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1. Summary of findings 

• One of the main findings was the resilience of the Orkney community  
 

• The future of tourism was of considerable concern  
 

• Reflecting the limitations of lockdown etc, most of the research was undertaken 
using Zoom and Phonics and this proved very efficacious  
 

• Throughout this study those who have engaged with us have thanked us consistently 
for giving them the chance to have a voice. 
 

• The volunteer team and the community partner really enjoyed the work and felt they 
had been considerably upskilled. They were also able to add to the wider body of 
knowledge outwith the scope of the project as the Phonics software now has Scots 
and Orcadian added to its transcription languages 
 

• It was difficult to get people in key roles who would normally have considerable input 
to respond – they were fragile and tired  
 

• The creative competition was a success in Orkney because it allowed people to have 
a practical response to the pandemic  
 

• There was a clear rise in community feeling – but also a sense of satisfaction with 
isolation 
 

• Responses were generally positive to the pandemic and to the support on offer. It 
was felt that Orkney had been fortunate in this situation 
 

• There were concerns about mental health, especially for the younger demographic 
 

• There was a strong sense that the country should take things slowly in the post 
pandemic period  
 

 

 

“We have been in lockdown but we 
haven’t been locked in” – Alan Jones 
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2. Introduction 

This is one of the four case studies carried out in qualitative research across the Highlands and 
Islands to examine the experiences for some of the hardest hit people in the region. The project is 
led by Vicky Johnson from Inverness College UHI and Rosalind Bryce from Perth College UHI in 
collaboration with Donna Heddle from the Institute for northern Studies based at Orkney College 
UHI, Steve Taylor from West Highland College UHI and Magnus Davidson from North Highland 
College UHI. The project was funded through an uplift grant from the Scottish Funding Council.  

The research has been co-constructed in each of the four sites, in Inverness, Wester Ross, Caithness 
and Orkney, with local partners embedded in the sites selected. These local partners have then 
worked with academic leads from UHI and voluntary teams where possible. In Orkney the 
community partner was Island Smart Ltd (they are tourism professionals with an emphasis on Shorex 
services who promote sustainable island futures) who led the research with the support of the 
Institute for Northern Studies team at Orkney College UHI.  

The aim of the project is to understand the impacts of Covid-19 and influence strategies for recovery 
through systematic community driven research, including understanding individual/group support 
and actions raised in communities and providing evidence to change policy and practice regionally. 

The team in Orkney worked from March to July 2021 to achieve the following objectives.  

• To implement community-driven research which seeks to understand landscapes of change 
and the actions taken in response to the global coronavirus pandemic. 

• To capture this experience as a case study for that area/ site. 

• To influence policy and practice locally and regionally with community perspectives/ 
evidence about landscapes of change and covid recovery.  

This report is intended for use locally and regionally to go alongside a cross case report that will 
provide the analysis across the Highlands and Islands through the voices of local residents. This in-
depth qualitative research can help to understand the complexity of the negative and positive 
experiences, how these differ with geographies, inequalities and support, and what actions are 
prioritised by local people who are hardest hit and local volunteers and service providers as we 
emerge from the pandemic.  
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3. Background information on Orkney 

Orkney, lying at 59°0′N 3°2′W, is 10 miles (16 km) north of the coast of Caithness and has about 70 
islands, of which 20 are inhabited. It covers 990 km2 (380 sq mi) and has a population of 22,270 (last 
measured 30th June 2018 and update on 30th April 2020. The largest island, Mainland, has an area of 
523 square kilometres (202 sq mi), making it the sixth-largest Scottish island and the tenth-largest 
island in the British Isles. Orkney’s largest settlement, and also its administrative centre, is Kirkwall 
on Mainland. Orkney is the smallest of the 32 council areas of Scotland and the Orkney Islands 
Council is one of only three councils in Scotland with a majority of elected members who are 
independents. The fact that there is a local authority presence in Orkney reinforces the strong, 
independent and proactive community spirit in the islands. 

Orkney is divided into four main areas (see map 1 below). Mainland, the North Isles, the South Isles 
and the interlinked South Isles (so called because they are linked together by the Churchill Barriers 
causeway which were built during World War II when Orkney was a major naval base). The islands 
are internally connected by an inter island ferry fleet and are connected to the mainland of Scotland 
by two ferries – one from Stromness to Scrabster (Northlink Ferries, subsidised by the Scottish 
Government) and one from St Margaret’s Hope in South Ronaldsay to Gill’s Bay in Caithness which is 
operated by a private company, Pentland Ferries. There is also a passenger only ferry operating from 
John o’Groats to Burwick in South Ronaldsay in the summer months. Orkney also benefits from air 
links operated by Loganair. There are interisland flights from Kirkwall to North Ronaldsay, Eday, 
Sanday, Stronsay, Westray, and Papa Westray. There are also flights from Kirkwall to Sumburgh in 
Shetland, Aberdeen, Inverness, Glasgow, and Edinburgh, with an international flight to Bergen ion 
the summer months. 

 

Map 1. Orkney Islands Council Plan 2018-23, p.2 
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Orkney has strengths in agriculture (most of the land is farmed), in renewable energy (the amount of 
electricity that Orkney generates annually from renewable energy sources exceeds its demand but it 
also has the highest level of fuel poverty in Scotland), and in tourism. 

 

Table 1: Extract from the National Records of Scotland Orkney Islands Council Area Profile from 30 June 2019, 
updated April 2020 

Orkney has an aging population (average age 47) and is an advanced example of the demographic 
problem facing Scotland as a whole. The 45 to 64 age group was the largest in 2019, with a 
population of 6,652. The 16 to 24 age group was the smallest, with a population of 1,847. In 2019, 
more females than males lived in Orkney Islands in 4 out of 6 age groups. 

Orkney’s environment, safety and community spirit all feature in the county’s regular ranking as the 
best place to live in the UK (source: Orkney Islands Council Plan 2018-2023) 

There are around 1,500 businesses on the islands with c.11,000 jobs, of which around 5,000 are 
part-time. More than 90% of businesses have fewer than 10 employees. Many people have more 
than one job, with a particular emphasis on part time season tourism work.  

3.1 The impact of Covid 19 on the community 

The main aim of this particular site report was to look at the cultural heritage impacts of the 
pandemic, and the effects on Orkney tourism, especially the cruise market. Orkney relies heavily on 
tourism, which in turn is an industry that relies heavily on the movement of people so was 
dramatically affected by the pandemic. 

Orkney’s total cumulative Covid positive tests statistics stand at 143 with 4 deaths as of 23rd  July 
2021 (source: Public Health Scotland).  Orkney has by far the lowest per capita number of Covid 
cases  with 638.4 per 100,000 (source: Public Health Scotland) and the highest level of vaccination 
(80% of the adult population) in Scotland. The islands were in Level 3 COVID-19 restrictions until 
16th May 2021, from the week commencing 17th May 2021, Orkney entered Level 2 and moved to 
level 0 on 5th June 2021. A high level of adherence to the restrictions has kept Orkney’s incidences of 
Covid very low and for months at a time there were no cases at all in Orkney. However, the return of 
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tourists to Orkney as mainland Scotland entered level 1 has resulted in regular outbreaks which has 
further polarised the ongoing debate about tourism in Orkney. 

A report published in February 2020 by the Fraser of Allander Institute at the University of 
Strathclyde stated that spending by visitors increased from £49.5 million in 2017 to £67.1 million in 
2019, underlining the importance of tourism to the economy. The primary attractions that 
encourage tourism include the "Heart of Neolithic Orkney" World Heritage Site, one of only six in 
Scotland, which includes Skara Brae and the Ring of Brodgar stone circle.  The island of Hoy is also 
attractive to visitors for its landscape and the iconic famous Old Man, a red sandstone sea stack. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic the number of visitors arriving on ferries declined by 71% in the 2020 
season. Cruise ships are a crucial component of Orkney’s tourism industry (source: Orkney 
Harbours). Orkney is UK’s premier port of call for the cruise industry. The 160 cruise ships on the 
manifest for 2020 also did not arrive, and there were 174 ships booked for the 2021 season as of 3rd 
March 2021, some of whom will not arrive between 30th July and November 2021. There were no 
day visitors and no holiday lets from 25 April 2020. There is a very active international festival scene, 
particularly during the summer months, including the Orkney Folk Festival in May, the St Magnus 
International Arts Festival in June and the Orkney International Science Festival in September.  
Several major events were cancelled: St Magnus Festival, Orkney Folk Festival, Stromness Shopping 
Week and the Agricultural Shows. These are both economically and culturally important events. 

There were support mechanisms in place. Scotland has an Islands Act (2018) which has enabled the 
development of Scotland’s National Islands Plan (2019) which is currently undergoing evaluation. 
The Islands Act has produced an Islands Deal bid led by the three island based local authorities. 

Orkney Islands Council Plan 2018-2023 notes: “Orkney's biggest challenges arise in those areas 
which no one agency can solve on its own, notably digital connectivity, transport, housing and fuel 
poverty. The main initiative addressing these challenges is the Islands Deal, which has grown out of 
the "Our Islands, Our Future" campaign. The Islands Deal is a joint proposal from the three islands 
councils (Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles) to the Scottish and UK Governments. Its purpose 
is to achieve long term sustainability for all our islands, by ensuring that every island has a strong 
enough economy to support a balanced population of all ages.” (Orkney Islands Council Plan 2018-
23, p.9) 

The awareness of the specific needs of the island groups has been addressed by a number of 
initiatives, e.g. the Island Equivalent Payment Fund, a new plan (subsequent to previous funding 
schemes) from the Scottish government which was announced on 1st February 2021 and was 
designed to provide the equivalent of Level 4 support to eligible businesses in Orkney and other 
island areas. 
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4. Our team and methodology 

The research was indertaken by the following team from March to July 2021, aided by a very 
enthusiastic group of volunteers: 

Institute for Northern Studies, University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) 

Professor Donna Heddle and Dr Oisín Plumb with administration support from Katherine Irvine and 
Lynn Campbell 

The Institute for Northern Studies at the University of the Highlands and Islands is a world leading 
research and teaching centre which was rated first in Scotland for research impact in tourism and 
fifth equal with the University of Oxford across the UK in the Research Excellence Framework 
Exercise in 2014. Donna Heddle is chair of the UHI Knowledge Exchange Tourism Sector Group. The 
insttute, which has campuses in Orkney, Shetland and Perth, has trained Scottish Tourist Guides 
Association accredited tourist guide in Orkney and North Highlands since 2010. We also have 
ongoing research projects involving tourism across the world. 

Community partner 

Nic Thake of Island Smart Ltd and Lynne Collinson  

Founded in 2017, Island Smart Limited provided services to some of the largest cruise ships calling in 
to Orkney and continued to do so until the collapse of cruise visits as a result of COVID-19.  

Alongside this work Island Smart has completed a number of short term projects which have started 
to explore circularity and sustainability within tourism. The owner believes that while Covid-19 has 
shifted focus away from this for the last year, or more, as Scotland opens up again an opportunity 
and an impetus to tackle this challenge head on presents itself.  

Volunteer Team 

Lenka Mellor and Dr Chimene Taylor 

Our key stakeholder and respondent groups were: 

• Destination Orkney, an umbrella tourism organisation which represents 500 tourism based 
businesses;  

• Orkney Islands Council, including Business Gateway Orkney 
• Tourism businesses across the island group. 
• Members of the Orkney public 

Our methodology was based on a process called Community Assessment and Action (CAA) that uses 
a systems of qualitative creative methods alongside a coding system. This allows anonymity in the 
research while also allowing analysis of the in-depth qualitative research by issues of difference, 
such as by gender, age and participant situation.   

The cross-case research applied for ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee of the 
University of the Highlands and Islands. In accordance with this, the research team in Orkney 
developed local protocols so that the team and participants were safe and the evidence produced 
according to the agreed data management for the project and the university. Participant information 
sheets were developed in order to make the purpose and use of the research clear and so that 
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participants could then provide informed consent through signing a consent form or providing verbal 
informed consent to the partner organisation of one of the UHI team members. (See Appendix 1 for 
details of forms and protocols). 

Our main research priority was to give the Orkney community a chance to let their voices be heard  
and to feel empowered so we have chosen to include a number of quotes in the body of the report 
so that their own voices can be heard.   

We adopted the initial approach of in depth one to one recorded Zoom interviews with a cross 
section of the community, followed by a targeted questionnaire aimed at the tourism industry and 
disseminated through Destination Orkney which is an umbrella organisation representing 500 
tourism businesses in Orkney, a targeted questionnaire aimed at film club members across Orkney, 
and a creative competition to gauge how the community had responded in a tangible way to the 
pandemic.  

We held a regular Friday afternoon drop in meeting for the whole team to offer support and to 
exchange ideas.  
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5. How did we do our research? 

Immediate Challenges 
At the beginning of the project we quickly realised that we would be encountering a reluctance to 
engage. A fatigue with Covid-19 restrictions, with surveys and questionaries in general coupled with 
a very strict interpretation of furlough restrictions (often reinforced by employer instructions) 
confronted us. This fatigue made it difficult to recruit a full quota of volunteer researchers but a very 
enthusiastic and able team was established who undertook one-on-one interviews. 
 
Engagement in a Covid restricted world 
As we began our work we were under no illusion that we had to be imaginative in our methodology. 
Traditional methods of engagement face-to-face with select or open groups was a not an option.  
Our methodology centred around giving our community their voice. It was also created to empower 
the community team with a view to giving the project an upskilling legacy. 
 
The boom in the use of Zoom the start of the pandemic offered an alternative. A growing interest in 
the use of artificial intelligence (AI) to analyse audio and video inspired us to also investigate these 
options. We were already using otter.ai. This is an AI based tool which captures audio from any 
source (including Zoom) and automatically produces an automatic transcription which can then be 
manually corrected and analysed either in the traditional manner or by using data analytical tools.  
 
We identified a new online questionnaire tool (Phonic) based on an AI platform which permits audio 
responses to online questions as well as providing video and text alternatives. We hoped that 
offering an alternative to traditional text entry would help to address survey fatigue and that it also 
had the potential to reach subjects who might usually avoid lengthy typed responses. 
 
Phonic.ai needed ethics clearance form UHI before it could be used, which took some time, but it 
has come into its own towards the end of project once this clearance was given. 
 
Linking Zoom, Phonic and limited, socially spaced interviews were four key questions which we left 
open to individual interpretation but which allowed personal or business responses while permitting 
plenty of scope for short, or expansive responses. 
 
Q1 - What Challenges (problems or issues) have you faced before and during covid-19?  
Q2 - What Opportunities (positives) have you experienced during the period of Covid-19? 
Q3 - What Responses (support and coping mechanisms) have you used during Covid-19?  
Q4 - What Solutions are needed now? What needs to happen next?  
 
Capturing local activities 
Along the way we realised that it was important to capture some of the wonderful initiatives which 
were bringing up on the islands around us. Here is a portfolio of pictures which illustrated some of 
these. 
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1. The Piece Place and the pop up charity shop 
 
Shapinsay (pop c.320): the nearest island to Kirkwall with a high proportion of daily commuters to 
Mainland while others choose to live and work on the island. 

 
2. Radio Church and Wireless Westray 

 
Westray (pop c.600, cf likes on Facebook for Wireless Westray): the second largest of the North Isles 
and a 1.5 hour ferry journey from Kirkwall 
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3. “My lockdown life”: a North Ronaldsay art project 
 

North Ronaldsay (pop 72): the most northerly of the North Isles. There are no shops on North 
Ronaldsay but they reached out by presenting this project in shop windows across Orkney. 
 

 
 
  



Orkney Islands: COVID-19 Community Changescapes of Recovery 

 

14 
 

6. What did we find out? 
 
Response was good to all three key activities (interviews, survey questionnaires, and competition) 
and we had respondents from all over Orkney (see Map 2), and indeed one from Unst in Shetland 
with strong connections to Orkney. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Map 2. Locations of respondents 
 
 
6.1   Results  - ZOOM and social spaced one-on-one interviews.  
 
These surveys have been undertaken by Lenka Mellor, Dr. Chimene Taylor and Lynne Collinson.  
 
Lenka has concentrated her efforts within her home island of Shapinsay and has reached out to 
colleagues at Shapinsay Heritage Arts and Crafts (SHAC) of which she is Chair. SHAC lost most of its 
income as a result of COVID. The lack of tourists has impacted it. She has also interviewed the 
island’s wellbeing co-ordinator. 
 
Chimene has interviewed artists and crafts people, most of whom have lost their source of income 
as a result of the collapse of tourism and many of whom relied on sales via the community shop 
hosted within the ‘Smithy’, Shapinsay - home to SHAC (see above). 
 
Lynne has worked with other interesting interviewees including reaching out to the Baptist Minister 
in Westray, who had initiated some imaginative responses there and to the co-ordinator of Isles 20 
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who, although based in Shetland is responsible for an idea which had benefited a number of 
businesses in Orkney. Key themes garnered from the Zoom interviews have been illuminating.  
Many of them have a common feature which might be summarised as  
 
“I struggled but I managed to keep going”  
 
Key Themes 

1. PANIC  

Food shop owner  - ‘there was the uncertainty at first of what do we do, when do we close to the 
public, how to protect staff and customers and how to manage deliveries to customers with limited 
staff….it was hell setting up the delivery system” (Also at first it was hard to get the gravity of the 
situation across to the customers) “oh my goodness we’ve got a struggle here to convince these 
people that something’s going on ’(but overall) to be honest, our customers were very, very 
cooperative.” 

“I think the whole country from the Prime Minister, the leaders of Scottish Government, the health 
people. Nobody knew what to do. It wasn't just me. It was everybody. “ 

(Re setting up an online ordering system) “it was just the sheer panic of thinking, I have to get this 
done. Now. This can't wait. And if I’d just been a little bit more patient, I perhaps could have made a 
better job of that” 20 

2. COMMUNITY DISRUPTION 

Baptist Kirk Minister - it’s a community place with a strong sense of community, you walk in each 
other's houses you go in each other's land and it's really fairly sort of community oriented. And so 
that, that shook the place up a little bit to be among the COVID” 23. 

3. TRAUMA 

 Food shop owner -  “I don’t even like to go on about it (her pandemic experience’) I nearly cry, I will 
just cry. It was hell …It was just something that was out of my realm or that I thought I’d ever have to 
do. Now I can look back and think actually I may have been a bit foolish, because I just put 
everything into it that I had, I couldn’t find any time for myself. But we got through it” 20 

Smallholder -  “I have really struggled with my PTSD. And I didn't expect to be wearing masks gives 
me nightmares for days afterwards. There are several places in town where you are really, really got 
at if you don't wear masks. And I actually saw a dentist recently as an emergency appointment 
thinking I needed two teeth removed one that's got a dodgy crown and the dentist says I've 
damaged the ligaments in my mouth gritting my teeth trying to survive using a mask” 4 

4. IDENTITY THEFT 

Smallholder -  “the things that people normally valued me for,  my milk and my eggs I had no way of 
selling. So that was quite stressful” 4 

5. STOICISM 

Crafting business owner  - “I'm also a full time carer, so I have no choice but to just carry on. But no, 
it has not been easy, it has been very depressing”  

“My philosophy has always been keep busy sometimes it's not easy” 3 
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Smallholder - “curling up in a corner and crying has never been an option so I've just kept going” 4 

6. TOURISM 

Smallholder  - “I think the problem in Orkney is that we need Tourism. I really wish they'd made 
testing mandatory before people came to the islands……because if we have an outbreak here we've 
lost a vital bridge 4 
 
Academic -  “Do you want to attract a smaller number of visitors and give them the best possible 
experience? Or do you want to get as many people as possible through the door and then there may 
be some sacrifice in terms of the quality of experience up certain peak times, at least.” (makes point 
that were two camps of opinion – the Orkney population who just wanted things back to normal 
asap and the business people who wouldn’t have minded restrictions for longer so there could be 
movement from one place to another) 1 
 

7. FINANCIAL DIFFICULTIES 

Smallholder -   "during lockdowns I found it very stressful trying to provide food, and the necessary 
resources for my kids, my family, because I couldn't, I couldn't budget” 4 

Crafting business owner -  “before COVID everything was going fine. Good plan. I have my aim for 
the year, to bring my income from my books and patterns from £11,000, a year roughly to £12,000 - 
£1,000 a month. Sure, for January, February, March, made my target. April onwards it went down to. 
Not quite zero but almost….. I lost both online sales, and local sales locally sales, the previous 
season, selling books to shops £1200 pounds last year for the same time I made £96”… I'm also a full 
time carer, so I have no choice but to just carry on. No, it has not been easy it has been very 
depressing” “there were four different types of grant available. And for silly reasons I didn't, I 
couldn't apply for any of them (not eligible). “The other big thing has happened that has made a vast 
difference is Brexit, of course. Yes. Which overnight took away the vast majority of my income….75 
to 80 85% of my work sales were abroad.” 3 

8. CARER COVID CHALLENGES 

Carer for family member-- “ 21 year old autistic granddaughter, that's lived with me since I she was 
six. There’s challenges all the time because you have to fight for everything you get for them. You 
know you have to pester people to get help. And we've been trying to get it into her own 
accommodation with help from carers, but it was all delayed, with COVID” (Lack of communication 
was a frustrating big challenge) “if they just communicate with us. I mean, you know, occasional 
phone call or email, even, you know, it doesn't take long to put up an email saying sorry I haven't 
gotten this done yet but we'll try in the next couple of weeks or, you know, that kind of thing. 
Communication is still not that great….you feel forgotten about neglected.” 21 

9. POSITIVES 

Thankfully some found positives in their changed ‘Covid’ circumstances: 

Smallholder -- “we didn't have a problem of not having anything to do because being on a croft 
there's always things to do so in that you're very lucky we had the space”  4 

Baptist Kirk Minister --  (doing pre-recorded services on line) ” I suppose one thing that was great it 
that allowed the church to be more multi voiced and its output because we were finding before that 
people would come forward to  do a reading or a prayer or contribute a thought of their own, not 
that many people would always be the same sort of usual suspects and we thought to be honest, 
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that going to pre recorded would make that worse because people wouldn't want to stand in front 
of a camera and know that it was being shown on YouTube to whoever. But actually, they kind of 
had the opposite effect. People didn't have the stage fright effect of being up in front of a ton of 
people and instead looking at a camera, allowed it to feel a lot safer for them”…. what we found was 
challenges actually presented opportunities”  

(they added songs to engage the kids into the services and it was an eye-opener!) “I didn't foresee 
them taking the lead in the way that they did in terms of action songs and spilling out into the isles 
and dancing and saying to their mothers come on you're not doing the actions so that was really just 
lovely to see, and it's a broke something in that atmosphere, and made people feel comfortable” 23 

Island Smallholder --“on the plus side, we've struggled in this community with allegations and 
troublemakers. And it was actually a massive relief not to have to be at things that I felt I ought to be 
involved in, to deal with people who'd been troublemakers in the past because I didn't have to put 
myself out there in the community that I have struggled to be in"’4 

Artist and crafter --  “I wasn’t happy about some of the people in my community causing trouble 
and was even thinking of moving but Covid shut that down ……Now I was happy as a cricket I could 
sit in my house and paint pictures all day long so it was fine…lockdown let me get on peacefully with 
my life …..I did miss people but I had Zoom and the shop delivered our food…..anything I needed I 
just got online” 6 

Catering business boom –  this is touched on in one of the Zoom interviews and is borne out by 
information from OIC -  Paul Turner, OIC Acting Environmental Health Manager, who noted  “22 new 
catering businesses have registered with the Council in the past 12 months – compared to 8 in the 
previous year. Seventeen are based in a domestic setting and five are mobile caterers”.         

10. THE FUTURE 

Food shop owner-- “I think we should set up some kind of secure testing system at the ferries and 
airports so that people come in here can be feel completely confident that they will you can never 
be completely confident, as confident as you possibly can. That it's a fairly COVID safe area. And, and 
the provide jobs for people to do these provide the service. And it would also provide confidence in 
the community….I think the expense to provide that service would be vastly outweighed by the 
business it would keep” 20 
 
Baptist Kirk Minister - I think, the whole experience now has energized us and given us food for 
thought. I think for a long time we used the word solution and we were coming with problem solving 
mindset. And I felt like a sort of reaction machine for a year and then we get to be more proactive 
going forward, to an extent” 23 

Young adult islander – “I know it's hard but I think we do just need to stick to it and keep the the 
masks and the distancing and they're only going to, like, certain places at certain times or whatever. 
But I know like at this point, people are just so done with it but it's I think it's a case of just sticking 
with it and once everyone's vaccinated I think things will start to get better” 43 

 Cancer sufferer -  “It will be a new normal, it should not be going back to the same normal as 
before. I think that people were living way above what they should be you know the, all the 
traveling, or the plastic pollution everything else. This is the chance to slightly curb it and I don't 
know if it's going to happen but that will be very good on the sort of global scale. Also globally. I 
think that the vaccines should be obligatory” 44 
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 CoS Kirk Minister - “I think we need to take it a step at a time. I don't think we need to rush into 
things because that will create further anxiety and an awful lot of confusion. And then if we need to 
go back to, to another lockdown or something that's not going to be beneficial for anybody so I think 
we need to ……take it a step at a time, …and probably plan for the worst case scenarios as well as 
the good scenarios. So, so be prepared for whatever happens”.  

“I think the greatest lesson is that this is not the one and only time such a thing is happening. I think 
we need to be more, more flexible and more dynamic in our response. So I think that there's, there's 
more to come, and it's just a, just the first of many, and whether it's necessarily going to be 
pandemics, but I think it's only the first of many, whatever the many are going to be” 45 

These interviews gave us a general overview od how the community was processing the pandemic. 

6.2    Results  - Phonic Tourism Operator Survey 

The same key questions were put to survey recipients as were used in Zoom and face-to-face 
surveys although respondents were also invited to add additional comments of their own in a final 
question: 

Q1 – What Challenges (problems or issues) have you faced before and during covid-19?  

Q2 - What Opportunities (positives) have you experienced during the period of Covid-19? 

Q3 - What Responses (support and coping mechanisms) have you used during Covid-19?  

Q4 - What Solutions are needed now? What needs to happen next?  

Q5 - Is there anything else that you would like to share?  

There was a great deal of engagement with the questionnaire as the many and detailed quotes 
attest: 44 Tourism Operators responded with the following distribution: 
 
West Mainland - 21 
Stromness - 6 
Kirkwall - 6 
East Mainland, Burray and South Ronaldsay - 5 
North Isles – 3 
South Isles - 3 
 
Their particular roles in the tourism industry were: 
 
Tourist Guide - 15 
Self Catering Providers - 6 
HES Employees - 4 
OIC employees - 2 
Mixed Service Providers – 19 
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Questionnaire Summary Word Cloud 
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Q1- What CHALLENGES (problems or issues) have you faced before and during Covid-19? 
 

“Before lockdown I had enjoyed my first summer as a tourist guide and was looking forward to the 
next season, especially as I had several dates booked already. I lack confidence so it was good for me 
to learn to share my knowledge and work with translators and visitors. Now I know that when (if) 
cruise ships come to Orkney I will have to work hard to build my confidence up again. There are 2 
reasons for this- 1. It is so long since I did any tours that my knowledge is rusty 2. Lockdown life 
made me slightly anxious of some social and public situations, even going to the supermarket as an 
example” 
 
“no tradesmen to prep dwelling for guest arriving after I had just taken out a business mortgage to 
upgrade accommodation expecting a 10 yr business plan  no significant income for last years season 
few guests in September  down on bookings by 3/4 this season  most people seem t be booking self 
catering or using mobile homes /campervans” 
 
“I was challenged with new procedures and protocols to keep visitors myself and contracted staff 
safe and managing their operation” 
 
“I had around 40 confirmed bookings for 2020 and lost all of them, I had another 7 for 2021, which 
have now cancelled. Overall I have been lucky to gain some work through supply work in schools and 
nurseries but it has had a significant effect on income.” 
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Question specific Word Cloud 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Q2 - What OPPORTUNITIES (positives) have you experienced during the period of Covid-19? 
 
Key responses: 
 

“The lockdown has given me time to think of new products and services which I might offer” 
 
 

Key Themes: 
 
Lack of Visitors 
Lack of Bookings 
Looking for Leadership  
Working with Social Distancing 
Lack of understanding (about Covid and working with it) 
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“The couple of grants I have had have so far enabled me to buy some new equipment; set up what I 
need physically to be "Good to Go"; to revamp my website and social media presence; and re-license 
and insure my private hire vehicle.” 
 
“More time to develop the business operationally. Showing visitors that I am testing it all seriously 
has brought benefits of repeat bookings.” 
 
“The reduced visitor numbers has resulted in a much better work environment for myself and 
colleagues. This reduction has also seen an improvement in the visitor experience with visitors 
spending more time in the house and in turn spending more money” 
 
“We cannot say that we have experienced any specific opportunities during this period other than 
closure has allowed some curation tasks to be undertaken.” 
 
“We have expanded our product range….We have had massive support from our community and 
managed to grow, although in a slightly different way to what was planned” 
 
Question specific Word Cloud 
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Q4 - What SOLUTIONS are needed now? What needs to happen next? 
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Optional Q5 - Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Key responses: 

“Thank you for the opportunity to get things off my chest! It would be helpful to see a positive 
outcome from this study. Because we have no ICU here in Orkney, keeping the islanders safe is 
paramount. I would like to see compulsory testing for those travelling here, in order to minimise the 
risk of new variants arriving…..” 
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“I could probably write about 20 odd pages on what could be improved tourism wise in Orkney, but I 
feel I've covered the most pressing points that I feel I have any control or input over”. 

“Motivation is needing a constant boost to put ideas into action. As I work alone the more I can get 
from the local agencies the better even if it means repeating myself I would really need some help” 

 

Conclusions 

Responses seem to be more individual than the Zoom ones where it was easier to find common 
themes in. One core element which does shine through is that despite financial support to parts of 
Scottish tourism some in the local industry still feel abandoned or, at least, left behind.  

The Word Clouds really have captured the key themes which collectively (Q1) reflect on the struggle 
to respond - to understand what to do, the hopelessness felt by the lack of visitors, the struggle to 
work with what visitors there are in a socially distanced manner, the lack of a clear local tourism plan 
and of leadership (perhaps reflected by the frequent change of Chairs and Managers at Destination 
Orkney?) and the higher costs of continuing in business.  

While there is some positivity in response to Q2, the replies tended to be more personal than 
business based. Some clearly state that they can find no positives in their business position, others 
have used the time to improve their social media and web presence.  

Q3 is very interesting as once again there is quite a lot a positivity when speaking about support and 
coping mechanisms. Reading, study and business diversification feature strongly.  

Q4 invites responders to look forward and sentiments become much more mixed again. Tourism 
businesses are clearly looking for more long term support,  financial as well as strategic. OIC is 
looked to and the lack of a clear plan for local tourism is again mentioned. There is less mention of 
sustainable tourism than might be expected but those who do speak about it do so very 
enthusiastically. Better management of cruise ships is looked for and vicariously this is also extended 
to mean better management at sites and venues used by visitors. Lack of visitors this year is also a 
major theme. 
 
Q5 invited additional comments. The ratio of replies was lower but the main message was clear - 
Orkney needs to “do” tourism better. The plea is for better management, clear leadership and 
imagination. 
 

6.3       Results  - Film Questionnaire 

A second Phonic questionnaire was also produced aimed at film buffs and members of the film clubs 
that exist around Orkney. The aim of this was to provide a slightly lighter weight viewpoint on 
Orkney's response to Covid. There were 5 responses: 2 from Shapinsay and 3 from Kirkwall. The 
gender breakdown was 1 male and 4 females and the age range was 54-68. 

The core questions were: 

Q1 - Which films that you watched during lockdown will you most associate with this time in your 
life, and why? 

Q2 - How helpful was watching films during the pandemic, and in what way? 

Q3 - Which film titles most sum up your experience of the pandemic, and in what way? 

Q4 - What imaginary film titles can you think of to reflect your pandemic experience, and why? 
Q5 - How have your film viewing habits/choices changed during lockdown? 
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Overview of film questionnaire responses 

Overall, the survey was well received and provoked some thoughtful answers. Some had found it an 
escape from reality - and nostalgia from the past proved popular. Others found interesting if subtle 
parallels between some of the issues around the pandemic and what they happened to be watching. 
One couple ran their own mini film festival just for their own amusement. Members of a film club 
who responded had enjoyed watching movies they wouldn’t normally have known about and some 
enjoyed ‘getting around’ to other and more exotic locations, virtually on film. The imaginary film 
titles invented ranged from witty or cynical to capturing some of the unexpected blessings of 
lockdown. Films helped to connect to the outside world and humour was clearly a coping 
mechanism. 

Key responses:  

1. PANDEMIC VIEWING ASSOCIATED WITH THIS TIME IN OUR LIVES 

Orkney mainland resident -  “Cast Away with Tom Hanks. Having to spend 40 days in bed with Covid 
in total isolation, followed by 60 days recuperating, meant I felt as though I was alone on a Desert 
Island, trying to survive”  

“All films I have watched in the last 18 months have been on our television at home. By choice, we 
have found ourselves watching things that allow us an escape from reality - Phonic film survey  4 

Film club member A – “Any of the films I watched with Soond Cinema (will remind her of this time) 
because this was a shared experience, the films discussed on Skype. The weekly meeting on line 
gave rare contact with friends and I looked forward to it every time. We had different seasons eg 
Women Directors, a Nordern season which meant I watched a lot of films I'd never have come 
across….Watching films was a perfect escape from lockdown and lack of usual social activities. I also 
found myself enjoying films set in exotic locations which I wasn't able to visit and especially London-
based films as I had a yearning to go there. Sometimes I found myself watching the locations more 
than following the plot”  6 

Film club member C – “The Dig, Greenland, Melancholia, Mortal Engines, The Trial of the Chicago 
Seven, Z -  These films reminded me of a better past or presaged a dystopian future” 7 

Isles resident – ‘The Big Sleep, The Letter, Now Voyager, Key Largo, To Have and to Hold, Double 
Indemnity. Reduced broadband made downloading Netflix very difficult so we resorted to our DVD 
collection and revisited the classics” 5 

Film club member B – “Our film club in Shapinsay had to cancel its 2 year celebration due to the 
beginning of lockdown. The Dig was a film that we used online to celebrate our 100th film showing, 
it was Orkney related due to the archaeological theme but also it was about the UK going in to 
WW1, a time of uncertainty, great upheaval, change, chaos and loss of life as well as the small 
mindedness of bureaucracy and government departments making decisions that impacted people's 
lives and which weren't always the most logical decisions” 8 

2. WHICH FILM TITLES MOST SUM UP YOUR EXPERIENCE OF THE PANDEMIC AND WHY?:  

Film club member B - A United Kingdom - I found this film interesting as it highlighted just how 
'history' can change in terms of who is telling the 'story', I have found it disturbing how differently 
Scotland's view of the behaviour of people 'down South' (i.e. in England) is and just how England's 
view of Scotland's response to the pandemic is when talking with friends and family, this suggests 



Orkney Islands: COVID-19 Community Changescapes of Recovery 

 

28 
 

that there is propaganda on both sides which are colouring all of our views. ‘The United Kingdom’ 
looked at how the press and government kept changing the goal posts, manipulating the truth and 
also changing the law to suit themselves and popular political opinion” 8 

Film club member C  - “The Dead Don't Die struck a chord (spoiler alert) everyone dies in a zombie 
apocalypse. Further back The Dig seemed more in tune with my experience, slow, peaceful, working 
in the garden a lot” 7 

PANDEMIC FILM VIEWING POSITIVES 

Isles resident - Films were a way of keeping continuity of self and identity….kept returning to The Big 
Sleep but mostly my partner and I took turns in orchestrating a mini season of 3 or 4 films each 
weekend, as if we were running our own picture house. Tom Hanks season, Korean Horror season, 
Doris Day season, Gangster season, Denzil Washington season for example” 5 

Film club member B - It allowed our film club which usually meets weekly during winter and 
fortnightly during summer, to continue, it brought some sort of 'normality' but also something to 
look forward to every Thursday as well as some sort of social life in the evening.” 8 

Film Club member A - Contagion of course. My Happy Family- my world had shrunk and family and 
friends, even distant, became even more important. Midnight Sky - looking at the sky and the 
natural world gained prominence. Sixty Six and Toast, as the pandemic pushed me into nostalgia 
mode. And films (and books) about home, what home means to me - Nomadland,  And Breathe 
Normally. 6 

3. IMAGINARY FILM TITLES SUMMING UP THE PANDEMIC SITUATION 

Film club member C - Humanity Self Inflicts Another Crisis. Because humans inflict disasters on 
themselves, be they wars, financial crashes, pandemics or whatever and then we pat ourselves on 
the back for surviving same (so far)” 7 

Film club member  A - My Garden, my World - my garden got so much attention the last 18 months, I 
enjoyed being out in it, taking time to notice things I may not have done with a busier schedule. The 
Comfort of Strangers (I think this is a book?) - this from the strangers who said hello during 
lockdown walks, surely more so than normally? I loved this. The Joy of Alone - recognising my natural 
introvert personality, lockdown gave me what I wanted without having to make excuses. 6 

Isles resident -   If it's Pizza it must be Tuesday,  Long Day's Journey in my Nightie,  The Fabulous 
Baking Boys,  With Six you get Toilet Roll, All the President's Phlegm 5 

Orkney mainland resident –  Socially Distanced  4  
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6.4      Results -  The Creative Competition 

One of our most successful activities was the Creative Competition. 

We had 50 entrants: 34 women and 16 men 

The entries came from the following locations: 

• Stromness: 10 
• Kirkwall and St. Ola: 11 
• West Mainland (not including Stromness): 9 
• Orphir: 1 
• Finstown: 2 
• Connected South Isles: 9 
• Sanday:2 
• Rousay: 1 
• North Ronaldsay: 1 
• Don’t know: 4 

The Institution for Northern Studies team used the highly effective communications outlets of the 
local radio station, BBC Radio Orkney, and the local weekly newspaper, the Orcadian, which have a 
very high penetration into the community, as well as our own social media outlets to publicise the 
project and the competition. As part of this research project looking at how people and 
organisations have reacted to the pandemic, we were interested in how people in Orkney have 
reacted creatively to the situation. We organised a competition, open to Orkney residents of all ages 
and with no specific age dependent categories, to showcase some of the best artistic creations of 
the past year, whether that be in arts, crafts, painting, drawing or music. We asked for individual 
entries of something which had been created since the start of the pandemic and we asked for a 
rationale behind the creation. The categories were: 

• A painting or drawing 
• A poem or other piece of writing (maximum 5000 words) 
• A tune or song (maximum five minutes) 
• A craft 

Entrants were asked to send an email to ins@uhi.ac.uk, including their name, a contact address and 
details, and evidence of their creation: e.g. a photograph of their picture or craftwork, the text of 
their piece of writing, or a recording (or link to a recording) of their tune or song. As the competition 
was all about creativity we did not seek any other specific information.  

The entries were them anonymised by our administration team and sent out in a secure online space 
for the judging panel to draw up their shortlist and then to come together for an online meeting to 
decide the winners. The judging panel was made up of Prof. Heddle (specialist in literature and 
languages), Dr Oisin Plumb (specialist and practitioner in music), and Ms Lynn Campbell (specialist in 
folklore and crafts). 

All entries were to be showcased on the Institute for Northern Studies website and the winning 
entries featured in The Orcadian. The winner received £100, second place received £75 and third 
place received £50. 

Entrants agreed to have their work featured on the INS website, in the Changescapes of Recovery 
report, and in The Orcadian and the copyright and all rights to the work remained theirs. They were 

mailto:ins@uhi.ac.uk
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encouraged to enter by stressing that they would be helping us to understand better how the 
community has coped with a very difficult year. This opportunity to express themselves clearly 
struck a chord because we had 50 entries. 

All 50 entries can be found on our website here: https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-
enterprise/cultural/institute-for-northern-studies/blogs--exhibitions/changescapes-of-recovery-
competition-exhibition/ 

The creative competition was a success in Orkney because it allowed people to have a practical 
response to the pandemic and to create something which expressed their feelings rather than just 
passively endure through the situation.  The creative process had clearly been an empowering 
experience for all 50 contributors, as can be seen in this moving quote from one of the entrants, 
which in many ways sums up Orkney’s response to the pandemic: 

'My job at the Hospital pharmacy at the beginning of the pandemic was horrendous with us 
preparing for worst case scenarios every day. One of my jobs was to order drugs and medical gases 
that we might need to treat patients with Covid and I couldn’t get any. I cried every day as I was 
aware that it may be friends and family that would need these to stay alive. I started playing my 
accordion after work in the foyer before I went home to catch my ferry every day to try and do 
something positive as we were all scared of the unknown enemy and what lay ahead. We are used 
to having the resources to help people and we were aware that there was a high chance that we 
wouldn’t be able to.  I think music is a great healing medium. I was totally blown away by the 
response of the staff and patients to the music and I have been playing at lunchtimes ever since. To 
hear all the stories of how such a small act made a difference to folks well being is very humbling 
and personally I have overcome my performance anxiety because I had to put the needs of others 
first. 

We were very fortunate here in not actually experiencing the worst case scenario but mentally we 
all went through it and we still cry but a lot of people say the music reminds them of happy, normal 
times....For the last six months, one of my main jobs has been to order, look after and distribute the 
Covid vaccines, this has had a positive effect on morale as I feel as though we are physically fighting' 
(NHS worker, F, 59) 

Our competition has inspired other community activities – for example, the Northlight Gallery in 
Stromness opened an exhibition of arts and crafts on 17th July (running until 4th August) entitled 
“Our Lockdown Journey”. 

The competition winners 

1st place: Alan Jones (telescope) 

Alan was previously the manager of the Tormiston Mill Visitor Centre which arranges all visits to the 
site of Maes Howe, part of the “Heart of Neolithic Orkney” World Heritage Site. He has retired three 
times and lives in Birsay, Mainland.  Alan works at the Birsay campsite with his wife Larraine who is 
the Head Warden. He has his own observatory. He notes that “everyone on Orkney needs more than 
one string to their bow”. 

The judges were impressed with the way that the entrant took what advantage they could of the 
situation in order to create this astonishing and functional instrument. The use of second-hand items 
to create the telescope shows a great deal of ingenuity. This creation allowed the exploration of new 
worlds even when we were not allowed to explore this one! 

https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/cultural/institute-for-northern-studies/blogs--exhibitions/changescapes-of-recovery-competition-exhibition/
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/cultural/institute-for-northern-studies/blogs--exhibitions/changescapes-of-recovery-competition-exhibition/
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/cultural/institute-for-northern-studies/blogs--exhibitions/changescapes-of-recovery-competition-exhibition/


Orkney Islands: COVID-19 Community Changescapes of Recovery 

 

31 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2nd place: Sue Casely (Yesnaby cross stitch) 

Sue is retired but has previously worked as a Tourist Guide 
in Orkney. 

The judges were impressed with the original design (which 
used 50 colours) and the effort which had gone into the 
making of this – and the resilience the maker had shown. In 
keeping with the trend for all age groups in Orkney to be 
open to technology, Sue had created the pattern on a 
webpage called Pic2Pat 
https://www.pic2pat.com/index.en.php. She had completed 
one sixth of the project when lockdown started and finished 
it at the end of April 2021. 

 

'unfortunately, along came lockdown..  This 
presented the time and space to work, but not 
the financial freedom to spend. Therefore, the 
telescope has been crafted from materials 
found in fields around my home…. I made it 
portable so that I could move it out of the wind! 
It can also be taken to pieces and reassembled 
elsewhere.'  

Alan Jones 

 

‘I did this cross stitch tapestry of Yesnaby 
during lockdown. It took me nearly a year and I 
finished it end of April 2021……. 

 I had a stroke in December 2019, 4 months 
before lock down and I was afraid I would 
never be able to do cross stitch again. 
However with the help of an embroidery 
frame I did this entirely with my left hand. 
There are 47,600 stitches in it. It definitely 
saved my sanity as I am still learning to walk 
again and so was housebound could not go for 
any walks. … The real hero is the embroidery 
frame! You could say that technology came 
into to my rescue as I used Google to research 
what aids there were to stitching with one 
hand and so discovered it. Certainly it meant 
that lockdown was more relaxed and bearable 
than it otherwise would have been.’ 

Sue Casely 

https://www.pic2pat.com/index.en.php
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3rd place: Rhona Jenkins (trow marionette) 

Rhona has over thirty years experience working both as a freelance consultant and in multi discipline 
agencies on the marketing and design of international brands and also works as an Orkney Tourist 
Guide. She lives on the island of Burray, one of the linked South Isles. 

The judges liked the way that this entry brought together old Orkney tales and current times. The 
trow, a cautionary figure in Orkney folklore who is also a synonym for ill health, represents fear of 
the unknown and atavistic panic but making it into a marionette showed that the maker was 
controlling the danger and helplessness the pandemic had brought. 

 

 

 

Other comments from entrants were: 

'I used to do cross stitch when I was younger and decided to start again during lockdown. It gave me 
something to do and I'd say it definitely helped my mental health having a task to focus on.'   

'Throughout the past year I continued with my passion for walking and sea swimming.  With more 
time to appreciate and be mindful of these experiences they have reignited my passion for writing 
poetry.  I have included 3 of the poems I have written over the last year.  The first relates entirely to 
the Covid pandemic.  The second came to me whilst swimming around the wrecks at the third 
barrier and the final one I wrote whilst taking a mindful walk around the West end of Holm.'   

'crocheting was a great way for me to relax and unwind whilst there was much craziness around!'   

'Since the Covid19 lockdown and being confined for much of the day to a small space I found myself 
thinking of my life and the journey from the South East of England to Orkney... Becoming ever more 
introspective I have embarked on drawings of my hands and self portraits.  The self portraits have 
changed from the studies of my face to prints of my body.  The physicality of making these images is 
a contemplative process. It makes me think about where I have come from and what has made me.'  

 

I am a freelance graphic designer so I did have work 
to do but the people I was dealing with, like 
suppliers, had shut down. I was landed this 
opportunity of time and the luxury of boredom 
makes you creative. I had only been felting for six 
months when I made the trow. I did him from the 
feet up, with a soundtrack of Tom Muir telling 
stories [internationally acclaimed Orkney 
storyteller]. I was also familiar with the folklore 
through the storytelling aspect of my Tourist Guiding 
work. I spend all day normally doing creativity for 
other people. This was a chance to do something for 
myself, In Orkney, we still had space, emotionally as 
well as physically. This is not just a one off – I may 
make a short film using puppets. 

Rhona Jenkins 
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7. Findings  
The following findings give a snapshot picture of the Orkney community’s perceptions of 
how they have dealt with the pandemic and what lessons can be learned for the future. 

 
7.1   Key points 

 
• The future of tourism was of considerable concern. There were suggestions for yearly 

surveys of the industry and for future planning. It is clear how much concern there still is 
about the future of many tourism businesses. Support needs to continue and that doesn't 
just mean marketing support -  it should also include continued financial support especially 
to those who have benefited less than others so far. 

• Reflecting the limitations of lockdown etc, most of the research was undertaken using Zoom 
and Phonics and this proved very efficacious as there was a high level of engagement with 
technology across all age groups combined with a wide geographical distribution across the 
inhabited Orkney Islands so it allowed inclusivity and a flexible response to the needs of the 
community. Orkney has embraced the tool which is very interesting for an area which is 
always considered to be lacking in Internet infrastructure. It is clear that the increasing use 
of 4G in the North Isles, in particular, has helped this process along. 

• The volunteer team and the community partner really enjoyed the work and felt they had 
been considerably upskilled. They were also able to add to the wider body of knowledge 
outwith the scope of the project as the Phonics software now has Scots and Orcadian added 
to its transcription languages. 

• It was difficult to get people in key roles who would normally have considerable input to 
respond – they were fragile and tired. Many key people in tourism were furloughed and 
interpreted this very seriously. Understanding and reflecting this fragility and fatigue in the 
community is core to conducting research in these circumstances. 

• One of the main findings was the resilience of the Orkney community – 48 new businesses 
were created from March 2020 to July 2021, of which 22 were food and drink based (source: 
Business Gateway); many community initiatives were developed such as the Piece Place in 
Shapinsay and the Wireless Westray initiative. 

• The creative competition was a success in Orkney because it allowed people to have a 
practical response to the pandemic and to create something which expressed their feelings 
rather than just passively endure through the situation.  It was an empowering experience 
for all 50 contributors. 

• There was a clear rise in community feeling – but also a sense of satisfaction with isolation, 
which may reflect the reason many move to Orkney. One negative aspect was the loss off a 
sense of identity where that identity relied on community roles which could not be 
performed during lockdown but many adapted and took on new roles such as delivering 
food parcels etc. 

• Responses were generally positive to the pandemic and to the support on offer. It was felt 
that Orkney had been fortunate in this situation. 

• There were concerns about mental health, especially for the younger demographic. 
• There was a strong sense that the country should take things slowly to come out of 

lockdown and observe the rules, - we need human contact but we also need to be safe.•   

Throughout this study those who have engaged with us have thanked us consistently for giving them 
the chance to have a voice and we hope that we have achieved this and that their voice is heard. 
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One great positive for the future was that the pandemic had led to new business creation. 48 new 
businesses started – all over the islands! 

  

Information courtesy of Business Gateway Orkney. 
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8. Conclusions  

The tourism survey has shown a desire for a general “change” in emphasis within Orkney tourism. 
While it's not entirely clear what this means there is sufficient hint at mitigation of the past, 
perceived excesses of volume tourism in favour of a higher value tourism. This presents a 
conundrum during the forthcoming recovery phase post Covid and should be presented as a quest 
for higher value / lower impact as we plan for the next recovery phase. 

We need continuous year-on-year rolling tourism surveys which offer a way in which the community 
as well as visitors can contribute to the new way of doing things. These thoughts extend far beyond 
the outcomes of the survey but they are reinforced by the survey which suggests that ordinary 
individuals feel they have insufficient voice while (with notable exceptions) professionals could not 
find time or sufficient empowerment to engage fully with us.  

Orkney will be seen as a very safe, high quality destination in the post pandemic period  - in fact, the 
first cruise ship will return on 30th July 2021 with less passengers, all on bubble excursions, and there 
are 44 in total booked in for what is now an extended season until November 2021. It will take a few 
years to return to the pre Covid figures of nearly 200 ships a season so it is imperative that we 
address issues with cruise tourism now in this time of flux and change. 

Much of the population of Orkney has been running on burnout without, ironically, having had time 
to realise it. We see islanders juggling several jobs to maintain sufficient income whilst constantly 
trying to meet other peoples’ expectations in small gold-fish bowl communities where there is 
always something which needs ‘doing’. 

The unhealthy default seems to be to somehow manage to do an ever-lengthening list of extra 
things despite being exhausted. This unsustainable response often wins over the ‘shame’ of being 
seen not to contribute. There is a fear of being judged for not giving your all to everything, with 
many different sets of people to please or appease in every activity, group or organisation. 

However, the cessation of business (busyness!) as usual brought about by the pandemic has enabled 
people to get off the hamster wheel and take stock of their lifestyle and choices.  
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9.    Agreed next steps   

People have been left fragile and uncomfortably in touch with their often previously unrecognised 
fragility by the Covid experience, so this could be a good time to offer specifically Orkney island 
themed life resilience coaching to those who are interested. 

This would address the roots of issues such as people pleasing, identity, and other ‘drivers’ which 
left many poorly prepared for a the covid crisis. This is a fundable project which can be taken 
forward by the University of the Highlands and Islands and community partners. Even a few people 
behaving differently in each community as a result and confidently modelling a new approach, could 
make a difference’.  

The following are steps which are being taken to feed the research evidence into policy and practice 
in order to achieve impact for the tourism industry in Orkney: 

• Verification with the Community Panel – the report will be presented to the Panel members 
at a face to face, Covid secure, socially distanced meeting in August 2021. It was agreed that 
a face to face meeting is the best option due to the previous difficulties experienced by the 
Panel members in accessing meetings taking place on virtual, online platforms such as Zoom 
and Microsoft Teams. The Panel members will gather in a local venue with enough space for 
social distancing where the community partners Nic Thake and Lynne Collinson will go 
through the report and present the findings. This will be followed by a group discussion to 
approve and verify the findings and to identify future actions which will start to address the 
challenges and issues detailed in the report. The community partner will continue to work 
with and support the Community Panel to ensure that they remain engaged with and 
involved in future action planning and delivery of activities in the Orkney community.  

• Formulating an Action Plan from this report - the report will be presented to the Merkinch 
Locality Plan Working Group on 29th July 2021 and will act as the driving force for the next 
Merkinch Locality Plan to be produced in October 2021. The Locality Plan will include a range 
of actions, initiatives and solutions focussing on support for the community through the 
recovery phase and the development of skills, resources, assets and resilience for a more 
successful and healthy future for the Merkinch and South Kessock community. 

• Communication of the findings in the Community – the findings will be disseminated to the 
local community primarily through the local radio station, BBC Radio Orkney, and in the 
weekly local newspaper, The Orcadian. The findings will also be available on the 
“Changescapes of Recovery” page on the Institute for Northern Studies webpage alongside 
the entries for and reflection on the Creative Competition. 

• Feeding into Orkney Islands Council and Destination Orkney future planning – the report 
will be presented to the Board of Destination Orkney at their next meeting and will be 
submitted to the Educations, Leisure, and Housing committee of the Orkney Islands Council 
for the next cycle of meetings in September. It will also feed directly into the Orkney Islands 
Tourism Infrastructure Plan which is currently being tendered for and will run from August 
to December 2021 and into the implementation of the Orkney based Island Deal projects. 

• Feeding into the work of the Cruise Recovery Group through the community partner. As 
this project concludes Island Smart is starting preliminary work on scoping a regenerative 
cruise strategy for Orkney. Some of the innovative consultation methods used here will no 
doubt be deployed during the consultative process which will form part of this scoping. 
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• Feeding findings, evidence and learning into cross-case report and sending the site and 
cross cases reports to members of the Cross-Case Reference Group – this reference group 
has met twice during the course of the SCF funded project. It includes organisations such as 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise, and senior academics from across the University of the 
Highlands and Islands. The aim of the this reference group is to initially feed into ideas for 
the overall methodology and site selection, and then to contribute to consideration of 
appropriate mechanisms to feed evidence into regional policy and practice. (See cross case 
report for details). 

• Methodology and findings informing ongoing research – One example of this is that the 
Institute for Northern Studies UHI is included in an international bid for post pandemic 
recovery to work in other Scottish island groups. This is a bid to the Trans-Atlantic Platform 
and is led by the University of the Highlands and Islands with partners in Canada and South 
Africa. Other research opportunities will also be identified in order to follow up on using this 
community driven research across the Highlands and Islands. 

• Meeting of community partners across four sites to share learning and findings – The 
Principal Investigators (PIs) running the research will be initiating an online meeting across 
the four sites in Inverness, Wester Ross, Caithness and Orkney so that learning can be shared 
between community partners. This will take place in October/ November 2021. 

• Communication and influencing policy and practice locally and regionally in partnership 
between UHI and all community partners across sites – The PIs for the project, Johnson and 
Bryce, will continue to work with Heddle, Taylor and Davidson to publish academic findings 
and follow up on impact activities with partners in order to influence policy and practice 
across the region.  
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Appendix 1: Ethics and methods 

Training for interviews 

Participant no: 

COVID 19 AND RECOVERY 

Start with open questions: 

How has your life changed during COVID? 

How have you been spending your time? 

CHALLENGES 

Problems/ Issues/ what was hard? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OPPORTUNITIES 

Anything positive in your life during COVID? 

Is anything better than before?  

STRATEGIES 

How are people/ you coping? 

What support have you had? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOLUTIONS 

What needs to happen now? 

What would have made your life easier? 

 

What’s your vision for the future? 
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Ethics agreements – how to make it safe 

There was a full application to the ethics committee of the University of the Highlands and Islands 
that included the information sheet and informed consent sheet so that participants could be 
briefed on what the research is about and how their information would be used and provide their 
informed consent. The coding that is described below also provides a mechanism for keeping the 
research confidential whilst also allowing the data to be traced and analysed by difference in 
participant identities and situation. The following protocols were also agreed with the community 
panel so that the community partner and any team partners could adhere to this guidance 
throughout the project.  

• Make sure participants aware of the process – Info sheet 
• Informed consent – permission 
• Anonymise – not using name/ pseudonym or nick name 
• Using the coding to show who we talked to 
• Names by agreement e.g. for service providers, winner of competition… 
• No lone working so in pairs or stick to public places 
• Know where people are – contact no. for other team  
• Issues of concern – tell Anne 
• Sheet for signposting to other services 
• Debriefing for team members 
• Making people feel respected, listening, non judgemental, allowing people space to talk, 

waiting for them 
• Document and storage of evidence 
• Safe storage of informed consent forms or contact numbers and names for coding – Anne – 

includes recording interviews, storing and access to photos etc. 
• Try not to take photos with identifiable faces – action shots 
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Participant Information Sheet 

Community COVID 19 Recovery: Orkney 

We would like to invite you to take part in this study. 

What is the project about? 

It’s about working with the community to understand your experiences of COVID and ideas for 
recovery. 

The results will inform strategies, services and funding proposals. 

How you can help? 

Take part in our competition by submitting Words, Drawings, Photos with words, Songs… that describe 
your experiences with COVID-19 or have a short conversation with one of our volunteer team. 

If you’d like to take part in the competition or take part in an interview just leave your contact details 
with one of our volunteers or contact below.  

Are there any risks in taking part? 

Not really. You are under no obligation to share any information or take part in any activities which 
you are not comfortable with. You are free to change your mind and drop out at any point. 

We will be sticking to COVID-19 regulations,  meeting online and social distancing.   

Information about local support services will be available from the team. 

What is going to happen with the information you share? 

We will write a local report and Highlands and Islands-wide report which will include your words and 
photos.  These will be shown to community organisations and public agencies to help guide how they 
work to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Any information you share will be kept anonymous and it will not be possible to identify you as an 
individual in anything created as part of the project, unless there is a particular situation where you 
agree with the project that names will be used. 

What are the benefits of participating? 

You will help everyone to deepen our understanding of the impact of COVID-19 by providing voices 
from people who have direct experience and have felt the impact of the pandemic on their lives. 

Please get in touch if there is anything else you want to ask or if you are interested in getting involved.  

The research activities will be conducted in Orkney between April and June/mid-July 2021.  

Contact details for partner 
Email: nic@islandsmart.co.uk 
Telephone: 07570 102049 
If you want to know more about the broader project contact: Donna Heddle at Institute for Northern 
Studies Orkney College UHI   Donna.Heddle@uhi.ac.uk 
 
This project is funded by a Research Uplift Grant from the Scottish Funding Council    administered by 
the University of the Highlands and Islands 
This project was granted ethical approval by the University of Highlands and Islands Research     Ethics 
Committee in February 2021. 
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Participant Consent Form  

 
 
 
Community-Determined Change-scapes of Recovery: Case studies across the Highlands and Islands of the 
impact and strategies for recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic   
 
 

Academic Partner 
Logo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
            

Name of Participant  Date    Signature 

 
 
            

Name of Parent/Guardian  
(for participants under 18) Date    Signature 

 

1. I confirm that I have read the Participant Information Sheet 
dated.................... for the above study. I have had the opportunity to 
consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered 
satisfactorily. 
 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to 
withdraw participation and the data and information gathered about be at 
any time without giving any reason until the results are being published on 
1st August 2021 
 

3. I understand that the information collected about me will be used to 
support other research in the future and may be shared anonymously with 
other researchers of UHI 
 

4. I agree to being voice/video recorded during interviews and focus groups 
for the purpose of data analysis 
 

5. I agree to being video recorded at outdoor meetings for the purpose of 
data analysis 
 

6. I consent to my data including textualized quotes and excerpts being used 
(in anonymized form) for the specific research outlined in the Participant 
Information Sheet and for further relevant and related research 
 

7. I consent to pictures being taken during focus groups/outdoor meetings 
and understand that I can either remove myself when such a situation 
occurs, or the researchers will make my face unidentifiable.  

 
8. I waive any rights to intellectual property over the data generated through 

my participation and understand that I will not benefit commercially or 
financially 
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