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ABSTRACT 

We examined the contribution of natural capital and social capital through the notion of 

cultural ecosystem services to shaping human well-being in the fishing community of Røst in 

the Lofoten Islands in Northern Norway. Through ethnographic observations, in-depth 

interviews, and a participatory scenario workshop we develop four narratives centering on the 

links of nature and ecosystem services. Benefits derived from ecosystem services are 

fundamental building blocks in the local vision of ‘the good life’ and emerge from a 

combination of satisfied preferences and struggle, hardships, and capabilities inflicted by a 

demanding environment and challenging work conditions. Beyond a certain level of meeting 

basic needs and provisioning of essential public services, simplicity in life and local control 

over resources and surroundings was preferred over a multitude of other opportunities and 

services. Well-being was strongly linked to maintenance of identity through traditional 

practices for harvesting of natural resources, nurturing of skills, social cohesion, and acting 

meaningfully in one’s local environment. In a relational perspective, cultural ecosystem 

services are constituted and given meaning through interaction with nature. The main policy 

implication is that contributions of natural and social capital to well-being proved to be hard 

to meaningfully separate. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Island communities are facing multiple challenges in a world of accelerated global 

environmental and socioeconomic change (Kelman 2007, van der Velde et al. 2007; 

Guillotreau et al. 2012; Lazrus 2012). Firstly, islands are particularly vulnerable to the 

impacts of climate change (Lazrus 2012). Secondly, the economies of many coastal 

communities on islands, which have historically been centered around the harvesting of 

marine resources, are increasingly pressured by a growing dependency on government 

support and income from tourism (Brigulio 1995), since few communities can cover the 

required level of public services by means of local economies. However, environmental and 

socioeconomic change also opens opportunities for novel development paths (Kerr 2005). 

Many coastal and island communities face a future where environmental resources and 

ecosystem services will continue to be pillars in the local economy, albeit in new ways 

(González et al. 2008).  

Islands and island communities have been termed ‘paradoxical’ spaces (Stratford 

2003) in that they are local, confined environments with their own particularities, yet are 

nowadays strongly dependent on relationships and support from mainland policies and 

economies (Taglioni 2011). They are physically isolated, but still intricately connected with 

the outside world through modern communication and infrastructure. As with all other spaces, 

they are subject to the forces of globalization; however, in many cases they are able to 

maintain a sense of local identity with respect to larger, more dominant neighbors (Vallega 

2007). 

A major challenge for many island communities is how to blend the best of ‘old times’ 

(including traditions, culture, local knowledge and identity) with the challenges of 

centralization and changes in lifestyles (including increasing welfare costs and demands on 

public services, as well as aging and shrinking populations due to rural-urban migration) so 
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that it remains possible and attractive to live in these places in a context of increased mobility. 

Islands sometimes attract artists, nature lovers, and persons seeking a ‘back-to-nature’ 

lifestyle, but seldom in sufficient numbers to counter declines in traditional professions and 

migration to urban areas. Although a satisfactory level of economic welfare may well be 

essential, a whole suite of drivers can influence individual decisions to remain in, move to, or 

move away from, rural areas. Research has identified many non-economic factors that 

combine to create a quality of life, which determines the willingness of people to live in 

remote areas (Fisher and Malmberg 2001). A key question for local politicians and 

administrators is hence how to maintain or improve the quality of life for inhabitants 

(Zorondo-Rodríguez et al. 2014). 

Island communities can be delimited more easily as discrete social-ecological systems 

than larger, more complex spaces, and hence lend themselves well to studying nature-society 

interactions (Gónzalez et al. 2008). While there are certain forces of change on a general level 

that can be used to describe what island communities are experiencing, we would argue that 

precisely because islands are ‘paradoxical’ and idiosyncratic spaces, a qualitative, 

contextualized inquiry will in many cases be needed. This is largely because we think human-

environment interactions are best framed through understanding the relational values people 

hold in specific places, i.e. what people consider appropriate in terms of how they interact 

with their surroundings, with other people and how local resources are managed, and to what 

extent this contributes to well-being (Chan et al. 2016). In this study, we develop narratives 

and interpret them through a cultural ecosystem services lens and discuss a localized 

representation of ‘the good life’. We do not assume that the particular perception of well-

being found in this research can be extrapolated to other islands and geographic contexts, but 

we believe that it contains some more systemic level insights that shed light on how cultural 
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ecosystem services are related to well-being among geographically isolated rural communities 

more broadly. 

In this paper, we draw on data and experiences from the island of Røst in the Lofoten 

archipelago in northern Norway (Figure 1). Our objective is to add to the growing field of 

research that examines relationships between ecosystem services and quality of life by 

including and considering context specific aspects of society and culture. Our focus is on 

cultural ecosystem services and values, which include a range of  non-material benefits people 

obtain in their interaction with ecosystems through spiritual enrichment, cognitive 

development, reflection, recreation or aesthetic experience (MA 2005; Chan et al. 2012a). 

Specifically we examine how important are environmental attributes (natural capital) and 

ecosystem services perceived to be relative to other societal factors (social and built capital) 

in shaping a desirable future for a small island community. Based on interviews, ethnographic 

observations and a participatory scenario workshop we outline four narratives about salient 

themes in the lives of Røst residents, and use these to schematize how ‘the good life’ is 

intertwined with ecosystem services and cultural values in the study area.  

 

1.1.Concepts 

Research on human experience is often compiled under the term ‘quality of life’ 

(QOL). Research on QOL bridges several disciplines including sociology, psychology, 

environmental sciences, medicine, and economics, and utilizes a plethora of objective and 

subjective measures (Kahneman et al. 1999). Typically, QOL research follows two basic 

methodologies, one focusing on quantifiable social and economic indicators of the extent that 

basic human needs are met, and the other using self-reported levels of fulfillment, happiness, 

and pleasure. The latter falls under the umbrella ‘satisfaction’ or ‘subjective well-being’ (e.g. 

Kahneman et al. 1999, Layard 2005; Kahneman & Krueger 2006, Agner 2010, Stone & 
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Mackie 2013). However, in the perspective of this paper we see basic needs and subjective 

well-being as being intrinsically linked. In practicality, most people will have difficulty in 

clearly separating their multiple needs into one or the other category of this academic 

construct. Cultural ecosystem services and associated benefits such as recreational experience 

of the coastal environment or the cultural heritage of fishing traditions which provide 

subjective well-being often have a basis in provisioning ecosystem services that supply 

resources to meet basic human needs (Chan et al. 2012b; Reyes-Garcia et al. 2015). The 

implication for ecosystem services research is that both subjective assessments and objective 

realities matter in evaluations of the environment (Marans 2003; Zorondo-Rodríguez et al. 

2016). In this paper, we use the term well-being to comprise both subjective and objective 

dimensions of quality of life. We also speak of the ‘good life in Røst’ as the particular and 

contextualized version of well-being. Furthermore, in this paper we operate with the concepts 

‘environment’ and ‘nature’ which often overlap. The main reason for the lack of definitional 

rigor is that we use an open, qualitative approach, where the people we study often use these 

terms in vernacular and idiosyncratic ways. In our conceptual frame of mind, we see 

‘environment’ as a broad term encompassing both physical, biological and sometimes social 

qualities, while ‘nature’ equates more or less the biophysical realm. In describing the local 

narratives (sections 3 and 4) we have attempted to use these terms as close to what we 

interpret local meanings to be about particular aspects of the surroundings. Although our 

focus is on ecosystem services, we also refer to the particular geography of the study area. 

The reason is that we venture that physical geography needs to be included in the concept of 

ecosystem services. For instance, services linked to biodiversity can only be properly 

understood in light of the geographical characteristics of the islands and properties of 

isolation. The physical properties of the islands allow access to fisheries with subsequent 

influence on society. Hence, the emphasis on geographical characteristics is both about 
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enabling activities (exploiting provisioning ecosystem services), as well as building culture 

and identity (sense of place, community, cultural values, cultural ecosystem services). 

Large amounts of research have been conducted to develop a framework for 

measuring and valuing provisioning, supporting, regulating and cultural ecosystem services 

(ES) and for linking this to biodiversity conservation, land use and landscape management 

(for overviews e.g., Van Berkel & Verburg 2014, Satterfield et al. 2013, Daniel et al. 2012, 

Kareiva et al. 2011, Syrbe & Walz 2012, de Groot et al. 2010, Carpenter et al. 2006). The ES 

framework promises a useful and holistic approach for analyzing and comparing values and 

benefits associated with environments and natural resources. However, the concept has also 

been heavily debated and critiqued for squeezing a highly complex construct representing 

multiple types of market and non-market values into a single ontology, as well as emphasizing 

an anthropocentric approach inspired by neoliberal ideology as a one-size-fits-all solution to 

environmental governance challenges (e.g. Kumar & Kumar 2008, ; Kallis et al. 2013; Satz et 

al. 2013, Silvertown 2015). This line of critique is particularly strong when it comes to 

cultural ecosystem services (e.g. Chan et al. 2012a, 2016; Satterfield et al. 2013, Hernandez-

Morcillo et al. 2013).  

The ES framework originated as an awareness raising tool to illustrate societal 

dependence on ecological life support systems, then became used as an ecological-economic 

way of valuing environmental assets (natural capital) and services, and is increasingly being 

linked to concepts like well-being, quality of life, and identity (Farber et al. 2002, MA 2005, 

Costanza et al. 2006, Welsch 2009, Tengberg et al. 2012). Cultural ecosystem services 

address human welfare and rank high on the list of reasons for conservation and sustainable 

management of ecosystems (Chan et al. 2012a). Non-economic and non-market values can 

stem from different types of ecosystem services but tend to be lumped into cultural services as 

a residual category, which often renders them elusive (Chan et al. 2012b). In addition, the 
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conflation of goods, services, benefits and values, and the consequent inability to treat diverse 

kinds of values (e.g. market and non-market), complicates decision-making (Chan et al. 

2012a).   

The Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 

now explicitly recognizes a ‘good quality of life’ as the core of its conceptual framework 

(Diaz et al. 2015). Costanza et al. (2006) argues that ‘capital’ in the widest sense of the word, 

i.e. human, built, social and natural capital, is a useful framework for conceptualizing the 

factors that shape well-being. While we are aware that the notion of ‘capital’ may not suit 

well-being discussions in all policy contexts (Gómez-Baggethun & Ruiz-Perez 2011)1, here 

we follow the large body of literature that uses different forms of ‘capital’ beyond traditional 

economics (human, natural, social, built capital) in different forms as a way of describing 

links between people, the environment and quality of life.  

Our overall goal is to explore how the ‘good life on Røst’ relates to the socio-

ecological system through linkages between sub-systems of natural, social, and built capital. 

The overall motivation is to better understand how concepts of well-being  and ecosystem 

services can be related to everyday life and resource use  in a rural community and the 

ecosystem within which it is imbedded. We take an interdisciplinary approach and see 

ecosystem services and benefits as being constituted through interactions between nature and 

society.  In our discussion, natural capital can sometimes be equated with the broader term 

‘ecosystem’ (also including non-utilitarian values related to biotic and abiotic elements of the 

environment). For resource management  in rural areas, human capital is sometimes strongly 

linked to traditional and local skills and knowledge. And in this particular case, we would 

                                                           
1 Economic framing of nature as ‘capital’ providing ‘services’ has been problematized as a form of 
commodification in the discourse to emphasize the importance of using nature metaphors suitable for cultural 
and policy contexts. Because subsistence and income in the study area are directly dependent on nature, the 
capital approach is seen to provide an adequate basis to understand the core underpinnings of welfare and 
well-being.  
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argue that  social capital (networks characterized by trust and cooperation) can  create social 

cohesion and thereby capacity to act collectively and adapt to environmental change. There 

are subtle, but important differences in how social capital is defined. Our emphasis is on 

social capital as the networks among people, since networks are particularly critical for 

human interaction in small communities, while other authors (e.g. Lin et al. 2001) see social 

capital as the resources that are accessed through networks and relationships. Built capital in 

an island context embraces a diversity of public services including transport on and off the 

island, and the full range of public services such as schools, shops, medical care and other 

social services. Defining well-being as the sum of different types of capital may make 

empirical sense, but is also conceptually challenging, since there is no adequate way of 

summing up more or less incommensurable variables. 

 

1.2. STUDY AREA  

Our research was conducted in the municipality of Røst, located at the southern end of 

the Lofoten Islands chain in northern Norway (Figure 1). The Lofoten archipelago consists of 

a total of 365 islands with a population of approximately 24 000 inhabitants on the seven 

main islands. To this day, Røst remains one of the focal points in the North Atlantic for the 

commercial pelagic cod (Gadus morhua) fisheries. Between late January and March the island 

population expands as 400 – 600 boats work the fishing grounds around the islands when 

large portions of the cod population in the Barents Sea migrate to the Lofoten region to spawn 

(Christensen 2014). Fishing has been the most important employment sector on Røst and the 

adjacent islands throughout history, a profession often considered to be among the most 

dangerous occupations in the world (Høgi 2010). Although safety has increased considerably 

in recent years, the harsh natural environment and living conditions as well as the working 
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demands of fishing are associated with high rates of injury and fatalities as well as 

psychological stress and disorders (Tellnes et al. 2006, Fugelli 1979).  

Assessments of the value of ecosystem services in the Barents Sea and Lofoten islands 

show that there is a lot at stake. The annual commercial value of fisheries, including 

aquaculture for the three northernmost counties of Nordland, Troms and Finnmark is 

estimated (2014 figures) to be approximately 1.8 billion euro annually (Directorate of 

Fisheries 2014). The value of recreational fisheries by residents has been estimated to be in 

the range of 35 – 100 million euro (Magnussen 2012). Fishing tourism has been estimated to 

account for in excess of 60 million euro per year (local and external companies, Borch et al. 

2011). Other cultural ecosystem services and benefits associated with cultural heritage, whale- 

and seabird watching, identity, inspiration and spirituality, lack precise estimates to our 

knowledge, but undoubtedly represent significant contributions to the economy (Kristoffersen 

& Dale 2014). 

Nature based tourism is the other key economic sector. Within the Vesterålen and 

Lofoten region (2011 figures) there are approximately 180 tourism companies which employ 

around 800 people. The local annual value generation has been estimated at approximately 40 

million euros (Enger et al. 2013). Lofoten is considered a world-class nature tourism 

destination attracting people from around the globe (Steen Jacobsen & Dann 2003, 

Mehmetoglu et al. 2010). The particular character of the landscape with its unique blend of 

rugged mountains, numerous beaches, bays and inlets, and a rich marine environment makes 

for a unique scenery, which is perceived by domestic and international visitors as awe 

inspiring, dramatic and beautiful. The cultural history with an active fishing industry, fishing 

villages and old traditional housing is intricately woven into the experience of the landscape 

(Steen Jacobsen & Dann 2003). In terms of recreational opportunities, Lofoten offers the full 

range: hiking, climbing, skiing, seabird and whale watching, fishing, and experiencing 
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cultural history (Holmefjord 2000). It should be noted however, that Røst differs from the rest 

of Lofoten in that these islands at the extreme end of the Lofoten chain are fairly flat and far 

less spectacular than the larger Lofoten islands, at least in a typical touristic sense. 

Fishing and tourism have existed peacefully alongside each other for decades, and to 

some extent depended on one another. The main contemporary policy debate is on whether or 

not to open the Lofoten region for offshore oil and gas exploration (Buck & Kristoffersen 

2011). Petroleum exploitation is seen by many to be incompatible with fishing and tourism 

due to the risk of oil spills, highly visible production and processing installations, and 

potentially negative perceptions by tourists (Misund & Olsen 2013). 

The majority of the Røst population (551 residents in 2016)  live on Røstlandet, which 

is the largest of the small group of Røst islands. These islands have by any standards a remote 

location, 100 km west of the mainland town of Bodø. Værøy, the nearest populated island to 

Røst, lies 25 km to the northeast. Despite a small population and remote location, the main 

island is serviced daily by planes and ferries. Archeological evidence shows that people have 

lived on these islands for thousands of years (Wickler & Narmo 2013) due to the extremely 

rich marine resources. The sea and its resources have provided the subsistence base for this 

community since time immemorial through the fish in the ocean and the seabirds and eggs in 

the seabird colonies. Besides the rich fisheries, the Røst archipelago is also well known for 

being the breeding grounds for one of the world’s largest populations of Atlantic puffins 

(Fratercula arctica) and for its nationally important colonies of several other seabirds such as 

storm-petrels (Hydrobates pelagicus), northern fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis), common 

guillemot (Uria aalge), razorbill (Alca torda), black-legged kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) and 

European shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis) (Anker-Nilssen 2009). 

Contrary to many coastal communities in northern Norway where the number of 

people employed in Norwegian fisheries has declined by 90 per cent since 1900 (Directorate 
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of Fisheries 2014), the Røst community has managed to maintain a shore-based fish 

processing industry in addition to hosting a fishing fleet, which forms the backbone of the 

local economy. Like most rural regions in Norway, the resident population has declined since 

the 1960s when the population numbered around 800. Røst faces the same challenges that are 

almost ubiquitous along the Norwegian coast and many other regions in Europe and beyond, 

of halting population decline by attracting younger generations to seek work and remain on 

the islands, and maintaining sufficient public services to keep up a satisfactory welfare level. 

Seasonal labour migration (mainly workers from Eastern Europe) is currently a prerequisite 

for running the fish processing industry. This keeps up population numbers for a while, but is 

probably part of an economic transition, as most foreign workers ultimately aspire to settle in 

larger towns and cities. On a larger policy scale, Røst also faces the potential problems, 

opportunities and uncertainties of national reforms to public administration oriented to merge 

smaller municipalities and regionalize administrative functions.  

 

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

2. METHODS AND DATA 

We conducted data collection between September 2014 and October 2015.  Our 

deliberations of salient themes in the islanders’ lives and how these are linked to ecosystem 

services build on different sources. These include existing scientific and popular literature, 

especially regarding the historical development of the fishing industry and related ecosystem 

services, and the social, cultural and health/welfare aspects of the wider Lofoten/Vesterålen 

region, observations in the field, in depth interviews and a participatory scenario workshop 

with key local residents. Data were collected in three main stages. Firstly, in 2014 we 

conducted five semi-structured in-depth interviews with key informants among the local 
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residents in order to collect preliminary information. The aim of the interviews was to obtain 

background information of how the informants think about the role and importance of 

environmental attributes relative to other aspects of life in shaping a future that gives room for 

local interpretations of ‘the good life’. We asked the informants to reflect on their own 

professions and describe the area’s prime resources, perceptions of drivers of change affecting 

the island, their impressions of environmental status and trends, key future income sources, 

and beliefs about the most important choices and priorities the wider Lofoten/Vesterålen 

region is facing.  Interviewees included a whaler, a coastal fisherman, a tourist guide, a hotel 

owner, and the owner and operator of one of the fish processing plants. These persons were 

selected as strategic informants based on their position in society and long-term connection to 

Røst, and represent major resource dependent activities and key economic sectors in the 

island. The interviews lasted from one to two hours each.  

Secondly, we visited the island on five occasions and spent from 2 – 8 days on each 

visit between 2014 and 2015, which also enabled observations of practice, informal 

encounters and conversations with public servants (municipality, school), people employed in 

logistics and transportation, the tourism business, fishing and seabird research. In total, we 

approached approximately 30 people on these visits.  

Thirdly, in September 2015 we conducted a participatory scenario process with twelve 

Røst residents representing political, administrative, educational and commercial sectors. The 

main objective of the workshop was to let the participants explore possible futures based on 

the core question addressed in our research; what constitutes ‘the good life in Røst’, and how 

do ecosystem services, cultural values and various forms of capital contribute to these 

preferred futures? We never used the ecosystem services framework, any specific definition 

of nature or environment, nor any complicated scientific terminology directly, but linked 

important elements of the good life they identified and discussed in the workshop to 



14 
 

established ecosystem service classifications post hoc. A similar post hoc ES approach has 

also proved useful in other studies (Gould et al. 2015, Klain et al. 2012, 2014).  

We used the GEO framework (UNEP 2007 a, b) in combination with elements from 

the Adaptive Environmental Assessment and Management (AEAM) approach (Holling 1978, 

Hansson et al. 1990, Thomassen et al. 2015) as the working structure for scenario 

development. In short this entails 1) Identifying and selecting participants, 2) Participants 

identifying their idea of ‘the good life’, articulated as hopes and fears for the future, and their 

perceptions of key natural and social drivers prior to the workshop, 3) Articulate and decide 

on 3 – 4 headlines and key messages in respective scenarios, 4) Prioritizing a limited number 

of critically important drivers, 5) Constructing conceptual maps/models of causes and 

impacts, and 6), Developing the content of 3-4 scenarios based on alternative development 

paths and drivers. The scenario workshop can be viewed as a structured focus group session, 

where the process of exploring scenarios was used to elicit insights into local discourses. 

Interviews were carried out with two or three interviewers present where one person 

had the main responsibility for recording the conversations. After observations and more 

informal conversations with residents, notes were taken, compared and subsequently edited. 

The scenario workshop utilized a more structured and formal way of recording discussions, 

priorities and conclusions through schematic cause-effect charts and written mini-scenarios 

(Thomassen et al. 2015). Throughout interviews and conversations, we particularly probed 

issues related to provisioning and cultural ecosystem services and values such as traditional 

and contemporary harvesting of marine resources, food safety, recreational opportunities, 

sense of place, cultural heritage, identity, perspectives of future change, aesthetic appreciation 

and inspiration, and the importance of social relations in coping with a demanding 

environment. 
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Based on the material described above we distilled what the residents considered to be 

the key elements of the good life in Røst and how these relate to the surrounding natural and 

cultural environment. We cross-referenced interview data with the outputs from the scenario 

workshop and used observations, informal conversations and existing literature to 

contextualize our synthesis. We describe this in the form of four condensed narratives that 

address different aspects of the good life. Clearly, different narratives could have been 

extracted from this material, and we emphasize that the ones presented below are our 

interpretations of how the islanders speak about their local environment and the changes that 

can affect their future. 

 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Hopes and fears for the future 

People on Røst are used to a life ‘on the margins’, in several meanings of the phrase. 

Although the community now enjoys significant state budget support, good public services, 

and hence important social safety nets, the Røst culture is grounded in hard work for survival, 

isolation from the outside, and a high degree of uncertainty. Contemporary Røst residents 

without exception hope they will be able to diversify their employment structure and continue 

to develop their way of life as a showcase alternative to the increasingly standardized way of 

life in many urban and near-urban settings. Many hopes and aspirations center on reversing 

the negative population trend and to some extent attracting newcomers with ideas, skills and 

other human resources. As one person stated: “We hope that capable people from the outside 

will settle here. We see that the number of inhabitants is decreasing, but we hope that we can 

turn this trend with new ideas and resources.” Another islander said: “The Røst community 

will develop. The community will develop more year-round jobs. This will increase the 

population. Røst should remain a separate municipality, and we will be ‘masters in our own 
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house’”. The vision is one of a self-confident, sustainable island community, which remains a 

separate municipality (there is currently a strong push by the Norwegian government to merge 

smaller municipalities in Norway) which thrives on diverse year-round employment 

(pluriactivity). The islanders express pride in remaining on the ‘margins’ geographically, 

while also developing a strong identity as a modern community with its own particular 

qualities of close social relations and a clean and providing natural environment. 

The uncertainties, or fear, troubling several of the islanders are the exact flipsides of 

this vision; how will domestic and international fisheries policies develop in the future, and 

how can the commercial sector offer sufficiently numerous and interesting jobs to young 

people so they don’t leave the islands? Can Røst remain a separate municipality with control 

over its public services in the on-going statewide revision towards greater administrative 

centralization? How will climate change and increasing globalization of fish markets affect 

life on Røst? Can Røst count on politicians to fight for local values? 

The ultimate fear is a dystopic future where the population base erodes to a level 

where important needs can no longer be met. Public services may be diluted or discontinued, 

the employment base may be reduced and the resilience of the community is badly weakened. 

One person expressed the fear of losing autonomy in the capacity to satisfy needs locally by 

stating that “…if we expect that someone will do the job for us…. and …we fear that the 

wider society does not see the value of communities like Røst.” Cast as a pessimistic future, 

some islanders label this a ‘platform society’ evocated by the parallelisms with offshore oil 

platforms. The fear is that Røst will become a place that merely provides a technical or 

logistical base for collecting resources from the sea, which are quickly shipped out for 

processing and value generation in distant locations. In more abstract terms we interpret 

community capacity, skills, knowledge and social cohesion and a rich environment 

(ecosystem health and resilience) to be perceived as requisites by the islanders  for coping 
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with the threats and opportunities of an uncertain future. Good transport and communications 

(by air and sea) were frequently mentioned as prerequisites for community survival, and there 

were fears that the current level of services could not be taken for granted. 

 

3.2. Nature is all around us 

‘We live right in the food bowl’ is a common phrase among the islanders, and an apt 

description of how the Røst people view their natural environment with its abundant fish 

stocks. Nature and culture are tightly interwoven in local discourses. The Røst community is 

largely defined by this human-environment interaction where cultural ecosystem services are 

intertwined with provisioning services. In the prevailing Røst narrative about nature, the sea 

itself and seabird colonies are difficult to separate from how livelihoods are constructed and 

maintained. The following two statements by islanders illustrate the links between nature and 

well-being, “Nature is special here – lots of sky! – fresh  air and a clean sea”, and “First and 

foremost – it feels good to just look at the sea and the horizon…and then it is really nice to go 

out there for a while when the weather allows.” But there is also a soberness with respect to 

the historical role of nature as some statements in a group meeting attest, “The dark season 

(i.e. the dark winter months due to the high latitude) is greatly overrated.”, “The food that was 

made in earlier times (largely based on local resources) didn’t taste very good – it was made 

for survival”, and “It’s a bit scary to aim for a community that is just based on the old ways” 

(as in former traditions, practices and values).   

Natural- and social capital and human resources form a nexus for defining the 

particular culture of this island community. This nexus, or particular geography if one will, is 

a powerful representation of the interconnectedness between provisioning- and cultural 

ecosystem services. In spite of challenges and unpredictability, the rich marine environment 

seems to instill a sense of security. Almost regardless of what may happen in the outside 
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world, people on Røst can simply go outside and harvest vital food resources, for an 

apparently indefinite time. Nature is seen as “clean” – providing high quality food, feelings of 

identity and well-being, but is also viewed as a powerful external force, which tests the 

hardiness, skills and capacities of people. Nature inspires through ever-changing light- and 

weather conditions, instilling awe and wonder in resident islanders as well as visitors. A 

number of islanders possess considerable local and traditional ecological knowledge and 

know roughly what to expect in terms of weather patterns through the seasons. But they also 

have a healthy respect for day-to-day variations and the dangers of storms and rapidly 

changing weather conditions. Many Røst residents speak of nature both in concrete and 

symbolic ways as a distinct contrast to the ‘artificial’ urban landscape. Nature is also the arena 

for stories about the community delivered through the generations concerning the way the 

landscape creates a sense of place and identity.  

Stewardship of the landscape and natural resources is a salient part of this narrative, 

and represents a clear relational value, like also other recent studies have shown (e.g. Chan et 

al. 2016). It is a widely shared opinion that the community has managed its environment and 

resources in a sustainable way throughout history. Externally initiated biodiversity and natural 

resource conservation measures are perceived to hinder traditional practices and represents a 

form of ‘madness’ to many (a phrase actually used by several islanders). In the way the locals 

perceive it, modern management and conservation brings bureaucracy, increases the distance 

between decision-makers and users, and is seen to devalue local knowledge and traditional 

concepts of sustainability, which have evolved out of centuries of adapting life and harvesting 

to local conditions. Many on Røst acknowledge that climate change and other factors impact 

the seabird populations, and that harvesting of fish- and bird resources must be controlled to 

some extent. However, the opposition, and to some extent antipathy, in relation to 
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conservation measures imposed exogenously stems more from the fact that decision makers 

are far removed from those who live in this particular land- and seascape.  

The ban on catching puffins with nets that was introduced in 1951 and subsequent 

protection of other seabirds has become symbolic for many as an example of the local 

perception of undesired external constraint on local freedom to act. Some locals perceive that 

life on Røst becomes more impoverished when they can no longer can taste puffin meat, trap 

the cormorants and nurture the knowledge of how to make delicacies out of local species. It 

illustrates the complexity of making trade-offs between services when the provisioning and 

cultural dimensions are strongly intertwined. No one in Røst would like the puffins to 

disappear. The recognition that local resources can play different roles that are hard to 

separate is illustrated in the reflections of one of the residents: “If only each family were 

allowed to harvest maybe 5 birds a year.. people have the right to know what the taste is like.. 

and that would maybe mean only harvesting 100 birds or so…”  And another; “The nature-

culture on Røst is disappearing, subsistence is gagged because nature can’t be used in 

traditional ways.” Ultimately, the narrative goes, the nature-based culture is gradually eroding 

as subsistence uses dwindle due to externally imposed restrictions. Again, the ecosystem 

embeds local culture and nurtures social cohesion as an arena for past and present activities 

that bind people together, and it shows how the particular geography can be both enabling or 

obstructing and identity building. Local and traditional knowledge expresses identity and 

opinions about what constitutes legitimate and appropriate uses of the environment and 

sustainability, as well as a sense of being disparaged by the outside world 

 

3.3. The good life in Røst 

Here we construe the concept of “the good life” as a discrete theme, but this topic can 

be difficult to separate from the narrative about “nature” in Røst. Locals did not articulate a 
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dual conception of nature as being something separate from culture. Prevailing perceptions of 

culture and praxis are strongly shaped and defined by the relationship between provisioning 

and cultural ecosystem services. Many of the qualities and particularities of the Røst 

community are rooted in the demands and opportunities of the rich natural resources. 

However, a number of social traits stand out in the local version of “the good life”. 

Geographical isolation contributes to what is locally perceived as a cultural value. One 

islander stated: ”when people call and ask: is anything going on at Røst?”- I answer: 

“fortunately not”. The Røst way of life is close-knit, quiet, physically isolated from the 

outside world, but enjoys good infrastructure and internet connections, and low levels of 

stress. People know each other and watch out for each other. For example, it was unthinkable 

that someone would lie alone sick at home for days or weeks without someone checking on 

them. Several stated that one doesn’t need to be alone on Røst, unless one really wants to. A 

number of islanders claimed that newcomers are quickly accepted into the community, and 

that there is a high tolerance level for being ‘different’. One of the locals explained his view 

of Røst as not being preoccupied with façade: “.. come as you are.. your shirt is nice enough. - 

and screw the lawn, you can mow that later.” Ultimate, one could argue that a certain level of 

isolation contributes to identity building, i. e a cultural ecosystem service. However, in other 

contexts/areas, geographic isolation may well have negative social effects and be a disservice. 

Røst inhabitants emphasized high social cohesion and trust as one of the key attributes 

of the island community. Despite being a small fishing community with an isolated location, 

many on Røst look to the outside world, and: “the world often comes to visit with interesting 

experiences”’ as one local put it, referring to the 15th century shipwreck of Captain Pietro 

Querini from Venice. This historical event has left a deep impression on the island's identity. 

Many express pride in the island norm of hospitality towards outsiders. Scenario discussions 

brought up discourses about "the three circles" of human relationships. The inner circle being 
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the family and close relatives, the second the circle of friends and acquaintances, and the third 

the circle which includes fellow members of the island community. Therefore, everyone on 

the island is viewed as being included in the concept of community and relationships. Days of 

voluntary collective work (Norwegian: “dugnad”) to get community projects done has 

traditionally been a trademark of Røst and something the islanders see as a critical spirit to 

maintain.  

Spatial proximity to public services and neighbors are important parts of the quality of 

life on this island. As is food security through the abundance of local provisioning ecosystem 

services. And add to this the sense of security with low crime rates, little traffic (there is only 

one small main road), that kids can play in the street without adult supervision, isolation from 

urban centers, and the fact, for better and worse, that no one can get away with ill doings 

anonymously. Historically this community was accustomed to feast as well as famine as the 

cod fisheries fluctuated. The islanders make few explicit references to links between 

ecosystem services and well-being, yet perceptions of benefits and negative outcomes of 

ecosystem services (disservices) exist in the narratives. No one uses the term ecosystem 

services, and certainly not the distinctions between provisioning-, regulating, and cultural 

services. Their descriptions of the vital importance of marine food resources, the drastic 

consequences when they fail, as well as the many fatalities and tragedies that go along with 

fishing show that this key provisioning service also at times, leads to highly negative 

outcomes. Yet, these stories also contain references to the awe and inspiration people 

experience in their closeness to the unpredictable sea, which reflects, in our words, the highly 

interconnected nature of provisioning and cultural ecosystem services in local well-being. Or 

in other words, the enabling/obstructing and cultural strengthening effects of the particular 

geography. 
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Expressions about the quality of life at Røst also embody these difficulties. Marginal 

social and natural conditions have taught people to be modest, realistic and patient, but there 

is no denial that the island has its share of social problems, probably no different from those 

of most other rural communities. One person described fellow community members as “[…] 

genuinely mixed people – a mix of good and devilishness […] real people”. The core of the 

good life concept in Røst is inclusiveness with room for good and bad in a close-knit social 

setting in a demanding and rewarding environment. Well-being in Røst is closely linked to 

strong social cohesion, but also to the positive aspects of geographic isolation (albeit with 

good air and ferry connections), and the self-help mentality expressed through communal 

action and maintaining a range of traditional skills and local knowledge. 

The local version of well-being expands the view of this concept found in many other 

studies characterized by a neoclassical economic perspective, where well-being is 

conceptualized as the sum of satisfied preferences and for which suffering and other types of 

negative experiences are deficits. In Røst, well-being is a deeply relational notion defined by 

vibrant links with both nature and people (Chan et al. 2016). Well-being includes struggle and 

adversity and instills a sense of mastery, confidence and contentment. Moreover, well-being is 

contingent on social cohesion and cooperation with other community members. A certain 

simplicity in life is sought over a plethora of opportunities and available services, as is often 

the case in urban lifestyles. Furthermore, a manageable amount of hardship is not only 

tolerated, but also embraced with pride. 

 

3.4. The preferred future 

The Røst community essentially anticipates and hopes for a future where key elements 

of the social milieu, the nature of the environment, and local skills and knowledge are 

maintained. Central to all of these domains is that ecosystem services (such as fishing and 
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ecotourism) and cultural values (such as community cohesion) are vital pillars in future 

development of the island community. In this vision, the fundamentals of the ecosystem are 

maintained—that is, clean terrestrial and marine environments where valuable resources are 

close at hand and can be utilized for recreational, cultural, subsistence and commercial 

purposes. A local vision was articulated as: “Røst becomes a national symbol of a society 

where the alternative to the A4 [standardised] city-life is still possible, without giving up on a 

modern life.” 

Many islanders recognize that climate change and forces of globalization will bring 

challenges and uncertainties, but hope for a future where a healthy diversity of marine 

industries develops, while the community manages to preserve and enjoy key aspects of their 

culture and their well-developed social networks. As one islander said: “The fishing industry 

must develop and continue to exist. The municipality must show initiatives for developing the 

Røst community.” Small to medium scale, knowledge-based tourism with nature experiences 

as the core product is part of the common future vision of economic development. This 

narrative contains potential trade-offs that have not yet been sufficiently negotiated, for 

example concerning the extent to which the island should develop its harbor to accommodate 

cruise ships. Nature and sustainable management of resources are at the heart of this vision, 

and accordingly oil and gas development is a potentially disturbing and unwanted element in 

the version of the future for most of the islanders, although opinions about this are mixed. 

Petroleum exploration remains a divisive question and no doubt has the potential to split the 

island community and challenge the social cohesiveness that now exists. A classic trade-off 

between commercial fisheries and the nature tourism sector also looms on the horizon. Future 

sustainable livelihoods in Røst may depend increasingly on a profitable and competitive 

fishing industry, which may conflict with the tourism sector’s interest in recreational fishing 
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and preserving the local landscape, cultural heritage and rich natural environment as cultural 

ecosystem services. 

In sum, the ‘ideal’ future in Røst is portrayed as a community with sufficient human 

resources to negotiate trade-offs between development options, and also manage negative 

outcomes of decisions, maintain a diverse employment base to support vital public services, 

and a strong sense of independence and shared identity across professions and generations. 

Embedded in this is a strong sense of relational values and the importance of sustainable 

management of provisioning and cultural ecosystem services. Based on observations, 

interviews, the scenario process and the narratives developed from these sources, we have 

summarized the range of cultural ecosystem services and associated benefits identified in Røst 

in Table 1. 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

4. DISCUSSION 

Life on Røst has evolved in a demanding natural environment through a challenging 

way of life based on coastal fisheries. However, the very demands of this human-environment 

interaction are also a key component of the sense of identity, social cohesion, and robustness 

of these island environments (Fugelli 2006, Beyer Broch 2013; Kristoffersen & Dale 2014), 

and hence community capacity to adapt to a changing future (Petzolda & Ratzer 2015; 

Pettersen 1996). Provisioning and cultural ecosystem services are deeply intertwined and are 

perceived to be fundamental to well-being through the ecosystem (resources, economy, jobs, 

land- and seascapes for sustenance and recreation) and their contribution to social cohesion 

and human resources (heritage, land use traditions, local skills, norms, identity).  

As in many coastal settings (Klain et al. 2014), fish are intimately connected to 

cultural services since the harvesting of fish and other marine resources also yields 

experiences of maintaining identity, aesthetic- and other types of emotional experiences, and 
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helps solidify local culture (see e.g. Bell et al. 2001). In our interactions with the islanders, 

tangible resources like fish (and whales) and other food sources, as well as geological and 

non-biological aspects of the environment like weather, light conditions and climate tended to 

dominate the interviews and conversations. Cultural ecosystem services and elements of these 

were often mentioned more implicitly, which may also reflect our approach and methods. 

Other studies have elicited a wide range of cultural services through narrative prompts that 

provoked reflections on values and benefits (e.g. Klain & Chan 2012, Gould et al. 2014, 

2015). Habitat and regulating services were mentioned less frequently or in indirect ways. 

Seabirds were mentioned indirectly and infrequently, and mammals and biodiversity in terms 

of other organisms were practically absent in the informants’ representations.  

FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

Infrastructure (built capital)—such as docking facilities, processing plants, 

transportation systems—contributes to well-being by enabling commercial resource extraction 

and economic development and recreation (Figure 2). The state of existing and desired built 

capital was frequently mentioned in local narratives. In contrast, while natural capital is such 

an important part of most peoples’ lives that its centrality often seems to be taken for granted, 

and this may partly explain why it was not articulated more explicitly. At the same time, using 

an open, semi-structured approach without very specific prompts can be a strength. We did 

not wish to steer people directly into the ecosystem services framework or jargon, but rather 

let the informants express their views through their own language, and then make the links to 

ecosystem services ex post facto. 

The interdependency between provisioning and cultural services, e.g., the fact that an 

ecosystem service (e.g. fish) can be provisioning and also have non-material aspects (Chan et 

al. 2012b), is of great importance to small, resource dependent island communities. How an 

island community manages its immediate resources and evaluates trade-offs between 
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ecosystem services, makes decisions about development pathways, e.g. oil and gas versus 

tourism, and which types of knowledge and technology to adopt, can have profound effects on 

how the employment base, sovereignty, and welfare situation develop (Vannini & Taggart 

2012, Gear 2014). This includes issues and choices like sticking with traditional means of 

fishing with smaller vessels and coastal fisheries versus investing in larger trawlers as a way 

of retaining technological sovereignty, i.e. a degree of autonomy and capacity to produce, 

maintain and develop the tools on which the community depends (Ilich 1973). It can also 

involve trade-offs between ecosystem services like prioritizing recreational fishing and nature 

tourism (cultural) over commercial fishing (provisioning), or more likely finding an agreeable 

balance between both economic sectors. It also involves choices affecting the knowledge base 

on which economic activity primarily relies (e.g. traditional and local versus technical and 

scientific) (Gómez-Baggethun et al. 2010), or the difference between processing fish 

industrially (locally or elsewhere relying on a certain type of technical skills) versus using fish 

for food tourism and the development of a local gourmet sector that would require a different 

set of skills and equipment (Bertella 2011). Having sufficient control over the governance 

system of local resources, rather than feeling overrun and/or alienated by external 

management institutions and centralized policies can also be crucial, as has been shown in 

other rural areas (e.g. Bell et al. 2001; Gomez-Baggethun et al. 2013). Preserving options and 

diversity in terms of the potential of ecosystem services to deliver multiple benefits can be of 

great importance for the robustness of small communities like Røst.  

Well-being is constituted through an interaction between nature and culture to the 

extent that local culture and identity is largely defined by the environment and the way it is 

used and experienced. Well-being in the particular Røst version of “the good life” includes a 

reasonable fulfillment of basic needs like securing a reliable employment base and basic 

public services (health, school, welfare services, various municipal functions, transport links 
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to the mainland, broadband internet) and satisfaction with life through experiencing a range of 

non-monetary values like sense of place, identity, social cohesion, feelings of security, 

inspiration, fulfillment and contentment. It also rests on a sense of familiarity with a 

challenging and diverse coastal environment. Finally, a small note of caution. The ecosystem 

services concept can capture many essential elements of well-being. However, we do not 

believe that the worldview(s) underpinning the locals’ vision of the good life can be fully 

captured through the ecosystems framework.  

There are important direct flows of services from natural, social and built capital to the 

psycho-social complex of basic needs and well-being, but there are also important linkages 

between the different elements of the socio-ecological system (Figure 2). Ecosystems 

contribute to social cohesion by providing a basis for shared values and norms about heritage, 

aesthetic qualities of the environment, tranquility and recreational opportunities. Social 

cohesion and shared values not only help define community identity, but also glue people 

together to perform voluntary communal action and efforts to develop new economic 

opportunities (Figure 2) (Gomez-Baggethun et al. 2012). Furthermore, we would argue that 

strong social capital can help the community work on necessary trade-offs between ecosystem 

services, especially since prioritizing one set of services can lead to degrading other services 

(Rodriguez et al. 2006). Moreover, degraded services (e.g. overexploiting fish resources) can 

provide human benefits (at least in the short run), and conversely, protecting some services 

may limit human benefits (e.g. Horwitz & Finlayson 2011). It is also important in terms of 

how the community interacts with the outside world and higher administrative levels (region, 

county, state) to influence policy and budgets to support essential air- and sea transportation 

and digital networks. Infrastructure, human skills, knowledge and technology affect the 

ecosystem through land use and environmental impacts, and conversely the ecosystem—via 

landscape characteristics and the distribution of natural resources—affect how skills and 
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knowledge are employed. The relationships between natural-, social-, and built capital are 

reciprocal as developments and changes in one form of capital can have impacts on other 

forms of capital. For instance, the participants in the scenario process agreed that changes in 

fish populations (natural capital) due to climate change and/or fishing practices can affect 

aspirations about future employment opportunities and livelihoods in Røst (social capital). 

This again can lead to changes in harvesting practices, new skills and new knowledge about 

the environment (social capital), the need for different marketing, processing and 

transportation capacities (built capital). All of which interact to shape well-being and 

community life (Figure 2).  

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

This study shows that research on the link between ecosystem services and well-being  

should take a broad view of how the concepts are linked. The narratives from Røst emphasize 

that well-being is a composite of pleasure, challenge and hardships, and the capabilities, 

solidarities and identities that result. Some research frames well-being in largely economic 

and utilitarian terms as the aggregate product of benefits derived. One example is how a range 

of benefits may be derived from the environment like fish, other marine resources like 

seascapes and landscapes including material (income, food, employment) as well as non-

material goals (traditions, preservation of ecological values) (e.g. Stone & Mackie 2013, 

Weeratunge et al. 2014), all of which are generally considered positive social values. The key 

finding that emanates from our study is that well-being derives from a broader interaction 

with the environment that also includes uncertainty, stress, hard work and even danger to 

human health and safety. Nevertheless, people remain on Røst, implying that personal 

convictions and world views are more relevant terms than ‘preferences’ in the sense that they 

embed acceptance and even liking of factors which are often framed as negative aspects of 
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traditional livelihoods in modern contexts, to the extent that the islanders choose not to leave 

the island. At least, the more demanding aspects of the environment and the local livelihoods 

do not outweigh other factors to the extent that people abandon Røst. The collective identity 

as a resilient people was central to many perspectives we heard and observed. As such, natural 

capital is valuable not only for its contribution to the mitigation of vulnerability (e.g., flood 

risk), but also for the way it creates continued exposure to manageable hardship. 

Weeratunge et al. (2014) discuss how concepts of well-being have been influenced by 

different research approaches like social capital, social well-being, poverty, capabilities, 

human rights, and economics of happiness, and how this applies to fishing communities. In 

this study, we derive well-being as a relational concept contingent on acting meaningfully in 

one’s immediate environment, which aligns best with a social well-being approach. In this 

perspective, to act meaningfully involves a balance between improving opportunities and 

choices and accepting difficulties, hardships and limits. Identity, sense of place and sense of 

community are key elements in relational and subjective components of social well-being. In 

this case it involves a shared body of traditional knowledge, practices and informal 

institutions shaping interactions with nature, which only makes sense in a relational 

perspective, i.e. one that accounts for the preferences, principles, and virtues associated with 

relationships, both interpersonal and as articulated by social norms. A salient implication of 

this perspective is that standardized and decontextualized typologies of cultural ecosystem 

services have clear limitations for policy and management, since they are more or less 

detached from many local systems of meaning. A relational approach recognizes that 

ecosystem services are constituted and given meaning through interaction with the 

surrounding environment, rather than existing as exogenous factors. It follows from this that 

contextualized understandings of ecosystem services are dynamic and open to negotiation 

between stakeholders. 



30 
 

The first implication for policy and management, is that operational understandings of 

how ecosystem services relate to well-being need to include broad concepts of human-nature 

interactions, i.e. encompass biophysical, geophysical and cultural elements, i.e. link the 

particular physical and human geography. Second, it needs to consider the interdependent 

relationships between cultural and provisioning services, and the fact that trade-offs between 

services can imply benefits for some interests and negative outcomes or costs for others. 

Third, operational ecosystem services concepts must also include elements of social- and built 

capital, and their dependence on the local natural capital. This elevates the mapping, 

monitoring, and management of ecosystem services from a decontextualized one-dimensional 

ecological exercise to a place based, socio-ecological task. 
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Table 1. Cultural ecosystem services and benefits identified in Røst. 

 

Cultural services 
and benefits 

Description Benefits for well-being 

Ecotourism and 
recreation 

Seabird safaris, fishing 
trips, nature walks, 
providing economic 
income through tourism 
and pleasurable activities 
for residents 

A greater diversity of financial income 
and seasonal employment, increased 
knowledge about the environment, 
relaxation, physical and psycho-social 
fitness, reduced illnesses, contact and 
interaction with other people 

Local and 
traditional 
knowledge of 
marine resources 

Local knowledge and 
practices for harvesting 
fish, birds, eggs, seaweed 
and other resources 

Maintains traditional skills and 
knowledge, sense of worth and physical 
and mental health through harvesting of 
vital food resources and provision of 
economic income 

Sense of place Cognitive knowledge 
about surroundings, 
emotional attachment and 
appreciation of place 

Feelings of belonging and attachment, 
sense of identity, and particularities of 
place, appreciation of geographic 
isolation and being ‘protected’ from 
urbanization. 

Social cohesion Social groups emanating 
from co-location and 
cooperation through 
human-environment 
interactions 

Sense of belonging to in-groups, 
capacity for communal voluntary 
actions (“dugnads”) and informal 
activities, individual support during 
times of difficulty, low crime rates, 
sense of security, hospitality toward 
out-group members. 

Cultural heritage 
and historical 
values 

Narratives and physical 
remnants of past and 
earlier praxis 

Understanding of origins, development 
paths, and forces of change. Insights 
about one’s own place in the world, 
how local norms, identities, knowledge 
and skills have developed. 

Scenery and 
landscape 

Perception of mountains, 
sea, shorelines, birdlife, 
fish, mammals, seasonal 
variation in light, northern 
lights during winter 

Aesthetic appreciation, feelings of awe, 
satisfaction and inspiration, 
contemplation, cognitive knowledge. 
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FIGURE CAPTIONS 
 
Figure 1. Location of study area. 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual model of relationships between natural-, social-, built capital, ecosystem 
services and well-being emanating from four narratives in Røst. 
 
  



41 
 

 
 
  



42 
 

 


