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abstract
With more than 260 000 islands, Sweden is one of the countries 

with most islands in the world. Its islands are located along the 

coasts and in the larger lakes. For the municipalities and regions 

where they are located, the islands are places for recreation and 

symbols in tourism marketing. A rough overview over the impact 

of the pandemic on rural and remote areas indicates that Swed-

ish tourism in 2020 and 2021 mainly consisted of “staycations” 

and that Swedish countryside attracted many people. However, 

our knowledge about the impact of Covid-19 on everyday life on 

islands, and on livelihoods and the tourism industry on islands, 

is still scarce. This article therefore answers the following ques-

tions: How has the pandemic influenced island communities, 

local livelihoods, and the tourism industry on islands? 

KEY WORDS: Archipelago, Covid-19, tourism, islands.

T
his article summarizes the main results of the proj-
ect “Island and Archipelago Tourism during the 
pandemic”.1 The project’s primary goal was to find out 
how the pandemic affected companies in the hospital-

ity industry on islands and in archipelagos, which challenges 
they faced, and to learn from those findings about possible fu-
ture opportunities. 

The project was conducted in 2021. Data was collected 
through semi-structured interviews and focus groups with island 
communities on islands without permanent land connections, 
analysis of relevant written sources such as public reports, and 
content analysis of tourists’ and visitors’ reviews of their visits to 
islands were included in the sample. In total, consumer reviews 
include 9 208 reviews on Google, and 569 hotel reviews and 
544 restaurant reviews on TripAdvisor. To understand the real 
impact of the pandemic on the tourist experience, we included 
reviews from 2014 to 2021. In addition, we conducted a national 
survey that targeted island businesses.
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A national focus was implemented, with a sample population 
composed of island societies from eight coastal islands and two 
inland lake islands from all over Sweden. We also interviewed 
representatives of the following organizations: Archipelago 
Business Association in the Stockholm archipelago (ABAS); the 
Archipelago Interest Associations Contact Organization (SIKO), 
The National Archipelago Association (NAA) and Bohuslän Ar-
chipelago Council (BAC).

Studying the hospitality industry on islands and in archipela-
gos is different from studying the hospitality industry on the 
mainland, because the industry is well integrated with all other 
economic activities on the respective island. Thus, it is difficult 
to distinguish the effects of the pandemic on the hospitality 
industry from the effects on island communities and other eco-
nomic activities. Our results, therefore, reflect the effects of the 
pandemic on entire island communities.

Islands – a specific 
type of remote context
Conducting any study about island communities and island busi-
nesses requires reflection about the type of context that islands 
constitute. In island communities, inhabitants and business 
owners often meet larger challenges than those met by people 

and businesses in core regions.2 Carrying out simple errands and 
transactions that require going to the mainland often requires 
extensive planning and logistics. Transport is slow and time con-
suming and the ferry timetables seldom match connecting land-
based transport. Consequently, previous studies have often em-
phasized infrastructural obstacles for island communities.3 Two 
concepts that are central to understanding the challenges are pe-
ripherality and remoteness. On many islands, the tourism indus-
try generates the largest contribution to local income. However, 
tourism is often influenced by seasonal changes.4 Some scholars 
explain and denominate the geo-spatial, institutional, and eco-
nomic conditions that risk influencing the development of island 
communities negatively as islandness.5

However, island communities are not powerless. There are 
examples that show that it is possible to turn challenges into op-
portunities by taking advantage of the island’s resources.6 The 
possibility of creating positive development trends is dependent 
on the quality and characteristics of social relations at the local 
level, by the existence of social capital, but also by cultural val-
ues and the type of local formal and informal norms and rules 
that influence the decisions of island communities in either a 
positive or negative direction.7

The context and quality of social capital differs between is-
land communities; thus the economic and social opportunities 
and development patterns are quite different. Each island has 
internal relations that generate a certain type of decisions under 
the influence of the type of inhabitants, their goals and their com-
mon dynamics. Each island community has a relation to other 
island communities, to authorities on the mainland, and to key 
businesses and public services that influence the accessibility of 
the island and either decreases or increases the peripherality of 
each island community. Decisions made by others that affect ev-
eryday life on islands might be influenced by island communities 
if the ties, collaboration and type of relations enable a favorable 
outcome for local communities. However, islands have quite dif-
ferent conditions, therefore island communities are affected dif-
ferently by decisions made about them.8 Swedish islands are het-
erogenous. Some are located in economically dynamic regions, 
while other are located in lagging regions. Moreover, the physi-
cal, cultural and economic distance of island communities to the 
centers of power in which decisions about the reality of island 
societies are made varies substantially. All the issues mentioned 
above were taken into consideration in this study.

Islands as safe havens
Anxiety about becoming infected with Covid-19 already influ-
enced the behavior of islanders at the start of the pandemic. One 
of the most immediate effects of the pandemic was that islanders 
limited their traveling to the mainland. This self-imposed isola-
tion was not unique to Swedish islanders but was an internation-
al trend. Island geography made it possible to limit the spread of 
the virus to islands worldwide.9

For people on the mainland and especially city dwellers, the 
fear of getting sick, combined with the fear that Sweden would 
introduce a lock-down, became an incentive for many holiday 

Figure 1. Geographical distribution of the sample (provinces where 

islands are located)
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home owners to move out to their holiday homes on the islands 
in the spring of 2020. Informants argued that:

suddenly there were more lights in the windows and 
instead of empty paths, one met many people who we 
normally only see in the summer.

Those who primarily moved to their holiday homes on islands 
and other rural locations on a permanent or at least part-time 
basis were elderly people and white-collar workers who had 
the possibility of teleworking using internet-based platforms. 
An additional category of people that moved out to the islands 
were boatowners who docked at jetties that offered free internet 
access out on the islands and that granted them the possibility 
of enjoying the safety of the islands while at the same time living 
and working there during the pandemic. A key realization for 
many was that a recent expansion of high-speed internet infra-
structure has enabled people to work from remote locations. 
Many of those who moved to their respective island during the 
pandemic have therefore decided to make the move permanent 
and some have moved on a part-time basis. 

New opportunities, 
but also some challenges
The increased population gave rise to both positive and nega-
tive effects. First and foremost, the increase in population led 
to increased sales for grocery stores, and as many of those who 
moved out have stayed on their islands on a more permanent 
basis, the larger customer base has en-
abled local food shop owners to invest 
in a larger assortment, which is seen 
as a benefit by island communities. In 
addition, the newcomers have invest-
ed in their holiday homes, which has 
created an upward economic trend 
for the construction industry. One 
informant described the construction 
boom in the following words:

It will take us a couple of years 
to clear the backlog of jobs or-
dered from the waiting list. We 
have orders for renovations, 
new roofs, new decks, new 
builds and everything in between. 

Despite the new opportunities, islanders felt safe only if those 
who moved to the island stayed there. In the spring of 2020, 
there were serious concerns on some islands about second 
home owners that “moved out to the island but still commuted 
to the mainland on a daily or a weekly basis”. In a few places, 
this created conflicts. Some informants argue that the potential 
hazard created by commuters was “outrageous”. Certain island-
ers advised second-home owners through Facebook that people 
should refrain from commuting back and forth. 

“Stay away from the islands”
The general uncertainty and the potential consequences that the 
diffusion the new virus could lead to motivated several munici-
palities, regional authorities, and also ferry lines to ask people to 
refrain from going the islands. Through advertisements in major 
newspapers, radio, press releases and social media, holiday 

home owners were asked to refrain 
from going to their holiday homes. 
For ferry lines, pandemic restric-
tions meant that they had to limit 
the number of seats on the ferries. In 
addition, there was a higher risk of 
infection for the ferry line staff and 
for permanent island residents if a 
too large number of people used the 
ferries.10

The feared chaos became a reali-
ty, especially in the summer of 2020. 
A few ferries from the Northern 
Baltic Sea were sent to Stockholm 
where more traffic was expected, 
therefore the traffic frequency de-

creased in the North. In the Stockholm archipelago traffic was 
unevenly distributed; the queues for the ferry to some islands 
were quite long. Transport to all other coastal islands was re-
stricted due to decreased passenger capacity on the ferries. As a 
contrast, the ferries to the two inland lake islands are car ferries. 
These island communities experienced a higher influx of tourists 
and it got crowded on the ferries when visitors brought along 
their mobile homes. Luckily, the spread of Covid-19 decreased 
during the summer, both in 2020 and 2021. However, in the Go-
thenburg archipelago three cluster outbreaks of Covid-19 took 
place. The first was in June 2020, when several people in Vrångö 
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“THE CONTEXT AND 
QUALITY OF SOCIAL 

CAPITAL DIFFERS 
BETWEEN ISLAND 

COMMUNITIES; THUS 
THE ECONOMIC AND 

SOCIAL OPPORTUNITIES 
AND DEVELOPMENT 

PATTERNS ARE QUITE 
DIFFERENT.”

Figure 2. Concepts used in the design of the study.
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island tested positive for Covid-19,11 the second took place at Don-
sö and Styrsö, affecting a large number of families with children, 
all of which attended the same school in Styrsö, and the third 
took place in October 2021, when 20 people became infected at 
a choir rehearsal on Brännö island. Informants argued that out-
breaks mentioned were especially problematic since the islands 
are served by liner traffic, thereby giving a high risk of infection 
on the ferries.

In addition, with the challenges faced by ferry line restric-

tions, municipalities were concerned with ending up in an unten-
able situation if they were forced to offer health care and home 
care for temporary visitors. Local health care and home care 
“was already on its knees due to the increased workload caused 
by the pandemic”. Archipelago municipalities are obliged by law 
to offer home care to people staying in the municipality, even 
if the stay is temporary and if those who are offered temporary 
care do not live in the municipality.12 For island and archipelago 
municipalities, this means that many of those who receive tem-
porary help do not contribute to the municipality’s revenue 
because they pay municipal tax to the municipality in which they 
have their permanent residence. Affected municipalities asked 
the government for a temporary change of legislation to avoid 
what they feared could become an exceptional cost burden, 
which was denied. However, the feared worst-case scenario did 
not materialize. Although there are no statistics about the num-
ber of cases of Covid-19 on islands, all informants highlight that 
the island context helped decrease the risk of infection. Except 
for the cluster outbursts in the Gothenburg archipelago, island 
communities seem to have been less affected by Covid-19. In ad-
dition, on one of the islands, Visingsö, informants reported that 
no residents in the local nursing home were seriously sick due to 
Covid-19. In a national perspective, where the hardest affected 
demographic group were older residents in nursing homes, this 
case stands out as well worth learning from for the future. 

The tourism industry
The general tourism trend during the pandemic was that city 
tourism decreased in 2020 and partly in 2021, while rural tour-
ism was boosted.13 The concept of “staycation” has been pro-
moted in recent years, but during the pandemic it became well-
established amongst Swedes.14 Rural tourism, and especially the 
demand for experiences of nature and visiting iconic natural 
parks and landmarks boosted numbers to such a degree that the 
most popular places became overcrowded. The demand for vis-
iting islands varied substantially. 

Åstol island, view when entering from the archipelago of Bohuslän. Firestation and emergency room at Åstol island.

Tourism 

industry

Other 

industries

Decreased by over 75% 3 7

Decreased by over 50% 7 7

Decreased between 30–49% 9 10

Decreased between 10–29% 22 10

Decreased between 5–9% 3 3

Unchanged 18 31

Increased between 5–9% 7 10

Increased between 10–29% 10 8

Increased between 30–49% 6 7

Increased by over 50% 4 2

Increased by over 75% 4 5

Operations paused during 2020 4 2

Don’t know 2

n = 68 n = 61 

Source: Survey of business owners on islands, conducted in 2020. 

Table 1. Business owners’ own estimated percent-

age changes in revenue for the tourism industry 

and other industries on islands in 2020. 

PHOTO: HÅKAN TUNÓN

PHOTO: HÅKAN TUNÓN
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As can be seen in the table above, a substantial number of 
informants experienced decreased revenues in 2020, but there 
were also a number that experienced unchanged or increased 
revenues. A relevant factor is that most businesses on islands are 
small and diversified. Moreover, all businesses depend on each 
other, so that a negative trend in one business, regardless of the 
industry in which it operates, affects all other businesses. 

In the summer of 2020, certain segments that are quite im-
portant for tourism businesses on 
islands disappeared completely. The 
tourist groups that disappeared were 
foreign boat tourists from Finland 
and Germany (Baltic Sea islands) and 
Norwegian boat tourists (West Coast 
islands). Another important customer 
segment that disappeared were group 
events, such as conferences and wed-
dings. This affected large hotels and 
conference centers in particular. The 
latter had to develop a new strategy to 
attract new types of visitors; however, 
these larger facilities were more af-
fected than small businesses because 
they were locked in with contracts for 
events that were cancelled. Large island firms lacked the adapt-
ability that small-scale firms on Swedish islands seem to have. 
Small tourism businesses often have a combination of different 
economic activities and their strategy was to focus on the parts 
of their businesses that were profitable.

In addition, bus groups disappeared. According to infor-
mants, the latter are an important category for many island 
businesses because bus tourists eat lunch at local restaurants 
and they often spend money in local stores. The big decline in 
visitors was partly compensated by domestic tourists, many of 
whom visited islands for the first time in their lives. Despite the 
new tourist segments, the summer of 2020 was partly lost for 
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View of the archipelago standing on Nämdö island.

“ALTHOUGH THERE 
ARE NO STATISTICS 

ABOUT THE NUMBER 
OF CASES OF COVID-19 

ON ISLANDS, ALL 
INFORMANTS 

HIGHLIGHT THAT THE 
ISLAND CONTEXT 

HELPED DECREASE THE 
RISK OF INFECTION.”

island businesses. However, in 2021, international restrictions 
were lifted and the level of economic activity was restored.15 The 
experience of the tourism industry on Swedish islands does not 
differ from that of islands elsewhere. The global decline of island 
tourism is a sign of economic vulnerability, because the pandem-
ic threatened the livelihoods of island communities.16

One important conclusion is that while existing business mod-
els and business solutions did not generate the desired income for 

business owners during the pandemic, 
the increased level of economic risk 
fueled several small and large invest-
ments. Many business owners concret-
ized plans they had for the future to 
cope with the effects of the pandemic, 
or to prepare for the time after. Some 
examples are development of self-
service through digitalization and the 
development of new outdoor nature 
tours. 

Despite the challenges, tourists ap-
preciated whatever services they en-
countered when they visited islands. 
Analysis of tourists’ reviews of island 
restaurants, hotels, B&Bs and other 

tourism businesses showed that customers appreciated their 
experience. A representative comment is that: 

I wish that there were more options, but it is a luxury 
that this business exists and is open!

One of the realizations of the tourist experience during the pan-
demic was that tourist segments that were new to islands had 
different expectations from those of the regular island tourists. 
By analyzing the experienced value, several key categories could 
be identified. New, contemporary consumers expect more of 
their island visit than just a place to stay and a restaurant to eat 

PHOTO: HÅKAN TUNON
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in. Some important lessons for tourism businesses are that the 
new segments expected closer cooperation between local stake-
holders on an island. They also expect to get recommendations 
of what to do when they are vacationing on an island.

Local strategies and authorities
Challenges posed by the pandemic contributed to the mobiliza-
tion of island communities. Local associations and local busi-
nesses helped each other when solving problems related to 
maintaining and applying pandemic regulations and avoiding 
the spread of disease. One of many examples concerns the dis-
tribution of vaccines to islanders. Regional authorities that over-
saw vaccinations lacked solutions for islanders. They requested 
that people who were prioritized to get the vaccine in 2020 
(people over 65 or with multiple diseases), should take the ferry 
to a clinic on the mainland to get the vaccine. Island communi-
ties mobilized forces to open a temporary vaccination center on 
one island and boat owners from the entire archipelago helped 
by transporting people to the vaccination center. This was pos-
sible due to local mobilization and a conscious effort to convince 
regional authorities.17 This example is one of many in our data 
that reveals that there was a substantial gap between authorities’ 
decisions and what was a safe and acceptable solution. Other ex-
amples include lack of solutions for testing islanders with Covid 
symptoms, or unacceptable solutions for transporting sick peo-
ple to the mainland. Some additional factors that affected the 
ability to provide acceptable solutions by regional health care 
authorities are related to the economic dynamic of each region. 
For example, in Västernorrland there is only one ambulance he-

licopter for the entire region and therefore it is quite difficult to 
get help. In other regions, ferries are outdated and cannot carry 
a modern ambulance. 

Local communities responded to the challenges of Covid-19 
by collaborating. Local business owners collaborated with the 
staff on the ferries to get information in advance about the num-
ber of passengers per departure and their specific destination. 
This helped mobilize help from local volunteers to maintain 
pandemic regulations and restrictions. In addition, local busi-
nesses started to collaborate to help each other protect their live-
lihoods. On some islands, businesses offered discounts if tourists 
paid a visit to a partner’s business. Some offered combined 
offers. The adaptation strategies also include several initiatives 
from business owners that were planned or at least discussed 
before the pandemic, but whose implementation was realized 
ahead of plan. These strategies include the establishment of new 
ventures that can benefit from changes in demand patterns that 
increased during the pandemic, especially the increasing de-
mand for local foods. 

People joined forces to solve problems and take advantage of 
opportunities. On most islands, people helped as volunteers to 
support local businesses and help solve problems. Local com-
munities organized to ensure that pandemic regulations were 
maintained: For example, to help avoid congestion and meeting 
authorities’ requirement for limited opening hours. Many infor-
mants, but also previous research, highlight the “island spirit”. 
In this case, informants argue that “we have always had to solve 
everything ourselves”. Informants argued that local and regional 
authorities were not able to help solve problems that arose on 

Many different businesses and activities on the same spot.

Issues that tourists highlight as important  
for the value of their experience
THE TOURISM FACILITY AND STAFF: Welcoming staff; service 

oriented staff; knowledgeable staff. 

PLACE: Island factor; views; functioning, clean, and well-kept 

places for staying, eating, recreation and activities.

PRODUCT/SERVICE: Good food and nice hotel/B&B; possibil-

ity of experiencing historical places and historical knowledge; 

activities for different age groups; possibility of experiencing 

nature; seeing and experiencing animals at close range; value 

for money.

ATMOSPHERE: A space to breathe and have peace and quiet; a 

place that wakens interest and emotional engagement; festive 

atmosphere (evening activities). 

MANAGEMENT: Functioning facilities, for example air condition-

ing that works, lighting and other basic infrastructure. Opening 

hours that suit the visitor; easily accessible information about 

alterations to activities and opening hours; understanding for 

customer demands; clean spaces that are regularly maintained; 

good logistics (for example concerning check-in, food service 

and check out).*

 *Rytkönen, et al, Ö- och skärgårdsturism, 54–67.

PHOTO: HÅKAN TUNÓN
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islands; they felt forgotten. Some municipalities “forgot to send 
the information material that was an essential guide to setting up 
public operations”. Other examples include lack of understand-
ing about the consequences of regulations on ferries, and the 
negative impact of public campaigns in which municipalities and 
regional authorities asked the public to avoid visiting islands. 
For island communities it is “impossible to generate an income 
when you expect people not to come to the island”. 

Flexibility is a word that appears in 
almost all interviews. Flexibility and ad-
aptation were a key response to the chal-
lenges imposed by the pandemic. Some 
informants argue that challenges spurred 
them into finding new solutions. Coopera-
tion was a key word for island communi-
ties. It is recognized that well-developed 
and strong networks provide benefits for 
local communities that make it possible 
to identify and implement adaptive solu-
tions and decrease risk.18 

Final remarks
Perhaps the most important result of this 
study is that the effects of the pandemic enabled us to envision 
the contextual heterogeneity of islands and island communities, 
and island communities were influenced quite differently. On 
islands with a large, dominant economic agent, such as a large 
hotel or conference facility, the negative impact of the pandemic 
was substantial at the beginning, because large agents generate 
economic trickle-down effects as they normally provide local 
employment and benefit small-scale firms directly and indi-
rectly. Small firms, on the other hand, are often diversified; thus, 
they could scale down and focus on the economic activities that 
could generate an income. 

The tourism industry was affected in a negative way, espe-
cially in 2020 when the total number of tourists decreased. 
On the other hand, new tourist categories found their way to 
islands, which opens an opportunity for the future. Pandemic 
restrictions, such as limited numbers of seats on the ferries, con-
tributed to increasing the economic distance to the mainland, 
while the physical distance was negatively affected by the ship-
ping companies’ decisions on relocating ferries (from Norrland 
to Stockholm). Moreover, regional and municipal dynamics can 
also affect everyday life on islands. Health care infrastructure is 
less developed, especially in economically lagging regions,. 

A positive development that offers opportunities for the 
future is that new target groups of city dwellers and others 
who do not normally vacation on islands have experienced a 
Swedish island vacation for the first time. It is possible that the 
visitors whose experience corresponded to expectations may 
be interested in returning. An additional circumstance that has 
contributed to reducing all types of distance is digitalization. 
Holiday home owners could move out and become part-time 
residents; boat owners could dock at an island and use the boat 
as their “corona home”; summer cottages were widely used to 

escape the congestion on the mainland. The islands have thus 
functioned as safe harbors. The pandemic has therefore contrib-
uted in different ways to reduce the cultural and social distance 
between island communities and mainland society. A further 
positive circumstance is that many island communities have 
been strengthened during the pandemic. They were forced to 
solve many problems themselves, without support from main-
land society. Local mobilization has also generated new collabo-

rations within the hospitality industry 
and between the hospitality industry and 
local communities. 

Finally, the economic, social, and 
cultural gap between island communi-
ties and mainland society increased as a 
result of the pandemic. This in turn led 
to a strengthened peripherality. Facing 
a challenge of the caliber posed by the 
pandemic, mainland society has clearly 
failed in its mission regarding commu-
nity service and an equal level of welfare 
for island communities. On the other 
hand, the cultural and social distance to 
mainland society decreased as a result of 

the increased number of holiday homeowners who now spend 
much more time on their respective island. Digitalization enabled 
people to re-think how they want to live and made it possible for 
many to enjoy the higher quality of life that residing on an island 
can offer. Therefore there is an incentive to continue expanding 
the digital infrastructure. In addition, while relations between 
island communities and key decisionmakers in mainland society 
are varied and, in many cases, unsatisfactory, local relations 
within and between islands were strengthened. ≈
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