Elbe et al., 2009).

At the same time, collaboration among local businesses appears more organic and practice-based.
Alexander describes informal cooperation within his local business environment, where actors

support each other through shared products and networks:

“I do have a company selling sodas and ice cream, and then we have other companies in the house
that, for example, have a pizzeria or cafe, and they use my products to sell in their shops. So, of course,

we try to help each other as much as possible. We also have people meeting each other, and then they
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end up doing business together, a shared business. So there's a bit of collaboration.” (Alexander, 2026,

Appendix 2.1, p. 17, 11 484 - 489)

This reflects the type of local stakeholder networks highlighted by Milne and Ateljevic (2001), where
tourism development emerges through everyday interactions rather than formal structures. Similarly,
Kasper describes participation in local business networks such as “Smag pa Lgkken,” where businesses

jointly market the destination and exchange ideas:

“We have different network groups. So when | started, we had the food truck, we became a part of a
network called “Smag pa Lykken”, and it is a synonym, like lykken also means luck, or it's a phrase that
means when you are happy, or so it was smag pa lykken, and we came together, like eight businesses
that work with food, and then we tried to market Lgkken through that. But you also have different
networks, network groups, where you sit together once a month and talk about how you can help each

other.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 32, 11 951 - 956)

Similarly, Mads describes collaboration with the local shops and school in Hirtshals:

“I made 100 ponchos, unique products, and | was allowed to do a show in all the shops in the city. So |
went out to 20 shops and put out five ponchos in each shop, so you can go around in the city, and also
do workshops and shops in the city. And then afterwards, | was allowed in the aquarium to do a live

fashion show with 100 punches.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix, 2.4, p. 68, Il 2081 -2082)

“I worked with the local school down here, the northern school. The first project | made with them, |
used an old container, the equipment container with the showers.” (Mads, 2026, Appendix, 2.4, p. 72,

112195 - 2196)

Such examples illustrate “coopetition,” where competing actors collaborate to achieve shared goals
(Nguyen et al., 2022), particularly in strengthening destination attractiveness and creating shared

value for destination benefit.

However, collaboration is not without conflict. Kasper’s experience in the local union highlights how

stakeholder relationships can become exclusionary and competitive rather than cooperative:

“I was a part of the Union for three years, but saw myself getting beaten up, like, verbal beating after
three years, and | had to go out of the Union last year in January, where my brother Jonas replaced
me, because | was so tired. And the Union could have said: North Shore Surf is here, and they've been

for 10 years. They've been doing a good job. [...], instead, they didn't say that for three years. So |
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always had meetings for three years with local people who didn't have North Shore on their lips

because they didn't want to” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix, 2.2, p. 33, || - 1000 -1009)

This reflects the complexity of stakeholder dynamics described by Farmaki (2015), where differing
interests and power relations complicate cooperation. His account of deliberate obstruction by other
actors further illustrates how mistrust and personal conflicts can undermine collaborative efforts,

even when collective benefits are possible.

Cultural factors also shape stakeholder collaboration. Kasper refers to “Janteloven” as a barrier to
recognition and cooperation, suggesting that social norms within small communities may discourage

visible success:

“...in Denmark, you have this 'Jenteloven'. It means you cannot be more than anybody else in Denmark.
It's our culture in Denmark, for example, we are now six owners, but people look at me and think that
I'm the owner of everything....” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p.31, 11 916 - 918)

“For example, in the US, it's very popular to have hierarchy, but here in Denmark, you cannot be more
than someone else. You don't go and say | make 1 million a year in salary. You actually don't say what
you get in a salary. That's our culture, and that's what I've really felt here, that it’s a small community.
We came here and worked really hard for the last 10 years, and we borrowed lots of money, which is
now in all the buildings and this business. But people who just look at this, what you do, what you
created, and think you are a multi-millionaire. That's kind of the feeling you get from these small

societies. And that can be really tough.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix 2.2, p. 31 LI - 921- 928)

This highlights how informal cultural norms influence stakeholder relations, adding another layer to
the coordination challenges identified in the literature. As Bramwell (2011) and Farmaki (2015)
suggest, collaboration in tourism is not shaped only by formal governance structures, but also by social

interaction, trust and networks, which affect how actors cooperate in practice.

In contrast, Alexander’s experience suggests that collaboration outcomes may depend on how
businesses integrate into the local context. By repurposing an abandoned building and contributing

positively to the community, his business has been more readily accepted:

“Kasper, he has been doing a lot and having quite many activities and also buying up houses, etc. So |
think that situation is different. So what I did was | took an old empty building, and actually, a lot of
the people living in Vorupgr were quite sad to see the old public school just being abandoned, and
nobody wanted to use it, and it was empty for more than two years before a group of entrepreneurs

moved in. So, from that perspective, we have actually seen quite the opposite, because we gave new
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life to existing buildings. So a lot of the local people were very happy to see that we newcomers came
in, full of energy and gave life to their own public school. We renovated it (Alexander, 2026, appendix

2.1,p.16, 11 453 - 461)

This indicates that stakeholder collaboration is closely tied to perceived local value creation, aligning
with research suggesting that community support increases when tourism development is seen as

beneficial and respectful (Saarinen, 2021).

From the DMO perspective, Peter emphasises that collaboration is an ongoing and resource-intensive
process. While VisitNordvestkysten actively engages with stakeholders, Peter acknowledges that

businesses often only interact with the DMO when specific needs arise:

“If you take the North Shore guys, they have a pretty good understanding of what we do, but they still
lack, | would say, 40% of knowing the whole scope of what we can do for them. And we have meetings
like, I don't know, five, six, seven times a year with them. But it's, | think it boils down to, and we have
respect for and understanding for that, but they have their business. So they go to us when they have
issues or when they need guidance, or they need help with something. And that's not abnormal. That's
how it normally is. When they need something, or they hit a challenge, problem, whatever, barrier, or
they try to go after the potential for this new target group or whatever it is. Then they call us.” (Peter,

Appendix, 2.3, p. 56, Il 1721 -1732)

This reflects Sheehan and Ritchie (2005) and Sainaghi (2006), who argue that DMOs must continuously
manage relationships with stakeholders whose engagement levels vary. It also reinforces the

challenge of ensuring consistent collaboration rather than reactive engagement.

Peter further highlights that collaboration is complicated by differing motivations, particularly when

sustainability is not perceived as economically beneficial:

“The biggest challenge, regardless of the initiatives we have, the municipality, the government, the EU,

whatever it is. The biggest, biggest, biggest challenge is, it's not sexy anymore. I'm sorry to say, it's not.
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And what we also keep forgetting is that money talks. And if you don't translate sustainability into

money and savings, you lose.” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p.58, Il 1770 - 1775)

This emphasises a key barrier identified in the literature: aligning stakeholder interests. As Bramwell
(2011) notes, collaboration becomes difficult when economic, environmental, and social priorities are

not shared across actors.

At the same time, efforts to foster collective identity and cooperation are evident. Kasper describes
initiatives such as the hashtag “#sammenskabervilgkken,” which aimed to create a shared sense of

purpose among local businesses:

“There are always people who can't collaborate and work together with others. You always have that
in small cities, but you try to. And we came. We came here. We actually came out with hashtags, which
were very popular on Instagram - #sammenskabervilgkken. And this is in English, which means
“together we make Lgkken”. And everybody took that to their own shops and made it in the hashtags,
and even the tourist office was using it.” (Kasper, 2026, Appendix, 2.2, p. 32, I 963 - 967)

Such initiatives reflect attempts to build trust and shared identity, which are central to effective
destination stewardship (Gretzel, 2021). However, the presence of ongoing conflicts suggests that

these efforts are not always sufficient to overcome deeper structural and relational tensions.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that stakeholder collaboration on the North-West Coast is
characterised by a mix of informal cooperation, communication, and underlying conflicts. While local
networks and business-driven collaboration support certain aspects of sustainable development,
weak coordination, limited stakeholder alignment, and varying levels of engagement hinder the full
translation of VisitNordvestkysten’s strategic ambitions into practice. This suggests that more
structured, inclusive, and locally integrated collaboration processes are needed to bridge the gap

between strategy and implementation.

5. Discussion

This section presents the key topics for discussion with the ambition to unfold and gain a deeper
understanding of the issues raised in the research question. It aims to critically explore the extent of
alignment and misalignment between surf firms practices and VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024-2026

strategic ambitions, and to consider the implications for sustainable destination development.
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5.1. A framework for surf tourism on the North West Coast of
Denmark

In order to answer the research question of this project, the author has developed a qualified
theoretical framework that involves relevant literature and the ‘objectified’ understanding of this
project. The project uses the components from the Global Tourism System by Britton (1991) as a
foundation. Britton (1991; p.445) grouped the tourism system into three overall groups, namely
consumers, producers and tourist products. In addition, Britton (1991) grouped economic activities
linked to tourism into a tourism production system that includes 1) those economic activities geared
to producing and selling travel and tour products, 2) the social groups and consumers, cultural
features, and physical elements which are incorporated into travel and tourism products as
attractions, and 3) agencies for regulating the commercial behaviour and social externalities
associated with such production. Britton (1991, p. 476) argued for a theorisation that explicitly
recognises, and unveils, tourism as a predominantly capitalistically organised activity driven by the
inherent and defining social dynamics of that system, with attention to production, social and
ideological relations, which the project so far has provided by involving different stakeholders on the
North West Coast of Denmark. In the context of surf tourism, it is also possible to acknowledge the
ocean, surf spots and the areas around it, as the main resource (e.g. Gonzalez, Swart & Luque-Gil,

2021).

In addition to the global tourism production system raised by Britton (1991), this project is inspired by
Martin-Gonzalez, Swart and Luque-Gil (2021), who used Britton's (1991) work as a theoretical
framework in their research on surf tourism in Cape Town. Along with the inspiration from those, the
fundamental assumptions from their work will also be implemented in this project: in the context of
surf tourism, it is possible to affirm that the surf spot is the main resource, and most of the time, it is

a natural area whose boundaries include elements that go beyond the beach ( ibid, p.3).

Figure 2 is developed based on Britton's (1991) work, defining the Global Tourism System and the
underlying components. Furthermore, Figure 2 is based on the findings of the project with the four
central themes: culture, local perception, governance and stakeholder collaboration, as those are
considered fundamental in the context of understanding surf tourism on the North West Coast of
Denmark. At the centre of heart in figure 2 is the surf spot, as surf spots can have different contexts,
such as small businesses, products, tourists' ontological understandings and physical areas. When

understanding the context of a specific surf spot, the producers, consumers and tourist products can
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be provided. The producers, such as local businesses, can unfold business potentials and activities; the
touristic products and attractions can be identified and prepared for as touristic products, and finally,
the consumers, such as tourists who travel and support the businesses by buying the touristic products

(Britton, 1991).

In order for a surf spot to be a successful tourist attraction, the three central drivers producers,
consumers and touristic products must be aligned for a given surf spot in the context of local
governance, such as municipalities, culture, collaboration and the locals. Those four themes have been
identified as important in the project's literature review as well as the provided empirical material.
Finally, the framework has ordering and regulatory bodies as an outer driver, as this is acknowledged
by the state and associations on a national level. The state has a critical role for tourism sectors in
most countries, as the state is important for three main reasons. Firstly, the state provides platforms
and places for industry associations and representatives to overcome conflicting interests, and
secondly, the state is required to make significant investment to market/the region as a destination,
as this holds a mix of public economic and well-being goals for the specific locations (Britton, 1991; p.
458). Thirdly, the state plays a central role in creating investment incentives, both national and
international, while simultaneously supporting markets to secure the availability of essential services

and goods (Britton, 1991).
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Producers Colla-

boration

Touristic product

Figure 2 - Own theoretical framework for surf tourism developed based on Britton (1991) and

Martin-Gonzalez, Swart & Luque-Gil (2021) at the centre of the framework

The provided theoretical framework is central for VisitNordvestkysten in order to provide and develop
a competent strategy for the surf firms on the North West Coast of Denmark. The framework is a
conceptual model that acknowledges the different contexts that surf spots appear in, and is suitable
for both the surf tourist destinations on the North West Coast of Denmark, as well as in other
contextual places worldwide. The theoretical framework is considered a suitable tool to both guide
and align the strategy carried out by VisitNordvestkysten. This will be both provided and discussed in

the following section 5.2.

63



5.2. The framework in relation to the strategy of
VisitNordvestkysten

To answer the project's research question, the theoretical framework from section 5.1 will in this
section be compared with VisitNordvestkystens strategy in order to assess whether parts of the

current strategy are aligned or misaligned with the project's findings.

Table 7 contains a comparison of the strategy provided by VisitNordvestkysten in relation to the key
themes found in this project. The comparison indicates that the strategy and vision raised by
VisitNordvestkysten is highly centred on “one community that develops tourism along the North West
Coast” and “ one community that beats everything”. Furthermore, it is fair to argue that the strategy
to some degree contains a focus on all four identified themes: culture, locals, governance and
collaboration, as it has been highlighted in Table 7 below. Some of the empirical material, such as the
interview with Kasper, indicated that VisitNordvestkysten had issues with raising the political
challenges despite being a part of their current strategy, which will be discussed in the following

section 5.3.

As stated above, the strategy is centred on collaboration and “one community”; however, empirical
data indicate misalignments from the current strategy, as firstly, some businesses struggle to
collaborate together, and even turn out to be “local enemies”, such as the case with Kasper. Secondly,
some of the businesses follow their own beliefs and are not oriented towards up-scaling the business
nor increasing profit, as in the case of Mads, who prioritises a local ‘downsized’ business that operates
by following his own mindset and doing it from the heart, and guided by ‘his inner compass’ by what
makes sense for him (e.g. Buckley 2002). Mads even argued that his business sells ‘his mindset’ as
people come and see how he lives, and how he does things differently by reusing, recycling and
repairing his own gear. Kasper also said he is a “really, really bad business director” who, at times,
prioritises a good business environment over a strong economy. Alexander follows the belief as he has
a “focus on prioritising his passion, and his passion is surfing”, and volunteers in the area, as he doesn’t
have a big vision for how the business should be, but just to continue to have a focus on nature and

respect for nature.
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Themes

VisitNordvestkysten Strategy
(2024 - 2026)

Empirical Findings (Local

Realities)

(Mis)alignment

Surf culture

Focuses on local culture and

shared identity

Driven by passion, nature
protection, “inner compass”

rather than profit

Partial alignment: The
strategy recognises culture
but doesn’t implement
specific surf culture in
strategy. The strategy leans
toward commercial growth,
while small firms focus, while
surf firms have different

aspirations

Local Perceptions

Emphasises “Tourism we can

live with”

Both economic and social
benefits but also loss of
resources, identity and

generational tension

Partial Alignment: strategic
framework lacks tools to
manage everyday realities

and conflicts

Governance &

Regulations

Formal governance structure

Limited authority

Misalignment: Top-down
structure fails to match
contextual, individual
realities of small, diverse surf

firms

Stakeholder

Collaboration

Prioritising stakeholder

collaboration, digital platforms

Dependent on trust, informal

networks

Partial alignment: not
enough initiatives from the

formal authorities

Table 7

Considering this, it is reasonable to argue that there are some misalignments from the

VisitNordvestkystens strategy. Although this section checks off all four identified themes, it will focus

on central misalignments. The strategy implies that businesses have a ‘classic’ business approach;

however, some of the businesses interviewed argue for ‘inner compasses’ and other elements above

money. This misalignment can also be understood in the literature, as the literature shows that surf

tourism and surf businesses are more about having a good life, following passions, and protecting the
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environment, rather than having a mindset centred on economic profit. This is highlighted by Brown
(2015), who argued that surf tourism and culture are considered to be a pragmatic and informal
lifestyle, interactions and values, and other literature that highlight important dimensions as freedom,
a healthy life and appreciation and contact with nature (e.g. Lemarié, 2022; Segabinazzi, 2011).
Sumpter (2020) and Reis, Carneiro and Jorge (2025) found that surf culture is in the intersubjective
interactions and the ‘collective mood’ created from a positive, friendly and supportive atmosphere
that provides an overall surfing experience. However, this is considered to be challenged based on the
empirical data, as it is found that the ‘collective mood’ is challenged by both locals and other local
businesses. Given these findings, it is reasonable to argue whether the five strategic pillars from
VisitNordvestkysten align with the surf culture and surf touristic ontology, as those businesses can be
acknowledged as relatively atypical businesses that at times prioritise differently from commercial

‘classic’ businesses.
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5.3. VisitNordvestkysten as a publicly owned DMO

During the qualitative interviews, it was revealed that the organisation of VisitNordvestkysten as a
partly publicly owned company can cause conflict. Some of the local businesses along the North West
Coast of Denmark struggle with governance and municipalities with long and complex processes,
which complicates the potential help from VisitNordvestkysten, as the latter is owned and controlled
by the municipality. In other words, if VisitNordvestkysten seek to challenge or confront the
municipality, VisitNordvestkysten is challenging their “owners” to help the local businesses, which
seems to cause delay or beneficial developments. This is among other quotes seen in the interview

with Kasper:

“[...], I've been in a public house owned by the municipality for many years, and I’'ve been waiting for
them for many years to give me these facilities that | have now. I’'ve been waiting for way too long,
and what I've seen and learned from all these years is that VisitNordvestkysten, they love us, [...], but
what | found out is that Peter, who's the Chief Director in VisitNordvestkysten, who I’'ve been asking
for help many times to push the municipality and to tell them that they need to listen, as we can’t wait
anymore. Peter is owned by the municipality, and he doesn’t dare to stand up against the politicians,
because that’s his chiefs. All the money he gets comes from the commune, [...]. So when he goes up to
the politicians and has to do something for us, he is owned by the municipality” (Kasper, 2026,

Appendix, 2.2, p. 41, 11 1234 - 1246)

However, VisitNordvestkysten believe that they do fight for the local firms by spotlighting the actual
challenges that the local businesses along the North West Coast face. The DMO argue that they
operate as a guiding ‘middle-man’ between municipalities and the local businesses, because
VisitNordvestkysten has both direct and indirect contacts with the municipalities. Furthermore,
VisitNordvestkysten prefers to solve complex challenges with the municipalities behind the curtains

and not by going into the local media and criticising the municipalities in public. This is stated by Peter:

“We do fight for them, and we do take up the issues that they meet in their everyday work, but we do
it in the ‘back channels'. We don’t go into the local news and complain on their behalf, which | think
they expected in the beginning, [...], but we use our challenges to the municipalities to raise the issues,
[...], because we can have another kind of chat with the municipality, and we can find solutions. [...]
Sometimes we are lucky that we can go in, because we have some other contacts in the municipality,

and say, listen, this issue that exists out here is really big. Wouldn't it be easier if we just, like, this is
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the solution? So you just have to say yes, and then we can move on, and sometimes they take up that
offer, because then their workload becomes a little smaller. [...], but what we can offer is trying to solve

it behind the curtain” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p. 49 - 50, Il 1480 - 1530 ).

Peter states that VisitNordvestkysten is funded by the municipalities, but is a private entity, so they
are not a direct part of the municipality, but they do have government and private funding, and the

majority of the funding for VisitNordvestkysten comes from the municipalities:

“We are mostly funded by the municipalities, but we are a private entity, so we are not a part of the
municipality. We're just funded by them. So that's the big difference. And we also have government
funding, and we have private funding, so we have a mixture of all of them, but the majority of our

funding comes from the municipalities” (Peter, 2026, Appendix, 2.3, p. 48, |l 1466 - 1469)

The quotations above reveal a two-fold understanding: on the one hand, local businesses do not
appear to receive qualified guidance and support from VisitNordvestkysten, and on the other hand,
VisitNordvestkysten argue that they actually do support local businesses, but they do it “behind the

curtains”.

Alexander mentions why he believes that Kasper has an understanding that VisitNordvestkysten is
unable to help them as much as needed, as Alexander claims the reason to be a little bit different from
other local surf firms, as Kasper works with a lot of physical buildings that cause issues with the

municipality, as stated:
“[...], because | think it was a little different aspect in Lokken, because Kasper, they work with lots of

buildings, so there was some issue with the municipality” (Alexander, 2026, Appendix 2.1, p.17, Il 497
- 498).
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5.4 Guiding principles for the strategy of VisitNordvestkysten

The project has developed a nuanced understanding of the strategy from VisitNordvestkysten and
how the strategy is implemented for local surf firms along the North West Coast of Denmark.
Furthermore, the project has developed a theoretical framework in Figure 2 for surf tourism with
inspiration from Britton (1991) and Martin-Gonzalez, Swart & Luque-Gil (2021) at the centre of the
framework. The project has identified several implications that can have an impact on sustainable
tourism destination development, which will be met by 8 guiding principles. The guiding principles are
based on the developed understanding of the project with the four identified themes and aim to start
both reflection and internal processes for VisitNordvestkysten, and potentially develop and internalise

new understandings of their current strategy.

1. Protect the authentic surf-nature lifestyle rather than commercialising it excessively
(Addresses the surf culture, where surfing is shown to be tied to nature, quality of life,
ecological values, and local identity rather than only tourism growth)

2. Develop surf tourism as an inclusive year-round lifestyle experience for locals and visitors
(Addresses the findings that surf tourism is not only for surfers but also attracts families,
outdoor-oriented visitors and lifestyle visitors)

3. Ensure surf tourism development strengthens local belonging, not just visitor growth
(Addresses local perceptions, where tourism can create both pride and tension, especially
when older residents experience change or loss)

4. Face politics and governance with dialogue, local integration and responsible behaviour
(Addresses governance analysis, which shows the need for building trust and context-sensitive
support)

5. Replace ‘corporate’ strategy-driven governance with surf-specific practice-oriented support
for the local surf firms' businesses along the North West Coast (Addresses the findings that
small surf firms often operate with limited time and resources, so support should fit their
everyday realities rather than an abstract strategy plan)

6. Strengthen collaboration and trust-based governance across the municipality, businesses and
(local) communities. (Addresses stakeholder collaboration where collaboration exists but
remains fragmented)

7. Shift from promotional and corporate communication to focus on local collaboration

(Addresses the empirical finding that current strategy risks focusing too much on destination
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branding and external promotion; the strategy should give more space to local voices and
focus on local collaboration)

Secure and strengthen trust-based networks and shared value creation across stakeholders
(Addresses the analysis that collaboration works best when businesses and locals see mutual
benefit. It means strategy should build long-term networks that create value for businesses,

residents and the destination as a whole)
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6. Conclusion

This project has examined to what extent VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024 — 2026 strategy is reflected in
the practice of small surf firms along Denmark’s North-West Coast, what (mis)alignments exist
between strategic ambitions and local realities, and how the strategy can be strengthened to support
sustainable surf tourism development. The analysis is grounded in both literature and empirical data
from small surf firms, and it is framed by VisitNordvestkysten’s strategy “Et felleskab, der slar alt” (“A
community that beats everything”), which sets the strategic ambition for the destination. The strategy
emphasises stakeholder collaboration, shared identity, year-round tourism, stronger destination

branding, digital platforms, and sustainability as core priorities.

The project has developed a nuanced understanding of the practices of small surf firms and identifies
four central themes: culture, local perspective, governance and regulations, and stakeholder
collaboration. All four themes are to some extent reflected in VisitNordvestkysten’s strategy,
indicating a partial alignment between the strategy’s ambitions and local practices. However, the
analysis reveals that small firms are driven less by growth and profit and more by passion, local
belonging, and a desire to protect nature and maintain authenticity. In direct response to the research
question, VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024-2026 strategy is, to some extent, utilised in the practices of small
firms; core themes are present, but significant misalignment exists between the strategy’s ambitions

and the everyday logic of surf businesses.

Surf culture is central to destination development, as it is considered to be more than just a sport. It
is a culture that is attracting lifestyle-oriented visitors with an open mind, interest in nature,
community, ‘good vibes’, and sustainability values. Surf culture is furthermore about experiencing
different destinations with place-specific atmospheres and understandings, but also about
experiencing everyday social interactions, shared beliefs and meanings. Although VisitNordvestkysten
has a focus on the local culture, there is a need to understand surf culture more specifically to have a
successful implementation of their strategies. The findings further highlight the need to balance
authenticity and locally grounded business practices with pressures for commercial development.
Maintaining this balance requires sensitivity to what can be described as an “inner compass” guiding

local actors.

Locals are central to VisitNordvestkysten’s strategy and play an important role in the positive

development of surf tourism along the North West Coast. The project shows that locals acknowledge
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that surf tourism can generate both economic and social benefits for the local communities and locals
in general, but it can also create tensions and conflicts with locals in terms of local identity, resource
access, and generational differences. Therefore, the locals have to be open-minded to acknowledge
local surf tourism as value-creating for the local communities, but also the businesses must be
respectful and seek to integrate into the local context. This reflects alignment with the strategy's
emphasis on “Tourism we can live with” but also reveals practical challenges not fully addressed by

the strategic framework.

Governance is a central theme identified from this project and is also mentioned within the strategy
for VisitNordvestkysten. However, the empirical data show a gap between the strategy and local
realities along the North West Coast. Despite having governance in the strategy, VisitNordvestkysten
is criticised for missing actions against their “owners”, for having a guiding role with limited authority,
and for having a complex and fragmented responsibility across different actors. The focus on

III

governance and regulations to help the local business within a “one size fits all” solution can be
difficult, as the local businesses along the North West Coast hold different contexts, demands and
visions. Consequently, development is often driven by the individual firms and informal governance
arrangements rather than formal governance structures (or governance structures behind the
curtains). This represents a significant misalignment between the strategy’s governance ambitions

and the everyday practices of small surf firms.

Stakeholder collaboration is both emphasised in the current strategy and identified as a key theme.
Stakeholder collaboration highly depends on relationships, trust and (informal) networks. The project
provides examples of successful collaboration that generate shared value for the local stakeholders.
However, the project also provides examples of firms in conflict with others and with political
stakeholders, which reduces the success of implementing shared sustainability initiatives and hinders

collaboration.

To sum up, the project shows that the alignment between small surf firms” sustainability practices and
VisitNordvestkysten’s 2024-2026 strategic ambitions is partial rather than complete. The strategy
contains the right themes and ambitions, but the analysis demonstrates that these ambitions are not
always fully translated into local practice. These misalignments imply that effective sustainable
tourism destination development on the North-West Coast requires more localised, practice-oriented
governance and deeper integration of surf culture and local stakeholders into strategic planning.

Furthermore, the project has developed a theoretical framework that contributes to understanding
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these dynamics and supports more context-sensitive approaches to sustainable surf tourism
development. By addressing these challenges, small surf firms along the Northwest Coast may be
better positioned to become stronger businesses for tomorrow in a more sustainable manner. Surf
tourism should not be understood only as a growth-oriented destination product, but as a culturally
rooted and place-specific product that requires sensitivity to local values, relationships, and the
environment. Thus, the future development of surf tourism along Denmark’s North-West Coast
depends on whether VisitNordvestkysten can better connect strategic ambitions with the realities of
small surf firms and local communities. If the destination is to develop in a sustainable way,
governance must become more responsive, collaboration must become more inclusive, and the
distinct character of surf culture must be recognised as a strength rather than reduced to a marketing
tool. In that sense, the project contributes a more qualified understanding of how sustainable
destination development can be strengthened through a closer alignment between strategy, practice,

and place.
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