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A B S T R A C T

The conditions for service access differs distinctly between the north and south of Sweden, and older residents of 
islands face different challenges of aging in place. As islands are a specific form of geography that place re
strictions on mobility in different ways, service provision is sometimes hindered, or absent. This study aims to 
understand the conditions of accessibility and mobility for older people living on smaller islands in Sweden. With 
the perspective of rural mobilities, the study investigates two islands located in the north and south of Sweden, 
respectively. The purpose is to discern how the islanders perceive their need for mobility and accessibility as they 
age, and what they deem to be desirable future developments of services in their local contexts. For this purpose, 
18 island residents aged 65-85 from two different islands were interviewed via telephone. The study finds that 
the community on the islands act as a safeguard against declining service provision, and that the residents are 
vigilant against solutions that threaten to erode the social cohesion of the community.

1. Introduction

“I’ve chosen to live here myself. So, when there is a challenge, you have to 
take it” (Edith – Northern island)

“Otherwise, you have chosen to live, a bit off, when you live like this. You 
don’t want a big warehouse or lots of service. Yet.” (Laura – Southern 
island)

The quotes are taken from interviews with older islanders from two 
islands in Sweden, one in the north, and one in the south. These islands, 
and their respective conditions, form the focus of this study. The resi
dents of these islands have chosen to live there with the knowledge that 
their lives will be influenced by certain characteristics and a recognition 
that their place of residence will inevitably influence their lives.

Islands are a specific form of geography constructed by various 
different aspects, relating to both geography, space and mobility. The 
island geography affects mobilities on, to, and from islands. Island- 
dwellers are oftentimes especially attached to their living environ
ments and style of life, and the concept of “island identity” often serves 
to differentiate islanders from people living on the mainland (Burholt 

et al., 2013; Vannini, 2012). In addition, island mobilities form spe
cific ‘constellations of mobility’ – “historically and geographically spe
cific formations of movements, narratives about mobility and mobile 
practices” (Cresswell, 2010, p. 17). These constellations have developed 
over time, relying on specific ways of moving which shape the physical 
and relational mobilities and spaces of the islands and their residents 
(Vannini, 2012). However, it is important to not view islands solely as 
different from mainland geographies, but rather that islandness condi
tions certain physical and social contexts (Baldacchino, 2004).

Studies of islands are diverse (Grydehøj, 2023), and scholars have 
investigated a variety of topics related to island accessibilities, such as 
managing sustainable tourism (Abbasian and Onn, 2025; Wu and Yao, 
2025) and understanding repopulation measures (Craigie et al., 2025). 
Research has also focused on relative isolation on islands, both in the 
same archipelago (Bacchiddu and Saavedra Gómez, 2025) or due to 
colonial histories (Pimentel Rivera, 2023). Other scholars have applied a 
mobilities perspective, like Vannini's (2012) book on Canada's west 
coast, and Roseman's (2020) article on ferry commuting.

Despite the Nordic countries being rich with islands, the research the 
topic is limited. Most research focuses on economic development (Clark, 
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2013; e.g. Onn, 2018; Siivonen, 2013; Söderqvist et al., 2005), tourism 
(e.g. Svels, 2015), or fishing (e.g. Holmlund and Hammer, 2004). Some 
studies have also been conducted on gentrification (Clark et al., 2007) 
and the exploitation of natural resources (Clark and Tsai, 2012). Addi
tionally, to the best of our knowledge only one study has focused on the 
accessibility conditions on Nordic islands, investigating a ferry network 
in a Finnish archipelago (Makkonen et al., 2013). This study is therefore 
positioned in to fill a research gap on the qualitative aspects of acces
sibilities of aging on Nordic islands.

Smaller islands often face similar challenges regarding access to 
services and a lack of mobility options as rural areas. Island and rural 
areas are also aging at an increasing rate compared to urban areas (The 
Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2025), and face 
challenges like reduced access to transport (Macuchova and Brandt, 
2025). The UN has highlighted the need to ensure access to basic ser
vices in rural areas through the 11th of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (UN, n.d.b), and the WHO has indicated the need for consideration 
of basic services for all older people in the development of Age-Friendly 
Environments (WHO, n.d.).

This study aims to understand the conditions for mobilities and acces
sibility for older people living on smaller islands in Sweden, as well as what is 
needed for improving their ability to age in place. The purpose is to discern 
how the islanders perceive their need for mobility and accessibility as 
they age, and what they deem to be desirable future developments of 
services in their local contexts. Furthermore, this study places a focus on 
the ability to use different solutions to providing access to services: 
through focus on proximities to services and virtual mobility.

2. Background

2.1. Older people and well-being on islands

The island identity naturally translates to an attachment to place, as 
is often the case for rural residents (e.g. (Belanche et al., 2021)). Is
landers also place importance on the ability of the aging residents to ‘age 
in place’ on the island, referring to the ability to live independently in 
your own home as you get older (National Institute on Aging, 2023). 
However, the opportunity to age in place is not equally distributed, and 
the mobility and provision of services are intimately connected to this 
ability. Older people are in this study defined as people aged 65 years or 
older, following the common retirement age in Sweden. While this 
definition is commonly applied (see for example Aslan et al., 2024; 
Schwanen and Páez, 2010), it is important to also consider that older 
people are a heterogenous group, and abilities and resources vary 
considerably from individual to individual. However, studies often point 
to the importance of both mobility and social participation for the 
wellbeing of older people (e.g. Nordbakke and Schwanen, 2014; 
Wanchai and Phrompayak, 2019). Additionally, mobility is most often 
necessary to reach the places for social participation (Rantanen, 2013; 
Schwanen and Páez, 2010), and the risk of social isolation increases with 
age (especially after 75), making it important to safeguard the social 
arenas for older people (Cotterell et al., 2018). To enhance social 
participation, mobility, and prolong aging in place, different solutions 
are proposed, which range between high-tech solutions emphasizing the 
ability to bridge distances, to providing social physical places in close 
proximity to older people.

2.1.1. Everyday mobilities in rural areas
Solutions for providing service have different implications for 

mobility and accessibility of older island residents, and technologies 
change how we are (im)mobile, as observed by Sheller and Urry 
(Sheller, 2018; Sheller and Urry, 2006). Furthermore, the distribution of 
mobility is affected by the mobility regime, granting some increased 
mobility while restricting others. In this sense, mobility is always po
litical and connected to power relations and societal structures as well as 
individual resources and skills related to technological solutions (cf. 

Egard and Hansson, 2021; Hansson et al., 2026, in press). The concept of 
constellations of mobility further develops on this mobility perspective 
(Cresswell, 2010), describing the way mobilities develop historically. 
Technological solutions may represent new constellations of mobility, 
affecting both power relations and the distribution of mobility as a 
resource.

This study views rural areas as geographical entities characterized 
and constituted by mobility, following a perspective of rural mobilities 
(Bell and Osti, 2010; Milbourne and Kitchen, 2014). This perspective 
questions the dichotomy between rural and urban, where urban areas 
are characterized by increasing speed and fleeting experiences while 
rural areas are described as sedentary, and with a sense of rootedness 
(Milbourne and Kitchen, 2014). However, the changing mobilities of 
modern society has inevitably also influenced rural areas and islands. As 
services are increasingly centralized, the mobilities of rural areas have 
undergone a profound transition. Residents of rural areas and islands are 
increasingly dependent on mobilities, moving long distances in 
everyday life (Fridén Syrjäpalo and Ekman Ladru, 2026). Milbourne and 
Kitchen (2014) regards this constant movement over long distances in 
short amounts of time as a central part of rurality. rurality. However, 
rural areas also have their spatial moorings where the residents can 
enjoy a rest – in connection to nature, to people and community.

2.1.2. Digital service solutions
The use of technological solutions is often proposed as a way for 

older people to age in place without having to rely on high mobility, 
replacing physical mobility with virtual mobility (Loe, 2010; Magnusson 
et al., 2004). Digital Service Solutions (DiSS) (Stjernborg and Lopez 
Svensson, 2024) refers to service provision using digital solutions to 
place physical services in closer proximity to users. This can potentially 
reduce travel distances, ideally enabling the use of active modes of 
transport. There is therefore potential for DiSS to grant older people 
increased access to services, without relying on hypermobility as a 
mediating factor.

Additional examples of digital solutions arose during the Covid-19 
pandemic, where technology was used to alleviate isolation for older 
people (Ammar et al., 2021; Jutai and Tuazon, 2022), and increase 
e-health literacy (Aslan et al., 2024; Barbati et al., 2025). However, since 
the presence of the ‘grey digital divide’ threatens the effectiveness of 
these solutions, it is also important to understand how and why older 
people use digital tools (Hargittai et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2025). This 
study therefore considers not just the availability of technologies for 
improving service access, but also considers the perspectives of older 
people to understand their needs and preferred solutions.

As the studies for the benefit of digital solutions for older people are 
increasing, so are the studies for mobility solutions. However, these are 
often directed at urban areas and not designed for implementation in 
rural areas (Gini and Ambrosino, 2022) like islands. Likewise, e-com
merce has been raised as a solution to car-dependence, although evi
dence suggests that proximity plays a minor role in purchasing decisions 
(Clarke et al., 2015; Maat and Konings, 2018). Studies on rurality and 
digital solutions have more often focused on the gap in digital infra
structure in rural areas (see for example Akca et al., 2007; Salemink 
et al., 2017). However, more recent years have seen an increased 
focus on using digital solutions for enhancing accessibility and provision 
of services in rural areas. Studies have ranged from investigating 
participatory methods and digital transformation processes (Habibipour 
et al., 2021) to using DiSS to increase provision of services (Stjernborg 
and Lopez Svensson, 2024), or to improve health care in rural areas 
(Maita et al., 2024). These studies all point to the need to consider how 
digital solutions can be implemented in rural areas to alleviate the strain 
of sparsely distributed geographies and limited mobility options.

2.2. Study contexts

This study focuses on two case islands in Sweden with different living 
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conditions. Certain characteristics of the islands have been concealed, to 
ensure participants are not identified. The islands have been selected 
due to the previous or ongoing projects connected to providing services 
using different technologies. Swedish digital infrastructure is well 
developed, and the population has a high degree of digital competency, 
even among older people where more than 80% of the population 65+
uses the internet (The Swedish Internet Foundation, 2024). The case 
islands therefore serve well as a case for how digital solutions might 
affect older people, beyond the question of usability.

The case islands are located in different parts of Sweden, one in the 
north and one in the south, which affects the conditions for access and 
provision of services. While the north of Sweden is characterized by 
sparse geographies and a lower population density, the south is more 
densely populated and is home to the second and third largest cities. 
While rural areas are also present in the south, the population densities 
are overall higher. In terms of weather conditions, the south has a 
temperate oceanic climate, which is characterized by milder winters and 
cooler summers, while the north has subarctic climate characterized by 
cool and short summers with long and cold winters (Bark, 2025).

A comparison between the characteristics of the islands can be found 
in Table 1.

2.2.1. Southern Island
The Southern Island is part of an archipelago and is entirely car-free. 

Motor vehicles for personal traffic are prohibited if not given permission 
by the community-based road association. Larger cargo transport must 
be granted special permission before being allowed, and the largest 
motor-powered vehicles allowed for private cargo transport are small 
flatbed mopeds. However, there is a freight transport service which can 
be employed for larger deliveries (e.g. constructions materials).

An unmanned store has been set up on the island, in connection with 
the centralized post boxes. It allows purchases using self-service kiosk, 
or by mobile phone, and is accessible through e-ID. The island had no 
pickup point for packages at the time of the study. The island has a 
school for children up to third grade, as well as special transport service 
for people who have been granted access by the municipality.

The island is located relatively close to the mainland and has con
nections to other islands in the archipelago. The ferry terminal is located 
approximately 10 km from the nearest urban center, and the timetable 
includes sailings with 45-60 min interval throughout the day, from ca 05 
in the morning to ca 01.30 the next day.

2.2.2. Northern island
The Northern Island is home to relatively few permanent residents, 

but during the warmer part of the year, part-time residents move to the 
island and tourists visit, effectively increasing the number of residents 
manyfold. The island has a small store that is open all year round, which 
also houses post boxes for the residents, and serves as pickup point for 
packages, including pharmaceuticals and alcohol. Residents can also 
order groceries to pick up at the store.

The distance from the mainland is approximately 10 km, and the 
ferry terminal is located approximately 30 km from the closest urban 
center. The winter ferry timetable on weekdays includes 2 sailings in the 
morning, one in the afternoon and a last one at 18 in the evening. The 
summer timetable adds a departure before lunch. Besides the regular 
departures of the ferry, on-demand sailing can be requested at certain 
times, 1 h before departure from the mainland, and 2 h before departure 
from the island.

The island has been the subject of an EU project (2014-2020) with 
the purpose of developing services. As a result, a strategic plan for action 
has been set for working with the challenges from 2020 until 2030. The 
small store is presented as a good example of fostering community, as it 
has been initiated and is managed by an organization made up of the 
residents themselves.

The island is also part of a new project to investigate the use of 
drones to transport goods, and a recently finished project focusing on 
rural stores in the municipality. The community-managed store is also 
set up to install digital locks which can be unlocked using e-ID, which 
would allow for 24/7 service without having to increase staff hours.

3. Methods

To understand the island residents and how their everyday lives were 
affected by the service provision and mobilities on their respective 
islands, this study utilized a qualitative approach using interviews as 
well as site visits. This method was chosen due to the ability to gain an 
insight into the lives of the participants (Hussein, 2022), as well as the 
importance of understanding the places and spaces through unstruc
tured observations (Farid, 2022). As such, the aim of this study is not to 
provide a generalizable claim that the older population of all smaller 
Swedish islands will provide the same characteristics, but rather that the 
cases contain “main structural aspects that can be noticed in other cases 
[…] of the same kind or class” (Gobo, 2004, p 453). The sampling of this 
study has therefore been purposive, seeking two different cases with 
different characteristics to maximize variations and possible situations 
(Gobo, 2004).

This study has been approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Au
thority, registration number [removed for review].

3.1. Interviews and site visits

The interview participants were recruited from both islands as a form 
of purposive homogenous sampling (Douglas, 2022). The invitation was 
sent as part of a survey used in an adjacent study. The survey was sent to 
all the registered permanent residents over the age of 65 on the islands, 
114 on the Southern island, and 25 on the Northern island. The invita
tion letter attached to the survey asked participants if they were inter
ested in participating in a telephone interview for a research project, 
together with information explaining the project and why they were 
contacted. Twelve people between 65 and 85 years on the Southern is
land1 and six on the Northern island agreed to an interview. Participants 
who responded positively were then contacted to decide on a time for 
the interview. The interviews were conducted during the spring of 2025, 
and the average time for the interviews was 72 min.

The self-selection of this approach means that residents who are 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the case islands.

Southern Island Northern Island

Region: area (km2) <10 000 >40 000
Region: residents >1 500 000 <300 000
Region: population 

density (persons/ 
km2)

>50 <10

Region: Share of 
population 65+

~21% ~22%

Island: permanent 
residents

460 55

Island: Residents 
over 65 
(percentage)

114 (24,8%) 25 (45%)

Interviews 12 6
Ferry travel time 15 min 45 min
Distance from ferry 

terminal to urban 
center

10 km 30 km

Notable mobility 
restrictions

Car free Frequent ferry 
cancellations

Present solutions 24/7 store, centralized post, 
school, special transport 
service, home care service 
(day), freight service

Store, centralized post, 
pickup point, drone 
delivery tests

1 One participant had recently moved from the Southern island.
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particularly vocal in their opinions might be more inclined to participate 
in an interview. However, as the interviews were complemented with 
site visits to both islands and the gathering of municipal documents and 
sources, the study was able to have a thick description and nuanced 
understanding of the islands and their populations. On-site interviews 
with all participants were not possible due to time and resource 
constraints.

The interviews were conducted using telephone, and used a semi- 
structured approach, allowing the interviewer to ask follow-up ques
tions on aspects that were deemed interesting for the project. This 
resulted in long interviews which enabled the researcher to have a deep 
understanding of the subject and the participants. The interview guide 
followed a structure where shorter, multiple-choice questions were 
asked in the beginning, followed by open questions, and closing with 
background questions about the interview participant. The shorter 
questions were focused on themes of travel habits and health, while the 
open questions focused on the conditions for an active everyday life, and 
digitalization and new solutions for mobilities. The translated interview 
guide can be found in the appendix. The participants have all been 
pseudonymized to protect their identities. A short description of the 
interview participants can be found in Table 2.

The site visits were conducted during summer and fall of 2025, after 
the interviews were conducted. The visits as well as the information 
gathered through documents and websites were conducted to situate 
and add to the understanding of the cultural context, as recommended 
when aiming for a thick description (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2018). 
The seasonal aspect of mobilities, especially on the northern island, 
meant the researchers were not able to directly observe all mobility 
challenges on the islands but this description was enhanced by the 

conversations with island residents (e.g. store personnel, helpful locals, 
representatives from the island association). The visits enabled the re
searchers a deeper understanding of the mobilities to the islands, as well 
as the layout of the community and mobility on the island. The visits 
lasted between one to two days. The respective stores on the islands 
were visited to understand the accessibility of the stores, as well as the 
location and mobilities to and from the stores. The observations took the 
form of unstructured participant observations, where the observations 
and conversations were recorded by the researcher through field notes.

3.2. Analysis

The study was conducted using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 
2012). First, broader categories derived from the interview guide and 
first impressions from the interview were constructed. The interview 
transcripts were then thoroughly read, highlighting parts which were 
deemed to fall into one of the categories. Following the categorization, 
the broader categories were reviewed to identify sub-categories in the 
themes. Subcategories were then reviewed, and categories with few 
quotes were removed or merged with other sub-categories.

The resulting categories were grouped in the themes of “geography 
and mobility” and “people and technology”, which are presented below. 
The themes and sub-categories for each broader category can be found 
in the appendix.

4. Findings

4.1. Everyday life, accessibility and mobility

Everyday life on the two islands varies concerning both mobility and 
accessibility. While participants on both islands state that they have a 
close-knit community, the closeness to both the mainland and urban 
areas varies, highlighting the importance of understanding the relations 
between different geographies.

In general, the participants in the Southern Island went to the 
mainland a couple of times per week. Most commonly, the participants 
went grocery shopping two to four times per month, as well as visited 
friends, exercised, and went to cultural events. All were content with the 
ferry service, stating it was very rarely cancelled or delayed. One 
participant even stated that one could “set your watch to the ferries” 
(Nicholas).

The Southern Island had, until recently, a small store with essential 
goods, serving also as a pickup point for e-commerce and orders of 
alcohol and medicine. The owners of the store reportedly also managed 
the special transport service and helped the volunteer fire brigade. 
However, after the lease for the store premises was cancelled, no suitable 
replacement could be found, which eventually led to closure.

For about three months, the island had no store and no pickup point. 
However, a new unmanned store was opened shortly after, which can be 
accessed with e-ID. Services for parcel pickups have not been added but 
are reportedly being worked on. The proximity to the mainland and 
urban areas meant most people were able to go to the mainland for 
groceries in the interim period. However, this drastically increased 
travel times due to the added distance as well as the need for swapping 
modes of transport.

However, the inhabitants often considered themselves to be a part of 
the city, and the increases in travel time were therefore not described as 
detrimental. Several participants highlighted the closeness to the urban 
area, while still being somewhat removed from the city, as a positive of 
the island. One participant described it as being ‘the best of both worlds’: 

“To live in nature. And still have, well, let’s say a 45-minute trip to all 
the possibilities of a large city. That is the best combination” 
(Patrick)

This attitude towards the local context as well as the link to the 
mainland and the urban area was found in interviews with six men and 

Table 2 
The interview participants.

Southern island Northern island

Men 9 3
Women 3 3
Age 80< 1 1
Age 70> 5 3
Average age 73 71
Persons in household Two or more: 8 

Single person: 4
Two or more: 3 
Single person: 3

Drivers license/access to 
household car

12/9 6/6

Do you participate in as many 
activities outside the house as 
you wish?

Yes: 9 
No: 3

Yes: 3 
No: 3

Do you have any obstacles for 
participating in activities?

Bad public 
transport: 1 
Long distance, 
time: 1 
Care for others: 
1

The ferry: 3

Leaving island Daily (5-7/ 
week): 6 
3-4 times per 
week: 2 
1-2 times per 
week: 4

1-2 times per week: 1 
3-4 times per month: 1 
1-2 times per month: 4

How satisfied are you as a whole 
with your possibilities to leave 
the home?

Very satisfied: 9 
Neither: 2 
Somewhat 
dissatisfied: 1

Very satisfied: 2 
Neither: 1 
On the island very satisfied, 
to the mainland very 
dissatisfied: 2 
Do not wish to answer: 1

Health issues: No: 10 
Yes: 2

No: 3 
Yes: 3

Satisfaction with health Very satisfied: 3 
Somewhat 
satisfied: 7 
Neither: 1 
Somewhat 
dissatisfied: 1

Very satisfied: 1 
Somewhat satisfied: 3 
Neither: 1 
Somewhat dissatisfied: 1
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two women and included both the younger and older age groups from 
the Southern island. However, the sentiments regarding closeness to the 
urban area were not echoed by all the Southern residents. For example, 
one participant had very recently moved due to a sense of isolation: 

“I am not content with not being able to receive and drive guests for 
example. People in the family or relatives or acquaintances who have 
a hard time walking and operated knees. That’s what I think is a very 
important part of life. That you are mobile for you and your own part 
but also together with others who are less mobile” (Charlie)

This quote highlights important aspects of the mobility and acces
sibility of the Southern Island. First, the lack of motorized transport 
made the island less accessible for people unable to walk or bike. Sec
ond, the sense of isolation due to these restrictions were not due to their 
own ability. The participant described how these challenges did not 
manifest until later in life, emphasizing the need for the age perspective 
in mobility and accessibility.

The participants on the Southern island described their everyday 
lives in similar ways, where island mobilities were presented as some
what burdensome when travelling to the mainland, especially when 
using public transport in connection with the ferry. Similarly, the need 
to reach the last boat on evenings and weekends meant participants 
needed to keep track of time, describing it as “it's a mess to get home. 
Especially on Sunday when there's few trips” (Ingrid) or going to a 
dinner and “suddenly say I have to go, the time, the boat is leaving” 
(Abraham).

Contrasting with the dependability of the Southern island ferry, the 
ferry to the Northern island was frequently cancelled during the winter 
months. This has been reported in local media, pointing both to the 
harsh winter conditions, but also due to regulations from the Swedish 
Transport Administration (STA). The STA has ruled that the ferry needs 
to be closed for 5 consecutive working days before any replacement 
traffic is employed. The inhabitants are therefore used to getting their 
sole communication to the mainland cut off and having to wait days 
before being able to reach services on the mainland. This caused the 
participants to regard the ferry as unreliable: 

“No, it feels like it is totally untrustworthy” (Bert)

“It makes you abstain from certain things. […] if it is that important 
then I go to land one or two days ahead, and make living arrange
ments” (Gabriel)

“I get forced to stay in town, I can get stuck a whole week if things go 
wrong” (Olivia)

Most participants regarded the ferry as one of the most significant 
obstacles for being able to take part in all the activities they would like. 
However, the unreliability of the ferry was also compounded with the 
restrictive timetable. For some, the most important issue was the time
table, rather than the cancelled sailings: 

“I have no possibility to go to courses or anything like that […] Yes, 
the ferry. It goes home at 18 in the evening, and that is about when 
the courses start” (Felix)

This quote illustrates how the limited timetable reduced the possi
bility of participating in activities on the mainland. As a result, many 
residents go to the mainland two times per month or less. Additionally, 
some participants stated that they needed to have an extra apartment to 
be able to attend activities in the evenings: 

“No. I would have had [the extra apartment] anyway. […] If you 
wanna go to the pub or meet people in town. […] So if you move out 
here you know that you need an overnight apartment” (Olivia)

Consequently, most residents stated that the ferry was an obstacle, 
and that they could not do all the activities they wanted to, both due to 
unreliability and timetable.

When describing the everyday lives on the island, the participants 

from the Northern island often highlighted the closeness to nature and 
the undisturbed sense of wilderness, stating that one can “go out in the 
forest and pick berries or mushrooms or hunt. And there are almost no 
people” (Bert). However, when one wants to socialize, the island pro
vides opportunities to weave, do quizzes, or just chat a little bit with the 
people in the store.

4.2. Gender variations

Concerning gender, men and women varied in their reasoning and 
strategies for aging in place. While the women on the Southern Island 
had all considered moving, the Southern island men were adamant in 
their wish to stay. One woman described planning for the worst-case 
scenario: 

“I’ve more thought about if I would be forced to move. Because of, I 
don’t know what, but what do I do then? So, then I have actually put 
myself in a queue for renting” (Ingrid)

Another emphasized the economic aspects of her planned move: 

“You don’t get any loans as a pensioner […] so I need to sell the 
house. […] It’s not so fun. To have a house that you cannot take care 
of by yourself. To the extent that you want to. That’s also part of it. 
But of course, if I had money, I could have paid someone for those 
things” (Karin)

Laura also highlighted an economic aspect of aging in place, but 
instead of needing to relocate, she described changing her mind after 
first thinking about moving: 

we thought, maybe we should move, but then you realize how nicely 
you live and what it costs to live like this but in the city […] then we 
would pay so much money for living, and we did not want that” 
(Laura)

Laura expressed her planned aging in place as a preference, in 
contrast to the other women on the Southern island. The men presented 
an inflexible strategy, being insistent on their wish to stay, stating that 
“they will have to carry me feet first” (Jacob) or that “something very 
negative would have to happen” (Daniel). The men also were more in
clined to avoid thinking about aging and the possibility of having to 
move: 

what happens when you can’t make it anymore? […] I guess I push 
that stuff away a bit” (Nicholas)

“You never know how it is in, a couple of years if you, something 
happens that, you never know but the feeling is now that I don’t want 
to, live anywhere else” (Martin).

These sentiments point to men on the Southern island avoiding the 
thought of having to leave. This avoidance strategy means they have less 
preparation for a situation where they would have to move. Such a 
situation could therefore lead to potentially adverse consequences for 
the older male residents.

Concerning gendered variations on the Northern island, the partici
pants described similar strategies as the participants on the Southern 
island. For example, two of the three women interviewed described 
having a secondary apartment on the mainland: 

“And it’s accessible and so on, so I have prepared myself in case, if I 
don’t die first I will have to move from here” (Heidi)

“It’s mostly nice to have something of your own rather than having to 
knock on someone’s door each time. […] If we keep on maintaining 
our bodies […] We will be able to get to the cottage, which is out 
here. And keep being active. We’ll see. Take ten years at a time” 
(Olivia)

The secondary apartments served both as a strategy to ensure the 
participants were able to participate in life in the urban area, while also 
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providing insurance if anything adverse were to happen. In contrast with 
this, the men on the Northern island presented a similar determination 
to the Southern Island men: 

“I know it might have to be like that at some point. But my hope is 
that it will not be needed, so if I move from the island it will be with 
my feet first” (Gabriel)

“Well, hopefully, we can live here, until, we kick it. But you don’t 
know. There are those who had to move” (Felix)

One of the men had checked the possibility for moving to the 
mainland and renting, but was deterred, saying “I saw the rent levels 
[…] and then I was horrified” (Bert). Ultimately, he decided it was too 
expensive to move. Sentiments like these show that the men wished to 
age on the Northern island, while also presenting a somewhat more 
thoughtful reflection on their situation and a more flexible strategy. 
Compared to the men on the Southern island, they were aware that they 
might not be able to age as they want to, and the presence of others who 
have been forced to do so seems to make the need more immediate and 
real.

4.3. Community

Besides Charlie, who recently moved, all the residents on the 
Southern island described a strong sense of community: 

“it is very easy to socialize. Basically I can just go outside the door 
and go down to one of the docks […] It is something I am starting to 
value more” (Quentin)

These sentiments were echoed by other participants, who also 
pointed to the helpful nature of the community, stating that “here we 
help each other” (Martin), or “if you can't make it you can ask a friend, 
like can you help me carry” (Abraham) and “If anything happens you 
can always get help” (Laura). Some highlighted that the islanders took 
care of all public spaces themselves through the common property as
sociation. Others also highlighted the social importance of the com
munity, stating that “It's more social here, as you say. We do things 
together” (Ingrid). Another participant also focused on this: “There is a 
great amount of social activity here with the [associations]. You have 
everything you could wish for here” (Jacob). In addition, most partici
pants also pointed to the ferry as a social place: 

“The boat is actually social as well. […] And either talk or read or just 
relax. And that is actually a real asset […] It’s like a relaxation and a 
social facility as well” (Ingrid)

The ferry was therefore mainly a positive experience for the partic
ipants on the Southern island. While the sentiments on mobility differ a 
lot between the islands, they showed a similarity when discussing the 
island communities. Some participants on the Northern island particu
larly highlighted the everyday social interactions and meetings: 

“Everyone knows everyone on the island. You meet and you talk. And like 
that, socialize a little. […] the social connections I want, I have” 
(Gabriel)

“The best thing is that there is a huge community. And not just … It’s 
not just old people who meet, but it’s the whole spectrum, it’s par
ents with small children and middle-aged and, there are no strict age- 
division like there is on land […] I think that if I was living in town, I 
would be lonelier than what I am here” (Heidi)

Other participants also pointed to the sense of community as 
important in emergencies: 

“That’s why I feel at home here, I know I have a community if anything 
were to happen to me” (Edith)

Together, the participants presented a picture of a close-knit com
munity where the residents help each other, as well as socialize in 

different social spaces. The community aspects also reach further by 
allowing the community to take collective action in the form of associ
ations, as stated by several participants: 

“As soon as we have a need we have to solve out here, we form an 
association” (Heidi)

“It’s like this, we are not many, but the associations are many […] 
It’s a very nice community here. All people want to matter in some 
way, and you do in a small context like this” (Olivia)

The importance of the associations for both islands and their com
munities was also highlighted by the fact that almost all participants 
stated that association meetings were a significant part of the social 
events on the island. The associations were therefore both a result of a 
strong community, and themselves a part of building that community. 
The strong social community on both islands worked both as a security 
net which could help in an emergency or provide help when needed, but 
crucially they were also a foundation for the everyday services on the 
islands. The collective action they allow also spawn new ideas. One 
participant shared the idea of providing care for older people by 
themselves: 

“And we all sit and think about seriously about creating a collective 
senior house by ourselves […] We know that the home care services 
we can’t, doesn’t work. […] But we might be enough people out here 
to create an elder collective” (Olivia)

This example of collective action being taken due to the necessity of 
services is a key characteristic for the smaller island communities and 
highlights both the determination of the residents to ensure that their 
island is livable, as well as clearly showing the lack of services provided 
by official bodies.

4.4. People and technology

4.4.1. The use and attitude towards digital tools
On the Southern island, all participants were active technology users, 

ranging from texting and emailing to ordering medicine online. Some 
participants were very used to technology, and had adapted it into their 
everyday life completely, saying that “It feels like a given” (Quentin) and 
that “it's a part of life today” (Nicholas).

These quotes show that participants on the Southern island have 
adopted technologies into their everyday life Furthermore, the partici
pants stated a wide variety of uses, ranging from texting and calling to 
online banking and e-commerce, as well as international videoconfer
encing. The use of digital technology allowed the participants to stay 
connected with places and people without having to leave the island. 
This facilitated island life in various ways: 

“You have contacts with the whole world on the internet” (Abraham)

“Even going to a course without having to go away to a course fa
cility. Eh … Really great. Through Teams” (Nicholas)

“I wouldn’t be able to go to a gym class if I couldn’t book it online” 
(Ingrid)

In a similar vein, many of the participants on the Southern island also 
used e-commerce, increasing the accessibility of goods on the island. 
However, as the traditional store with parcel pickup had recently closed, 
the residents now had to go to the mainland to pick up their order. This 
often was regarded as a hassle, as packages were sent to different pickup 
points: 

“I wanted it sent to the store on [the island], it used to say that. Then 
they couldn’t do that, they sent it to a store on [neighbor island] and 
it was a lot of work for me” (Ingrid)
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“they only calculate number of kilometers and they can send you to 
[area] or something. Far away, so it would take whole day for me” 
(Karin)

These challenges for e-commerce manifested as a hassle due to the 
increased distance one must go, and due to the geography of the island. 
As a result, the participants on the Southern island often said that they 
ordered less online due to the less accessible pickup points. However, 
not all were dissuaded, and some people described themselves as 
frequent online shoppers: 

“But I like to be out online and I like to order things online and so on 
[…] in the beginning I thought it was great fun to order online. Once 
I learned this it was really fun” (Martin)

Other people were a bit more hesitant in general to adopt technol
ogies. Some participants were mostly opposed to e-commerce, stating 
that they “want to see and feel something before I buy it” (Daniel). 
Others were frustrated with technology, saying it could make you feel 
“dumb when it doesn't work” (Karin). While this frustration was not 
found among the other participants, others stated that they sometimes 
needed help to fix things that went wrong.

When discussing technology in general, some participants on the 
Southern island expressed worry that the implementation of digitaliza
tion and technology would be more harmful than beneficial. Several 
participants expressed preference for using physical solutions instead. 
Others were concerned that the digital systems were fragile, warning of 
dangerous over-reliance: 

“You blindly trust your digital systems […] Everything that is digital is not 
the truth” (Abraham)

“I don’t think we should make ourselves dependent on it” (Ingrid)

Worries about the digital system being fragile were evidently also 
connected to the worry that others would be excluded: 

But I feel very sorry for people, who are older than I am […] or can’t 
use the technology (Charlie)

older people who are maybe 80 plus you know, who suddenly with 
this with BankID and fraud and everything like that. […] today you 
are almost a socially excluded person if you don’t have a BankID 
(Daniel)

However, while concern for others was a common topic for the 
participants on the Southern island, few seemed to be concerned for 
themselves as they got older. Almost all participants were very positive 
towards digitalization in general, mostly due to the ease it allowed them 
by being able to do banking or contact others.

The worry concerning digitalization was prevalent also on the 
Northern island. While digitalization made many things easier, one 
participant was worried about the social function of the hybrid store: 

“it is also a social hub […] they are supposed to keep track of who is 
moving about […] then you can, ‘no, he hasn’t been here for several 
days now’. Best to check if he is still alive” (Bert)

This worry stemmed from the fear that the community will lose the 
social control of its members as a consequence of reduced social contact. 
The hybrid store therefore represented a fear of the social community 
eroding as people are no longer meeting and noticing who is missing.

While others were not as concerned, some were skeptical towards 
other applications of digital tools, arguing that “Used the right way it's 
good, used the wrong way it's shit” (Edith), or that “It's good, but it is 
also dangerous. Well with viruses and everything” (Felix). However, the 
residents used technology regularly, like the residents on the Southern 
island. The uses varied from ordering things online to doing family 
research and attending digital meetings: 

“I am that kind of mad person that uses the phone all the time to 
search for things” (Heidi)

“I think I have five different meeting apps so I am available in all 
different meeting organizations” (Olivia)

The ferry timetable on most weekdays meant the residents often had 
to stay a whole day on land before the next ferry went back to the island. 
Because of this, most residents used e-commerce to avoid mainland 
travel. Some also argued that this was sometimes from a position of 
necessity rather than preference, stating that “And sadly it's like that, we 
shop more online that we would need if it's easier to go in” (Felix). 
However, most residents were very positive towards digitalization, and 
often highlighted the opportunities they had for working and living on 
the island despite the mobility restrictions: 

“I have worked with it my whole life so I am positive. The more 
things you can make digital it is, in many cases it makes it easier […] 
And I wouldn’t be able to have as many meetings if we couldn’t have 
them digitally (Gabriel)

“I love [digitalization] […] Well, it makes my everyday life easier. 
Definitely. I can do lots of things that I wouldn’t be able to if I didn’t 
have the tools I have” (Heidi)

“any time during the month I can do away with my banking errands, 
put them up in a payment period like that, and you’re done. And 
that’s good. That’s great” (Bert)

Evidently, these participants felt that they would not have been able 
to live on the island to the same extent without digital tools. One also 
highlighted that this meant not just being able to reach the mainland, 
but the rest of the world as well. However, others were not comfortable 
using certain services with digital tools, such as digital meetings for 
medical appointments and checkups.

4.4.2. Specific solutions

4.4.2.1. Unmanned and hybrid store. On the Southern island, most of the 
participants were positive towards the new 24/7 store, and described it 
as a very important service for the island: 

“It gives a belief in the future and you can do a lot together. […] we 
have to communicate that to everyone, we can’t just go and hang our 
heads, we need to do something” (Laura)

“It is really a great option. […] it’s been very positive” (Karin)

However, despite that most participants viewed the new store as an 
option that is ‘better than nothing’, some voiced concerns that some 
island residents might have a hard time using it, saying that: 

“The technology is safe to 90%, but there is an uncertainty, and er
rors might show up […] it is not reliable. And I think mostly about 
people who are dependent on the store, who oftentimes are a little bit 
older as well. So there should be a manned store […] or that you have 
it as a hybrid variant” (Charlie)

“You log in with a QR-code and Bank-ID. But of course, that’s, not 
everyone can do that. The ones who can’t do it have to ask for help, 
‘can you fix this for me’. I’ve tried to, there are many older people 
here who can’t do it” (Nicholas)

As shown in this quote, the concern for all parts of the community 
made the participant hesitant to readily accept the 24/7 store, rather 
arguing that a hybrid version would be more inclusive. Other partici
pants also lamented the loss of the traditional store: 

“No, I think the whole social function that the store had for the is
land, has been destroyed. It is a nerve-knot that was destroyed” 
(Jacob)

“There are large differences. […] the other store was, you know, a 
hub, a meeting place for, for the people here, you go to the store and 
then, well, you meet some other people. […] For the older people, 
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really old who don’t get anywhere it was a, a good meeting place you 
know” (Martin)

The residents showed an understanding of the broader function the 
traditional store provided for the island and were aware of the need to 
safeguard the social spaces on the island to preserve the social com
munity. On the Northern island, most residents described the change of 
hybridizing the store as something that added to the accessibility of the 
store rather than decreasing it. Other participants described the 
increased possibilities for shopping as a positive way for the store to 
keep open: 

“In the winter there are not so many. Who shop. And it’s really dumb 
to have the store manned. […] during two, three hours there might 
be.. one customer” (Heidi)

“I think it’s very good. Because then you have the combination of 
being able to go there and shop at any time during the day or night. 
Combined with staff at certain times like before. So I think it is 
excellent” (Olivia)

As the store struggles during the winter months, the self-service kiosk 
allowed it to extend opening times for the permanent residents in the 
winter. This is perceived as a positive change, as it would increase the 
accessibility of the store for them. The store was also set up to make it 
possible for people to enter using an electronic tag, which could also 
lower the threshold needed for people who have trouble using digital 
tools like e-ID.

4.4.2.2. Drones and delivery robots. In contrast with the positive views 
on the hybrid store on the Northern island, the residents were skeptical 
when asked about other technological solutions, like drone deliveries 
and autonomous delivery robots. While they oftentimes did not see harm 
with testing the technology, most did not find uses for the drones outside 
of emergency services, like delivering medicine when other forms of 
transport were unavailable. Similar sentiments were shared when dis
cussing autonomous delivery robots, and the possibility of having gro
ceries and other necessities delivered to their home. While one 
participant felt that it might be good for someone who has no other way 
of getting their necessary goods, most were hesitant to embrace it. One 
participant felt that “the visit to the store is a social thing as well. If I 
would get the post delivered to my home than I might just go to the store 
twice per week and lose a part of that social connection” (Gabriel), 
which speaks to the importance the residents placed on the store as a 
social facility, as well as their awareness of anything that might un
dermine that social function. Like the residents on the Southern island, 
the Northern residents were aware of the need to maintain the social 
community they have, and what effects certain solutions might have on 
the social life of the island.

The participants of the Southern island regarded the delivery ser
vices in a similar way, where the drone deliveries were often regarded as 
“a good complement” (Abraham) as well as something “to be used in 
emergencies” (Ingrid) for people needing medicine, or flying out de
fibrillators. Regarding the autonomous delivery robots, more partici
pants were positive on the Southern island than in the North, arguing 
that “[the island] is made for it. We have good roads, and it's easy to get 
to the houses, it's perfect” (Charlie), and that “it would make things 
easier for everyone here” (Abraham). However, most participants still 
did not regard delivery services as necessary, and some warned against 
more sedentary lifestyles for older people: 

“Well, that’s true if you can’t move, but otherwise it’s good to walk 
for a bit and not just sit and wait for robot and drones to come and 
deliver stuff. But if you can’t move, I guess it’s good” (Laura)

The line between what is a helpful tool and what will reduce societal 
participation, is a fine one. However, new solutions can also be used to 
enhance the sense of community and gather people, such as creating 

hubs for accessing digital services like video conferencing for healthcare 
consultations or watching streamed lectures. The consideration for the 
local community and context in implementation of new services is 
nevertheless paramount to ensure that remote communities can survive 
and thrive.

5. Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this study was to understand the conditions for mobilities 
and accessibility for older people living on smaller islands in Sweden, as 
well as what is needed for improving their ability to age in place. The 
general differences between the north and south of Sweden are distinct 
in terms of population densities and average distances, and the condi
tions are reflected in the case islands of this study. The combination of 
longer distances, harsher weather, and sparsely populated areas make 
mobility more of a challenge in the north than in the south. Conversely, 
the density of the population, the availability of mobility and the milder 
weather facilitate island living in the south. In addition, the community 
on the North island is vigilant, reacting to changes that might be a threat 
to their social community and therefore their ability to live on the island. 
In contrast, the Southern islanders, while still valuing their community, 
are not as watchful for potential challenges. This might be due to the 
differences in accessibilities and mobilities, as the residents on the 
Northern island know that they are able to keep on living on the island as 
they do mainly due to the ability of the community to provide several 
necessary services collectively. On the Southern island, the community 
had recently experienced the loss of the traditional store and the impact 
it had on the ability to get groceries and receive packages, but as the 
residents had a viable option of travelling to the mainland instead, the 
loss was much less severe than what would have happened in the North, 
where options are more limited. In addition, the 24/7 store on the 
Southern Island was able to return some of the functions of the previous 
store, which spurred belief in the possibilities of island, hopes for the 
future as well as a proud sense of independence among the participants. 
Nevertheless, residents on both islands are aware that the social com
munity on the islands forms the basis of their ability to live there, as the 
community provides necessary services through several associations. A 
potential threat to the social structure of the island is therefore a threat 
to the living conditions as well. This is true not just for the social safety 
net the community provides, but also for basic services like the man
agement of the stores, the care of public spaces, and several other so
cietal functions. In addition, studies also show that this form of social 
capital can be beneficial in creating resilient and adaptive communities 
(Kilpatrick and Falk, 2003).

The purpose of the study was to discern how the islanders perceive 
their need for mobility and accessibility as they age, and what they deem 
as desirable future developments of services in their local contexts. 
Concerning gender, most female participants on both islands showed a 
planned strategy for aging on the island and dealing with unforeseen 
circumstances. In contrast, the male residents more often employed an 
avoidance strategy on the topic, preferring to argue that they would 
rather die on the island than to move. These findings are consistent with 
gender influencing relocation decisions found in other studies (Ewen 
et al., 2014; Weeks et al., 2012). However, other aspects might influ
ence this as well, for example that the persons living alone more often 
displayed a planned strategy, and that the male participants in this study 
context mostly lived with a partner that might plan for the aging of the 
couple. As this study did not have gendered aspects as a main focus, 
further research should be conducted to provide deeper analysis on the 
gendered aspects of island aging.

The findings of this study point to the importance of space, mobility 
and the relation between rural and urban areas. The dependence on 
mobility to and from the urban area is highlighted by the participants on 
both islands, while the importance of spatial moorings and connections 
with community and nature are also viewed as vital parts of the island 
context. While both islands are dependent on the mobility to and from 
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the mainland to satisfy their service needs, they highlight the provision 
of services they have arranged themselves on the island. These findings 
correspond with the theorization of rural mobilities, as presented by 
Milbourne and Kitchen (2014). Furthermore, the participants on the 
islands highlight the restriction of mobility as well as the absence of 
services as a drive for creating associations, fostering a sense of inde
pendence as well as social community, making the mobility restrictions 
fundamental to the cohesion of the community. This aspect was more 
pronounced on the Northern island, indicating that the restricted mo
bilities might force more cooperation in the community to provide 
necessary living conditions for the residents. As the community forms 
the foundation for life on the islands, providing both key services like 
access to groceries and recreation, it fosters social participation for all 
the residents on the island and is cited as an important part of the lives of 
the older residents. As research shows that social participation is a 
crucial aspect in increasing the well-being of older people (Dehi and 
Mohammadi, 2020; Wanchai and Phrompayak, 2019), this social com
munity proves to be crucial for both the ability to live on the island, as 
well as one of the main attractive aspects of island life. Additionally, as 
the social benefits for older people have been shown to increase when 
opportunities are participatory, i.e. they allow for older people to 
collaborate with others, they have the possibility of reducing the risk of 
social isolation (Cotterell et al., 2018). As one participant put it: “I think 
that if I was living in town, I would be lonelier than what I am here” 
(Heidi).

The mobilities of the island have developed over a long time, forming 
specific constellations of mobility (Cresswell, 2010). The constellations 
also relate to how the island identity (Vannini, 2012) and community is 
affected by these constellations of mobility. This is especially clear on 
the Northern island, where the residents have adapted to their condi
tions, creating a strong sense of community and social cohesion. The 
large number of associations on the islands also form a sense of island 
self-governance, which is created from the situation of relative 
geographical isolation and mobility restriction. While questions of 
self-governance and identity were not the main focus of this study, they 
appeared to be interesting avenues of research for further studies. This 
study instead lends its theoretical contribution to the ways that rural 
social communities and mobilities can interact and shape each other, 
sometimes taking the form of collective action through associations 
based on engagement among local citizens.

This study also placed a focus on the ability to use different solutions 
to provide access to services. While different service solutions are used 
by residents on both islands, the participants on the Northern island 
primarily use digital tools to alleviate the mobility restrictions they face, 
using digital meetings as well as e-commerce to limit the need to go to 
the mainland. This is exemplified by the participant who used online 
shopping to alleviate the mobility restriction posed by the ferry. In 
contrast, the Southern islanders were inclined to go to the mainland 
when they needed something, especially leisure trips like going to a café 
or shopping in specialized stores. These differences reflect the difference 
in accessibilities to physical and digital services on both islands, but also 
how older individuals use digital tools to overcome restrictions. While 
some literature on the grey digital divide urges caution when imple
menting digital tools (see for example An, 2024; Carney and Kandt, 
2022), the findings in this study suggest that other factors besides 
ability dictate use and non-use among older adults. These findings are in 
line with other studies, suggesting the grey digital divide needs to be 
nuanced to capture older adults as a homogenous group (see Neves et al., 
2018; Quan-Haase et al., 2018). To foster both access to services on 
islands as well as the social communities on these islands, care must be 
taken in the implementation of new solutions. As shown by the in
terviews, the stores on both islands were regarded as important both due 
to the increased access to food as well as the social function they pro
vided. The differences between them, however, highlight the impact on 
the island communities. While the hybridization of the Northern store 
was mainly viewed as a positive addition to the community, which 

would improve access, the Southern store was mainly viewed as the 
second-best option. This was related both to the social function of the 
store, as well as a concern on both islands that increased digitalization 
would be exclusionary. The delivery options discussed and solutions for 
the island were highly scrutinized by the participants in terms of their 
effect on the community. However, the participants were more accept
ing towards solutions geared to emergency services, or service for people 
who had no other options. These sentiments reflect the care for the is
land community and its members, and a perspective reflecting the 
mutual dependence and trust the islanders have in each other. Since 
many services are operated by the islanders themselves, they are aware 
of the critical mass needed to make the island livable. For this reason, a 
threat to the livability of one person means a threat to the whole com
munity. Implementations of service solutions need to be applied with 
consideration for the local context, as they otherwise risk eroding the 
social cohesion of communities, and consequently decrease social 
sustainability.

The qualitative study approach, based on few informants (18 people) 
and observations from study visits gave valuable information on how it 
is to age in place in rural islands in the context of Northern Europe. 
However, the main limitation is that the study is restricted to a small 
scope, which only allow for a possibility of investigating two Swedish 
islands. More research is needed to understand how the island condi
tions interact with questions of aging, accessibility and mobility in a 
more general sense. The factors identified in this study deserves further 
research to ensure older islanders are granted equal opportunities to 
their mainland counterparts.
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