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Preface

We are pleased to present a book that we hope responds to a contemporary 
need in university-level outdoor programmes and research. For many years, 
outdoor studies have been internationalizing at UiT – (The Arctic University 
of Norway,) mainly with exchange of students and staff from European coun-
tries. These meetings have opened up outdoor studies to new perspectives, in-
cluding those of social and cultural diversity and field-based experiences. Fri
luftsliv is, in general, a lively field, full of engaged and interesting controversy 
and debate. We have registered a trend over the years that there is an increas-
ing interest in studying friluftsliv at different levels. 

At UiT, studies in the field range from Bachelor- and Master-level pro-
grams in Alta to nature guiding in Svalbard. Since the turn of the twenty-first 
century, there has been an increasing influx of foreign students to outdoor 
studies. This has resulted in an extension of the study program for interna-
tional students. This combination of progress, engagement, controversy, open 
discussions, and debates makes the field so stimulating for teachers, students 
and researchers. Enabling students to explore outdoor practices beyond their 
home territories opens up possibilities for new field experiences and space for 
discussions about commonalities and differences in approaches to the out-
doors.   

This book in many ways reflects this dialectic between theory and prac-
tice. Our practical contact with, and observation of, activities through dif-
ferent seasons as teachers and guides has shaped the choice of activities pre-
sented. The first part reflects the historical, cultural, social and pedagogical 
backgrounds of friluftsliv while the second part gives insight into outdoor ac-
tivities typical of the Finnmark, designed to enhance the practical experience. 
Both parts of the book are based on our previous book Friluftsliv – ein norwe
gisches Phänomen (2015) which was mainly written for German readers. This 
new publication is for an international readership. It has a stronger interna-
tional focus, deeper theoretical insights and includes new chapters.   
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1  Introduction

Taking part in outdoor life activities – from hiking to skiing – can tell us 
much about the relationship between culture and society. A large number of 
Norwegians use nature intensively in pursuit of their leisure activities. The 
Norwegian saying ‘Ut på tur aldri sur’ means: ‘On an outdoor trip in nature 
you’re never in a bad mood.’ This impression of a particular closeness between 
the Norwegian population and nature is observed by many visitors to Norway. 
For some, it is also the reason for seeking nature experiences. This closeness 
of Norwegians with nature is not observed only in the summer, but also dur-
ing the winter period when the temperature is far below zero. It is common 
to meet families or other groups who come together around a campfire. Un-
like in other countries, they do not sit on a bench at an artificially arranged 
fireplace. They prepare their rest area themselves, search for suitable burnable 
material, and some even ignite their bonfires without lighters or liquid spirits. 
In addition, a small tent is often set up, or in the winter a self-built snow cave. 
These arrangements seem quite impressive, almost adventurous. If one were to 
ask those participating what they are doing, the answer would be ‘friluftsliv’.

Figure 1.1: Travelling by canoe (photo: Carsten G. Rolland).
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There is no equivalent English term for friluftsliv because friluftsliv is often 
seen as something particularly Scandinavian. The terms ‘outdoor life’, ‘outdoor 
activities’, ‘outdoor education’ and ‘outdoor adventure’ are often used to de-
scribe friluftsliv. In Norway, as well as in other Scandinavian countries, it is 
rooted in the different seasons. It developed, on the one hand, from former-
ly traditional rural employment activities and, on the other, from nature-relat-
ed leisure activities over the last 150 years. Friluftsliv could historically be seen 
as a Norwegian way of life and, as a way of modern life, it has diversified into 
distinctive outdoor lifestyles for different social groups. 

The Sami, indigenous people who live mostly in Northern Scandinavia, 
have no term that corresponds to the term “friluftsliv”, but there are concepts 
in the Sami language that denote being in nature. The term “meahcástallan” 
is related to doing what’s useful when walking out in the woods and on the 
mountain plateau, whether you go out to pick berries, chop fuelwood, fish in-
land waters, put out snares, cut sennagrass, find good birch trees to cut for 
sledding and for framing turf huts, etc. One should use one’s energy on tra-
ditional activities that are useful for living. In connection with the L-971 be-
ing translated into Sami, it was not possible to use “meahcástallan” as synon-
ymous with “friluftsliv”. By trying to translate it, a new term “olgoelošteapmi” 
was constructed, which can be translated into outside life: to go out in nature.

Due to the importance of friluftsliv as a cultural trait and a characteristic 
of national identity, it was introduced early into the education system. Norwe-
gian schools are important for experiencing and learning more about frilufts
liv, and it is taught in all types of schools. Friluftsliv is also a study program 
at approximately 20 Norwegian universities, as a 1-year supplementary course 
or as a postgraduate course leading to a master’s degree. In addition, there 
are numerous specialised courses in friluftsliv at various Norwegian folk high 
schools (folkehøgskole). Apart from traditional teacher training, many of the 
graduates are now looking for a job in municipal institutions or in the grow-
ing nature tourism industry in Northern Norway.

We want to give some insight into a phenomenon that may open the door 
to new or alternative activities and opportunities in nature. This book tries to 
bring friluftsliv closer to non-Norwegians, to make it something that is tangi-

1 L-97 is the name of the Norwegian elementary school curriculum, which came into 
force in 1997. This was replaced in 2006 by the new syllabus K-06 (K stands for 
kunnskapsløftet = knowledge promotion).
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ble, something that can be experienced and learned, and also make it more 
interesting.2

1.1  Organisation of the book

The context of the book was created on the basis of education and research 
in the field, the development of study programs for foreign students, and 
through visits and tours in various arctic landscapes with students, colleagues 
and guests. In putting the text together, we have tried as far as possible to take 
advantage of the fact that we have different foci – sociology, pedagogy and 
history – and in our opinion these provide a multidimensional analysis of fri
luftsliv as a way of experiencing and learning in nature. This book includes 
ten chapters. To reflect and illustrate cultural practices in different settings, 
this book is divided into three main sections, each of which can be read inde-
pendently of the others.

In the first section (chap. 2 and 3) we map the field of research with a de-
scription of friluftsliv as a phenomenon. The opening chapter 2 provides an 
insight into the state of research and existing literature. By including diverse 
doctoral theses and literature, we have tried – as far as possible – to outline 
different and new perspectives that contribute to this field in Norway. Chap-
ter 3 deals with an historical and culturally-specific description of friluftsliv as 
a phenomenon, as it has developed in Norway, from a contemporary perspec-
tive. Thus, we present the development of various philosophies of friluftsliv us-
ing a theoretical approach, which can also be seen as the basis for the subse-
quent educational concept.

The second section (chap. 4, 5 and 6) deals with the educational approach 
and the educational perspectives of friluftsliv in general, as well as in the par-
ticular contexts of school and nature guiding. In chapter 4, we take a look at 
the educational significance of friluftsliv, as it has developed in Norway over 
the last three or four decades. This educational approach shows that friluftsliv 
has a broad spectrum of meanings and that there are multiple notions about 

2 With regard to terminology and linguistic understanding, it should also be noted that 
Norwegian terminology and language have evolved through the phenomenon of frilufts
liv. This can already be seen in the word friluftsliv itself. In order to preserve the authen-
ticity and avoid a loss of meaning, not all Norwegian terms have been translated into 
English, but rather have been partly explained. Quotations from Norwegian are trans-
lated by the authors in such a way that they reflect the meaning and can be understood. 
All direct translations from Norwegian to English have been made by the authors them-
selves, unless stated otherwise.
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its aims and objectives. In chapter 5, the content of nature guiding is outlined 
and discussed. This is done by analysing the fields of nature-based tourism 
and friluftsliv, and the roles of the friluftsliv supervisor and the nature guide 
by discussing the competence of the person responsible for groups out in na-
ture. In chapter 6, we first relate the main themes, traditions and perspectives 
of outdoor life and outdoor activities. Here the central terms ‘outdoor’ and 
‘adventure’ are explained to show their implications for education, learning 
and personal development. In a second part, a discussion of ‘experiential edu-
cation’ and ‘experiential learning’ refers to the possibilities and implications of 
this educational philosophy in the context of nature and adventure. 

The third section (chap. 7, 8 and 9) deals with the most common summer 
and winter friluftsliv activities that can be carried out in the north of Norway. 
Not all of them can easily be transferred to other regions and countries be-
cause they are often closely related to the different landscapes found in Finn-
mark, Norway’s most northern county. The readers themselves must assess to 
what extent the respective activities are possible in their own geographical and 
cultural environments. 

The final chapter (chap. 10) outlines key points that arise from studying 
the phenomenon friluftsliv by discussing some basic questions and outlining 
arguments for environmental and sustainable friluftsliv activities. 
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2  Mapping the field – state of research and literature 

Although there are numerous publications on both the practical and theoret-
ical aspects of friluftsliv in Scandinavian countries, these predominantly con-
sist of practically oriented manuals or reports of personal experiences. Since 
the 1990s – in parallel with its increasing theorisation and adoption by educa-
tors – friluftsliv has progressively become a subject for academic research, pri-
marily with a focus on society, leisure, education and public health (Horgen 
et al., 2016). In addition to research papers and Bachelors’ and Masters’ dis-
sertations, a number of doctoral theses have been written that deal with var-
ied aspects of friluftsliv. A sample of important studies that have also helped 
to lay the foundations for this book is briefly presented here, namely those 
of Pedersen (1999), Repp (2001), Tordsson (2003), Odden (2008), Bischoff 
(2012), Langseth (2012), Magnussen (2013), Vold (2015), Hetland (2016) and 
Synnevåg Løvoll (2016)

2.1  Values and meanings of friluftsliv

In his thesis, ‘Values and ideals of our generation’s outdoor life ‘friluftsliv’. 
Nansen as a model? Thinking and formulations about ‘friluftsliv’ today re-
flecting the values and ideals of Nansen? A comparative study’,3 Gunnar Repp 
(2001) shed light on the desire of later generations – compared with that of 
Nansen – to change lifestyles and society so that they are in harmony with 
nature. Historical lines and contexts are important for revealing discussions 
of ideologies and modes of thought. More than a century ago, Nansen urged 
that an alternative upbringing of youth should emphasise traditional knowl-
edge and develop a sense of joy from being in nature. Nansen’s main message 
was to develop the ability to see the simple elemental things, try new trails, 
run risks and dare to do the unknown. Nansen’s ideal was a type of friluftsliv 
marked by simplicity, responsibility, curiosity, hands-on experience and first-
hand encounters with nature. From a comparative perspective, Repp discuss-
es the area of friluftsliv, adventure education and experiential learning, and 
he presents various generations of friluftsliv through different perspectives and 
paradigms. He defines an understanding of the concept of ‘friluftsliv’ as be-

3 Original title: Verdiar og ideal for dagens friluftsliv: Nansen som føredøme?: tankar og for
muleringar om friluftslivet i vår tid: spegling av Nansen sine verdiar og ideal?: ei samanlik
nande gransking.
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ing about attitudes to nature, ecological thinking, environmental responsibili-
ty and social commitment.

Norwegian sports sociologist Kirsti Pedersen (1999) is one of the few 
scholars to have taken up the issue of gender in connection with friluftsliv. 
Her comprehensive study ‘It was always just so natural. Friluftsliv, gender and 
cultural contrasts’,4 takes a feminist approach to friluftsliv in which, from a 
gender perspective, she looked at the significance of friluftsliv for men and 
women in Alta (the largest town in Finnmark) and its surroundings. In this 
qualitative study, Pedersen documents the different significance of, and mean-
ings ascribed to, friluftsliv by men and women. Accordingly, women take part 
in friluftsliv activities not only less frequently than men do but also, to a large 
extent, differently. Furthermore, there seem to be different patterns of interest 
in experiencing friluftsliv between the sexes, as well as in the ways of experi-
encing it. 

Pedersen thus draws the conclusion that friluftsliv is experienced subjec-
tively depending on gender, social class and geographical setting. Among the 
main participants in friluftsliv, Pedersen distinguishes gatherers, hikers and 
specialists. These three groups not only have a distinct understanding of fri
luftsliv but also take part in different forms of friluftsliv activities. This distinct 
understanding of friluftsliv is, moreover, one of the reasons why it is so diffi-
cult to agree on a universally valid definition of the phenomenon friluftsliv. 
Pedersen describes these three forms of activity in a gender-specific context.

Among the gatherers, who lived according to the yearly rhythm of nature, 
there was always a division of labour between the sexes. It was always the men 
who went hunting and fishing while the women did the cooking and looked 
after the home, and their friluftsliv activities were mainly confined to gather-
ing (e.g. berries).

For the hikers, the focus is on physical exertion; here, too, Pedersen makes 
a distinction between the sexes. As a rule, women undertake shorter treks and 
less frequently than men; moreover, these treks mostly take place in the coun-
tryside around their homes so that the whole family can join in. Men, in con-
trast, prefer to undertake longer treks, usually along with two or three friends 
over several days, which may involve not only a considerable degree of physi-
cal exertion but also certain hazards.

Pedersen employs the term ‘specialists’ for those friluftsliv participants who 
practise types of activity beyond the ordinary kinds. Generally, these activi-
ties require more money and more time, as well as special skills and specif-

4 Original title: Det har bare vært naturlig. Friluftsliv, kjønn og kulturelle brytninger.
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ic knowledge, and include such things as glacier trekking, off-piste skiing, ca-
noeing tours, rafting and mountain biking. The more specialised an activity 
is with regard to equipment, the techniques used, the demands made on the 
body and the physical skills required, the more likely is the activity to be – ac-
cording to Pedersen – a male preserve.

Pedersen notes, finally, that when men and women undertake frilufts
liv tours together, the activities are often experienced in different ways, giv-
ing rise to different dimensions of meaning and leaving different impressions. 

This diversity of experience and personal impact has been investigated in 
further studies. The Swede, Bjørn Tordsson, who teaches in Norway, entitled 
his doctoral thesis Answering nature’s open indictment: an examination of the 
dimension of meaning in Norwegian friluftsliv in the 20th century and a discus
sion of friluftsliv as a sociocultural phenomenon5 (Tordsson, 2003). This study 
is arguably the most profound exposition of friluftsliv in Norway to date. The 
first part is a theoretical discussion of ‘friluftsliv as a Norwegian tradition’ 
from a phenomenological and socio-cultural perspective, in which the author 
examines above all the question of how meaningful friluftsliv can be for the 
individual, on the one hand, and the implications that it has for society, on 
the other. He endeavours to explain the way in which the ‘national project’ 
ini tiated in the early 1900s to create a Norwegian identity – for individuals as 
well as the nation – has become both a philosophy of life and a lifestyle. The 
study not only describes the historical development of friluftsliv but also pro-
vides a theoretical point of departure for interpreting the various forms of fri
luftsliv in Norway today. In addition, Tordsson examines contrasting interpre-
tations of nature that have exerted an influence on the different stages in the 
development of friluftsliv, illustrating vividly the effects that these have had on 
the ways in which friluftsliv has been practised. 

In the second part of his thesis, Tordsson goes on to examine the educa-
tional opportunities inherent in friluftsliv. He enquires about the values that 
friluftsliv can hold in order to understand how they might be harnessed both 
educationally and didactically. In this way, he attempts to answer the question 
of how friluftsliv could contribute in a tangible way to personal development 
and creating identity in individuals.

5 Original title: Å svare på naturens åpne tiltale: En undersøkelse av meningsdimensjoner i 
norsk friluftsliv på 1900tallet og en drøftelse av friluftsliv som sosiokulturelt fenomen.
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2.2  Experiencing and learning in friluftsliv

A key element in learning in friluftsliv is the involvement of group mem-
bers (Faarlund, 1993; Horgen, 2010; Tordsson, 2014). This involvement brings 
about awareness of individual’s own responsibility, and ownership of the ex-
pedition, the experiences and their learning. During the activity the frilufts liv 
educator should explore and use experiences that are discovered, giving par-
ticipants the chance to experience relevant and meaningful situations, with 
the aim of learning. According to Horgen (2010), such an approach means 
both seeking situations out and exploiting them when they occur. In his study 
‘Learning in friluftsliv’,6 Magnussen (2013) highlights the potential for unin-
tended and valuable learning that appears in the encounter with constantly 
changing nature. Using examples from kayaking, he specifically highlights the 
potential for creating new meanings through participants’ experiences. The 
potential for such experiences and learning can be found within the context 
of nature-based adventure tourism, as Varley and Semple (2015) emphasise 
in their view of the Nordic tradition of friluftsliv as a productive approach to 
meaningful experiences and learning in nature, and as Magnussen (2013) em-
phasises in the role of play in creating deep experiences. 

The main aim of Bischoff ’s (2012) doctoral thesis, Between me and the oth
er, there are path[s]: a PhD thesis on paths, people and the experience of na
ture,7 was to explore the public administration, management, development 
and design of paths for linking policy aims and individuals, their experiences 
and embedded relationships and activities. The thesis is based in a phenome-
nological-hermeneutic perspective. The work concludes that the preparation 
of these paths has a fundamental impact on people’s experiences and under-
standing of nature. The path itself is a cultural interpretation of the landscape, 
and provides clear guidelines for individual interpretations of the same land-
scape. The cultural interpretation manifests in nature creating the foundation 
for what hikers’ experience in and of the landscape. Through this manifesta-
tion of the managers’ practical, and scientific view of knowledge, the basis is 
created for the individual to understand and make sense of the path. 

6 Original title: Læring i friluftsliv: padlefellesskap i havgapet.
7 Original title: Mellom meg og det andre finds det stier: en avhandling om stier, mennesker 

og naturopplevelse.
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Figure 2.1:  Base-jumping (photo: audunhetland.no).

There are certain aspects of extreme sports that can be connected with frilufts
liv, as can be seen in Audun Hetland’s (2016) doctoral thesis, Why risk your 
life for fun? Capturing emotions in extreme sport. He explores feelings reported 
by extreme sports athletes. His work consists of data from three different stud-
ies. In the first, he used traditional self-report measures and heart rate moni-
toring to measure the feelings of a sample of base-jumpers. In the second, he 
tested existing automatic facial coding technology on a sample of tourists and 
compared this with their self-reported emotions. In the third, a newly devel-
oped tool was brought into the field, which captured the facial expressions of 
a sample of backcountry skiers while skiing, and immediately after skiing, and 
compared them with self-reported emotions. Hetland’s ‘starting point is that 
the motivation has to do with the experience itself, either what people experi-
ence, how they remember it, or a combination of both’ (p. 60). The results of 
the studies show that emotions such as ‘engagement’, ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘inter-
est’ are more prominent among base-jumpers compared with less extreme ac-
tivities. Furthermore, Hetland argues that positive emotions among athletes 
performing extreme sports are associated with the so-called eudaimonic sys-
tem more than the so-called hedonic system. The former is connected with 
challenges, striving and goal-directed behaviour, whereas the latter is connect-
ed with emotions created as a response to need fulfilment and goal achieve-
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ment. Hetland concludes that ‘although BASE jumpers, sky-divers and back-
country skiers report high levels of happiness after the activity, it is not the 
experience of online happiness and pleasure that motivates the participants. It 
is rather overcoming such challenges and strivings that contribute to the cre-
ation of positive memories’ (p. 77). Furthermore, despite experiencing an ac-
tivity as challenging and exhausting, if the activity is successfully mastered, 
it can be remembered as pleasant, and engagement in extreme activities may 
be viewed as a precondition for development and personal growth. In addi-
tion to the interesting empirical contribution of Hetland’s work, he also adds 
to the existing literature methodologically by measurement of emotions in a 
high-arousal situation such as backcountry skiing.

Similar to the case of Hetland’s work, Tommy Langseth has also studied 
participation in high-risk sports. His work was presented in his doctoral the-
sis Excitementseekers’ sociality: a sociological survey of value systems8 (2012). 
He analysed the increasing interest and participation in such sports from a so-
ciological point of view. A driving force for humans is the need for recogni-
tion and approval. Central to the thesis is how subcultures develop their own 
systems of values, and therefore also their own systems for recognition. In his 
work, Langseth shows that, in high-risk sports, risk-taking has a value and 
gives recognition and approval. Thus, participating in high-risk actions gives 
recognition of, and therefore also status in, the subculture. Taking risks pro-
vides possibilities to rise in the subculture’s social hierarchy, adding status and 
value to the people taking the risks.

Helga Synnevåg Løvoll’s doctoral thesis, Inside the outdoor experience. On 
the distinction between pleasant and interesting feelings and their implication 
in the motivational process (2016), consisted of two studies exploring what 
kind of emotions students participating in sports and outdoor activities report 
when performing and after performing outdoor activities. She used standard-
ized tests from the science of psychology to measure the students’ feelings. 
Synnevåg Løvoll also used positive hedonic and eudaimonic feelings to inves-
tigate the impact of feelings on motivation for outdoor activities. Her findings 
suggest that interesting experiences such as downhill skiing are remembered 
as more pleasant after the performance, and such interesting and pleasant 
memories make the students want to repeat the experience. To achieve possi-
ble public health benefits of outdoor activities, Synnevåg Løvoll suggests fur-
ther research to investigate what kind of feelings of happiness most motivate 
people to engage in such activities. 

8 Original title: Spenningssøkningens sosialitet: en sosiologisk undersøkelse av verdisystemer.



19

The subject of Thomas Vold’s thesis, Friends on trips. Nature guiding as re
lational knowledge9 (2015), is related to nature-based tourism in Norway. The 
data collection was based on a study of commercial tours on Svalbard (Spitz-
bergen). Vold investigated the content of guiding, and how guided tours in 
nature came into being through the interaction of nature guides, tourists 
and nature. Vold shows that the conscious interaction of nature guides with 
guests shaped and orchestrated experiences in a joint project. Nature guid-
ing would therefore play a central role in the quality of tourists’ experience in 
nature-based tourism. Vold downplays and criticises the production-oriented 
mind-set in Norwegian tourism, in which the guide is a practitioner of estab-
lished products. In his view, the nature guide should be portrayed as more dy-
namic and less idealized than the typical vision of tourism guides. Instead of 
having a fixed schedule and a product programme for the tourist group, Vold 
points out that a nature guide should meet guests or tourists with the goal of 
creating groups that interact, share a common perspective on the trip, and 
gain energy from nature. The central meaning constructions that the nature 
guide in his study focused on were the experience of silence, and untouched 
and challenging nature. Vold shows in his work that it was the nature guides’ 
relational skills that led to the goals of the trip being achieved, and therefore 
creating quality. He emphasises how, before the trip and in the first meetings 
with tourists, the nature guides interpreted and positioned tourists according 
to predetermined character types. This mapping was important for a nature 
guide planning a forthcoming trip. From the first meeting with the guests and 
the clarification of their expectations, the nature guide should be conscious of 
getting the tourists to gather around a focus – one that emphasises that activ-
ity is a means for experiencing and discovering nature, rather than an aim in 
itself. The fact that nature was placed at the centre of the tours provided less 
performance feel but gave the tourists the initiative to raise their sights and 
experience nature. Vold highlights the importance of facilitating a relation-
ship of dialogue and good communication. In this way, guides and tourists 
could read the reactions to each other’s actions. Through humour and joking 
with the tourists, the guide created a kind of confidence. He or she freed him- 
or herself from the leadership role and invited the tourists to participate as 
friends on a trip. In this way, the guests felt that they were part of something 
unique, and they could help to define the trip.

9 Original title: Venner på tur: naturguiding som relasjonell kunnskap.
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Figure 2.2:  Guiding in nature (photo: Carsten G. Rolland).

The focus on nature guides’ relational skills is one of Vold’s key contributions. 
It involves expertise at putting the nature guide in focus when considering the 
quality of visitors’ experiences in nature-based tourism. Several of the work-
ing methods he described as part of the nature guides’ relational knowledge 
can be recognised from supervision in friluftsliv. This applies to clarifying ex-
pectations, putting nature rather than the activity at the centre, and involving 
tourists in defining the tour. Vold’s findings imply that nature guiding is part 
of the professionalisation of outdoor life skills.

To summarize from a broader perspective, the doctoral studies present-
ed aim to substantiate the trends in the various styles of participation in, and 
values associated with, friluftsliv. These studies, conducted between 1999 and 
2016, represent a first generation of friluftsliv research. The authors of the doc-
toral theses have drawn on several theoretical frameworks as a means of rais-
ing key questions about friluftsliv. The key themes are: how historical trends 
can inform our understanding of contemporary learning and value systems; 
participation in high-risk activities; guiding on outdoor adventure; and par-
ticipation and social inequalities. 
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3  Friluftsliv in Norway as a physical cultural 
phenomenon 

Literally translated, friluftsliv means ‘outdoor life’, but friluftsliv means much 
more than being outdoors. In the everyday Norwegian language, it is similar 
to an abstract concept to which people can give their own meaning and per-
suasion. However, it is more than just going for a walk, climbing or bicycling 
in nature. Through the word friluftsliv Norwegians want to express their re-
lationship with nature: ‘a simple way of life in the open air.’ In addition, the 
connotation of a ‘green’ life philosophy and environmentally friendly practices 
is not sufficient as a description of this cultural and social phenomenon. Fri
luftsliv can be seen as a very important, almost vital, part of Norwegian every-
day life and a symbolic identity for Norwegian society and culture (Nedrelid, 
1991; Goksøyr, 1994; Gurholt, 2008b).

What is this Norwegian friluftsliv? Is it unique – or is it just a word for a 
tradition, cultural heritage and practice? Is it different from walking on the 
South Downs on a Sunday afternoon, hiking in Snowdonia or being on tour 
in one of the famous American national parks? There must surely be a differ-
ence, something special, because, when Norwegians are out and about, one 
has the impression that, especially on winter weekends or during the Easter 
holidays, almost the whole of Norway is outdoors, whether in the mountains 
or along the country’s cross-country ski tracks. Compared to other countries, 
this closeness to nature and the variety of the landscape can be seen not only 
in people’s personal customs when families, friends or colleagues go on out-
ings together. It may be understood also as part of the nation’s symbolism 
when cities, townships or the country itself organise friluftsliv activities and 
celebrate ‘Friluftsliv Year’ (for example, in 1993, 2005 and 2015). In addition, 
not least, it can be seen in the fact that friluftsliv and ‘outdoor schooling’ (ute 
skole) have been an integral part of the Norwegian school curriculum since 
the 1970s. 
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Figure 3.1:  Navigation is a basic skill in all kinds of friluftsliv. Maps are essential tools 
for finding one’s location and the way to one’s destination (photo: Inger 
Wallem Krempig). 

What friluftsliv actually means and what exactly it comprises are common 
questions, the answers to which Norwegians themselves cannot give either a 
definite or a unanimous answer. Now, as before, its definition, as well as its 
distinct features, are the subject of impassioned – sometimes dogmatic and 
ideological – debate. All attempts to find a generally accepted definition have 
been abandoned and we have to accept the fact that everybody has his or her 
own ‘personal definition’. However, in certain contexts ‘operational definitions’ 
can be found, with examples being used for friluftsliv in education or consti-
tutive definitions for policy papers. A definition that is commonly used is the 
relatively broad definition given by the Ministry of Environment in the 1980s, 
according to which friluftsliv is: ‘being outdoors and undertaking physical ac-
tivities in the open air in one’s leisure hours with the aim of experiencing a 
change in one’s surroundings and encountering nature’ (Miljøverndeparte-
mentet, 1986–87, p. 12).10 Furthermore, friluftsliv ‘is designed to serve both 

10 ‘(…) opphold og fysisk aktivitet i friluft i fritiden med sikte på miljøforandring og natu r
opplevelse.’ 


