
FRILUFTSLIV

Friluftsliv research at NIH: Past, 
Present and Future



Although friluftsliv studies have 
been offered at the Norwegian 
School of Sport and Sciences (NIH in 
Norwegian) since 1972, much of the 
earliest research took place in the 1980s 
and 1990s. During this era, a number of 
scholars at NIH drew inspiration from 
prominent Norwegian ecophilosophers 
and environmental activists Arne 
Naess, Sigmund Kvaloy Setering, and 
Nils Faarlund, who were also highly 
capable mountaineers. Research themes 
examined the origins of Norwegian 
Friluftsliv through lenses of romanticism 
and modernity. Academic articles, 
conference presentations, and posters, 
by Nils Faarlund, Børge Dahle, Gunnar 
Brevik, and Ivar Mytting, described 
nature as the ‘true home of culture’, and 
posited that friluftslaiv would support 
Norwegians to eschew the pitfalls of 
modernity and find their way back 
to nature. There was a clear emphasis 
on human-nature connection and 
promoting pro-environmental values. Themes of study during these early 

years often included: Children, families, 
and nature; Engagement with local 
and near nature; Ecophilosophy and 
environmental education; Community 
and sustainable development; 
Leadership, guiding, and nature tourism; 
Friluftsliv pedagogy; Inquiry-based 
and self-directed learning. Research into 
these themes was often intertwined with 
pedagogical experiences of emerging 
educators studying at NIH, who were 
presented with rich opportunities for 
place-based learning and experiences 
in mountain, agricultural, and 
coastal nature-based environments. 

In 1999, Kirsti Pedersen Gurholt became 
the first person in Norway to complete 
a PhD in friluftsliv. Professor Gurholt’s 
doctorate and ensuing research 
signalled a new era of friluftsliv 
inquiry that featured feminist lenses 
and broader socio-cultural critiques.



International academic partnerships 
and collegial work began to proliferate, 
particularly with educators from 
Canada and the USA, Japan, Germany, 
and New Zealand. Scholars attended a 
number of conferences hosted by NIH 
staff and partners, including exchanges 
to the Friluftsliv teacher education 
programme at NIH, the Being in 
Nature conference in 2007, and the 
150 year jubilee of Ibsen and the ‘birth 
of friluftsliv’. Many of these early 
colleagues have remained strongly 
connected to Norway and have 
influenced a growing international 
group of friluftsliv scholars through, 
for example, the Wild Pedagogies 
conferences and the Transcultural 
European Outdoor Studies masters 
program (co-founded by Gurholt at NIH).
  
This early era of friluftsliv research 
and knowledge exchange at NIH 
provided an important foundation of 
scholarship from which subsequent 
new ideas and themes could emerge. 
Eventually, other researchers at NIH 
began to raise new questions and lines 
of inquiry that were particularly salient 
to a changing Norwegian society, 
one that was increasingly shaped by 
globalized perspectives and deeper 
understandings of indigeneity and 
colonialism. Incorporating socio-critical 
perspectives into friluftsliv research and 
friluftsliv programs at NIH, enabled 
staff and students to better navigate 
the challenges associated with an 
increasingly diverse Norwegian society.

An official definition of friluftsliv is provided by the Norwegian government’s 
2016 white paper. A loose translation of this definition is that friluftsliv 
involves having positive experiences in nature as part of one’s leisure time, which 
engender pro-environmental action (Klima- og miljødepartementet, 2016, p. 10). 
There is a general agreement that friluftsliv involves paying greater attention to 
place and is non-competitive.



Recent and current friluftsliv 
research at NIH

1. Socio-critical
perspectives in
friluftsliv

Friluftsliv research at NIH has 
evolved significantly since its humble 
origins and today spans multiple 
major thematic areas. This expansion 
to an international forum has also 
set the stage for increased academic 
outputs, including peer-reviewed 
publications, textbooks, academic 
edited collections, and scholarly 
book chapters. Recent and ongoing 
research at NIH is briefly introduced 
in the  seven categories that follow.

This research focuses on the equality 
of access (to nature, activity, 
recreation, education, wild spaces) 
and representation (in friluftsliv 
networks, organizations, leadership 
positions, curriculum, and media). 
Researchers  at  NIH  have conducted 
research examining a number of 
themes through a socio-critical lens, 
including Gender, feminisms, and 
masculinities; Cultural diversity, 
newcomers, and racism; Eurocentrism 
and transcultural perspectives; and 
Socio-economic diversity. Generally, 
this research has been concerned with 
access and barriers to participation in 
friluftsliv and recreation (primarily 
in urban areas), and the pursuit 
of social justice, social change, and 
equality in and through friluftsliv.

See Kirsti Pedersen 
Gurholt’s work on social 
inequalities and friluftsliv 
among Oslo’s young people.  
Together with colleagues 
Jørgen Weidemann Eriksen 
and Ida Helene Dahl, 
Gurholt examined the 
friluftsliv habits of 7000 
children and youth who had 
completed a national survey.  

https://nih.brage.unit.no/nih-xmlui/handle/11250/2684299


A great deal of friluftsliv research 
conducted at NIH has examined 
human-nature relations and identity. 
Some of this has examined how, and 
to what extent, sustainability and 
environmental consciousness are 
embedded into friluftsliv practices and 
friluftsliv education – and, in particular, 
how this promotes nature-and 
ecological-connectedness with students. 
Research in this realm largely considers 
questions about identity formation and 
self-conception through friluftsliv. It 
examines what constitutes meaningful 
friluftsliv, including through sensorial 
and emotional experiences that occur in 
the outdoors and in relation with nature.

See Jannicke Høyem’s 
work on the ways in which 
friluftsliv may contribute 
to environmentally 
responsible behaviours 
and attitudes in support of 
broader sustainability. 

2. Human-nature 
relations and identity

3. PLACE, ADVENTURE, 
TOURISM AND RECREATION

Research in the inter-related fields of Place, 
Adventure, Tourism, and Recreation 
attends to several facets of friluftsliv

practice, including its geo-cultural 
location, purpose. NIH scholars have 
shown that friluftsliv experiences are 
significantly shaped by the places in 
which they occur – whether it be in 
urban or rural settings; local ecosystems 
and ‘near-nature’ areas;  or in remote 
locations in the mountains or far north. 
Further, this research has explored 
varied unstructured forms and purposes 
of friluftsliv, including self organized 
adventure, nature tourism, and foraging.  
It also considers how participant 
interrelations, including group dynamics, 
participant-guide relations, and 
leadership, shape friluftsliv experiences.

See Simon Beames’ writing 
on adventure and education; 

Axel Rosenberg’s ethnographic 
study on sustainability and 
multi-day guided adventure 
tourism in Norway;

and Thomas Vold’s work on 
sustainability, guided nature-
based tourism, leadership and 

group dynamics.

4. CULtural, historical, 
political and philosophical 
foundations of friluftsliv

Themes in this category of research 
include Allemannsretten (the 
right to roam), politics and policy, 
romanticism and pragmatism, 
modernity, cultural symbolism and 
national identity. This area of study 
offers important understandings of 
the origins of friluftsliv as a practice 
and concept, and the historical roots 
of friluftsliv in Norwegian society.

http://https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2213078020300414?via%3Dihub
https://www.routledge.com/Adventurous-Learning-A-Pedagogy-for-a-Changing-World/Beames-Brown/p/book/9781138831667http://
https://nih.brage.unit.no/nih-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2986642/Rosenberg%20FrontSportsActLiving%202021.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.norskeserier.no/_friluftsliv-og-guiding-i-natur-leif-inge-magnussen-thomas-vold-9788215028682


See Iver Mytting’s doctorate on 
‘The blue bands of the forest: The 
emergence of Oslomarka as an 
outdoor area;

and Kirsti Pedersen Gurholt’s work on  
friluftsliv and 19th century feminism, 

female emancipation, and women’s 
social and political rights. 

5. mobile devices, social 
media, and online teaching

The presence of digital media and 
technology in all aspects of social life, 
including friluftsliv contexts, continues 
to rise. Professional film and television, 
amateur videography, digital mapping, 
social media, and conventional literature, 
are examples of media and technologies 
that all intersect with and influence 
friluftsliv activities, experiences, and 
performances. This field of research has 
increased at NIH over the past five years 
in response to needs and interests of a 
dynamic Norwegian society, and it will 
no doubt continue to grow as a leading 
field of study in the coming years.

See Jørgen Eriksen, Trond Augestad and 
Axel Rosenberg’s work on the use digital 
tools for outdoor teaching;

Imre van Kraalingen’s research on outdoor 
teaching with mobile technology;

Kirsti Pederson Gurholt’s work on Arctic 
Adventure Girls;

and Simon Beames and Aage Radmann’s 
critique of survival reality television.

6. safety and skills

The important work at NIH related 
to Safety and Skills helps to inform 
friluftsliv students, educators, and 
the public, about good practice when 
travelling through a variety of outdoor 
environments and contexts. Through 
multiple presentations,  media, the 
NIH friluftsliv team has provided 
lectures and workshops, written book 
chapters and articles for the popular 
press, made publicly available videos, 
and been members of national 
governing bodies in the outdoor sector. 
Topics of expertise include first aid, 
risk management, mountain and 
avalanche safety, wilderness search 
and rescue, survival skills, camping 
and winter skills, and military training. 

Jannicke Høyem’s work illuminates key 
elements of safety in the winter, with a 

particular emphasis on avalanche training. 

Trond Augestad has created knowledge 
exchange videos on winter skills/ice rescue.

7. schools, education, 
pedagogy and learning

NIH researchers are deeply interested 
in the role of friluftsliv in schools and 
in teaching and learning outdoors with 
young people, more generally.  Recent 
inquiries in this domain have focused 
primarily on how friluftsliv intersects 
with curriculum, didactics and 
pedagogy, schools and kindergartens, 
assessment and learning outcomes, and 
teacher education and training. More 
broadly, NIH studies have examined 
topics such as children and outdoor play; 
Generation Z; adventurous learning; 

See Kristian Abelsen and Petter Erik 
Leirhaug’s review of empirical research 
on the history of friluftsliv in schools 
between 1974-2014 and Abelsen’s work 

on ‘slow pedagogy’.

https://www.nih.no/om-nih/aktuelt/nyheter/2021/januar/da-oslomarka-blei-park/
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-53550-0_8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42438-022-00315-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42438-022-00315-2
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780429343704-13/arctic-adventure-girls-kirsti-pedersen-gurholt
https://nih.brage.unit.no/nih-xmlui/handle/11250/2986291
https://www.nrk.no/nordland/varsom-observator-torbjorn-pedersen-utloser-skred-_-stor-snoskredfare-faregrad-4-ifolge-nve-1.15389774
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5C7cEa0HdjI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5C7cEa0HdjI


research for an environmentally 
and socially just world

The Outdoor Studies researchers at NIH 
see friluftsliv as part of the action needed 
to address the world’s greatest challenges: 
climate change and loss of biodiversity; 
decreasing mental health and well-
being; and increasing social inequalities.  

Over the coming years, we intend to 
more deliberately tackle the above 
global problems through carefully 
aligning our teaching, research and 
knowledge exchange practices with 
our ongoing work in the diverse areas 
of nature tourism, outdoor pedagogies, 
leadership and professionalization 
in outdoors, outdoor leisure practices, 
mobile technology and social media 
in friluftsliv, friluftsliv in schools and 
education, culture and friluftsliv, 
and near-nature experiences.  

Our journey is underway, with the 
staff team collaborating on recent 
and ongoing projects related to: social 
inequalities in Norwegian friluftsliv 
(Kirsti); strategies for teaching 
wilderness travel skills online (Jørgen); 
consumption and procurement of 
outdoor clothing and equipment (all 
– ref below); critically interrogating 
our own teaching practices; 
and the carbon emissions versus 
educational benefits of remote outdoor 
experiences (outdoor studies forum).

The ‘big three’ issues of our time – 
sustainability, health and well-being, 
and equalities – thus provide anchors for 
the work we do as educators, researchers 
and citizens. We invite prospective 
students, individual practitioners, 
partner organizations, and potential 
research collaborators to join us as we 
work to address the most pressing issues 
for people and planet through friluftsliv. 

Besides publishing in written media, 
our research and knowledge exchange 
is shared through our own podcast and 
webinar series — all of which can be found 
at NIH’s Outdoor Studies Forum pages.

join us!

https://www.nih.no/en/research/about/departments/teacher-education-and-outdoor-studies/outdoor-studies-forum/
https://www.nih.no/en/research/about/departments/teacher-education-and-outdoor-studies/outdoor-studies-forum/
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