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Abstract 
 

Mushers, sledges and husky teams run through Lapland for approximately 5000 years already to 

move goods, travel and even for military purposes. Nowadays, the mushing tradition has entered 

the local culture and evolved into a professional vocation for numerous entrepreneurs. Husky 

sledging companies of different sizes and business cultures meet the increasing touristic demand 

for sledging rides and safaris in the Finnish wilderness. Husky tours constitute a unique selling 

point for lots of Arctic destinations because part of the “to-do list” of every tourist exploring the 

extreme North. Despite the growing interests shown by visitors, the academic world has almost 

never focused any attention or resources to do research on the husky sledging industry. Since the 

covid-19 spread also in Lapland, the entire husky sledging business is condemned to face severe 

consequences and deal with wicked problems. This thesis aims to fill the research gap on the husky 

safari business and to offer husky tour companies support in mitigating the economic impacts 

caused by the pandemic outbreak. The investigation is based on the participatory action research 

realized in collaboration with Bearhill Husky, a dog sledging company operating in Rovaniemi. 

Design Thinking has been applied as research methodology with the purpose of developing 

sustainable solutions that could help the company surviving the crisis. The aim is to prove that, 

under certain conditions, Design Thinking can succeed in this intent and to inspire other kennels 

to apply this methodology for developing resilience and sustainable innovation. This research 

looks at what has been destroyed and sees room for growth and progress and teaches that 

sometimes the problem is our approach towards it. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 
 

1.1 Case background 
 

1.1.1 The effects of COVID-19 pandemic on the tourism industry 
 

The coronavirus pandemic, designated as "novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV)–infected 

pneumonia (NCIP)", was initially identified and started propagating from Wuhan, Hubei 

Province, China, in December 2019 and January 2020. The virus has been gradually spreading 

via a human-to-human transmission (Li, et al., 2020). The diffusion was accelerated by the 

movement of air travellers outside Wuhan to all provinces in China and after, from there to 

various global cities and environments with high interconnectivity with China. Soon, the 

circulation of a highly infectious virus led to an uncontained outbreak, due to the strong level 

of geopolitical and economic regional interdependencies that characterize the modern world 

(Spoonauer, 2020). 

 
 

When the spread of the virus escalated worldwide, the virus expansion rates started getting 

monitored by the Center for Systems Science and Engineering (CSSE), in collaboration with 

the WHO, which collected data about the contagion of confirmed coronavirus cases and tried 

to map them in an online dashboard (Spoonauer, 2020). All countries started imposing strict 

regulations on people movements, as compulsory quarantine or mandatory negative COVID-

19 test certificates, and some governments opted also for hard measures, as lockdowns and 

curfews, to prevent or control the spread of the pandemic in their territory (Haryanto, 2020). 

Different governments adopted different strategies to face the pandemic, which range from 

more laxer restrictions to coercive approaches, while others even changed perceptions and 

strategies several times (Milani, 2021). 

 
 

Travel restrictions and bans for foreigner visitors start appearing, visa operations and 

international commercial flights got suspended. The UNTWO declared that 93% of European 

destinations closed their borders to international tourists, followed by the 82% American ones, 

77% from Asia and the Pacific area, 70% Middle-Eastern destinations and 60% African ones 

(Haryanto, 2020). These limitations drop the demand for aviation transport of -34% in domestic 

air travels and -68% in international ones during January-August 2020, based on ICAO analysis 

(UNWTO, 2020). This decline obliged airlines to reduce their capacity and the number of 

flights available, implying a 55% decrement in global airline revenue in 2020 compared to
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2019, according to IATA (Haryanto, 2020). Connected to this lack of both offer and demand 

for air travel, a lot of airports closed. Sea transportation was also damaged severely. Lots of 

ports imposed restrictions on crews and ships and introduced bans to stop crew changes 

(Haryanto, 2020). Cruise ships business was ruined after the COVID-19 outbreak on board of 

the Cruise Ship Diamond Princess located offshore the Japanese coast on the 3rd of February 

2020 (Rocklöv et al., 2020), followed in March 2020 by at least 26 analogue cases of cruise 

ships with infected passengers on board and other 10 that did not get authorization to dock in 

any harbour (Gössling, Scott, Hall, 2021). 

 
 

As a direct consequence, once the transportation industry got paralyzed, all the tourism sector 
 

was heavily impacted by the COVID-19 crisis. According to Oxford Economics, the 

accommodation sector is facing a radical decline in room occupancy, revenue hit a low of 

almost -50% in 2020 compared to the previous years. The 70% of the hotel’s staff has been cut 

off and almost 3.9 million of hotel-supported jobs have been suppressed (Haryanto, 2020). 

Events got cancelled, attractions closed, restoration services got rearranged to take away 

production or had to shut down to comply with regulations or heavy operational costs. As a 

result, entire supply chains were impacted by the arrest of tourism businesses (Gössling, Scott, 

Hall, 2021). Based on UNWTO barometer, data shows that international tourist travel declined 

of the 70% in the first eight months of 2020 compared to the same months of 2019, 

representing 700 million fewer tourist arrivals which can be monetized into a loss of US$ 730 

billion in international tourism’s export revenues. This number corresponds to 8 times the loss 

experienced in 2009, year after the most recent global economic crisis (UNWTO, 2020). 

 
 

It is not the first time that the tourism sector suffers from shocks. Only in the 20 years of this 
 

new millennium, we count several disruptive events from the terrorist attack of September 11 

(2001), other plagues outbreaks, namely SARS (2003) and MERS (2015), and the Mondial 

economic crisis (2008/9). However, tourism has never suffered a radical long-term setback in 

its global development as the one happening with the COVID-19 pandemic, which impact and 

recovery cannot be compared to any other past case scenario. This is not only because of the 

aggressiveness of the pandemic and its easy propagation, but also because global tourism was 

experiencing an unprecedent massive expansion since 1950 that was never hurt by any shock 

of these dimensions (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2021). The UNTWO Panel Experts do not 

expect international tourism to recover to pre-pandemic levels before 2023. Restrictions and
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low consumer confidence hamper the demand for international travels, while domestic tourism 

is slowly recovering in some large markets as the Chinese and Russian ones (UNWTO, 2020). 

 
 

In order to foster a safe but rapid recovery of the tourism industry, destinations are adopting 
 

innovative measures, like the predisposition of hygiene protocols, travel corridors and financial 

investments on domestic tourism marketing, to assure tourists safe visits. In line with this 

intent, to restart the tourism industry and encourage consumers’ confidence and trust, UNWTO 

calls for more coordination between different countries on national safety policies and exerts 

pressure on governments (UNWTO, 2020). Especially considering that some governments 

implemented sanctions and restrictions on mobility rights to diplomatically hide higher 

geopolitical interests under the cover of necessary health and safety regulations and procedures 

against COVID-19’s spread (Seyfi, Hall and Shabani, 2020). 

 
 

1.1.2 Finnish response to the COVID-19 crisis: restrictions, economic effects and 

financial aids 

The first case of COVID-19 in Finland was diagnosticated in a Chinese tourist visiting Lapland 

on January 29th (Tiirinki, 2020), although the virus started proliferating in Finland only in early 

March 2020. On the 17th of the same month, the Emergency Powers Act were emanated by 

the Parliament almost unanimously with the scope of “secure the livelihood of the population 

and the national economy, to maintain legal order and constitutional and human rights, and to 

safeguard the territorial integrity and independence of Finland in emergency conditions” 

(Ministry of Justice, 1991). With this Act, the State got re-territorialized, subordinating cities 

and regions under the central government’s power, and was authorized to impose limits on its 

citizens’ mobility and restrictions on actions and habits (physical distance measures and 

protective rules for risking groups), (Tiirinki, 2020). 

 
 

To complete the regulatory spectrum of COVID related regulations, singular policies have been 

activated, as the National preparedness plan for an influenza pandemic, and ordinary laws 

emanated, as the Communicable Diseases Act (Tiirinki, 2020). Schools, universities, libraries, 

museums, swimming pools, youth centres and restaurants were closed in the name of the state 

of exception. These measures encountered the comprehension and collaboration of the 

population who respected the unusual coercive measures knowing that there were taken to 

preserve the health, the economy and in respect of the rule of law (Tiirinki, 2020). From that 

moment, the number of contagious increased always steadily, concentrating principally on the
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Helsinki city-region where, according to the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare 2020, for 

the 61% of total contagious occurred (Moisio, 2020). 

 
 

The controlled evolution of the epidemic enabled Finland assuring an extremely positive health 
 

security capacity and a low mortality rate, classifying the country as one of the few European 

ones which is managing to deal with the health crisis while limiting damages (Moisio, 2020). 

The late take-off of the virus in Finland, together with the implementation of precautious 

regulations before the outbreak of the epidemic, helped the country containing the effects of 

the health emergency (Moisio, 2020). The policies which led to the institution of the preventive 

lockdown, the disclosure of the schools and workplaces, and the restrictions on mass gatherings 

have decreased the spread of the virus. However, if on one side the implementation of these 

preventive measures turned into the best defence against the health emergency, on the other 

side restrictions caused serious damages to lots of productive sectors of the domestic economy 

(Tiirinki, 2020). 

 
 

Considering the sanitary emergent needs and socio-economic problems caused by the 
 

pandemic, the state realized four supplementary budgets for a total of €9.6 billion of additional 

spending, corresponding to the 17% more of the Central Government spending planned in 

December 2019 (Tiirinki, 2020). The first supplementary budget was dedicated to emergency 

measures, while the last three ones to stimulate an economic reaction in the private sector 

(Tiirinki, 2020). The Finnish government created a package of financial aids, which consist of 

more than €15 billion, destinated to support private firms in fighting the crisis (Moisio, 2020). 

The State also offers companies guarantees to access to bank loans, and authorizes future 

investment expenditure, reducing the annual tax income (Tiirinki, 2020). These anti-austerity 

measures, which are going to increase the public debt, were considered urgent and necessary 

to support the economy of the country. However, social forces and economic actors, such as 

the Confederation of Finnish Industries, other representatives of businesses and various 

economists, started pressing the government to suspend some restrictions. The State managed 

to mediate these requests with an injection of public money in the domestic economy, offering 

direct support to the enterprises (Moisio, 2020). 

 
 

However, the impacts of the crisis cannot be entirely countered by the financial aids offered by 
 

the State. The economic effects of the COVID pandemic have been compared with the deep 

recession of the early 1990s, characterised by heavy export losses and a domestic banking crisis
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(Tiirinki, 2020). Finland is based on a small open economy, which is currently suffering from 

a lack of confidence in spending and investing. These conditions are provoking a decrement in 

consumption rates and businesses’ cash flow. The paralysis of the economic activity also is 

leading to a decline in the tax income, which has to be added to the public indebtedness, already 

incremented by the supplementary budgets (Tiirinki, 2020). In addition to that, lots of 

enterprises could not continue operating their services or manufacturing their products due to 

the COVID restrictions, which are turning into a deathblow for some industries. 

 
 

And finally, the Finnish economy is obviously also affected by the international trade and 

financial market’s setback provoked by the pandemic itself. From January to May 2020, the 

exports reduced 17% compared to the same period of the precedent year due to the decrease in 

the demand from the exporting partners’ countries (Tiirinki, 2020). The interconnection with 

the global economy explains also why the first GDP contraction occurred in March, at the exact 

time when the virus started spreading consistently in Finland. In the same period, 

unemployment rates began to rise and so did the number of furloughs that reached 5% of the 

total labour force, determining a fragile employment situation in the country (Tiirinki, 2020). 

Even entrepreneurs were allowed to register as unemployed, and their number was tenfold 

superior compared with the correspondent rate in 2019 (Tiirinki, 2020). As a consequence, the 

consumer confidence index hit a low in April 2020, affecting dramatically businesses’ 

expectations (Tiirinki, 2020). In June and July 2020, hope started arising again: the spending 

rates grew up a bit, comforting companies. The financial market did not suffer a drastic shock 

as the economy did. The Helsinki OMX25 index showed at the beginning of August almost the 

same level registered in early January. Despite this, the real economy is facing serious 

consequences provoked by COVID-19 crisis (Tiirinki, 2020). 

 
 

1.1.3 Tourism in Finland during COVID times 
 

To facilitate a pragmatic understanding of the radical changes that occurred in the Finnish 

tourism economy consequently to the COVID-19 crisis, I compared statistics on data collected 

in February 2020 with data from December 2020. The analysis was realized by Statistics 

Finland and shows how in February 2020 the overnight stays of resident tourists increased by 

10.1% and the ones of international tourists grew up of 1.9% (Statistics Finland, 2020). It is 

interesting to notice that in February the only negative data observed was the massive decrease 

in Chinese tourists’ overnight stays, which drop off by 69% compare to 2019 (Statistics
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Finland, 2020). The discordance of this data with the general trend would have soon stop being 

the exception and become the norm. It was the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak in Asia 

when Finnair decided to cancel flights to mainland China in February, fact that implied a 

reduction of 95.8% in Chinese tourists coming to Finland already then (Niinimäki, 2020b). 

From March 2020, Finland decided to preventively limit cross-border traffic for non-essential 

moving reasons, such as for tourism purposes. Data from Statista show that the number of 

passengers on board of international flights started decreasing heavily by over 50% already in 

March 2020, hitting a low in April, May and June and confirming low levels in July and August 

(Niinimäki, 2020b). Consequently in total, from January to October 2020 in Finland, the 

overnight stays of international tourists dropped by 63% compared to the same period in 2019, 

with peaks of 82% of decrement in Swedish tourists, 77% in Chinese ones and 74% in Japanese 

visitors (Niinimäki, 2020a). Statistics Finland highlights also that, only in the month of 

December 2020, overnight stays of resident tourists decreased by 29.4% compared to 2019, 

while foreign tourists’ nights spent in tourism accommodations hit a low, reaching a decline of 

91.8% (Statistics Finland, 2021). 

 
 

In order to encourage the recovery of the tourism industry, the Finnish government included 

additional funds to the supplementary budget extension for 2020. It allocated €4 million for 

tourism development in the different regions of the country, to improve cooperation and foster 

management and coordination, and promoted a marketing campaign to incentive domestic 

tourism, investing €0.5 million (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2020). The 

objective of the campaign of sensitization was to present the extensive touristic offer and to 

expand as much as possible the domestic tourism season to foster businesses’ recovery 

(Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2020). However, even if domestic holiday 

packages have been created to compensate for the absence of traditional international 

customers and recoup losses, Finnish tourists consume fewer services in comparison with 

international customers (Business Lapland, 2020). In addition to that, the demand keeps 

concentrated on Finnish holiday weeks (52 and 53), winter holiday weeks, Christmas, New 

Year and during springtime. The winter season 2020-2021 is hampered because borders 

remained closed for pleasure trips and tourism scopes (Business Lapland, 2020). 

 
 

However, domestic tourism seems unable to guarantee the same economic activity as 
 

international tourism. The lack of international tourism demand confirms to be a tragic concern 

especially for tourism businesses operating in Lapland. Lappish tourism operators canalized all

https://www.statista.com/aboutus/our-research-commitment
https://www.statista.com/aboutus/our-research-commitment
https://www.statista.com/aboutus/our-research-commitment
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their energy in trying to negotiate with the government the travel restrictions in force, so to 

enable international tourists to arrive in Finland (Business Lapland, 2020). However, despite 

the criticism, the government stood its ground on that point. During the summer season, the 

Lappish tourism industry suffered less than the Finnish average, registering positive numbers, 

considering the circumstances (Business Lapland, 2020). But, even within the same province, 

regional differences emerged, inducing domestic tourists to prefer smaller destinations at the 

expenses of the most popular ones like Rovaniemi (Business Lapland, 2020). For a city like 

that one which main economic driver is tourism all year-round, a drastic reduction in sales and 

visits turns difficult to overcome (DF, 2020). Touristic services and products, the 

accommodation sector, event management services are all drastically affected by the lack of 

demand, revenues’ paralysis, unsold capacity and consequent unexpected radical absence of 

cash flow. Already in March 2020, a lot of companies started struggling to pay the invoices 

and liquidity problems turned the routine (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2021). 

 
 

For supporting entrepreneurs who are struggling to face the outcomes of the COVID-19 crisis, 

the government and the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities prepared a 

financing model to which every business that could prove its profitability before being hit by 

COVID-19 can apply for. The support scheme consists of benefitting from financial aid for six 

months, that should be destined to cover business expenses such as fixed costs (DF, 2020). 

Business Finland has also activated a parallel financing channel for supporting business 

development of SMEs and midcap companies affected by COVID-related impacts (DF, 2020). 

Tourism companies or directly supplementary services for the tourism business are potential 

recipients of these financial aids. Other help comes from the ELY centres (Centre for Economic 

Development, Transport and the Environment), which has displaced two types of available 

funds, smaller grants for making analysis and more conspicuous grants for development 

measures, and Finnvera, which is promoting a guarantee coverage package (DF, 2020). 

 
 

However, accessing to these funds is not always an immediate process, companies have to 
 

match the requirements for applying and to check and prove the compatibility requires time 

and resources, which especially in this critical period, some businesses lack. In addition to that, 

it is impossible to predict if fiscal and monetary programs and financial rescue packages are 

going to contribute efficiently and widely to tourism businesses’ recovery and the stimulation 

of the demand (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2021). Entrepreneurs are in the meanwhile adopting 

innovative strategies to keep running their businesses: integration of home delivery service,
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investments in the online marketing channels of communication, the introduction of remote 

services, the establishment of cooperative networks (DF, 2020). 

 
 

1.1.4 The impact of COVID-19 on husky sledging tourism companies in the Finnish 

Lapland 

The massive tourism fall hit all the sector of tour operators, but not all of them have to face the 

same issues and consequences. To the common financial and economic crisis that all tourism 

service providers are dealing with, some niche industries have to sum the maintenance and care 

of their “living” equity. Dog sledging companies in Finland embody exactly this target. Dogs 

kennel’s emergency cannot be compared to the economic crisis experienced by restaurants, 

hotels, travel agencies, event organizers, museums, amusement parks, wildlife watching tour 

operators. All these businesses, in fact, are affected by high revenue losses, absence of cash 

flow, inability to pay salaries and suppliers, impossibility to perform the services or sell the 

products. Dog’s safari companies are dealing with all that, plus are struggling with 

indispensable living expenses to fulfil dogs’ physiologic needs. These include not only feeding 

costs and vet care, but also running equipment (replacement, renovations etc.), buildings’ 

maintenance, working instruments and tools, energy and water consumption and other more 

general costs (García-Rosell, 2020). 

 
 

In addition to that, husky sledging companies’ target group is international tourists, which 

access to the country has been restricted to prevent an escalation of contagious of COVID-19 

cases. Recently, husky tours have become one of the strongest elements of the Lappish brand, 

turning into one of the “to-do-list” for many tourists visiting Lapland and even, for some, “the 

reason” to explore the Northern Finland (García-Rosell, 2020). Husky companies do not only 

contribute to the local economy, generating millions of euros and jobs opportunities, tax 

revenues and memorable experiences for tourists, but enrich the value of the destination brand 

and can be classified as a leading touristic attraction (García-Rosell, 2020). 

 
 

In the Finnish Lapland, it is estimated that 65-75 entrepreneurs operate in the dog sledging 

industry. Some of them are established businesses since years, others are operative since much 

more recent times. Entrepreneurs with more experience and solid businesses are dealing with 

the emergency differently than young businesses which are facing the COVID shock even 

before having found an initial stability. Dog kennels are trying surviving adopting all the
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necessary strategies to tighten up the spending, cutting investments and spending only for the 

indispensable needs as dog care and maintenance (Yle, 2020). However, every story is a case 

on its own and the approaches to the emergency vary among entrepreneurs. Some are opened 

towards innovation and are investing time and resources into experimenting solutions to 

support their companies, others are preferring a more conservative attitude and refuse to think 

out of the box to try to limit damages as possible. Some entrepreneurs declared they are facing 

the bankruptcy, others already experience it. When sledging businesses arrive at this stage, they 

are not more in control of their dogs life and welfare. Few dogs have then the chance to get 

rehomed, while the majority gets euthanized. Transparency on this topic is very low in the 

industry. No companies are officially declaring to have activate the procedures for putting 

down dogs, but this phenomenon is happening. Even if Lapland's public animal protection 

veterinarians denies that mass killing of dogs occurred in Lapland (Yle, 2020), some sledging 

businesses are reducing the amount of dogs in their kennels to cut costs. 

 
 

During my internship at Bearhill Husky in Rovaniemi, however, I discovered speaking with 

lots of mushers that some kennels are adopting this procedure, which is actually neither illegal 

in Finland. Nevertheless, dogs’ euthanasia practiced for business related purposes is harmful 

of animal rights and totally morally unaccepted by tourists. If putting down huskies as a 

consequence of the COVID crisis’s impact becomes a norm or a case, not only the dogs but 

also the entire tourism industry in Lapland is going to be dramatically affected (García-Rosell, 

2020). The Lapland brand is also built on animal welfare, to which tourists are sincerely 

concerned in the today’s society. Interest on animal rights and treatment has been noticed in 

the 83% of the tourists coming in Lapland, as demonstrated by the study conducted by the 

University of Lapland (García-Rosell, 2020). 

 
 

The husky sledging companies who refuse to approve the recourse to euthanasia to cut living 
 

costs in husky kennels, are seriously afraid that their business and reputation would be 

penalized by the spread of this wrong message and bad publicity among visitors (García-Rosell, 

2020). In addition to that, to provide also a technical justification against this practice, 

renouncing to well-trained safari dogs turn into a cost in the future for the companies that aim 

to continue staying in the business. A top-class guide dog can cost thousands of euros and 

teams need time to be trained and prepared to work together efficiently and smoothly with 

tourists, making even financially illogic to opt for the suppression in order to reduce the 

kennel’s costs (Europe Diplomatic, 2020), (Tammilehto, 2021). Also for this reason, by
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contrast, some companies are even not intentioned to rehome dogs if not extremely necessary 

for the company to survive the crisis (Passoja, 2020). 

 
 

Kennels are trying to develop alternative solutions to deal with the radical absence of 
 

international tourism, which is annulling the profitability of the winter season. Fundraising 

campaigns have been launched, aiming to collect enough money to assure distribution of dog 

food to the companies which are struggling to cover even the basics expenses to feed all the 

dogs, and to sell safari gift cards for the next winter so to provide immediate cash flow to the 

businesses (Yle, 2020). Every campaign needs to be formally authorized through a fundraising 

permit which allows individuals to start the no-profit financial campaign (Yle, 2020). The 

formula of food donations and tours’ anticipate bookings seems to be a good strategy to support 

dog sledging businesses in respect of the Finnish law’s limitative terms. Some dog food 

manufacturers already mobilize to donate pet food stock to kennels, reaching tens of thousands 

of kilos donated (Yle, 2020). Dog sponsorship venture is another measure implemented by lots 

of kennels to cope with the crisis (Yle, 2020). 

 
 

Programs for rehoming retired dogs are emerging as a solution to mitigate the living costs of 

the kennels (Tammilehto, 2021). Some public figures, experts of the industry, artists are 

sensitizing the public opinion on the husky kennels’ emergency, explaining the critical situation 

they are condemn to. In this way they aim to induce people to contribute helping companies 

and dogs to deal with the crisis, and to develope an ethical responsible answer, as a society, not 

to leave husky sledging companies alone (García-Rosell, 2020). 

 
 

1.2 Research gap 
 

Researches on the economic effects generated by the COVID-19 pandemic are starting popping 

up in the academia databases, offering the possibility to approximately quantify the losses that 

the global economy is carrying forward and understanding common problems and 

interconnected dynamics that affects the international market (Grech and Grech, 2020), (World 

Bank, 2020), (Sattar, et al., 2020). Academia researchers are studying the connection between 

the spread of the virus and business relationships (Gangemi, Billeci and Tonacci, 2020), (Mo, 

Chen, Yu and Ma, 2021), and exploring the interdependence between economic sectors and 

how the devastating effects occurred in one industry can affect other related economic sectors 

(Zeshan, 2020), (Hassan and Riveros Gavilanes, 2021). The vulnerability of the globalized
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economy has been proven since COVID-19 outbreak and lots of scientists are pointing out the 

urgency of start rethinking the global productive chain, suggesting new development paths and 

claiming for a sustainable replanning of our economic models and society (Gössling, Scott and 

Hall, 2021), (McNamara and Newman,2020), (Antràs, 2020). 

 
 

In the tourism field, international organizations as the WTO, and national DMOs are collecting 
 

and displaying data to describe the scale of the tourism crisis. Academics are questioning the 

future of tourism (Haywood, 2020), if and when the tourism sector will recover (Zhang, Song, 

Wen and Liu, 2021), and which type of tourism is going to or should dominate (Benjamin, 

Dillette, Alderman, 2020), and which will collapse (Renaud, 2020). If sustainable tourism will 

steal mass tourism’s thunder is recurring academic dilemma in these uncertain times (Ioannides 

and Gyimothy, 2020), (Chang, McAleer and Ramos, 2020). 

 
 

Scientists are mostly focusing on critical perspectives and speculations, leaving a profound 
 

gap: the constructive research. The desire of predict with educated guess how the future is 

going to evolve and the willingness to explain what brought the world to this uncertain situation 

are inducing the academic world to forget the importance of contributing to improve the present 

conditions, to analysing strategies to cope with the emergency, to develop models for 

recovering, to ideate innovative and alternative solutions to the present problems. Constructive 

and purposeful research is needed to manage the consequences of a pandemic that we can not 

cancel, avoid or ignore. This thesis aims to cover this research gap and to encourage the 

academic world to open its view and invest competencies and time in approaching the COVID-

19 crisis from different and innovative perspectives. 

 
 

In addition to that, my research area focuses on husky sledging companies operating in the 

Finnish Lapland which business is seriously compromised by the outbreak of the pandemic and 

the international travel restrictions imposed by the Finnish government. The financial 

stagnation faced by this niche nature-based tourism service is threatening the sustainability of 

the businesses and the ability of the entire sector to continue offering husky tours. The struggles 

of the husky sledging industry are almost totally unknown to the academic world, which could 

potentially instead give a relevant contribute to help the sector both in the present and future. 

 
 

Scientific reports would facilitate the collection of data and foster transparency in data storage 

and management, which is lacking because companies are not required to officially declare the
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number of dogs they own and are not officially registered in a formal database. Academic 

investigations could reconstruct the overall critical situation of the kennels’ industry, building 

a unique strong voice, which is missing because the sledging dog companies’ union has only 

recently created, it is not capillary and has no reputation to stand for the sector in front of 

governmental authorities. Researchers could also work in collaboration with husky tour 

companies who are looking for new insights and improvements in the service provision, 

management, sustainable performances, green marketing. The crisis is forcing them to reinvent 

their products and services and adopt alternative strategies to attract revenues and cut 

unnecessary costs. The margin of investigation is broad and the need for innovation is urgent. 

 
 

Considering all these research gaps and strongly believing in the potentiality of the research, I 

decided to contribute through my study to the sustainable development of the husky sledging 

business and the growth of its resilience during this complex economic shock. 

 
 

1.3 Aim of the research 
 

The critical conditions in which husky sledging companies are currently operating, the urgency 

of identifying alternative and innovative measures to avoid the disappearance of this niche 

touristic offer, and the poor consideration that Academia is giving to the topic, motivated me 

to direct my investigation towards a constructive and proactive scope. This research aims to 

support husky sledging tourism companies in finding alternative and innovative solutions for 

coping with the COVID-19 economic crisis. This thesis has the ultimate scope of inspiring 

husky tour operators to develop resilience and resources to operate sustainably during 

emergencies by applying the Design Thinking methodology. 

 
 

To achieve this objective, I selected the methodology Design Thinking which has been 
 

developed to approach unpredictable scenarios and transform uncontrolled configurations of 

reality into purposeful innovations. The international economic COVID crisis embodies the 

complexity that characterised wicked problems. Complex issues require flexible and adaptable 

reasoning, turning incompatible with traditional strategic planning and classic decision theory. 

These approaches are based on accurate predictions and cause-effect assumptions, which do 

not apply to complex dimensions as an unexpected pandemic and its global economic effects 

(Mootee, 2013). Moreover, the design-thinking methodology was chosen because it is based 

on abductive reasoning. The philosophical logic enables designing efficient and functional
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solutions which get tested and implemented in the real study case context. Instead of deriving 

theories from assumptions made a priori, as the deductive reasoning, or elaborating 

explanations and explaining mechanism from observing tangible final results, as the inductive 

reasoning, the abductive approach identifies "probable hypothesis" and test them before 

defining valid and proven theories. Embracing abduction implies approaching reality in an 

unorthodox way and dealing with uncertainty. A lot of traditional managerial schools, large 

corporations and conservative business people would preferably avoid adopting this 

perspective, and that is why design-thinking fills this gap (Martin and Martin, 2009). Design-

thinking is a counter-trend strategic tool to achieve significant economic value creation, enrich 

customers’ experience, encourage meaningful differentiation of services/products (Mootee, 

2013), and stimulate growth, creating new knowledge (Martin and Martin, 2009). 

 
 

1.4 Research question and focus of the investigation 
 

Based on these considerations, my thesis is going to explain how design-thinking can offer to 

husky sledging companies, operating in the Finnish Lapland, innovative solutions to 

sustainably mitigate the economic impacts derived from the COVID-19 pandemic. The case 

study is suitable to the Design Thinking methodology because the challenges generated by the 

paralysis of international tourism have never arisen before in the history of the husky safari 

business. The problem to face is wicked, complex and new. The emergency is requiring husky 

sledging companies to develop immediate and alternative solutions to at least cover the fixed 

costs related to animal care and nutrition, and equipment and buildings’ maintenance. 

 
 

Since March 2020, the entire business sector had to stop counting on the traditional revenue’s 

sources to fulfil its financial needs. The biggest challenge has been adapting the offer to the 

domestic tourism demand, which has different peculiarities than the international one and 

constitutes a limited customer segment with more limited spending power and willingness to 

benefit from this service. Few companies have started reinventing their offer, exploring new 

market opportunities, and expanding their adventure tourism services to other connected 

products or outdoor experiences. The majority of the companies have instead canalized their 

energies in participating in fundraising campaigns, activating dog rehoming programmes, 

dogs’ sponsorships or calls for pet food donations.
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This thesis is written in collaboration with Bearhill Husky, a dog sledging company operating 

in Rovaniemi, where I realized an internship and the fieldwork research. This consisted of 

applying the Design Thinking methodology to Bearhill Husky’s case. The research led to the 

development of projects and ideas, specifically tailored to Bearhill husky, finalized to support 

the company in promoting sustainable innovation to mitigate the economic implications of the 

COVID-19 crisis. The results of the research do not correspond with the solutions elaborated 

for Bearhill Husky, but with the analysis of the Design Thinking process and the factors that 

influence its innovative potential and effectiveness. The objective is to use this study case to 

inspire dog sledging companies, operating in the Finnish Lapland, to develop resilience and 

resources to cope sustainably with crisis and emergencies by applying Design Thinking. 

 
 

1.5 Contribution of the research to practice and theory 
 

Investigating how husky sledging companies can build resilience to cope with the impacts of 

the COVID-19 crisis is a way to value and support this nature-based tourism business but also 

the tourism sector in the entire Finnish Lapland. Husky safari companies constitute, in fact, an 

important pillar of the touristic offer and a precious contribution to the destination image, 

branding and marketing. The failure of a lot of dog kennels would compromise the economic 

and social sustainability of the Finnish Lapland, increasing the unemployment rate while 

decreasing the taxation income, the regional GDP, affecting the supply chain, eliminating 

partnerships and threatening efficient networks between touristic companies. The destruction 

of the dog sledging industry and the spreading news about mass dogs’ euthanasia when kennels 

get bankrupted, would compromise the reputation of the entire region, famous for its wild 

nature and naturalist people, who have established a special connection with their animals and 

territory. 

 
 

Moreover, some husky tour companies are certified as sustainable tourism businesses, their 
 

failure, in particular, would lower standards of regional sustainable development, reducing the 

chances to perform sustainable tourism activities and minimizing the attractiveness of the 

Finnish Lapland as a sustainable tourism destination. This research aims to contribute avoiding 

all these disruptive scenarios, offering inputs and proposals to the husky tourism industry to 

mitigate the impacts of the economic shock and develop resilience during the emergency. The 

ideal scope would be to enable husky sledging companies adopting resilient strategies,
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encourage promoting innovation and renovating their business-thinking, and suggest ways to 

attract alternative sources of income and financial resources to cut fixed costs. 

 
 

This research has also the purpose of attracting the attention of the academic world on the 
 

husky safari tourism business, which constitutes an unexplored area of research. On one side, 

husky tour companies could largely benefit from the collaboration with researchers and 

scientists, being nature-based tourism services and experiencing a lot of sustainable challenges, 

especially during COVID times. On the other side, the academic world would have the 

opportunity to investigate a lot of different aspects and establish useful and productive 

cooperation for sustainable development. Diving deep into husky kennels’ challenges could 

lead the academic world to develop further and improve already existing theories: reflecting 

on how building resilience during crisis, analysing approaches and tactics to deal with wicked 

problems, elaborating more comprehensive and flexible definitions of sustainable tourism 

activities, investigating on which COVID-related challenges sustainable enterprises have to 

face nowadays. 

 
 

But also, researchers could use husky safaris as study case scenarios where promote innovation 

and activate scientific progress. Resilience strategies, management techniques and alternative 

tools to change the disruptive COVID-19 trend are needed for assuring the future of husky tour 

operators and the scientific community has the resources to meet this request. Researchers and 

students have the chance to apply their knowledge and to test their competencies in a real 

nature-based tourism field, which is currently seeking help. New and unpredictable problems 

require flexible and innovative thinking to be approached and understood, characteristic which 

is more probably affine to researchers than politicians. The government can provide financial 

subsidies but not solutions, which Academia can investigate, develop and test. It is argued 

sometimes that the scientific community speculates on theories and lacks action, the husky 

sledging business is a concrete, available chance for researchers to prove the opposite. 

 
 

1.6 Summary structure 
 

The thesis is composed of 7 chapters. The first one is dedicated to the introduction, which starts 

contextualizing the research topic. It gives a detailed overview of the covid-19 impacts on the 

tourism industry, the Finnish response to the crisis and its management, the effects of the 

pandemic on tourism in Finland and, specifically, on the husky sledging companies in Lapland.
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A research gap is highlighted and linked to the investigation. The thesis aim and focus are 

successively presented. The attention of the reader is then drawn to the potential contribution 

of the research to practice and theory. 

 
 

The second chapter hosts the theoretical framework, rooted in the concepts of resilience and 

wicked problems. The starting paragraphs include a reflection on resilience’s development 

during crises and emergencies, focusing on entrepreneurship resilience. The ending section 

discusses about wicked problems related to sustainability and their relationship with 

innovation. 

 
 

The third chapter covers the previous research on Design Science in Tourism and Tourism 

experience Design, stressing which improvements could still be done in those fields of 

research. 

 
 

The fourth chapter explains the research methodology chosen. Participatory Action Research 

is described and linked to Design Thinking. An entire paragraph is dedicated to arguing in 

favour of the methodology selected. In support of the decision, cases of Design Thinking 

applications to the covid-19 crisis are mentioned. A reflection on the research ethics follows 

and concludes the chapter. 

 
 

The fifth one hosts the section dedicated to data and results. It includes a description of the data 

collection procedure, based on empathizing and definition of the problems. Follows the data 

analysis, where the ideation, prototyping and testing of the solutions are explained and the 

achieved results discussed. 

 
 

The sixth chapter discusses the whole Design Thinking’s application to the case study, 
 

critically reflecting on the designing process, pointing out the limitations of the study and 

offering the answer to the research question. 

 
 

The seventh chapter hosts the conclusion, which summarizes the contents of the thesis and 
 

connects the research aim with the results obtained in the investigation.
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 
 

This action research is grounded on three theories: 
 

- resilience and system’s ability to develop it during crises; 

- wicked problems and their nature; 

- creative thinking and its suitability to approach complexity. 
 

This choice was moved by the necessity of anchoring my research on a strong conceptual basis, 

but also by the willingness of promoting scientific progress. These theories fulfil a 

complementary mission: they allow establishing a connection between the study case and the 

academic field, supporting the scientific validity of the research. At the same time, they 

stimulate, encourage and justify the need for further investigation and development on their 

branch of studies. This theoretical framework has the ambition of assuming both explanatory 

and supportive functions, helping the readers understanding why this research can contribute 

to sustainable development and why filling this research gap could be a valuable contribution 

to the scientific community. 

 
 

2.1 Developing resilience during crises and emergencies 
 

Recently, the concept of resilience grew in popularity in the scientific debate and its application 

started progressively interesting a wider range of disciplines and fields of studies: ecology, 

socio-technical studies, psychology, safety management, crisis and disaster research, 

organizational studies and lots of other branches of knowledge. This escalation derives from 

the necessity of dealing with modern systems, characterized by complexity, a high degree of 

interconnectedness, and a variable and uncertain nature. The spread in the adoption of the term 

resilience in different disciplines led to plural definitions and even contradictory 

interpretations, which explore all dimensions of resilience: as the capacity to rebound and 

recover, the capability of maintaining a desirable state, resilience as the ability of systems to 

withstand stress, or even to adapt and strive (Koslowski and Longstaff, 2015). 

 
 

The interpretation of resilience shared in my research mirrors the conceptualization elaborated 
 

by the holistic approaches, as complex adaptive systems theories and complex science. These 

schools of thought consider reality as a dynamic, non-linear process able to experience multiple 

states of equilibria. The strength of a system does not consist in responding to shocks and 

stressors restoring normality, but in the elasticity of moving forward to a new stable state, if
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the disturbance level is too intense that can’t be absorbed by the system. According to this 

current, resilience consists in the adaptability of a system to a permanent process of change and 

in the capacity of preserving the same functions and identity along the way of its evolution 

(Koslowski and Longstaff, 2015). Once accepted that changes cannot be predicted and avoided, 

holistic approaches argue that systems recover “bouncing forward” until reaching new stability, 

which can ensure their survival (Hynes, Trump, Love and Linkov, 2020). Moreover, in this 

view, systems are believed to perceive shocks as inputs for learning and development. During 

the adaptation, in fact, progressive systemic changes continue occurring and offer the chance 

to acquire self-consciousness and self-organizational skills as newly adopted properties and 

resources of the regenerated equilibrium (Koslowski and Longstaff, 2015), (Hynes, Trump, 

Love and Linkov, 2020). 

 
 

2.1.1 Entrepreneurial resilience 
 

The following section focuses on resilience development during crises from an entrepreneurial 

perspective. Petite et al. (2013) explained that enterprises are required to develop resilience in 

order to overcome disruptions, but also to stimulate the acquisition of competitive advantages 

and to prepare risk-management strategies to apply in case of necessity. Entrepreneurial 

resilience is based on agility, flexibility, redundancy and robustness but also relies on planning 

skills, sensitivity and recovery capability (Honerkamp, 2020). Resilience is a combination of 

“prevention-through-design”, ability to absorb stress, response capacity, control exercise on 

the new conditions and learning capacity to develop expertise from past experiences 

(Hollnagel, 2015). In practice, however, an eternally valid recipe on how companies can build 

resilience does not exist. The academic community nevertheless identified common 

denominators that can prepare businesses to face stressors and emergencies developing reactive 

and resilient responses. These can be summarized in the following table: 

 
 

Table 1- Common denominators to develop entrepreneurial resilience 
 

Financial strength and contingency plan Financial reserves and liquidity guarantee 

companies to continue operating on the 

market even in periods when fluctuations in 

cash flow occur due to drops in the revenues 

and accounts receivable. Available finances 

also allow businesses to support the 
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 recovery expenses. Disposing of insurances 

 

is another preventive measure to mitigate 

the effects of external shocks (Honerkamp, 

2020). When drastic problems arise, 

standard financial regimes turn inadequate 

to face emergencies. Every shock is 

different and requires different key 

resources to be activated, a clear budgeting 

plan and a funding model. Evaluating and 

quantifying risks in advance also helps 

considering a spectrum of potential 

disruptive scenarios and enables getting 

ready with a financial plan tailored for the 

specific emergency (Obrenovic, Godinic, 

Tsoy, Khan and Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Recovery plan Disposing preventively of a flexible but 

settled crisis management plan helps 

organizations being prepared to face big 

shocks. A part of this preparation consists of 

planning resource mobilization and saving 

in case a crisis would hit and alter the 

normal functionality of the entrepreneurial 

system. Consequence mitigation is also part 

of the preventive planning and facilitates the 

organization absorbing the shocks in the less 

harmful way possible (Hynes, W., Trump, 

B., Love, P., & Linkov, I. (2020). 

Control system complexity and design it 

efficiently 

Minimizing the risk of instability can be 

achieved by reducing the complexity of the 

system. Structuring the company in a way 

that would balance connections between 

sectors, departments and infrastructures 

with a good degree of independence, so to 
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 guarantee good communication and 

 

coordination but also a margin of autonomy 

in case crises occurs in only some areas of 

the business (Hynes, Trump, Love and 

Ainkov, 2020). Independent business units 

offer companies also the advantage of 

responding more rapidly to the new 

challenges, adapting faster and easier, 

developing unorthodox solutions and 

promoting innovation (Obrenovic, Godinic, 

Tsoy, Khan and Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Networked structure A resilient company organization shows 

coordination and good communication 

between units, information flow, knowledge 

sharing, distribution of complex decision-

making, especially in critical situations. 

This system’s structure enables companies 

to save time and speeding up emergency’s 

procedures and plans when shocks happen 

(Obrenovic, Godinic, Tsoy, Khan and 

Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Supply chain resilience Adaptability is proven also by the ability of 

a company to update or shift its 

production/offer if changes occur in the 

supply chain. Being open towards multi-

sourcing reduces the level of dependence of 

the business on third parties, decreasing 

vulnerabilities and chances of experiencing 

blocks in the production. Supply chain 

partners have to be carefully selected and 

partnerships need to be homogenized. 

Careful management of the supply chain 

enables avoiding loss of sales, containing 
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 recovery costs and can improve brands’ 

 

reputation (Obrenovic, Godinic, Tsoy, Khan 

and Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Organizational culture When unpredictable scenarios arise, 

organizations tend to turn vulnerable also 

because their reactions to stressors lack 

coordination between employees and 

business units. If the organizational 

architecture of a company is based on a non-

hierarchical coordinated network, there is a 

higher probability that the response to the 

shock would be constructive even under 

time pressure. In order to assure a 

coordinated action in the management of 

crises, leaders should establish an 

organizational culture based on dialogue, 

communication and engagement of all the 

parts. Resilient companies adopt a 

“conversation-for-action” formula to be 

ready to deal with both everyday instability 

and drastic changes. Integrated efforts and 

capillary communication facilitate the 

coordinated mobilization of all parties in the 

implementation of strategic recovery actions 

(Obrenovic, Godinic, Tsoy, Khan and 

Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Distributed leadership and decentralized 
 

power 

Resilient organization are based on 
 

decentralized decision-making and 

dispersed division of labour and 

responsibilities, also according to the 

different competencies and knowledge 

among the business units. Delegation of 

authority enables companies to avoid 
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 paralysis in crisis management and reducing 

 

the level of vulnerability. Cross-unit 

leadership is a resource that can generate 

simultaneous small-scale responses to 

shocks, offering organizations more chances 

of building resilience (Obrenovic, Godinic, 

Tsoy, Khan and Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Monitoring resilience level and indicators of 

change 

Checking on and testing the level of 

resilience reached enables guiding 

investments and resources activation to 

improve recovery performances. Monitoring 

resilience development portrays the degree 

of endurance of a company and its foresight 

(Hynes, Trump, Love and Ainkov, 2020). 

This goes along with identifying, mapping 

and monitoring factors of change, to be able 

to detect crisis and flexibly adjust business 

models and operations according to the 

contingent exigencies (Obrenovic, Godinic, 

Tsoy, Khan and Jakhongirov, 2020). 

Effective monitoring can improve the 

response time and precision when reacting 

to disturbances (Hollnagel, 2015). 

Digitalization and ICT The digitalization of business operations, 

from the supply chain management to the 

supervision of user demand and social 

media marketing, supports companies 

running their business, improving 

performances and, in certain critical 

situations, even compensating standard 

procedures (for example when products and 

services cannot be distributed through 
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 traditional channels) (Obrenovic, Godinic, 

 

Tsoy, Khan and Jakhongirov, 2020). 

 
 
 

Lee et al. (2013) and Prayag et al. (2010) would argue that all these resilience promoters could 
 

be summarized into two categories of organizational resilience: planned resilience, which 

involves all precautionary measures that predispose companies to action in case of emergency, 

and adaptive resilience, which takes over when the crisis occurs. Planned resilience stimulates 

adaptive resilience, and both together positively influence enterprises’ performances by 

guiding conscious decision-making before and during the crisis. Also, as demonstrated by 

Fatoki’s study (2018), planned and adaptive business resilience directly contributes to 

sustainable development (Sobaih, Elshaer, Hasanein and Abdelaziz, 2021). When it comes to 

crisis management, sustainable development is achieved when a system survives and progress, 

reducing its degree of vulnerability (Obrenovic, Godinic, Tsoy, Khan and Jakhongirov, 2020) 

and acquiring long-term economic, ecologic and social viability (Rose, 2017). 

 
 

Finally, in a contemporary world that Darnhofer (2020) would define as volatile, uncertain, 
 

complex and ambiguous, entrepreneurship cannot prescind from resilience. Resilience has been 

generally sacrificed for concentrating on efficiency. Entrepreneurial conservative strategies, in 

fact, focus mainly on efficiency, optimization, contraction of costs, predictability, and 

reduction and control of risks (Darnhofer, 2020). In order to maximize capacity’s performance, 

businesses and industries turned highly dependent on interconnected systems such as the 

internationalization of demand and offer, complex and fragile supply chains, economic sectors’ 

interdependence, globalized production and related consumers’ trends (Hynes, Trump, Love 

and Linkov, 2020). This high level of interconnectedness exposed systems to be vulnerable to 

chronic stressors and turned the efficiency-focus into a double-edged sword. 

 
 

Efficiency-centred systems, like the global economy and its capitalistic philosophy, pay the 
 

price of being fragile when shocks arise because they did not invest in building resilience 

(Trump, Linkova and Hynes, 2020). Lack of resilience can lead to catastrophic failures or 

profound crises which hamper recoveries. In turbulent and transformative times as those, 

including resilience building and thinking in the entrepreneurial focus would preserve 

companies from disruptions and foster the socio-economic sustainability of the system. 

Balancing efforts and resources destined to strengthen efficiency with more acute attention and
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interest in building resilience would result in a more functional and foresight approach for 

business development in the long term (Trump, Linkova and Hynes, 2020). In this complex 

system, companies have to put resilience at the core of their entrepreneurial philosophy to 

guarantee to prosper and solid business development (Hynes, Trump, Love and Linkov, 2020). 

 
 

2.2 Wicked problems, sustainability and creative thinking 
 

Wicked problems started being categorized in the strategy literature in 1973 by Rittel and 

Webber and explained as an agglomerate of complex, interrelated, and sometimes even 

competing issues that require comprehensive and simultaneous understanding, and holistic 

solutions (Mathur, A. N. (2020). Wicked problems embody social complexity and overcome 

rational and logistic boundaries (Cohen and Cromwell, 2020). They are characterized by the 

impossibility of finding a universal definition and a unique truly effective solution because 

every wicked problem is one-of-a-kind and can be explained in different ways, from different 

perspectives. Wicked problems do not lend themselves to be eternally resolved, but to be 

managed and mitigated instead. Their dynamism and tendency for evolving in unpredictable 

ways give no other option than adopting flexible approaches, creative thinking and adaptive 

strategies. Dealing with wicked problems requires constant commitment, profound 

embracement of uncertainty, ability to accept changes, emerging constraints and challenges 

(Dymitrow, M., & Halfacree, 2018). 

 
 

The incompatibility with definitive solutions and with scientific strategies and rules exposes 
 

wicked problems to disputes and debates on their interpretation, understanding and eligible 

problem-solving approaches (Ooms and Piepenbrink, 2020). Different interests, perspectives 

and powerbases, in fact, induce actors to develop divergent opinions on wicked problems 

(Mathur, 2020). Disagreement among stakeholders on interpretations and management of 

wicked problems increase their complexity and make them acquire the status of socially and 

culturally embedded challenges (Ooms and Piepenbrink, 2020), (Dymitrow, M., & Halfacree, 

2018). Also, wicked problems suffer from time pressure and require urgent action that 

humanity struggles to coordinate due to the lack of central representative authority (Engler, 

Abson and von Wehrden, 2021). 

 
 

The Covid-19 pandemic, climate change, terrorism and the migration crisis are some examples 

of wicked problems that humanity is currently facing and that, as an add-on, can all be qualified
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as sustainability challenges. Sustainability itself, in fact, includes lots of other interrelated 

wicked problems (Engler, Abson and von Wehrden, 2021). Only the Covid-19 outbreak 

generated several wicked problems like the clash between health and safety on one side and 

economic growth on the other side, the antagonism between the claim of national sovereignties 

versus the necessity of establishing supranational governance for the management of the 

sanitary emergency, and the dilemma on what is socially responsible and sustainable and who 

is in charge of that action (Mathur, 2020). 

 
 

Some of the contemporary wicked problems even present analogue characteristics. The Covid-

19 crisis and climate change are concrete examples. They both create disruption, escalate 

rapidly and provoke long-term impacts. The two crises have been initially underestimated until 

the point novel interventions became extremely urgent. Innovation and cooperative governance 

could help to contain the escalation in both cases, but awareness and changes in the commonly 

adopted behaviours need to be raised and stimulated. Flexible and resilient solutions are 

appearing as the most effective both in fighting against climate change and containing the 

spread of Covid-19 (Engler, Abson and von Wehrden, 2021). This parallelism helps to 

understand that wicked problems have common denominators and can even be linked to each 

other. Establishing correlations enables simplifying the complexity of wicked problems, 

generating an encouraging perspective to start approaching them. 

 
 

When dealing with wicked problems, adopting a creative thinking approach is necessary. 

Creative thinking is a practice and philosophy that does not only help to contain uncertainty 

during decision-making processes but also embraces it as an incentive for improvement. 

Thinking differently means perceiving chances for development wherever normality gets 

destroyed, pre-existing equilibriums disturbed and new stressors emerged (Newman-Storen, 

2014). Creative problem-solving is an approach to convert strategic threats into strategic 

opportunities, opening up the way to improvements, changes, renovations, experimentation 

and even innovation. Through creative problem-solving, in fact, breakthrough solutions able 

to alleviate wicked problems can be developed. In context impacted by wicked problems and 

their outcomes, uncertainty is dominant and gets aggravated by the presence of numerous 

stakeholders, the changes in the available resources and the surrounding environment (Cohen 

and Cromwell, 2020). But creative thinking accepts variability and unpredictability, refusing 

established conventions and activating critical and alternative reasoning to experiment with 

novel practices and ideas (Newman-Storen, 2014).
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3. Previous research on Design Science in Tourism (DST) and 
 

Tourism Experience Design (TED) 
 
 

Design Science has been applied to an extensive variety of fields (management, sustainability, 
 

IT, entrepreneurship and innovation, medical science, social sciences and others) included 

tourism, to provide ground-breaking inputs for the ideation of innovative processes, practises, 

systems and places. Design Science in Tourism (DST) conciliates the science of design and 

Design Thinking with the scope of understanding the nature of the visitor experience and 

consequently develop artefacts that could improve its quality, overcoming customers’ 

expectations (Fesenmaier and Xiang, 2017). The recent progressist tendency of applying 

Design Science to tourism is connected to the evolution of tourism into an “experience 

economy”, as defined by Pine and Gilmore in 1998, and “entertainment economy”, as 

categorized by Wolf in 1999 (Tussyadiah, 2014). As Verganti (2009) pointed out, consumers 

do not shop products anymore but meanings, and value more the emotional, psychological and 

societal components of a product/service rather than its utilitarian scope (Lub, Rijnders, 

Caceres, Bosman, 2016). That explains why the tourism industry is no more settled for simply 

achieving customers’ satisfaction, instead aims to deliver emotions, memories and meanings 

to tourists. The renovate final goal is to capture unique value by establishing connections with 

clients and securing their loyalty and attachment (Tussyadiah, 2014). 

 
 

Tourism operators and developers are currently canalizing their expertise, competences and 
 

resources to research and ideate strategies to improve the experience production system. The 

empathic, inclusive and participatory design responds to this exigence. It allows business 

managers, tourism developers and designers to bond with customers, understanding their 

needs, anticipating their desires, overcoming their expectations. Relating with the final 

beneficiaries of the touristic product/service activates a process of co-creation of experience-

centric services, which helps service providers to connect with their customers through the 

creation of memorable experiences and engagements. The design process raises the quality of 

the consumer’s experience and becomes itself the unique selling point of the touristic products 

and services offered to clients (Tussyadiah, 2014). 

 
 

In this context, Experience Design emerged as both artistic and scientific methodology to foster 

human-centred and collaboratively constructed innovation. Its unique peculiarity consists of
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the consumer-focus approach. Tourism Experience Design is intrinsically rooted in design 

research and can be declined in several specific areas, from general service design to more 

specific customer experience design and others. The user-centred focus and the collaboratively 

and iterative approach (participatory design) explain the strict correlation between TED and 

anthropological and behavioural science’s theories, cognitive and decision theories, and 

marketing and management models, tools and approaches. Tourism Experience Design counts 

on all that wealth of expertise, and convey this knowledge into practice (Tussyadiah, 2014). 

Design Science in Tourism (DST), and specifically Tourism Experience Design (TED), are 

based on: 

 
 

Exploratory and emphatic research: DST and TED are receptive towards tourists’ experiences, 

impressions, opinions and captures their narratives to interpret users/performers’ perspectives. 

Field research, action research, participant observation, anthropological and ethnographic 

studies are efficient methodologies to establish a connection with customers and step into their 

shoes to better understand how to meet their exigencies and desires, or to ideate ways to 

surprise them (Tussyadiah, 2014). 

 
 

Participatory designing: DST and TED consider all the actors involved in the creation of the 
 

tourism service/product as potential contributors to innovation. Designers, managers, business 

owners, customers, the local community can all offer unique insights and perspectives to the 

generative research of ideas and solutions (Tussyadiah, 2014). 

 
 

Evaluative investigation: DST and TED are based on a self-critique approach, finalized to 

reflect on the achieved results to improve their quality until matching customers’ desires, and 

ideators’ exigencies (Tussyadiah, 2014). The response validation of the customers is perceived 

as functional and constructive feedback in tourism design because it enables ideas to evolve 

into actual prototypes, that get tested and show their potential towards innovation (Wylant, 

2008). 

 
 

Multidisciplinarity and scalability: DST and TED take into account that tourism is an 
 

interconnected and interdependent industry, related to both public and private sector, 

technologies, services, culture, geopolitics. This high level of interdependence makes tourism 

vulnerable, but also full of resources and stimuli to progress and innovate. Surfing the wave of 

development occurring in other sectors, cooperating, exchanging knowledge and information
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can inspire tourism businesses and lead them to successful ideas (Tussyadiah, 2014). Finally, 

the principles of tourism design are flexible and versatile enough to adapt to every scale of 

context: allowing designers and business managers to create a theme park, a destination brand 

and a plan for regional development using the same methodology (Fesenmaier and Xiang, 

2017). 

 
 

Iteration: all the stages of the tourism design process are interrelated and flexible. It is not a 

linear sequence of fixed phases, but an iterative and dynamic process of knowledge creation. 

The design process occurs through repetitive trials, which enable boosting creativity and 

discovery (Sawada and Yoshida, 2016). Responses will arise in the preparatory phases as much 

as preliminary elements will emerge in the subsequent stages. Tourism design deals with 

unpredictability and adjusts to the natural evolvement of phenomena (Wylant, 2008). 

 
 

The tourism research field is crawling with examples of case studies where the science of 
 

design has been applied to promote innovation in the tourism industry. Some studies (Sawada 

and Yoshida, 2016), (Marques and Borba, 2017) self-reflected on the procedural dynamics of 

DST, highlighting the precious contribution that empathizing with the users offers to the design 

of the touristic service/product and demonstrating the added value of co-created products. 

Some researches (Nyaboro, Park and Park, 2020), (Marques and Borba, 2017) proved the 

extensive variety of potential applications of design science in tourism, showing that design 

thinking can pave the way for original and unexpected development paths (smart tourism and 

digitalized services, creative tourism, sustainable management, community-based projects, 

etc). Other studies (Lub, Rijnders, Caceres and Bosman, 2016) forecast future scenarios, 

intercepting changes in social trends, users’ preferences and latent dreams, and develop 

potential solutions able to meet future customers exigencies. 

 
 

Tourism education and research have also adopted the science of design and Design Thinking 

as modern tools to teach 21st-century skills: creative and collaborative problem-solving, 

acceptance of unpredictability, predisposition to iterative learning, critical reflection, 

communication, and development of soft skills (interpersonal competencies and empathy). 

From a pedagogical point of view, DT reflects Montessori’s learner-centred approach, Dewey’s 

theory of learning by doing and Kolb’s experimental learning theory (Sándorová, Repáňová, 

Palenčíková and Beták, 2020). The inclusion of Design Thinking in the educational offer of 

lots of tourism-oriented university faculties, schools and courses, together with the extensive
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case studies on the use of DT’s methodology in schools and universities for dealing with 

tourism-related challenges, demonstrate the validity of the contribution that design offers to 

tourism’s development. Design Thinking fosters creative thinking and guides to effective 

solutions in tourism product and service’s development. It also stimulates students to cooperate 

and reciprocally motivate each other to ideate solutions to problematic and critical issues 

(Sándorová, Repáňová, Palenčíková and Beták, 2020). Design Thinking is also taught in 

tourism education because it is based on the assumption that every person can be a designer 

and can practice design in every context (Bhushan, 2019). 

 
 

Further evidence of the power of Design Thinking in leading to innovation in the tourism 
 

business is offered by the Danish Design Center (DDC) and the Bureau of European Design 

Associations (BEDA), which developed a Design Ladder Framework to connect the level of 

design activity in companies with the economic benefits derived. Research on Design Thinking 

demonstrates that DT is the seat of transformation because it can pave the way to design-driven 

innovations and to a fresh entrepreneurial culture also in the tourism business (Bhushan, 2019). 

Design is the new way of thinking about tourism and about tourism: it is the key to open new 

horizons and the answer to the unpredictable challenges and scenarios that are arising in these 

modern times. Conservative, mono-disciplinary and narrow business approaches are not 

feasible for understanding the future and deal with unpredictability and uncertainty. Companies 

that choose to focus only on their regular and traditional products, customers’ target, 

competitors and technologies, risk not keeping up with the complex challenging times, to miss 

new opportunities and lose the chance to progress, modernize, grow. New business prepositions 

emerge from experimentation, from the adoption of a different way of thinking, from the 

receptiveness towards new stimuli and the openness to change. Design Thinking contains all 

that, and for this reason is argued to be the alternative needed (Lub, Rijnders, Caceres and 

Bosman, 2016). 

 
 

On one side, DT is a visionary and future-oriented approach, that uses human needs and 
 

aspirations as starting point to approach wicked problems that lack clarity and solutions (Lub, 

Rijnders, Caceres and Bosman, 2016). One the other side, tourism is an extensively growing 

industry, affected, however, by high vulnerability and threatened by numerous challenges and 

stressors (Marques and Borba, 2017). Tourism product life is shortening, rivalry and 

competition are intensifying, economic cycles are impacting the global economy, product 

differentiation problems and societal changes are occurring and new trends are arising
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(Bhushan, 2019). Events as the COVID-19 pandemic, and phenomena as climate change and 

migrations are proving the urgency for tourism to develop resilient strategies and Design 

Thinking is a concrete pro-active response to this exigence. DT reverses the historically 

accepted problem-solving mindset (based on the contraction of costs and efficiency-focus), to 

open up the way to creative features (Marques and Borba, 2017), (Bhushan, 2019). 

 
 

Design Thinking, embodied in DST and TED, is believed to change the nature of tourism, 

suggesting tourism operators a new participatory, empathetic, iterative and discovery-oriented 

business approach. Design Thinking is revolutionizing the concept of tourism experience, the 

process of creation of customer value and the strategy to capture it. For this reason, some 

authors strongly believe that it can reshape tourism business mindset and practices, changing 

companies’ position on the market and perception of it, boosting their competitiveness 

(Fesenmaier and Xiang, 2017). This thesis position itself in the branch of Design Science in 

Tourism and Tourism Experience Design’s literature aiming to offer additional proof that 

Design science in tourism is an applicable paradigm for the scientific development of touristic 

destinations, products and services. And specifically, it configures itself as the first academic 

research that applies Design Thinking to the husky sledging safari industry with the scope of 

supporting the tourism businesses in the sector to cope with the challenges derived from the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
 

3.1 Potential improvements 
 

If we would compare the potential benefits that design science can offer to tourism 

development with the documented cases on DST, we would discover a relevant disproportion. 

On one side, design science has been applied both to numerous tourism subfields, such as 

product/service design (Sawada and Yoshida, 2016), customer experience design (Lub, 

Rijnders, Caceres and Bosman, 2016), destination development (Nyaboro, Park and Park, 

2020), branding and marketing design (Rusko, Merenheimo and Haanpää, 2013), Design 

Thinking with problem-solving focus (Cankurtaran, P., & Beverland, M. B. (2020), crisis 

management, and also indirectly related sectors’ partners (transports, food production, water 

management, supply chain re-design, etc.). Besides, design science in tourism is firmly rooted 

in the academic literature, inaugurating an important tradition and giving proof of scientific 

validity. On the other side, case studies, real applications and experimental samples on DST
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are not immediately accessible when researching for concrete demonstrations of design science 

in tourism, determining a significant limit in the tourism design research. 

 
 

It has been researched quite a lot on how design science has landed in the tourism field and 
 

how it can contribute to its development, but not enough attention has been dedicated to present 

examples of successful applications of tourism design, neither to researching on the process of 

implementation of DST. The academic literature does not help understanding how to designing 

in tourism, focusing instead mostly on highlighting the strengths of this scientific tool. The 

practitioners are not warned on the issues that may encounter when designing a tourism 

product, a brand, a touristic itinerary or facility, or when having to solve a crisis. They are not 

aware of the designing mechanisms, neither informed on how to overcome potential obstacles 

during the designing phase. 

 
 

Design in tourism is not just about designing action, but it becomes a more complicated science. 
 

Numerous stakeholders get suddenly, directly and indirectly, involved in tourism design in a 

way that both engagement and communication turned to be crucial factors along the process. 

Compromises need to be found to reach consensus and move ahead developing the projects. 

Designers need to cooperate with business owners, customers, tourists, destination developers, 

local communities and governments. Efforts and interests of all counterparts have to be 

conciliated and coordinated in order to achieve a commonly satisfying goal. External and 

internal inputs have to be welcomed along the process because the planning has to be flexible 

and reflective. Designers may face resistances, may have to deal with conservative positions 

and hostile environments and may encounter cultural and linguistic barriers and other types of 

social limitations. 

 
 

Accessing this knowledge, before starting designing, would be propaedeutic and educative for 
 

design practitioners, especially for those who are not familiar with DST. A concrete perspective 

on how to use design science in tourism would enable promoting this recently born science and 

inspiring lots of touristic actors to adopt it when dealing with their daily challenges. A more 

accurate focus on the process and cases of implementation of DST is needed to give to the 

tourism sector the perception that design can be applied to different areas and aspects of this 

field while fulfilling the same goal: correcting inefficiencies or solving problems to stimulate 

progress and innovation. This thesis tries to compensate for this research gap between DST’s 

theory and practice, linking them in a unique paper. As a design thinker’s practitioner, I
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consider it important to reflect on the designing process and presenting its practical results. 

This approach could shed some light on the underestimated practical components of DST and 

offer relevant preparatory knowledge for applying design to tourism.
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4. Methodology 
 
 
 

4.1 Participatory action research 
 

Participatory action research (PAR) is a booming approach in human geography, which 

emerges among other research processes for its collaborative, action-oriented and change-focus 

connotations. “Action research” has been developed and coined by Kurt Lewin (1946) and it 

consists of an investigative approach that brings together academics, non-academics and 

participants to identify and examine problematic situations and constructively elaborate 

resilient responses. The aim of the methodology is to achieve better conditions and practices 

for and with the participants. This alternative and innovative logic provoke two main notable 

changes in the traditional model of research: on one hand, participatory action research 

promotes participants’ empowerment, democratizing the process of knowledge creation and 

deconstructing hegemonic and hierarchical norms that traditionally dictated academic 

production (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008); on the other hand, PAR revolutionizes the role of 

the researcher, not relegated anymore to do an external observation of phenomena but 

encouraged to actively participate in the analysis of social life (Kemmis, McTaggart, Nixon, 

2013). 

 
 

Originally, however, the Lewinian view of action research preserves the existence of the 

“outsider researcher”, a function designated to facilitator/s of the research process and 

mediator/s among different participants. But, since the second half of the twentieth century, the 

dominant trend among active researchers was to reject the role of the external researcher, who 

was supposed to manage the research process maintaining “academic disinterest” and 

objectivity. Carr and Kemmis, radical supporters of this theoretic and practical change in action 

research, refused to accept that scientists would have continued acting as insulated cells in the 

research arena. They claimed that to do fieldwork research the researcher does not have to be 

a member of the community or organization where the action research initiative occurs. 

Researchers can integrate into the social cluster and actively participate in the investigation, 

albeit they have to avoid the self-deceptive risk of contaminating the study by letting personal 

self-interests overlap with the ones of the other participants. Due to the realistic possibility that 

this hazard occurs, the traditional research literature has always considered “insider 

researchers” as a penalty for the scientific validity of the study conducted. The argument is 

based on the belief that the involvement of the scientist in the fieldwork would compromise
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the objectivity of the acquired results and derived theories. The counter-argument, however, is 

that even positivist researches, which aim to discover the objective truth, are value- and theory-

laden. The researcher’s background, values and reputation influence the research process in all 

its stages from when the research question is shaped, going through how the research is 

conducted, until how the data are analysed and the results processed (Kemmis, McTaggart, 

Nixon, 2013). 

 
 

Starting from this consideration, critical participatory action research focuses on proactive 
 

critical self-reflection instead of seeking objectivity. It values more reflecting, individually and 

collectively, on all the phases and steps of the research process than finding an abstract “truth”, 

often disconnected from the study case. This methodology aims to understand why the research 

is proceeding in a certain way, and how this process is developing, in order to find reasons and 

explanations to justify procedures, findings and their consequences in the social dimension 

analysed (Kemmis, McTaggart, Nixon, 2013). 

 
 

Moreover, another unique peculiarity of participatory action research is that it is the only 
 

methodology that can allow achieving a more profound understanding of the object studied. 

The investigation is conducted through direct observation of the phenomena, direct contact 

with the actors of the research and direct participation in the contextual dynamics. The personal 

contact of the researcher with and within the fieldwork breaks down barriers and avoid the need 

for interpretative filters. The researcher is an integral part of the living environment and 

phenomenon studied so he/she can approach deeply the object researched. He/She has the 

independent ability to observe it, understand it, interpret it and even change it (Kidd and Kral, 

2005). 

 
 

The researcher has the responsibility and the privilege to contribute to shaping the object of the 
 

study and its development. Critical participatory action research is, in fact, the disciplined 

methodology for making change. When unexpected or imposed changes occur, frustration and 

dissatisfaction can be replaced by activating a critical participatory action research process. 

This guides me to adapt to the new normal, changing practices of living and dealing with 

reality. It consists of a proactive approach finalized to develop collective practices that can 

facilitate coping with new conditions, to respond to the stressors in a more efficient, reasonable 

and sustainable way. According to the father of the action research, Kurt Lewin, resilient 

responses can be built by doing action research, following a cycle of steps: plan the change,
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activate it, observe the process and its consequences, and based on that, reformulate the plan 

to improve the results (Kemmis, McTaggart, Nixon, 2013). 

 
 

If practised in real case scenarios, however, the process is not so sharply fluid and precise. AR 
 

takes place in a more naturally dynamic way, different steps tend to overlap and plans change 

frequently and irregularly. But that is what makes action research a response mechanism to the 

real exigencies and a flexible tool to approach living transformations. The final objective of 

using action research is not, in fact, applying the methodology strictly in order to achieve the 

final result quickly and efficiently. The scope is to build evidence based on the research 

process, the understanding of the practices used and their consequences on the real case 

(Kemmis, McTaggart, Nixon, 2013). 

 
 

Critical participatory action research is a subcategory of action research specifically 

conceptualized in collaborative terms to analyse social contexts and developing socially 

valuable solutions. It is a learning tool to stimulate the creation of practices that could improve 

the social response to external changes, alterations and new conditions (Kemmis, McTaggart, 

Nixon, 2013). Participatory action research requires commitment from all the parts involved 

(researcher/s and actors engaged in the studied context) to cooperate in observing, 

problematizing and transforming practices and behaviours. To achieve these results, 

researchers and participants need to develop communicative skills, be open to accepting 

feedbacks, be self-critique and develop problem-solving skills. Action research is a teamwork 

philosophy: a way to make science together with others, based on organizational performances 

and democratic knowledge production and management (Chevalier and Buckles, 2019). 

 
 

4.1.1 Principles and practices of participatory action research 
 

Even though participatory action research has been theorised as a “spiral science” based on 

iterative cycles of problematization, action and reflection, the methods used to conduct research 

are variable and variegate (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008). In PAR, the problem that needs to 

be solved shapes the method (Kidd and Kral, 2005). Maps, interviews, questionnaires, surveys, 

focus groups, storytelling, photographs, videos, geographic information systems are all 

methods that apply to PAR. Those methods, however, are in common with lots of other 

research methodologies (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008). As Chataway suggests, the unicity 

of participatory action research, in fact, does not consist in its research procedures but in its
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principles and aims, which differentiate its research practices and investigative modes (Kidd 

and Kral, 2005). The philosophy of PAR can be summarized into the following concepts: 

 
 

Table 2- Principles and values of Participatory Action Research 
 

CRITICAL SELF-REFLECTION The knowledge emerges during the learning 

process. This occurs due to the iterative 

self-reflection operated by the actors 

participating in the study. Reflecting on the 

issue, on the problem-solving approach/es 

adopted, on the implementation of the plan 

and on its consequences, allows improving 

the solutions and correcting the 

deficiencies. But it also gives the chance to 

understand why the research process took 

that turn, which priorities emerged, which 

goals have been set and why, which 

dynamics have influenced the research and 

how. The ways ideas develop and solutions 

are built are definitely part of the 

knowledge that participatory action research 

aims to acquire (McNiff, 2013). This 

reflective understanding is part of a process 

of “conscientization”, as defined by Friere, 

through which the researcher shows 

epistemological responsibility towards the 

study conducted, questioning and 

challenging the methodology chosen and 

the knowledge acquired (Kidd and Kral, 

2005). 

SUBJECTIVE KNOWLEDGE Participatory action research believes that 

knowledge is not independent of who 

creates it but influenced by its creator/s. All 

steps of the researching process are the 
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 result of decisions, preferences, 

 

interpretations formulated by the authors 

and participants in the study. The culture, 

philosophy, environment, social and 

political context, the intellectual and 

ideological orientation of the actors 

determine the way every research is 

conducted, leaving an intellectual and 

personal mark both in the researching 

process and in the results collected. 

Researchers and participants learn from 

what they collaboratively experience, they 

commodify and develop living knowledge 

through their interpretative lenses (Kemmis, 

McTaggart, Nixon, 2013). 

INTERACTION AND RELATIONALITY Participatory action research takes into 

account that knowledge is the result of a 

communitarian action. For this reason, PAR 

makes sense of group dynamics, power 

balances, leadership management. It focuses 

on developing communicative skills, 

assuring respect and equal treatment of all 

members, and encourages the active 

participation of all the parties. The 

interaction among different participants can 

change the outcome of the research, leading 

the study to successful results or to failure. 

The relational dynamics between 

participants influence the researching 

practices. That explains why, when doing 

action research, understanding the 

contextual dynamics turns fundamental and 

why collaboratively and individually self- 
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 reflecting on the researching process can 

 

explain a lot about the research and its 

outcomes (Chevalier and Buckles, 2019), 

(McNiff, 2013). 

PARTICIPATION AND 
 

COLLABORATION 

This methodology requires the commitment 
 

of all the parts toward collaboration and the 

common will to progress. The modes of 

participation can differ from project to 

project, as well as the rules agreed in each 

researching group, but participants have to 

collaborate. The control on the research 

process has to be proportionally 

homogenized among all participants in 

order to guarantee representation and equal 

contribution of all parts in the final results. 

Every active member in the study will offer 

different support to the research, according 

to his/her competencies and expertise. 

Members of PAR should not impose any 

power’s dominion or monopolize the 

research process to avoid contaminating the 

outcomes (Kidd and Kral, 2005). 

CONTEXT-BASED STUDY OF 
 

CONTEXT-ORIENTED SOLUTIONS 

PAR is firmly anchored to the context 
 

where it is realized. That explains also why 

it allows the use of so many different 

methods of research. The study cannot be 

independent of the environment because it 

is conducted by and in cooperation with the 

actors who experience it and it is finalized 

to promote place-based improvements in 

the life practices of those actors (Kindon, 

Pain and Kesby, 2008). 
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ACTION-ORIENTED AND PROGRESS- 
 

ORIENTED 

Participatory action research is selected as a 
 

research methodology in contexts where the 

available means of knowledge are not able 

to address persistent problems. A desire for 

action triggers knowledge creation. 

Complex dilemmas perfectly match with 

action research’s main scope, which is to 

mobilize efforts, energies, resources, people 

(participation) to bring about change 

(action). The production of knowledge is 

functional to the community’s development. 

In PAR, the community turns to be at the 

same time the inventor and the beneficiary 

of the results achieved. The transformative 

practices ideated are, in fact, in control of 

the participating group/community (Kidd 

and Kral, 2005). PAR empowers people, 

promotes emancipation, fosters equality and 

stimulates progress (Kindon, Pain and 

Kesby, 2008). 

LIVING EXPERIENCE OF LIVING 
 

KNOWLEDGE 

This approach of social science does not 
 

treat research as an “abstract thing” or a 

predetermined procedure to apply. The 

research is a living experience, an essence 

of ever-changing, a dynamic process that 

never ends and never culminates with one 

static knowledge. Knowledge is, in fact, in a 

constant state of development and gets 

activated every time a new insight emerges, 

new doubts get generated, and old answers 

are not exhaustive anymore. Knowledge is 

influenced by time and space, by the people 

involved in its elaboration, by the natural 
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 evolution of things. Researchers are part of 

 

what they are studying, as much as the other 

participants. At the same time, the object of 

their study is a real-life problem, which is 

part of what they are, and will influence the 

way they will do research in the future 

(McNiff, 2013). 

DEMOCRATIZATION AND 

INCLUSIVENESS IN THE PROCESS OF 

KNOWLEDGE CREATION 

PAR considers every participant to the 

research equally able to contribute to 

science development and knowledge 

creation. All engaged actors in the study are 

competent and reflexive agents able to 

guarantee the elaboration of high-quality 

results and efficient solutions. All 

participants in the study are sources of 

development, fonts of innovation, planners, 

designers, self-critic intellectual being, 

responsibly involved in the changing 

process (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008), 

(Chevalier and Buckles, 2019). 

VALORIZATION OF PLURALITY, 
 

DIFFERENCES AND MINORITIES 

Diverse experiences in the community, 
 

indigenous values, cultural minorities, 

plural ideological orientations are all 

considered at the central core of the 

knowledge creation process. These are 

structural stimuli that enrich the 

investigation and determine the results 

(Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008). 

KNOWLEDGE’S VALIDITY IS 
 

PROPORTIONAL TO SUCCESS IN 

IMPROVEMENT 

The main purpose of participative action 
 

research is to build opportunities for 

development, progress and improvement. 

Action research is finalized to find 

alternative and efficient ways to mitigate or 
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 solve real-life problems, enabling 

 

communities or group of participants to 

respond resiliently to critical scenarios. The 

validity of the research does not depend on 

discovering the objective knowledge or 

finding the abstract solution, but on 

developing collaboratively new approaches 

for dealing with problematic realities. It is a 

matter of functionality: PAR aims to 

empower communities and foster 

independence and self-determination 

(Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008). 

VERSATILITY Participatory action research is a 
 

methodology that can be applied to all 

backgrounds, science fields and contexts. 

There are examples of usage of PAR in the 

social and caring sciences, health care, 

education, arts, business studies, 

management, international relations, peace 

studies, crises management, and lots of 

other theoretical and practical areas of 

knowledge. The strength of this 

methodology is exactly that it is not 

fossilized on specific methods, but it is 

more structured on principles and values 

which can be transferred and adapted to 

different frameworks (McNiff, 2013). 

 
 
 

4.2 Design-Thinking 
 

Design Thinking can be interpreted as an innovative declination of the participatory action 

research methodology. It mirrors, in fact, its constitutive principles and embodies its same 

intrinsic philosophy: participative empathizing with the context, perceiving its peculiar
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dynamics and problems in order to provide place-based-oriented solutions aimed to support 

development, innovation and progress. 

Design Thinking has also been defined by Schön as “reflection in action” (Clune and Lockrey, 

2014), suggesting an immediate correlation with PAR. In line with the participatory action 

research, Design Thinking combines effectuation and abductive reasoning, proving 

adaptability, acceptance of variability and commitment towards learning and innovation 

(Tschimmel, 2012). 

 
 

The life story of this research method starts from an international study on the cognitive process 

of designers, realized during the last decade of the 90s. Since the beginning of the new 

millennium, Design Thinking has been developed as a research tool, recognised nowadays as 

a complex thinking process finalized to conceive new possibilities and generate new meanings. 

Operatively reflecting values and scopes of PAR, DT articulates them into a researching 

dynamic model: the double diamond, theorized by the Design Council in 2005. It’s a diagram 

that resembles the shape of two connected diamonds that symbolize the divergent and 

convergent stages of the designing process (Tschimmel, 2012). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 – Double Diamond as theorized by the Design Council in 2005 

 
 

The first phase is dedicated to the discovery: the designer is absorbing information, 

familiarizing with the environment, adopting new lenses to dig deep into the surface. This is

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/science/article/pii/S0959652614001449?via%3Dihub#bib70
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the “stepping into others’ shoes” moment when problems reveal their most profound and 

intrinsic nature. The second step is defining the issue to solve: researchers finally understand 

which problem/s stays behind the apparent problem and get prepared to face it. The third stage 

is occupied by the development of potential solutions, tailored to the context and based on the 

available resources. In order to turn ideas into concrete solutions, these do not only need to be 

invented but also prototyped and tested. For this reason, the last step in the model is the delivery 

of the planned solution, which has to go through final testing before getting launched and 

implemented. The double diamond is a cyclical and continuous diagram, which gives rhythm 

to the Design Thinking process. Along the time a DT research is conducted, the diamonds’ way 

can and sometimes has to be experienced several times. In action research that deals with real 

critical scenarios, new insight commonly arise, inducing designers to consider new elements. 

Because every input contributes to changing the final output, the designing process is 

predisposed to elaborate iterative reflections, changes, improvements, corrections, which 

contribute to commodifying the original solution (Tschimmel, 2012). 

 
 

If the double diamond works as a rhythmic stabilizer for the DT process, the structure of the 
 

methodology determines the mechanism of action. The Design thinking research process is, in 

fact, articulated into 5 consequent stages. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2- The Design Thinking process
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Empathize: This stage refers to the initial exploration of the context. Designers need to 
 

investigate all the peculiarities of the environment where and for which they are going to 

generate creative ideas. The word empathy comes from ancient Greek and literally means 

“suffering with”, meaning feeling with. Real designers are not simply creative minds, but 

receptive and sensitive experts, who learn to fully live and integrate with the dimension they 

study, before developing any concept, proposal, innovation. 

 
 

Define: the next step is approaching problems from inside and conceptualizing them. Every 

successful design thinking application starts from clarifying the objective of the research, 

knowing which aim to fulfil, identifying the interests to accomplish and the expectations and 

rights of the creatures involved in the contexts. 

 
 

Ideate: This is the most creative moment of all process. Thinking outside the boxes, finding 

new meanings, producing new value is the goal of this phase, during which designers canalize 

creativity into concrete ideas. 

 
 

Prototype: This is the moment when ideas turn into plans. They get articulated into potential 

applicable projects and improved. They are not images in the designers’ mind or maps on a 

board anymore, but operational designs that need to be programmed in all their parts. 

 
 

Test: testing exists because there are no perfect ideas if they lack functionality. Innovations 

produce progress if they can be applied to the context and improve practices. To do so, they 

need to generate a positive reaction in people, to introduce better ways of dealing with reality, 

to constitute valid alternatives to dominant trends (Wolniak, 2017). 

 
 

No prototyping can be achieved without an initial deep focus on empathizing, defining the 
 

problem and the contextual conditions. In the same way, no ideation is meaningful without 

testing. All the stages in Design Thinking are integrated and have a purpose to exist. Flexibility 

along all the process is required and iteration recommended to assure that the solutions 

developed can offer the highest contribution possible to foster progress and innovation. Even 

though researchers orientate themselves in the process using the double diamond and the 

structural scheme just explained, the choice of the methods for realizing Design Thinking 

research depends on the designers’ preferences and the specific challenges. Self-documentation
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(taking notes, diaries, photos, videos of what is seen and experimented with), service safari 

(collecting experiences of services and products), shadowing (experiencing the customer life) 

can be adopted in the observational and empathizing phase. Information maps, diagrams, 

charts, mind maps can be chosen to store the info collected to easily analyse it in the definition 

step. Brainwriting and brain sketching may help in the ideational moment, especially during 

collaborative research where a lot of designers or participants are involved. Storyboards 

(sequences of drawings) and rapid prototyping can support the prototyping process, while 

storytelling can be an efficient system to test ideas, together with Role Play and Storyboard 

(Tschimmel, 2012). 

 
 

4.3 Methodology discussion 
 

Ill-defined, ill-structured, wicked problems cannot be simplified into categories of recurrent 

issues. Complex phenomena are proliferating in this modern and globalized world, turning 

uncertainty and unpredictability into constants (Gharajedaghi, 2011). Problems get defined as 

“complex” when they appear incomplete, contradictory, in transformation: conditions that 

make them difficult to solve (Cooper, Junginger and Lockwood, 2009). To make things even 

more realistic, it happens that complex problems are interdependent from each other and 

interconnected in a unique system. Approaching with traditional methodologies of research this 

complex reality, made of interconnections and incalculable outcomes, turns illogic and 

unproductive (Gharajedaghi, 2011). This occurs because the main limitation of traditional 

strategic planning is rejecting variation and refusing to accept the innate unpredictability of 

living phenomena. Strategic planning, in fact, aims to eliminate unpredictable events through 

quality control. However, complex scenarios, as a global pandemic, and wicked problems, such 

as sustainable challenges, do not lend themselves to be automatically defined, predicted and 

approached schematically. The nature of these real problems suggests the need to develop new 

approaches to deal with them (Mootee, 2013). Design thinking is one option because it focuses 

on making choices instead of predicting the future (Gharajedaghi, 2011). 

 
 

In addition to that, as mentioned before, strategic planning counts on the available information, 
 

collected in data storage among years of research and analysis of different problems, in 

different contexts. This traditional approach tends to homologate problematic situations, 

assuming that successful solutions are meant to be evergreen in all situations. Once again, the 

contextual variability is neglected, based on the argument that similar problems hide analogue
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dynamics and can get solved through similar approaches. The reality, however, is that every 

environment is unique and every problem is strictly influenced by the contextual dynamics that 

surround it. Applying pre-structured solutions to problematic situations a priori, without 

matching them with the environment where they emerged, conditions the resolvent process of 

the problem. Singularity and peculiarities of places, issues, and events matters and needs to be 

taken into account. For this reason, it is relevant to approach problems in their uniqueness, to 

spend time and resources in understanding them and reframing them. Sometimes the real issue 

is not what looks apparently, but what stays behind the surface. Diving deep into the internal 

dynamics and exploring the mechanisms that make the reality appear as it is, at first sight, give 

the necessary base for the activation of an efficient problem-solving process. Problems in fact 

are not “given” as standardized challenges equipped with fax-simile instructions to solve them. 

Problems need to be reconstructed, and this requires acuity to perceive what is hidden and catch 

signals, intuition to connect the dots and understand mechanisms, and finally, the ability to 

clearly reframe the problem (Mootee, 2013). 

 
 

Thinking through design revolutionizes the way of facing reality and navigate the uncertainties 
 

of these contemporary times because it induces researchers to use unpredicted events as inputs 

for promoting innovation. It is a tool that enables identifying the nature of problems and trains 

to work in real people-based scenarios (Cooper, Junginger and Lockwood, 2009). Even only 

stressing this argument, Design Thinking gains the title of a valid scientific tool of research. In 

fact, it looks at the causes that provoked criticalities, investigating the mechanisms that led to 

the final configuration of the problem. This approach enables researchers to develop new data 

points and obtaining deeper explanations. It is a constructive methodology that does not 

fossilize on old information, neither provides pre-format solutions, but it researches, it goes 

deeper and further. It is a tool for progress (Martin and Martin, 2009). 

 
 

Design Thinking interprets exactly the essence of researching: studying for favouring progress 

and improvement. It’s a strategy for making sense out of things that apparently don’t, for 

capturing the value that does not exist yet, for being actual visionaries. In the entrepreneurial 

dimension, design-driven innovations generate new meanings, accomplish desires that 

customers neither realized to have. Sometimes they can be disruptive innovations or pioneering 

ideas that will require time to get commonly accepted by consumers. Design thinking is 

creative and visionary but anchored to reality and tailor solutions to fit in the context where 

they should be implemented (Castellion, 2010).
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The main resource of this methodology is not choosing the best of the available options, but 
 

researching new paths of success, exploring new possibilities, identifying new alternatives. 

Design thinking does not replicate known patterns but works for settling new paths and 

progress. To be able to achieve this result, design thinking processes are iterative and flexible. 

The designing goes together with the “thinking” in a relationship of continuous and receptive 

mutual influence. Design thinking accepts steps back and supports reframing, changing, 

correcting, trying again with the final scope of improving. The methodology evolves 

continuously with the ideas generated (Gharajedaghi, 2011). 

 
 

It is both an art and a science because it uses and deals with conceptual abstractions but also 

with empirical experimentations. This is partly also the reason why design thinking is 

considered a versatile approach that suits all disciplines, as numerous case studies from very 

different backgrounds (medicine, business and economics, sociology, anthropology, 

sustainable development, pedagogy etc.) can prove. This methodology can be universalized, 

creating a unique common space of communication among disciplines and becoming the core 

of systems methodology (Gharajedaghi, 2011). 

 
 

4.3.1 Design Thinking limitations 
 

Even if Design Thinking is recognised as a scientific methodology of research, it still is an 

experimental methodology. Its effectiveness in providing successful solutions to respond to 

crisis, disasters and stressors is not automatically guaranteed, but it can variate depending on 

numerous influencing factors. This thesis explores specifically this peculiarity of DT, 

distinguishing external influencing factors from internal ones. This research reflects on the 

determinant causes that condition the development of Design Thinking, identifying the 

elements that generate concrete limitations to the application of the methodology. This aspect 

is explored in the discussion and conclusion’s sections. 

 
 
 

4.3.2 Design thinking applications to the COVID-19 crisis 
 

The COVID-19 pandemics is responsible for the arising of numerous wicked problems, among 

them the economic side effects of the outbreak, which are threatening a lot of industries. Some 

businesses were condemned to disappear, others to hardly fight for survival, while some others 

are strengthening their reputation and/or entering new markets. This context forces the business
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world to break out of commonly accepted patterns of thinking. Some companies have already 

felt the necessity of thinking out of the bxes, reinventing their products and services and 

activating resources to produce and capture new value. For those businesses that chose Design 

thinking, that strategy has been a pivot methodology for getting new insights and discovering 

alternative solutions to compensate for the losses caused by the COVID crisis. Business-to-

business marketers from all field can get inspired by the exemplar behaviour of those firms that 

activated resources and capabilities to deal successfully with the new normal, and developed 

resilience through innovation (Cankurtaran and Beverland, 2020). 

 
 

Some B2B decided to approach these wicked problems, with naïve questioning: they refused 
 

to use tried-and-true logics and activated the abductive reasoning instead, also defined as “the 

logic of what may be”. Design thinking challenges dogmatic options, to discover new data and 

experiment with new possibilities. Some companies tried to discover opportunities out of the 

catastrophe and to explore them. This is how Weta Digital implemented crisis planning before 

COVID-19 spread globally, how the chemical manufacturer Ineos switched its production to 

hand sanitisers, or how British Airways staffs started assisting hospital NHS medical personnel 

during shifts’ breaks. Following the same innovative approach, Burberry started producing 

surgical masks in its Castleford factory, Tesla and Apple helped to source and produce medical 

equipment in the USA, Microsoft and Facebook partnered with the WHO to create 

#BuildforCOVID19, a software to face COVID-19 related challenges. These last ones are 

concrete examples of companies that pushed their boundaries and integrate their resources into 

interdisciplinary collaborations (Cankurtaran and Beverland, 2020). 

 
 

Design thinking has proven to be an efficient strategy for crisis management and a functional 
 

tool for building resilience. In fact, it has enabled B2B that adopted it to react proactively to 

the COVID-19 emergency, inducing them to explore alternative ways of staying on the market. 

It also stimulated those economic actors to change the prevalent and conservative business 

mindset and keep up with the times. The arise of an unexpected pandemic made the world 

realize that disruptive and adverse events are becoming more frequent in contemporary times, 

annulling the normality and predisposing a future of dominant uncertainty and unpredictability. 

In such a vulnerable context, being open to methodologies that enable building resilience and 

versatility is the new must for enterprises that want to gain stability and endurance (Shepherd, 

2020).
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4.4 Research Ethics 
 

This thesis is written in collaboration with Bearhill Husky, a dog sledging company operating 

in Rovaniemi. The study has been carried out in the husky kennel located in Sinettä, it has 

benefitted from access to the company’s buildings and facilities and has been supported by the 

collaboration of its owners and personnel. The fieldwork research was conducted during the 

internship I realized from the 15th of January until the 15th of May. During these four months, 

I volunteered at the husky kennel, immersing myself in the daily working life of the husky 

safari business. I assisted the employees and complemented the work of other volunteers. My 

tasks included animal care, dog training, puppies coaching, customer service and social media 

management. I started the research dedicating some time to integrate into the environment and 

empathizing with it. I considered productive and farsighted to first understand the internal 

dynamics of the company, grasp the owners’ attitude towards innovation, discover the 

business’s core values and philosophy. I tried to understand which resources and network were 

available and how I could activate them. 

 
 

After the first month of orientation, I experienced from inside how COVID-19 impacted the 

business, and I could reformulate the problems from my perspective. It can be noted that in this 

study case the problem was collaboratively defined. The participants in the research were open 

to sharing with me their knowledge on the issues, their personal ideas on how to deal with them 

and to explain to me the ongoing mitigating strategies. Accessing all this information and 

benefitting from their expertise, facilitated me in framing the challenges. When I arrived on the 

field, I assumed I could already contribute formulating solutions, but while empathizing I 

learned that I needed to dive deeper into the context. I had to understand first the specific needs 

of the company and learn about Finnish legal constraints and law code. I had to reconstruct the 

historical excursus of the problem and discover the reactions of the industry. I had to listen to 

the voice of the local public opinion and get to know the international perspective on the topic. 

As Micheli pointed out, Design Thinking values more focusing on the problem instead of 

jumping into solutions without any knowledge acquired on the field (Cankurtaran and 

Beverland, 2020). Decontextualized solutions, even if brilliant, often turn into unworthy and 

poor ideas, because they result not to work in practice (Gharajedaghi, 2011). That is why before 

ideating, I investigated a lot, but I mostly listened. Paying attention to the surrounding 

environment was the key to profoundly access to the knowledge I needed. Signals and clues 

were popping up every day and I believe it was worth it to spend time noticing them and
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exploring their deep meaning. I asked a lot of questions and I always got satisfactory answers. 

The participants were available for explanations, for discussing some topics and even to guide 

me in discovering the answers I was looking for. 

 
 

The empathizing and defining phases stimulated my creativity and motivated me to find 

potential relievers to the damages provoked by the pandemic on the husky safari companies. 

The ideation stage can be described as a never-ending loop: different ideas emerged in different 

moments, inspired by the events that have been following during the four months. The daily 

working experience and the academic work conducted for the thesis gave me the right inputs 

to ideate. Acquiring knowledge on participatory action research, Design Thinking and their 

multifaceted applications to real case scenarios turned to be a source of reflection and 

inspiration among all the ideation phase. Explaining my ideas to the participants and 

confronting my proposals with their views was determinant to evolve abstract projects into 

actual prototypes. The participants always listened to my proposals. They welcomed and 

supported some, while they rejected some others that did not persuade them satisfactorily. The 

worsening of the Covid restrictions that occurred from the 8th until the 28th of March in 

Finland contributed to hampering another idea. Both cases prove that Design Thinking is a 

flexible methodology made for dealing with uncertainty and unpredictability: the context and 

the time need to be ready to welcome new and alternative solutions. Successful ideas are the 

ones that match with the environment for which they have been ideated. 

 
 

As Rahman reminds, action researchers should limit their preconceptions and be open to 
 

negotiating solutions, conciliating their ideas with the participants’ opinions. Their role is to 

bring knowledge, not to impose it. PAR is based on equitable sharing of proposals, legitimacy 

and respect for the contribution that each member involved in the study can offer to knowledge 

production (Kidd and Kral, 2005). I always tried to find a meeting point between supporting 

my ideas and respecting participants’ opinions on my proposals. I accepted negative feedbacks 

or unconvinced responses with humility, tolerance and interest. These were also the moments 

that stimulated me to do better, to rethink how I could have changed my ideas or to reflect on 

why my proposals were not accepted by the participants. Spirit of self-critique and self-

reflection enabled me understanding how to improve as a researcher and as a designer. 

 
 

When ideas boosted confidence in the participants instead, the prototyping phase was 

inaugurated. In this phase, I cooperated, especially with the company owners, to set up a plan
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of action, evaluate the available resources and activate them. Their network helped me 

proceeding in the development of my ideas and in their concrete realization. Benefitting from 

their support taught me how efficiently ideas can evolve into projects if the community of 

participants is voluntarily on board. Prototyping can turn into an even more artistic task than 

ideating because it activates both creative skills and organizational abilities. Designers have to 

imagine how things will look and to think about how to make them in the way they have been 

pictured in the initial project. Even prototyping is a phase of changes, reconsiderations, 

adjustments, improvements. Flexibility is the main ally for applying Design Thinking 

efficiently. 

 
 

After having finalized drafts, solutions got tested with the aim of correcting what was not 

working as planned and developing it further. Feedbacks and results of the testing have been 

useful to evaluate the quality of the solutions but also to reflect on moving steps further. In the 

context of business-oriented innovation, the decisive proof is the reactions of the customers 

towards alternative proposals. They will always be the ones in charge of the final say because 

they have the power to upgrade proposals to the status of solutions. The role of customers in 

participatory action research is not easy to define. They are involved in the research, but not as 

direct participants, while more as judgers. For this reason, I consider sometimes hard to 

perceive them as a part of the research project, because they had no concrete part in its 

development. Customers’ reactions, however, have been considered in this study, as a 

reflection stimulus on the research’s results and as impartial commentators that could offer 

fresh insights on the solutions proposed.
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5. Data and Results 
 
 
 

5.1 Data Collection: double diamond interaction 
 

5.1.1 Empathizing with the sledging dog business sector 
 

My action research at Bearhill Husky started immediately after landing in Rovaniemi. On the 

way to Sinettä, where the company is located, I started being introduced to the numerous 

problems that are affecting the husky kennels since the Covid-19 pandemic started. I was told 

that the husky safari companies operating in the Finnish Lapland cannot be considered a 

homogenous tourism business. Some companies boast a long tradition in the sector, others are 

newly born and started operating only some years before COVID hit the destination. The sizes 

of the kennels are also an element of significant diversity: some host 250-300 dogs, others host 

20-40 dogs. Some kennels adjust the number of dogs owned to the market exigencies, 

promoting breeding programmes according to the growing request for safari, whilst others do 

not have a proper breeding control plan. Another huge difference consists in the tourists target 

because some companies work indistinctly with international tourists of all nationalities, while 

others are mainly focused on Asiatic customers. Those second group was hardly impacted by 

the pandemic and lost the profits of two seasons, winter 2019-20 and winter 2020-21. It has to 

be noted, in fact, that the origin of the pandemic in China in November-December 2019 

provoked a simultaneous shutdown in the arrivals from China to Lapland. 

 
 

Considerable disparity emerged also in the problem-solving approaches and strategies adopted 

by the different husky companies to react to the crisis. Different cultures and philosophies 

among kennels led each business to set different priorities and to take very divergent choices. 

Some companies cut costs laying off some employees, modifying into part-time contracts some 

working relations, accepting donated food, cooperating with food providers to collect the 

unsold and recently expired meat and fish. Reducing the number of dogs was also an option, 

but this solution was interpreted and applied in very different ways by the companies. Some 

opted for launching rehoming campaigns to give retired dogs a permanent new home or to find 

a temporary basis for safari dogs until the pandemic will be gone and the demand will grow 

again. Other kennels instead euthanized part of their dogs, even if none has ever formally 

declared so. Public authorities and agencies neglected this phenomenon is happening, but 

stakeholders in the safari industry are aware of this problem and even know specifically which 

businesses are adopting this practice.
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The abuse of dog’s euthanasia operated by some husky companies to contain the living costs 
 

is a very delicate topic. I was aware of this problem before arriving in Lapland because the 

news spread in all of Finland until becoming a national issue. My proximity with some Finnish 

citizens allowed me to discover this problem already in autumn 2020 and the realization that 

this unsustainable practice was performed motivated me to focus my research on finding 

alternative solutions to support husky sledging companies mitigating the covid-19 impacts. 

Outside Finland, the international public opinion is not informed about the issue. My first 

thought was that raising awareness would have helped to fight against this practice and make 

the public opinion exercise pressure on the government to impose strict regulations that would 

prohibit dog’s euthanasia without medical justification. However, during my action research, I 

could understand that raising awareness on this topic is not necessarily perceived as a 

constructive solution by the husky sledging companies that refuse to accept and replicate this 

practice. The problem is complex, its management is delicate and risky, and its resolution 

tricky. 

 
 

Bearhill Husky, for example, strongly condemns the misuse of dog’s euthanasia and believes 

that there are other more ethically correct alternatives to deal with the COVID crisis. At the 

same time, the company’s owners recognize that denouncing publicly the phenomenon could 

generate a spiral of counterproductive consequences. First, it could lead the international public 

opinion to generalize the use of dog euthanasia to all companies in the Finnish Lapland. The 

association of husky sledging companies with the practice of putting down dogs during COVID 

times would condemn the entire safari industry to failure, penalizing all the companies that 

would never opt for unmotivated dogs’ euthanasia. Second, accusing publicly some 

competitors in the industry of performing mass euthanasia on dogs could attract enemies, 

counter-accusations, unfounded suspicions and diplomatic incidents that may end up spilling 

over the company that exposes itself for good. Mainly because of those two reasons, no 

company explicitly denounce others to resort to such a drastic measure. 

 
 

In addition to that, Finnish Law does not dispose of precise regulations on animal welfare. In 
 

fact, dog sledging companies are not required to officially declare the number of dogs owned 

and are entitled of managing the dogs according to the owner/s’ will. The responsibility of the 

animals' welfare, the preservation and observance of their rights, lies entirely on the owner/s 

and his/her/their ethics. Discovering about this legal vacuum, induced me to investigate more
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on what Finnish Law demands to husky sledging companies. While assisting some 

conversations between local stakeholders, I learned that the drafting of a law on animal welfare 

started some years ago, but the project is currently in a stagnation phase. During this time, 

actors involved in animals’ management for touristic purposes were not consulted or engaged 

in the drafting of the law. Stakeholders do not know what to expect from the upcoming 

regulation and cannot express their opinions on the content, neither can take action to meet the 

future required standards. 

 
 

Moreover, the confusion on the animal welfare law’s contents generates diffuse uncertainty, 

paralyzing great initiatives. This uncertainty is hampering, in fact, the creation of a green 

certificate that would bring benefits to the husky companies that demonstrate high 

sustainability standards on animal welfare and care. Six small and medium-size husky sledging 

enterprises in Rovaniemi’s hinterland manifested the interest in developing together with 

“Green Key” an eco-label. The certificate would be specifically tailored for husky sledging 

companies, finalized to award the businesses that meet extra-developed standards in animal 

care and management. The eco-label would help small sledging companies developing 

coopetitive advantages to face the competition with the biggest kennels. This project, however, 

seems to be threatened by the delate of the future law and the uncertainty of its content, because 

the companies aim to establish higher animal welfare standards than the ones that will become 

mandatory for law. 

 
 

To complicate even more this scenario, I discovered that the husky sledging businesses in 
 

Finland are only recently represented by a newly born association that does not show to have 

enough experience, either significant political voice and power to stress the urgency of 

finalising and publishing the law. For the same reasons, the association did not manage to 

attract the attention of governmental authorities on the devastating conditions and challenges 

that the entire sledging industry is facing. Even if the Association formally requested the 

Finnish government to increase the recovery subsidies destined to husky safari companies, it 

did not obtain an answer. 

 
 

From March 2020 until April 2021, the government opened three calls for accessing recovery 

subsidies. The criteria for benefitting from the first slot of funds were broadly criticized for 

being extremely strict and illogic. Entitled businesses to benefit from the financial subsidies 

needed to prove a loss of 30% in the turnovers registered in the previous summer months in
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order to get only specifics category of costs (insurance, salaries etc.) refunded. The majority of 

the kennels, however, are seasonal businesses that concentrate their total business income along 

with the winter. In summer they tend to shift their focus on reinvesting in the company to 

improve the next winter season’s performances. The diffuse complaints on the criteria settled 

for accessing the first slot of subsidies led to changes and improvements. It seems that in the 

third round, small kennels should manage to meet the requirements to benefit from financial 

support. 

 
 

The restrictive conditions of eligibility for benefitting from the first slot of public funds induced 

a lot of kennels to search for alternative solutions to survive the winter season. Several safari 

companies launched fund-raising campaigns to cover the costs of maintenance of the dogs and 

the infrastructures but ended up in legal troubles because the Finnish law does not authorize 

profit-making entities to promote charities without offering services/products in exchange. 

Consequently, all forms of financial donations that would not correspond to a payment for a 

service/product have been persecuted by the law. Prominent personalities and some 

associations started fundraising campaigns to support husky sledging companies but converted 

the finances into tour bookings in respect of the law. Godfathering and godmothering 

programmes to remotely adopt dogs and sponsoring them was also a tricky solution, while pet 

food donations and free offers of meat and fish coming from supermarkets and groceries shops 

were declared legal. 

 
 

5.1.2 Empathizing with Bearhill Husky 
 

Since I arrived at Bearhill Husky I realized this action research would have not only been about 

dealing with wicked problems but also with living creatures, people and huskies, connected by 

a historic bond. For the company’s owners and employees sledging is not a job, but a labour of 

love. Mushers learn to listen to the dogs’ needs, meanwhile, huskies learn how to conciliate 

them with the safari working routine. The impressive empathetic skills and sensitivity of the 

breed, combined with training based on human contact and reciprocal trust, generated a natural 

attachment between the dogs, the kennel and the people. At Bearhill Husky, every action taken 

is finalized to guarantee high standards of animal welfare, the most accurate care practices, and 

to assure monitored and knowledgeable management. The owners of the company are planning 

to increase the number of eco-labels and are committed to supporting Green Key in the 

development of the first eco-certificate specifically tailored for the husky sledging business.
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They believe that animal welfare should constitute a priority for all tourism businesses that 

involve animals’ presence and workforce in their services and are determined to invest for 

assuring their dogs higher levels of well-being than the ones prescribed by law. 

 
 

Social corporate sustainability is also a priority for Bearhill Husky. The company values the 

quality of the working conditions, making clean and equipped infrastructures available for 

employees’ use, providing working clothes and technical equipment to volunteers and salaried 

workers. The owners of the business also care about recreating a positive and pleasant working 

atmosphere for all. Equal treatment and opportunity are guaranteed without distinction of 

gender, race or religion. The staff, in fact, is highly international, adding an intercultural value 

to the company and its services, especially considering that in a standard season the customers 

are mostly international. Bearhill Husky works on staff development offering employees the 

chance to participate in races and organizing excursions. These are occasions of improvement 

and growth for the staff, where new competencies are built, new expertise collected and team 

building fostered. The company also shows a significant level of social engagement, being part 

of local and international networks and partnering with local schools and the University of 

Lapland to support educative projects and events. 

 
 

From what I could perceive the company operates transparently, the book-keeping is 

periodically updated and payments occur in advance and through the online system. 

Responsibilities are decentralized: in ordinary seasons, employees would be divided into 

departments and would focus on differentiated tasks. In COVID times, however, the number 

of employees was radically reduced due to the drop of the demand and lack of cash flow. From 

25 salaried workers (between subcontractors and employees) only 4 have been confirmed for 

the winter season 2020-2021 with part-time contracts, excluding the two owners and managers 

of the company who work full time. Volunteers continued being welcomed at the company and 

compensated for the lack of personnel performing all different tasks without distinctions of the 

role: animal care, feeding, handling, sledging, coaching and exercising the puppies, training 

the adult dogs, accompanying the guides on the safari, customer service and attendance, 

maintenance of the building, various technical tasks (preparing and storing the food, displacing 

the straw in the dog houses, cleaning the trailers, fixing harnesses and dog fences, etc.). The 

efficiency of the team and its good coordination are fostered by the commonality of values and 

objectives, mutual respect and commitment and the healthy working environment that the 

company requires and ensures.
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Since the Covid-19 pandemic exploded in Lapland, the company registered a loss of 1.599.000 
 

euros of income, experiencing a drastic drop in cash flow in the system. The number of 

customers hits a drastic low, going from 6 rounds of group safaris per day to 4/5 radically 

smaller group safaris per week. Also, the customer target radically changed due to the closure 

of the frontiers to international tourists. International arrivals in Lapland were prohibited, 

turning Finnish into the main customers of all winter season. International students in Finland 

were the only category of foreign customers that continued booking group tours during winter 

2020-2021. Very few other international guests visited the company during the time I 

volunteered at Bearhill Husky. 

 
 

The drastic change in the customer group forced the company to operate some changes in the 
 

service concept. Before the covid outbreak, the company structured its offer based on the 

different spending power of three target group. Luxury private tours were offered to customers 

with special exigencies and significant purchasing power, medium-length safaris were 

available for people who were willing to have a long-lasting memory and short runs were 

realized for clients who were just interested in collecting the authentic Lappish husky ride 

experience. 

 
 

With the start of the pandemic, however, the demand changed profoundly in quantity and 
 

typology of safari preferred. Very few private tours were booked during the entire season and 

not by Finnish customers. Moreover, Finnish tourists preferred the shortest runs (45 minutes 

or 1 hour and a half options) or chose kennel visits instead of safaris. The difference consists 

in the former including a guided visit in the kennel and a short sledge run without the possibility 

to drive the sledge and having a complete sledging experience. To offer kennel visits, a 

knowledgeable Finnish speaker was always needed. Even during safaris, depending on the age 

of the local customers, it was also necessary to approach guests in Finnish at least for the after-

tour activities, which consisted of giving explanations on huskies’ habits and training, 

answering to curiosities and welcoming tourists to spend some time in the traditional Kotta. 

 
 

Finnish customers, however, showed great interest in the luxury sauna cabin, which is a parallel 

and independent business from the sledging safari. The building is located next to the kennel 

and offers luxurious comforts such as a traditional Finnish sauna, a hot tub, an ice hole and an 

incredible view of the lake. Couples were the main customers’ target and mostly realized
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bookings for short periods of two or three nights. The company also registered sauna cabin’s 

bookings for a week now and then. The sauna cabin was often reserved and Finnish clients 

seemed to appreciate the combination between a luxurious atmosphere and the authenticity of 

the Lappish landscape and traditions. 

 
 

The crisis management strategy adopted by the company was articulated on different 
 

simultaneous actions. Firstly, the company applied for the first round of public subsidies. It 

was entitled to receive them because it proved to be one of the few husky kennels that met the 

strict requirements imposed by law. This was possible thanks to the business model chosen and 

the pre-covid entrepreneurial choices made by the owners and managers of the company. They 

structured a versatile offer, composed of a different type of tours tailored for different customer 

targets, and a capillary service system that allow them to propose husky safaris in different 

seasons and destinations. The intuition was to capture the unheard demand off-season and 

compensate for this gap by developing a specific offer. These activities enabled the company 

to prove a significant drop in the summer income and being entitled to the subsidies. This, 

however, prevented the business to access the second round of funds, even though the company 

is intentioned to apply for the third round. 

 
 

Secondly, to mitigate the economic outcomes of the pandemic, Bearhill Husky decided to 

activate godparenting programs, reaching 21 dog’s sponsorships, and to realize a rehoming 

campaign that culminated with 35 adoptions. Thirdly, they accepted pet food donations and 

established a partnership with food stores to collect the unsold leftovers and use them to snack 

the dogs after the training sessions and safari tours. To conclude, the company decided to be 

involved in this action research to develop and test ideas that could potentially help to mitigate 

the impacts of the covid-19 economic crisis. Bearhill Husky immediately showed interest in 

participating in the study and appeared open to experimenting with new and alternative 

strategies to deal with crisis management. 

 
 

5.1.3 Defining problems 
 

During the empathizing phase, I became able to detect signals and capture information that 

helped me in the process of re-problematization. Before starting the field research, I was 

already aware of some issues that were affecting the husky kennels in Lapland since the 

pandemic started. That background knowledge, however, was insufficient, biased and 

decontextualized. In other words, an inappropriate foundation for starting ideating. After
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having explored the environment, discovered the business reality from the inside and 

empathized with the people involved in the company’s performance, it became fundamental to 

investigate and understand which challenges were affecting the businesses. Along this process 

of problematization, I had to figure out which urgent issues needed to be prioritized over others, 

which actors or groups were suffering most since the arrival of the pandemic, and which 

concerns and limits were hampering future planning and actions. After having collected all the 

inputs, I formulated the problems from my perspective and with my own words, and I ordered 

them. 

 
 

Table 3 – The reframed problems in Bearhill Husky 
 

Problem 1: Lack of cash flow Since the Finnish government decided to 
 

close the borders for touristic travelling 

purposes, the number of tourists decreased 

drastically. The uncertainty on the winter 

season 2020-2021 prevented a lot of tourists 

from booking husky tours, limiting the cash 

flow and affecting the financial stability of 

the company. To keep a positive profit-loss 

budget, the company needs to find 

alternative ways to generate revenues and to 

cut all non-crucial expenses for continuing 

performing on the market. 

Problem 2: Necessity to generate new forms 

of revenue 

As a consequence of problem 1, the 

company needed to find alternative ways to 

generate revenues and compensate for the 

lack of cash flow, generated by the decline 

in the bookings. Variable and fixed costs 

connected to the dogs’ care, the buildings 

and equipment’s maintenance, and the 

salaries need to be covered even during the 

pandemic. Expanding the offer of products 
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 and services provided by the company could 

 

help to generate revenues. 

Problem 3: Cutting costs by reducing 

personnel 

Due to the decline in the demand and the 

necessity of reducing the costs, the company 

had no other choice than to cut back on staff 

to the minimum necessary and 

complementing the paid working force with 

volunteer labour. The majority of the 

contracts did not get renewed and few part-

time contracts replaced full-time ones. This 

solution, however, affected those employees 

who had to deal with rationed salaries and 

partial unemployment. 

Problem 4: Cutting costs by rehoming dogs Another decision taken by the company was 

to rehome retired dogs and some dogs that 

do not enjoy sledging in order to cut the 

costs destined for animal care and nutrition. 

The rehoming campaign, however, was 

hindered by the diffuse prejudices that 

public opinion has on the husky breed. It is a 

common mistake to visually and 

conceptually associate huskies with wolves. 

This tendency induces society to develop a 

stereotype of huskies that does not conciliate 

with the idea of pet dogs. This bias 

discouraged people from adopting husky 

sledge dogs. 

 
 
 

The problematization exercise, as well as the empathizing process, never stopped. During the 

whole internship, every single day disclosed new opportunities to collect pieces of information
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and to perceive new insights. Those clues facilitate me in understanding the problems, and 

orientated my creativity and my problem-solving instinct to new ideas and designs. It felt like 

having to continuously add new pieces to a never ended puzzle. In this up-to-date process of 

defining the main and more urgent challenges to face, I had to find a strategy to put in order 

the knowledge gained on the fieldwork. Connecting the dots, I realized that all problems were 

somehow interrelated. Problem 2, 3 and 4, all derived from problem number 1, which is itself 

a consequence of the original wicked problem “Covid-19 pandemic”. Problems 3 and 4 are 

both issues but also consequences of identified solutions. Problem number 2, in reality, is a 

bridge between problem number 1 and an infinitive spectrum of eligible solutions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 – The conceptual map of the interrelated problems 

 
 

When dealing with wicked problems and derivatives, establishing correlations helps to 

understand and define each singular issue but it also enables simplifying the complexity of the 

scenario. By doing so, designers can orientate better in the complexity and select consciously 

the most appropriate strategies to approach the problems. In the specific case of this research, 

noticing the connections between the problem induced me to adopt a holistic problem-solving 

perspective. I decided not to approach every problem separately, but to take into account all 

the complexity of the “covid-19 and its economic impacts on the husky sledging industry” 

wicked problem, whenever dealing with each micro issue. This simultaneous thinking induced
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me to reflect on multi-tasking ideas, meaning solutions that could alleviate different problems 

at the same time or mitigate different challenges. My intent was to assure that each solution 

finalized to containing one problem would not aggravate another one or impacted negatively 

the context in its totality. This comprehensive and holistic approach of analysis and definition 

of the problems was exported also into the ideation phase and shaped the creative process that 

led to the proposed solutions. 

 
 

5.2 Data Analysis: innovative solutions to cope with the crisis 
 

5.2.1 Ideating solutions 
 

When the ideation process started, I decided to focus on problems 1, 2 and 4. In these domains, 

I could have offered a highly valuable contribution considering my competencies, the amount 

of context-related knowledge that I could acquire during the internship and the limited time 

available to implement the Design Thinking methodology. 

 
 

I also chose to anchor the ideation phase on three principles. First, the ideation starts only after 
 

having empathized with the context and defined the problems. I tried not to condition the 

creative process with premature bias or preconceptions. Second, the ideation leads only to 

realistically applicable solutions, considering the available resources, the coherence with the 

company’s values, culture, and entrepreneurial objectives. Third, the solutions developed 

require moderate implementation time. I aimed to guarantee to the company that both 

prototyping and testing would have been completed during my internship. These guidelines 

helped me orientating in the creative process, constantly reminding me of the research goals 

and ethics. 

 
 

However, I did not structure the ideation phase into a program, a plan or a timeline schedule. I 

tried to respect the Design Thinking philosophy and let my work being inspired by the 

creativity flow. I had to think out of the box, to imagine what did not exist, to break logic rules 

and doubt about what was certain. To embrace lateral and alternative thinking, I had to design 

ideas with flexibility, adapting to the rhythms settled by both my creativity and the external 

environment. For this reason, I preferred not to turn the ideation phase into a schematic task. I 

did not approach the singular problems listing potential solutions that could have alleviated 

them. I instead focused on being receptive towards signals, inputs and opportunities. The more 

I captured, the more inspiration I got to ideate potential solutions. In my experience, practising
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Design Thinking does not convert designers into innovative geniuses, but in acute detectives. 

To me, feeling the context and noticing clues for development turn to be the core of ideating. 

 
 

In the following paragraphs, the phases of ideation, prototyping and testing are going to be 
 

progressively described idea by idea in order to enable the reader to follow the development 

process of each proposal. 

 
 

5.2.2 Idea to mitigate problem 4: Huskies rehoming campaign 
 

When I started my internship at Bearhill Husky I immediately noticed that a significant number 

of social media influencers were taking part in husky tours and advertising the company on 

their social media channels. This customer group constitutes for the company an interesting 

target because it allows them to combine two objectives: performing the services and gaining 

ambassadors that could promote the company via social media and by word of mouth. In Covid 

times, volunteer advertisement realized by “famous” customers can give significative support 

to the company, which it is obviously not focused in financing a marketing campaign, whilst 

on cutting costs. 

 
 

Analysing the characteristics of the influencers that partnered with the company so far, I figured 

out that none had a direct connection with the “pets lover” world. Depending on how 

influencers show themselves, their lives and their passions on social media, they attract fans 

with analogue tastes and aspirations. Travel influencers attract followers that are into travelling 

and exploring, fashion influencers capture the interest of people with a passion for fashion, 

cuisine influencers gain followers between the people fascinated by cooking. On the same 

logic, common influencers who did not choose to highlight their passion for animals as a 

distinguishing mark, will not be tendentially followed on social media by animal lovers. 

 
 

Considering that, I started reflecting on who would have potentially been the best ambassador 
 

for Bearhill Husky. I assumed that if the company would collaborate with a dog influencer (a 

dog profile, managed by the owner), it could intercept the exact customer group that would be 

more willing to give support during the emergency: dogs and animals’ lovers. Those are most 

likely to be the social media followers of a public figure that loves dogs or of a dog itself.
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That is why I thought about contacting a dog influencer, located in Finland, and offering to 

benefit for free of the company’s services (husky tour, kennel visit, snowshoeing with puppies 

and overnight stay at the sauna cabin) for a weekend in exchange for free advertising on social 

media. I assumed that the rich offer would have been enough attractive to establish a mutually 

beneficial agreement. On one hand, the manager of the dog influencer account would have 

access to the company’s services for free and could have used that experience as promotional 

material for her profile. This opportunity would have made her gaining the title of first dog 

influencer in participating in a husky ride as a customer, which would have brought unicity and 

additional fame to the dog character. On the other side, the company would have managed to 

raise its popularity among dogs and pets’ lovers. This chance would have put Bearhill Husky 

in direct contact with that specific target group, more emotionally related to dogs and 

potentially more willing to support the business during the crisis. Increasing and improving the 

relationship with this audience would have led to creating a supportive community towards the 

business and its projects. The followers on the company’s social media would have increased 

and in this way, more individuals would have been informed about the rehoming initiative, the 

dog sponsorships program and the future projects that would have been developed. 

 
 

This idea was originally born to indirectly contribute to alleviating problems number 1 and 2, 
 

the lack of cash flow and the necessity to generate new revenues. Before starting ideating new 

forms of revenues, I found it productive to focus first on increasing the audience of potential 

customers. If more dogs’ lovers would have got to know Bearhill Husky, I assumed that a 

consistent part of them would have started supporting the company. To expand the offer and 

propose alternative and attractive products to generate revenue, the business needed to sensitize 

its clients towards the critical impacts that the covid emergency was having on husky kennels 

in Lapland. It was important to create a supportive community willing to accompany the 

business in this resilience-oriented journey. 

 
 

For this reason, I proposed to Bearhill Husky owners to contact a Finnish dog influencer profile, 
 

with 163 thousand followers, and propose to establish a partnership. The company supported 

my idea and encouraged me to try to reach out to the account manager. I then send a message, 

explaining to the manager of the dog account that the proposal for collaboration was not moved 

by any profitable intent. The objective was instead to draw the attention of a broad audience 

on the critical conditions faced by the husky sledging industry by benefitting from the visibility 

of the dog influencer and to ultimately call for support. Hosting to the dog influencer and its
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owners would have also given the company the chance to show how, even in critical times, 

Bearhill Husky, like other kennels, continue prioritizing dogs’ welfare and performing 

sustainable tourism. 

 
 

The manager of the dog influencer account answered fast to my proposal, explaining that she 

could not plan a visit to the kennel, but offering her availability to help the company 

accomplishing its mission in any other way. I then consulted the owners of the company in 

order to figure out how we could have used this chance to still reach our goal. We soon realized 

that without the dog influencer visiting the company, it would have become too complicated to 

explain to people the real-life challenges that the husky sledging business is facing. The idea 

was then to use this opportunity to try to fix another urgent problem that the company was 

dealing with. Together with one of the owner and manager of the company, we defined problem 

number 4 and decided to approach it. The partnership with the dog influencer would have 

helped create a loyal customers’ community finalized not to support revenue’s raising projects 

anymore, but the dog rehoming campaign. 

 
 

The dog rehoming campaign had already started in December and was obtaining great results. 

A volunteer was taking care of advertising both retiring dogs and dogs that were not suitable 

for sledging on social media in order to find people interested in adopting them. She was also 

in charge of managing the contacts with potential adopters, scheduling meetings and answering 

their questions and doubts. In fact, even if some people opted straight for huskies’ adoption, a 

significant majority was perceiving it as a hazard. People seem to be insecure about huskies 

integrating into highly anthropic environments or adapting to the working routine of their 

owners. Some are scared about keeping them in apartments, others are concerned about their 

ability to socialize with kids. It is commonly believed that huskies cannot be pet dogs and 

cannot be trained to become pets like other breeds. The cliché is that they are wild creatures 

that like wolves should not be taken away from the woods because they can turn instinctively 

aggressive and dangerous. 

 
 

People are not informed about sledging huskies being trained since the puppy age to adapt to 
 

human contact and the environment. Specifically, Bearhill Husky invests time and resources 

in training every litter with a monitored comprehensive program. Husky puppies learn how to 

cohabit with humans, how to behave indoors, how to respect human’s rules and spaces. The 

receptivity of the breed and the early familiarization with humans make them easily adaptable
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to changes of context, habitat, environment. They learn quickly and they respect human 

authority. People, however, lack this knowledge, ending up excluding huskies’ adoptions a 

priori, instead of giving them a chance. 

 
 

When the dog influencer offered her help to support the company, the owners of the business 

and I decided to use this opportunity to try to deconstruct the existing stereotypes on huskies, 

to encourage people to change their view on the breed and adopt them. In order to realize a 

successful rehoming campaign, it was fundamental to first fight against the social 

preconception and to offer strong arguments and clear explanations that could contradict the 

generally negative opinion. Moreover, if we would have managed to share this message 

broadly, other husky kennels would have benefited from our idea and would have managed to 

realize successful dog rehoming campaigns. 

 
 

I thought that the most persuasive tool to eradicate prejudices on huskies would have been 
 

developing a promotional video. The video would have been realized by the company, using 

the internal available resources, and would have been shared by the dog influencer’s manager. 

Benefitting from that dog influencer visibility, the promotional video would have become the 

spot of an awareness campaign on husky rehoming, realized by Bearhill Husky and put at the 

service of all the husky sledging business. The company’s owners and the dog influencer’s 

manager approved my idea and agreed on supporting this project. The partnership was 

established and the prototyping phase could finally start. 

 
 

5.2.3 Prototyping the solution to the problem 4: promotional video for the huskies 

rehoming campaign 

The company offered me the possibility to realize a promotional video with the help of their 

associated photographer and video maker. I and the photographer agreed that I would have 

been in charge of writing the script for the video, while we would have shot together some of 

the main footages to include in the video. The photographer would have then taken care of 

editing the video, combining the footages filmed together with some material collected during 

the years of collaboration with the company. Another employee accepted to collaborate in the 

project and was asked to become the narrative voice in the video. 

 
 

After having written the script, one of the company owners was asked to approve it. We modify 

together some parts to make it more authentic and we finally submitted it to the photographer.
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After obtaining his validation, the narrative voice was recorded in file audio and sent to the 

photographer. In the meanwhile, the footage was realized and involved a lot of people working 

and volunteering at Bearhill Husky. This part of the project went very smoothly and in two 

weeks all the material was ready. 

 
 

Unfortunately, however, the editing process faced a standstill. I am not aware of which causes 
 

provoked the delay in the videomaking, despite I had contacted the responsible person several 

times and remarked the urgency of concluding the project. Nevertheless, it is also important to 

notice that the service offered for filming and editing the promotional video was not 

remunerated, but voluntary. The zero-cost character of the project turned it financially 

convenient but also vulnerable and dependent on the voluntary commitment of the participant. 

 
 

5.2.4 Testing the solution to the problem 4: promotional video for the huskies rehoming 
 

campaign 
 

After one month and a half since the editing process was supposed to start, the video was ready 

and was sent to the dog influencer as planned. However, time had passed and the answer of the 

dog account’s manager was not as immediate as when I contacted her first. After some 

solicitations, the video was posted on the Instagram stories of the dog influencer profile. The 

visualizations boomed from 340 to 1656 in several days and the video got also reshared by 

some people.
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Figure 4- The rehoming promotional campaign shared in the dog influencer’s account 

 
 

However, I was expecting that the video would have indirectly promoted also the company and 

that consequently, the number of followers of the Bearhill Husky account on Instagram would 

have grown, but that, unfortunately, did not happen. The reason could be though that the dog 

influencer’s manager reshared the video at a time when it was posted only in my Instagram 

personal profile. This dispersive procedure could have disoriented the dog influencer’s 

followers and complicated the access to the company profile. 

 
 

Also, instead of sharing the content permanently, the manager opted for promoting the video 
 

through a story, which disappeared 24 hours after the publication. The advertising window was 

very limited and reduced followers’ chance to discover the existence of the video and to watch 

it.
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5.2.5 Idea to mitigate problems 1 and 2: selling eco-bags decorated with husky wool 
 

At the beginning of February, a consistent agglomerate of husky wool was delivered at the 

company as the final result of a project started before the pandemic outbreak. During the two 

previous spring seasons, a consistent amount of husky fur was collected at Bearhill Husky and 

sent to a local manufactory to get spin and assembled into wool threads. After some months of 

crafting, the fur was converted into a high quality eco-friendly and locally originated precious 

wool. The product was aimed to be advertised through a strong marketing campaign and sold 

for 35€ per unit. 

 
 

I was asked to roll the wool threads into balls in order to predispose the material for the 
 

marketing campaign when some doubts start appearing in my mind. I suddenly stepped into 

the customer’s shoes and asked myself if and how much I would have been willing to pay for 

a product of that type. I concluded that, on one side, as sustainable destination development’s 

student, I would have welcomed the project enthusiastically: a sustainable, locally produced 

and eco-friendly material sounded like a very appealing product to me. On the other side, 

however, two reasons would have prevented me to buy it: the first concern was related to the 

high price, prohibitive and excessively high for the quantity of wool that I could have bought; 

the second problem was the lack of competence in knitting. I would have rather spent that 

amount of money for buying a finished product, like a pair of husky wool socks or a hat, but 

not a raw material that would have required extra time and resources to being processed. 

 
 

In the same period, I heard some talks about developing a unique company’s souvenir started. 
 

The company was already selling postcards, hats, calendars, scarfs marked with the company 

logo, but the owners and managers were reflecting on developing a product that could have 

embodied Bearhill’s values and reflect its culture. This priority, however, needed to be 

combined with the design of a souvenir that would have matched with the taste and spending 

power of more customers as possible. The idea was to ideate a product in which every client 

could recognize Bearhill Husky’s distinctive sign and himself/herself. 

 
 

Even though I was not in charge of developing such a product, I suddenly had the idea of 
 

combining the non-explicit exigence of designing a unique company souvenir, with the 

possibility of improving the potential returns of the husky wool project. I took inspiration from 

a hand-made present that I had realized for one of my colleague’s birthday: an eco-bag 

decorated with the names of her pets sewn with wool. I imagined the same type of product but
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realized with the husky wool instead and personalized for every customer with the name of 

his/her pet/s. 

 
 

Bearhill Husky souvenir’s brand would have been embodied in a product with a sustainable 
 

and educative function, realized with natural husky fur, collected in the total respect of dogs’ 

welfare, spin in a local manufactory and sewn by hand here at the company. I proposed to sell 

the eco-bags for 20€ per unit, which I considered a reasonable price for a product that would 

have not required paid labour to be crafted, but only very limited external costs to purchase the 

eco-bags. The shipping would have been charged to the customer, and I would have been taken 

care of decorating the eco-bags and packaging them. I also offered my help for advertising the 

product on social media, supporting the marketing campaign that the company would have 

launched in any case to promote the husky wool project. The project would have turned 

profitable because using the same amount of raw material available, we could have produced 

much more sellable units and raised the revenues. Also, by increasing the production and 

lowering the price per unit, the souvenir would have turned more equally accessible to different 

categories of customers. 

 
 

I presented the idea to the owners and managers of the company separately. The mission was 
 

to convince especially one of them to give the husky wool eco-bags a try. In order to start 

prototyping, I needed not only their consent but also their support towards the idea. They 

welcomed my proposal with surprise, but also several doubts. They pointed out that eco-bags 

are not very popular in Finland because people tend to opt for rigid shoppers made in plastic. 

They were also uncertain regarding customers’ reaction towards the husky wool eco-bags. 

They doubted people would have been willing to pay 20€ per eco-bag, only for having the 

name of their dog sewn on top. These uncertainties and the lack of confidence in the potentiality 

of the idea hampered its realization, but not its further development. 

 
 

5.2.6 Prototyping the solution to the problem 1 and 2: selling eco-bags decorated with 

husky wool 

The motivations that impede the realization of the husky wool eco-bags were all related to the 

fear that the customers would have not appreciated the product. This argument sounded valid 

enough not to realized the eco-bags, but did not made me giving up on prototyping and testing 

the idea. My intent was to test if people would have reacted positively to the new souvenir
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proposal and showed interest in shopping the eco-bags. To accomplish this objective, I firstly 

asked to the company owners the permission for prototyping and testing the product through 

their social media accounts. After having received their authorization, I proceed planning the 

prototyping phase. 

 
 

I did not want to consume any raw material, so I preferred not to sew the husky wool on the 
 

eco-bag. I instead placed the wool on top of the surface of the bag as if the dog names would 

have been just drawn with the wool. The final effect however turned to be quite realistic. I did 

this exercise with different dog names, of different length. I then documented the final results 

taking pictures, realizing a series of prototypes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5- Some of the husky wool eco-bag prototypes 

 
 
 
 

5.2.7 Testing the solution to the problem 1 and 2: selling eco-bags decorated with husky 

wool 

Because I was responsible for managing the company’s social media for a period, I thought 

that this would have been the best channel through which to test the husky wool eco-bags. 

Using Bearhill Husky social media would have put me in direct contact with Bearhill Husky’s
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consolidated customers and enabled me to capture their reactions and opinions on the husky 

wool eco-bags. 

 
 

In a series of Instagram stories, I explained to the followers that, as a thesis project, I prototyped 
 

a Bearhill Husky souvenir and I ask for their collaboration to test it. A small collection of 

prototypes with different designs was presented and people were asked to express their 

opinions on the idea and their intention to shop or not the eco-bags by voting in a survey. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6- The husky wool eco-bags prototyping process (part 1)
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Figure 7- The husky wool eco-bags prototyping process (part 2) 

 
 
 
 
People showed extremely positive reactions to the idea, communicating their enthusiasm 

through lots of comments and compliments. Among them, it was very interesting to read the 

suggestion of one customer who proposed to the company to collaborate with the design 

students in Rovaniemi to improve the eco-bags design. This idea fascinated the owners of the 

company, who considered the possibility of establishing a partnership with the Faculty of Art 

and Design in the University of Lapland to realize the eco-bags. The survey showed that 21 

people are willing to shop for the product, while 5 other people are not interested in it. 

 
 

5.2.8 Idea to mitigate problems 1 and 2: organizing kids’ birthday parties at the kennel 

This idea came to my mind when another volunteer brought her son and daughters to the kennel 

to spend some time with the dogs. The kids were enthusiastic of cuddle the huskies through the 

fences, to walk them in the yard and play together. Speaking with the parents helped me 

realizing children are one of the categories that it is suffering most of the consequences of the 

pandemic. Indoor socialization and interaction with other peers in a different context than the 

school is now incompatible with social distancing rules and consequently forbidden. 

 
 

While reflecting on this social issue, I could also notice that not only in the south of Scandinavia 

but also in Lapland, kids are encouraged to spend time outdoors. The extreme temperatures
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and the predominance of the darkness in winter do not impede this educative and healthy 

practice to happen. This habit becomes even more popular when the daylight progressively 

increases and the temperature rises above zero. 

 
 

These considerations gave me the idea to organize kids’ birthday parties at the kennel as an 

alternative way to generate revenues. The company seemed to have all the resources to realize 

an offer of this type: outdoor spaces that would allow kids to play and run, while guaranteeing 

social distance and air recirculation; family-friendly dogs and environment; a big building 

where hosting the traditional cutting of the cake celebration and the guests in case the weather 

would have turned rainy, excessively snowy or cold. To complement the offer and make it 

more competitive, I planned to realize a birthday package. My working experience as a children 

entertainer inspired me ideating different activities: 

- A face painting workshop 
 

- A group treasure hunt in the company of some elderly dogs 
 

- Some interactive and educative games to discover the mushing world 
 

The idea was that the customers could choose which of these activities include in the package, 

gaining a tailor-made service designed to accomplish the specific desires of their kids. The 

price would have variate based on the number of extra activities selected and their duration. 

 
 

I presented the idea to the company, proposing to ideate and structure all the extra activities 
 

and to manage them when the events would have occurred. I had to admit that my inability to 

speak Finnish could have been a limitation considering that I had to interact with kids, but I 

also pointed out that it could have been a strength and unique selling point of the service. A lot 

of parents, in fact, appreciate that the kids join events organized in English because they 

considered them as occasions for learning the language in a stimulating and interactive way. I 

also stressed that the costs for realizing this idea would have been limited to the cleaning service 

and that all the activities could have been performed with the exclusive contribution of the 

volunteers. 

 
 

The owners of the company explained to me that some kids birthday parties had already been 
 

organized in the past. The difference between the already existing offer and my idea consisted 

in the birthday package and the possibility to choose and combine additional extra services. 

The birthday parties at the kennel used to include the possibility to rent the indoor building 

(Kotta) and to join an 800 meters husky ride. The revisited idea, however, raised some doubts



78 
 
 
in the owners of the company. The first concern was related to the weather instability, which 

would have hampered the realization of some of the outdoor activities. The second fear was 

related to the quick and unpredictable changes in the covid restrictions imposed regionally. 

 
 

Their business instinct was right. Immediately after having concluded the ideation phase, all 

Finnish Lapland was officially declared under lockdown, turning the birthday package idea 

impossible to prototype and test. 

 
 

5.3 Achieved results 
 

5.3.1 Results achieved through the solution to the problem 4: promotional video for the 

huskies rehoming campaign 

The promotional video gained so much visibility thanks to the advertisement realized by the 

dog influencer’s manager, reaching a radically broader audience. The final quantity of 

visualizations increased five-fold compared to when the video was published only in my 

personal profile. People shared with the company enthusiastic compliments, positive feedback 

and constructive opinions on the topic, both publicly and privately. 

 
 

These reactions do not measure the overall impact that the promotional video has had on the 

social conscience or on public opinion. It is impossible to verify if anyone was profoundly 

persuaded to change his/her opinion on huskies or to count how many people were induced to 

reconsider huskies’ adoptions. What can be claimed, however, is that the video constitutes 

tangible proof that Bearhill Husky has been truly committed to using any and all legal means 

to protect the dogs from the devastating economic impacts of covid. 

 
 

In addition to that, the fact that the awareness campaign was designed with the inclusive intent 

of benefitting the entire husky sledging business, makes the rehoming campaign a solidarity 

act. The company preferred to use this moment of visibility to put its efforts and resources at 

the service of the community, instead of carrying out a profit-oriented activity. The promotional 

video should strengthen the sustainable image of the company and bring prestige to its 

reputation among customers and tourists because it testifies that Bearhill Husky is an exemplar 

model of ethical integrity, resilience and sustainable foresight.
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5.3.2 Results achieved through the solution to the problem 1 and 2: selling eco-bags 

decorated with husky wool 

The idea per se did not bring any substantial benefits to the company due to its non-

implementation. However, testing the prototype turned to be fundamentally useful. I decided 

to submit the husky wool eco-bags to all Design Thinking steps because I strongly believe that 

ideas cannot be decreed valuable or not a priori, without having been first prototyped and 

tested, especially in doubtful cases. Through the testing, in fact, I was able to prove that the 

idea hides a successful potential and to clear up the doubts concerning the compatibility of the 

product with the taste and preferences of the customers. 

 
 

The testing allowed the company to have a realistic preview of customers’ opinions and 

reactions to the product, minimizing the risks of launching it directly into the market. The result 

is that the company has acquired new knowledge on its customers’ preferences and discovered 

that a hand-made eco-friendly souvenir, as the husky wool eco-bags, would be appreciated by 

its clients. This realisation could encourage Bearhill Husky to experiment with the idea for real 

and implement the project in the future, developing it even further. 

 
 

If the idea would not evolve into a project, otherwise, this experience will leave constructive 
 

knowledge to the company. The main take out remains that prototyping and testing ideas guide 

deciding whether it is worthy or not to give ideas a try to become innovations.
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6. Discussion and limitations 
 
 
 

This action research shows that Design Thinking differs radically from the traditional 

quantitative and qualitative methods of research because it does not lead to certain answers, 

quantifiable results, cumulable data and information. Design Thinking shies away from 

proving the truth, discerning right from wrong or determining eternal valid solutions 

(Gharajedaghi, 2011). It is based instead on abductive reasoning, which consists of 

experimenting, debating plausible results and testing potential solutions (Tschimmel, 2012). 

The acceptance of variability and complexity turns Design Thinking suitable to investigate 

wicked problems and challenges, which are not by nature inclined to be solved (Mootee, 2013). 

 
 

This research was specifically conducted applying the Design Thinking methodology because 
 

did not aim to verify any objective truth, but to explore the possibility of developing sustainable 

mitigation strategies to contain the Covid-19 economic impacts on the husky sledging business 

in the Finnish Lapland. In the respect of the scope of the research, the following session does 

not reflect only on the final results obtained through DT but hosts a comprehensive discussion 

on the whole Design Thinking process. 

 
 

Researching through Design Thinking, in fact, is not a technic and pre-structured procedure 

(Mootee, 2013). By contrast, it is a dynamic and vulnerable social process that involves 

different stakeholders with conflictual interests and perspectives (Cooper, Junginger and 

Lockwood, 2009). It is negatively affected as well as constructively stimulated by real-life 

variability, unpredictable changes and by the natural course of the events (Mootee, 2013). In 

this open space of possibilities and developments, it can happen that ideas that were planned 

to fit in a precise space-time turn impracticable, inappropriate or even obsolete in an immediate 

future (as in the case of the idea about organizing kids’ birthday parties at the kennel). 

 
 

But good timing is not the only factor that allows an idea to evolve into a concrete solution. If 

the ideas are not nipped in the bud, it can still happen that contingencies condition the 

prototyping and/or testing phases, limiting the potential of the solutions (like for example in 

the case of the rehoming dogs’ promotional campaign). For example, when the prototyping is 

a teamwork experience (as in the case of the dogs’ rehoming campaign), the transformation of 

the idea into a viewable product/service depends on the contribution of all the parts involved
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in the prototyping. Especially when the tasks are divided into different actors with different 

competencies and roles, the mutually shared commitment to the cause turns fundamental to 

assure the finalization of the prototype. 

 
 

But, the testing phase can be conditioned by external influences even in cases where the 

prototyping is a solo task without any necessary commitment from third parties (like for the 

husky wool eco-bags). Testing will always involve the participation of a community and will 

be exposed to its judgement. When a product’s prototype gets tested for sale, particularly, 

people can be direct in formulating feedbacks and comments. However, to test if the idea would 

work in that precise context is the precise goal of testing prototypes. Moreover, testing occurs 

through channels (questionnaires, surveys, social media, promotional campaigns, interviews, 

etc.) which can be impacted by events and social dynamics. If, for instance, the company would 

have not allowed me to test the husky wool eco-bags on their social media, it would have been 

very complicated for me to reach their clients and test the idea on that specific target group. 

 
 

It is also possible that ideas successfully pass the testing phase without this outcome leading to 
 

their future implementation (as with the husky wool eco-bags). The non-implementation of an 

idea does not necessarily depend on the quality of the idea itself but can be caused by a lot of 

other factors. Ideas need to persuade the audience to whom are presented about their validity, 

usefulness and potential of success. 

 
 

How an idea is pitched can determine its destiny. The timing and the content of the presentation 
 

have a lot of influence on the decision to support or not the proposal. In the case of this Design 

Thinking research, I have never proposed the ideas to the owners of the company through 

formal presentations, but I have introduced them instead during colloquial chats via quick and 

concise pitches. This choice may have penalized some ideas from evolving into real solutions 

but can be justified through contextualization. During the empathizing phase (which last until 

the internship ended), I could assist with the intense working rhythms of the owners and 

managers of the company, who had to compensate for the personnel’s reduction. Asking for 

scheduling formal meetings to present and discuss the ideas would have penalized the business, 

taking time away from the management of the company and resulting in contradicting the 

empathizing phase’s scopes.
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Other times, the rejection of an idea derives from divergencies in taste or different ways of 

reacting to what is new. Cultural differences can influence the interpretation of an idea and the 

perception of its value. Nevertheless, taking them into account helps the researcher accepting 

that ideas can and should get questioned. To give an example, I probably doubt the success of 

the husky wool ball’s sale because in my culture it is not common to knit due to the mild winter 

conditions. In the same way, my proposal about the husky wool eco-bags was not understood 

because the use of eco-bags seems not to be a common habit in the Finnish Lapland. 

 
 

Besides, doubts and uncertainties can also be constructive stimuli to modify and improve ideas 

or to test them. In the case of the husky wool eco-bags, if the idea would have not been 

questioned by stressing interesting arguments, probably, I would have not been inspired to test 

it. For the researcher, it turns useful to be receptive through the inputs that the context can offer, 

because they may hide key clues to develop further potential solutions. When the dog 

influencer’s manager showed her availability, my original intention was to use this chance for 

a different purpose than developing a dogs’ rehoming campaign. Communicating with the other 

participants in the study, listening to their needs and interpreting their desires, induced me to 

move the focus into the husky rehoming project. Solutions sometimes live already there where 

we only see problems and do not generate in the mind of the designer, but are enlightened by 

the context, its actors and resources. 

 
 

Based on all these considerations and limitations, it can be concluded that the thesis fulfilled 

its original aim demonstrating that Design Thinking can be an appropriate research 

methodology to deal with wicked problems and complex challenges. The action research 

conducted in collaboration with Bearhill Husky shows that Design Thinking can offer to the 

husky sledging business ideas and stimuli for developing sustainably and mitigating the 

economic impacts derived from the covid-19 pandemic. This research suggests, however, that 

the ability to transform ideas into innovations does not depend on the correct use of the design 

methodology but on the commitment of the participants in the study to make that evolution 

happen. Design Thinking is a living methodology that can conduct satisfactory results 

depending on how is carried out. Only if the social context is open towards innovation, change 

and development, Design Thinking can be a successful tool for sustainable development. All 

practitioners involved in the research, designers as much as actors and stakeholders, need to be 

willing to embrace creative and lateral thinking, to experiment and believe in the potential of 

ideas.
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During a crisis though, experimenting with new paths, reinventing or expanding the offer can 
 

be too risky for a company. Exploring new horizons in business does not always payback, but 

can lead to failures, which cause losses of resources, time and even customers’ loyalty and 

reputation sometimes. It is understandable that taking such a risk in critical or emergency times 

is prohibitive and can turn harmful for companies. Design Thinking, however, was developed 

exactly to guide through uncertainty and offer tools to react to unpredictable and disruptive 

changes. The design methodology does not push enterprises to jump into emptiness but 

educates them to familiarize themselves with shocks and unpredicted events, and to define the 

problems. It encourages creative ideation but also tests ideas through prototyping and testing’ 

challenges. Design Thinking is an unorthodox and revolutionary methodology, but it is also 

rational and pondered. 

 
 

However, lots of entrepreneurs are neither aware of its existence. Design Thinking struggles to 
 

be included in the traditional business education and to enter in the entrepreneurial mindset, 

making companies reluctant to accept it and apply it (Martin and Martin, 2009). If 

entrepreneurs would know more about Design Thinking, its principles and function would 

probably be more confident in using the methodology and believe in the potential of its results. 

 
 

Finally, this thesis demonstrates that what makes ideas and solutions able to mitigate wicked 
 

problems is not Design Thinking, but the way the methodology is used. The answer to the 

research aim is not DT per se, but how it is applied instead. Practitioners need to be inclined to 

empathize, determined to defined problems without the influence of preconceived bias, open 

to creative ideation and thinking, committed to develop the prototype and realize critical and 

reflexive testing. It is also fundamental that designers and participants embrace complexity, 

accept variability and uncertainty. Being open to deal with the unknown and perceive risks as 

opportunities, and being prepared to challenge the traditional way of thinking are other 

unmissable conditions. These prerequisites are operating instructions for applying Design 

Thinking to complex challenges. When all the parties involved in the research have understood 

and interiorized these principles and are committed to lead innovation, Design Thinking has 

significant chances of success.
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6.1 Generalizability of the results and suggestions for further research 
 

This fieldwork research was conducted at Bearhill Husky but its value and contribution are not 

confined to the specific company. The aim of the research was not to identify evergreen 

solutions that would suit every husky sledging company in the Finnish Lapland. The thesis’s 

objective was instead to demonstrate to the husky safari businesses the sustainable innovative 

potential of the Design Thinking methodology by applying DT to the case study of Bearhill 

Husky. The research question around which the investigation is built and the findings of the 

study, in fact, do not focus on the ideas planned for Bearhill Husky, but on the Design Thinking 

process and its influencing factors. 

 
 
 

The research shows how Design Thinking is performed and which elements determine its 
 

ability to lead sustainable innovation and development even during crises, emergencies and 

disruptive shocks. This knowledge is put at the service of the hole husky sledging business in 

the Finnish Lapland in order to educate companies about the methodology and its potential, 

and to recommend its adoption. 

 
 
 

In this sense, the research acquires generalizability and provide useful insights for both the 
 

business sector and Academia. Inspired by the example of Bearhill Husky, dog safari 

companies should be persuaded to experiment with critical design, benefitting from the tips 

and tools detected and revealed by this research. At the same time, the academic world should 

be stimulated to focus more attention and resources researching on the husky tours business 

and on Design Thinking practical applications. The increase of the academic interest in these 

topics could offer to the husky sledging entrepreneurial world stimuli for improving their 

sustainable performances and practices. Moreover, further investigation on the process of 

application of DT is necessary to provide examples and tools to practice Design Thinking 

successfully and constructively.
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7. Conclusion 
 
 
 

This thesis is based on a participatory action research conducted in collaboration with Bearhill 

Husky, a husky sledging company that operates in the capital of the Finnish Lapland, 

Rovaniemi. The research analyses how the Design Thinking methodology could support the 

Finnish husky safari business developing solutions to mitigate the economic impacts of the 

covid-19 crisis. Through this fieldwork research, this thesis aims to demonstrate which 

conditions and factors influence the ability of Design Thinking to alleviate wicked problems 

by promoting sustainable innovation. 

 
 

Design Thinking has been selected as a research methodology because considered the most 

suitable to deal with wicked problems like the ones faced by the dog sledging industry during 

the pandemic. The covid-19 outbreak caused the closure of the Finnish borders, paralysing the 

tourist flow to Lapland and provoking a radical seatback in the whole tourism industry. The 

husky sledging business, in particular, experienced the cancellation of reservations and a 

radical decline in the demand for safaris, which arrested drastically the companies’ cash flow. 

The scarcity of financial resources turned into a serious challenge for the majority of the 

kennels that had to continue covering running costs associated with dogs’ care, nutrition and 

training and buildings and facilities maintenance. In addition to that, even if the covid crisis hit 

all husky companies, each one faced different consequences and chose to adopt different 

containment measures and mitigating strategies. 

 
 

As all wicked problems, those challenges embody social complexity, being not universally 
 

definable neither eternally solvable (Cohen and Cromwell, 2020); they are dynamic issues, 

subjected to unpredictability and variability (Dymitrow, M., & Halfacree, 2018). They can be 

deconstructed into several interrelated and even competing issues (Mathur, 2020), (Engler, 

Abson and von Wehrden, 2021). Traditional problem-solving approaches, such as strategic 

planning and classic decision theory, are not compatible with their complex nature because 

pretend to control and minimize uncertainty, instead of dealing with it (Mootee, 2013), 

(Gharajedaghi, 2011), (Ooms and Piepenbrink, 2020). Wicked problems require holistic and 

comprehensive understanding, and creative and alternative thinking to develop flexible and 

adaptive strategies (Dymitrow, M., & Halfacree, 2018). Design Thinking fills this gap, 

proposing a constructive and proactive approach to deal with crises and shocks. The DT
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methodology refuses to predict and control the future, focusing instead on transforming 

unpredictable changes into opportunities for improvement. 

 
 

In this thesis, principles and procedures of Design Thinking have been applied to the research 
 

conducted at Bearhill Husky. In the role of designer, I experienced and understood the 

company’s dynamics by empathizing with the environment and its actors. I identified and 

defined four main disruptive consequences for the company caused by the pandemic and 

mapped the interconnections between the challenges. Consequently, I decided to approach 

three of the identified issues and used the knowledge acquired onsite to stimulate a process of 

creative ideation. I elaborated three proposals to alleviate the critical economic effects of covid-

19 on the company: the husky rehoming campaign, the husky wool eco-bags and the kids’ 

birthday parties at the kennel. The projects have been presented to the company’s owners and 

discussed. The first two ideas have been prototyped and tested, while the development of the 

third one was hampered by the sudden imposition of the lockdown in the Finnish Lapland. 

 
 

During the design process at Bearhill Husky, different influencing factors determined or 
 

threatened the transformation of the ideas into sustainable solutions. By applying Design 

Thinking to the wicked problems of the dog sledging business in Lapland, this research shows 

that the effectiveness of the methodology does not only depend on its correct application or on 

the respect of its constitutive principles (inclusiveness, active participation, critical reflexivity, 

adaptability, flexibility). Unpredictable circumstances, contingencies, timing, cultural 

differences, divergencies in perspectives and taste among actors, the persuasiveness of the 

ideas and their pitches can condition the Design Thinking process and results. 

 
 

Similarly, due to the collaborative and interactive nature of DT, also actions and attitudes of 

the practitioners influence Design Thinking performances. Participants in the study are 

required to prove commitment, coordination and collaborative planning in order to use DT 

productively. It is highly probable that Design Thinking would alleviate complex challenges if 

both designers and participants recognise the potential of the methodology and are determined 

to invest in its application. To this end, practitioners should be informed about the 

methodology, its function and core values. To perform DT successfully is essential to embrace 

creative thinking and abductive reasoning, and to believe in the power of innovation. Complex 

problems would persist as such if they will not be approached as opportunities for 

improvement.
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In conclusion, the participatory action research realized at Bearhill Husky demonstrates that 
 

Design Thinking is a living methodology, susceptible both to external uncontrollable factors 

and to contextual social dynamics. Designers, however, should approach these vulnerabilities 

differently. On one side, it is in the intrinsic philosophy of Design Thinking to accept variability 

by adapting to unpredictable changes and uncertainty. Bad timing, low-quality pitches, clashes 

of opinions or antithetic perspectives, disruptive events naturally interfere with the DT process. 

But they can be used as inputs for improving ideas, prototypes and solutions. On the other side, 

the design thinking process cannot develop successfully if the practitioners are not united by 

the intent of leading sustainable innovation and aware of Design Thinking’s principles and 

functioning.
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