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5 Youths’ and their guardians’ prospects 
of reindeer husbandry in Finland

Tanja Joona and Pigga Keskitalo1

Introduction

This chapter investigates what young reindeer herders think about their liveli-
hood and future prospects to continue in this profession in Finnish reindeer 
herding districts. In addition, their guardians are interviewed so that the 
overall family perspective is available. Reindeer herding is a traditional liveli-
hood practised across the Arctic and Subarctic regions, areas that have 
become the intense focus of development and policy interests. The Arctic 
area is predicted to experience dramatic climate shifts over the coming 
decades as a result of climate change. Young reindeer herders today face an 
uncertain future. Reindeer herders’ pastures are being lost, and the full range 
of the consequences and impact of climate change is unclear. The conditions 
under which they practise herding today may be very different by the time 
they reach middle age. It is crucial for the future of reindeer husbandry that 
the youth adopt positive thinking, know how to assess opportunities and 
reach out to the future. The youths’ choices are important when it comes to 
the future of reindeer herding—whether or not they decide to become rein-
deer herders.

The study cases are in the following selected areas of  reindeer herding 
cooperatives: Palojärvi in the town of Ylitornio (South- West of  Lapland), 
Kaldooaivi in the municipality of  Utsjoki (North of Lapland) and Näkkälä 
in the municipality of  Enontekiö (North of Lapland) (see Reindeer Herders’ 
Association 2020a, p. 11). According to previous studies, reindeer herding is 
being affected by the pressure of  competing land use (Pogodaev and Oskal 
2015), climate change impact (Vuojala- Magga et al. 2011; Box et al. 2019) 
and fear of  an unstable future (Kaiser 2011; Omma et al. 2011; Kaiser et al. 
2013, 2010). Mirroring a great deal of  external stressors (Arctic Council 
Sustainable Development Working Group [SDWG] 2015), it is imperative to 
understand the rapid changes in the Arctic and ways to improve adaptation 
practices, what kind of views the youth hold and what kind of ideas they 
have with regard to the future of the reindeer herding and whether young 
people are willing to continue the livelihood. This chapter increases the 
knowledge on the future prospects of  young reindeer herders in Finland. 
The knowledge can be used when developing the conditions of young 
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herders as well as the northern communities as a whole. Instead of following 
the global trend of immigration to cities, Indigenous communities can stay 
viable with strong cultural ties to traditional lands and natural resources 
(United Nations 2009, p. 93).

Reindeer herding as it exists today began in the late Middle Ages. The Sámi 
started herding reindeer and migrated nomadically with their herds according 
to the rhythm of the seasons. The Finnish population also adopted reindeer 
herding early on and developed it further for their own needs. Reindeer hus-
bandry considers the characteristics of each area, such as the terrain, settle-
ments and natural conditions (Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020a, p. 17).

Finnish Lapland covers about a third (100,369 km2) of Finland’s total 
area. It is sparsely populated, the density being just two inhabitants per 
square kilometre, and the total population is 179,000 inhabitants. The area is 
known for its peculiar landscape, wilderness and traditional livelihoods, 
especially reindeer herding, which is an important part of the local economy. 
Due to the increase in the global prices of energy and raw materials, espe-
cially minerals, a rapidly expanding invasion of industrial land use and 
exploitation of natural resources is occurring in Lapland. Reindeer and 
people have a connection that is thousands of years old, first through deer 
hunting, then through reindeer domestication and herding. The profession 
of a reindeer herder is based on information and traditions that have been 
passed down through generations. In their work, nature and the eight sea-
sons of the year are always present. Pure nature is very important for the 
continuity of herding work and reindeer herding culture. Both women and 
men can be reindeer herders (Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020b). 
However, the position of women reindeer herders can be paradoxical because 
of changes in society, for example desire to get education and demands of 
traditional society (Kaiser et al. 2015).

Many of the older generations of reindeer herders remember the days 
when there were expansive grazing lands (Vuojala- Magga and Turunen 
2015), the predator stock was kept under reasonable control (Wennstedt 
2002; Tveraa et al. 2013), the reindeer herd was dense and the whole village 
gathered at the fences—both reindeer and the rest of the village and nearby 
villages (Heikkinen 2006). However, there are very viable communities still 
today (Pekkarinen 2006; Sarkki et al. 2016; Lépy et al. 2018). It is clear that 
the standard of living in Finland has increased over the generations. Finland 
has progressed from one of the poorest corners of Europe in the late nine-
teenth century to a highly advanced and innovative industrial country ranked 
by assorted international indices as the happiest, most stable, safest and best- 
governed country in the world (Reiter and Lutz 2019, p. 2; Statistics Finland 
2019; Voutilainen 2016). According to Kokkinen (2012), considerable input 
into education has had a significant relation with the dramatically changed 
economic performance in Finland. The Finnish economy has experienced 
remarkable growth over the last 150 years, as far as statistics are available. 
According to Ojala et al. (2006), Finland was a fully agrarian economy that 
was heavily regulated and reliant on foreign trade. Even as late as the 
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outbreak of the Second World War, the majority of the Finnish population 
was still employed in agriculture. It was only during the latter part of the 
twentieth century that Finland became a highly versatile economy, with both 
industries and services blossoming simultaneously. This progress was accom-
panied by the development of an extensive welfare state, high levels of invest-
ment in education and a considerable population shift from the countryside 
to the growing cities of southern Finland (Ojala et al. 2006; Reiter and Lutz 
2019, p. 4). These societal and economic changes have also affected reindeer 
husbandry. In spite of  Finland being one of the wealthiest countries in the 
world, Indigenous peoples’ rights to lands and waters are still not recog-
nized, which complicates land usage issues related to reindeer husbandry. 
Getting stuck in the past means paralysis in reindeer herding if  only the past 
is seen as positive (Reinert et al. 2009). If  instead of looking for opportuni-
ties and the positive impact of  today’s reindeer herding and future prospects 
we become paralysed by the fear of  change, the world begins to look hope-
less, and the future runs its course negatively affecting children and young 
people. When the world begins to look hopeless, young people often tend to 
seek something else. Reindeer husbandry—if nothing else—provides an 
excellent starting point for those willing to work as an entrepreneur and pro-
fessional reindeer herder. The work is independent, close to the traditional 
living style of  the local culture and conducted outside with animals. However, 
there are also many challenges—the profession is prone to accidents and 
vulnerable to the disadvantages of  other forms of land use. Fortunately, the 
reindeer herder entrepreneurship field has been able to build on positive 
premises rather than negative—the share of reindeer owners under the age 
of 25 is higher than the share of retired people. Of course, traditionally, 
people of  all ages play a valuable role in the practical work of reindeer herd-
ing. Children grow up to care for reindeer from their infancy, and the elderly 
participate in the work for as long as their health allows. The work is done 
together, taking turns caring for the others. Reindeer husbandry bridges gen-
erational gaps (Ollila 2019, 2014).

In Finland, there are around 900 reindeer owners under the age of 25, 
located in every part of the broad reindeer husbandry area from north 
Finland to the southern areas of the reindeer herding region (see Figure 5.1), 
and they are actively involved in reindeer herding. There are girls and boys of 
every age from the north, centre and south of the reindeer herding district 
(Jernsletten and Klokov 2002; Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020c). The 
willingness of young reindeer herders to continue herding is obviously the 
principal element for continuity. The good news is that there are young peo-
ple interested in becoming reindeer herders. Only the southern reindeer hus-
bandry area is experiencing problems with this, mainly due to long- term 
problems with large carnivores (Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020c).

Many youngsters make a very important decision for the future of reindeer 
herding—they decide to become reindeer herders. Every year, several dozen 
youths decide to take a reindeer husbandry entrepreneurship education at the 
Sámi Education Institute in Inari, Finland, to qualify for start- up aid in the 
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profession (Sámi Education Institute 2020). The institute not only teaches 
how to become a professional reindeer herder; it also teaches how to utilize 
reindeer meat and skin, how to make handicrafts and clothes from reindeer 
horns and leather, for example. It is expected that to be able to work as a 
professional reindeer herder with economical support, one needs education 
in the reindeer herding entrepreneur profession and needs to have a minimum 
requirement of 80 living reindeer. In Finland, reindeer herding can be studied 
as a vocational education at the Sámi Education Institute Toivoniemi cam-
pus in Kaamanen, a village 30 kilometres north of Inari within the precincts 
of suitable buildings and structures. There are three kinds of study options. 
The first is a full basic study programme that consists of two to three years of 
study conducted on the campus and reindeer herding farms. The second pro-
gramme is learning to work as part of an apprenticeship training and is con-
ducted mainly at their own family reindeer herd or related places. Students go 
to campus to study and meet the teachers, and then they do their skills dem-
onstration. The third option is open vocational education training that gives 
study credits (Frangou and Keskitalo 2020; Keskitalo et al. 2020).

Figure 5.1       Reindeer Herding Districts in Finland and the numbers of reindeer. 

(Source: Reindeer Herders’ Association 2015)
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The lives of young reindeer herders are governed differently than in the 
days before the societal changes, changes in profession, technical develop-
ment and aspects affecting the profession (Reindeer Herders’ Association 
2020b). Times change, and life changes with it. Livelihoods and cultures, 
including reindeer husbandry, are also changing, and reindeer herders adapt 
with the changes (Rasmus et al. 2016).

We consider people under 29 years of age young reindeer herders, accord-
ing to Finland’s Youth Act, which defines youth to be those under 29 
(Nuorisolaki 1285/2016). In the opinion of young people, the definition in 
the Youth Act is too broad. According to the young people themselves, youth 
begins at around the age of 10 and ends around 20 (Merikivi, Myllyniemi 
and Salasuo 2016).

The interviews aim to answer the overall research question of the youth’s 
connectedness to reindeer herding. The sub- questions are as follows:

 1. What are the first memories of reindeer herding in the youths’ lives?
 2. How is the family occupied in the reindeer herding livelihood?
 3. What prospects do the youths perceive in future reindeer herding?

The aim of the research question is to discover the overall ideas that the 
youth have about reindeer herding through their narratives and their pros-
pects in the future to open their minds to future ideas about their career 
choices. We have asked questions to illuminate the youth’s connectedness to 
reindeer herding.2 The thematic interview contained background questions 
concerning the ages and genders of  the interviewees (N = 12). The inter-
views were semi- structured, and a data- driven content analysis was per-
formed (Anderson 2004).

Studies about Indigenous youths’ prospects in the Artic context

This chapter is interested in processing the ideas of young reindeer herders and 
their guardians about the entrepreneur in the Arctic context in Finland. In the 
literature review, we looked at what other researchers have stated about rein-
deer herding as a profession and, more specifically, what the youth think 
according to previous studies about the profession to explain future prospects.

Most remote communities in the Arctic share their fate with Europe’s 
northern periphery in that demographic development is characterized by a 
population decline that has been going on for decades (Karlsdottìr and 
Jungsberg 2015). According to recent and former studies (e.g. Heleniak 2020; 
Nymand Larsen et al. 2010), it is often difficult to get skilled young people 
that have moved away because of studies, work and other reasons to come 
back to their home regions to help create growth and optimism. One explana-
tion for this problem is that there is no variety of jobs or education possibili-
ties (Keskitalo 2019). In many cases, there is also a lack of women because of 
limited job opportunities and because they consider the opportunities for 
personal expression and recognition insufficient. Many young people across 
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the Arctic region imagine themselves holding secure, well- paid jobs in the 
future, and they see education as one way to achieve this. Some young stu-
dents from the Faroese Islands argue that future education will be even more 
ambitious than it is today if  they are to catch up with technological develop-
ments in the next 20 years or so. Students are even ready to do extracurricular 
activities for this reason. The idea that future young people have to learn 
much more than today indicates that learning is seen as a means of societal 
development (Karlsdottìr and Jungsberg 2015). Reindeer husbandry, how-
ever, kept villages populated, so it had a strong regional impact (Luke 2016).

When looking at the mobility of young people, living in the countryside 
can be seen as a choice in terms of the development of urbanization—and for 
a growing number of people, a wider lifestyle choice. The questions are: who 
stays, and who leaves? For those families who have stayed, the adults had to 
make a choice. Young people choose what to do after primary school, where 
to go to study their vocational education and then what to do after. The 
people living in the countryside do not necessarily expect urban services, but 
the place of residence is chosen according to what is considered important in 
life. The constant striving for material gain has been questioned. The signifi-
cance of leisure time, human relationships and physical exercise in contribut-
ing to people’s happiness addresses questions of the extent to which the 
countryside has a kind of ‘wellbeing surplus’ in the minds of the young 
(Nieminen- Sundell 2011). The findings are blended. Youth are at a stage in 
their lives where they want to travel, and many of them will not settle as 
established grown- ups for 10 to 15 years. In many ways, the youth period in 
life has become extended with increased formal requirements on training and 
education until one enters life as a fully acknowledged adult citizen (Evans, 
2018). This state of transience is in many ways liberating, but it can also feel 
troubling. Looking at the youth from the Arctic regions, they are attracted to 
more urban settlements in the short term, whereas in the 20–25- year perspec-
tive, it could be interesting to live in the area of their upbringing. One domi-
nating trend is how the youth’s lifestyle is, to a large extent, connected to an 
urban settlement. Therefore, it is difficult for the youth to ‘realize’ themselves 
as young people staying in a rural area in the short term. This is also reflected 
in their ambitions of being mobile to pursue education and work (Jones 2002; 
Hoolachan et al. 2017). Similarities can be found all over the Arctic.

According to Kaiser et al. (2013), the experience of the young reindeer 
herders was that being a reindeer herder is a privileged position which also 
implies many impossibilities and unjust adversities they have no control over 
and that there is nothing they can do but ‘bite the bullet’ or be a failure. The 
Eallin—the reindeer- herding youth project conducted by the Arctic Council 
SDWG (2015)—gives good examples of how the future of reindeer herding is 
seen by Sámi youth from Fennoscandia, Nenets and Khanty in the Yamal-
Nenets Autonomous Okrug; Dolgan, Chukchi, Yukagir, Even and Evenki in 
the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia; Evenki from China; and the herding 
youth from Mongolia. To sum up, the Eallin project showed that the youth are 
greatly concerned about the loss of grazing land. The loss and disturbance of 
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reindeer pastures are primarily related to mining, windmill extraction and 
infrastructure development. Predators and protected areas are also major 
concerns. Encroachments have had a large impact on reindeer husbandry in 
many places; thus, the reindeer- herding youth are worried that this could be a 
considerable threat to their future (International Centre of Reindeer Herding 
2015; Uboni et al. 2016). Gradual encroachment combined with climate 
change is challenging the traditional livelihood of herders. Reindeer herders 
wish to be heard at an earlier stage in the planning processes of industry as 
well as contribute knowledge with regard to changes that will impact their 
livelihoods (International Centre of Reindeer Herding 2015).

One of the consequences of climate change, globalization and changes in 
lifestyle is the emergence of a situation where more females consider migrat-
ing permanently away from their home community and region, and, indeed, 
increasing numbers of young women actually do so. Of course, gender- based 
differences in migration choice are nothing new in the Arctic. In connection 
with large- scale resource development projects, young and middle- aged males 
in search of employment and income opportunities have chosen to become 
migrant workers, leaving their communities for either a shorter or a longer 
period of time in the process. Seldom have they left the community perma-
nently. Only if  the job turned out to be more permanent in character and 
generated substantial income have they done so. In such cases, they often 
arrange with their families to follow them and settle in the new town or vil-
lage. Females, however, seem to migrate more permanently. Moreover, such 
choices have significant implications for the communities they leave, for 
instance, decreasing opportunities for marriage and the maintenance of fam-
ily life and family structures as well as fundamentally influencing other cul-
tural activities (Rasmussen 2009). The gender- related perception of 
customary male activities related to resource exploitation seems to be ‘sticky’ 
in the sense that males have difficulty in moving on from what once were key 
activities but now constitute only a small percentage of the available jobs. 
Females, however, seem less limited by specific job characteristics, determined 
by what may be considered ‘traditional’ and ‘acceptable’ activities.

Another interesting study on Nordic Arctic youth and their future perspec-
tives in connection with the project Foresight Analysis for Sustainable Regional 
Development in the Nordic Arctic was commissioned by the Nordic Working 
Group for Sustainable Regional Development in the Arctic (Karlsdottir 
2015; Karlsdottìr and Jungsberg 2015). The study investigates social sustain-
ability involving questions about attracting and/or keeping young people, 
especially women, in peripheral communities. This is a fundamental issue in 
keeping these communities viable, inhabited and attractive for everybody. 
The study involved several topics in which we are especially interested— 
culture and Indigenous traditions as well as the impact of social media on 
youth. The study shows how social media platforms can be used for empow-
erment purposes in policy issues concerning land use. Social media also pro-
vides connections to non- Sámi youth who are supporting the work of 
ensuring Sámi people acquire rights and recognition. This also indicates how 
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young Sámi today are a mixed group where cooperation is less about ethnic-
ity and instead based on shared values and future visions (Karlsdottir 2015; 
Karlsdottìr and Jungsberg 2015; Laitala and Puuronen 2015; Öhman 2015).

Some general guidelines mark the future of their traditional livelihood, 
reindeer herding. One study suggests that youth should be taken into entre-
preneurship in the early stages (Fleming et al. 2015). Other studies also indi-
cate the importance of state- supported training and resourcing for Indigenous 
needs (Chantrill 1998; Miller 2005; Barber and Jackson 2017). Individuals 
need motivation and support from their family, friends and community to 
adapt to the work culture and successfully get and keep a job (Haley and 
Fisher 2014). Their early memories partly explain the connectedness and 
family expectations and roles. According to studies, the family has an impor-
tant role in the background of the youth’s expressions in addition to personal 
motivation, gender, friends and family background affecting the career 
choices of the youth (Super et al. 1996; Chen 1997; Bandura et al. 2001; Ferry 
2006). For example, youth coming from agricultural backgrounds most prob-
ably also choose to work in agriculture (Fizer 2013). The place, cultural back-
ground and time shape youths’ identities and career choices (Arbona 2000).

Moreover, the kinds of measures taken towards the youth in rural and 
Indigenous communities are of utmost importance (Indigenous Peoples 
Forum at IFAD 2017). The sense of cultural and social belonging seems to be 
explained by means of working with traditional livelihoods, which has a fur-
ther impact on the employment of young people in remote, sparsely popu-
lated Arctic regions (Veijola and Strauss- Mazzullo 2018). According to the 
research, youths have identified and reported a shared problem of trying to 
be successful in the face of the sometimes contradictory demands of their 
Indigenous culture and those of the dominant one (Mbunda 1983; United 
Nations 2009; Gillan et al. 2017). For example, many young people feel con-
fronted with a hard choice between continuing school or staying in their com-
munity if  there are no further education possibilities after primary school 
(West et al. 2010). Research has shown that this implicates a cluster of prob-
lems, including lack of jobs in their local communities, outmigration to find 
employment, the unavailability of local housing, high living costs in remote 
rural villages and leaving their families as well as abandoning their aspira-
tions (Ulturgasheva 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2015; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014).

The vulnerable situation of reindeer herders and the impact of climate 
change may have serious consequences for trade and herders’ overall way of 
life (Furberg et al. 2011). Reinert et al. (2009) claimed that the key to han-
dling permanent changes successfully is that the herders themselves have suf-
ficient degrees of freedom to act. Further, research shows that the most 
important strategy of reindeer herders is constant adaptation to changing 
conditions (Reinert et al. 2009).

According to statistics, the number of reindeer herders in Finland has 
shrunk over the last 20 years; the number of men decreased from 6,000 to 
3,000 between 1990 and 2018, whereas the number of women has remained 
roughly unchanged (Figure 5.3). Reindeer herding can be different 
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depending on the area in which one lives. Youths tend to participate in family 
reindeer herding work from childhood. Most youths get their reindeer mark3 
when they are small, and they own reindeer in addition to everyone in their 
family. The living style of reindeer herding is learnt through participating in 
the workings of a herding and experiencing its fluctuations over time. 

Figure 5.3       The numbers of men and women in reindeer herding, 1990–2018. 

(Source: Reindeer Herders’ Association 2019)

Figure 5.2       Youths during a break from summer reindeer calf  marking. 

(Photo: Tanja Joona)
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Reindeer are semi- wild animals and require care for part of the year by a 
reindeer herder. In the northern part of Finland’s reindeer herding area, rein-
deer graze more freely, and they require constant herding by reindeer herders. 
During the winter, many reindeer herders feed them even if  the reindeer are 
not in fences because the pastures are becoming smaller depending on the 
area. In summer or autumn, there are reindeer markings. Some reindeer 
herders make hay for reindeer. Reindeer herders repair fences and maintain 
equipment. In autumn, there are reindeer round- ups and all the work involved 
both before and after that. Further, the work is carried out in various kinds 
of weather conditions (Joona 2018; Pirttilä 2020).

According to Rehtonen (2019), there are two sides to the development of 
the age structure of reindeer owners. There are increasingly more young people 
working as reindeer herders—especially young women. Until 2014, the upper 
age limit for individual aid was 65 years. However, under EU law, the restric-
tion was considered age discrimination. As a result of the abolition of the age 
limit, the share of retired people, mainly men, in reindeer herders has increased 
by 150 since 2014. The Reindeer Herders’ Association is concerned about this 
development since younger people cannot continue working if their parents 
do not give up the work. Those leaving the sector have been predominantly 
male, while the proportion of women has remained broadly the same through-
out. Currently, there are people of all ages among reindeer owners, but this has 
not always been the case. The most significant change has been the entry of 
young women into the sector. As late as 1995–1996, reindeer owner statistics 
did not show any women under the age of 17, but as early as 2005–2006, there 
were almost as many women as men. Today, the phenomenon is reflected, for 
example, in the number of applicants for start- up aid for reindeer husbandry. 
The change is significant. It can be seen that the situation has levelled off both 
between generations and between the genders (Rehtonen 2019).

According to Oinas (2018), competence and management in reindeer hus-
bandry work include tacit knowledge that has been acquired since childhood. 
Reindeer husbandry has several different means of survival that carry reindeer 
herders and their families through challenging situations. The attachment of 
the lifestyle identity and the historicity make reindeer herding binding on most 
generations and binding on itself and the community. From a community per-
spective, the lifestyle is in many ways a transition to weakened economic profit-
ability and the consequent reduction in number of employees. Changes in the 
economic and social aspects of reindeer husbandry have had an impact on the 
relationships between reindeer herders in various ways in different herds. At 
one extreme, the spaces may have tightened and escalated, while those left at 
the other extreme have condensed further cooperation, and the importance 
and contribution of everyone involved is highlighted. The decisive factor for 
the future of an individual group is whether the situation of the group is such 
that, according to new, young generations of reindeer herders, entry into rein-
deer husbandry work is still sensible and possible (Oinas 2018).

According to Daerga et al. (2008), men and women from reindeer- herding 
families need partly different conditions to enjoy a high quality of life. From 
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their results, it might be predicted that poor somatic and psychosocial health, 
increased intrusion from exploiters on the grazing land and declining profit in 
reindeer husbandry constitute important threats to a good quality of life 
among members of reindeer- herding families (Daerga et al. 2008). According 
to Buchanan et al. (2016), rural communities that rely on natural resources 
around the world demonstrate a highly gendered division of labour, and pasto-
ralists such as reindeer- herding communities appear to be no exception. Young 
and older female and male reindeer herders reported that there are different 
expectations for men and women in households regarding who should support 
reindeer husbandry and how this should be done. Boys are frequently social-
ized into the profession differently than girls (Buchanan et al. 2016).

The voices and views of the young herders and their guardians

Connectedness and memories about reindeer herding

The connectedness of reindeer herding tells about sociological processes of 
an Indigenous traditional living style (Balto 1997). The first memories related 
to reindeer herding are gained in early childhood. The socialization process 
into the livelihood is done through the family and the living style of the fam-
ily. All the interviewees have had reindeer in their families. We were interview-
ing those actively occupied in the profession.

The first memories are when I was three or four years old from calf  
marking.

(young male)

All the interviewees are from families who have been reindeer herders for 
generations, and the living style has been passed down from generation to 
generation, from grandparents to sons and their children or near kin.

When asked who is the most active in the reindeer- herding family, the 
answers varied. Often youths answer that it is the family’s father. It seems that 
most of the active reindeer herders are men, according to the interviews, so 
the profession is often gender- tight.

Most active reindeer herder in my nuclear family is my father.
(young female)

Or sometimes the extended family:

My uncles and cousins have an active reindeer herding activity.
(young male)

Still, there are also women in the livelihood. According to Joks (2005), 
women serve an invisible but important part of  reindeer herding, doing a lot 
of  things that are not so obvious, for example, taking care of  things at home 
when the men are herding in the forest or mountains. Mothers or female 
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relatives also look after the young children during the actual reindeer herd-
ing works, such as calf  marking in the summer or separation and slaughter-
ing in the fall.

The home means a lot for reindeer- herding youth. An interviewee claims 
that there is a willingness to come back after studies, meaning that one must 
often move away from home to study. The youths’ ideas about studying else-
where consist of traveling and getting new insights into life:

I want to live in the same place in a home village in the future. Before 
that, I’m going to study elsewhere, I still don’t know where. Possibly,  
I will also travel during these years.

(young female)

The youths consider their connectedness to their livelihood as part of their 
everyday life. Herding and its related activities are part of the annual rhythm 
still practised strongly in rural Lappish areas. It can be considered that rein-
deer herding is the centre of life and that all other things happen on its terms. 
If  there are schooldays in the middle of the slaughtering season, kids usually 
stay at home and participate in the reindeer separation.

Nowadays, reindeer herding is a blend of  traditional and modern life and 
technology. Reindeer herding is most often passed down in a family, but 
there are different ways to become a reindeer herder, such as through kin, as 
a family heritage or through learning the tradition in other ways. All youths 
need to receive an education to become professional reindeer herders and so 
they can raise grants. Of course, it is possible to be a reindeer herder without 
becoming a professional and instead engage it as a second occupation. It 
seems as though reindeer husbandry is a gender- tight and male- oriented 
occupation. Still, there are now increasing numbers of  women and young 
girls who wish to become reindeer herders. They can practise differently 
according to the principles of  the surroundings, sometimes taking part more 
actively in the work that men do or by doing different kinds of  tasks in their 
home yards if  there are children around. It is still a fact that reindeer herd-
ing is physically demanding work and prone to accidents because of  the 
demanding context in working with animals and the demands from the 
natural surroundings. The youths explain that the living style with different 
kinds of  seasonal work and living with reindeer herding in their home vil-
lage is motivating. They are ready to see the profession as a part of  their 
future life, either as a main profession or second occupation.

Ideas about reindeer herding

The youth think that reindeer herding is an important vocational branch, 
although there are things that might harm the living style, such as climate 
change. Reindeer husbandry is considered an industry that is vulnerable to 
the negative effects of  climate change. Changing weather and snow condi-
tions especially impact the reindeers’ ability to find food (Kumpula 2012). 
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Fortunately, reindeer herders have access to technologies and treatments 
that have already helped the reindeer herding livelihood adapt to the chang-
ing conditions. Reindeer husbandry does, however, still have several chal-
lenges to overcome in the process of  adapting to climate change, but it is also 
a livelihood with a relatively high adaptation potential to the changes 
(Rasmus et al. 2020).

Climate change is a nasty thing. It is likely to affect the food intake of 
reindeer as we have already been able to realize.

(young male)

The social nature of reindeer herding is, in many ways, the driving force for 
young people. Summertime with calf  markings is a learning time for young 
people. The different parts of a round- up enclosure become familiar for kids. 
Reindeer are handled in the churn (kirnu (Fin.) girdno (North Sámi)) when it 
is slaughter time.

Youths participate in different kinds of tasks during the reindeer- herding 
year. The high season of reindeer herding is the most interesting period 
according to one youth:

Reindeer calf  marking and reindeer round- up are the most fun events 
during the reindeer year.

(young female)

After all, it is fun for the youth when they get to spend the nights in a gang.

From learning to like, it goes into the blood. Besides, they really help a lot.
(parent of an interviewee)

The youths share a realistic picture of  reindeer herding because they are 
socialized into it from childhood and participate in different kinds of  tasks. 
They learn that the work is physically demanding, but many still want to 
wander with the herdsmen tens of  kilometres during the day when the rein-
deer are gathered for separation and slaughtering in the fall. In the sum-
mer, the work takes place normally at night- time. For example, one 
16- year- old male interviewee said he started at the age of  14 and walked 25 
kilometres during his first night in the forest. The youth also find the differ-
ent kinds of  tasks interesting, and the high season of  reindeer herding is a 
much- appreciated occasion. The youths’ participation in entrepreneurial 
work is a natural part of  family life. Everyone has their own role, depend-
ing on the age and task. Everything happens often with the support of  the 
guardians.

Future prospects

There are many kinds of ideas about the future among the youth. A young 
primary school- aged girl claims that she is about to study another profession, 
but also wants to work in reindeer husbandry:
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I am planning to study a profession but also probably continue reindeer 
husbandry. I will go to high school after elementary school, after which 
I plan to study more. I don’t know yet what profession I’m studying for. 
I plan to continue caring for reindeer alongside the work. I’m not going 
to start to work as a full- time reindeer herder.

(young female)

It seems that the girls are more willing to find a second occupation besides rein-
deer herding, which is natural as reindeer herding is a physical profession and is 
also male- oriented (Buchanan et al. 2016). It is also interesting that young 
females find reindeer herding very attractive and that they want to be involved 
with the profession in one way or another.Some youths think that the future of 
reindeer herding might be in crisis as they believe that the number of reindeer 
herders will be reduced further. The youths see that if reindeer husbandry is an 
ongoing profession in a family, the traditional living style is in good hands and 
also has a chance to be delivered to future generations (see also Oinas 2018).

The practice of reindeer husbandry will decrease in the future. I’m not 
sure. Depends on future generations. In our family, reindeer husbandry 
is likely to continue as there are so many of the family involved in a pro-
fession and living style.

(young male)

Many parents encourage children to continue in the reindeer- herding busi-
ness, but they also highlight the importance of studying. This can be contra-
dictory and requires balancing. It also reflects the intergenerational thinking 
and way of life.

After elementary school, I’m going to go to high school and after that 
maybe apply for a reindeer husbandry line in Inari. Currently, the enthu-
siasm for reindeer herding is fierce, but let’s see then.

(young female)

I am kind of unsure yet. I am planning what to do. I have to go to the 
army first and decide then. I, in a way, want to study in Inari, but I am 
unsure if  I need to study something else.

(young male)

The youths share contradictory ideas about reindeer herding. Youth is a 
period of  insecurity and making choices. They are not quite sure what will 
happen in the future. Some of the interviewees are more dedicated to rein-
deer herding, while others are unsure and are planning to study something 
else. What is still certain is that everyone is willing to continue reindeer herd-
ing in some way, either as a main livelihood or as a second occupation paired 
with other earnings. What is also evident is that that each youth shares posi-
tive ideas about reindeer herding and that there is willingness to continue the 
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livelihood. Alternatively, the modern way of  life keeps the youths under 
pressure with obligations to the family and history and temptations typical 
for this age.

Reindeer-herding identity

Reindeer herders have a strong identity connected to practical work with 
reindeers. Identity forms at the early stages of childhood by learning from 
and imitating adults.

I believe reindeer husbandry will generate income for me in the future.  
I have my own reindeer mark and my own reindeer. I think reindeer hus-
bandry is a nice job and kind of a nice hobby or living style if  not a main 
profession. I can recommend it to others.

(young male)

Young people can already see the cultural connection with reindeer herding. 
It is not just a profession—it is a way of life.

Reindeer herding can also be really different depending on which area of 
Lapland you live in. Everyone has their own challenges and goals, and 
that’s why there’s as many ways to herd reindeer as there are reindeer 
herders. Overall, reindeer herding is more than just a profession. It’s a 
lifestyle. I am lucky to have grown up in this community and way of life, 
as it will always be a part of me in one way or another.

(young female)

Figure 5.4       People of all ages play a valuable role in the practical work of reindeer 
herding. 

(Photo: Tanja Joona)

https://www.ourlapland.fi
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Figure 5.5       Children learn by imitating, but possess also a strong curiosity by nature. 

(Photo: Tanja Joona)

Figure 5.6       Young reindeer herder. 

(Photo: Pekka Keskitalo)
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Reindeer herding has been traditionally seen as a very male- oriented occu-
pation. This is the case in many Arctic countries. In Russia, Indigenous 
women and men often express their concern about an imbalanced gender 
relation. The increasing absence of  women in the taiga and tundra is consid-
ered one of  the principal reasons for the crisis in the hunting and reindeer 
economies (Schindler, 1997; Ssorin- Chaikov, 2003). In addition, Indigenous 
men, particularly in reindeer encampments, complain about the loneliness 
of  the single life and the lack of  women to share household duties 
(Povoroznyuk et al. 2010).

Currently in Finland, there are reindeer owners of all ages, but this has not 
always been the case. The most significant change has been the entry of young 
women into the sector. As late as 1995–1996, reindeer owner statistics did not 
show any women under the age of 17, but by 2005–2006, there were almost as 
many women as men. Today, the phenomenon is reflected, for example, in the 
number of applicants for start- up aid for reindeer husbandry. According to 
the parents interviewed, the change is significant:

This is a big thing that has hardly been able to outline before. It can be 
seen that the situation has levelled off, both between generations and 
between the genders.

(parent of an interviewee)

It is clear that some kind of cultural change took place among reindeer herd-
ers in the early 2000s as an increasing number of girls were listed as reindeer 
owners. It appears that the profession has a high status, and, even for women, 
it is possible to study and become reindeer herders. The profession allows free-
dom in nature, and one can spend a lot of time outside and with animals, so 
the field is appealing. Reindeer herders are quite independent, and they can 
determine a lot by themselves and combine it with other income. Since one can 
study reindeer herding in a vocational education school, the profession can be 
seen as a real and potential profession for the youth. Still, many think that you 
must have some kind of connection to reindeer herding before it makes sense.

The change of ownership of reindeer is mainly between families. Maybe 
the mind- set has changed. One would think that the social change in gen-
der roles is also reflected here—reindeer husbandry is not separate from the 
rest of the world. The debate related to gender equality has reached here as 
well, and it no longer matters whether the successor is a girl or a boy.

(parent of an interviewee)

The parents/guardians have a strong background position. One guardian 
stated that the parents support the youths in different ways but let them 
finally decide.

Of course, we hope that many children in a family will choose to stay in 
a livelihood. We try to add them to the yearly and seasonal work but they 
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can decide by themselves whether they want to be more active or not. But 
we try to motivate them and give them a chance. I think it would be nice 
if  youth could stay in a livelihood. But, finally, they have to choose by 
themselves. I think both girls and boys could be reindeer herders but I 
can understand as reindeer herding is a very physical profession that girls 
tend to educate themselves and then combine reindeer herding to the 
other professions or entrepreneurs. Of course, I am afraid if  the youth 
will cope as the livelihood is quite tough. You have to have good talent 
and motivation to cope in a branch and you have to have a good starting 
point from the family, basically since childhood. I am happy to see that 
youth are interested in a livelihood—even in a combined form. It gives a 
lot of hope for the future of survival of the livelihood. I think reindeer 
herding has a good status nowadays and it can give a quite stable income 
if  you work hard and plan your economy well.

(parent of an interviewee)

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to construct reindeer- herding youths’ views 
about the livelihood and the future. This scholarly chapter is based on an 
analysis of quotes from young herders and their guardians. The picture of 
youth is filled with insecurity about the future, what to study and what to 
become later in life. In that sense, young reindeer- herding family members 
share a general picture of youth. Still, some are more committed to reindeer 
herding and secure than others. Finally, there is a shared feeling of excite-
ment, courage and will, the base for the continuation of reindeer herding, as 
well as the other similar activities, including fishing, hunting and making 
handicrafts. The youths seem to not yet share the challenges in Finland as the 
male reindeer herders in Sweden (Kaiser et al. 2013). There are differences in 
legislation in the two countries, which pressure the reindeer herders differ-
ently. The views remain heterogeneous. In general, the views are optimistic 
while the different choices for life remain open. Still, all the youths saw rein-
deer herding as a richness and respected the contents and aspects of it.

While resource exploitation is still viewed as the main economic basis for 
communities in the North, the reality is that the third sector—the service 
sector with wage work in administration, education, social services, etc.—has 
become the main income source for most families. With limited job opportu-
nities for well- educated women, however, the prospect of staying remains 
highly unattractive, resulting in the continuing outmigration as the only 
option available to them.

For many men, however, limited options exist in respect to leaving their 
current occupations. In the small villages of the north in particular, the situ-
ation is often desperate. Without proper qualifications, unskilled jobs become 
the only option, and as these are also now disappearing, the prognosis for 
unskilled male employment is becoming bleaker. Their incomes from tradi-
tional activities are not enough to enable them to profitably continue to work 
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as these limited incomes do not enable them to re- invest in new equipment to 
expand their activities.

They also have difficulty finding young girls who are interested in staying 
in the villages, thereby severely limiting the option of generating double 
incomes, which are needed to maintain a life entailing traditional activities. 
Without skills and money, it is not possible to move to larger places to find 
work. This state of affairs then sees many in desperate situations accompa-
nied by violence and abuse, which only adds to the female flight to pursue a 
better future and to avoid the negative consequences of the process of decline.

The villages are the first to be abandoned, though the smaller towns are 
now also suffering from female flight. Only the towns with higher education 
opportunities and a broader supply of  qualified job opportunities seem to 
be able to maintain an environment attractive enough for younger women 
to enjoy. This is something very alarming and requires attention from 
decision- makers.

However, it is considered that the youth already in the early stages have 
ideas of choosing to be a professional reindeer herder, and this seems to be a 
gender- specific issue (Povoroznyuk et al. 2010; Vitebsky 2010). Males have 
stronger opinions about staying in the vocational branch of their families or 
kin. Even if  girls decide not to have reindeer husbandry as their main profes-
sion, they still see the value of working and staying in reindeer herding—
meaning to have another career but also work with reindeer. Reindeer herding 
has strong economic and regional value as families stay in the villages because 
of reindeer herding. Girls are becoming more aware that they can become 
reindeer herders, even as a second occupation. This tension explains the 
change in the roles of women: young reindeer herding women stand out in a 
positive way. It looks like the times have changed, and women have started to 
see the possibilities of living in traditional livelihoods to a wider extent. After 
the Second World War, more people, and, in particular, women, migrated from 
Finland to Sweden and to bigger cities from northern villages although there 
were and are still women who wish to stay in the livelihood and villages.

It seems that it is possible to continue living in a traditional way. Reindeer 
have always been and remain the foundation of reindeer- herding peoples’ 
lives. Reindeer provide people with shelter, food, clothing and security and 
are at the centre of herding peoples’ universe, the foundation of their cultures, 
languages, worldviews and ways of knowing. Reindeer are also the founda-
tion of the reindeer- herders’ economy (Lindqvist 2009; Reinert et al. 2009).

The reindeer herders themselves are the ones caring for the future of 
their culture, and society should create the conditions for this. Youths are 
the future of  reindeer- herding peoples everywhere. The option to be social-
ized into reindeer herding needs to be a valued thing in the primary- school- 
aged youth in reindeer herding districts. School authorities and curricula 
need to consider reindeer- herding values and the youths in reindeer- herding 
families. Ideally, the local curriculum would give youths every kind of 
knowledge so that they can cope whether they choose to leave or stay. Local 
and more general knowledge is needed. More debate is needed in society 
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regarding northern village life and policies to support people to live their 
chosen way.
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Notes

 1 The first author is a researcher with decades of experience in researching 
Indigenous and human rights contexts. The second author similarly has decades 
of experience in multicultural contexts and extensive experience with educational 
and intercultural research. Both authors have a strong connection to reindeer hus-
bandry as both authors are integrated in reindeer herding and are also mothers to 
four children.

 2 See the interview questions at the end of this chapter.
 3 Each reindeer owner has one’s own earmark. According to the Reindeer Herders’ 

Association (2020a), there are 21 different markings known as ‘deeds’ and around 
12,000 earmarks currently in use.
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Appendix

Interview Questions
Age:
Gender:
Education:
What is your first memory related to reindeer herding?
Is reindeer herding practised in your family? Who is the most active 
member?
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Do you know how long reindeer herding has been practised in your family?
How do you participate in reindeer herding and related work?
What is the most interesting (the most fun) thing when you’re involved in 
reindeer herding?
What are your future plans (after completing school)?
Do you want to study more?
Would you like to continue in reindeer herding? How? Would it be possible to 
combine different occupations?
Do you want to continue living where you live right now, or do you want to 
explore the world a little bit? Study/work somewhere else?
What do you think about the future of reindeer herding?
What do you think about climate change? Do you think it will affect reindeer 
herding?
What do you think about reindeer herding in general? Do you think that 
reindeer herding will bring you income in the future?

Interview questions for guardians:
What do you think of the future of reindeer herding related to your 
children?
Can you describe the different kinds of tasks that the family does?


