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URBAN AND REGIONAL HORIZONS

Change agency and reproductive agency in the course of
industrial path evolution
Nora G. Bækkelund

ABSTRACT
The literature integrating an agency perspective with evolutionary economic geography (EEG) has tended to focus on
change agency. This paper introduces a distinction between change agency and reproductive agency. The variegated
agency understanding is integrated within a path-as-process perspective. By investigating three cases of rural tourism
development, changes in types of agency in the course of path evolution are elucidated. It emerges that both change
and reproductive agency are important for industry path development. Thus, the article contributes to a more
dynamic and nuanced understanding of the role of agency in path evolution, expanding the hitherto change-oriented
agency literature in EEG.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years the evolutionary economic geography
(EEG) field has started to address its structure centrism
by granting increased attention to agency (Grillitsch &
Sotarauta, 2020; Isaksen et al., 2019; Kyllingstad &
Rypestøl, 2019; Steen, 2016). In this endeavour the
focus has been on agency in path creation and diversifica-
tion (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020; Isaksen et al., 2019;
MacKinnon et al., 2019b; Sotarauta et al., 2020). Accord-
ingly, radical change agency has moved centre stage. How-
ever, Jolly et al. (2020) highlight the strong presence of
reproductive agency in some phases of path evolution.
Yet, reproductive agency remains under-conceptualized
relative to change agency. It is often understood as a source
of lock-in or obstruction of innovation, while other roles it
might play in industry development have scarcely been
investigated. This paper introduces a more nuanced
understanding of reproductive agency, thus proposing a
framework for investigating the variations in agency across
path evolution.

To examine the different combinations of agency
throughout industry path evolution, tourism development
in the villages Flåm, Odda and Sogndal in Western Nor-
way has been investigated. The villages are by the Sognef-
jord and the Hardangerfjord, areas with a long history of

tourism. The three villages are receiving a disproportio-
nately large share of the visitors in the region and have
developed industry paths in distinct types of tourism. As
a consequence of its networked nature, as well as the indir-
ect impact of visitors on everyone living in a tourism des-
tination (Milano et al., 2019), the tourism sector tends to
involve a large number of variegated actors. Therefore, the
sector lends itself to a qualitative examination of the vary-
ing types of agency in industry development. The follow-
ing research question is addressed: How do change and
reproductive agency vary in the course of path evolution?
By addressing this question, the article contributes to
nuancing the change-oriented understanding of agency
in EEG.

As the tourism geography literature engages both with
evolutionary theory and cases of strong agency (e.g., Ran-
delli et al., 2014), it would appear as a fruitful strand of lit-
erature to draw upon in order to advance the agency
perspective in EEG – especially so when using tourism
development cases. However, evolutionary perspectives
on tourism have mostly brough insights from EEG to
tourism geography, rather than being framed as contri-
butions to EEG or economic geography as a whole (Brou-
der, 2017; Dieter, 2019, p. 67). To my knowledge, there is
no work within the field conceptualizing agency in relation
to evolutionary theory. This might reflect a certain
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tendency towards descriptivism in tourism geographies (de
Cássia Ariza da Cruz, 2019). Therefore, the understand-
ing of agency in this paper builds upon empirics and exist-
ing conceptualizations from EEG and related literatures.

EVOLUTIONARY ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY
AND AGENCY

In spite of path dependence theory in its original form first
and foremost explaining why it is sometimes difficult for
businesses or industries to break out of certain tracks
(David, 1988), discussions on the role of agency within
EEG also spring out of the path dependency literature.
The path dependence perspective’s structure centrism
was first challenged by Garud and Karnøe’s (2003) concept
of path creation. In their notion of path creation, a new
industry path is created through a multi-agentic process.
Another question introducing change agency to path-
dependent processes was that of breaking out of lock-in
(Sydow et al., 2009). Both new path creation and breaking
out of lock-in have become central topics in EEG (Gril-
litsch & Sotarauta, 2020; Hassink, 2010).

Martin (2010) reformulated the path dependence
model as processual, to a larger extent allowing for change
as well as continuity, and thus for a more significant role
for agency in the course of path evolution. While increas-
ing returns, network externalities and positive feedback
cycles are key to the development of a distinct path, they
do not necessarily lead to suboptimal lock-in (Martin,
2010). Also in established paths, agency may produce
dynamism, making path extension, upgrading, diversifica-
tion or creation possible (Grillitsch et al., 2018).

This study joins the economic geography tradition,
defining an industry path as a distinct type of activity of
economic relevance to the territory, which gathers suffi-
cient critical mass to produce self-reinforcing effects (Fre-
din et al., 2019, p. 797). Although new industry paths are
distinct from other activities in the region, they are often
created from latent potential in pre-existing activities
(MacKinnon et al., 2019b; Martin & Sunley, 2006; Njøs
et al., 2020). Thus, new industry creation implies both
continuity and change. The latter is often attributed to
agency, which in EEG is commonly understood as ‘action
or intervention by an actor to produce a particular effect’
(Sotarauta & Suvinen, 2018, p. 90).

While the common definition of agency in EEG
focuses on the single actor, it is also argued that change
is usually not made by single heroic actors, but rather
emerges from the actions of multiple actors with different
visions and interests (Sotarauta et al., 2017). Even in the
case of one or a few agents working for a specific change,
these depend on others for changing practices (Weik,
2011, p. 473) and getting access to resources. Thus, an
actor’s social network is an integral part of the actor’s
agency (Battilana, 2006).

Change is not only made by multiple actors, but
through a combination of different forms of agency. Isak-
sen et al. (2019) suggest that more radical change requires
both system- and firm-level agency, while Grillitsch and

Sotarauta (2020) distinguish between Schumpeterian
entrepreneurship, institutional entrepreneurship and
place-based leadership, arguing that these three types of
change agency are essential for regional path development.

In line with Schumpeter’s (1934) notions of entrepre-
neurship and creative destruction, Grillitsch and Sotarauta
(2020, p. 7) define Schumpeterian entrepreneurship as
entrepreneurs ‘breaking with existing paths and working
towards the establishment of new ones’. They emphasize
that although innovative entrepreneurship is central, new
path development requires wider changes in institutions.
Institutional entrepreneurship is key in making such
changes. Following Battilana et al. (2009, p. 68), insti-
tutional entrepreneurship is understood as actions lever-
aging resources to create new or transform existing
institutions. As path development requires a mix of actions
from several actors, mobilization and cooperation between
different actors and interests is also central. Place-based
leadership plays this mobilizing role (Sotarauta, 2016).
In the trinity of change agency, place-based leadership is
defined as conscious efforts to mobilize actors and coordi-
nate their actions ‘to stimulate the emergence of a regional
growth path… ’ (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020, p. 9).
While for example a mayor might be a place-based leader,
place-based leadership is independent of formal position,
and is often relatively hidden. It works through networks
and can be distributed among several people (Sotarauta,
2016). As the three categories refer to agency, rather
than actors, it is also useful to keep in mind that the one
and same actor might enact different forms of agency sim-
ultaneously or across time, and that the type of agency
enacted does not necessarily coincide with the formal
role of an actor.

Reproductive agency
While attention towards change agency ameliorates the
structure centrism of EEG, this perspective has to a lesser
extent been able to take agency’s contribution to path
dependence into account (Sunley, 2008; Sydow et al.,
2009). People’s actions can also not produce change, or
produce less radical change. Accordingly, it is useful to dis-
tinguish between change agency and reproductive agency
(Coe & Jordhus-Lier, 2011). Reproductive agency can
be resistance to novel activities (Jolly et al., 2020), but it
also involves actions existing in their own right (rather
than in opposition to something) and which imply some
degree of change, but still hold a small change potential
relative to change agency (Kurikka & Grillitsch, 2020).
Agency as a stabilizing factor is as many-faceted as change
agency and should not be reduced to pure obstruction or
equated with non-agency. The literature has not yet devel-
oped a conceptual apparatus that captures the nuances in
reproductive agency. The aim of this paper is to address
this issue, building a novel framework by giving Grillitsch
and Sotarauta’s (2020) three change-agency types counter
categories. The change agency and reproductive agency
categories represent two ends of a range, thus giving a
more nuanced agency understanding.
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While Schumpeterian entrepreneurship refers to the
creation of activities that are at least new to the place,
the many cases where new firms are created, but where
these are similar to existing businesses, will be referred
to as replicative entrepreneurship (Baumol, 2010, p. 18).
Most entrepreneurship is closer to replicative than to
Schumpeterian entrepreneurship. Replicative entrepre-
neurship is also agency, and it involves change for the indi-
vidual or the firm. Yet, seen in a wider perspective,
replicative entrepreneurship is characterized by gradual
improvement rather than radical innovation and change.
Thus, it is here considered a type of reproductive agency.

Institutional work will be used as a counter category to
institutional entrepreneurship. While institutional entre-
preneurship is change oriented (Battilana et al., 2009),
the notion of institutional work has a broader range. It
includes efforts that contribute to maintaining existing
institutions and institutional practices that are often
taken for granted (Lawrence et al., 2011). In this paper,
institutional work will be used when referring to insti-
tutional practices that, unlike institutional entrepreneur-
ship, are not intended to produce radical change.

Place-based leadership is most often associated with
change (Benneworth et al., 2017; Coenen et al., 2020;
Jolly et al., 2020; Sotarauta et al., 2017). However, one
may ask whether ‘shared leadership where many different
independent actors exercise mutual influence to agree and
deliver collective goals’ (Benneworth et al., 2017, p. 236)
will always be change oriented. Similar networks and col-
laboration practices may also contribute to strengthening
existing activities. Aiming to account for mobilization
and collaboration both for change and for maintaining
established paths, the contrasting categories change lea-
dership and maintenance leadership are derived from the
notion of place-based leadership. Thus, we have a conti-
nuum with Schumpeterian entrepreneurship, institutional
entrepreneurship and change leadership on the change
agency side, and replicative entrepreneurship, institutional
work and maintenance leadership on the replicative agency
side.

In order to avoid implicit local bias in the theorizing on
agency, a distinction between local and non-local actors is
added to the perspective.While networks for place develop-
ment tend to have a strong territorial dimension (Martin &
Sunley, 2006), extra-regional linkages, giving access to non-
local assets, are also key for path creation and development
(Binz et al., 2016;MacKinnon et al., 2019a). Extra-regional
linkages are made by relations between local and non-local
actors, where the latter have agency too (Binz et al., 2016).
Non-local actors may enact the same types of agency as local
actors. However, they might steer the path in directions not
wished for by local actors because they are often character-
ized by ‘placeless power’, meaning they exercise cumulated
power without caring about ‘the consequences of their
decisions for particular places and communities’ (Hamble-
ton, 2019, p. 3). Yet, non-local actors may also act for the
good of particular places, either as a result of coinciding
interests or of their mandate and responsibilities (Fløysand
et al., 2017).

Change agency and reproductive agency in the
course of path evolution
In the following section expectations for different
dynamics between the various types of change and repro-
ductive agency and the passages between them in the
course of industry path evolution are discussed. The dis-
cussion is structured according to Martin’s (2010) path-
as-process model, with an emphasis on preformation,
path creation and path development. Thus, the section
presents an analytical framework (summarized in Figure 1)
which combines the evolutionary dimension with a varie-
gated agency understanding, treating agency as a factor
contributing both to continuity and change.

The preformation phase
By studying the preformation phase, we may understand
the conditions from which a path starts (Martin, 2010).
In this phase reproductive agency prevails. Habits are
slowly evolving as agents reflexively adapt existing patterns
to constantly changing situations (Emirbayer & Mische,
1998, p. 968). Through their daily activities, actors are
embedded in social networks. While the institutional
work enacted in these networks might constrain actors
from working for change, such network embedding may
also constitute a large part of actors’ agency and give lever-
age in effecting change. Thus, not only constraints but also
capabilities and space for action is built up before the
events of immediate relevance to path creation (Grillitsch
& Sotarauta, 2020, p. 11).

Although reproductive agency prevails, agentic behav-
iour in the preformation phase can open new opportunities
(Smith et al., 2017). Reproductive agency might contrib-
ute to maintaining an already favourable environment for
industry development, or Schumpeterian entrepreneurship
in an otherwise stagnant environment might be the first
step towards a new path, inspiring further change agency.
For example, the demonstration effect from pioneers of
offshore wind made it a focus for the industry development
programme in North East England (Dawley et al., 2015).
New ideas, or emerging challenges to old paths, may first
be discussed in pre-existing networks of place-based lea-
dership. Further, the experience of one’s effort making a
difference can encourage actors to get involved with or
lead change processes in the future, as well as provide
knowledge of how to do so (Steen, 2016). Thus, different
actions and processes in the preformation phase may
gather momentum for a subsequent period characterized
by change agency and path change.

From preformation to path creation
The shift from the reproductive agency patterns of the pre-
formation phase to a change agency pattern in the path cre-
ation phase may be explained both by the agency itself
(Sydow et al., 2009, p. 5) and by the influence of events
and conditions beyond the control of agents (David,
1988). Changes in the context may create new opportunities
or problems to which actors respond (Araujo & Harrison,
2002). These produce critical junctures – ‘relatively short
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periods of time during which there is a substantially heigh-
tened probability that agents’ choices will affect the out-
come of interest’ (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007, p. 348).
Critical junctures imply the presence of an opportunity
space, but also of events that necessitate agency. The notion
of ‘problematic situation’ (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998),
inspired by Mead’s (1932) theorization of temporality,
gives a perspective on the relationship between such contex-
tual events and agency. A problematic situation makes it
hard to reproduce existing patterns, thus pushing agents
out of routine and allowing for ‘reflective distance to
received patterns’ (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 972).
The pressure experienced by actors in the problematic situ-
ation makes their actions more conscious or intentional
than what is the case in the daily course of things.

Agency in the face of problematic situations means
reading the situation not only in terms of interpreting
the problem, but also seeing opportunities (Smith et al.,
2017), drawing on network connections that ‘were there
all along’ or creating new ones (Garud et al., 2010). This
is possible also in the absence of a problematic situation.
An agent that spots and starts working towards a new
opportunity may induce a critical juncture on the context
as their actions open a window of opportunity that others
may or may not utilize (Kurikka & Grillitsch, 2020). Such
agency can be conducted by both firm- and non-firm
actors (Binz et al., 2016; Isaksen et al., 2019).

In particular, the development of a new path requires
Schumpeterian entrepreneurship. Yet, the actions that
lead to industry development tend to involve changes
beyond the single firm (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020; Isak-
sen et al., 2019). There is a dynamic between different
types of change agency. For instance, the initiating
Schumpeterian entrepreneurship might build on insti-
tutional changes or initiatives launched through place-
based leadership in the preformation phase, materializing
an imagined future shared by several actors. Furthermore,
theory indicates that institutional entrepreneurship makes
divergent change possible by removing crippling limit-
ations or making necessary resources available (Boschma
et al., 2017). Thus, a combination of different change-
oriented actions affecting different areas are necessary for
path creation (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020, p. 11). New

non-local actors are also likely to get involved in this
phase, for example through Schumpeterian entrepreneur-
ship, or by doing institutional work beyond the local level.

From path creation to path development
While the shift of prevailing types of agency between the
preformation and path creation phase is marked by a critical
juncture, the transition from the change agency dynamics of
the path creation phase to the reproductive agency pattern
of the development phase is typically gradual. As the path
emerges, those that enacted change agency in the creation
phase will have vested interests and might not want to dras-
tically change the emerging path (Musiolik et al., 2012).
Rather, they might cultivate self-reinforcing dynamics (Fre-
din et al., 2019; Sydow et al., 2010). Institutional changes
introduced during path creation will also shape and con-
strain the space for agency (Hassink, 2010). For instance,
the support structure that might have been developed
along with the path also tends to foster path reproduction
(Isaksen et al., 2019). Simultaneously, new opportunities
emerge as the new path develops. Consequently, more
actors are likely to further strengthen the self-reinforcing
dynamics of the path through replicative entrepreneurship
(Elert et al., 2019).

Although path development is marked by reproductive
agency dynamics, this does not imply a total absence of
change agency. As an industry path moves from burgeon-
ing industry to growing industry, initial problems and ten-
sions from conflicts of interest are likely to emerge
(Miörner & Trippl, 2019). This is further complicated
in the case of unequal power relations, especially between
local and non-local actors (Hambleton, 2019). Insti-
tutional entrepreneurship might reduce conflicts, curb
development-related problems and give direction, thus
contributing to the self-reinforcing dynamics and further
development of the path. Place-based leadership, both
for change or maintenance, may also play an important
role in fostering collaboration and common direction,
and entrepreneurs might find solutions to new problems
or opportunities stemming from the ongoing develop-
ment. On the one hand, then, reproductive agency plays
the major part in path development and can for instance
contribute to diversification of established paths, but on

Figure 1. Types of agency in the course of the path process.
Source: Adapted from Martin (2010, p. 21).
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the other hand, some change agency is necessary for the
path to continue developing. A situation with too much
reproductive agency will likely lead to lock-in and even-
tually stasis (Martin, 2010), with a high risk of the path
disappearing in the face of changing conditions (Isaksen,
2018). A path with a better mix of reproductive and
change agency may remain dynamic, with a higher ability
to respond to problematic situations and use critical junc-
tures to renew the path.

METHODS

In this investigation, three cases are examined. Consistent
with the evolutionary framework that the study aims to
inform, the cases are approached through process tracing
(George & Bennett, 2005) or, in the language of EEG,
tracing the path (Pike et al., 2016, p. 131). Locality is
the point of departure for tracing the tourism development
paths backwards from the current situation to their initial
events and conditions. In order to understand the role of
different events, conditions and actions in the path evol-
ution process, two types of data have been analysed: inter-
views and secondary sources. Both types of sources have
been consulted in two rounds, first for background infor-
mation and later for reconstructing the course of events
in each of the case locations.

Observation at industry meeting points, analysis of sec-
ondary sources such as newspaper articles, policy docu-
ments and reports, as well as eight interviews with
background informants, comprise the background
materials. National and regional tourism strategy docu-
ments (e.g., Hordaland Fylkeskommune, 2009; Johnsen
et al., 2009; Vestlandsrådet, 2014) and reports on the
economics of the sector (e.g., Iversen et al., 2014) made
up the major share of secondary sources as background
material. The background informants, who work in the
public support structure or sector organizations for the
wider region, were interviewed between November 2018
and January 2019, giving a general overview of the devel-
opment in different locations.

In order to trace the evolutionary processes in each of
the case locations, in the course of 2019 semi-structured
interviews were conducted with six actors in Flåm, six in
Sogndal and five in Odda. Three follow-up interviews
were conducted in August 2020. Including nine back-
ground interviews, the interview material consists of 29
interviews. The actors either have long-standing experi-
ence from the local tourism sector or from local economic
and social life more broadly. Some of them were referred
to as key agents by several others. The interview guides
were informed by the theoretical framework and by prior
analysis of the background materials. Possible biases, as
well as hindsight rationalization and the weaknesses of
human memory, are important disadvantages of using
interviews when studying past events. However, compar-
ing information from different interviews as well as from
newspaper articles, and in the case of Odda, archive
materials, partly ameliorates these weaknesses. Recon-
structing the paths from the increasing amounts of data,

questions were adapted and the search for secondary
data directed towards blank spaces and points of contra-
diction in the collected material. For instance, archive
material relating to past tourism and restructuring strat-
egies both filled in gaps and (dis)confirmed claims from
interviewees in Odda, while statistics on the number of
applicants to the university college confirmed claims
from interviewees in Sogndal. Thus, the combination of
different sources, and the particular attention towards con-
tradictions in the material, contribute to the validity of the
study.

CASES

The three cases are all located in Western Norway, two of
them by the Sognefjord and one by the Hardangerfjord
(Figure 2). Being in the same region, the cases have similar
formal institutions and political and economic conditions.
They also share landscape characteristics, as the villages are
all located at the end of a fjord branch. Although they have
several commonalities, the three cases have seen the evol-
ution of very different tourism sectors. Thus, the design
follows the logic of ‘most similar cases, different outcome’
(George & Bennett, 2005).

Sogndal village has about 4000 inhabitants and is the
centre of a rural region with an even larger population.
Sogndal has three hotels and several other providers of
accommodation, and in 2018 almost 17,000 tourists
stopped there overnight (statistikknett.no, 2019). While
many tourists simply stop for one night, since 2008 the vil-
lage has made a name for itself within backcountry skiing
and climbing. Sogndal’s mountain sport tourism is a niche
with synergies to important sectors in Sogndal, especially
higher education, and thus plays a different role from
pure accommodation.

Odda has 7000 inhabitants, and approximately
100,000 visitors per year. Most visitors come to hike to a
rock formation called Trolltunga, located 10 km into the
mountains. This hiking tourism has seen fast growth
since the late 2000s and works as a diversification from
metallurgic industries in what has been a ‘single industry
town’.

Flåm is the smallest village and has the largest number
of visitors, with approximately 400 inhabitants and 1
million annual visitors. Tourism is the main economic
activity, and a mass tourism strategy has been developed
based on a historic railway.

Sogndal
The establishment of a teachers’ school in 1972 and a rural
university college in 1975 has been decisive in giving
Sogndal unprecedented growth for a village by the Sognef-
jord. The formation of these educational institutions was a
result of a decision made by the state, which has since been
an important non-local actor in Sogndal. In the changing
political climate of the 1980s the university college took a
more business-oriented direction, offering courses in
business administration and tourism management (Yttri,
2008). This was both a first step towards the synergies
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that later developed between higher education and tourism
and an early example of local agency adapting to that of the
state.

A new era of local collaboration and maintenance lea-
dership was sparked when new Union of European Foot-
ball Associations (UEFA) stadium requirements were
introduced, creating a need for a new stadium in Sogndal
(Fløysand & Jakobsen, 2007). The stadium was built on
the campus plot. Long-term rental contracts for teaching
space for the university college allowed for use of state
resources for local scopes beyond those intended by the
state. Thus, Fosshaugane Campus, the major achievement
of what some informants call the ‘Sogndal model’, became
a prime example of what can be achieved through persist-
ent collaboration. ‘And that’s one of Sogndal’s character-
istics: widespread volunteerism and collaboration’ (local
entrepreneur).

The same networks of collaboration that made Fos-
shaugane Campus possible exercised more change-
oriented place-based leadership when a mountain sport
festival was organized in 2008. By connecting local
resources such as mountaineering guides, glacial research-
ers, spectacular mountains and good snow conditions at
the right time, the festival entrepreneur enhanced the
opportunity for Sogndal to tap into the growing trend of
backcountry skiing and other mountain sports. Perhaps
due to the organizer’s journalistic experience, the festival
received media coverage that established the reputation
of the snow in the Sogndal valley as among the best in
the world. This is a form of institutional entrepreneurship
that opened opportunities for entrepreneurship. A contri-
buting factor was also that the regional office of the
national television had been looking for a winter sport
event to cover. Later, the same journalists launched a rea-
lity series called Fjellfolk (mountain people), featuring sev-
eral people from the Sogndal area who work in or spend a
lot of time in the mountains. The work behind the series

was both replicative entrepreneurship, as they produced
and sold a new television series, and a form institutional
work that reinforced the image of Sogndal as a mountai-
neering and backcountry skiing location.

A ball started rolling with the winter sport festival. They

have opened the door for many like us. … The mountains

were here, then the equipment came, interest grew, and then

came the mountain sport festival, then came Fjellfolk and

then came we.

(local tourism entrepreneur)

The festival produced a window of opportunity for other
actors in Sogndal to build new or improve existing activities
within the tourism field. The networks of past place-based
leadership were important both in realizing the festival and
in using its momentum to create new activity in the follow-
ing years. Thus, the initiative of one person contributed to
changing the direction of place-based leadership, taking a
step from maintenance towards change. At the same
time his embeddedness in pre-established networks made
both the festival and its wider effects possible.

The niche tourism activities have become a positive
force for other activities in Sogndal. In the years following
the first festival, applicant numbers to the university
college in Sogndal grew more than the national average.
‘I don’t think it’s coincidental that the Mountain Sport
Festival started in 2008 and that we then saw an upturn
in several of our education programmes’ (board member
at the university college). In 2017 the university college
started offering a bachelor’s programme in nature-based
tourism, thus using and reinforcing Sogndal’s new image
as a place for mountain sports. In the years following the
first winter sport festival, several new outdoor tourism
companies have been established in Sogndal, but the com-
panies are all small and of a lifestyle entrepreneurship
character. Commercial developments of the ski lifts and

Figure 2. Case villages in Western Norway.
Source: Geographical data are from Kartverket.
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second-home properties in its surroundings might be the
closest Sogndal comes towards Schumpeterian entrepre-
neurship within outdoor sports. This involves some central
actors from the first years of the festival, as well as non-
local investors.

Further development of the mountain tourism path in
Sogndal would require more entrepreneurship with a
higher degree of novelty, or at least at a larger scale. The
slow commercial development may partially be explained
by the nature of the local mountaineering sector, where
mountaineering guides in particular prioritize protecting
the mountains above capitalizing on them. It can also be
tied to the priorities emerging from maintenance leader-
ship, seeing mountain sports first and foremost as contri-
buting to community and to making Sogndal attractive for
other sectors, rather than as an important economic
opportunity in its own right. However, the equilibrium
around place-based leadership might be shifting. Some
are now debating what is being perceived as unjust concen-
trations of power through non-formal channels. This may
change the dynamism of the mountain sport tourism path.

Odda
Once Norway’s top tourist destination, Odda was trans-
formed to an industrial town in the middle of an otherwise
picturesque region after the establishment of the first smelt-
ing plant in 1908. Since the 1990s, Odda experienced indus-
trial decline. For a town where three industrial companies
employed one-third of the population, the situation was
critical (Odda Municipality, 2000). From 1997 to 2002,
Odda Municipality ran a restructuring project with higher
tech industrial spin-offs and tourism development as parallel
strategies. In 2003, Odda Smelteverk, the major employer in
Odda, finally closed. This loss of 200 jobs represented a criti-
cal juncture for Odda. ‘Many lost their jobs, and we suddenly
had 160 declares in the town centre that we did not know
what to do about. Maybe we to a bigger extent saw that
we had to change… ’ (municipal employee).

In response, some wanted the old production facilities
removed to free up space for new activities, while others
wanted to preserve them as United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) world
heritage and use them for cultural tourism (Cruickshank
et al., 2013). The latter group was inspired by past conser-
vation projects, which, among other things, had led to the
establishment of an industrial history museum in Tyssedal,
6 km from Odda. The conflict between the industry-
oriented maintenance leadership and the tourism-oriented
attempts at change leadership constrained effective
response. After years of debate, the smelting premises
are still there, mostly unchanged.

The development that led to the current tourism growth
was independent of Odda’s major industrial assets and is not
a direct result of the past municipal efforts for tourism
development. In 2008, facing an economically problematic
situation, one of the local co-owners of a new hotel in Odda
tried to create new attractions. He picked a rock formation
called Trolltunga and a route for a via ferrata.1 The via fer-
rata was projected together with the industrial history

museum, following the water pipes of the old hydroelectric
power station, valorizing this part of the industrial heritage.
‘We collaborated with the museum from day one. They
have been a very nice collaborator, both as co-advocate
and as thought partner for the historical contents in our
trips’ (mountain guide entrepreneur).

In this collaboration Schumpeterian entrepreneurship
was coupled with the change leadership behind the indus-
trial history museum. Yet, local collaboration did not
change the situation alone. In 2008, the same year as the
hotel was on the verge of bankruptcy, the destination mar-
keting organization (DMO) of the Hardanger region
made a new marketing strategy, using images of the Troll-
tunga rock formation on all their materials and communi-
cations. ‘We wanted something that drew attention, really.
And then we found Trolltunga.…And at the same time
[entrepreneur] established [mountain guide company]. It
happened contemporarily. And we have kept in touch
throughout the years’ (Hardanger DMO).

After discovering each other, the DMO and the Troll-
tunga mountain guide entrepreneur contacted the supra-
regional DMO, which became an important non-local
agent for tourism development in Odda. Through the net-
works of the national tourism marketing organization, the
images of Trolltunga gained a massive reach, being dis-
played in Times Square and on the front page of National
Geographic Traveller. As visitors came, had their photo-
graph taken on Trolltunga, and shared the images on
social media, the marketing had a self-reinforcing effect.
As a result, the number of visitors grew from 1000 in
2009 to 50,000 in 2015 (Hardanger, 2015).

Rapid growth gave the Odda community a much needed
boost, with an estimated increase in value creation from
tourism from approximately €1.3 million in 2012 to €7
million in 2017 (Wigestrand, 2018, pp. 28–33). However,
quick growth also caused ‘growth pains’. In 2016, there
were 40 cases of mountain rescue emergencies. The DMO
invited all relevant actors to participate in finding solutions,
which involved changes in information and marketing,
improvements to physical infrastructure, as well as having
safety staff along the trail. In this phase, heterogeneous
actors were aligned through maintenance leadership from
the DMO. The municipality took a central role in carrying
out these changes. Some of the common solutions were
institutional changes, introduced to avoid self-undermining
effects from tourism growth, thus illustrating how change
agency might also have a path-reproducing effect.

Then we no longer wanted attention at any cost and agreed

that all photos, TV and video produced at Trolltunga had to

fit within the behaviour we want people to have there.

(Hardanger DMO)

So that’s how we work, to make tourism as little of a hassle as

possible to the locals. For instance, we have moved a part of

the trail to steer away from a popular cabin area on the way to

Trolltunga.

(municipal employee)
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Since the Trolltunga breakthrough, some new activi-
ties have emerged through replicative entrepreneurship.
Several non-local actors have expressed interest in Odda
and Trolltunga. In dialogue between the mountain guide
entrepreneur and the municipality, some projects were
deemed unsuitable while others have been welcomed but
have yet to materialize. By 2019 visitor numbers stabilized,
and one might ask whether local actors will be able to
further develop the path that has been created. Until
now, commercial entrepreneurship of significance, except
for the hotel and mountain guide entrepreneur, is missing.
However, the municipality is conducting a public inquiry
for a big sky-lift project by a non-local investor group.
Although the new tourism path lacked foundations in
local norms and imaginations, continued work for tourism
development by the municipality and others might indi-
cate a change away from purely industry-focused mainten-
ance leadership.

Flåm
A railroad line, constructed for infrastructural purposes in
1941, is the foundation for today’s large-scale tourism
development in Flåm. However, the development does
not start with the construction of the line, but rather
with the risk of its abandonment. In the 1980s, several rail-
way side tracks around Norway were closed. After warn-
ings from the new county governor, who had previously
worked for the national railways (NSB), Aurland munici-
pality initiated a train-based tourism development project
in 1994. The change leadership surrounding the project
pointed out train-based tourism as a future trajectory for
Flåm. The project augmented the perceived importance
of the railway, now going beyond its infrastructural func-
tion and the jobs at the railways.

In 1997, in spite of having been involved in the tourism
project, the NSB decided to terminate the operations of
the Flåm railway. In this problematic situation, the
mayor, who found himself in a position of particular
responsibility, enacted strong change agency. Together
with the municipal tourism secretary, he presented the
NSB with a tourism-based business model for turning
the small deficit into significant profit. The NSB joined
the project on the condition that the municipality would
buy the railway infrastructures and build a cruise terminal
in Flåm. While most municipalities would not have been
able to do so, this was a possibility because Aurland muni-
cipality had a significant income from hydroelectric energy
production. By setting conditions, the NSB as a non-local
actor significantly shaped the path taken by Flåm, opening
the door for other powerful non-local actors. A highly
unusual organizational constellation was formed as the
municipality and the local bank together bought the rail-
way and the hotel, while the NSB were paid for operating
the trains. In making this deal, the same parties were
involved in institutional as well as Schumpeterian entre-
preneurship. While the mayor and the local bank were act-
ing for the good of the village, they created a profit-
seeking actor that subsequently came to shape the trajec-
tory of Flåm. However, they were careful to make this a

publicly owned ‘capitalist’, later rejecting an interested pri-
vate investor due to disagreements about the further devel-
opment of Flåm as a destination, thus combining
maintenance leadership and replicative entrepreneurship.

There was an investor group that expressed interest. … In

principle, it was wrong to privatise the whole area. They

wanted to put up a fence towards the local community rather

than involving them in the development. … And the happy

outcome was that we parked the investor group and got Siva2

with us.

(former mayor)

The municipality and the partly publicly owned company
Flåm AS developed the railway, the cruise terminal and
the hotel, constantly dealing with powerful non-local
actors. Meanwhile, entrepreneurs opened and developed
other accommodation, restaurants, shops and activities.
The development phase is marked by replicative entrepre-
neurship, by both local and non-local actors. Although
entrepreneurship always involves some degree of change,
the cumulative effect has been to reproduce and strengthen
the mass tourism path.

Non-local actors have been pushing for growth with-
out concern for the cumulated local effects. Flåm AS
and some other local actors have cultivated the growth,
trying to maximize local value creation and limit negative
side effects. For this purpose, Flåm AS has encouraged
and supported local entrepreneurship, while also buying
some local companies in order to develop them for tourism
purposes. In this way, Flåm AS is exercising both entre-
preneurship and maintenance leadership, and fulfilling
some of the functions of a destination marketing and man-
agement organization. Taking on these wider roles, the
company has also enacted institutional entrepreneurship.
This form of institutional entrepreneurship contributes
to the self-reinforcing dynamics of continued new venture
formation within tourism in Flåm. ‘That has been one of
the strengths here, that everyone knows everyone. You
can give input, join and get traction from the big actors.
That new things are started and we get new experiences,
that’s a win–win situation’ (local entrepreneur).

In response to tensions regarding crowding and pol-
lution from cruise traffic, in 2015 and 2016 the organiz-
ation managing the Nærøyfjord world heritage park
attempted to reduce the gap between industry and inhabi-
tants through dialogue conferences. This maintenance lea-
dership has contributed to solving problems related to
crowding and travellers trespassing on farmland. However,
the pollution issues remain. Through the UNESCO status
gained by the Nærøyfjord in 2005, the state too entered as
a non-local actor, representing a counter-power to the
tourism industry forces. In May 2018, Parliament decided
that all traffic in the world heritage fjords must be zero
emission by 2026.

When it comes to starting to set requirements, the

UNESCO-status has been a weight in that direction. …

I’d say that thus far we have managed to balance different
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considerations, so the tourism industry machine has not run

out of control. … What happens now when it comes to

emissions is surprisingly positive, and it goes faster than I

had expected. And what makes me feel a bit optimistic is

that the [local] industry itself, at least when they talk to

me, are no longer screaming for more, more, more.

(former mayor)

While adaptations have been made locally, it is still
unknown whether the cruise industry will adapt or
whether they will redirect their routes. As long as other
ports are accessible, the latter is the cheapest and easiest
solution – the most logical for actors without particular
care for or responsibilities towards Flåm. Through their
non-local institutional entrepreneurship, Parliament is
playing an ambiguous role, protecting nature and inhabi-
tants with the risk of undermining the livelihood of
Flåm. They have created a new problematic situation.
The question is whether local agents this time will be
able to create solutions to the problem.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

As illustrated by the empirical analysis, the prevailing types
of agency vary between the path creation phase, which is
characterized by change, and the phases where more stab-
ility is needed for the path to develop. Seen in retrospect,
the paths build on developments and actions that took
place in the preformation phase. This historical continuity
indicates that even radical change agency has an evolution-
ary element to it, as it may build on pre-established net-
works or materialize future visions that emerged over time.

The shift from the reproductive processes of the pre-
formation phase to the change dynamics of path creation
can often be traced to a critical juncture, which in two of
the discussed cases were triggered by problematic situ-
ations. A critical juncture is not made only of problems,
but also by an opportunity space that makes certain
changes possible. Both the problematic situations and
opportunity space at least partially stem from exogenous
processes to which agents respond. While non-local actors
play an important role in making change possible, in the
three cases agency by local actors was key in initiating
path creation. This makes sense in light of the agency-trig-
gering effect of problematic situations, which are proble-
matic for specific places or for certain people (Emirbayer
& Mische, 1998). Thus, the shift from reproductive to
change agency is produced by a mix of exogenous forces
and agency by locally embedded actors.

The path creation phase is characterized by the inter-
twining of Schumpeterian entrepreneurship with change
agency beyond the firm. Change agency may be concen-
trated in a few agents and does not necessarily corre-
spond to their formal position. For instance,
institutional entrepreneurship and place-based change
leadership may be enacted by firm actors (Grillitsch &
Sotarauta, 2020). Perhaps more surprisingly, the case of
Flåm shows that public actors too may enact Schumpe-
terian entrepreneurship. The cases of Flåm and Sogndal

also show that the one and same actor may be involved
with several types of change agency in a concentrated
period of time. Further, in the path creation phase
local actors typically involve non-local actors who con-
tribute resources that are not available locally. These
actors may continue influencing subsequent path evol-
ution (Binz et al., 2016).

The shift from change agency dynamics to the repro-
ductive agency patterns of path development is gradual.
Due to vested interests, agents actively reproduce and
strengthen the path (Musiolik et al., 2012). Thus, the
same actors who enacted change agency in one situation
may enact reproductive agency in another. Compared
with the path creation phase, where a few actors tend to
enact several types of change agency, agency is more dis-
tributed in the path development phase. As the emerging
path opens new opportunities, replicative entrepreneur-
ship and complementary activities add critical mass.
Place-based leadership is likely to focus on maintenance,
as with the dialogue conferences in Flåm. Such reproduc-
tive agency may indeed be a positive force for develop-
ment, without which a path is unlikely to stabilize. Yet,
there may be a mix between reproductive and change
agency also in the path development phase. For instance,
new collaborations and the creation of new institutions
in Odda are changes. However, these changes also con-
tribute to the development of the path, as they counter
self-undermining effects stemming from the path itself.
This illustrates that there is a continuum between change
agency and reproductive agency. Such nuance makes
analysis less crisp, but it also keeps the door open for
some of the complexity of structure–agency interactions
and the relationship between intention and outcome,
immediate effects and the greater picture.

Although the three cases all have a stronger presence of
change agency in the path creation phase and of reproduc-
tive agency in preformation and path development, there
are variations in the agency mix seen in the different
cases. For instance, place-based leadership, both for main-
tenance and change, is most accentuated in Sogndal, while
Schumpeterian entrepreneurship has been most accentu-
ated in Flåm. Also, there has been more change agency
in Flåm than in the two other cases. In Odda change
agency has continued through path development, but it
is being enacted by different actors than those who created
the path.

The differences between the paths, both in agency pat-
terns and type of tourism, point towards different future
developments. Covid-19 created a problematic situation
in 2020, which might represent a critical juncture for
places specialized in tourism. This is not so much the
case in Sogndal, where mountain sport tourism was
already mostly focused on the national market. The posi-
tive trend in student numbers continued in autumn 2020
too. However, the resistance recently faced by mainten-
ance leadership might be a step towards changing
dynamics, which could speed up, slow down or otherwise
alter the tourism path development. In Odda Covid-19
represents a significant challenge, but it seems to have
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provoked temporary adaptation rather than long-term
change agency. Continued action for strengthening the
tourism path indicates that self-reinforcing dynamics are
in play, and that place-based leadership is starting to con-
solidate around the hiking tourism path. This illustrates
how agency responds to past agency and thus has an evol-
utionary element to it. This is also the case in Flåm, where
the tourism sector is experiencing a double problematic
situation, with the challenge to adapt to new environ-
mental regulations and a significant loss of income in
2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Yet local actors are
investing in green technological solutions while doing
institutional work in order to shape the environmental
regulations to their advantage. Thus, change agency and
reproductive agency are being enacted simultaneously
and partly by the same actors. Accordingly, at this critical
juncture the Flåm tourism path seems to continue as a
dynamic process, as suggested by Martin (2010).

The agency perspective of this paper contributes
towards an understanding of how human actors may foster
regional development. The importance not only of will-
ingness and ability to change, but also of building upon
lasting structures, emerges from the investigation of chan-
ging agency patterns in the course of path evolution. By
directing attention towards reproductive agency in
addition to change agency, the paper also contributes to
nuancing the understanding of agency and to partially
reconciling agency with an evolutionary perspective.
While change agency is key to path creation, reproductive
agency is necessary for the path to develop. The observed
passages between phases characterized by different agency
patterns also indicate that the more radical change agency
is often connected to critical junctures, which at least
partly stem from exogenous events or developments.
Thus, new paths cannot be explained by local agency or
exogenous shocks alone, but by a mix of local and exogen-
ous developments that offer opportunities and create
pressure for change. Accordingly, it emerges that actions
contributing to change can be intended and strategic,
but also reactive, as they are influenced by problematic
situations.

The paper has utilized two supplementary conceptual
tools in understanding the relationship between endogen-
ous and exogenous forces. A distinction between local and
non-local agents draws to the fore the key role of non-local
actors in bringing new resources (Binz et al., 2016;
Miörner & Trippl, 2019), as well as the disproportionate
influence they may thus gain (Hambleton, 2019). The
concept of critical junctures represents another type of
link between local path evolution and wider developments,
which is also a step towards taking into account the chan-
ging conditions for agency across time. The study has
some limits as it draws solely on cases from the rural tour-
ism industry, which has several peculiarities relative to
other industries. Accordingly, agency and its relationship
with exogenous events and processes in industry develop-
ment should be further investigated and nuanced in future
research in other regions and industries. The multiscalarity
of agency also needs to be further explored and

conceptualized beyond the local, non-local distinction.
In addition, new questions emerge regarding the back-
ground, knowledge and social networks of key agents in
industry path development.
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NOTES

1. Via ferrata (in Italian) means iron path and refers to
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2. A public company that develops, owns and finances
national infrastructure for innovation and industry devel-
opment.
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