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ABSTRACT
Several Norwegian mountain and coastal municipalities have experienced comprehensive second-
home development in recent decades. From a sustainability perspective, it is necessary to
understand both the importance of various geographical locations within a local context, as the
location has an impact on available resources, amenities, and courses of action, and the
complex interdependencies between the three sustainability pillars: economy, society, and
environment. The purpose of the article is to provide knowledge on why and how various
locations matter for planning sustainable second-home tourism. The analysis is based on
document studies and interviews from three Norwegian destinations, supplemented with
official statistics. The findings indicate that emphasis on, and development challenges
associated with, the sustainability pillars differ across locations. They also indicate that local
capacities to assess, plan, and implement adequate measures to address specific sustainable
development challenges vary. Hence, there is a need for regional and local authorities to reflect
on the driving forces behind the development of second-home tourism, as the impacts vary
depending on what and who is driving the development. The authors conclude that it matters
where second-home development is planned and what sustainability measures are adequate,
applicable, and available. Nevertheless, all three pillars must be considered even if just one is
enhanced.
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Introduction

Several Norwegian mountain and coastal municipalities
have experienced comprehensive second-home devel-
opment in recent decades, a type of development that
has deviated from former trends in two ways. First,
the scope of such development has increased in terms
of numbers and density (Arnesen et al. 2012; Arnesen &
Ericsson 2013; Ellingsen & Arnesen 2018). Second, the
technical standards of the second homes have improved
significantly and now often equal the owners’ primary
residence (Overvåg 2009a; Arnesen et al. 2012; Arnesen
& Ericsson 2013).

In partial contrast to recent trends in some other
European countries, no significant permanent urban-
to-rural migration has occurred in Norway or the

other Nordic countries (Sweden, Denmark, Finland,
and Iceland). Instead, the quality-of-life motives that
contribute to such migration are satisfied by frequent
visits to rural second homes (Müller 2011; Ericsson
et al. 2012; Hiltunen et al. 2013; Adamiak et al. 2017).
As a result, second-home tourism with new spatial-tem-
poral household arrangements is a prominent feature of
domestic tourism in the Nordic countries (Müller 2021).

The forces driving the second-home development are
diverse and complex and may include local landowners,
investors, real estate developers, or public authorities
and/or politicians. Many rural communities struggle
with job loss and depopulation, partly caused by local
economic shifts from agricultural and forestry-based
production to service industries. Second-home
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development is often seen as a lifeline within rural com-
munities striving for economic progress through var-
ious counter-urbanization processes. Such
communities respond to increasing demands for second
homes due to people’s mobility lifestyles and higher
incomes, as well as their desire for nature experiences,
outdoor recreation in convenient settings, and
improved infrastructure (Eimermann et al. 2017).
Locally, the expected effects may consist of land sales
representing substantial income for landowners, and
second homes as significant contributors to local econ-
omies through residential taxes, local retail trade, and
increased market potential for the construction and ser-
vice industries (e.g. Flognfeldt 2004; Overvåg 2009b).

Several authors have noted the value of including
second-home planning in regional and local develop-
ment plans (Müller et al. 2004; Brida et al. 2011; Åker-
lund et al. 2015). However, research on Norwegian
conditions reveals that second-home issues are rarely
included in any planning instruments, except land-use
plans (Overvåg 2011; Skjeggedal & Overvåg 2014).

The geography of second-home tourism differs in
terms of community relations and resource manage-
ment and use patterns, and many of these geographies
have not been addressed properly (e.g. Back & Marja-
vaara 2017; Müller 2021). Based on a review of Nordic
second-home tourism research, Müller (2021) has calls
for assessment of development of second homes in
different geographical contexts. In an analysis of second
homes in different settings, Back found that a rural–
urban dichotomy alone did not explain differences in
land-use planning, public services, local economy, and
social or political impacts, but also that ‘there were
marked differences between the second-home land-
scapes in how the municipalities managed these situ-
ations […] and second-home tourism’s impacts on
municipalities, planning authorities and local econ-
omics’ (Back 2020, 1339).

As different places struggle with different challenges
regarding development issues, such as market access,
growth potential, environmental impacts, and conflict-
ing interests, we argue that local factors such as demo-
graphics, labour markets, resources, amenities,
development strategies, and location must be assessed
to understand also which sustainability dimensions are
likely to require the most attention in each case and
why.

Sustainability is commonly seen as resting on three
pillars of economic development, social issues, and eco-
logical awareness, and therefore sustainability means
balancing these concerns (Hall et al. 2015). Tourism is
considered sustainable to the extent that tourism-
specific planning and management systems fully

account for current and future economic, social, and
environmental impacts. Also, the interests of visitors,
industry, environment, and host communities should
be balanced (Gössling et al. 2009; Williams & Ponsford
2009). However, short-term economic benefits often
overshadow holistic, long-term approaches (Hall
2015). Furthermore, long-term approaches necessitate
assessments of social, cultural, and environmental
effects, as well as instruments for balancing economic
and user-intensity effects on the quality of life and
well-being of locals, second-home owners, and tourists
(Hall et al. 2015; Andersen et al. 2018). Whereas sustain-
ability measures previously tended to be perceived as a
threat to profitability and competitiveness of tourism
businesses, they are now increasingly seen as a market
asset (Pulido-Fernandez et al. 2015; Cucculelli & Goffi
2016). Hence, sustainability measures are often recog-
nized as prerequisites for maintaining the resources
upon which tourism businesses depend for product
development (Fredman & Tyrväinen 2010). However,
conflicting interests may be a barrier to further develop-
ment at a destination. According to Sørensen &
Grindsted (2021), one reason for conflicting interests
is different sustainability approaches. This leads to our
first research question: How does local context (location)
influence local actors’ perceptions of sustainability chal-
lenges regarding second homes?

A particular concern with respect to the first research
question is how crucial sustainability goals are perceived
and considered at local levels (i.e. down to the individ-
ual business level) and regional levels, as well as the
extent to which stakeholders at these levels have access
to means and instruments that enable them to contrib-
ute to more sustainable second-home tourism develop-
ment. This leads to our second research question: How
does the local context (location) influence what are the
adequate, applicable, and available means and instru-
ments for dealing with the sustainability challenges
regarding second homes?

In this article, the above-mentioned issues are dis-
cussed in view of the extensive second-home develop-
ment in Scandinavia in general, and in Norway
specifically. We also take into consideration that current
research pays attention to how this kind of development
is a response to increasing market demands, as well as
the needs of local communities for new industry paths
and employment, and thus, sustainable settlements
(e.g. Ericsson [2006]; Overvåg 2010; Velvin et al.
2013). We explore sustainability issues based on local-
level findings from three Norwegian inland destinations
included in the research project on sustainable tourism
experiences, ‘Bærekraftige opplevelser i reiselivet’, run
by the Centre for Tourism Research (Senter for
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reiselivsforskning) at the Inland Norway University of
Applied Sciences in the period 2017–2020.

Literature review

Second homes and sustainability

Rural second-home tourism used to be regarded as rela-
tively environmentally friendly compared with most
other types of tourism (Müller et al. 2004). However,
the environmental impacts of second-home develop-
ment have increasingly been brought into focus and
debated (Long & Hoogendoorn 2013; Hall 2014).
Environmental concerns relate to large temporary
populations and potential effects on amenity values, as
well as wildlife, vegetation, and habitat (Hiltunen
2007; Støen et al. 2010). Furthermore, there is an
increasing focus on the impacts of second homes on cli-
mate change, and it is argued that increased frequency
of visits is generating growth in energy use and infra-
structure (Næss et al. 2019).

Until recently, second homes had traditionally been
dispersed across amenity-rich rural landscapes and
natural environments. Today, new second homes are
increasingly clustered in existing or new resorts (Paris
2014). Accordingly, the average land use per entity has
been reduced to some extent, as new second homes
are built in agglomerations rather than dispersed. How-
ever, the extensive infrastructure required to establish
and operate second-home resorts often decreases the
aesthetic and biodiversity value of rural landscapes (Gal-
lent et al. 2005; Hiltunen 2007).

The positive economic effects of second homes due to
property taxes, land sales, and new market opportu-
nities for local construction and retail have been high-
lighted (Hoogendoorn & Visser 2011; Robertsson &
Marjavaara 2015). However, despite the potential for
capital transfer from urban centres to rural commu-
nities, Czarnecki (2018) and Sheard (2019) argue that
economic benefits are far from unambiguous, as
second-home dwellers tend to be motivated by free or
inexpensive outdoor activities and they mainly prefer
self-catering. A related issue is how potential economic
benefits are distributed within a community, which
raises concerns about the long-term social sustainability
in such communities.

The social dimensions of second homes are also
related to the effects of seasonal influxes of temporary
second-home populations. There has been a tendency
for more scholars to look beyond the notions of
home, place of residence, migration, and population,
and to include diverse mobilities, which often are related
to multiple residences and tourism (Overvåg 2011;

Halfacree 2012; Hall 2015). Owing to improved com-
municating infrastructure and high standards of second
homes, the number of visits has increased considerably,
and hence mobility between two homes has become a
way of life (Overvåg 2011; Ellingsen 2017). Accordingly,
distinctions between primary and second home, and
between permanent and temporary have become
blurred (Farstad & Rye 2013; Åkerlund et al. 2015). As
part-time inhabitants, the economic and social capital
of second-home owners may contribute to revitalizing
of rural life and local development (Flognfeldt 2004).
Recurrent visits and repeated experiences of the same
place may foster a strong sense of place, as people can
have multiple place attachments (Kaltenborn et al.
2007; Overvåg 2011; Ellingsen 2017). However,
second-home owners might also represent views on
land use, development, and environment that deviate
from those of permanent residents (Hall 2014; Farstad
2016), which underpins findings that stakeholders and
actors at a destination have different sustainability
approaches (Sørensen & Grindsted 2021).

Hall et al. (2015) argue that clearly defined national
policies and procedures to facilitate sustainable
second-home development are insufficient. In addition,
local planning tends to focus on economic development
without sufficient consideration of the social and
environmental impacts of second homes (Hidle et al.
2010; Müller & Hall 2018). Whereas rural communities
seek to attract second-home owners, such communities
are often poorly equipped to govern implications
beyond land-use planning for such mobility (Hall
2015). Nevertheless, although second-home develop-
ment has become subject to policymaking, legislation,
and regulation (Müller et al. 2004; Hall 2015; Ellingsen
& Arnesen 2018), measures have been limited to mainly
land-use planning. Municipal provision of public ser-
vices (e.g. sewerage, infrastructure, and social services)
is primarily or usually based on the number of perma-
nent residents (Paris 2014). Hence, second-home dwell-
ers become a population that is ‘invisible’ to local
authorities; consequently, infrastructure and public ser-
vices are not dimensioned according to the actual num-
ber of people who use them (Paris 2014; Adamiak et al.
2017; Back & Marjavaara 2017; Müller & Hall 2018).
Thus, inadequate policies and deficient plans may
impact negatively on the potential for second-home
development benefits.

The concept of sustainability has extended from its
original focus mainly on ecological and environmental
issues to include social and economic sustainability
(Bramwell et al. 2017; Butler 2019). As Fennell &
Cooper (2020, 3) state, sustainable development ‘is
based on the idea that economic growth should occur
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in a more ecologically responsible and socially equitable
manner’. A simple model commonly used to explain
sustainability is the triangle of environmental (conser-
vation), economic (growth) and social (equity) dimen-
sions (Keiner 2005). This model is used as a starting
point for our analysis and discussion, although it is
modified (based on Medalen 2008) to suit the Norwe-
gian context (Fig. 1).

While a growing amount of literature on second-
home development has identified multiple sustainabil-
ity challenges, there seems to be a lack of suggestions
for feasible solutions (Hiltunen et al. 2013; McCool
et al. 2013). In part, this might be because of insuffi-
cient focus on local contexts (Back 2021). Even though
purpose-built second homes in amenity-rich areas
can be characterized by some common features, the
local context needs to be taken into consideration
(Back 2020).

The dichotomies of centre–periphery and urban–
rural have been a key issue in Norwegian politics, with
strong resistance from politicians towards centraliza-
tion, and a policy of preserving settlements throughout
the country. Nonetheless, migration to central and
urban areas has been consistent and has increased, as
free market forces have gained more leeway when pri-
mary industries (fishing, agriculture, and forestry)
employ fewer people than before (Hidle et al. 2006).
Despite a rather unambiguous development, the effect
on rural and/or peripheral communities is far from uni-
form, implying that the above-mentioned two dichoto-
mies are insufficient to describe and analyse the

variation in how communities encounter challenges.
As pointed out by Frisvoll (2018), there are rural com-
munities in central areas in geographical proximity to
metropolitan areas, as well as towns and urban commu-
nities in the peripheries (e.g. in the northernmost coun-
ties, far from main metropolitan areas). Economic
prosperity and political and administrative capacity to
act strategically vary depending on factors such as
types of economic basis, population size, and proximity
to metropolitan areas (Frisvoll 2018). In addition, rural
communities are still characterized by different ways of
living and cultural affiliation (Rahbek Christensen
1997). Cultural expressions and values tend to divert
from the dominant urban culture, often in terms of
both identities and lifestyles (Øian 2013; Skogen et al.
2017). Accordingly, the sustainability challenges of
rural communities need to be addressed differently. In
the remaining part of this article, we discuss how
measures to improve sustainability in second-home
development must be considered in light of how fea-
tures of local contexts influence the manifestation of
sustainability issues and the ability to implement ade-
quate instruments to improve these issues.

Norwegian contexts and the cases

Research on second-home tourism in Norway has a
vague history back to 1948 (Sund 1948) which, over
time, has been concerned with various aspects of what
is now conceptualized as sustainability. Until the 1965
implementation of the Planning and Building Act, the

Fig. 1. Three dimensions of sustainability and their respective main conflict themes and policy areas (based on Medalen 2008)
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location and construction of second homes were to a
large extent private matters between landowner and
builder. The first major study of second homes in Nor-
way was conducted by Fjellplanteamet (English trans-
lation: The Mountain Planning Team) in the 1960s.
The team’s primary research focus was landscape and
environmental sustainability (Sømme & Langdalen
1965). In the late 1960s, second homes were regarded
as primarily a landscape matter.

In the models for second-home locations compiled
by Fjellplanteamet, it was suggested that alpine and
coastal areas should be exempt from further second-
home development (Sømme & Langdalen 1965; Erics-
son et al. 2011). During the late 1960s, access to a second
home was considered a major welfare benefit. Hence, as
long as the location and landscape (mainly visual)
impacts were acceptable, second-home development
was encouraged by central government.

During the 1970s and 1980s, drawbacks and negative
consequences became notable, including increased
traffic and pollution, landscape interference, and disrup-
tion of agricultural operations. Accordingly, the welfare
benefits were given a less prominent position, as the
Ministry of the Environment (Miljøverndepartementet)
advised local public administrations to ‘tighten up’ and
implement building bans in specific areas (Ericsson
et al. 2011). Norway’s hosting of the 1994 Winter Olym-
pics triggered a building boom in well-equipped second
homes located in agglomerations and mountain villages,
which became the dominant form of second-home
development. The boom is also considered the starting
point of a development motivated by real estate profit-
ability potential initiated by professional property inves-
tors and/or powerful landowners, who leaned heavily on
many rural municipalities’ administrators and poli-
ticians to allow building permits (Ericsson et al. 2011).
The development marked the beginning of a period of
pronounced importance of money, influence, power,
and other resources to second-home development
(Müller 2007).

The development of well-equipped second homes led
to more intensive use, causing ripple effects to local
businesses by creating employment and trade turnover,
which further encouraged municipalities to ‘speed up’
second-home development. This became especially pro-
nounced in municipalities with sparse population and
potential for second-home development. The develop-
ment was supported yet further when municipalities’
property taxation was extended in 2007 to encompass
second homes. Whereas factors such as climate change
awareness and negative environmental impacts made
central government reluctant to sustain second-home
development, many municipalities continued to

increase the pace of development (St.meld. nr. 21
(2004–2005); Ericsson et al. 2011).

Second homes in the mountain areas of Norway are
almost exclusively in purpose-built clusters in areas
that are geographically separated from residential
areas and rarely affect local communities directly, unlike
in other countries where second homes are more inte-
grated into residential areas (Overvåg & Berg 2011;
Hoogendoorn & Marjavaara 2018; Back 2021). In the
Nordic countries in general, it is nature and landscape
environments rather than the idyll of rural villages
that attract second-home owners. In other words, the
development is not characterized by amenity migration
but rather by frequent visits. Norwegian second homes
in mountain areas rarely influence housing markets,
while this may be the case in coastal towns and villages.

Nevertheless, although the historical policies
described above illuminate discrepancies between
national wishes and local actions, second-home devel-
opment measures must be considered based on each
municipality’s unique situation (Back 2021). As plan-
ning and development of second homes are regulated
by the Planning and Building Act, which is enforced
by the municipalities, this is almost entirely a municipal
matter because state interventions are mainly limited to
objections regarding land use and biodiversity.

This brief review demonstrates that while aspects of
sustainability clearly were assessed by stakeholders and
actors in Norway in the period between the mid-1960s
and c.2010, they were not necessarily notified as sus-
tainability motives. To elaborate further on sustain-
ability considerations connected to second-home
development today, the research project ‘Bærekraftige
opplevelser i reiselivet’ (2017–2020), run by the Centre
for Tourism Research at the Inland Norway University
of Applied Sciences, included a study of where, when,
and how second-home development contributes to, or
counteracts, current sustainability goals. This was done
by selecting three destinations to reveal sustainability
challenges in various local contexts. The destination
cases selected for further investigation were Sjusjøen
in Ringsaker Municipality, Renåfjellet in Rendalen
Municipality, and Lygna in Gran Municipality (Fig. 2).

Case descriptions

Destination Sjusjøen – a recreational village
Sjusjøen, in Ringsaker Municipality, is one of Norway’s
largest, most densely developed second-home agglom-
erations, with c.7000 second homes (Statistisk sentral-
byrå n.d.,a). Property rights are executed by two
commons and a limited company. During the first dec-
ades after World War II, numerous cabins without
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electricity, water, or vehicle access during winter were
dispersed throughout the amenity-rich mountain land-
scape, close to the barren mountain heaths. Recent
developments include second homes built to high stan-
dards, which are relatively expensive, accessible by
vehicle, and located in clusters in forest areas farther
from the barren, vulnerable landscape areas, combined
with densification in older developments.

Sjusjøen is in a remote part of Ringsaker Municipal-
ity, which also encompasses two minor towns, good job

opportunities, and a growing population. Sjusjøen is
geographically separate from the main residential
areas. Most of the second-home owners are registered
as resident in metropolitan areas, within a driving
time of 2–3 hours by car. In parallel to the second-
home development, traditional accommodations were
demolished or converted into apartments for rent or
ownership. Of several original hotels and lodges, only
one mountain lodge is still operating. Today, the area
hosts extensive infrastructure and service facilities: a

Fig. 2. Three Norwegian case study areas: Sjusjøen, Renåfjellet and Lygna (© Esri ArcGIS Pro 2.7, reproduced with permission)
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sports shop, a grocery store, restaurants and cafes, a
fitness centre, and a sports hall. The area’s main attrac-
tion is its mountain landscape, with an extensive net-
work of well-maintained ski tracks (i.e. prepared
tracks), as well as hiking trails, some of which have
been adapted and designated for cycling. Accelerated
development in recent years has created controversies
between second-home owners and landowners regard-
ing landowners’ responsibility to develop common
areas and ensure future sustainability. Local and
regional outdoor recreationists and second-home own-
ers who prefer the preservation of what they perceive as
an authentic landscape resent the transformation
entailed by the extensive development of second
homes and the accompanying infrastructure.

Destination Renåfjellet – an area in a municipality
in decline
Renåfjellet is a destination located in a remote (periph-
eral), rural, and sparsely populated municipality,
Rendalen Municipality, which encompasses vast, unin-
habited forests and mountain ranges. The municipality’s
population is declining, and job opportunities are scarce
and dominated by public administration. Thus, Renda-
len is far from in the same position as Ringsaker with
regard to location, population development, negotiable
resources, and potential for economic growth. Cur-
rently, the municipality’s 2300 second homes exceed
its number of residents (1800) (Statistisk sentralbyrå
n.d.,a), and there are an additional 1500 construction-
ready scattered plots (Statistisk sentralbyrå n.d.,b).
Many second homes can be characterized as traditional
cabins, which are scattered and lack electricity, water,
and sewage facilities. The second homes (c.350) built
on the slopes of Renåfjellet are close to a regional
traffic hub and a minor shopping area. These second
homes represent a new generation in terms of location
and standards in Rendalen. They are connected to the
power grid, centralized water and sewage infrastructure,
and are with easy access to a minor alpine skiing facility.
Despite comprehensive investments and facilitation in
the area, and despite planning approval for many plots
and general goodwill to promote development, further
construction of new second homes has stalled since
c.2010. Neither the investor nor the developer are
local to Renåfjellet.

Despite the alpine skiing facility adjacent to the
Renåfjellet development, the main attractions for
second-home owners and other tourists are still tra-
ditional mountain activities (e.g. hiking, hunting,
fishing, cross-country skiing on prepared trails, moun-
tain skiing).

Destination Lygna – a rural area with metropolitan
influence
Gran Municipality, which is located within a convenient
commuting distance and influence from the capital,
Oslo, nonetheless has mainly rural attributes, including
employment in agriculture and a scattered settlement
pattern. There are c.1600 second homes within the
municipality boundaries (Statistisk sentralbyrå n.d.,a).
The focal area for new second-home development is
Lygna, on a hillside with boreal forest, c.8 km to the
north-east of the nearest main residential area. The
area currently hosts a national cross-country skiing
and biathlon centre, a hotel, a cafeteria, a convenience
store, and a campsite.

A relatively newly approved municipal subplan
includes more than 1000 new second homes. However,
construction and development have long been in oper-
ation, and newly built second homes already in use are
surrounded by building and construction activity.

In addition to a comprehensive conventional second-
home development in Lygna, a new vision for ‘climate-
positive second-home development’ (cited from the
developer’s prospectus accessed in 2019) was initiated
by landowners in collaboration with Gran municipality.
In this case, the ‘climate-positive’ concept implies that
each second home should produce renewable energy,
thereby compensating for its total energy footprint
and greenhouse gas emissions from the building process
and owners’ transport, and offsetting the total use of the
second home during its lifetime. The plan includes add-
ing produced excess energy to the national grid.

Methods

Research design and data collection

To address the research questions, triangulation of
qualitative methods was applied, supplemented with
official macrodata from Statistics Norway. The main
data source was in-depth, individual interviews with
key stakeholders and other actors. They typically rep-
resented the political and administrative level in the
cases, the state and regional county administrations,
and landowners in the case study areas (Table 1).
Additionally, representatives of local users, outdoor
recreation associations, tourism and trade businesses,
and second-home associations were interviewed. Indi-
vidual interviews were conducted with 13 Sjusjøen sta-
keholders, 6 Renåfjellet stakeholders, and 8 Lygna
stakeholders. A further 6 interviewees participated in
one focus group discussions in Sjusjøen, and 12 partici-
pated in two different focus group discussions in Renåf-
jellet (Table 1). The stakeholders were selected based on
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the local context, and their involvement and influence
over the respective destinations’ development. Thus,
their position varied between destinations, as the impor-
tance of successful second-home development differed
significantly in the three municipalities.

A semi-structured guide was used in all interviews,
which focused on challenges and opportunities related to
the development of the respective second-home area,
including local responsibilities and cooperation, the
area’s potential as a year-round destination, and sustain-
ability issues (social, economic, and environmental). The
participants were not specifically asked to define the
word ‘sustainability’, but different matters based on the
subject’s three pillars were addressed. Sustainability was
later used as an analytical concept in the data analysis.
The interviews were carried out between mid-2018 and
mid-2020, and each interview lasted c.1–2 hours. All inter-
views were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

In this article, representative quotes from the partici-
pants and from published sources have been translated
into English by the authors.

The interviews were supplemented with document
studies. The documents comprised land use and zoning
plans, and consultation input regarding second-home
development in the case study areas. In addition, news-
paper articles and Facebook posts in relevant groups
were analysed to ensure inclusion of prevailing percep-
tions on sustainability and second-home development.
Details of the studied documents are listed in Table 2.
Since most of the significant actors were interviewed,
theoretical data saturation was achieved, and additional
interviews did not provide further information but
confirmed previous insights. Local and regional context
data (Table 3) were accessed through publicly available
macrodata from Statistics Norway and were used to
supplement the collected data.

Table 1. Description of data collection and key stakeholders

Study areas Individual in-depth interviews Focus group interviews

Organization Position Type* Organization Position Type*

Sjusjøen Ringsaker Municipality Planner L Second home community welfare
organization (6 participants)

– **
Ringsaker Municipality Executive officer L
Ringsaker Municipality Advisor business development L
Landowner 1 Manager L
Landowner 2 Manager L
Landowner 3 Manager L
Trekking association Board member L
Destination Management
Organization

Manager L

Second homes
community welfare
org.

Board member L

County Governor Advisor, protected areas R
County Governor Advisor, area and climate
County authority Advisor, wildlife
County authority Planner

Renåfjellet Rendalen Municipality Politician L County Governor Advisor, protected
areas

L

Rendalen Municipality Advisor, business development L Municipality Former politician L
Retail trade Manager L Accommodation Manager L
Business association Leader L Accommodation/Business association Manager/leader L
Resident Scholar L Retail trade (hardware) Manager L
County Governor Advisor, protected areas R Craftspersons Employee L

Retail trade (recreational) Owner and manager
(2 persons)

L

Landowner 1 Member L
Landowner 2 Leader L
Hunting and fishing association Leader L
Community welfare org. Leader L

Lygna Gran Municipality Politician, planning committee L – – –
Gran Municipality Municipal community and

cultural officer
L – – –

Gran Municipality Planner L – – –
Regional council Advisor, climate actions R – – –
Landowner 1 Manager L – – –
Landowner 2 Manager L – – –
Nature conservation
association

Leader L – – –

Consulting company Project leader, project on
climate-positive second homes

L – – –

Notes: * Affiliation to the study area: L – local level, R – regional level; ** Participants represent different locations
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Data analysis

The data were analysed thematically. According to Braun
& Clarke (2012), thematic analysis is useful in qualitative

research for identifying patterns of meaning regarding
how a certain topic is described. First, the data were orga-
nized into themes, then similar themes were merged, and
themes with insufficient or no evidence were removed.
Descriptive and striking quotes from the data were
selected to illustrate the detected patterns, which are pre-
sented in the Results section. The identified themes were
further analysed to identify connections and how the
themes fitted into a narrative. The data analyses were per-
formed using NVivo12 (©2021alfasoft).

Conceptual foundation

Based on an article on the impact, planning, and man-
agement of second homes co-authored by Müller et al.
(2004), Back & Marjavaara developed a typology
of second-home landscapes that ‘form a theoretical
concept mapping spatial differences in impacts of
second-home tourism’ (Back & Marjavaara 2017, 4).
Back (2020, 1328) later concluded that the ‘results
reveal considerable variance between locations and
argues for more context-aware second-home
research’. To elaborate this angle further, we applied

Table 2. Document studies
Study area Type of document Details Period Description Type*

Sjusjøen Management documents,
Ringsaker Municipality

Municipal master plan 2015–2018 – L
Land use part of the municipal master plan 2015–2018 –
Municipal subplans 2015–2018 –
Zoning plan 2015–2018 –

Newspaper Newspaper 1: Ringsaker Blad 1: 2015–2018 Search terms*: cabins; second home
development, sustainable
development, sustainable tourism

L

Newspaper 2: Hamar arbeiderblad 2: 2018 – R
Newspaper 3: Gudbrandsdølen Dagningen 3: 2014–2018 –
Second home community welfare org. 2
Second home community welfare org. 3

Renåfjellet Management documents,
Rendalen Municipality

Municipal master plan 2015–2018 – L
Land use part of the municipal master plan 2015–2018 –
Municipal subplans 2015–2018 –
Zoning plan 2015–2018 –

Newspaper Search in Atekst Retriever (different
newspapers in a central newspaper
archive)

2017–2020 Search terms*: cabins, second home
development, sustainable
development, sustainable tourism

R and L

Lygna Management documents,
Gran Municipality

Municipality land use plan 2015–2018 – L
Municipality strategy plan 2015–2018 –
Municipality energy and climate subplan 2011–2016 –
Municipality business plan 2015–2018 –
Municipality innovation strategy 2015–2018 –
Community part of municipality area plan 2015–2018 –

Reports on climate-positive
second homes

Climate actions for Hadeland 2016–2019 – Final report (Gran kommune n.d.) L
Pre-study application: climate-positive
cabin life in Lygna prototype cabin area

– Pre-study prepared in 2016 by Norsk
Turistutvikling AS, titled
‘Klimapositivt hytteliv på Lygna.
Forprosjekter for
klimagassreduserende tiltak’

Report: climate-positive cabin life in Lygna – Report (Miljødirektoratet 2019)
Newspaper Hadeland 2018–2019 Search terms*: Climate-positive

second homes, cabins, second home
development, sustainable
development, sustainable tourism

R

Notes: *Affiliation to the study area: L – local level, R – regional level; ** Affiliation to the study area varied

Table 3. Municipality facts relating to the three case
destinations in 2020

Municipality facts

Ringsaker
Municipality
(Sjusjøen)

Rendalen
Municipality
(Renåfjellet)

Gran
Municipality
(Lygna)

No. of second homes 7251 2266 1651
No. of inhabitants 34,768 1780 13,630
Municipality area
(km2)

1123 3061 657

Distance from the
capital area (km)

180 250 80

Distance from the
regional centre
(km)

22 81 10

Employment
distribution public-
private (%)

29–71 42–58 30–70

Business structure,
employment (%):

100 100 100

primary (%) 4 12 4
secondary (%) 26 16 20
retail trade (%) 33 24 32
other (%) 36 48 44
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a two-dimensional model with continuums for geo-
graphical dimensions (centrality versus periphery)
and cultural dimensions (urbanity versus rurality) as
a conceptual foundation for our discussion. The two
dimensions allow for classifying Norwegian munici-
palities located outside cities into four archetypes
based on their main resource base and the municipal-
ity’s capacity to assess, plan, and implement adequate
measures to deal with specific sustainable develop-
ment challenges and opportunities (Frisvoll 2018).
The capacities include access to available human
resources and competence, as well as institutional
capacity to engage in strategic planning (beyond day-
to-day operations) and, not least, decision-making auth-
ority to access and implement relevant and adequate
measures. According to Frisvoll (2018), these capacities
vary with location on the geographical and cultural
dimensions. Planning and development of second
homes in Norway is almost entirely a municipal matter,
which makes ‘local context’ an important dimension
also in sustainability issues (Hiltunen et al. 2013). The
four archetypes in our model (Fig. 3) are:

1. Municipalities in Decline – Municipalities are
characterized by a long-term decline in population
and employment, weak industry structure, and
employment that rests heavily on public adminis-
tration and agriculture. These locations score high
on both the rurality and periphery dimensions (the
far upper left quadrant in Fig. 3). Rendalen is a
typical municipality in decline.

2. Manufacturing Booms – Municipalities are charac-
terized by industry activities based on nearby
exploitable natural resources (e.g. energy for
power-intensive industries, suitable quality water
for fish farming, mineral resources for mining).
The numbers and types of industrial activities are
often limited. The locations generally score high on
the rurality and periphery dimensions but less sig-
nificantly than municipalities in decline (in both
left quadrants, but mainly in the upper one in Fig.
3). These municipalities are typically in remote
arms of fjords, surrounded by steep mountains and
nearby hydropower plants, and are not very feasible
for second-home tourism.

3. Recreational Villages – These may be either rural or
urban municipalities located within weekend travel
distances (i.e. travel time from place of residence to
second home) from large, diversified labour markets
in towns or cities. These municipalities have growth
potential in second-home development, including
new development, in amenity-rich areas and often
within or in the vicinity of established tourist desti-
nations (to the left side in the right quadrants in
Fig. 3). Sjusjøen is a typical recreational village in
Ringsaker Municipality.

4. Within Commuting Distance – In common with the
third archetype, the fourth archetype comprises rural
or urban municipalities located within commuting
distance from large, diversified labour markets in
towns or cities (to the right side in the right quad-
rants in Fig. 3). Development factors include vicinity

Fig. 3. Two-dimensional model for the situations of municipalities outside cities (redrawn version of model by Frisvoll 2018, 3)
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of urban facilities and good living environments
locally. Gran Municipality is an example of a muni-
cipality in this group.

Results

As described in this section, the three cases represented
distinctly different regional contexts, partly because of
their combined location on the two dimensions in Fig.
3, which also have bearing on sustainability issues. We
describe the sustainability challenges as they were per-
ceived in their local context. Furthermore, we consider
applicable and available means to deal with the chal-
lenges in each case.

Destination Sjusjøen

Sustainability challenges
Today, development in Sjusjøen as a second-home des-
tination is mainly driven by two commons1 and one
limited company as landowners. Their strategy is to
strengthen the area’s agglomerative distinctiveness.
This is especially notable in the central parts of the des-
tination area, yet the distribution of new developments
and densifications has also resulted from land distri-
bution and zoning between landowners. The findings
from the interviews and documents indicated that
regional authorities and second-home owners believed
that landowners and other real estate developers had
too much power:

We have little control over the second-home develop-
ment. We can give recommendations, but not much
more if it is not stated in the guidelines. Sustainable
second-home development must be a responsibility of
the municipalities and with a long-term perspective,
but they do not take this seriously enough […] And
then the municipality struggles when the zoning plan
is accepted because it cannot order the developer to
build in an environmentally friendly way. (County
authority advisor on wildlife)

Land sales, attachment fees, and second-home construc-
tion provide significant income for landowners and
builders. In addition, second-home owners provide
Ringsaker Municipality with c.NOK 30 million (c.EUR
3 million) in property taxes annually (Ringsaker kom-
mune 2020). One of the landowners charged service
fees and operated toll roads, in addition to an annual
attachment fee, all of which had created many conflicts.

Second-home owners have increasingly questioned
what they receive in return for their property tax.

This has especially been the case when they have per-
ceived that regulations and further developments favour
landowners and developers without considering exist-
ing second-home owners:

The expansive development in Ringsaker’s mountain
area is a sad example of how environmental and general
outdoor recreation issues are being set aside to the
benefit of strong economic interests. Ringsaker Munici-
pality sees only property taxes and jobs, and it welcomes
all activity that generates income. Money-rich investors
also win because, as is well known, investing in real
estate is more profitable than bank savings. Love of
nature and landscape is not visible in the architecture
of the new ‘second-home palaces’ that are popping
up. (Second-home owner, Focus Group 1 Discussion)

When the older cabins were built, the area was charac-
terized by pristine areas of nature, summer farms, and
large spaces between cabins. The new second homes
are primarily adapted to those who value functionality
and facilitation, which illustrates the major challenges
regarding social sustainability. Local recreationists and
early second-home owners have resented the landscape
changes and urbanization of Sjusjøen caused by the
recent development, which is also perceived as having
caused deterioration in experiences of nature in its orig-
inal state. However, it should be assumed that new
second-home owners appreciate the facilitation this
urbanization implies, as it is an important part of mar-
keting and presumably motivation for acquiring the
new types of second homes. Accordingly, it seems that
the accelerated development of Sjusjøen has created
major conflicts between the two types of second-home
owners, the municipality, and landowners with respect
to involvement and differing opinions regarding accep-
table and/or sustainable further development. In line
with the findings made by Sørensen & Grindsted
(2021), the conflicts also represent a social sustainability
problem of contradicting interests, as shown by the fol-
lowing quote from a second-home owner:

Our request is therefore addressed to the politicians,
‘You are elected by the people to protect the interests
of the public, with responsibility for following national
guidelines.’ With the municipality’s [NOK] 115 million
[EUR 11.5 million] in surplus and over 2000 second-
home plots regulated in less vulnerable areas, it is
unnecessary and wrong to defy the majority to satisfy
a few who will ‘sacrifice’ [a specific area] for financial
reasons. (Ringsaker Blad 2017)

Fast, dense, and highly mechanized development
implies the presence of construction companies. How-
ever, in 2015, the Norwegian Labour Inspection

1In this article the term ‘commons’ refers to organizations with a shared use of common resources, such as grazing.
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Authority (Arbeidstilsynet), tax authorities, and police
cited 35 Sjusjøen area construction companies as sus-
pected of underpayment and lack of proper employee
contracts (Ringsaker Blad 2015). One-third of those
companies did not have all necessary permits in order.
Representatives of the Labour Inspection Authority
met with employees who lacked mandatory contracts
and had little knowledge about their wages. One partici-
pant expressed, ‘the goal is to build as many second
homes as possible in the cheapest possible way’. Fur-
thermore, the fact that many employees have been
guest workers from Poland and the Baltic countries
has reduced local value-added potential. These findings
align with findings from inspections of other construc-
tion companies done by the Norwegian Labour Inspec-
tion Authority.

Applicable and available means
The findings from interviews, public documents, and
media analyses all pointed to conflict hot spots in
Sjusjøen between economic development and social
dimensions. As illustrated by the examples in the pre-
ceding subsection, the discussions and disagreements
concern property conflicts, resource allocation, and,
apparently, growth coalitions (Gill 2000) between local
landowners, investors, and politicians, which are at
the expense of second-home owners. It can certainly
be argued that second-home owners’ objections to
further development are a form of opposition character-
ized as ‘not in my backyard’. However, rapid, and not
always gentle, development has changed the ambience
completely in several older developments that have
been subject to densification. While densification is gen-
erally regarded as a good environmental way of further
developing second-home areas, it is also important to
consider the effects on existing buildings and residents,
as well as on attractiveness in the future.

Recently, local authorities have questioned whether
the public/taxpayers, should pay an excess bill to
upgrade waterworks and sewerage capacity, when such
an investment lays the foundation for rapid, dense
development and the associated profit potential for
landowners.

Planning processes in Norway assume that infor-
mation is provided to ‘affected parties’ and that the par-
ties are actively involved in planning to ensure
involvement and promotion of relevant objections.
Involvement, participation, and access to relevant infor-
mation may be challenging when affected parties reside
elsewhere (i.e. second-home owners who are generally
out of reach of local media or public information meet-
ings), and therefore may escalate conflicts. In the
Sjusjøen case, the municipal council’s change in the

approved land-use plan opened a limited, but centrally
located, area for development affecting nearby second-
home owners and public access to the barren area.
Although the objection deadline was well before politi-
cal confirmation of the revised land-use plan, affected
second-home owners claimed to know little or nothing
about either this new political plan’s approval or the
additional developments it allowed. Under the former
land-use plan, the development would not have been
allowed. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the
need for municipalities to spread information to people
staying within the municipality, regardless of perma-
nent residence. This has led to a new use of SMS tech-
nology for distributing relevant information, a
technology that may also be used to distribute infor-
mation about municipal plans and propositions. Fur-
thermore, SMS technology could be used to provide
information in time to facilitate involvement and par-
ticipation from all affected parties in the future.

A main challenge concerning the achievement of more
sustainable development in Sjusjøen is to overcome con-
troversies regarding the scope of development and zoning
policies. The above-mentioned environmental issues at
stake are also part of the conflict and should therefore
not be ignored. These issues are partly addressed by den-
sification and locating new construction below the tree-
line. However, a holistic approach to further
development is obscured by the distribution among land-
owners of land available for further development.

Destination Renåfjellet

Sustainability challenges
Renåfjellet hosts a developed agglomeration of modern
second homes. As described above in the section ‘Desti-
nation Renåfjellet – an area in a municipality in decline’,
there is a significant number of traditional, low-tech
cabins scattered throughout Rendalen Municipality.
As a partial answer to the municipality’s declining
population and to counteract job losses, a second-
home agglomeration was established in Renåfjellet in
the late 1980s to 1990s. This was partly a response to
expected market preferences, as it seemed difficult to
find buyers for scattered, low-standard plots. During
an interview conducted in 2020, a representative of
Rendalen Municipality informed that there were c.350
second homes in Renåfjellet, and a further 300 plots
ready for construction.

The interviews highlighted and confirmed the need
to maintain, and preferably increase, the municipality’s
economic activities and development. The interviewees’
almost unanimous perception of the ‘sustainability’
concept can be illustrated by the following quotes:
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A development generating profit. A potential for local
businesses to generate income and profit, is what I
call sustainable […] It must be something to build the
future on. And to last for many years. (Participant in
Focus Group Discussion 1)

A development of the community as an entity. A devel-
opment that contributes to maintaining local settle-
ment. (Focus Group Discussion 2)

Simply to make it possible for the next generation to keep
on living here. That implies economic sustainability, and
to maintain the social life, so you don’t have to travel to
socialize, to keep up a living society. All three elements
are important, that is economy and social life combined
with the environment. (Focus Group Discussion 2)

Sustainability is an investment for long-term value added.
(Focus Group Discussion 2)

Views on the conditions that facilitate second-home
development were similarly iterated by municipal
administrators and politicians, as illustrated by the fol-
lowing quote:

second-home development is essential for the munici-
pality and for the local businesses, as second-home
development represents a more solid basis for existence
[…] The hope is that second-home development may
generate some new residents in the future. (Politician)

Second-home development was regarded as an important
issue in individual interviews and focus group discus-
sions, as it is in the municipal master plan for Rendalen.
Such development was assumed to contribute to growth
in tourism, based on the accessibility and qualities of the
landscape and exploitation of fishing and hunting
resources. Although this was controversial locally, it
was recognized as one of Rendalen’s competitive advan-
tages, compared with other more mature destinations.
Furthermore, lack of development has left the landscape
largely unaffected by the commercialized tourism that
has made its mark on other locations (e.g. Sjusjøen).

Applicable and available means
Despite the obvious qualities of Renåfjellet, the ambi-
tions for second-home development have suffered
from limited market interest. Few participants ques-
tioned why that had been the case. This is a paradox
that eventually will have to be addressed. Do relevant
market segments find the destination attractive or are
they even able to find it at all? As one interviewee
said: ‘Rendalen is top secret’ (Leader of a business
association, Focus Group Discussion 2).

Does the municipality have the power and ability to
take a more active role in second-home development
to support local actors, in order to sustain a feasibility

study of local assets, market demand, and distribution
channels? One private business manager, a former poli-
tician, stated:

Rendalen Municipality does an excellent job in many
areas, except when it comes to business development.
[…] I think it’s due to lack of competence. […] The
focus is on the day-to-day work, reporting, and admin-
istrating services, even though there has been a popu-
lation decline of a thousand inhabitants since the
mid-1980s. (Arbeidets Rett 2021)

Nevertheless, our interviewees were aware of the need to
attend to all three sustainability dimensions. They
recognized that without successful measures to main-
tain an economically sustainable situation, there
would not be a long-term need to protect the environ-
ment from human influence or to maintain a viable
social life. As one interviewee said, ‘We have to live
on the premises of nature. If not, we destroy our basis
of life’ (Focus Group Discussion 2).

Destination Lygna

Sustainability challenges
Lygna is a fairly new second-home destination in Gran
Municipality. The area has already been exploited,
especially for winter sports activities and road service
facilities, but to a lesser extent for second homes. The
new development is characterized by heavy construc-
tion activity. One aspect of the development was to
introduce the concept of ‘climate-positive second
homes’. As the traditional construction site developed,
the climate-positive concept appeared somewhat out
of place in the context of a fully facilitated agglomera-
tion. Therefore, the commons’ main developer pro-
posed regulating a new virgin area dedicated to
climate-positive second homes. The proposal was
finally approved following several rounds of planning
committee meetings and municipal council meetings.
A climate-positive prototype is planned to be set up to
promote sales. When realized at full scale, the plan
will yield c.100 new buildings.

As Gran Municipality is in Oslo’s area of influence
and within commuting distance of the city, economic
or business dimensions are not significantly challenging.
Moreover the second-home development in Lygna has
not yet given rise to social dimension issues. Instead,
Gran is generally focused on environmental issues.
Among other initiatives, the municipality, in partnership
with the regional council (Regionrådet for Hadeland),
has established a temporary position as a climate coordi-
nator to guide the region’s municipalities (i.e. Gran,
Lunner and Jevnaker) on these issues. This underlines
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the authorities’ environmental concerns regarding the
impacts of second-home development in Lygna.

The main development area in Lygna gives a very
strong impression of nature transformation, but one
with solutions that appear to have been accepted by
the authorities, developers, and the market. This is
probably due to the ongoing process of developing
Lygna as a second-home tourism destination. There
are no longer any major conflicts between existing
users and further development. However, this does
not mean there are no landscape or environmental
issues. Many people want more information about the
long-term consequences of relatively extensive second-
home development, as shown by the following quote
from a local resident:

Large nature areas are in the process of being reduced to
second-home plots. Second-home development has
many obvious benefits for the local community, but
the consequences for nature and forests are obviously
negative. When is enough enough? (Hadeland 2019a)

Applicable and available means
Sustainability issues related to second-home develop-
ment in Gran Municipality do not seriously address
either social or economic issues. Thus, from a local per-
spective, most sustainability achievements are likely to
be focused on the ecology and conservation pillar.
This perspective is reinforced by Gran’s location within
the influence of the densely populated Oslo region. Such
proximity may intensify pressure on the environment
and thus reduce the recreational values for local and
non-local users, as well as increase greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Market access and, to date, stable snow conditions
have been arguments for the new agglomeration and its
climate-positive concept.

The new alternative climate-positive development
concept amplifies the above-mentioned issues due to
the use of virgin areas, which hitherto have been subject
to building restrictions in politically approved valid
planning documents. There is also scepticism regarding
the scope of such development. It can certainly be
argued that developing climate-positive second homes
is better for the climate and the environment compared
with developing conventional second homes. However,
questions have been raised about how the climate gain
will be realized in practice, and whether expressed cli-
mate concerns are just a form of greenwashing in
order to offer even more second homes in an attractive
area while at the same time avoiding major landscape
encroachment. There may also be questions regarding
the relationship between the climate and the environ-
ment, and whether local measures have major

sustainability impacts. The significance of the claimed
climate and sustainability impacts was questioned by a
resident, who was member of Friends of the Earth Nor-
way and spoke ironically about greenwashing regarding
the recent political support of the climate-positive
second-home development:

We thought the threat to natural diversity had become
large enough in Gran. However, a large second-home
area is still needed, so the developers can figure out
how 100 new second homes can help the climate.
(Hadeland 2019b)

Although Gran Municipality has focused on environ-
mental issues, its planning documents and construction
guidelines do not discuss ecology or general conserva-
tion issues extensively in connection with second-
home development.

Discussion

Sustainable development in various contexts –
same but different?

Our three cases reflect a cross-section of the types of
variance in regional contexts that must be considered
when discussing specific ‘sustainable development’
measures in different contexts. This point is illustrated
in Figs. 1 and 3, which serve as a starting point for
such a discussion.

Overall, our analysis demonstrates that sustainability
issues are manifested and dealt with in different ways in
the three communities and it illustrates that the three
sustainability pillars are addressed according to the
specific features that each destination site and munici-
pality faces.

Until recently, the rather exclusive focus on econ-
omic development in Sjusjøen supplanted consideration
of the growing social and environmental concerns.
Rather, to the extent environmental and social issues
are highlighted, the focus tends to justify economic
motives and aims, rather than vice versa. In other
words, economic interests and aims are not framed by
assessments of environmental and social effects. As
such, the case of Sjusjøen falls within the category of a
general critique of tourism development and sustain-
ability (Hall 2013; Saarinen 2014). However, today
there are clear signs of changes, as conflicts have
emerged between landowners and developers on the
one hand, and local recreationists and early cabin own-
ers on the other hand. As illuminated by the situation in
Sjusjøen, the social and equity dimensions in particular
have become prominent.

In contrast to Sjusjøen, the sustainability discourses in
Lygna in Gran Municipality do not address either social
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or economic issues as much as they address environ-
mental issues. Gran is located within commuting distance
of diversified labour markets, and the residents them-
selves benefit from good living conditions in a rural
region, proximity to urban facilities and good local rec-
reational amenities. Proximity to the capital region also
entails a market potential for future second-home devel-
opment. This may place additional pressures on the
environment in this municipality and others of the
same type, and therefore the ecology and conservation
pillar has received much attention. As current second-
home development does not interfere with established
old-fashioned second homes and outdoor recreation
landscapes, social conflicts appear to be much less promi-
nent in comparison with the Sjusjøen case.

In contrast to both Lygna in Gran Municipality and
Sjusjøen in Ringsaker Municipality, the case of Renåfjel-
let in Rendalen Municipality represents municipalities
that perceive second-home development as a crucial
means for counteracting a precarious situation of
declining populations, scarce or limited job opportu-
nities, and existing employment opportunities being
dominated by the public sector. Accordingly, the main
concern in Rendalen is to initiate a successful process
of investment in second-home development, and thus
social and environmental concerns have received little
attention to date. However, this might need reassess-
ment if the current second-home development strategy
becomes successful.

In Rendalen, further development of second homes
has stalled. It may be reasonable to assume that a limited

municipal administration with many imposed adminis-
trative tasks has limited opportunities to address long-
term strategic challenges. If so, this could limit the
municipality’s potential and ability to support and
take a lead in development measures. Furthermore, it
might be challenging the municipality to gain access
to the right competence in public positions. Moreover,
small, peripheral, rural municipalities are limited in
terms of access to, and influence on, decisions made at
higher administrative and political levels (Frisvoll 2018).

According to the three-pillar sustainability model,
our cases may be arranged in the corners of a triangle
according to their current main sustainability challenges
(cf. Fig. 1). Because the cases belong to different locality
clusters, it is possible to link their sustainability chal-
lenges to specific locations, as illustrated by the ‘centre
versus periphery’ and ‘urban versus rural’ dimensions
(Fig. 3). Our analysis indicates that while sustainability
challenges are present in all cases, they are also different,
as political power and other resources (e.g. access to rel-
evant professional competence and networks, as well as
to administrative and economic resources) will define
their scope of action and realistic, achievable results.
The sustainability challenges that we consider are likely
to require the most attention in each of the three
second-home contexts shown in the ovals in Fig. 4.

Tourism destinations are usually a complex mix
of actors and stakeholders with diverse interests
(Sørensen & Grindsted 2021). If there is no leader with
the power to commit stakeholders to engage in joint
actions or reach agreement on common measures, it

Fig. 4. Case study areas within a two-dimensional model of circumstances for rural municipalities
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may be difficult to reach a sustainable implementation
agreement. This in turn indicates and would reinforce
the municipality’s role in, and responsibility for, develop-
ing and strengthening community aspects, which require
efforts and resources beyond daily operations and main-
tenance through standard administrative tasks.

Conclusions

In this study, we have demonstrated that specific local
contexts must be assessed in order to understand
which sustainability dimension is likely to require the
most attention in each of the studied case and why.
While second-home development in all three analysed
cases have been motivated by public and private econ-
omic growth, there have been differences in scale with
respect to the urgency of the attention to economic,
environmental, or social aspects of sustainability,
respectively. This in turn reflects how the three different
sustainability pillars are perceived, weighted, and
handled in the specific local contexts. Accordingly, to
assess sustainability challenges and adequate measures,
our findings support the notion that measures must
rest on a solid fundament of knowledge of the actual
situation, based on a destination’s location, the specific
features of local societies, public plans, and available
resources. We argue that these available resources may
vary systematically with geographical location and cul-
tural affiliation of communities and municipalities.
We have focused on the scope of power and influence
held by various local stakeholders, including public
authorities, and our cases demonstrates the importance
of the municipality taking the lead in defining the sus-
tainability challenges that may result from second-
home development. However, the measures and instru-
ments available for municipalities in general limit their
scope of action, and we find that measures are also likely
to differ depending on whether the potential for the
most sustainability benefit is found in limiting or pro-
moting second-home development.

As location influences public authorities’ resources
and capacity to deal with sustainability challenges
(Back 2021), and as long as second-home development
is not sufficiently integrated into long-term planning
(Overvåg 2011; Skjeggedal & Overvåg 2014), much of
the detailed decision-making at the level of zoning
plans is left to landowners and developers, giving
them somewhat disproportionate power. This is par-
ticularly evident in the case of Sjusjøen, where strong
landowners have the potential to control development
‘out of sight’ of the municipality’s population centres.
In rural and peripheral mountains, as in the case of
Renåfjellet, where business actors and entrepreneurs

themselves do not have enough power or resources to
initiate development, we find that local authorities’
capacities may be especially important. These con-
clusions are based on our in-depth study of three
cases, representing distinct second-home geographies.
It would be valuable for these analyses to be replicated
with other cases in similar settings.

In closing, and consistent with the generally increased
attention paid to sustainability and climate change,
measures on individual, local, regional, national, and glo-
bal levels must be implemented (Gössling et al. 2009;
Williams & Ponsford 2009; Bramwell et al. 2017). A
focus on greenhouse gas emissions and climate actions
is important but must not one-sidedly overshadow
other sustainability measures that may provide greater
benefits locally, such as effects on biodiversity, social
equity, relations and identities, and precarious commu-
nity development needs. Furthermore, locally accessible
resources and power options will set the limits for imple-
menting effective climate actions with significant global
impacts. Accordingly, how local contexts influence sus-
tainability issues is a crucial research focus.
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