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Taman opinnaytetyon tavoitteena oli antaa matkailuyritys Taiga Timesille kattava
yleiskuva siita, mitka tekijat ovat avainasemassa onnistuneen ja ikimuistoisen luonto-
retki kokemuksen luomisessa suurille asiakasryhmille. Tavoitteena oli selvittaa Taiga
Timesin nykyisen tarjonnan keskeiset elementit, jotka ovat vaikuttaneet yrityksen me-
nestykseen, keskittyen erityisesti niiden soveltuvuuteen ja mahdolliseen integrointiin
suurten ryhmamatkojen puitteisiin.

Tietopohja on koottu keskittyen matkailun eri osa-alueisiin kuten kulttuuri-, luonto- ja
elamysmatkailuun, seka kestavaan matkailuun, matkailutuotteiden tuntemukseen ja
uusien tuotteiden kehittamiseen.

Tassa opinnaytetydssa seurattiin muotoiluajattelu- nimista palvelumuotoiluprosessia,
joka sisaltaa viisi paavaihetta. Loytdmisen vaiheessa haastateltiin Taiga Timesin toi-
mitusjohtajaa. Konseptoinnin vaihe sisalsi olemassa olevan asiakaspalautteen dis-
kurssianalyysin, vastaavien yritysten vertailun ja aivoriihen. Kolmatta ja neljatta vai-
hetta, suunnittelua ja rakentamista, kaytettiin viimeistelemaan lopullista harkintalistaa
hyoddyntaen elamyskolmio -konseptia. Viimeinen toteutus vaihe jaa Taiga Timesille
toteutettavaksi.

Haastatteluprosessin tarkeimmat havainnot olivat Taiga Timesin sitoutuneisuus hen-
kilokohtaisen kokemuksen tarjoamiseen asiakkailleen, kestavan kehityksen suuri
rooli heidan kokonaistoiminnassaan seka yrityksen nykyisten suurten ryhmamatkojen
sisalto. Diskurssianalyysin avulla tunnistettiin asiakkaiden tarpeet ja parhaat kaytan-
not. Benchmarking-prosessissa tarkasteltiin vastaavia tuotteita tarjoavia matkailuyri-
tyksia ja saatiin arvokasta tietoa asiakaskokemuksen ymmartamisesta. Aivoriihipro-
sessi tarjosi kattavan yleiskatsauksen isojen ryhmakokojen liittyviin haasteisiin seka
luovista ratkaisuista.

Lopputuloksiin on listattu useita asiakaskokemukseen vaikuttavia tekijoita, jotka pe-

rustuvat yksildllisyyteen, autenttisuuteen, tarinankerrontaan, moniaistisuuteen, kont-
rastiin ja vuorovaikutukseen.

Avainsanat: Luontomatkailu, kulttuurimatkailu, suurryhmamatkailu
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The aim of this thesis is to provide Taiga Times with a comprehensive overview of
the factors that are key to creating a successful and memorable nature tour experi-
ence for large customer groups. The objective of this thesis is to ascertain the key el-
ements and attributes of Taiga Times' existing tour offerings that have contributed to
their success, with a specific focus on their applicability and potential integration into
the framework of large group tours.

The information base has been gathered by focusing on different subsections of tour-
ism, such as cultural tourism, nature tourism, experiential tourism, and sustainable
tourism, as well as knowledge of tourism products and the development of new prod-
ucts.

This thesis followed a service design process called design thinking, which includes
five main steps. During the first phase of ‘discovery’ an interview with Taiga Times
CEO took place. The second phase of ‘conception’ included discourse analysis of
pre-existing customer feedback; benchmarking similar companies and a brainstorm-
ing session. The third and fourth phases of ‘designing’ and ‘building’ were used to de-
tail the final list of consideration while utilising the Experience Triangle method. The
last phase of ‘implementation’ is for Taiga Times to carry out.

The key findings from the interview process included Taiga Times being committed to
providing a personal traveling experience to their customers, how sustainability plays
a large role in their overall operation and what their existing large group tours entail.
The discourse analysis section identified customer needs as well as best practices.
The benchmarking process viewed tourism businesses providing similar products
and provided valuable information on understanding the customer experience. The
brainstorming process provided a comprehensive overview of challenges as well as
creative solutions.

The final results include a variety of factors which influence the experience based on
individuality, authenticity, storytelling, multisensory, contrast, and interaction.

Keywords: Nature Tourism, Cultural Tourism, Large Group Tours
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1 Introduction

This thesis is commissioned by Taiga Times, a Finnish-Canadian travel com-
pany that specializes in providing nature tours with cultural elements to interna-
tional customers. The company operates from Helsinki, Finland. While their typi-
cal tour group sizes are no more than eight people, the company has received
requests to accommodate larger groups of 20 to 40 people, which they are able
to serve with some limitations. Currently, they offer one tour package for larger

groups, yet they are aiming to expand their offerings.

In this thesis, | aim to provide Taiga Times with a comprehensive overview of
the key factors for creating a successful and memorable experience for large
groups and to propose actionable recommendations to optimize participant sat-
isfaction and the overall quality of their large group nature tours. This thesis will

only address tourism in Finland.

Despite having little experience in the tourism field, in my studies | have strived
to become as multifaceted as possible, therefore, | wanted to take on a new
challenge for my final thesis. While | have gained previous experience with ser-
vice design and it was a process | enjoyed, | knew there was more to learn. The
service design process is a well-suited skill to the versatile description of a cul-
tural producer/manager. | was also particularly interested in working for a sus-
tainable small business, where research would provide direct benefit to the
company. The fact that the company happened to work in a field relatively un-
known to me was more motivation rather than a deterrent, because there is

much overlap within the two fields.

Culture and traveling have been linked for as long as there are written records:
pilgrimages to historical and religiously significant places predate antiquity
(Guzik, n.d.). This makes cultural tourism one of the oldest incentives for travel,
making this form of travel an important part of the tourism industry globally to

this day.



However, often one comes across the belief that culture and tourism are consid-
ered as two different industries. The concept of culture is broadly defined as all
human activities i.e., traditions, values, and meanings (White, 2022). This af-
fects people's social well-being, health, learning, economy, environment, and
cultural sustainability. These elements appear from an individual level all the
way to a societal level. White further writes, that the most significant influence of
culture is created through personal experience, societal experiences, and giving
meaning (White, 2022).

Tourism is defined by Encyclopaedia Britannica as an activity in which people
travel outside their daily circle of life. This can be but does not have to be limited
to traveling abroad. The main reasons for traveling entail relaxation, recreation,
and pleasure, whether it be locally or internationally. Under the field of tourism,
one could count also incorporate all services a traveller encounters. (Walton,
2023)

Cultural destinations and sights include the key factors which encourage and
motivate travellers to visit the region. The development of both industries is im-
portant as it offers opportunities for both the cultural sector, as well as tourism
operators. The cultural field is knowledgeable on how to provide the best cus-
tomer experiences in a wide variety of events, while the tourism sector provides

a constant flow of audiences to the cultural field.

While the Covid-19 pandemic did not fully change the attributes which affect the
travel destination choice nor the ultimate value of travel, it did change the struc-
ture of domestic tourism within Finland. Domestic tourism has become less city-
centric and leisure tourism has moved away from the capital region and other
large cities (Visit Finland, 2022). Nature, wellbeing, and sustainability are one of
the strongest rising trends in tourism, with the focus of intangible experiences
that are authentic, exclusive, and customized (Visit Finland, 2021).

This thesis focuses on answering the question of “What factors are crucial in

creating a successful experience for large groups within the context of ‘Taiga



Times’ nature tours?”. Additionally, this study explores the challenges and op-
portunities for maintaining the company's culture and mission while adapting

services to large groups.

The direct contributions of this study to the cultural production and management
field are twofold. This thesis will contribute to the academic body of knowledge
by providing a comprehensive analysis of the factors influencing large group
tours in a small company context in Finland. While these factors are not univer-
sal and cannot be applied generally to the cultural field, it will provide a practical
insight and increase the understanding of the specific dynamics and challenges
associated with large groups within the tourism industry. Elements of the list of
considerations can be applied to most events and productions in a specific con-

text where the goal is a truly memorable event.

This thesis implements the ‘design thinking’ service design method. The data
are collected through semi-structured interviews with Taiga Times founder(s). In
addition, benchmarking of similar companies; secondary research; and a brain-
storming session with Taiga Times founder(s) are also used for data collection.
The data is analysed using content analysis to identify common themes, pat-
terns, and insights. The theoretical framework focuses on nature tourism, cul-

tural tourism, experience tourism and productization.

Acknowledging the potential constraints in this research endeavour appears es-
sential. These limitations encompass aspects such data collection methods,
time, and resource constraints, as well as the research design and other factors
which may impact the generalizability and conclusions of the research. These
elements may influence the extent of which the findings can be applied or gen-
eralized. It is critical to recognize and address these restrictions, as they can af-
fect the validity and dependability of the thesis. It is vital to demonstrate an
awareness of potential flaws in the research and offer suggestions for future re-

search that could address these limitations.



2 An Overview of Tourism Subsections and Tourism
Products

2.1 Tourism

Tourism industry is divided into various types of subsections in order to distin-
guish the tourism experiences that travellers seek and to provide clarity for tour-
ism businesses, policymakers, and researchers. It aids in the development of
tourism products that meet the interests and requirements of tourists as well as

the characteristics and preferences of travellers. (Pesonen, 2013, pp. 22-25)

The division of tourism into subsectors has significant effects on the creation of
tourism products. It can assist tourism businesses in focusing on specific mar-
kets and developing goods and services that meet those markets' requirements
and expectations. This can enhance the quality of the tourism experience and
boost customer satisfaction. It can also help businesses create unique selling
points and differentiate themselves from competitors. (Pesonen, 2013, pp. 22-
25)

However, the existence of subsectors in tourism also has disadvantages. They
can create artificial boundaries between various sorts of tourism, which do not
precisely reflect the diverse and complicated nature of the travel industry. It is
essential for businesses in the tourism industry to approach subsector categori-
zation critically and to be open to innovative approaches to the production of
tourism products and services that satisfy the shifting interests and needs of

travellers. (Pesonen, 2013, p. 24)

It is essential for this thesis to take note of various tourism areas, because it en-
ables the researcher to comprehend the characteristics and requirements of
each travel industry area. This knowledge is vital for the tailoring of the research
methods and research questions. By understanding the qualities and require-
ments of various travel industry areas, research can be more targeted and via-

ble, therefore, be more successful in its contributions.
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2.1.1 Cultural Tourism

According to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the
term “cultural tourism” implies a type of tourism activity in which the primary
goal of the traveller is to experience (including learning about, discovering, and
consuming) cultural products and attractions (UNWTO, n.d.). Cultural tourism
can include many different areas, such as tangible heritage (such as monu-
ments, historic places, etc.); intangible heritage (such as traditional festivals,
music, religious / spiritual tourism, etc.); as well as contemporary culture (such
as film, performing arts, design, etc.) (UNWTO, 2018, pp. 15-16). According to a
study by UNWTO more than 40% of all international tourism can be credited to
cultural tourism (UNWTO, 2018, p. 25).

Finland offers a wide variety of well-known cultural destinations that draw both
local and foreign tourists. The year-round cultural offering is filled by a diverse
array of artistic and cultural festivals as well as natural phenomena. The main
physical tourist destinations have to do with cultural environments, different

landscapes, and nature. (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio, 2022, pp. 29-30)

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the year 2020 can be considered “the worst
year in tourism history” according to UNWTO with arrivals dropping by 74% in-
ternationally (UNWTO, 2021). As travel has resumed in many countries, it is an
opportunity for cultural tourism: people are searching for a new lifestyle which
includes safer spaces and a slower pace of life which will show in their con-
sumption habits (Rodriguez-Vazquez , et al., 2023, p. 4). Travellers may end up
choosing destinations with more safety and contact with nature while seeking a
more meaningful sense of fulfilment, therefore, they may decide to opt for more
ecological or healthier activities during their holiday (Rodriguez-Vazquez , et al.,
2023, p. 4).
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2.1.2 Nature Tourism

According to the UNWTO the term “nature tourism” does not have an agreed
upon definition (UNWTO, 2021, p. 8). Nature tourism strives to reduce the neg-
ative effects on the natural and social environment to a minimum, while simulta-
neously aiming to help preserve natural areas that are used as nature tourism
attractions. The main ways of executing this is generating revenue for the host
communities, organizations, and authorities that are responsible for the man-
agement of natural areas for conservation purposes; providing alternative em-
ployment and income options for local communities; and engaging both tourists
as well as residents in the preservation of not only cultural, but also the natural
resources. (UNWTO, n.d.)

Travellers are becoming more interested in various types of low-impact holidays
in response to the current climate emergency. One can see travel habits chang-
ing due to the rising desire for nature-based tourism. The Covid-19 pandemic as
well as the detrimental effects of peak tourism on locations are other causes
which have given rise to a newfound desire to leave urban areas and seek out
more immersive and sustainable experiences in nature. Hence, tourism based
on natural areas will continue to draw in tourists of all types; for this reason, all
nature-based tourism goods and services must be developed with people and
universal design principles at their heart. (UNWTO, 2021, p. 8)

The relationship between culture and nature has been recognized as a unique
selling point for Finland in terms of cultural tourism. Culture and nature seam-
lessly coexist in cultural settings, including numerous cultural and historic land-

marks. (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio, 2022, pp. 29-30)

2.1.3 Experiential Tourism

Experiential tourism is known by many different names, including “experience
tourism” and “adventure tourism”. Experiential and experience tourism are

broad phrases that can refer to a variety of things and no official definition for
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them seems to be agreed upon. It can include a variety of active and adven-
turous activities, but it is ultimately about actively and meaningfully connecting
with the location and its people, whether you're traveling locally or internation-
ally (Bharathi Rajan, 2015, pp. 121-122).

The ‘experience triangle’ method makes it possible to analyse and understand
both tourism related products, as well as entertainment and cultural products.
The term refers to an idealized product that has every aspect of the experience
represented on each level. It makes it simple to evaluate the product and iden-
tify areas for improvement by identifying the weak points or crucial aspects.
(Tarssanen, 2009, p. 11)

henkinen taso spiritual level
MUUTOS CHANGE

emotionaalinen taso gmational level
ELAMYS EXPERIENCE

glyllinen taso infellectual level
OPPIMINEN LEARNING

fyysinen taso physical leve!
AISTIMINEN SENSING

motivaation taso ;...01 of motivation
KIINNOSTUMINEN INTEREST

yhsildllisyys  aitous tarina moniaistisuus  kontrasti  vuorovalkutus
individuality authenticily storytelling mullisensory contrast interaclion

Figure 1: Experience triangle (Tarssanen, 2009, p. 11).

The model views experience from two separate angles. First, the level of the
product's elements which influence the experience are represented on the bot-
tom of the triangle from left to right as follows: individuality, authenticity, story-
telling, multisensory, contrast, and interaction. The second level focuses on the
customer's experience, which is depicted on the right of the triangle from bottom
to top as: level of motivation (interest); physical level (sensing); intellectual level
(learning); emotional level (experience); and spiritual level (change). The ele-
ments that influence the experience are represented in the bottom of the figure.
(Tarssanen, 2009, p. 12)
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Although it is impossible to guarantee an experience for every visitor, compo-
nents that are likely to produce the experience can be added to the product.
This guarantees that the experience's requirements are met and that the service

is improved and refined as a whole. (Tarssanen, 2009, p. 12)

2.1.4 Sustainable Tourism

Sustainable tourism is a branch of the tourism industry that is always develop-
ing. It considers the needs of tourists, tourism businesses, tourist sites, the envi-
ronment, and the local population both today and in the future. Paying attention
to the immediate and long-term consequences of a company on the community
and environment is a key component of sustainable tourism operations.

(Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio, 2022, p. 26)

Sustainability, while widely acknowledged as a critical concept, can be consid-
ered somewhat elusive due to its broad and multidimensional nature. It encom-
passes a wide spectrum of environmental, social, and economic factors, and its
precise definition may vary depending on the context and perspectives. This
can make it challenging to establish concrete and universally applicable criteria
for sustainability. Additionally, the evolving nature of environmental issues and
societal priorities means that what constitutes as sustainable today may evolve
over time. (Salas-Zapata & Ortiz-Munoz, 2019, pp. 153-155)

Continuous skill development is necessary for the creation and implementation
of responsible operational procedures. Operating techniques must be reviewed
and improved on a regular basis since one’s understanding of sustainability and
its different aspects is always expanding. As the demand for ethical travel in-
creases, sustainable operating practices can potentially offer competitive ad-
vantages. (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio, 2022, p. 27)

The systematic monitoring and assessment of the impacts of tourism are essen-
tial aspects of sustainable tourism. There are several monitoring frameworks
which businesses can use which include an indicator for assessing cultural and

social sustainability. Such as the sustainable tourism monitoring method by
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Metséhallitus (Parks & Wildlife Finland) and the Visit Finland ‘Sustainable
Travel Finland’ program of sustainable tourism indicator system, as well as
‘Green Activities’ certification by Green Key, which is specifically designed for
activity program operators. (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio, 2022, p. 28; Green
Key, n.d.)

2.2 Tourism Products

To comprehend how the productization process in the tourism industry works,
one must first understand what a tourism product is and how it is perceived, as
it might be difficult to discern between a tourism service and a tourism product.
A tourism product is always a service to the customer, or more accurately, a
collection of services. (UNWTO, 2011, pp. 2-4)

Tourism products can be seen as all elements a traveller encounters during
their visit, including infrastructure, accommodation, and activities. The traveller
can view the entire journey and destination as a single product that starts with
the trip preparation and concludes with their return home. The service provider,
on the other hand, could view a product as a single service, such as transporta-
tion, lodging, or in this case a trip into nature, which is merely a portion of the
customer's overall product. (UNWTO, 2011, pp. 2-4)

2.2.1 Developing New Products

The development of new experiences, products, and services is referred to as
product development. The process of developing a product can take many dif-
ferent forms. It is exceptionally important to note that the definition of product
development is different in the tourism industry because the service provider is
not selling an actual physical item, which can be packaged and put on a shelf.
Because the service provider is often selling an experience, the product devel-
opment method must suit the needs of the product, this means implementing
service design processes.
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To successfully create a tourism product, the service provider must first identify
a market niche. This is not an activity which is undertaken only once, tourism
products require constant market research and development in order to provide
an attractive and successful service. The link between the market and the prod-
uct is fundamental. Therefore, it is important to take into consideration the de-
mand, as well as the target market. The needs of individual travellers are differ-

ent from small to large groups. (UNWTO, 2011, pp. 1-2, 7)

While the present thesis does not develop a singular product, it does develop a
set of considerations which are linked to a successful product. Therefore, the
knowledge of how product development in the tourism industry works can be

defined as essential.

3 Taiga Times

Taiga Times is a Finnish-Canadian nature tourism company which was founded
in 2019 by Jeffery “Jeff” and Kiia Meneses which organises sustainable nature
tours from Helsinki year-round. Their “off the beaten path” destinations allow the
customer to see the wild side of Finland, while still near the capital. To ensure a
safe and personal experience, the nature tours are mainly marketed for small
groups, and include a professional wilderness guide, transportation, as well as
traditional Finnish cuisine. Jeff is the main certified wilderness guide, leading
the majority of the trips, while Kiia, with a background in tourism and hospitality
management, takes care of the marketing, booking and administration side of

the business. (Taiga Times, n.d.)

Taiga Times has been based on the following values: quality, sustainability,
customer service, responsibility in the ecological, socio-cultural as well as eco-
nomical (Taiga Times, n.d.). They take responsibility regarding the environment
and their customers seriously and have been rewarded in their efforts by organi-
sations as Green Activities, We Speak Gay, as well as Visit Finland with their

‘Sustainable Travel Finland’ -certificate. Taiga Times is also in partnership with



16

Metsahallitus and follow the principles of sustainable tourism. (Taiga Times,
n.d.)

4 Research Questions

The main research question reads as follows: “What factors are crucial in creat-
ing a successful experience for large groups within the context of Taiga Times’
nature tours?”. The secondary research question is “How can the company
maintain its culture, values, and atmosphere when catering to a large group?”.
This aim of this thesis is to provide Taiga Times with a comprehensive overview
of which factors are key to creating a successful and memorable experience for

large groups.

The objectives of this research are to ascertain the key elements and attributes
of Taiga Times' existing tour offerings that have contributed to their success,
with a specific focus on their applicability and potential integration into the
framework of large group tours, and to understand the market saturation by ex-

amining comparable tour operators or similar businesses in the tourism sector.

5 Service Design Process

The present thesis will follow a service design model. The definition of service
design is in its core a way of approaching the development of services, making
it not only a process but instead, a set of tools. It is a framework with which to
approach the development of services and with which the service developer can
deepen their own expertise, build work methods and tools that are better suited
to their own operating environment (Tuulaniemi, 2011, p. 30). The aim of ser-
vice design is to make sure services are not only desirable and usable from the
client’s perspective, but also efficient and effective for the supplier (Mager,
2008, p. 355).
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Service design expertise and methods develop as requirements grow and more
of these frameworks are created. The core framework, i.e. the design of ser-
vices, already existed before service design. Different tools and methods are
used in service design; however, the main goals are as follows: to better under-
stand people, their lives, and needs, detect new opportunities, design functional

services, and implement the plans made. (Tuulaniemi, 2011, p. 50)

Iterative and incremental development methods are used within service design
(Tuulaniemi, 2011, p. 50). lterative development is a strategy in which the solu-
tion is developed further in each iteration until the target goal is reached
(Cockburn, 2008, p. 27). Iteration, by definition, means involving repetition
(Merrian-Webster, n.d.). Incrementality means that the development is divided
into separate developments and integrated as they are completed (Cockburn,
2008, p. 27). The whole is, therefore built from partial deliveries: the solutions
are designed into smaller parts of the development site. By definition, incremen-

tal means being or occurring in smaller parts. (Merriam-Webster, n.d.)

The present thesis will be implementing a design thinking technique, which re-
lies on incremental techniques and consists of five main steps which are visual-
ised in Figure 1: discovering, concepting, designing, building, and implementing.
(Van Oosterom, 2009, p. 168) The first phase of ‘discovering’ includes mapping
the current situation in order to identify challenges and opportunities, as well as
other possible issues which need to be investigated (Van Oosterom, 2009, p.
168). During this phase, an interview with Taiga Times CEO Kiia Meneses will

take place.

o 0 _6

Figure 2: Service Design Process visualised.
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The second phase of ‘concepting’ will deepen our understanding of the real
needs of the service's target group. The goal is to expand the view of the chal-
lenge, gain a comprehensive understanding of the customer, and find hidden
customer needs or aspects that affect the solution of the challenge (Van
Oosterom, 2009, p. 168). During this phase, analysing any pre-existing data
from customer feedback will take place, as well as benchmarking and a brain-

storming session with the Taiga Times CEO.

The third phase of ‘designing’ includes developing solutions, guided by the or-
ganization's goals and customer needs (Van Oosterom, 2009, p. 168). The
fourth phase includes ‘building’ the ideas. (Van Oosterom, 2009, p. 168). The
labour of the third and fourth phase will be detailed last in the list of considera-
tions. The final phase of implementation will be up to Taiga Times, after the

completion of this thesis.

5.1 Discovering — Interview

An interview is a data collection method that can be described as interactive be-
tween the interviewer and the interviewee; thus, the interviewer is a part of the
data generation process. There are many different interview techniques, and
the type of information required to support the objective being developed influ-

ences the style chosen. (Ojasalo, et al., 2015, p. 106)

Interviews are a common method used for data collection. For this thesis, it is
important to utilise the method, due to the knowledge of the customers and their
needs by the company. For this research, the semi-structured method is uti-
lised. The method was decided upon as the aim of the interview is to obtain the
opinion of the interviewee and initiate a dialogue. The questions themselves are
either open ended or semi-structured, to avoid influencing the answers on the
interviewer’s part. The interview questions are presented in Appendix 1. The in-

terview is conducted in person.
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5.2 Concepting — Discourse Analysis

Discourse analysis is a type of research methodology used to examine lan-
guage in its social setting. It entails investigating spoken and written language
to comprehend how meaning is constructed, how social interactions are
shaped, and how it reflects larger society norms and beliefs. Understanding
how language is used to communicate meaning, create social realities, and re-
flect power dynamics in each situation is the main objective. The method inves-
tigates the underlying structures, patterns, and rhetorical strategies employed in
communication, going beyond merely evaluating the content of language.

(Halperin & Heath, 2012)

The data analysed for this section are the Taiga Times TripAdvisor customer re-
views to gain a fuller understanding of what has worked and has not worked on
the company'’s previous trips. It is important to note that these reviews will be
largely from travellers which participated in smaller sized trips and, therefore

this will aid in finding the best practices to be utilised in larger group tours.

5.3 Concepting — Benchmarking

Benchmarking is a method in which a company’s operating models are com-
pared to similar companies in the same field. The goal of the method is to iden-
tify the best practices from competing companies. Benchmarking is based on an
interest in learning how others operate and succeed. The idea is to study suc-
cessful companies, learn from what they’re doing, and implement successful
practices. It is important to remember that this does not include a copy-and-
paste method, which refers to a practice of directly adopting or replicating spe-

cific processes or practices. (Ojasalo, et al., 2015, p. 186)

The goal is to identify companies from the same field who offer similar services,
to understand the market for large group tours better, and to analyse which ele-
ments would be beneficial for Taiga Times to emphasise. The benchmarking

will take place through the online websites of the company, in order to simulate
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the way a potential customer might perceive the companies and what infor-
mation is available to them. The information is systematically collected and the

research results are analysed and evaluated critically.

5.4 Concepting — Brainstorming

Brainstorming remains one of the methods for generating ideas in a group set-
ting. The aim of the method is to find creative solutions to specific problems.
While brainstorming is just one of the many methods used in generating new
ideas, the common elements that they all share are facilitating an environment
where ideas can be developed freely, allowing for creative thinking, as well as

the possibility to develop the ideas of others. (Ojasalo, et al., 2015, pp. 160-161)

Traditionally, a brainstorming session involves a warmup by the leader of the
session, in order to make sure everyone is aware of the goal of the session. Af-
ter this, the session moves to an idea phase where all ideas are documented
but not analysed. After which there is open discussion where the answers are
looked at and discussed critically and a conclusion drawn. (Ojasalo, et al., 2015,
p. 160)

Due to the small size of the company and scheduling difficulties the brainstorm-
ing process had to be adapted from the traditional. The brainstorming process
took place with only Kiia and Jeff Meneses, with thorough instructions from the
researcher, and a conversation about the brainstorming results were had with

Kiia Meneses and the researcher.

6 Results

6.1 Interview

The first method of data collection consisted of an interview with Taiga Times
founder and CEO, Kiia Meneses. The permission to use the material has been
confirmed by email and the questions were shared in advance. The questions
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entailed topics such as the history of the company, past and present chal-
lenges, sustainability, goals for the future, as well as specific questions regard-

ing the thesis. The interview questions can be found in Appendix 1.

The goal of the interview was to broaden the understanding of Taiga Times’ op-
erational ideas, goals, values, as well as past and current challenges. Moreo-
ver, the focus was on which elements of their company culture and values they
wish to translate to large group tours the most, as well as finding out what kind
of tours they already provide. A deeper understanding of how the company op-
erates serves as a starting point for the development of Taiga Times’ opera-

tions.

6.1.1 Providing a Personal Experience

Ever since the founding of the company in 2019, Taiga Times has had a very
clear set of core values they wish to incorporate into the business’ daily life.
Quality, responsibility with a particular emphasis on customer experience are in-
cluded. With a mission to be the best and more reliable tourism company oper-

ating from Helsinki. (Meneses, 2023)

The target group for Taiga Times’ tours are international travellers. Due to a lim-
ited target group, they have been able to refine and develop their products in a
way that would have been hard to do if they were to cater to both domestic and

international travellers.

The core idea of Taiga Times is focused on small groups, so the customer can
gain a very personal experience. This gives both the guides and the customers
the opportunity to learn to know each other, having conversations and asking
questions. After receiving requests during the years to facilitate larger groups,
they found that bigger group sizes in tours offer a whole set of new challenges
and rewards. The future expansion to offer more tours for larger groups pre-

sents itself with several unique dilemmas. (Meneses, 2023)
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6.1.2 Sustainability

A key topic which emerged in the interview was the presence of sustainability
and safety within the company. Ever since the beginning, the company has
made sure to consider social, ecological, and economic responsibility. All these
responsibilities have some degree of overlap within the topics they contain,
therefore, even though something is mentioned under one point, it does not ex-

clude it from others.

Ecological responsibility is perhaps the most familiar to the average person.
Within Taiga Times this means taking care of nature by, for example, using
marked paths, minimising food waste, as well as only using reusable items such
as proper raincoats and reusable locally produced dishes. The largest pollutant
within the company is the vehicle they use for the trips, due to most of their des-
tinations being inaccessible by public transport. This can be offset by the ele-
ment of shared transport to the trail from Helsinki city centre, as well as avoiding
overpopulated trails where nature might already be suffering from heavy foot
traffic. (Meneses, 2023)

In addition to this, Taiga Times also promotes responsible tips to their custom-
ers and educates about the impact one can have on the surrounding nature with
even the smallest acts, from the ‘Leave No Trace’ -principles to what the free-
dom to roam includes. Taiga Times has taken the educational route, which
means their approach to minimizing the negative impacts on the natural envi-

ronment is through the lens of humour and positivity. (Meneses, 2023)

Social responsibility has to do with taking care of the customers, employees,
and themselves. Their tours are priced fairly. Social responsibility also includes
elements such as incorporating and providing information about Finnish tradi-
tions and culture during the tours. In addition to this, Taiga Times is a member
of the ‘We Speak Gay’ organisation, in order to promote LGBTQIA+ friendly and
inclusive communication within the tourism industry as well as promoting a safe

environment for their customers. (Meneses, 2023)
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Economic responsibility includes besides fair pay for tour guides, paying taxes
as well as all fees and generally keeping their finances in order. In addition to
this, Taiga Times pays a fee to Metséhallitus to support the preservation and
protection of Finnish wildlife. Within economic responsibility, we can also men-
tion the use of as much locally produced items as possible, such as the reusa-
ble dishes produced by Kupilka, and collaboration with local businesses and
guides. (Meneses, 2023)

Taiga Times undergoes a yearly process to receive the ‘Green Activities’ sus-
tainability certification, which is a rigorous process and includes concrete proof

for each action taken. (Meneses, 2023)

6.1.3 Existing Tours for Large Groups

The existing tours for large groups have mainly focused on the high season with
multiple of them being either during summer or winter and only a few during au-
tumn and spring (Meneses, 2023). Their current tour available to large groups
can be seen on their website, with availability all year round with capacity for 45
people. The main destination they offer is the Nuuksio National Park in Espoo
which the duration of 4,5 hours. There is a possibility for a longer duration trip to

be arranged to Liesjérvi national park close to Forssa.

The tour includes an easy walk where no previous hiking experience is neces-
sary, and the basic level of fitness is required, where the walk is led by Jeff. Af-
ter the walk, a Finnish-style meal is cooked on an open fire which the group can
enjoy together. (Taiga Times, n.d.; Meneses, 2023)

The tours for larger groups present unique challenges. Depending on the sea-
son, the tour needs to be booked either a week or a month in advance. During
off-season it is easier to find transportation and the trails are generally less
busy. Tours for the summer generally need to be booked already in May due to
the high season being busy. The fact that most of Finland is on summer holi-

days is also an important aspect to note as many businesses are closed.



24

Another notable thing about large tours is the amount of food waste it produces
and the limitations of what and where you can eat. In addition to this, the guide
on these trips needs to be in more of a customer service role than a tour guide
role, as larger groups are more difficult to keep as one, there are often internal

cligues and making sure everyone gets the same information.

While there is no official data regarding how much food waste is generated by
the tourism industry, according to the International Food Waste Coalition
(IFWC) within Europe 12%, valued at 35 billion Euros, of the total food loss and
waste is generated by the hospitality and food service industries. Making it a

significant issue. (IFWC, n.d.)

6.2 Discourse Analysis

The analysis used 99 TripAdvisor reviews from between May 2022 and May
2023. The aim was to understand which elements of the existing tours for
smaller groups worked well based on customer reviews. The reviews were ana-
lysed, first keywords were gathered after which key themes were identified. The
results were recorded into a Word document, from which overarching themes

were identified.

The keywords were analysed based on the number of times they appeared in
the reviews. Keywords which appeared in 10% or more reviews were consid-

ered. First, they were recorded into a spreadsheet under broad titles such as

” o« ” o«

“positive atmosphere/high quality experiences”, “guides”, “cultural engagement”,

etc. Into which keywords, excluding filler words such as “and”, “the”, etc., were
inserted. An overview of the most popular keywords per category, with the num-
ber indicating how many times it was mentioned in total, can be seen in Figure

3.
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Experience (59)
} POSITIVE ATMOSPHERE Knowledgeable (40)
(429)
Creat (38)
Trip (45)
NATURAL BEAUTY / )
TRAVEL (317) Hike (42)
yd Forest (41)

Lunch (51)

KEYWORDS CULINARY EXPERIENCE Delicious (31)
OVERVIEW (225)
Mushrooms (24)

Jeff (122)

GUE?(!-:_SS]' < Guide/guides (64)
AN Kiia (19)

Finnish (36)

CULTURAL ENCAGEMENT Sauna (35)
(157) o
Helsinki (25)

Figure 3: Keywords overview.

The positive and warm atmosphere created by the guides with their friendly and
welcoming demeanour was often noted as a contributor to the overall enjoy-
ment of the tours. Furthermore, the guides' expertise in flora, fauna, and cultural
aspects are highlighted in multiple reviews. The guides are consistently praised
for their knowledge, friendliness, passion, and professionalism. This expertise
enriches the overall experience by providing educational and informative con-

tent.

Many reviews express satisfaction and a sense of exceeding expectations, indi-
cating a consistent theme of high-quality experiences. Participants appreciate
the ease of exploration facilitated by the guides and highlight the immersive and
enchanting experience of being in the Finnish wilderness. Participants appreci-
ate the opportunity to learn about plants, wildlife, and local traditions during the

tours, which reflects a focus on interactive learning.
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Participants value the authentic Finnish cultural experiences, such as traditional
saunas and local cuisine, dishes prepared in a forest setting over an open fire,
showing a strong emphasis on cultural engagement. The diversity of experi-
ences demonstrates the incorporation of contrast and variety, as well as a

unique multisensory experience.

Personalized experiences, attention to dietary preferences, and accommodating
different needs contribute to a sense of individuality. Despite group settings,
participants feel valued and receive individual attention. In addition, the tours fa-
cilitate positive interactions among participants, fostering a sense of camarade-
rie. It was also noted that small group sizes contribute to a more intimate and

enjoyable experience for the participants.

The reviews frequently mention positive emotions, memorable experiences, and
highlight specific moments which left a lasting impact, indicating a strong emo-
tional connection with the tours. Participants consistently express their strong
recommendation for these tours, emphasizing their satisfaction and desire to

participate again.

6.3 Benchmarking

Benchmarking was crucial to understanding the market saturation for large
group tours and what types of elements other existing tours provide, because it
provides a comparative analysis of a company's performance, products, and
practices against the industry standards and competitors. The choosing of the
benchmarking subjects as well as the lens which they were analysed was car-
ried out through the eyes of a customer.

The original goal was to find companies which offer hiking and nature tours
based in Helsinki, as this proved to be difficult additional companies operating
from Rovaniemi were chosen. The intention was to find two benchmarking sub-
jects one slightly smaller, with only one employee, and one slightly larger, with
three or more employees. A third company was chosen as they provide a larger

array of tours with destinations in the Nordic and Baltic countries.
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The starting point to finding the benchmarking companies was from the “Things
to Do In Helsinki” page on TripAdvisor, which is the first page which comes up
when inserting the same phrase into Google. From there with a focus on nature
and hiking similar companies were gathered into a list with the original criteria of
having at least two similar tours to Taiga Times, were based in Helsinki, and
their tour could be found with less than 10 clicks from the starting page. This
method was inherently flawed, as many companies do not gather reviews on
TripAdvisor meaning the algorithm works against them and their services are
not easily visible or not on the website. However, TripAdvisor is an internation-

ally used review site for travel agencies and comparison.

A spreadsheet table (Figure 4) was created to make the comparison process
easier and where all the data were collected to be reviewed. A copy of this
spreadsheet table is in Appendix 2. The table consisted of several elements
such as the company name, website address, place of operation, years opera-
tional, core product, core product pricing, additional products, additional prod-
ucts pricing, sustainability practices and certificates, trust adding elements, so-
cial media presence (other than TripAdvisor), additional notes, and ideas to in-

corporate.



Backpacker Helsinki Tour

Beyond Arctic Adventurers

Nordic Unique Travels

Company Name
Website hitps:/ibackpackerhelsinkitour.wordpress.com https://beyondarctic.com/ https://nordictravels.eu/
Place of Operation Helsinki Rovaniemi & Levi Rovaniemi
Years operational Since 2019 Since 2016 Since 2018
. y International travellers,
International and domestic

Target market

International travellers

travellers

especially ones looking for

holiday packages
Northern lights tours,

Core product

Hiking in a national park (Nuuksio or
Sipocnkorpi)

Photography tours and small
group tours

snowmobile safaris, husky

and reindeer sleighrides
60-160 € per person,

ICore product pricing|

88€ per person

85-175 € per person

depending on the tour type.
Holiday packages from 900-

7000€ per person
Finnish sauna, skiing and

Additional products

Ice Fishing (Winter)
Torrensuo National Park {(Summer)

Skiing, tours revelving around

arctic animals, activities such as
ice fishing, backcountry skiing,
fat bikes, etc. + Renting hiking

and photography equipment

international tours involsing

snowshoeing, party and
dinner experiences,
icebreaker experiences +

the Nordic and Baltic
countires

Additional products

pricing

80-155 € per person

[90-300 € per person (some tours|
anly priced with a group price)

Website has a sustainable

60-7000 £ per person

Sustainability

Not mentioned on the website

practices/certificates

travelling page with an
environmental policy.
\Cooperation with the Protect Our|
Winters movement, Green
Activities Environmental Award
and participating in the
Sustainable Travel Finland
program.

Website has a responsible
travel policy, no certificates
mentioned

TripAdvisor has 54 reviews (as of 23.05.2023)
Ranked as #14 of 208 Tours and Activities in

TripAdvisor has 452 reviews (as
of 22.05.2023)
Ranked as #7 of 91 in Outdoor
Activities in Rovaniemi (as of
22.05.2023)
Very professional website and
beautiful pictures.
Website in English and Finnish.
Privacy policy and Term ja

Conditions both readily available

as well as Covid-19 safety
measures.

A dedicated webpage which is a

collection of how the company
has been visible in the media.

TripAdvisor has 1547
reviews (as of 22.05.2023)
Ranked as #11 of 81 in
Outdoor Activities in
Rovaniemi (as of
22.05.2023)

Large variety of packages
Professional website and
good quality images
Wesbite in 6 different

languages
Built in contact sheet with
privacy policy available

presence (other

Lt Helsinki (as of 23.05.2023).
295 reviews on AirBnb and an "identity
verified" badge.
Social media

than| Not mentioned on the website

Yes: Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube and WhatsApp

Yes: Instagram, Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, Pinterest

Large company with a wide

TripAdvisor)

Additional notes

Simple website with very "real” images.
Nuukise trip only one with the mention of
accomodating up to 30 people upon request. Larger group option available (
to 70 people) but no concrete
examples, only a contact form.

website, only when actually
booking through Trip Advisor.

Levi.

Prices not listed clearly on the

More tours from Rovaniemi than

variety of tours and
knowledge.
The "about us" page could
be more personal.
Mainly focused on the winter
activities.
Website doesn't have any
upleasily findable information fo
large groups
So many different types of
tours perhaps not organised
the best so it feels chaotic
and overwhelming.

In general:

Torronsue national park

Ideas to incorporate

Large groups:

In general:

film and production crews
Webpage for invitation for
partnerships
Photography tours
Dedicated hashtags with

guide/employee

results in a 5-15% discount
certain tours.

Offering consulation services to

company name and a tagline
Detailed intreduction to each

Booking more than 2 tours

In general:
Finnish sauna experience as
a focal point
Specialised island tours near
Helsinki

Safari type wildlife viewing
Ice fishing

for Regarding I:_;\rge groups:

Large groups:

Figure

4: Benchmarking table.
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All data were found on the companies’ websites within a few exceptions of vali-
dating the review amounts on TripAdvisor or other review platform in May of
2023. Any information presented on the website may have been modified after
this. The data were attempted to be found with the fewest amount of clicks pos-
sible, indicating the availability of the information. The companies which were
chosen for benchmarking were Backpacker Helsinki Tours, Beyond Arctic Ad-

ventures, and Nordic Unique Travels.

The first four elements aimed to offer the basic information about the companies
to provide transparency and allow for the easy identification of the companies.
This also highlights the geographic scope and longevity of the benchmarked
companies, providing an insight into their market presence and related experi-

ence.

All companies chosen for benchmarking offered a lot of information especially
regarding trips for smaller groups, as it is a part of their main product. Two of
the companies provided information that trips for larger groups was possible,
one noting the exact contents of the tour and the other only with a contact form
and no concrete examples. This indicates that the market saturation for large
group tours seems rather low, as the maijority of tours available were for small

groups.

Collected ideas to incorporate based on the benchmarking would be to investi-
gate Torronsuo national park as a destination, offering consultation services to
film and production crews as well as having a webpage for invitation for partner-
ships. An important point of emphasis for Taiga Times would be to note the sus-

tainability of their group tours.

In conclusion, the market for large group nature tours is largely unsaturated
based on this small snapshot which allows for innovation on the field. A key
point to attract potential customers would be to make information as readily

available as possible because there is a clear lack of it in the field.
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6.4 Brainstorming

The brainstorming session was broken down into several small questions. A

copy of the questions as well as the original images is included in Appendix 3.

Image 1: Brainstorming session, question 1.

The session started off with the question of “what makes a tour unsuitable for
large groups?”. This question was also approached with the mindset of what the
challenges with tours for large groups consist of. The aim of this question was
to understand specific factors that determine why tours can be unsuitable and to

further understand the needs of the target audience.

The overarching themes included locational challenges which contained other
issues such as bus access and the suitability of the trail itself, food logistics, and
amenities. The trail needs to be big enough to be able to sustainably carry a
large amount of people, meaning it should have sufficient width and structural
integrity to accommodate the flow of up to 50 people without causing damage to

the natural environment or posing safety hazards. Regarding food logistics, the
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largest difficulty is for example carrying water and ingredients for up to 50 peo-
ple. This means the food must be simple, meaning dishes which are easy to
prepare, require minimal cooking, and use basic non-spillable ingredients due to

their weight, therefore, it can result in the loss of a cultural touch point.

Another big theme entailed the limited possibilities with activities as well as the
managing of those activities. Certain activities require focus as well as
knowledge, which can be difficult to manage with large groups. For example,
mushroom picking requires knowledge of which mushrooms are ready to pick
and knowing which ones can be hazardous. If even one member of a large
group does not pay sufficient focus it can have potentially life-threatening con-

sequences.

The final notes to be made are regarding how the tours need multiple guides
and the difficulty of making sure everyone receives the proper information about
the tour, since usually one person oversees booking the tour. The next question
to mirror the first was the following: “What makes a tour suitable for large

groups?”, with the same aim.

The question ended up having overlap with the answers of the third question
“What is at the core of the tours for large groups?”. To not lose context, they
have been kept as one image, however, the analysing of results will happen
separately. The aim of the third question was to identify the core values,

themes, and objectives of the tours for Taiga Times.

Regarding the second question, the answers largely mirrored the answers of
the first, like noting bus access, which was expected. The new things mentioned
were the difficulty and length of the trail, which means it needs to be an easy
walk and a relatively short distance, a maximum of 5 kilometres, to be suitable
for participants of varied fitness levels. Another new thing pointed out was that
the location needs to be close to Helsinki, a maximum of an hours’ drive, and

generally a location which is suited for larger groups.
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Image 2: Brainstorming session, questions 2 and 3.

The trail should have a private cooking area with a large grilling area which in-
cludes enough places to sit in order to accommodate a large group. The last in-
teresting point was how visiting the trail during low, non-peak season is favoura-
ble.

Low season for visiting offers easy access which is one of the key elements of
the tours for large groups. Easy access also includes transportation to nature as
well as the guided tour element. Together they build structure, which is incredi-
bly important when it comes to timing. Often the pace of large groups can be
slower, therefore, good timing is key. Having an alternative or “safety” route is a

good way to keep on schedule, since the tour guide can always fall back on it
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should they notice a slower group, where it takes significantly longer to reach

certain milestones.

Another key emphasis, which is at the core of the tours is a good welcoming of
the group and the overall opening of the tour. This is vital to make sure every-
one knows what they have come to do, as well as establishing personal contact
with the group. The final core element of the large tours is the Finnish-style
food, which currently includes potato salad and grilled sausages, at the end of
the trail.

The fourth question of “What are the differences in the dynamic between a large
and a small group?” inspired some comparison. The aim of this question was to
compare and contrast the dynamics of small and large groups to understand
how these differences can possibly affect the overall tour experience for both

the customer as well as Taiga Times employees.

Image 3: Brainstorming, question 4.
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Small groups, of six to eight people, were deemed to be more personal overall
and more controlled. The large groups require more guides, making the per-
sonal connection to everyone less so. The tour was noted to be more relaxed
than that of the small group, as larger groups usually have a generally slower

pace and the tour has a less structured itinerary.

The tours for smaller groups pose fewer overall risks, while the tours for large
groups pose different types of risk. The difference in risks is the key point, not
that one has less and the other more. It's important to note that the tours for
smaller groups can have for example more dangerous terrain, which can bring
its own risks. However, the risks with larger groups contain things like some-
body of the group wandering off and getting lost or hurt, which is less likely to

happen with a smaller group size.

The small groups were noted to be more sustainable with less impact to the
trails as well as less food waste, while the larger groups leave more trace.
There was also a distinction between how smaller groups are generally more
present and focused, while larger groups are less focused but more active. With
smaller groups, the details and individual needs matter more, while with larger
groups, the focus is on the bigger picture, the logistical and organizational as-
pects of the tour. Based on this, tours for less individuals can incorporate more

flexibility, taking different routes based on the participants interests.

With a large group, this type of flexibility is difficult, the tours need to be more
structured in order to be successful. The fifth question “With what can you pro-
vide personalized attention and ensure that each group receives a unique and
engaging experience?”, aimed to understand how Taiga Times can provide per-

sonalised attention to each group.

Many of the points raised were of the same vein as some of the questions be-
fore. The importance of multiple guides was raised, here with an emphasis on
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being able to pay attention to everyone. An additional note was made regarding

guides being talkative and outgoing, a people person.

Image 4: Brainstorming, question 5.

Good pre-trip information is the heart of a successful trip, as well as good intro-
ductions. The emphasis being on creating a welcoming environment and en-
couraging all types of questions throughout the trip. In addition, encouraging
group activities, like trivia, can help the group bond and add value to the trip.
“How could the company collaborate with local businesses or attractions?” was
the sixth question, to help identify potential opportunities for collaboration in or-
der to enhance the tour experience and help promote local businesses and at-

tractions.

This question produced a lot of good answers and ideas. First, visiting local
companies and famous gift shops could be a good way to integrate culture and
support local businesses. Planning the tour around the destination allows for an
immersive experience, it offers guests a more concrete experience with the lo-
cal culture, and it provides the ability to interact with local people. In addition to
this renting facilities such as traditional Finnish huts, known as a kota, can pro-

vide a unique experience.
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Image 5: Brainstorming session, question 6.

Outsourcing activities such as guides, and catering or other types of food ser-
vices can be a way of accessing expertise and resources which may not be
available in house. Local partners, often industry professionals who handle a
part of the itinerary, can bring their unique knowledge, and help create a multi-
faceted experience for the guest. Catering or food services would be all local
produce to create an immersive culinary experience into traditional Finnish food.
Moreover, this directly contributes to the local economy. We can include co-
marketing into this topic with various types of crossover posts with different

companies.

The final question of the brainstorming session was “What kind of cultural ele-
ments would you want to incorporate into the tours?”. The goal of this question
was to ask Taiga Times what they would personally want to include and incor-

porate in the future.
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Image 6: Brainstorming session, question 7.

Nature knowledge is something the company is already providing in their tours.
Providing guests opportunities to learn about the local flora, fauna, and provid-
ing ecological knowledge of the local area is a great way to enhance guests ex-

perience and to promote sustainable tourism practices.

Education was noted in two different ways. First, the focus on everyone’s rights
and how it connects to foraging and tenting, as well as educating about Finnish
culture through teaching simple phrases of the language and having trivia ses-

sions regarding the topics spoken about during the tour.

7 List of Considerations

The final list of considerations is viewed through the lens of the experience tri-
angle and show key factors which are crucial in creating a successful experi-
ence for large groups. Figure 5 serves as a visual guide to how each considera-

tion supports the overall experience.
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henkinen taso spiritual level
MUUTOS CHANGE

emotionaalinen taso emotional level
ELAMYS EXPERIENCE

dlyllinen taso ntellectual level
OPPIMINEN LEARNING

fyysinen taso physical level
AISTIMINEN SENSING

motivaation taso level of motivation
KIINNOSTUMINEN INTEREST

yksildllisyys aitous tarina moniaistisuus  kontrasti  vuorovaikutus
individuality authenticity storytelling multisensory contrast interaction

Figure 5: Experience triangle with translations and considerations.

Product elements to support individuality and interaction include personalised
welcomes, customised itinerary, interactive workshops, and a focus on multiple
guides. All these elements foster a sense of belonging from the start. The focus
on multiple guides allows for each participant to experience the small tour, of six
to eight people, atmosphere which the company is known for and a more per-
sonal connection with one (or more) of the guides. Interactive workshops or ac-
tivities encourage active participation and hands-on experiences foster group

cohesion and a sense of camaraderie.

Product elements to support authenticity are to employ local guides, off-the-
beaten-path destinations, and cultural immersion. The inclusion of local guides
helps engage the participants and provide a genuine insight into daily life as the
guides possess in-depth knowledge of both nature and the cultural heritage and

customs.

Product elements to support storytelling are guides who understand the im-
portance of customer service, encouraging cultural narratives, and the inclusion
of local folklore. Stories which intertwine nature with cultural history, folklore and
legends can enhance participants’ experience. The addition of guides who are
customer service professionals’ aids with keeping a conversation from the start

of the tour to the end as well as providing a personal experience.
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Product elements which support multisensory experiences and contrast entail a
focus on local cuisine and an emphasis on being in the moment. Food was
noted as an important part of the tour in the customer reviews. Being in nature
is a multisensory experience for many with the different sights, sounds, and
smells but it is also important to encourage participants to take a moment to
truly take everything in. Transitioning between diverse landscapes as well as
the incorporation of different spaces, such as the transportation vehicle, the
trail, fireside sitting and indoor kotas, can furthermore enhance the multisensory

experience and bring contrast to the tours.

Companies choose companies they are willing to work with based on a shared
value basis, the emphasis which Taiga Times places on their sustainability ef-
forts is a key element in securing new customers and can be utilised effectively
in their marketing. As Taiga Times has found success with their small group
tours it is crucial for them to incorporate best practices consciously and actively

to large group tours.

8 Conclusion

This thesis aimed to answer two separate research questions and provide Taiga
Times with a comprehensive overview of which factors are key to creating a
successful and memorable experience for large groups. The objectives of this
research were to ascertain the key elements and attributes of Taiga Times' ex-
isting tour offerings that have contributed to their success which was executed
through the interview and discourse analysis. The applicability and potential in-
tegration into the framework of large group tours was further clarified by the
brainstorming process. Understanding the market saturation was carried out by
examining comparable tour operators in the benchmarking process.

The results of the research proved to be in alignment with what was aimed to be

achieved. Understanding successful and meaningful experiences in this setting
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requires a lot of the knowledge | have gained from cultural management stud-
ies. | believe these results can be applied with small adjustments to many differ-

ent fields where the product’s target audience is a group.

The key findings from the interview process included the following points: the
level of commitment Taiga Times displayed to providing a personal experience
to their customers; how sustainability plays a large role in their overall opera-
tion; and what their existing large group tours entail. The discourse analysis
section identified customer needs as well as best practices Taiga Times is im-
plementing. The benchmarking process viewed tourism businesses providing
similar products and provided valuable information on understanding the cus-
tomer experience. The brainstorming process provided a comprehensive over-
view of challenges as well as creative solutions. Based on all of this, factors
which are crucial in creating a successful experience were inserted into the ex-

perience triangle paradigm.

On the basis on evidence presented, one could believe it is key knowledge for a
cultural manager to understand the basics of product development as well as
different service design processes, because these skills can be applied to many
different fields. The Design Thinking process was a wonderful outline to struc-
ture this research on. The phases of discovering, concepting, designing, and

building kept the research on track and provided a necessary structure.

There is a lot left to explore within this topic as well as with Taiga Times. The fu-
ture expansion to offer more tours for larger groups presents itself with several
unique dilemmas. For example, both groups of 20 people and 40 people are
both large groups but can have different challenges in the same way that an in-
crease from 8 to 20 people can have. How to most effectively market to large
groups, especially when the focus is with international customers and groups of
that size don’t often travel as one. How to effectively market to companies? Fur-
thermore, how not to not fall into the preconceived notions that can come with

facilitating large groups?
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The main limitations of this thesis included the data collection methods. The in-
terview was too broad, as the interview covers a wide range of topics and does
not directly contribute to addressing the main research goals as much as one
would have liked, therefore, one should have been more precise and targeted
on what one is looking for in the answers. As | say that now, it must be pointed
out that the way the interview was structured was directly influenced and inn-

keeping with the first step in the Design Thinking process.

The benchmarking process proved to be the least fruitful of the research meth-
ods as there was very little information regarding what | was looking for availa-
ble. While little results still carry their significance, it made it difficult to draw con-
crete results and key points. It would have been beneficial to have direct feed-
back from the large groups in the form of either a questionnaire or an open
feedback form to have a clearer sense of what is working and what is not. This

was not possible due to time constraints.

Undertaking this research provided me with an opportunity for personal growth
and learning. | have gained a fuller understanding of the service design method
used as well as the tourism field in general. | believe cultural managers have a

lot to offer to this field even though it may not be the traditional place.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Interview Questions

Founders and employees

Kiia Meneses position and areas of responsibility within the company?
Jeffery Meneses position and areas of responsibility within the company?

Does the company have other employees, if so how many and what do
they do?

Taiga Times as a company

Can you describe the history and evolution of Taiga Times, how it started
and how it has grown over time?

How would you describe Taiga Times’ core values and mission? How are
these values reflected in the day-to-day operations of the business?

Taiga Times takes pride in the approach to sustainability and responsible
tourism, as demonstrated by Visit Finland’s Sustainable Travel Finland
and Green Activities accolades. Can you speak about the approach to
sustainability and responsible tourism practices, and any initiatives the
company has undertaken in this area?

How does Taiga Times work with local communities? What is the impact
of the company's activities on the surrounding environment and ecosys-
tem?

Can you describe Taiga Times’ target market, and how the company dif-
ferentiates itself from competitors in the industry?

How does Taiga Times balance the interests of tourists and the natural
environment, and what measures are in place to minimize negative im-
pacts on the ecosystem?
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- Can you speak to any challenges Taiga Times has faced, and how the
company has addressed these challenges?

- How does Taiga Times measure the success of its tours, and what met-
rics are used to track the impact of the company's activities?

- Can you speak to any plans Taiga Times has for future expansion or de-
velopment, and how these plans align with the company's core values
and mission?

- How does Taiga Times ensure the safety and well-being of its guests
and employees in remote or challenging natural environments?

Regarding the Thesis

- How many tours for large groups do you do?
o How long have you been doing them?
o What'’s the content of the tours?
o IsitB2B only?
- What kind of scheduling flexibility is necessary to accommodate large

groups?



Appendix 2: Benchmarking

Backpacker Helsinki Tour

Beyond

Arctic Adventurers

Nordic Unique Travels

Company Name

Backpacker Helsinki Tour

Beyond Arctic Adventurers | Nordic Unique Travels

Website

https //backpackerhelsinkitour.wordpress.com.

https://beyondarctic.com/

https://nordictravels.eu/

Place of Operation

Helsinki

Rovaniemi & Levi

Rovaniemi

Years operational

Since 2019

Since 2016

Since 2018

Target market

International travellers

International and domestic
travellers

International travellers,
especially ones looking for
holiday packages

Core product

Hiking in a national park (Nuuksio or
Sipoonkorpi)

Photography tours and small
group tours

Northern lights tours,
snowmobile safaris, husky
and reindeer sleighrides

Core product pricing|

88€ per person

85-175 € per person

60-160 € per person,
depending on the tour type.
Holiday packages from 900-

7000€ per person

Additional products

Ice Fishing (Winter)
Torronsuo National Park (Summer)

Skiing, tours revolving around

ice fishing, backcountry skiing,
fat bikes, etc. + Renting hiking
and photography equipment

arctic animals, activities such as

Finnish sauna, skiing and
snowshoeing, party and
dinner experiences,
icebreaker experiences +
international tours involsing
the Nordic and Baltic
countires

Additional products
pricing

80-155 € per person

only priced with a group price)

90-300 € per person (some tours|

60-7000 € per person

Sustainability

Not mentioned on the website

P

Website has a sustainable
travelling page with an
environmental policy.

Winters movement, Green
Activities Environmental Award
and participating in the
Sustainable Travel Finland
program.

Cooperation with the Protect Ourl Website has a responsible

travel policy, no certificates
mentioned

Trust adding
elements

TripAdvisor has 54 reviews (as of 23.05.2023]
Ranked as #14 of 208 Tours and Activities in
Helsinki (as of 23.05.2023).

295 reviews on AirBnb and an "identity
verified” badge.

TripAdvisor has 452 reviews (as
of 22.05.2023)

Ranked as #7 of 91 in Outdoor
Activities in Rovaniemi (as of
22.05.2023)

)| Very professional website and
beautiful pictures.
Website in English and Finnish.
Privacy policy and Term ja
Conditions both readily available

as well as Covid-19 safety
measures.

A dedicated webpage which is a

collection of how the company

has been visible in the media.

TripAdvisor has 1547
reviews (as of 22.05.2023)
Ranked as #11 of 91 in
Qutdoor Activities in
Rovaniemi (as of
22.05.2023)

Large variety of packages
Professional website and
good quality images
Wesbite in 6 different

languages
in contact sheet with
privacy policy available

‘Social media
presence (other than|
TripAdvisor)

Not mentioned on the website

Yes: Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube and WhatsApp

Yes: Instagram, Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, Pinterest

Additional notes

Simple website with very "real” images.
Nuukiso trip only one with the mention of
accomodating up to 30 people upon request.

Prices not listed clearly on the
website, only when actually

booking through Trip Advisor.
More tours from Rovaniemi than
Levi.

Larger group option available (u
to 70 people) but no concrete
examples, only a contact form.

Large company with a wide
variety of tours and
knowledge.

The "about us" page could
be more personal.
Mainly focused on the winter
activities.

Website doesn't have any
easily findable information fo
large groups
So many different types of
tours perhaps not organised
the best so it feels chaotic

and overwhelming.

Ideas to incorporate

In general:
Torronsuo national park

Large groups:

In general:

Offering consulation services to
film and preduction crews
Webpage for invitation for

partnerships
Photography tours
Dedicated hashtags with
company name and a tagline
Detailed introduction to each
guide/employee
Booking mere than 2 tours

results in a 5-15% discount for

certain tours.

Large groups:

In general:
Finnish sauna experience as
a focal point
Specialised island tours near|
Helsinki
Safari type wildlife viewing
Ice fishing

Regarding large groups:
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Appendix 3: Brainstorming Questions and Results

- What makes a tour unsuitable for large groups?

- What makes a tour suitable for large groups?

- What is at the core of the tours for large groups?

- What are the differences in the dynamic between a large and a small
group?

- With what can you provide personalized attention and ensure that each
group receives a unique and engaging experience?

- How could the company collaborate with local businesses or attractions?

- What kind of cultural elements would you want to incorporate into the

tours?
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