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Qualitative interviews

Providers of open access tourism products depend on visitors’ compliance with funding models, a challenge
amplified by geographic remoteness and by limited enforcement possibilities in destinations with recreational
open access. This study investigates the case of two ski resorts in Sweden providing groomed trails for cross-
country skiing under open access through the allemansratt (Right of Public Access). Ski trail providers that
prompt skiers to buy a trail pass operate in a legal grey zone due to the granted open access and are therefore
dependent on skiers’ compliance. Hence, understanding compliance with the funding model of open access
tourism products becomes crucial for providers to maintain an attractive product.

Through 17 semi-structured interviews, the study analyses skiers’ compliance with trail pass systems for
groomed trails and embed these into skiers’ perceptions of user-fee models in open access contexts. Findings
show that compliance often stems from a motivation to avoid conflict and negative emotions during possible spot
checks despite undefined legal consequences. Personal interaction with trail providers seems to encourage
compliance. Skiers tend to view groomed cross-country ski trails as commercial product rather than a common
good. They also view trail passes as a risk of privatising access to nature.

Management implications

Our findings suggest that trail providers could enhance compliance
with trail pass systems for cross-country ski trails under open access
regimes to ensure funding for maintenance and service development by:

e Framing trail passes as payments for a service rather than access to
nature, emphasising the value of high-quality groomed trails.

e Communicating how income from trail passes contribute to trail
improvements and long-term development of the service.
Increasing (personal) encounters between the skiers and the trail
provider (e.g. trail staff for assistance) fostering a sense of connection
and accountability among skiers.

Balancing enforcement with the perceived and appreciated Right of
Public Access (allemansratten), ensuring international and domestic
tourists alike understand the rationale behind trail passes.

1. Introduction

Recreational trails can be a main driver for a tourist visit, generating

significant revenues and employment opportunities for destinations
(Bowker et al., 2007; Lukoseviciute et al., 2022). The popularity of
recreational trail-based activities such as hiking, biking and
cross-country skiing increased during the COVID-19 pandemic (Outdoor
Foundation, 2021; Venter et al., 2020). Trail pass systems are being
increasingly used as a model to fund various types of recreational trails
and ensure high-quality experiences and safety, especially for activities
that require high trail maintenance (such as mountain biking and
cross-country skiing). However, in countries that have recreational open
access to private land, compliance with such funding model cannot be
enforced. At such destinations it remains a key challenge for economic
viability to strengthen the incentives for businesses and landowners to
invest in such high-quality tourism products (Vail & Hultkrantz, 2000).

The context for this study is the recreational activity of cross-country
skiing and the challenge of ensuring skiers’ compliance with trail pass
systems for using groomed cross-country ski trails (hereafter, ‘groomed
trails’) at destinations that grants recreational open access to private
land. The concern that some visitors may use groomed trails without
contributing financially arises and has been expressed by certain trail
providers (G. Eriksson, CEO of Klappen ski resort in personal
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Fig. 1. Simplified map of Sweden, indicating geographic position of Klappen
Ski resort and Orsa Gronklitt.

conversation, April 2023). Whereas visitors’ compliance on topics such
as pro-environmental behaviour has been studied extensively (e.g. Goh
et al., 2017; Solstrand & Gressnes, 2014), our study is one of the first to
investigate visitors’ compliance with funding models in an open access
context. Grounded in a specific case, the general problem of access to
maintained natural spaces under public access rights (see also Vistad
et al., 2013) and financing recreational trails under open access, applies
to many other settings and activities, such as mountain biking, canoeing
and horseback riding.

We investigate cross-country skiers (hereafter skiers) at two resorts
in Sweden where open access is provided through the allemansratt (Right
of Public Access). When providing groomed trails, Swedish ski resorts
are allowed to implement a funding system with trail passes, although
there are no legal ways to force skiers to buy a trail pass. This makes trail
pass systems in Sweden as a legal grey zone, for which the provider
needs to rely on the visitor complying with the funding system. Ensuring
compliance with this kind of funding model has proven to be difficult,
not only due to the legal grey zone but also due to the open access terrain
without clear geographical borders and often multiple entry and exit
points. The study does not engage with publicly funded recreational
trails or those operated by volunteering/sport clubs. The latter are often
based on a donation system, which has received much attention from
research (Heldt, 2010; Kubo et al., 2018; Nowak & Heldt, 2023).

A robust trail funding model with a high acceptance rate calls for an
understanding of skiers’ compliance behaviour and their perceptions of
user fee-based funding models for accessing groomed trails. This un-
derstanding becomes especially important in the face of shifting tourism
patterns for winter sport activities towards Northern Europe due to its
relative snow reliability (Demiroglu et al., 2020; Rice et al., 2021). The
industry might be expecting an intra-market shift (Rutty et al., 2015)
with alpine (Rice et al., 2025) as well as cross-country skiers (Orr, 2020;
Orr & Schneider, 2018) searching for spatial substitution which may
predict further demand for, pressure on nature and groomed trails in
Sweden. The extent to which Sweden, and Dalarna in particular, will
experience sustained tourism growth remains uncertain and is not only
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Photo 1. Entrance to a groomed cross-country ski trail provided by Klappen Ski
resort.

Sign translated: ‘Trail badge is bought at the ski centre or at the reception of
Hotel Kurbits (specific opening hours). Scan the QR code to go directly to the

Kk

price list and the Swish app. Swish number 123 1204***’,

influenced by the climate. Whereas also factors such as infrastructure,
environment and policy might limit an exponential growth, current
national data suggests tourism in Sweden and Dalarna has steadily
recovered and expanded post-pandemic (Visit Dalarna, 2024, 2025).
Especially international overnights in Dalarna have been consistently
increasing (Visit Dalarna, n.d.). These trends underscore the growing
importance of sustainable funding models to support trail infrastructure
where visitor numbers and structures are increasing and diversifying
inter alia under changing climatic conditions. Compliance plays a key
factor in this development and the product development overall as
previous research states: for ‘a new system to collect user fees for rec-
reational services, a high acceptance rate among users is important for
the long-term survival of the system’ (Heldt, 2010, p. 393).

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to identify the reasons why
skiers choose to comply with a trail pass system at destination where
they legally do not have to comply. Research on compliance (Becker,
1968; Delbosc & Currie, 2018) identified the individual challenge of
balancing benefits vs. risks for legal consequences as determining the
choice to whether to comply or not. Since in our case the legal conse-
quences are undefined, we aim to identify other reasons that are
important for the decision to comply. We further believe that under-
standing compliance behaviour goes beyond the identification of influ-
encing factors and aim for a deeper understanding of reasons motivating
compliance by also investigating skiers’ general perception toward a
user fee-based funding model within an open access context. Hence, our
research purpose translates into the following two questions:
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RQ1: Why do cross-country skiers comply with a trail pass system in
a tourist resort with open access?

RQ2: How do cross-country skiers perceive a user fee-based trail pass
system in the open access context?

A total of 17 semi-structured interviews is used to answer these
questions. The paper begins with a contextual background of the
Swedish cross-country skiing case and is followed by reviewing litera-
ture on compliance, purchase decisions, willingness to pay, and social
influences on these concepts. Then the study area is introduced, methods
and data collection are outlined, leading to the presentation of findings
and closing remarks.

2. Trail development and their funding models within the Right
of Public Access

The allemansratt, which grants recreational access to public and
private land, was legally discussed and socially established long before
the development of tourism for the masses and was not designed for the
emerging exploitation when entering mid-/end of the 20th century
(Sténs & Sandstrom, 2014). Curry (2004) argued that even within
countries with recreational open access, outdoor recreation has shifted
from traditional public access rights to a market-driven approach,
already decades ago (Ravenscroft, 1993). The surge in popularity of
recreational trail activities has been evident over the last few decades
and has seen another rise during the COVID-19 pandemic (Outdoor
Foundation, 2021; Thompson, 2020; Venter et al., 2020). This surge in
interest has created a growing demand for well-kept and top-notch
natural trails, complemented by facilities (e.g. Fredman, 2018). This
trend has led to the commodification of outdoor spaces, with Destination
Marketing Organisations (DMO) and businesses, basing their marketing
and business model on natural landscapes, turning natural environments
into commodified recreational spaces (Curry, 2004). In a Swedish
context, Sandell and Fredman (2010) showed that the allemansratt works
as a success factor for many (tourism) businesses that base their business
model on the access and enjoyment of nature (activities in nature, lod-
ging etc.).

Public and semi-private trails, funded by the municipality or sports
clubs and mainly operating on a donation or membership system, have
been complemented by resort operated trails over the past years which
offer consistent quality and additional services (waxing cabin, bathroom
facilities etc.). This commercialisation trend has been amplified by
reduced funding for trails in municipalities (Petersson-Forsberg, 2014)
and drastic cuts of governmental funding over the last six years towards
the Swedish Environment Protection Agency (Naturvardsverket) that is
responsible to maintain public trails (Naturvardsverket, 2024; Sweden
Herald, 2024). Especially in the region of Dalarna where the world’s
biggest cross-country skiing event is held each March, skiers are in need
to consistently train throughout the season.

The Swedish Right of public access prohibits charging visitors for
access to nature but does allow voluntary payment models. However,
there are legal exceptions within specific contexts; when groomed trails
are part of a facility, a mandatory trail pass can be required. “Such a
facility is characterized by major investments being made, such as
artificial snow production. These facilities are mostly for competition
and training activities. They are often fenced or cordoned off areas”
(Naturvardsverket, n.d., n. p.). The definition given by Naturvardsverket
leaves room for interpretation and does not explicitly exclude or include
open access areas and those for leisure skiing. Not having been disputed
so far in court, the definition of facility currently remains legally vague
and as a result of that the consequence of non-compliance is left unclear
(Naturvardsverket, n.d.). This creates a legal grey zone situation where
visitors are requested to pay for a service (in our case, groomed trails),
which is delivered under legal open access conditions.

With 95 % of Swedes seeing the need to defend allemansratten
(Sandell & Fredman, 20210), there is strong public opinion in favour of
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this freedom. It is also likely that private trail providers in Sweden do not
want to test the treatment of non-compliance with trail passes in court,
with the possibility of losing the case and consequently the whole base of
their funding model. Thus, the grey zone around trail passes will most
likely continue, which means that trail providing businesses in Sweden
have to rely on skiers’ compliance to their funding model also in the
future. This can have negative consequences for the interest among
private firms and landowners to invest in these types of value-adding
tourism products (Vail & Hultkrantz, 2000).

Under the above-mentioned grey zone situation, a key divide in our
case is whether skiers perceive the groomed trail as a commercial
product or a service free of charge under the Right of Public Access.
Therefore, the theoretical framework of this study reviews models on
compliance as well as purchase decisions through a lens of social in-
fluences within the context of the Swedish Right of Public Access.

3. Theoretical framework
3.1. Compliance decisions vs purchase decisions

Efforts to create theoretical models to describe compliance with
regulations are often characterised by the intention to examine key
behavioural factors (e.g., Arias, 2015; Thomas et al., 2016). In the
context of compliance, traditional models often highlight rational choice
theories that view behaviour as a calculated decision based on weighing
risks and rewards (Becker, 1968). These theories suggest that in-
dividuals are primarily driven by self-interest and that compliance is a
response to external contingencies or external pressures, such as
enforcement mechanisms and the severity of consequences (Becker,
1968; Delbosc & Currie, 2018; King & Sutinen, 2010). In the presented
case, this theoretical background is relevant for understanding why
skiers might choose to use groomed trails without buying a trail pass,
weighing the perceived benefit of accessing groomed trails for free
against potential social or legal consequences.

However, in this case, the decision to pay may not be about
compliance with a regulation, since legal enforcements are absent.
When groomed trails are understood as a commercial product with
legitimate reason to charge for, the decision to pay could also be a
consumer decision about purchasing a service. Models of purchase de-
cision, such as those outlined by Santos and Goncalves (2021), empha-
sise factors like perceived value, product quality, brand reputation, and
price as influencing factors. In this way, purchase decision models
provide a complementary perspective by focusing on the perceived
benefits of buying a trail pass and the factors that make it appealing,
such as the quality of the trails or the desire to support local services.
Therefore, to fully understand compliance with trail pass fees, it is
necessary to integrate insights from compliance behavioural models
with purchase decision-making theories.

3.2. Willingness to pay and contribute

Willingness to pay is a measure of both the intention to pay and the
maximum amount a person is willing to pay for a product or service
(Wertenbroch & Skiera, 2002). This measure reflects the perceived value
from the consumer’s perspective applicable to both private and public
goods (Wertenbroch & Skiera, 2002). How much a consumer is willing
to pay for a product is influenced by the specific circumstances of the
current decision scenario and numerous other factors (Wertenbroch &
Skiera, 2002). Besides socio-demographic factors that influence the
willingness to pay for open access products (Boman et al., 2013; Kline
et al., 2012; Reynisdottir et al., 2008), studies have found that attitudes
toward paying a fee for a public good (Rosenberger et al., 2012) and
environmental protection (Reynisdottir et al., 2008) also influence vis-
itors’ willingness to pay. Ostrom (1990) has demonstrated that when
users of a resource believe that their contributions are crucial for the
sustainable persistence of that resource, they are more likely to comply
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with rules or contribute financially. This aligns with theories of social
responsibility and collective action, where individual actions are moti-
vated by the desire to sustain shared resources and is particularly rele-
vant in the context of open access.

Within this qualitative study the conceptual willingness to pay is
considered, not the economic measure of non-market goods. In the case
of open access tourism products with funding models that do not allow
strict enforcement the term willingness to contribute or donate is more
applicable, aligning with the mentions of Ostrom (1990). However,
research on the willingness to contribute or donate leaves aspects
around fixed price requests and the perception of possible enforcement
and punishment unconsidered. Hence the study continues using the term
willingness to pay.

3.3. Social influences

If the visitor is not willing to pay, and the product is openly available
with weak legal enforcement, non-compliance with a funding model is
anticipated. In such situation, purchase and compliance behaviour can
be influenced by how individuals perceive social expectations, cues from
their peers, and the reactions they anticipate from others (Heldt, 2005;
Melnyk et al., 2021). Further compliance with regulations stems from
internal motivations, such as a desire to be honest, and communication
about sanctions (Gezelius, 2002; Heldt, 2005; Pruckner & Sausgruber,
2013). This aligns with the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991)
which determines behaviour to be shaped by three socio-cognitive fac-
tors: attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control. Studies
applying this model on compliance behaviour with pro-environmental
regulations, identify behaviour of others (Goh et al., 2017) and envi-
ronmental knowledge and attitudes (Filimonau et al., 2022) as influ-
encing factors. In the context of groomed trails, previous studies have
shown that external and internal informal enforcement mechanisms,
such as peer pressure and guilt, positively affect the donation behaviour
of skiers in a voluntarily framed trail pass system (Heldt, 2010). To note,
the trail pass systems in the presented resort context are not framed as
donation requests, but rather as fixed-price payments. This approach
introduces a more formalised expectation of payment, which shifts the
dynamic from a voluntary contribution to a semi-mandatory fee.
Weather the factors motivating donations for groomed trails also
encourage compliance has not been studied to date. When there is no
clear legal obligation, the identified social dynamics, social expectations
and personal attitudes seem to be as important as, formal regulations in
influencing behaviour.

4. Study area

Two Swedish ski resorts — Klappen Ski Resort and Orsa Gronklitt — in
Dalarna County were used as cases in this study. From Swedish ski re-
sorts which offer groomed trails, they were selected based on holding a
marked lead position in Sweden (especially Orsa Gronklitt) and for
having well-developed trail pass systems with a sizable trail pass price.
Moreover, the resorts reflect common characteristics of mid-sized, snow-
reliable Swedish ski areas with mixed domestic and international visi-
tors which all were reasons making the ski resorts suitable for the study.
These two resorts further suspect a discrepancy between the quantitative
trail use and their trail pass sales (see Fig. 1 and Photo 1).

Klappen (n.d.) is a family-owned ski resort within the municipality of
Malung-Salen, known for its family friendliness and dedicated areas for
children and ski schools. The resort is a typical winter destination, with
alpine skiing as its main product. Cross-country skiing is a comple-
mentary but growing product that is offered in a total of 37 km trail
system, 8 km of which is laid out pre-season using artificial snow. Vis-
itors are prompted to buy a trail pass (ca. 12 EUR/day) at the hotel
reception in the form of a physical badge to be worn visibly during skiing
in the trail system or via Swish (mobile payment) indicated on a sign by
the entrance of the groomed trails. Klappen conducts spot checks on
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skiers on a regular basis twice a week. A limited number of local in-
habitants and second-home owners in the area are provided with annual
trail passes for free (or heavily discounted) in exchange for being trail
badge ambassadors who function as irregular spot checks and inform
about the necessity and reasons for purchasing a trail pass.

Orsa Gronklitt (n.d.) is part of the public limited company Velit
Activities. Orsa Gronklitt’s main product is cross-country skiing, with
alpine skiing as a complement. Orsa Gronklitt is located 9 km outside the
town of Orsa and is the market leader in cross-country skiing in Sweden,
with a status as official Vasalopp centre. Their cross-country trails total to
130 km on different skill levels. Skiers are informed that a trail pass (ca.
20 EUR/day) is required to go cross-county skiing in the area and that
spot checks are carried out irregularly. The trail pass bought digitally via
an app or via a mobile payment or on-site in the ski shop next to the main
trail entrances. Second-home owners in the area that rent out their cabin
through Orsa Gronklitt receive discounted trail passes.

5. Methods
5.1. Participant recruitment and Interview process

Interview participants were recruited adjacent to a survey in the two
ski resorts between weeks 5 and 13 of 2024 in a two-stage procedure. In
the first stage, a general survey was administered to skiers, collecting
demographic information as well as additional data used in a separate
quantitative empirical study that is part of the same research project.
Integrating the interview recruitment into this broader survey process
ensured that interviewees were drawn directly from the actual visitor
population of the resorts and further allowed for efficient use of time and
resources. The follow-up interviews served to capture in-depth visitor
experiences beyond the scope of the survey on general purchase and
compliance behaviour, which is therefore not discussed in this article. As
the last question of the survey, skiers were informed about the possi-
bility to participate in a follow-up interview to share more details of
their skiing experience by leaving their email address. It was explicitly
stated that email addresses were provided voluntarily. It was mentioned
about an incentive of a gift voucher (value ca. 40€) to those who were
selected and completed participation in an interview.

There were 379 skiers (out of 888 survey participants), who
expressed an interest to participate in a follow-up interview. Judge-
mental sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018) was used in the second stage to
select who to contact for a follow-up interview (Appendix A). The
sampling procedure allowed us to ensure a broad and varied background
within the participant group by contacting skiers according to gender
(m/f/d), age, nationality and resort (Table 1) Interviews were conducted
and recorded in English via Zoom, transcribed using Microsoft Word and
manually reviewed and corrected. We continued conducting interviews
only as long as new themes and insights emerged. We believed to have
reached data saturation (Silverman, 1993) in May 2024, one month after
the groomed trails closed, and after 17 conducted interviews.

Based on a detailed examination of the study area, the display of the
trail pass system and layout of the groomed trails, paired with knowl-
edge of the literature on compliance and purchase decision an interview
guideline was developed (Appendix B). A first set of questions focused
on product quality and price to better understand the relevance of

Table 1
Number and demographics of interview participants retrieved through preced-
ing survey on cross-country skiers in Klappen and Orsa Gronklitt.

Total Klappen Orsa Gronklitt
Number of interviews 17 8 9
Female 9 5 4
Male 8 3 5
Swedish 13 7 6
International 4 1 3
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purchase decisions to play a role in skiers’ behaviour. Questions about
the effectiveness of the trail pass system, as well as experiences with spot
checks, were designed to capture perspectives on compliance that could
play into skiers’ decision. Also questions on skiers’ perception of trail
pass systems and its relation to allemansratten, and possible influence of
trail ownership were included. Ethical considerations and concerns
about social desirability bias (Leggett et al., 2003) precluded questions
about personal compliance. Our study was conducted with close
consideration to the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity
established by ALLEA (All European Academics). Especially in terms of
the creation of the interview guideline and the information given to the
participants prior and post the interview but throughout the entire
study, we followed the principles of research integrity ensuring reli-
ability, honesty, respect and accountability. With our research being
based in Sweden, our interview study did not require approval by an
ethical committee according to Swedish Ethical Review Authority, as
our research does not process sensitive personal data such as ethnic
origin, political views, religious beliefs, union membership, health data
or sexual orientation.

Before the interview the respondents were informed about the
voluntary and anonymous participation. Due to the close collaboration
between interviewer and interviewee that qualitative research requires
(Merriam & Grenier, 2019), the commercial disconnection of the
interviewer to the involved companies was emphasised in the initial
e-mail and off the record before the interview. Consent to record the
interview was received off the record and during the recording. Directly
after the interview, once the recording was stopped, participants were
given the chance to revise or withdraw parts of their responses. None of
the participants made use of their right to do so.

5.2. Data analysis

The interview data were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) in NVivol4 to explore skiers’ compliance behaviour and
perceptions of the trail pass system within the context of allemansratten.
The analysis aimed to uncover key patterns, focusing on statements
about (1) reasons for compliance and (2) perceptions of the trail pass
system in an open access context, which formed the guiding main
themes.

The coding followed an inductive approach: familiarisation with the
data, identifying recurrent subthemes and bundling those in themes. A
framework of themes, subthemes based in interview examples was
developed and validated by the research team to ensure clarity and
consistency. Themes were refined dynamically as new insights emerged,
and coding rules ensured relevant data were included or reallocated
systematically (Tables 2 and 3). Whereas the tables are read from left to
right the analysis process with an indicative approach can be followed
reading the tables from right to left.

Table 2
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The themes were translated into propositions to present the complex
findings in a concise way. We used propositions as a way to clarify and
support interpretation through thematic patterns supported by inter-
view quotes. A total of six propositions were developed, with three
addressing reasons for skiers’ compliance behaviour (RQ1) and three
exploring perceptions of user-fee-based trail systems (RQ2). This
approach provides nuanced understanding and facilitates broader dis-
cussions about the co-existence of recreational open access and user-fee
systems.

6. Findings

6.1. Reasons for compliance with a trail pass system in an open access
context

Our findings indicate that a combination of practical, social and
informational influences shape skiers’ compliance behaviour. The pre-
sented propositions highlight how a mix of personal values, perceived
benefits, and communication and engagement strategies of the trail
provider may encourage compliance with a user-fee-based system in an
open access context.

#1. Skiers comply when on Holiday

International tourists were in favour of complying with a trail pass
system due to their different mindset and spending habits while on
holiday.

‘That’s kind of part of being a tourist like there can be a bit more added
costs and ... I would never complain about spending money in someone
else’s country when I'm visiting there.’ (Interview 4, Orsa)

The quotes above confirm research on higher expenditure behaviour
of tourist, especially when it comes to activities in the destination
(Marrocu et al., 2015). However, our results suggest that tourists’
compliance behaviour with funding models of open access products
follow from their positive attitude towards spending when on holiday.
While international tourists are accustomed to paying for trail passes for
groomed trails in their home countries (‘In the US, we always have to pay
for our trail passes’, Interview 7, Orsa), they may not fully grasp the
nuanced legal framework that governs access to natural areas in Sweden
based on allemansratten, which makes these international tourists more
likely to comply. Further, our findings are in line with those of Boman
etal. (2013), who identified outdoor recreation more than 100 km away
from home to be a luxury good.

However, while tourists seem to be willing to pay for trail passes as
part of their holiday spending, stricter compliance enforcements could
possibly disrupt the expectations of those familiar with the allemansratt
and their perception of freedom to enjoy Swedish nature, possibly
leading to reduced satisfaction.

Thematic analysis according to Braun and Clarke (2006) of 17 interviews with cross-country skiers in Orsa Gronklitt and Klappen to extract reasons why skiers comply

with a trail pass system in a tourist resort with open access.

Main theme 1 Theme Coding rule Subtheme Interview example

Reasons for Holiday Skiers report complying as part of beinga () Expectations of higher ‘As a tourist, I'm totally fine with paying and [...] giving
skiers’ mindset tourist with high spending behaviour and  spendings on holidays money towards something local within Sweden [...]. I think
compliance respect towards the host country. (comparing to a local) it’s absolutely something that’s fine.” Interview 4, Orsa

(—) (Unmaintained and free)
Swedish nature as a travel motif

Avoidance of
conflict

Skiers comply to avoid any potential
conflict or negative emotion.

(—) Risk evaluation when not
complying

‘It’s embarrassing because you haven’t done the right thing
[not bought a trail pass].” Interview 9, Orsa

(-) Staying clear of possible
trouble (in case of spot checks)

Personal
interaction

Skiers comply with a trail pass system as a
result of personal interaction with the trail
provider.

(—) Interaction with the trail
provider to play into
compliance decision

‘In Klappen, we know who the owner is [...]. It’s easier to
pay when you know who you pay to.” Interview 14, Klappen

(—) Seeking personal
interaction (cashier/shop)
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Table 3

Thematic analysis according to Braun and Clarke (2006) of 17 interviews with
cross-country skiers in Orsa Gronklitt and Klappen to extract skiers’ perception
of user-fee based trail pass systems in the open access context.

Main theme  Theme Coding rule Subthemes Interview
2 example and
source
Perception Service Skiers perceive (-) Groomed ‘I'm paying for
of trail perception groomed trails trails to something that
pass asa exceed is part of
system in commercial natural allemansratten
open product, which  conditions but I pay for
access is disconnected (=) Trail them to
context from passes as prepare for me
allemansratten. consequence to come cross-
for cost country skiing
recovery of [...] So, I pay
labour and for the service
work for me.’
(—) Trail Interview 3,
passes as an Klappen
entry fee to a
closed
network
(—) Groomed
trails with
trail passe as
an easier or
only way to
access nature
(—) Trail
passes as a
way to ensure
service
persistence
Risk of Skiers perceive (-) Risk of ‘I mean, you
over- trail passesasa  private can have
privatising risk of business opinions about
nature privatising operation in [big ski
nature. natural spaces  company’s
(—) Prices of name] taking
trail passes as  over
the limiting everything and
factor to maybe that’s
access nature not kind of
(—) Altruistic what we want.’
thoughts on Interview 10,
trail pass Orsa
subsidisation
Perception Skiers perceive (—) Perceived ‘[in the past] it
of attitude a change of changed was just go out
and norm norm and acceptance there and go
change attitude on the and skiing. So, I
willingness to willingness to think that’s like
pay for payfor trail maybe
groomed trails.  passes for changing
groomed people? So, I
trails think it will
-) probably take
Reflections on  like 10 years or
changed something
quality of more before
groomed everyone is
trails thanks actually
to paying.’
professional Interview 2,
preparation Klappen

‘I don’t know what the basic attitude is but closing everything [the trails]
off and checking everything [trail passes] [...], I don’t know if that’s
always the solution. As a tourist that would also kind of take away the
Swedish freedom that I'm there for; a bit of “live and let live” and trust.’
(Interview 5, Orsa)

This perspective highlights the potential tension between maintain-
ing the freedom to roam (such as that promoted by DMO VisitSweden,
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2024) and the need to increase compliance by individual resorts. This
suggests that trail providers may need to strike a balance between
enforcing compliance and preserving the feeling of freedom that inter-
national tourists seem to expect when engaging with Sweden’s nature.

#2. Skiers comply to avoid Conflict and negative Emotions

Our findings indicate that skiers comply with a trail pass system to
avoid conflicts or negative emotions when encountering the trail pro-
vider, such as during a spot check.

‘Why you would [...] not pay for it? [...] Why risk kind of getting in
any trouble? It wouldn’t make a lot of sense to me.” (Interview 4,
Orsa)

‘Once they put up these checkpoints and then they had a lot of balloons
saying, “Here we check the skipass”. It’s a little bit embarrassing in that
way if people are coming and they don’t have any ski pass. [ ...] it’s
embarrassing because you haven’t done the right thing. You're skiing on
in the tracks without buying the ski pass. And then they check you and
you're sitting there ... “Oh”.” (Interview 9, Orsa)

Aligning with Becker’s model (1968), these findings suggest that
individuals engage in compliant behaviour after evaluating the potential
benefits of breaking the law compared to the possible risks. This decision
involves weighing the expected gains from illegal activity against the
likelihood of getting caught, the chances of being convicted, and the
severity of the punishment. Due to the legal grey zone of allemansratten,
the treatment of non-compliance is unknown so far. However, our
findings suggest that an encounter during a spot check triggers negative
emotions such as embarrassment and can form a severe punishment for a
skier, regardless of whether they are aware of whether the trail provider
installed one. From a skiers’ perspective, the net gain of not complying
seems to be outweighed by the combined risks of possible spot checks
and the encounter with the trail provider. Previous research has shown
that tourists often seek to avoid negative emotions and unpleasant en-
counters during their holidays (e.g. Kim et al., 2022) and that emotions
play a critical role in tourists’ decision-making and overall satisfaction
during vacations (e.g., Hosany & Prayag, 2013). Skiers seem to apply
avoidance behaviour and stay clear of the possible situation of embar-
rassment, shame and guilt (see also Heldt, 2005) when not having a trail
pass and wanting to focus on the enjoyment and pleasure of the activity.

#3. Skiers comply because of personal Interaction with the Trail Provider

In line with a general trend in the tourism industry towards self-
service by tourists (Kelly et al., 2019), the resorts focus on encour-
aging on-line purchases of trail passes and limiting personal interaction
with the skiers due to efficiency and cost-cutting reasons. However, in
the context of open access products and compliance dependency, per-
sonal interactions seem to play a more important role than they do in
standard tourism services and products where avoidance of free riders is
not necessary.

Some skiers mentioned that they actively decide against online
payment and instead purchase a trail pass at the counter/ski shop. One
reason for this behaviour is to get additional information about the
status and quality of the trails, but some also seem to enjoy the personal
encounter.

‘Of course, I buy the ski pass for the cross-country skiing as well. But I've
been doing that at the ski shop not the swish. So, I had the little pin
[badge] and everyone’s, like, friendly there and I can ask if they know
about the tracks and everything ... [...] and you're happy.’ (Interview 2,
Klappen)

Personal interactions between provider and consumer are a powerful
tool to give a company a face and personal touch. Principal marketing
research has proven that buyers with personal connection to the seller/
selling unit often perceive higher trust, transparency, and authenticity
for the product or service, which can positively influence the spending
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behaviour and purchase decision (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). However, our
interview data suggest that personal connections can positively influ-
ence the compliance behaviour.

‘[...] because in Klappen, we know who the owner is. We often talk to
him; he’s out, we meet him in Klappen so ... It’s easier to pay when you
know who you pay to, I think.” (Interview 14, Klappen)

With more sophisticated digital tools, businesses generally risk
decreased user experience quality due to less personalised features.
Whereas the worst-case ending for a purchase decision with a lack of
personalisation is a non-purchase, in the context of open access a lack of
personal interaction could lead to non-compliance but still consumption
of the service, which ultimately leads to an economic loss. The physical
interaction with service providers to enhance satisfaction and loyalty
(Mittal et al., 2023), including compliance, seems to play an even bigger
role in the context of open access to avoid free riders.

6.2. Perception of a trail pass system in an open access context

Deeper understanding of skiers’ compliance behaviour also involves
understanding skiers’ perceptions towards a user-fee-based funding
model within the allemansratten open access context. The identified
perceptions provide supplementary perspectives on a multifaceted
matter. Below propositions highlight and discuss skiers’ perception of
the Right of Public Access, their understanding of the delivery of
groomed trails and information from the trail provider — all factors that
past literature have identified as influencing compliance behaviour and
willingness to pay.

#4. Skiers perceive groomed Trails as a commercial Service disconnected
from open access Rights

As a response to the question about their opinion about a user-fee-
based systems for the use of groomed trails, most of the participants
used terms such as ‘normal’ (for example, Interview 2, Kldppen) and/or
‘reasonable’ (for example Interview 10, Orsa). Participants described
trail passes as a natural result of the labour and financial investment it
took to prepare the trails. Many interviewees spontaneously stated a
disconnection between allemansritten and access to groomed trails by
purchasing a trail pass.

‘I don't see anything wrong with that [trail passes] from that perspective
because [...], the trade [sic: trail] pass doesn’t provide me with the forest,
the trail pass provides me, prepared tracks. And of course [...] they don’t
come with nature, [ ...] someone has to prepare them. [...]. I mean, you
don’t pay to actually get access to the woods, that’s not what you pay for.’
(Interview 15, Orsa)

The above-observed acceptance of trail passes could possibly be tied
to the perceived value of the experience being offered, when human
interference exceeds intrinsic values of nature and transforms it into a
useable recreational space. Through this perspective, modified nature
could be understood as enhancements to the experience of nature rather
than contradictions to open access rights. This is also reflected in our
interviews, where skiers noted that they specifically chose (profession-
ally) groomed trails for a better experience (compared to cross-country
skiing on unprepared or self-prepared trails):

‘And we go there specifically because they have prepared and made this
kind of available for me. I would not use it if they wouldn 't have this there.
[ ...] It’s nice that someone is doing it and preparing it [...]. It kind of
makes Swedish nature accessible for people,” (Interview 10, Orsa)

Despite interviewees being unanimous about the appreciation and
preservation of the allemansratt, skiing on groomed trails is not neces-
sarily perceived to be covered by that freedom. According to Beery
(2012), allemansratten presents a ‘key element of Swedish relationship
with nature’ (p. 100), first and foremost creating connectedness to na-
ture. Hence, the idea of consumption of groomed trails could stand in
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contrast to execution of the Public Right of Access. Our interviews
indicate that even though nature is enjoyed while doing cross-country
skiing, this particular place would not be visited if the groomed trails
were not provided. The focus is on the consumption of a service instead
of consumption of nature as part of allemansratten. Participants indicated
that they perceive trail passes for groomed trails as a purchase of a
service instead of a purchase of access.

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s a bit contrahersive [sic: contradicting] because I'm
paying for something that’s part of allemansratten but I pay for them to
prepare for me to come cross-country skiing, so I think it’s fair. So, I pay
for, like, a service for me to come and do it.” (Interview 3, Klappen)

Our interview data suggest that skiers generally view groomed trails
with a trail pass system as a commercial service. From a marketing
perspective, service consumers hold expectations about interactions
with the provider and a focus on relationship management, which often
depends on direct interactions and consumer involvement (Czinkota
et al., 2021). This perception links back to proposition #3 on the per-
sonal interaction between trail provider and skier to influence
compliance.

#5. Skiers perceive Trail Passes as a Risk of privatising and reducing Access
to Nature

Some of the interviewed skiers perceive trail passes installed by
private companies as a risk of reducing the access to or use of nature.

‘I never thought of paying to go to the nature. Because we have done it
since we were child [sic], you can go out wherever you want. But maybe
in the future you need to pay for some places. I don’t know. I hope we
don’t need to pay; I hope it will be free.’ (Interview 14, Klappen)

As mentioned before, previous studies showcase that outdoor rec-
reation, when undertaken a significant distance from home, is consid-
ered a luxury good (Boman et al., 2013). Based on these insights and the
interview data, one could argue that such activities, including
cross-country skiing, are exclusively for certain income groups.

‘I think that trail passes can definitely have a negative impact on who is
getting to access these things and that does bother me in the US, it seems to
always be about the money [ ...] who can afford to do. And that’s, I think
[ ...] there should be a way to make it so that everybody can enjoy out-
door and physical activities. So, I hope Sweden can do a little better on
that.” (Interview 7, Orsa)

Whereas some of the interviewees position themselves to critique the
existence of trail passes by private companies, they do see the need for
groomed trails to function as an opportunity for skiers with different
skill levels to execute the activity. The above quote reflects an altruistic
point of view and a desire for access to groomed trails, independent of
the individual’s financial situation. The perception of trail passes in an
open access context also seems to be linked to pricing.

‘[About the trail pass day fee] Then Orsa made cross-country skiing is
not for everyone. [...] It’s a question of [...] how much do you work, what
kind of work do you have, and then we are completely wrong in this so-
ciety, when cross-country skiing is something that divide the people into
[...] certain classes.’ (Interview 8, Orsa)

Trail pass prices are also perceived as a constraint, possibly affecting
the community’s ability to foster inclusive recreational activities and
spaces available for all. Not relating the reduced access to nature to the
limit of executing allemansratten, interviewees regard the trail passes,
particular their pricing, as threatening to keep certain groups excluded
from the activity of cross-country skiing.

#6. Skiers perceive a Change of Norms and Attitude towards Payments for
groomed Trails

Our interviews suggest that skiers perceive a change in the quality of
groomed trails, from a free good that is accessible to all and varying in
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quality, to a high-quality good that is available throughout the season.
Several respondents view trail passes as a natural consequence from the
increased quality nowadays demanded when trails are groomed.

‘And I've heard a lot of people saying, “What should we pay for it? It’s
always been for free. I've been staying here for 30 years”. But 30 years
ago we were making the tracks ourselves for with the scooter or ... And
now it’s by real machine prepared tracks. Time changes.’ (Interview 9,
Orsa)

Our analysis suggest that skiers observe a change in attitudes to-
wards the willingness to pay for groomed trails, which in the past were
provided by the public. We can observe an internalisation of the idea
that commercialisation is part of executing cross-country skiing on
groomed trails. One interviewee related these changes in trail quality
and introduction of trail passes to a change in skiers’ behavioural norm
and an increasing acceptance and compliance rate related to time.

‘I mean, it wasn'’t even an issue if you were paying for using the tracks. It
was just go out there and go skiing. So, I think that’s like maybe changing
people? So, I think it will probably take, like, 10 years or something more
before everyone is actually paying because there’s only this spot checks.’
(Interview 2, Klappen)

The finding reverts to presented literature which identified the
importance of social influences in behavioural studies (e.g. Ajzen, 1991;
Shang & Croson, 2009), also in the context of recreational trails as open
access tourism products and the effectiveness of a trail funding model
(Nowak & Heldt, 2023). It is also important to take into account
different skier groups and market segments; for example, skiers who
visit the resorts frequently are likely to observe a continuous improve-
ment in services and investments to cater skiers’ needs. The interviewees
related the improvement of services, and specifically the quality of the
trails, to the monetary inflow from the trail pass system. When
complying with the system, they consider their payment a financial
contribution to future trail improvements that they will ultimately
benefit from themselves.

“The snow that they make, I think they increased that at Alvspdret
[busiest trail in Klappen] as well, the last couple of years. Which I as-
sume is like the outcome of people paying.’ (Interview 2 Klappen)

Specifically, second-home-owners seem to play a relevant role in
driving this attitude change. Such homeowners view themselves as
active participants influencing the groomed trail service through their
purchases. This aligns with service-dominant logic perspective (Lusch &
Vargo, 2018) according to which all actors apply their competences for
the benefit of others and mutually benefit from the applied competences
of others through the exchange of services.

7. Concluding remarks

Through our study we explore the dynamics of compliance with
funding models for open access tourism products and the challenges
faced by trail providers who operate in a setting where access to nature
is traditionally and legally free and unrestricted. It draws from a strand
of research in Scandinavia studying the unique situation when the
culturally grounded traditions of open access (allemansratten) and
outdoor life (friluftsliv) interacts with commercial tourism development
(Fredman et al., 2014; Gurholt & Haukeland, 2019; Henderson &
Vikander, 2007; Margaryan & Fredman, 2017; Sandell & Fredman,
2010). The current study does, however, adds to this knowledge by
researching the recent trend of implementing ski passes for groomed
cross-country ski trails, which traditionally was provided free of charge,
but with a lower service level.

Insights on compliance behaviour to be emotionally driven to avoid
negative emotions are relevant for trail providers and can be used to
design communication about trail services and payment calls. However,
it is unclear whether stricter enforcement mechanisms or the
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communication of such actions would affect compliance behaviour or
rather trigger a decision to not comply or displace in favour of another
destination. Further, it is uncertain whether compliance motivated by
avoiding conflict is based on a shared morality within the skier market
segment studied, or if it depends on socio-demographic or cultural
backgrounds. This raises the critical question whether current behav-
iours will persist with rising numbers of international visitors (Visit
Dalarna, 2025; Visit Dalarna, n.d.). Perceptions of trail pass systems in
countries where privatisation of natural areas is more prevalent could
differ significantly. International tourists may arrive with a positive
view on charges for cross-country ski passes showing a different
compliance behaviour, while second-home-owners in the region seek to
maintain long-term access and a certain involvement to safeguard future
access to groomed trails.

Our findings indicate that there is a generally positive perception of
trail pass systems for groomed trails among skiers at the two resorts, and
the concept of paying to use groomed trails stands in disconnection with
the culturally and legally ingrained expectation of open access to nature
according to the interviewed skiers.

This positive attitude stems from an understanding for cost recovery
and a shift in attitudes and societal norms, moving away from the past
expectation that groomed trails are a common good, toward a greater
acceptance of paying for the provision of a service. From the perspective
of the ski resort, groomed trails can be viewed as an increasingly
demanded commercial product. To take our findings further, trail pro-
viders could address potential non-compliance with their payment re-
quests by enhancing transparency and educating skiers about the
importance of fees for maintaining groomed trails and related services.
Our findings on a partial perceived risk of over-privatising nature sug-
gest that adjust pricing structures to customers diverse financial situa-
tions (student discount, beginner lesson package incl. trail pass) could
support compliance and support the partly altruistic desire for equal
access to groomed trails.

Given the legal grey zone of trail pass systems in Sweden, existing
theoretical models on compliance, purchase decisions and willingness to
pay can only partly be applied, and in the context of open access tourism
products purchase behaviour cannot be clearly separated from compli-
ance behaviour. Therefore, a qualitative approach to this matter with
the formulation of propositions and revealing reasonings behind
behaviour is an important complement to existing compliance models
and previous quantitative research on willingness to pay or willingness
to donate for trail use (e.g. Kubo et al., 2018; Nowak & Heldt, 2023).

Understanding compliance with funding models in open access
contexts, particularly trail pass systems, extends beyond the interests of
individual resorts. It also affects less commercial trail providers such as
sports clubs, volunteer organisations, and municipalities that depend on
voluntary contributions or adherence to informal rules. Trail activities
can happen in multiple contexts, of which our study focussed on two
resorts in the Swedish context, however also in less commercialised
contexts the issue of sufficient funding for maintenance persists. Gaining
insights into compliance rates and strategies to enhance them for suffi-
cient maintenance funding is valuable for all types of trail service pro-
viders. This research did not primarily aim to reflect on the discussion on
commercialisation of natural spaces; our results indicate that skiers
themselves perceive a clear distinction between public access rights to
nature and the service of professionally groomed trails (see proposition
#4). We do, however, regarding this finding acknowledge that this study
exclusively captured insights from skiers that already decided to visit to
a corporately operated groomed trail.

From a theoretical perspective, this research contributes to broader
discussions on voluntary compliance, social norms, and collective ac-
tion. It explores why individuals follow rules or contribute financially to
shared resources without legal enforcement or formal penalties - an area
relevant not only to tourism services but also to governance in various
contexts. Such insights are critical for designing sustainable and broadly
accepted funding models that ensure both accessibility to recreational
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infrastructure and financial viability which benefits businesses, non-
profit organisations, public institutions, and ultimately, the users
themselves.

We further acknowledge that our findings indicate that promoting
higher compliance with private trail pass systems may also carry unin-
tended consequences (related to proposition #3). While this study fo-
cuses on user compliance with trail funding models, it does not seek to
prescribe who should hold primary responsibility for maintaining out-
door recreational infrastructure and to what price. Future research
should explore how different ownership and governance models affect
perceptions of fairness, accessibility and compliance.

In summary, cross-country ski trail providers face special challenges
in managing trails as tourism products in an open access context.
Groomed trails cannot be treated as a traditional product; they require
special strategies and funding models to adapt to the local context, the
legal situation and cultural traditions that impact social norms, skiers’
attitudes and behaviour. Recognizing these challenges and adapting
accordingly will enable northern European ski resorts to remain resilient
and competitive with robust tourism products and service in the possible
face of climate change and the related evolving tourism dynamics. We
have laid a foundation for future research to explore how compliance
and non-compliance behaviour functions in an open access context,
particularly in response to changing demographics and external pres-
sures. In the long run, studies such as ours, grounded in empirical data
analysis shall allow providers to ponder and reassess the implementa-
tion of funding models within the framework of open access based on
understanding visitors’ compliance behaviour.
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