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Impact of COVID-19 on Croatian island tourism: a study
of residents’ perceptions

�Zeljka Kordej-De Villa and Sun�cana Slijep�cevi�c

The Institute of Economics, Zagreb, Zagreb, Croatia

ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic, which marked the whole of 2020,
caused numerous difficulties in the economies and the health sys-
tems of all countries and led to a global economic and health cri-
sis. This paper explores citizens’ attitudes towards tourism on
Croatian islands during the COVID-19 pandemic using survey data
from over 200 islanders. The results reveal that almost one-third
of the citizens considered the islands overcrowded with tourists
in the pre-pandemic period. The survey results indicate a link
between the expected impact of the development of tourism, citi-
zens’ attitudes towards tourism, and their willingness to take a
larger health risk due to the pandemic. The results also show that
islanders’ attitudes toward economic measures taken during the
COVID-19 pandemic were not homogenous and were significantly
different depending on the size of the island.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, which marked the whole of 2020, caused numerous prob-
lems in the economies and health systems of all countries and led to a global eco-
nomic and health crisis. In January 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO)
declared the COVID-19 virus a public health threat of international concern, and in
March of that year, a pandemic was declared, followed shortly thereafter by a quaran-
tine declared by countries worldwide. Among the most widespread measures imple-
mented to combat the spread of COVID-19 were full or partial travel restrictions,
resulting in a significant decline in tourist activity.

The uncertainty of this time and the inability to predict the pandemic’s duration
had consequences for human behaviour. The literature dealing with the psychosocial
impact of COVID-19 shows that a pandemic can cause significant and widespread
health problems, manifested through, for example, stress, anxiety, depression, fear,
and anger (Torales et al., 2020; Di Crosta et al., 2020). Farzanegan et al. (2021) use

CONTACT �Zeljka Kordej-De Villa zkordej@eizg.hr The Institute of Economics, Zagreb, Trg J.F. Kennedyja 7,
Zagreb, 10000, Croatia.
� 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by
the author(s) or with their consent.

ECONOMIC RESEARCH-EKONOMSKA ISTRAŽIVANJA
2023, VOL. 36, NO. 2, 2142631
https://doi.org/10.1080/1331677X.2022.2142631

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1331677X.2022.2142631&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-04-21
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3427-5147
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6185-4921
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1331677X.2022.2142631
http://www.tandfonline.com


cross-country regression analysis for more than 90 countries and show a positive link
between international tourism and the confirmed cases of and deaths resulting from
COVID-19. The consequences for tourist supply and demand have been immense.

On the one hand, private and business trips have been cancelled, and travel restric-
tions have been introduced by many nations, all of which have affected the demand
for tourist services. On the other hand, many countries have limited accommodation
capacity, and tourism service providers are treating tourists with great caution and
concern. Losses in countries highly dependent on tourism are already substantial.
According to the World Tourist Organization (UNWTO), there were over 500 mil-
lion fewer interactive tourists in Europe recorded in 2020 compared to 2019, and the
losses are already much higher than during the global economic crisis of 2008–2009
(UNWTO, 2021).

This paper makes two contributions to the scientific literature. First, the paper
contributes to the literature dealing with the determinants of resilience for the tour-
ism industry. There is a growing body of literature addressing the risk tourists are
prepared to take in situations of uncertainty caused by natural disasters, viruses, ter-
rorist attacks, or their immediate aftermath (Kozak et al., 2007; Williams & Bal�a�z,
2013; Wang et al., 2019; Fischhoff et al., 2004).

Having in mind the connection between human behaviour and the perceived
health risks from tourism, the main purpose of this paper is to explore the subjective
attitudes of Croatian islanders to tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic. We focus
on islanders as a group for whom the economic effects on tourism of the COVID-19
pandemic are of great value in the situation of the COVID-19 pandemic; islands have
a higher tourism vulnerability to the consequences of COVID-19 than interior areas
(Duro et al., 2021), which is why it is important to investigate them separately.

Islands are regions that are very challenging to investigate, and there is no agree-
ment on the benefit of a tourism specialisation. The recent literature shows that tour-
ism specialisation on small islands is not sustainable in the medium and long run
(Hoarau, 2022), and economic diversification should be encouraged. By contrast,
Brau et al. (2011) argue that, under some conditions, a tourism specialisation boosts
the economy, growing faster than some other kinds of specialisation.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Following this introductory
section, the literature concerning the impact of COVID-19 on tourism is reviewed in
Section 2. Section 3 provides an overview of the methodology and data. Section 4 sets
out the results of a survey of islanders’ attitudes towards tourism on their islands dur-
ing the COVID-19 virus pandemic. Section 5 presents some implications of this study
and our concluding remarks.

2. Literature review

2.1. Lessons learned

With the intensive development of tourism since the 1970s, there have been intensive
academic investigations of residents’ attitudes and perceptions (Peters et al., 2018;
Rua, 2020). There are at least three relevant theories emphasising the importance of
personal attitudes and interactions between residents and tourists for the development
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of tourism. These are the social exchange theory (SET), the social amplification of
risk framework (SARF), and the knowledge, attitudes, and practices (KAP) theory.

SARF is primarily focused on the relationship between information communica-
tion and risk perceptions, while KAP explains how individuals’ knowledge can influ-
ence their behaviour (Shen & Yang, 2022). Based on the SARF and KAP theories,
Shen and Yang (2022) construct a theoretical model to elaborate on residents’ sup-
port for tourism. These results indicate that residents’ social media use, knowledge of
COVID-19, and attitudes to tourism and tourists are all positively related to their
support for tourism. Tourism is affected by personal and physical perceptions of
security (Novelli et al., 2018), and residents’ support for tourism is negatively related
to the level of risk perceived (Shen & Yang, 2022).

SET is one of the oldest theories of social behaviour and has had a profound
impact on the theories underlying investigations of resident perceptions of tourism
(Nunkoo & So, 2016). SET provides a theoretical basis for understanding differences
in the positive or negative attitudes of residents to the impacts of tourism (Ap, 1992).
According to SET, individual attitudes depend on subjective perception and evalu-
ation of outcomes (Andereck et al., 2005). Where the perceived benefits are greater
than the perceived costs or risks, there will be positive attitudes toward tourism
(Brunt & Courtney, 1999; Haralambopoulos & Pizam, 1996; Jurowski et al., 1997;
Lankford & Howard, 1994; McGehee & Andereck, 2004; Sirakaya et al., 2002).

There are a few studies dealing with residents’ perceptions of tourism (Bimonte &
Faralla, 2016), but on the topic of residents’ attitudes and reactions to perceived
health-related risks, the literature is lacking (Joo et al., 2021). Taking the above into
account, we test the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1. More positive islander attitudes toward tourism during the COVID-19
pandemic are associated with a more positive perception of the impact of tourism on
local development and with the willingness to take a bigger health risk.

Health-related concerns are one of the four major risk factors for tourism (Lepp &
Gibson, 2003). In times of increased health-related challenges and crises (e.g., SARS,
Ebola, COVID-19), there is a sudden decline in tourist activity (Hoarau, 2022;
Novelli et al., 2018) as tourists and residents respond to the new situation. The crisis
of the COVID-19 pandemic requires policy actions to mitigate the impact and sup-
port recovery.

Recent literature shows a positive relationship between the size of the tourism
industry and the economic measures adopted in response to the COVID-19 pandemic
(Khalid et al., 2021; Elgin et al., 2020). However, there is a gap regarding the accept-
ability and suitability of these economic measures from the perspective of residents.
This paper attempts to fill this gap by investigating the factors influencing islanders’
attitudes toward economic measures. We test two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2. More positive islander attitudes about COVID-19-related economic
measures are associated with the size of the island.

Hypothesis 3. Negative islander attitudes about support for the designation Croatian
Island Product (CIP) are related to low levels of knowledge about government
economic measures.
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CIP, defined by Croatia’s Islands Act (OG 34/1999; 116/2018), is the authenticity
label confirming the geographical origin, procedure, and production of the products
to which it is applied.

Brida et al. (2014) and Wang and Xu (2015) note that, generally, in assessing the
effects of tourism on a place, citizens are much more demanding if it is the place of
their birth. In the situation of a viral pandemic, increasing the number of tourists
increases risk; it can be expected that the negative effects of tourism will be most pro-
nounced among citizens. Many researchers investigate tourism from the tourist per-
spective (e.g., Neal et al., 2007, Sirgy et al., 2011, Couto et al., 2020) and show that
the personal benefits of tourism depend on the interaction between tourists and resi-
dents (Rua, 2020). The support of residents is fundamental to creating a successful
tourist destination (Bimonte & Faralla, 2016; Lepp, 2007). The literature on residents’
attitudes toward tourism development shows that their views are not homogenous
and depend on many things, including socio-demographic factors (Snaith & Haley,
1999), whether it is the tourist season (Bimonte & Faralla, 2016), the perceived value
of tourism in life satisfaction (Woo et al., 2015) and the perceived economic and
environmental impacts of tourism (Brida et al., 2014). Lepp and Gibson (2003) notice
that the perception of health-related risks associated with tourism is higher among
mass tourists and women. The COVID-19 pandemic increased fear among residents,
raised the question of tourism sector vulnerability, and required additional actions to
revive tourism and enhance the sustainability of the tourism sector (Abbas et al.,
2021; G€ossling et al., 2021).

2.2. Islands, tourism and the COVID-19 pandemic

The growth of tourism involves profound changes for regions, especially for islands.
According to Ioannides et al. (2001), tourism has a greater impact on islands than on
mainland regions. In addition, simple and sensitive insular economies usually become
overdependent on tourism, making them more vulnerable (Briguglio, 1995; McElroy
and de Albuquerque, 1992). Therefore, the participation of locals in relevant decision-
making processes and destination management could be important (Sharpley, 2014;
Braun et al., 2013; Monterrubio Cordero, 2008; Andereck et al., 2005; Andereck &
Vogt, 2000; Starc & Stubbs, 2014; Starc, 2000). In addition to economic effects, large-
scale tourism, if not well planned, can cause several other changes, including environ-
mental changes, loss of local culture and identity, and changes in the socio-cultural
characteristics of residents (Andereck et al., 2005).

Tourism has been an important driver of the economic development of Croatia
since the 1960s, contributing significantly to the country’s gross domestic product
and with crucial economic importance for the development of the islands (�Sulc, 2020;
Kordej-De Villa & Starc, 2020; Fari�ci�c et al., 2010; Vidu�ci�c, 2007; Gorgona, 2002;
Ku�sen, 2001). Tourism is also a significant export activity in Croatia and has been
steadily growing since 2002 (The Institute of Economics & Zagreb, 2018). In 2016,
the contribution of tourism to total GDP was 11.4% (CBS, 2019). The main sectoral
data on tourism in the 2013–2020 period are presented in Table 1.
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In 2019 Croatia recorded 19.6 million arrivals and 91.2 million overnight stays. In
comparison to 2018, this represents a 4.8% growth in arrivals and a 1.7% growth in
overnight stays. The strong growth of tourism in Croatia in 2019 is seen in the fact
that there were 2.3 times more overnight stays than in 2000. From 2013 to 2017, the
year-on-year increase in arrivals and overnight stays was stronger for foreign guests,
whereas in 2018 and 2019, this increase was greater for domestic guests.

Domestic-guest arrivals increased by 9.4% in 2019, and their overnight stays
increased by 9.5% from 2018, while foreign-guest arrivals grew by 4.3% year-on-year,
and their overnight stays grew by 1.2%. Foreign tourists accounted for a 92% share of
the total overnight stays by all tourists. In 2019 the average tourist stay was 4.7
nights, part of a trend of a shortening of the average stay evident since 2000 (when it
was 5.8 nights). Foreign tourists stay an average of 4.8 nights per arrival, and domes-
tic tourists stay an average of 3.2 nights per arrival (CBS, 2020).

One of the important characteristics of Croatian tourism is its distinct seasonality.
This is also revealed by the time distribution of the number of tourists staying per
month. In 2019, almost 73% of the total annual number of overnight stays was per-
formed between June and September, with August accounting for 31% of the total
annual nights. Adriatic Croatia is the most important Croatian tourism region in
terms of tourist arrivals and stays. In the area of the seven coastal counties in 2019,
95% of all stays and 87% of all arrivals in Croatia were recorded.

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and related travel restrictions, most countries,
including Croatia, have seen a significant decline in tourist activity. According to data
from the Croatian Bureau of Statistics, Croatia recorded 7 million tourist arrivals in
2020, amounting to 41 million overnight stays. Compared to 2019, the number of tour-
ist arrivals decreased by 64% and the number of overnight stays by 55%. As expected, a
stronger drop in arrivals and overnight stays was seen for foreign tourists, which is in
accordance with findings in other popular tourist destinations around the world
(Arbul�u et al., 2021a; Joo et al., 2021). While domestic tourists achieved a year-on-year
decline of almost 34% and overnight stays of 24%, arrivals of foreign tourists decreased
by 68% year-on-year and overnight stays by 58%. Out of total arrivals in 2020, foreign
tourists accounted for 79% and 87% of total overnight stays.

Tourist season in 2020 was also specific because guests stayed longer in one destin-
ation than in past periods, while rooms, apartments, holiday homes, and campsites
were the most desirable type of accommodation. For example, while in 2019, foreign
tourists spent an average of 4.8 nights in Croatian tourist destinations and domestic
tourists stayed for 3.2 nights, in 2020, foreign tourists stayed an average of 6.4 nights
and domestic tourists and an average of 3.7 nights.

Viewed by county, the highest number of overnight stays and tourist arrivals in
2020 was seen in coastal counties, with a total of 39 million overnight stays and 6

Table 1. Sectoral data in the 2013–2020 period.
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Overnight stays (in million) 64.6 66.3 71.4 77.9 86.2 89.7 91.2 40.8
Arrivals (in million) 12.2 12.9 14.2 15.5 17.4 18.7 19.6 7.0
Tourism revenue (in billion EUR) 6.2 6.5 7.2 8.1 9.0 9.5 10.5 4.8
Share in total employment (%) 6.4 6.7 6.6 6.9 7.2 7.4 7.6 5.0

Source: The Institute of Economics, Zagreb (2019), Croatian Bureau of Statistics, Croatian National Bank.
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million arrivals, accounting for almost 97% of total overnight stays and 90% of total
tourist arrivals in Croatia during the observed period.

The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively impacted many different economic sec-
tors, including tourism (G€ossling et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2020). Although various
measures have been adopted since June 2020 to support tourism, it remains one of
the hardest-hit sectors, according to the UNWTO (2020a). As crises (including
human-made and natural disasters) are familiar to the sector, it has developed differ-
ent strategies for resilience. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has been different to
previous crises. First, the decline in the tourism industry has been worldwide
(UNWTO, 2020b). Second, there has been a severe loss of economic activity in the
sector. Third, the crisis has the potential to modify many tourism segments (Dolnicar
& Zare, 2020), and fourth, it has produced a high level of uncertainty.

The review of studies on COVID-19 and tourism reveals three prevailing themes:
government crisis management, tourist perceptions, and decision-making by tourism
service providers (Persson-Fischer & Liu, 2021). In 2021 there was an expected shift
in research and an explosion in publications of empirical analyses of the impact of
COVID-19 on the tourism industry (Yang et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020; G€ossling
et al., 2021; �Skare et al., 2021; Payne et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2021; �Sulc & Fuerst-
Bjeli�s, 2021; Cheng et al., 2022). However, research on the impacts of COVID-19 on
island tourism remains limited (e.g., Arbul�u et al., 2021a; Arbul�u et al., 2021b;
Miternique, 2021; Guerra-Marrero et al., 2021).

The Croatian islands are a very attractive and receptive region for tourists. Since the
1970s, tourism has been the most important economic activity on the Croatian islands
(Weber et al., 2001; Kordej-De Villa & Starc, 2020). The Croatian archipelago is the
second-largest archipelago in the Mediterranean and comprises 1,244 islands (47 of which
are permanently inhabited) covering a total area of 3,300 km2 (about 6% of Croatian main-
land territory). Administratively, the islands belong to seven coastal counties and 51 island
towns or municipalities. In the period 2009–2017, tourist arrivals on the islands increased
by 22%, and overnight stays by 27%. In 2017, 3.2 million tourists visited the islands and
were responsible for 20.7 million overnight stays. The islands are responsible for 18.4% of
all tourist arrivals in Croatia, and their share in total overnight stays is 24% (Fari�ci�c &
�Cuka, 2020). The seasonality of Croatian tourism is even more profound on the islands,
where most tourists arrive between June and August and pose significant pressure on
island infrastructure. Furthermore, almost 50% of all tourist arrivals and overnight stays
are located on five bridged islands (Krk, Pag, Vir, Murter, �Ciovo).

According to the Croatian Constitution, islands are a region given special protec-
tion and of unique value. During the COVID-19 pandemic, island development pol-
icy became even more challenging and complex. This is especially true for the island
health system, which is overloaded during the summer tourist season; COVID-19 had
different impacts on the island than on the mainland.

3. Research methodology

This quantitative study is based on a survey conducted in Croatia during the
COVID-19 lockdown period in the second quarter of 2020. Data were gathered from
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a sample of respondents living on Croatian islands. About 1,000 e-mail addresses of
individuals living on the islands, particularly owners of family farms and people who
rented their apartments and of island companies, were collected via the Internet, after
which chain sampling was used. This non-probability technique involves the
researcher selecting a random set of individuals from a given finite population who
meet certain research criteria. In the second step, the selected respondents are asked
to forward the surveys to other people who meet the criteria, resulting in a suffi-
ciently large database to conduct the analysis. In this method of sampling, researchers
work from the initial pool of contacts from which the sampling momentum develops
and capture the increasing chain of participants (Parker et al., 2019). It is a sampling
mechanism commonly used in situations where the standard sampling procedure is
either impossible or expensive (Handcock & Gile, 2011).

By applying this methodology, a total of 205 survey questionnaires were collected
from citizens older than 18 years and who have different socio-demographic characteris-
tics (Figure 1). Croatian islands do not function as a homogenous region (Turner,
2020), and respondents were from islands of different sizes in different counties, with
different population densities, proximity and connections to the mainland. The charac-
teristics of the islands represented in the research are shown in Table 2.

Figure 1 shows the characteristics of the sampled respondents. Most of the respond-
ents are highly educated, with 64% having attained a university degree or completed
higher education, while 36% had a secondary school diploma; 42% of respondents were
men, and 58% were women. The average age of respondents was 47 years, with 87% per-
manent inhabitants and 13% living on the island for more than three months yearly.
The distribution of respondents by islands indicates the following islands were repre-
sented: Cres (12.2% of respondents), Dugi Otok (2.4%), Ilovik (0.5%), I�z (0.5%), Krk

Figure 1. Sample characteristics.
Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.
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(6.3%), Lo�sinj (8.8%), Olib (0.5%), Pag (2.9%), Pa�sman (2.0%), Rab (6.3%), Silba (0.5%),
Susak (0.5%), Ugljan (3.9%), Vir (2.4%) and Zlarin (2.4%). For the remaining respond-
ents, there is no information on the name of their island of residence, or they stated that
they were residents of two islands. This data shows that the analysis covers small,
medium and large islands in terms of inhabitants and island area.

The survey contained 16 questions about tourism, the arrival of domestic and for-
eign tourists, measures implemented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and
measures targeted to help the economy during the pandemic. The list of variables or
questions used in the analysis appears in the Annexure as Table A1. Respondents
were asked to evaluate each claim on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree).

The survey data were analysed using quantitative methods, more specifically,
descriptive and inferential statistics. We used the chi-squared test and t-test statistics
to investigate the differences in attitudes to tourism on the islands at the time of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The t-test is used to determine if there is a significant differ-
ence between the means of two groups, while the chi-square test is a non-parametric
method used to analyse differences between more groups (see Pearson, 1900; Plackett,
1983; McHugh, 2013). The survey data were analysed using SPSS statistical software.

4. Results and discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic produced a profound crisis for tourism (Benjamin et al.,
2020). During the pandemic, many trips were cancelled and travel restricted, and
many countries were in lockdown, with people less inclined to travel and facing con-
siderable uncertainty. The changes were also noticeable in tourism offerings.
Individuals and the government had to change their assessments, behaviour and usual
way of conducting business (Galvani et al., 2020). In the first step of the analysis, the
islanders’ attitudes to tourism during the COVID-19 virus pandemic were investi-
gated. The survey was conducted during the first lockdown in Croatia, just before the
start of the 2020 tourist season.

The first part of the analysis explores the islanders’ attitudes to tourism on the
island with the intention of gathering general insights on the importance of tourism
for the development of the island. The results (depicted in Figure 2) show that 83%
of the respondents saw tourism as contributing positively to the development of their
island. However, 41% thought that there should be a policy for sustainable tourism
policy for islands that is distinct from that for mainland tourism, which is consistent
with Figueroa and Rotarou (2021) and Constantoglou and Klothaki (2021).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of islands.
Variable Valid N Mean Minimum Maximum Std.Dev.

Island area, km2 15 105.1 3.8 405.7 140.8
Length of the coast, km 15 99.3 12.9 302.5 94.3
Number of settlements 15 11.3 1.0 68.0 18.0
Number of inhabitants, 2011 15 4236.8 85.0 19,383.0 5342.4
Average population density (inhabitants/km2) 15 51.1 5.4 135.7 43.1
Number of households 15 1633.4 36.0 7824.0 2078.2

Source: Authors analysis based on Croatian bureau of statistics data.
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Almost one-third of the islanders considered the level of tourism on their island
too high for its size, indicating many islanders feel that their island is overcrowded
with tourists during the summer season. As shown by Ma et al. (2020), islands have a
higher ecological vulnerability to tourism and tourism-induced activities than the
mainland, and it is expected that islanders will evaluate the effects of tourism differ-
ently than other residents. The attitude of islanders that the islands are overcrowded
with tourists may lead to the islanders’ increased intention to reduce overcrowding
during a pandemic; people may be more prone to avoiding others to reduce the risk
of getting infected.

Negative attitudes of the islanders towards tourists affect the tourist offerings and
thus the contribution of tourism to the local and national economy. Therefore, the
next step of the analysis aimed to investigate the perception of islanders about tour-
ism with special emphasis on investigating the impacts of the COVID-19 virus pan-
demic on the islanders’ attitudes. Literature shows that there is a positive relationship
between citizens’ support for tourism and their perceived benefits (Nunkoo & So,
2016; Rua, 2020; Brida et al., 2014, Ramkissoon, 2020). However, residents are more
inclined to adopt protective behaviour when they perceive a higher level of risk (Shen
& Yang, 2022); therefore, in the context of a health crisis, the desire to preserve
health can outweigh the previously expected gains of tourism.

The results of the survey indicate that the pandemic reinforces the views of respond-
ents who believe that the state should distinguish island tourism from that on the main-
land. Also, as shown in Table 3, the results suggest that many islanders believe
accommodation capacities for tourists should be limited. Such an attitude partly stems
from their views that the tourism offered on the islands is too large concerning the size
of the island. Every fifth respondent thinks that the tourism offer on the islands should
be smaller. At the same time, this attitude is somewhat more prevalent on medium-sized
islands, i.e., on islands with an area between 15 and 50m.2

The results of the survey also indicate that islanders recognise the importance of
tourism for local economic development, which is in accordance with the findings in
the growing body of literature on the role of tourism in island development, as well
as the importance of different forms of tourism (M€uller, 2019; Kivela & Klari�c, 2017;

Figure 2. General islanders’ attitudes toward tourism, % of respondents.
Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.
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Jakl et al., 2013; Krajnovi�c et al., 2021; �Sulc, 2017). Of the respondents surveyed, 58%
thought tourism contributed to the development of the island, while only 7% dis-
agreed. The assessment of the impact of tourism on development as weak was mainly
made for smaller islands.

One of the major problems for tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic stemmed
from the low level of confidence in the island health system. Almost half of the
respondents believed that the organisation of the health system could not handle the
larger number of patients that could result from tourism. This is an unsurprising
result, given that the healthcare system is one of the major problems of life on the
islands (Starc, 2017).

According to the respondents, the uncertain protocols for receiving tourists pre-
sented an additional problem. Lack of confidence in the quality of the healthcare sys-
tem influenced the respondents’ views on the quantity and structure of tourism on
the islands during the pandemic. Around 40% of respondents thought the arrival of
people on the islands should be strictly controlled, and almost one-third thought
homeowners who did not live on the island should be prohibited from renting these
out as holiday homes during the COVID-19 pandemic. Following the SET theory, it
is clear that the pandemic affected the residents’ perception of tourism and, from
their points of view, the expected costs and risks of tourism on the islands became
larger than the expected benefits.

The survey results indicate a link between citizens’ attitudes towards the contribu-
tion of tourism to the development of the island and their willingness to take on the
resulting higher risk in the pandemic (v2 ¼ 0.030). Most who did not see the benefit
of tourism to the islands’ development were against tourist activity during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, almost half of the respondents who believed tourism
does not contribute to the development of the island also believed that accommoda-
tion capacities should be limited during the COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 44% of
those who did not see tourism making a positive contribution to the island develop-
ment and 83% with a neutral view on the role of tourism thought the islands should
be specially protected from tourist arrivals during the pandemic (v2 ¼ 0.126).

Table 3. Attitudes towards tourism in the context of the COVID-19 virus pandemic.

Code Item
Mean
value

Standard
deviation

General attitude g_1 Specific island tourism policy 3.08 1,269
g_2 Limited tourism offer 3.72 1,202
g_3 Too large tourism offer 2.67 1,243

Economic impact ei_1 Positive development impact
of tourism

4.17 0,995

Trust in the health system
and protocols

t_1 Suitable organization of the
health system

2.55 1,297

t_2 Secure protocols 3.14 1,150
Measures me_1 The island as specially should be

specially protected areas
3.09 1,396

me_2 Forbidden public gatherings 2.17 1,106
me_3 Strict control of the arrivals 3.05 1,257
me_4 All homeowners are welcomed 3.69 1,032
me_5 Forbidden renting of holiday homes

for non-islanders
2.79 1,347

Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.
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These findings confirm hypothesis 1; more positive resident attitudes during the
COVID-19 pandemic are associated with their perception of the importance of tour-
ism for local development. This implies that islanders who saw the positive develop-
ment effects of tourism and some other economic gains are more prone to take the
risk. These results are in line with Devine et al. (2009) and Alrwajfah et al. (2019),
who confirm the relationship between residents’ attitudes and their perceptions of the
benefits of tourism. We do not have data from the survey to separately assess the
opinions of residents born on the islands. However, relying on the results from Brida
et al. (2014) that show native-born residents perceive the impact of tourism more
negatively, it could be assumed that differences in the respondents’ attitudes about
tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic could also depend on how long they had
been permanent island residents.

Khalid et al. (2021) show a positive link between the size of the tourism sector and
the range and economic importance of measures introduced by the government in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. We thus investigated attitudes towards the
three measures introduced by the Croatian government to lessen the negative impact
of COVID-19 on tourism. These measures were active at the time of the survey
(Figure 3; Table 3).

The largest percentage of respondents considered the temporary postponement of
seasonal toll increases a useful measure to help tourism. The results of the survey are
shown in Table 4, which shows that 69% of the respondents saw this measure as hav-
ing a positive effect on the arrival of tourists in the country. In addition, 58% of
respondents thought that the postponement of the payment of the tourist tax was a
good measure to help tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic. There is a positive
relationship between the respondents’ attitudes toward this measure and the size of
the island; this is shown in Table 5. Therefore, this finding confirms our
second hypothesis.

The results related to the economic measures for the production of CIP, shown in
Table 6, are surprising, revealing that only 11% of islanders thought that the measures
to help CIP producers were sufficient. Quite the opposite was true; 62% of respondents
considered the measures insufficient for the development of the CIP. This attitude was
prevalent on all islands, regardless of their size (in terms of area and population) and
regardless of the county in which they are located. However, despite the predominantly
negative attitude towards these measures’ potential success, this view also depended on
the general knowledge of the population about economic measures. Residents who had
less knowledge about economic measures were generally also the biggest opponents of
this particular measure, confirming our third hypothesis.

The pandemic appeared suddenly and did not allow time for island citizens to
adjust their tourist offerings or start new businesses. Research points to the import-
ance of developing strategies that allow the consequences of crises to be offset and
accelerate recovery in tourism-dependent areas. Given the importance of tourism for
the Croatian economy, it is important to strengthen its resilience by distinguishing
measures for small and large islands; the survey results indicate that there are differ-
ences in the residents’ perceptions of tourism depending on the size of the island
they inhabit.
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The crisis resilience of the islands could be enhanced by pandemic preparedness in
terms of risk anticipation capacities, tourism-sector preparedness and pandemic man-
agement protocols. In addition, crisis management plans should be in place that cov-
ers crisis communication and integral governance support. All these policies should
acknowledge the islands’ features and uniqueness.

5. Conclusions and implications

Residents are always influenced by the economic, environmental, and socio-cultural
impacts of tourism development. Given that the costs and benefits of tourism are not

Figure 3. Economic measures, % of respondents.
Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.

Table 4. Differences in attitudes towards economic measures – postponement in paying the tour-
ist tax (m_1).
Variable Mean Pearson Chi-square test/t-test p-value

Inhabitants 1–1000 2.56 34.233 0.005
1001–3000 3.75
3000–7000 3.67
More than 7001 3.35

County Primorje-Gorski Kotar 3.47 18.650 0.017
Zadar 3.65
�Sibenik-Knin 1.50

Attitude Do not have knowledge about
economic measures

3.36 Not significant

Neutral 3.39
Have knowledge about economic measures 3.53

Island area 1–15 km2 2.43 20.270 0.009
15–50 km2 3.00
More than 50 km2 3.52

Bridge Bridge with the mainland 3.21 Not significant
Without bridge 3.45

Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.
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uniformly distributed across space, insights into residents’ perceptions of tourism are
needed to formulate sound economic policies. The link between local perceptions and
attitudes toward tourism development is still insufficiently understood. Therefore, fur-
ther empirical research on the role of personal attitudes in tourism development
is essential.

Changes in tourism because of COVID-19 are imbalanced, both in space and time.
Some destinations will re-examine the nature of their tourism and the role of domes-
tic tourists, but many of them will proceed with the same policy as before the
COVID-19 crisis (Gu et al., 2022). One of the reasons for such behaviour is the lack
of stakeholders in tourism that question the adequacy of success which is measured
merely by the number of arrivals and overnight stays.

Table 5. Differences in attitudes towards economic measures –temporary postponement of sea-
sonal toll increase (m_2).
Variable Mean Pearson Chi-square test/t-test p-value

County Primorje-Gorski Kotar 3.80 Not significant
Zadar 3.74
�Sibenik-Knin 3.25

Inhabitants 1–1000 3.56 21.849 0.148
1001–3000 4.00
3000–7000 3.88
More than 7001 3.65

Island area 1–15 km2 3.43 Not significant
15–50 km2 4.00
More than 50 km2 3.69

Attitude Do not have knowledge about
economic measures

3.71 Not significant

Neutral 3.70
Have knowledge about

economic measures
3.85

Bridge Bridge with the mainland 3.42 �1.456 0.148
Without bridge 3.76

Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.

Table 6. Differences in attitudes towards economic measures – support for Croatian island prod-
uct (m_3).
Variable Mean Pearson Chi-square test/t-test p-value

Inhabitants 1–1000 2.00 Not significant
1001–3000 1.83
3000–7000 2.06
More than 7001 2.40

County Primorje-Gorski Kotar 2.34 Not significant
Zadar 1.65
�Sibenik-Knin 2.25

Island area 1–15 km2 2.14 Not significant
15–50 km2 1.86
More than 50 km2 2.20

Bridge Bridge with the mainland 2.27 Not significant
Without bridge 2.16

Attitude Do not have knowledge
about economic measures

1.47 30.361 0.000

Neutral 2.29
Have knowledge about

economic measures
2.46

Source: authors’ analysis based on survey data.
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This paper questions the sustainability of tourism on the islands in the context of
the COVID-19 virus pandemic. The results of the analysis show that the level of add-
itional health risks due to the arrival of tourists that is considered acceptable depends
on the expected benefits from tourism. The findings indicate that a relatively large
number of islanders do not see the positive effects of tourism on the local develop-
ment of their island, although they are aware of the benefits of tourism for economic
development in general. However, the lack of expected benefits from tourism affects
the population’s tendency towards tourism in the conditions of the COVID-19
virus pandemic.

Results also reveal that islanders’ attitude toward economic measures at the time of
the COVID-19 pandemic is not homogenous and is found to be significantly different
depending on the size of the island. Residents of the smaller islands, in terms of
population and size, are more critical of economic measures. They expect more effect-
ive and efficient economic measures to account for their more limited resources. In
addition, the results suggest the importance of clear and widespread communication
about the expected effects of economic measures. This is particularly important given
recent research that suggests the tourism sector may take longer to recover from the
COVID-19 pandemic than previously expected (e.g., �Skare et al., 2021).

Local communities comprise people with different attitudes, fears, and expecta-
tions. Tourism is extremely sensitive to natural disasters, health-related risks, and cri-
ses. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been particularly serious as it has
included widespread measures forbidding travel and the imposition of lockdowns and
social distancing with economic and social costs (Qiu et al., 2020). Residents were
not immune to the health threat and faced the dilemma of whether to accept the
higher health risk and gain economic benefits or avoid tourists. As a result, islanders
often had to compromise their financial stability and business continuity. The results
of this research indicate that the willingness of residents to take higher risks is related
to the expected benefits for the local community. Many inhabitants considered the
tourism on many islands as already being too extensive. The seasonality of Croatian
tourism exacerbates the pressure on island infrastructure, and the low level of confi-
dence in the healthcare system is even more pronounced during a pandemic.

The study has some theoretical and practical implications. First, according to our
best knowledge, this is one of the first attempts to evaluate the impact of COVID-19
on Croatian island tourism from the perspective of residents. The residents’ perspec-
tive is particularly important because it affects their support for local tourism devel-
opment. Second, the presented findings offer useful insights for policymakers, who
can enforce policies that will enhance positive attitudes to tourism. In addition, resi-
dents can participate in the decision process related to local tourism development.
The limitation of the research is that the survey did not cover all inhabited islands,
and the policy implications of this research should be treated carefully. Given the eco-
nomic importance of tourism for other parts of the country, it would be important to
research the entire territory of the Republic of Croatia.

According to the survey results and given the vulnerability of Croatian islands, it
is preferable to focus on more sustainable forms of tourism. This is in line with the
notion that the tourism growth model should be questioned and the economy should
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be oriented toward a more sustainable approach (Hanafiah et al., 2013; G€ossling
et al., 2021; Niewiadomski, 2020; Sigala, 2020; Prideaux et al., 2020; Wu, 2021). In a
pandemic situation with high financial costs, it is challenging to make changes for
tourism to revive more sustainably. Thus, the main goal is to minimise tourism’s
negative impacts on the region and to estimate the capacity of island destinations
accurately. Addressing the challenges and complexity of the tourism sector requires
inclusive governance, including tourism planning and management. Coordination
between island development policy and national policy requires the participation of
local actors in addition to national policymakers.
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Annexure

Table A1. Data sources.
Code Items Source

g_1 Island tourism should always be distinguished from
mainland tourism.

Survey.

g_2 Accommodation capacities for the tourists should
be limited on the island.

Survey.

g_3 Tourism offer on my island is too large comparing
to the size of the island.

Survey.

ei_1 Tourism is contributing to the development of
the island

Survey.

t_1 The organization of the health system is suitable for
the tourist season in a situation of risk of
coronavirus.

Survey.

t_2 The protocols of receiving tourists in
accommodation facilities are secure.

Survey.

me_1 The island should be specially protected from
tourist arrivals during the COVID-19
virus pandemic.

Survey.

me_2 Any gathering on the streets, squares, parks and
other public areas on the island should
be forbidden.

Survey.

me_3 The arrival of people on the island should be
strictly controlled.

Survey.

me_4 All homeowners should be allowed to come to
the island.

Survey.

me_5 Homeowners who do not live on the island
permanently should be prohibited from renting
holiday homes due to the risk of coronavirus.

Survey.

m_1 Postponement in paying the tourist tax is a good
measure to help the economy

Survey.

m_2 Temporary postponement of seasonal toll increases
is a good measure to help tourism

Survey.

m_3 The economic measures of the Government are
sufficient to help the producers of the Croatian
island product

Survey.

Island area Croatian Bureau of Statistics
Number of inhabitants, 2011 Croatian Bureau of Statistics
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