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ABISKO SCIENCE OUTREACH SERVICE

ABSTRACT

Opportunity
The Climate Impacts Research Centre (CIRC) is a 
natural science centre in Abisko in the north of Sweden. 
Their research revolves around studying climate related 
impacts on arctic ecosystems. International tourists 
visit Abisko to see the northern lights (in winter) or the 
midnight sun (in summer). Tourists have no clue about 
the research activities going on in Abisko and why they 
are relevant. Few interactions between researchers and 
tourists take place.

CIRC needs a way to find new ways of reaching out to 
these tourists. It is important that these activities do 
not distract researchers from their primary task. This 
is because the importance of outreach activities is not 
recognised by the academic community yet.

Essentially, the tension of an outreach service is to educate 
tourists that do not want to spend time on something that 
seems like work. To achieve this ambitious goal we expect 
to design a series of three experiences. These experiences 
build on each other from low to high engagement. 

Process
From the start we wanted to understand both the context 
and the motivations of the people involved in this 
project. We visited Abisko a total of four times. There 
we interviewed tourists, researchers, hotel staff, nature 
guides and locals. Their stories were then transcribed 
and shared with all the other classmates. In a workshop 
with the main stakeholders we got to understand how all 
actors collaborate.

To make sense of the vast amount of data, we embarked 
on a series of empathy building exercises. First we created 
an archetype of our typical visitor (a persona). Then we 
created an elaborate scenario of a typical stay in Abisko. 
We used role-play to identify the major pain points in 
the guests experience. This then influenced our ideation 
phase in which we strived to ease our persona from their 
pain points.

During the ideation phase we looked on how to create 
immersive experiences in small spaces. Quick prototyping 
and (low-fi) user tests helped us understand how people 
felt. These findings then influenced our final proposal.

Finally, we needed to figure out how to best communicate 
our ideas without travelling to Abisko again. We also 
summarise our work and proposals in a final presentation 
and in the rest of this report.

Proposed Solution
Abisko Layers is a service that aims to help tourists 
learn in different depths about what CIRC does and 
why it is important. The service engages visitors at three 
main touch-points with different ways of conveying 
information:

Multi-sensory Learning: Virtual Elevator
The first part of Abisko Layers is a virtual elevator. 
Each virtual floor represents a different area of research 
(e.g. atmosphere, soil and underground). On each 
floor visitors experience a short, multi-sensory story 
supposed to salivate their appetite to get to know more. 

In-Context Learning: Signage & App
An offline smartphone application contains pointers 
to  research–related locations in Abisko.  Interactive 
signposts mark these locations. They help visitors make 
sense of what they see. Both the app and the signage 
visualise the changes Abisko has been going through over 
the last 100 years.

In-Depth Learning: Tablet & Phone Apps
Once hooked, visitors can access more interactive 
information through a smartphone/tablet app. It 
describes the greater context of climate impact research.
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Summary of the Challenges and Opportunities

DESIGN BRIEF

Abisko is a small but internationally recognized and well 
visited place in the northern part of Sweden, known for 
its beautiful scenery, its national park and its constantly 
sunny and blue sky which enables great opportunities to 
enjoy the midnight sun in summer and one of the best 
places in the world to experience the northern lights 
wintertime. 

The Climate Impacts Research Centre (CIRC) is a natural 
science centre within Abisko. Their main research task 
within CIRC is to study climate related impacts on arctic 
ecosystems. One of the major challenges for researchers 
at CIRC make the on-going research more visible for the 
large number of visitors in Abisko. 

The aim of this project, Science Outreach, is to design 
services, artefacts and installations that create curiosity, 
awareness and engage visitors in environmental 
questions related to the surrounding Arctic environment 
and, maybe also allow them to explore research related 
issues on a local as well as global scale.

The capacity of managing the growing demand for 
information is, however, limited. This means that your 
concepts should be designed with consideration for what 
is feasible within today’s technological environment.

1. Make the on-going research at the Abisko Research Station more  
visible to the tourists visiting the area.

2. Design services, artifacts and installations that create curiosity,  
awareness and engage visitors in environmental questions.

3. Ensure that the concepts do not require a lot of maintenance or  
support from the researchers side as their capacity is limited. 
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Research Activities and Ethnographical Methods

LISTENING

Throughout the project we had the opportunity to 
visit Abisko four times. Throughout these visits we 
interviewed and observe nearly two dozen of tourists, 
a couple of researchers and locals – some of them 
even multiple times. Since we too were tourists during 
our time in Abisko, we got to empathise with this user 
type particularly well. Additionally we held workshops 
using established Service Design techniques  with the 
main stakeholders of the project in Abisko and met 
with representatives of the touristic industry within the 
national park.

To ensure our findings would be available to all of us, we 
summarised the key findings of the interviews in stories 
and summary videos that we shared with the whole class 
through a Web site.

In order to better understand the challenges outreach 
providers phase, we interviewed two guides. Andreas 
Bergström – who takes tourists, politicians and scientists 
to the Arctic and Antarctic – told us that teaching people 
research in the nature and letting them see, hear and 
touch can lead to a better learning outcome. Bastien – 
who promotes science to people of different ages and 
backgrounds and designs new activities and installations 
– taught us that purely fact-based outreach is useless 
and that we ought to instead focus on immersive and 
interesting stories to spark people’s curiosity.
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BUILDING EMPATHY
Personas, Scenarios, User Journeys & Role-Playing

After listening to and observing tourists in Abisko during 
the peak Aurora season, we already had a pretty accurate 
image of what was important to them. Even though 
we had stayed in Abisko ourselves multiple times, our 
experience and expectations of the trip were likely to be 
very different. Therefore, to better understand our main 
target group, we decided to engage in a couple of empathy 
exercises.

First we looked to our research stories and observation 
to create a persona – an established empathy tool – to 
ensure we were all agreeing on whom we were designing 
our service for. Second, we created an elaborate user 
journey (covering pre-travel, booking, travel, arrival, stay 
and return) for our persona again based on the research 
stories. Since our interviews did not cover the entire two-
day stay of an Aurora tourist we felt the need to validate 
the user journey in some way. This proved to be difficult, 
as the Aurora season had already ended once we got to 
visit Abisko for the second time.

We used an elaborate role-play to validate our user journey 
and uncover critical pain points. Most importantly, we 
realised how difficult many outdoor activities become 
when it is dark for most of the time, and we were able 
to uncover some critical waiting moments during the 
persona’s stay.
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RESEARCH INSIGHTS
Summary of Key Research Insights & Themes

Stressed Phenomena Tourists
Tourists tend to visit Abisko for a specific reason and 
their experience hinges on getting to see the phenomena. 
Since tourists are staying for two nights on average, this 
can result in them feeling stressed about if  their trip will 
be a success. 

Tourists Forgoing other Activities
Tourists visiting during the peak aurora season in winter 
find themselves in an environment that is predominantly 
dark and cold. They tend to be choose to stay inside for 
most of their stay.

Waiting Spaces
Since tourists are very goal-driven during their Abisko 
stay, there are also ample moments in which tourists are 
waiting around – anxiously awaiting for their phenomena 
to happen. For Aurora tourists we have identified two 
main moments:

1. tourists waiting in the lobby of the STF tourist 
station until the aurora appears at night.

2. tourists waiting around the fireplace in the Aurora 
sky station for the aurora to appear at night.

Exchanging Experiences
Interactions between tourists occur frequently in Abisko. 
Especially within the waiting spaces, tourists tend to 
exchange their past Aurora experiences and tips on how 
to photograph the aurora, and compare Abisko to their 
home.

No Idea About CIRC
None of the tourists were aware about any of CIRC’s 
research activities nor did we discover any particular 
interest of tourists towards learning more about it. Our 
stakeholder maps show that the worlds of the scientists 
at CIRC and the aurora tourists are far apart. The only 
overlap occurs during the summer months, when tourists 
accidentally stumble across the research experiments. In 
these cases tourists had no idea what the experiments 
were about.

Climate Change and Politics are Intert-
wined
Researchers and nature guides repetitively mentioned the 
difficulty of separating the climate impact research from 
politics. In most discussions with tourists the questions 
seem to revolve around who is to blame for the climate 
change and what can be done. CIRC’s research goal is 
different from providing recommendations or imposing 
blame.

People think Research is Boring
From interviewing a science outreach provider in Umea 
we heard that the main challenge for them is to make 
science immersive and relevant to their visitors. Most 
of their visitors seem to think that science and research 
are rather dull things, as most of the artifacts speak a 
different language than them.
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Guidelines for the Ideation Process Based on the Key Research Findings

DESIGN GUIDELINES

Destigmatize Science and Research
For many tourists, the words Science and Research 
trigger memories of dull lectures and lessons from back 
in school. It is understandable that this is not something 
they would want their trip to Abisko to be associated with. 
We aim to find ways to introduce tourists to these topics 
without explicitly mentioning it.

Involve the Brain and the Heart
Visiting a new place for the first time is an emotional 
experience. Many tourists – and especially those visiting 
for the northern lights – describe their stay in emotional 
words. This is a stark contrast to the fact-driven research 
being done at the research station. To make their research 
more accessible to the tourists we aim to find more 
engaging and relatable ways to reach out while remaining 
true to the facts.

A Guilt Free Experience
The topic of climate change tends to evoke an emotional 
discussion about politics. A lot of the discourse on climate 
change is focussed on blaming people for their actions, 
which tends to trigger a defensive stance in the intended 
audience. We believe that our concept should take a 
blame-free approach on the topic climate change and 
focus on the research being done rather than the causes 
for it. This is especially important as a lot of Aurora 
tourists have just flown in from places all over the globe.

Respect the Tourists’ Goals
Many tourists arrive with a very clear expectation and 
goal of their stay. It is very important that our concepts 
will not interfere with that goal in any way. Therefore, we 

aim to target the moments in which tourists are waiting 
for their planned activities to begin, rather than creating 
completely new activities from the ground up.

Different Levels of Engagement
A large number of visitors, both national and international, 
visit the Abisko region year-round. The types of tourists 
vary a lot as the winter conditions are very different from 
the summer. With this diverse set of tourists we also 
expect them to have very different levels of tolerance 
to engage during their stay. Especially when age and 
background of the audience varies, it is important to 
provide different depths of learning for different people.
Therefore our concept will have to afford different levels 
of engagement.
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Testing the Experience

IDEATION ACTIVITIES

In order to improve our ideas we were testing the concept 
by simulating the service and the use of artifacts within.

We have simulated the multisensory experience by 
setting up the atmosphere in the actual elevator, trying 
out various binaural/surround sound systems, combining 
auditory stories with ambient music, creating immersive 
environments in small spaces with different lighting, as 
well as exploring ways to project visuals. 

Throughout the design process we have also user tested 
our interfaces, which proved to be a source of invaluable 
feedback for further development. 
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Providing Varied Learning Experiences

LEARNING LAYERS

One of our key research findings was that there is very little 
overlap between the Aurora tourists and the scientists at 
CIRC. The project brief describes a service that makes 
tourists more aware of the research activities in Abisko, 
but without requiring much (if any) intervention from the 
side of the researchers. Another research finding was that 
tourists also were not particularly keen on being educated 
in their holidays.

Essentially, the tension of a potential outreach service 
is to educate tourists that do not necessarily want to 
be educated. To achieve this ambitious goal we expect 
to design a series of three experiences that gradually 
increase the time of engagement of the tourists with the 
service. The first experience will need to speak to the 
tourists in a basic and very immersive level over a very 
short period of time (see ‘multi-sensory’). The second 
experience demands a higher level of engagement from 
the tourists to experience the information in-context. 
Finally, the last experience allows tourist to get a 
maximum of information but at the cost of a high level 
of engagement. 

There are two major challenges for this to happen:

1. to find what is truly interesting and relevant about 
the CIRC‘s research for the tourists.

2. to create a service in which tourists can engage 
with the information on different levels.

Multi-Sensory In-Context In-Depth
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Structuring Research Experiments into Layers

SCIENCE STORIES

In order to communicate the research being conducted at 
CIRC in Abisko, we first needed to understand and digest 
it ourselves. We turned to the interviews we had with the 
scientists, to popular science magazines (e.g. Science, 
Nature) and CIRC‘s own website. Eventually we decided 
on a couple of facts that seemed to be the most interesting 
for the tourists. We found that we were able to categorize 
these into three layers (see illustration).

What if we could take the tourists on a journey to tell 
them about these research findings and how CIRC was 
able to figure out this is happening? On all layers CIRC 
is involved doing research related to climate change and 
the impact is has on the environment in Abisko. Since  
climate change happens at a faster speed in the arctic 
than it does in other regions of the world, their findings 
are a glimpse of what might happen in other places.

When looking at the layers of research we noticed that 
this is pretty similar to how exhibitions are organised 
within museums. Usually each floor features a different 
exhibition for visitors to enjoy. And visitors can move 
between these floors using elevators. What if there were 
a way for tourists in Abisko that would – metaphorically 
speaking – transport them into these layers of research.

Atmosphere
Related to weather and the atmosphere (temperature increase, 
precipitation, rapid temperature changes)

Flora & Fauna
Related to flora & fauna (rising tree lines in Abisko, change in 
vegetation, caterpillar infestations, plant species invasion)

Underground
Related to permafrost & bacteria: (melting permafrost, 
installations on the mire, Methane deposit, greenhouse gases, 
oldest living bacteria)



Abisko Layers Science Outreach | Service Design |  11

Introducing the Abisko Layers Service

FINAL CONCEPTS

Abisko Layers is a service that aims to help tourists 
learn in different depths about what CIRC does and 
why it is important. The service engages visitors at three 
main touch-points with different ways of conveying 
information:

1. Multi-sensory Learning: Virtual Elevator
The first part of Abisko Layers is a virtual elevator that 
metaphorically takes visitors on a tour through the 
different layers of research. On each layer visitors are 
introduced to short, engaging stories that are supposed 
to salivate their appetite. Finally, visitors are introduced 
to the other components of the service.

2. In-Context Learning: Signage & App
Visitors are encouraged to download a smartphone 
app containing pointers to research–related locations 
in Abisko. These locations are marked with interactive 
signposts that help visitors make sense of what they see 
at that context. The app and the signage visualise the 
changes Abisko has been going through over the last 100 
years and how the experiments work.

3. In-Depth Learning: Tablet & Phone Apps
Both smartphone and tablet apps allow visitors an easy 
way to access more information about the scientific 
experiments and the greater context in which the climate 
impact research is being done. This information is curated 
by CIRC and ideally offers different levels of detail based 
on the visitors engagement and level of understanding.

Finally, Abisko Layers also aims to foster a discussion 
both amongst tourists in Abisko and family members 
back home. Proposals of how to do so follow later.

Multi-Sensory Learning
Virtual Elevator

Introduction
Receptionist & Postcard

In-Depth Learning
Mobile & Tablet App

Sharing in Abisko
Phone Charing Station

Sharing outside Abisko
Postcard

In-Context Learning
Signpost & Mobile App

Learning Sharing
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Virtual Elevator

ABISKO LAYERS: MULTI-SENSORY LEARNING

The goal of the multi-sensory experience is to give the 
tourists  a quick 3-minute introduction to CIRC’s research 
in an entertaining way and spark their interest for further 
learning session. 

The idea of multisensory learning is to enhance one’s 
story-listening experience inside an elevator simulator 
(a dark box) through visual and auditory channels, 
supported by additional vibrations and interaction 
elements when appropriate.

We believe a virtual elevator offers an immersive indoor 
experience with a small footprint. First tests have shown 
that the dark, constrained space affords the opportunity 
to create a truly multi-sensory experience to communicate 
CIRC’s research through stories. If placed at the STF 
Tourist Station it also represents an inviting, quick and 
easy-to-use way of killing some time while waiting for the 
aurora to appear.

Also, the virtual elevator recommend audience to have 
in-context and in-depth learning through the application.
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Virtual Elevator Feasibility

ABISKO LAYERS: MULTI-SENSORY LEARNING

The idea of the Virtual Elevator is a 1.5m*1.5m*2.5m 
dark box with projectors (or screens), speakers and some 
interaction elements inside.

The projectors/screens show visuals to stimulate the 
feeling of a elevator travelling through layers and support 
the storytelling on each layer. 

The speakers create the directional audio to match the 
moving visuals. And the user test shows the dark and 
constrained space makes people more sensitive to the 
audio effect.

The interaction elements such as temperature button, 
touch screen or energy switch can involve audience to 
participate and see how climate change influence the 
ecosystem.
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Outdoor Signage and Offline Smartphone App

ABISKO LAYERS: IN-CONTEXT LEARNING

The goal of the in-context learning is to point the tourists 
to some research-related locations so they can experience 
and learn more about CIRC’s climate impact research in 
the real context.

In-context learning consists of a map with specific 
research-related spots on the app and signposts near 
each spot. When people hike outdoors, they can use the 
app to find interesting locations nearby, possibly filtered 
by layers of interest. Once tourists arrive at the spot or 
stumble upon it, they will find a transparent signpost 
with explanatory visuals, which overlap with the real 
landscape or the facilities behind it. Therefore, people can 
see through the signpost by adjusting their viewpoint to 
match the overlayed visuals with the real life landscape. 
This way users can learn more about an on-going research 
examples, such as the structure of the permafrost or how 
the greenhouse chambers work. 

In addition to that, more dynamic information related 
to these spots will pop up on the app with animations 
and audio. For example, people can either check how 
the thickness of permafrost under their feet changes 
from 1900 to 2050, or discover the dynamics of the snow 
coverage.
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Tablet and Smartphone Applications

ABISKO LAYERS: IN-DEPTH LEARNING

Followed after the multisensory and in-context learning 
experience, in-depth learning provides an opportunity 
to know more about the details of the climate impact 
research stories and findings conducted in Abisko. 

In depth-learning is facilitated through the Abisko Layers 
smartphone and tablet apps, where the content is divided 
into the three main layers (air, land and soil). These three 
layers contain a set of climate impact research topics 
that are updated when needed (for example when new 
findings are discovered). Within each topic there might 
be  facts, expedition stories and quotes from researchers.

Where applicable, written stories might be enhanced with 
a use of supporting audio, video and animation material. 
Additionally, a suggestion to refer back to the map of 
research-related locations is provided for those who want 
to contextualize this in-depth information. 
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Charging Stations and Postcards

ABISKO LAYERS: SHARING THE EXPERIENCE

The sharing part of the “Abisko Layers” service can be 
categorized into sharing within and outside Abisko. 

Sharing one’s experience within Abisko is encouraged 
by the phone charging stations (that visually resemble 
of research layers) strategically placed across the area 
in location where tourists gather and wait a lot, such as 
Abisko Tourist Station, Aurora Sky Station etc.

The aim is to trigger conversations with strangers and 
other tourists by reminding them of the “Abisko Layers” 
experience in a subtle way. We believe that reinforcing 
those learning memories by sharing what one learned 
is also important for reaching more tourists in Abisko. 
Also, based on our research one of the main visitors’ 
frustrations is mobile phones running out of the battery 
in the cold climate quickly. Therefore it’s cosy and warm 
to sit indoors by the fireplace, enjoy a cup of coffee 
and chat - and that’s what tourist do already, just their 
conversations can be directed towards “Abisko Layers” 
with a help of those portable reminders.

In addition to that, “Abisko Layers” postcards serve as 
a way of sharing information and experience outside of 
Abisko. Possibly sent out to family and friends or kept as 
personal souvenirs. Postcards are designed to look both 
visually attractive and informative at the same time - 
providing further links to the service at the back of the 
card. Since our research findings support the fact that 
tourists like to bring postcards home already, we fulfill 
yet another need identified within our target audience.
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Summary of Benefits for Researchers and Tourists

BENEFITS

Looking at the concept from the point of the Climate 
Impact Research Centre, this concept fulfills the 
needs that were identified during the interviews with  
researchers in Abisko:

1. Researchers do not have time to be involved in 
science outreach because it distracts them from 
their main task - doing research.

2. Researchers are not trained to be storytellers and 
might have some difficulties in describing their 
research findings to the general public.

Therefore, for researchers at CIRC most of the work 
during the whole service journey is only to provide the 
primary content for the stories used throughout the 
service. Also, our service can show CIRC a clear outcome 
of the outreach work through the usage of the elevator, 
website and app.

Additionally, benefits for the tourists include a chance 
to learn more about the research done in Abisko from  
different perspective, without feeling intimidated. 
Different layers (levels) of learning fulfill different needs 
and interests, as well as support gradual learning. Also, 
this concept can serve as a waiting-gap-filling experience 
or even an alternative experience if there are no Northern 
Lights.
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