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Abstract
The study aims to examine travel preferences of Finnish cross-border tourists with special reference to the 
Republic of Karelia, Russia. Data were collected using paper-based and online surveys from 300 respondents 
travelling from Finland to the Russian Karelia. Although cross-border tourists are a significant part in the in-
bound tourist flow to Russian Karelia, several obstacles for this type of tourism have been revealed. Measures 
to stimulate Finnish tourists to travel to Russian Karelia are suggested. The results of this study can be used 
to improve Karelian tourist products by providing services as expected by tourists. The findings are limited 
to visitors of Russian Karelia and should therefore be interpreted with caution.
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Introduction

Finland shares approximately 1,340 km land 
border with Russia (with several crossing 
checkpoints), which is the European Union’s 
longest external border. The Republic of Kare-
lia, located in North-West Russia, has only 
one foreign neighbor and the longest stretch 
of the border between the Russian Federation 
and the European Union (Finland, more than 
700 km). Finnish Karelia, together with a part 
of Russian Karelia, was a historical province 

of the Grand Duchy of Finland within the Rus-
sian Empire, and is now divided between Fin-
land and Russia, often simply called Karjala 
in Finnish. Nowadays, links between people 
on both sides of the border are comprised 
of daily communication and cooperation 
practices, stimulating cross-border mobility 
and various exchanges. 

The article focuses on the study of cross- 
-border tourism practices of Finns in the bor-
der region of Russia, the Republic of Karelia. 
The high share of Finnish tourists in the tourist  
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traffic from abroad makes the Karelian tour-
ist industry strongly dependent on varia-
tions in the inbound traffic from Finland and 
raises the significance of the challenges for 
cross-border tourism. A declining number 
of Finnish tourists visiting Russian Karelia 
lately is a reason to find out the travel-
ers’ preferences in order to stimulate the 
inbound tourist traffic as well as the local 
tourism market. Thus, the main aim of the 
article is to identify the travel preferences 
of Finnish cross-border tourists in the context 
of existing limitations as well as the oppor-
tunities available in the Republic of Kare-
lia, and to suggest measures for attracting 
tourists and revitalizing the economy of this  
Russian border region. 

The empirical data used in this study 
is a set of 300 anonymous questionnaires 
that were conducted in Finnish. The feedback 
illustrates how Finnish visitors view the fac-
tors of choice, comfort, and preferred prod-
uct items. In fact, it is the first study of the 
travel preferences of Finnish border tourists 
and of the limitations in Russian Karelia for 
cross-border tourism development based 
on sociological research.

Cross-border tourism  
in the border region: theoretical 
aspects

In the studies on the development of tourism 
in border areas, researchers use the “cross-
border tourism” concept as a specific form 
of tourism development (Timothy & Butler, 
1995; Stepanova, 2014; Makkonen, 2016;  
Li et al., 2018: Chow & Tsui, 2019; Boonchai 
& Freathy, 2020). 

Cross-border tourism sensu lato, is as 
specific form of tourism development which 
is only typical of regions having a special 
economic and geographical location (sharing 
a border with another state) based on tourist 
flow from neighboring state(s) (Więckowski, 
2010; Stepanova, 2014; Więckowski & Cerić, 
2016; Chow & Tsui, 2019). In the Kare-
lian case, cross-border tourism is the flow 
of Finnish citizens to the Republic of Karelia  

with different tourism purposes (leisure,  
shopping, visiting relatives and friends, etc.) 
from one-day trips to longer visits.

The studies of cross-border tourism have 
generally approached tourist mobility as ben-
eficial for the regional and local development, 
identifying the strengths as well as limitations 
for its further growth (Więckowski, 2010; 
Makkonen, 2016; Stepanova & Shlapeko, 
2018; Stepanova, 2019b; Chow & Tsui, 2019). 

The relationships between tourism activi-
ties and cross-border shopping have been 
investigated more (e.g., Kreck, 1985; Timothy 
& Butler, 1995; Wang, 2004; Wachowiak & 
Engels, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2012). These 
studies often take the form of a case study 
and are predominantly framed as two-coun-
try cases: Denmark-Germany (Makkonen, 
2016), Switzerland-Germany (Ramsey et al., 
2019), Poland-Germany (Malkowski et al., 
2020; Szytniewski & Spierings, 2018). A num-
ber of studies have tried to understand the 
main factors determining satisfaction of tour-
ists with their shopping experience (Egresi, 
2017). Previous research proposed methods 
for studying tourists’ satisfaction or dissat-
isfaction with modern retail centers (Mit-
ríková et al., 2016), how souvenir shopping 
influences travel experience and economic 
impact of cross-border travelers (Kusdibyo, 
2016; Boonchai et al., 2020). There are sev-
eral papers investigating everyday shopping 
practices and recognition of changes in glob-
al, translocal, and personal statuses. Based 
on the results of the Konstanz (Germany) and 
Kreuzlingen (Switzerland) study, Daug et al. 
(2019) confirm that cross-border shopping 
is more than simply shopping, the proposed 
model of cross-border shopping tourism dif-
fers from others in that it illustrates a multi-
layered experience, including shopping but 
also leisure, services, atmosphere, and cul-
tural experience. Special attention has also 
been paid to the travel preferences and char-
acteristics that influence and explain why 
tourists choose to return (Makkonen, 2016). 
Based on studies devoted to the differences 
created by the border, we recognise that 
various products, prices, atmosphere can  
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be important drivers for the cross-border 
practices (Spierings & Van der Velde, 2013; 
Szytniewski et al., 2017).

Discussions on the Russian (Soviet)-Finnish 
tourism have mostly concentrated on the 
selected types of Finnish tourism in the USSR 
and from the early 1990s on the current Rus-
sian tourists’ interests in Finland. One of the 
first studies devoted to the background 
of Finnish tourists in the USSR (Leningrad 
Region) was conducted by Finnish sociolo-
gist H. Palosuo in 1976 (Kostiainen, 1999). 
Since the early 1990s, the socio-economic 
transformation and changes in Russia have 
served as an impetus for the growing aca-
demic attention to the Russian (Soviet)-Finn-
ish borderlands and tourism development. 
Along with an increasing role of tourism 
in the local economy of the Finnish border-
land, the significance of the studies that 
assess tourists’ motivations and cross-border 
tourism of Russians has increased. Thus, 
in comparison to the thorough and multifac-
eted studies of the issue in the Finnish bor-
derland (Käyhty, 1999; Gurova, 2012; Izotov 
& Laine, 2013; Gurova & Ratilainen, 2015, 
2016; Björn, 2015; Hannonen, 2016; Laine, 
2017; Stepanova & Shlapeko, 2018; Studzin-
ska et al., 2018; Prokkola, 2010, 2019), the 
tourist flow of Finnish citizens to Russian 
(Soviet) borderland territories is practically 
unstudied, and the results are fragmented. 
Several studies have focused on selected 
aspects of Finnish tourism in Soviet Estonia 
(Kostiainen, 1999; Lauren, 2014; McKenzie, 
2016) and in the city of Vyborg (Shikalov & 
Hämynen, 2013; Shikalov, 2016). The oppor-
tunities to improve the shopping process for 
Russian tourists and to increase income due 
to the use of the Russian language have been 
presented in several papers (Gurova, 2012; 
Stepanova & Shlapeko, 2018).

The cross-border tourism mobility in the 
Karelian part of the Finnish-Russian border-
land and its influence on the local develop-
ment has been revealed in some studies (Izo-
tov & Laine, 2015; Laine, 2017; Stepanova, 
2014, 2019b). Selected aspects of the cross-
border tourism of Finns in local areas of the 

Russian Karelian part of the borderland  
have also been presented (Eskelinen et al., 
1994; Björn, 2015; Stepanova, 2019a). 
A few studies have investigated the modern 
conditions as well as the historical aspects 
of this type of tourism in the Karelian part 
of Russia (Nesterova, 2009, 2012; Stepano-
va & Shlapeko, 2018). Despite the scientific 
interest in the cross-border mobility in the 
Finnish-Russian borderlands, research 
on Finnish travelers in Russian Karelia is lim-
ited to a small number of studies devoted 
to some aspects of this type of tourism. Tak-
ing into account the significant role of Finn-
ish travelers in the tourist traffic to the 
Republic of Karelia, this study undertakes 
to bridge the gap in the research on Finn-
ish tourists in the Russian borderland and 
to fully understand the travel preferences 
of Finns in order to offer actions for stimu-
lating cross-border tourism.

Karelian borderland  
as a research area

The Republic of Karelia is located in North-
West Russia, and its western boundary coin-
cides with the national border of the Russian 
Federation with Finland (about 723 km); the 
region is washed in the north-east by the 
White Sea. The total area of the Republic 
is 180.5 thousand square kilometers (1.06% 
of the total territory of Russia). Half of the 
territory is covered with forest, a quarter 
is water surfaces. There is a total of more 
than 60 thousand lakes (including the largest 
lakes in Europe – Ladoga and Onego) and 
more than 23 thousand rivers. The popula-
tion is 614,100 people (as of 1 January 2020). 
There are more than 2.8 thousand national-
list heritage sites in the Republic of Karelia (as 
of 30 July 2021 (Objects of cultural ..), several 
of them included in the UNESCO World Her-
itage List (Kizhi Pogost, Petroglyphs of Lake 
Onega and the White Sea). 

Because of its borderland location, the his-
tory of the Republic of Karelia is full of dra-
matic events, wars, changing of the national 
border. For example, Finnish Karelia, together 
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with a part of Russian Karelia, was a historical  
province of the Grand Duchy of Finland, 
within the Russian Empire, and is now divided 
between Finland and Russia, often simply 
called Karjala in Finnish. In the 1990s, the 
political and socio-economic changes taking 
place in Russia worked to enhance the con-
tact function of the national border, includ-
ing relaxation of the visa regime. From the 
1990s onwards, the cross-border mobility, 
including tourism, started to gain in signifi-
cance. For border areas, restrictions on eco-
nomic activities as well as on the movement 
of people pose a challenge for cross-border 
tourism development (Order of the Federal… 
2017). E-visa system has been introduced 
in order to ease the visa application process 
for foreign citizens visiting Russia (including 
via the Vyartsilya checkpoint – see Charac-
teristics...). Nowadays, links between people 
on both sides of the border are comprised 
of daily communication and cooperation 
practices, stimulating cross-border mobility 
and various exchanges.

Along the Karelian part of the Russian- 
-Finnish border, Manakov et al. (2020) iden-
tified three cross-border tourism and rec-
reation regions of different development 
levels: South Karelia, Middle Karelia and 
North Karelia (Fig. 1). According to the Finn-
ish Border Guard Service, the Karelian sec-
tion takes about one-fifth the border traffic 
across the Russian-Finnish national border. 
From 2012 to 2019, the inbound tourist 
flow from Finland to the Republic decreased 
by 23.9%. In the same period, the Kare-
lian part of the Russian-Finnish border was 
on average crossed by 1,986,898 people 
per year. The largest share of the traffic 
(71.6% or 1.1 mln passengers, 2019) was 
serviced by the Vyartsilya-Niirala inter-
national checkpoint (South Karelia). The 
Mid-Karelian second-order microregion 
has virtually formed around the Lyuttya-
Vartius checkpoint (382.7 thousand cross-
ings in 2019). Its Russian part includes 
the town of Kostomuksha and the Kale-
vala District; the Finnish part is the Kainuu 
region. The Suoperya-Kuusamo checkpoint 

(55.2 thousand crossings in 2019) is wit-
nessing the emergence of the North Karelia 
third-order microregion. This microregion 
is described as third-order because it is lim-
ited to the border areas of the neighbouring 
districts of Russia and Finland — the western 
part of the Loukhi District in Karelia and the 
north-eastern fringe of North Ostrobothnia 
in Finland, including the city of Kuusamo. 
Modern challenges of the COVID-19 pan-
demic have had a crucial impact expressed 
in a sharp decline in cross-border tourist 
traffic in 2020-2021.

The cross-border tourism development 
has the opposite trend. Along with a steady 
upward trend in the number of Russian citi-
zens visiting Finland (except decline under 
the geopolitical and economic factors, 2014-
2016), a decreasing tourist flow of Finnish 
citizens to Russian Karelia has been observed 
in the last ten years (Fig. 2). In 2015 (January-
October), the Finns’ share of border crossings 
increased to 31%, the highest figure in more 
than ten years (Laine, 2017: 192). This trend 
emphasizes the significance of studying the 
preferences of the travelers from the neigh-
bouring country in order to attract tourists 
and revitalize the local economy.

North-West Russia as a whole and the 
Republic of Karelia in particular can be con-
sidered as attractive tourist destinations for 
Finnish citizens. For instance, during 2016-
2019 the Republic of Karelia served a half 
of the inbound tourist flow of Finns to the Rus-
sian Federation on average. This is due to sev-
eral factors, such as a long shared border, his-
tory, socio-cultural features, family contacts, 
as well as economic reasons.

Retrospectively, the first type of cross-
border tourism to the region (except Soviet-
Finnish tourist exchanges, 1920-1990) can 
be described as Finnish nostalgia tourism 
(Eskelinen et al. 1994; Gromov 2003; Izotov 
& Laine 2013; Laine & Van der Velde, 2017; 
Stepanova 2019a). The number of the Finn-
ish tourists coming to the Republic of Kare-
lia increased to 700,000 a year (Gromov 
2003; Stepanova 2019a), this was a period 
of the ‘rediscovery of Karelia’, with a boom 
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of such nostalgic journeys of Finns (Eskelinen 
et al., 1994). Due to the lack of some key ele-
ments for tourism development, the Finnish 
tourist flow to the region dropped dramati-
cally to just 150,000 a year in the mid-1990s  
(Gromov 2003; Stepanova, 2019a).

The emigration of locals from the bor-
der regions of North-West Russia to Finland 
played an important role in the cross-border 
tourism development in the Republic of Kare-
lia. Since the first years after the collapse 

of the Soviet Union, emigration from Russia 
took the form of repatriation of ethnic Finns 
(Ingrians) to their historical homeland, and 
another noticeable feature was family reun-
ion (Ryazantsev & Gadzhimuradova, 2021; 
Sireni et al., 2021). Thanks to the so called 
VFR (visiting friends and relatives) migra-
tion trend, tourism in the Republic of Karelia 
remains high.

At the same time, a vast majority of the 
cross-border trips of Finns to Russia (about 

Figure 1. Transboundary tourism and recreation regions spanning bordering areas of Finland and the 
Republic of Karelia with market numbers (Manakov et al., 2019):  Borders: 1 – national, 2 – between 
Russian regions; International Automobile Border-crossing Checkpoints: 3 – large, 4 – medium, 5 – 
small; 6 – simplified procedure checkpoints; 7 – centres of regions in Finland and of administrative 
districts in Russia; 8 – other cities; 9 – cultural and historic landmarks; 10 – natural landmarks; 11 
– national parks and strict nature reserves; transboundary tourism routes: 12 –Blue Road, 13 – The 
Kantele Tour Route; 14 – transboundary tourism and recreation regions: I – South Karelian (mid-
Russian-Finnish) mesoregion, II – Mid-Karelian second-order microregion, III – North Karelian third-
order microregion
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70%), according to V. Kononenko and 
J. Laine (2008), had economic rationale – “in 
order to save money” (cheap goods, mainly 
alcohol, cigarettes and gasoline). The most 
common practice in the traffic through inter-
national check-points was short visits to the 
Russian borderland by Finnish travelers for 
shopping in “the stores and gas stations 
located right across the border in Russia” 
in the case of Torfyanovka-Vaalimaa (Len-
ingrad Region) (Kononenko & Laine, 2008). 
Or, in the case of Vyartsilya-Niirala (Repub-
lic of Karelia), the usual trips of Finns from 
North Karelia (Finland) to Russian Karelia for 
fuel could last only a few hours. Three out 
of four Finnish citizens visited only the bor-
der village of Vyartsilya (Björn, 2015). Other 
motivations for Finnish tourists to visit the 
Republic of Karelia are cultural, environmen-
tal, as well as economic.

In spite of the decreasing number of tour-
ists from Finland, the share of Finns in the 
total inbound tourist flow to the Republic 
of Karelia is quite remarkable (an average 
of 70%, 2016-2019). The high share of Finn-
ish tourists reveals a high dependence of the 
Karelian tourist industry on the dynamics 
of the inbound traffic from Finland as well 
as the challenges for the cross-border  
tourism development (Stepanova, 2014)

Methodology and approaches

The article is based on the sociological survey 
conducted from December 2019 to August 
2020 in two forms: paper-based (December 
2019 – March 2020) and online (January-
August 2020). After closure of the national 
border between Russia and Finland in March 
2020 due to COVID-19, only the Google-
based form remained available for data col-
lection. Thus, the empirical data used in this 
study is a set of 300 anonymous question-
naires (purposive sampling) that were con-
ducted in the Finnish language. The median 
values are used in the study.

The survey addresses two matters: shop-
pers’ perceptions of the specific conditions 
and the current situation, and issues related 
to cross-border shopping tourism. A three-sec-
tion survey instrument was developed for this 
study. The first section comprised questions 
about the places of visit, frequency, duration 
of stay, and travel modes. The second section 
of the survey focused on the shopping behav-
ior of the respondents, particularly on their 
purchasing behaviors, shopping frequency, 
shopping expenditures, and preferred goods. 
The last section gathered the demographic 
information of the respondents, such as their 
gender, age, occupation, residence status.
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Figure 2. Changes in cross-border traffic between Finland and the Republic of Karelia during 2012-2019, 
number of people 

Source: compiled by the Finnish Border Guard Service.
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Results. Finnish cross-border 
tourists in the Russian Karelia

Portrait of the Finnish cross-border 
tourist

The sample consisted of 300 respondents. 
In terms of gender, 38.7% respondents were 
females and 61.3% were males. As to the 
age structure, 5% were older than 29, 13.3 % 
were 30 to 39 years old, and 18.7% were 
40 to 49 years old. The largest age groups 
of respondents were 60-69 years old and 
50-59 years old (Tab. 1). Table 1 shows that 
the most active Finnish citizens engaged 
in cross-border travel to Russian Karelia 
are 50-70 years old. The median age of the 
respondents was 55 years.

Geographically, the respondents repre-
sented almost all provinces of Finland (Tab. 2, 
Fig. 2). The largest part of the respondents 
lived in North Karelia (37.0%), mostly in Joen-
suu (64.9%). The next two groups came from 
Northern Ostrobothnia (mainly Haapavesi 

and Oulu, 76.0%) and Uusimaa (Helsinki, 
67.6%). Almost equal shares of respondents 
lived in North and South Savo (5-6%). Roughly 
one-fifth of respondents (17.6%) were distrib-
uted among the rest of Finnish provinces, 
contributing insignificant shares. Only Aland 
Islands’ residents were missing from the sur-
vey. The Republic of Karelia borders the prov-
inces of Kainuu, Lapland, North Karelia, North-
ern Ostrobothnia, and South Karelia.

A quarter of the respondents were retired 
people, who came due to being familiar with 
Russian Karelia, having a good network 
of friends and/or relatives, as well as inter-
ests for visiting the border region, includ-
ing shopping tourism (Tab. 3). Three groups 
of respondents with equal shares of about 
16-19% were specialists, people employed 
in services, and education, culture and sci-
ence workers. Finnish students constituted 
the smallest part of the visitors to Russian 
Karelia.

A majority of the respondents (71.0%) 
have visited Russian Karelia more than ten 

Table 1. Age-based groups of respondents, %

Age
Number of respondents Share of respondents, %

total women men total women men

22-29 15 11 4 5.0 9.5 2.2

30-39 40 19 21 13.3 16.4 11.4

40-49 56 24 32 18.7 20.7 17.4

50-59 76 30 46 25.3 25.9 25.0

60-69 88 21 67 29.3 18.1 36.4

Older 70 25 11 14 8.3 9.5 7.6

Table 2. Distribution of respondents by area of residence, percentage shares

Province of Finland Capital  
of the province

The nearest  
Karelian city  

[km]

Distance  
to Petrozavodsk  

[km]

Number  
of respondents 

Share  
of respondents  

[%]

North Karelia Joensuu Sortavala, 136 365 111 37.0

North Ostrobothnia Oulu Kostamuksha, 292 757 59 19.7

Uusimaa Helsinki Sortavala, 500 727 44 14.7

North Savo Kuopio Sortavala, 272 501 18 6.0

South Savo Mikkeli Sortavala, 310 515 15 5.0

Rest of provinces - - - 53 17.6
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times (some of them stated 30-40, or even 
80 visits). The second biggest group have vis-
ited the region 6-9 times (12.33%). The num-
ber of visits during the last year was more 
than five for one-third of the respondents 
(37.6%, median duration of stay in the region 
was four days) and 2-5 for another third 
(34.66%). In contrast, two groups, 17% each, 
have not visited the region or visited it only 
once during the last year. Visiting relatives 
and friends was one of the reasons for com-
ing to the region for one-third of respondents 
(36.3%).

Thus, the Republic of Karelia is a famil-
iar Russian region for Finnish citizens. The 
research revealed some favorite cities and 
places to visit for Finnish travelers: Petro-
zavodsk, the capital of the region (62.7%), 
Sortavala, a border town which used to be 
a Finnish settlement during the Grand Duchy 
of Finland time (53.0%), and Kostomuksha, 
a border town built by Finns (24.7%). 

Almost all respondents (93.3%) preferred 
self-organized trips to Russian Karelia. At the 
same time, a quarter of the trips were organ-
ized by Finnish tourist companies (24.6%) and 
even Karelian travel agencies (11.0%) (Tab. 4). 
The benefits of self-organized travelling are 

that it is cheaper, more flexible, and allows for 
a pace of travel that matches travel prefer-
ences. This means that a majority of Finnish 
tourists are knowledgeable about the desti-
nation, are able to plan and implement the 
whole trip themselves. 

Travel preferences of Finnish tourists

More than one-third of the respondents 
(37%) were interested in visiting the Repub-
lic of Karelia for shopping tourism. It can 
be the main purpose of coming to the border 
region of Russia as well as part of a leisure 
trip. The median duration of stay in Russian 
Karelia for shopping tourists from Finland 
is 1.5 days (one-day trip or a longer visit). 
On average, visits to the region of those who 
point out shopping tourism as a component 
part of a journey last 2-3 days. When asked 
about reasons for travelling to the region, the 
respondents usually mentioned more than 
one reason. According to the results, a major-
ity of the Finns (72.1%) come to the Repub-
lic of Karelia for different kinds of tourism, 
including shopping. One-fifth of the tourists 
(20.7%) preferred to combine shopping with 
activities such as event or cultural tourism, 
business trips, etc.

The survey showed that the Finnish tour-
ists preferred handmade local souvenirs, 
especially food and beverages. The typical 
products taken by the Finns as souvenirs from 
Russian Karelia were alcohol, sweet treats 
(Karelian honey, Karelian herbal tea, etc.), 
crafts items (of Karelian birch, etc.).

Table 3. Distribution of respondents  
by occupation

N
um
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r  
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 re
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de
nt

s

Sh
ar

e 
 

of
 re

sp
on

de
nt

s 
[%

]

Retired people 74 24.7

Specialists 56 18.7

Services employees 50 16.7

Education, culture, science 
workers

48 16.0

Entrepreneurs 27 9.0

Social and health care 
workers

22 7.3

Unemployed 10 3.3

Civil servants 7 2.3

Students 6 2.0

Total 300 100

Table 4. Distribution of respondents by travel 
arrangements

N
um

be
r  

of
 re

sp
on

de
nt

s

Sh
ar

e 
 

of
 re

sp
on

de
nt

s 
[%

]

Self-organized travel 284 94.7

Finnish travel agencies 67 22.3

Russian (Karelian) travel 
agencies

31 10.3
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The preferred purchases for the surveyed 
group of Finnish tourists in the region were 
alcohol, food, sweet goods, as well as fuel 
(Tab. 5). The latter confirms the popular-
ity of self-organized car trips to the Republic 
of Karelia. 

Table 5. Purchases made by Finns in the Republic 
of Karelia 

Goods or services

N
um

be
r  

of
 re

sp
on

de
nt

s

Sh
ar

e 
[%

]

Alcohol 212 70.7

Food 177 59.0

Fuel 161 53.7

Sweets and chocolate 156 52.0

Clothes and cosmetics 118 39.3

Cigarettes 108 36.0

Other 60 20.0

Domestic appliances 6 2.0

According to the data, men (19.2%) spend 
more than women on their trips to the Repub-
lic of Karelia. At the same time, average 
extra spending for meals (40 euro) and ser-
vices (30 euro) was the same for both men 
and women. The average difference in the 
amounts spent by women and by men for 
shopping and for other purposes was about 
26 euro. Almost equal shares of respond-
ents spent less than 20 euro (42.3%) and 
20-50 euro (39.3%) on souvenirs and gifts 
from Karelia. One-fifth of the respondents 
spent more than 50 euros for this purpose. 
Souvenir shops are mostly located in the capi-
tal of the region (Petrozavodsk) and in popular 
tourist destinations such as Sortavala, Kizhi 
Open-air Museum of History, Ethnography, 
and Wooden Architecture (UNESCO World 
Heritage List), Ruskeala Mining Park, Kivach 
waterfalls, etc.

The main factors for the choice of accom-
modation facilities by Finnish travelers 
were the location of the hotel (74%), the 
price (60.5 %), as well as the opportunities 
for having meals (37.3%). One-fifth of the 

respondents pointed out sauna or pool as an 
important feature for an accommodation  
facility. 

Cross-border tourism in the Republic 
of Karelia involves non-shopping activities 
(Tab. 6.) such as going to restaurants (64%) 
or using services e.g., beauty salons and hair-
dressers (26.3%) and other (6%). Half of the 
Finnish travelers were looking for recreation 
and ways of spending leisure time partici-
pating in cultural events: visiting museums 
(61.3%), theaters and concert halls (52.7%).

Table 6. Distribution of respondents by the plac-
es they visit

Places to visit

N
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r  
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s  
[%

]

Restaurants 192 64.0

Museums 184 61.3

Theaters, concert halls 158 52.7

Shopping centers 140 46.7

Beauty salon, hairdresser 79 26.3

Others 18 6.0

People come to Russian Karelia primarily 
to enjoy its beauty, which is further enhanced 
by the authentic architecture and traditions 
of the region. Petrozavodsk, situated on Lake 
Onego shore, is a nice green city to spend 
several days in and a perfect starting point 
for trips to Kizhi and other cultural and nature 
sights of the Region. The region’s capital is its 
cultural center, with five theatres, including 
the Republic of Karelia National Theatre (the 
only one outside of Finland regularly perform-
ing plays in Finnish), several concert halls, 
17 museums and art galleries.

Sortavala is the second (after Petroza-
vodsk) biggest tourist center in the Republic 
of Karelia due to its position in the Russian-
Finnish borderland, in the Northern Ladoga 
region, with natural and historical heritage 
(in 1721-1940 part of the Grand Duchy of Fin-
land, within the Russia Empire). The most 
attractive and popular tourist destination 



564 Svetlana V. Kondrateva • Ekaterina A. Shlapeko

Geographia Polonica 2021, 94, 4, pp. 555-572

in the area is the ancient Holy-Transfiguration 
Valaam Monastery (founded in the late 10th 
to early 11th century). Due to unique architec-
ture, Sortavala has a historical town status 
in Russia (Stepanova, 2019a). A relatively new 
tourist attraction for Russian as well as for 
foreign tourists is the Ruskeala Mining Park 
(Nominee of the Europe’s Responsible Tour-
ism Award 2020). By the number of architec-
tural monuments registered by government 
the territory of Sortavala takes the first place 
among the municipalities of the Republic 
of Karelia.

The City of Kostomuksha was founded 
in 1977 in connection with ore mining and 
was mostly built by Finnish construction com-
panies. Thus, most objects in the territory 
belong to modern times, but it carries vivid 
traces of the culture of the two neighboring 
nations – Karelians and Finns. Kostomuksh-
sky Strict Nature Reserve is famous in Fin-
land and in some other countries for it forms 
the international Friendship Nature Reserve 
together with the Finnish Friendship Park. The 
Karelian-Finnish epic “Kalevala” accounts for 
the popularity of the tours of runo-singing 
settlements in Russian Karelia among Finns 
(Viena, 2017).

However, the language barrier for the 
Finnish tourist can be crucial. In our survey, 
one-third of respondents (28.3%) prefers 
to be served in the Finnish language. Another 
third (35.0%) pointed out the lack of informa-
tion about tourism and leisure opportunities 
in the region. Besides, the Finnish travelers 
(29.3%) complained about the impossibility 
of booking services and buying tickets online. 
Another hindrance for visiting Russian Kare-
lia (mentioned by 29.0%) is visa formalities. 
They have already been somewhat relaxed 
at the federal level via e-visa (Character-
istics...). Only seven respondents (2.3%) 
felt there were no obstacles for traveling  
to the region.

Discussion

Cross-border tourism takes an important 
share in the inbound tourist flow to the Republic  

of Karelia. The practice of cross-border tourist 
mobility of Finns to Russian Karelian corrobo-
rates “the significance of the neighboring 
countries in the structure of inbound tourist 
traffic” revealed by Borzyszkowski for the EU 
(2019). This makes the Karelian tourist indus-
try serving inbound tourism highly dependent 
on the declining traffic from Finland raises 
the significance of the challenges for cross-
border tourism.

Our findings provide interesting insights 
for understanding the Finnish travelers’ pref-
erences in order to stimulate the inbound tour-
ist flow as well as the local tourism market.

A majority of the respondents in our sur-
vey preferred self-organized trips to Rus-
sian Karelia, were knowledgeable about the 
destination, able to plan and implement the 
whole trip themselves. The survey identified 
the typical products that the Finnish travelers 
brought home from the Republic of Karelia, 
mainly alcohol, food, sweet treats, as well 
as fuel. Similarly, based on Więckowski’s 
findings (2010), one could argue that even 
a few hours’ stay in a border region is sig-
nificant for the local development. The find-
ing relevant to the case of Southern Jutland, 
in which “many of the cross-border tourists 
visiting the region would not have come with-
out the possibility for shopping” (Makkonen, 
2016) could be applied to the practice of the 
Republic of Karelia (for instance, one-day trips  
to purchase fuel and/or foods). 

The analysis reveals that the Finnish tour-
ists (respondents) come to Russian Karelia 
primarily to enjoy its beauty, which is further 
enhanced by the authentic architecture and 
traditions of the region. Also, the surveyed 
Finns were particularly interested in expe-
riencing Karelian culture, visiting museums, 
local shops and restaurants. The study con-
firms the results of the Konstanz, Germany 
– Kreuzlingen, Switzerland study (Ramsey 
et al., 2019) that cross-border shopping 
is more than simply shopping but a multi-
layered experience including leisure, services,  
atmosphere, and cultural experience.

For the surveyed group of Finns, the 
comfort of the holiday in general is very 
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Table 7. Websites of the main Karelian tourist attractions

Tourist attractions Location Website Translated version,  
including calendar Remarks

Theatres and Concert Halls

Republic of Karelia National Theatre Petrozavodsk https://n-teatr.ru In Finnish Online ticket sale

Republic of Karelia Musical Theatre Petrozavodsk http://mrteatr.ru/ In English Online ticket sale. Available only 
in Russian

Republic of Karelia Puppet Theater Petrozavodsk http://puppet.karelia.ru/ Only Russian version Online ticket sale. Available only 
in Russian

Philharmonic Hall Petrozavodsk https://kgfptz.ru/ In Finnish and English, partly trans-
lated

Online ticket sale. Available only 
in Russian

Leisure Center Sortavala http://dk-sortavala.ru/ Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Youth Social and Cultural Center Sortavala http://seurahuone.ru/ Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Concert Hall of the Petrozavodsk State 
Glazunov Conservatoire

Petrozavodsk http://glazunovcons.ru/ In Chinese and English No online ticket sale

DRUZHBA Cultural and Sports Center Kostomuksha https://vk.com/ksc10 Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Museums

Museum of The Polar Odysseus Club Petrozavodsk http://polar-odyssey.org/ In English No online ticket sale

National Museum Petrozavodsk http://kgkm.karelia.ru In English No online ticket sale

Fine Arts Museum Petrozavodsk https://artmuseum.karelia.ru In Chinese and English No online ticket sale

Exhibition Halls of the Kizhi Open Air 
Museum

Petrozavodsk http://kizhi.karelia.ru In English No online ticket sale

House of the Doll Art gallery Petrozavodsk http://kukla.karelia.ru Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Kizhi State Open Air Museum Lake Onego http://kizhi.karelia.ru In English No online ticket sale

Local Museum of the Northern Ladoga 
Region

Sortavala http://museum-sortavala.ru/ Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Kronid Gogolev Private Collection Museum Sortavala https://www.artgogolev.ru Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Karelsky Okatysh Geological Museum Kostomuksha - Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Kostomuksha City Local Museum Kostomuksha https://vk.com/muskost Only Russian version No online ticket sale

http://dk-sortavala.ru/
http://seurahuone.ru/
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Tourist attractions Location Website Translated version,  
including calendar Remarks

Nature and Mining Parks

Ruskeala Mining Park Sortavala https://ruskeala.ru/ Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Valaam Archipelago National Park Sortavala https://valaam.ru/ Only Russian version No online ticket sale

Kostomukshsky Strict Nature Reserve Kostomuksha https://www.kostzap.com In Finnish and English No online ticket sale

Restaurants

Yagel Petrozavodsk https://yagel-ptz.ru/ Only Russian version Northern cuisine restaurant, online 
booking

V Karelii est’ Petrozavodsk http://tastykarjala.ru/ Only Russian version Museum restaurant with Karelian 
cuisine and collections of works by Ka-
relian artists and craftsmen

Karelian Gornitsa Petrozavodsk https://www.gornica.ru/ In Finnish and English The first and only restaurant of tradi-
tional Karelian cuisine

Karelia Petrozavodsk http://karelia-hotel.ru/restaurant/ In English and Chinese Local and European food

Piipun Piha Sortavala https://piipunpiha.ru/en/restaurants/ In Finnish and English European, Russian and authentic 
Karelian cuisine

Dacha Wintera Sortavala https://dachawintera.ru/restaurant Only Russian version Karelian delis

Lamberg Sortavala http://lamberg-club.ru/restaurant.
html

Only Russian version Karelian and Finnish cuisine

Oasis Kostomuksha https://vk.com/oazis_rest No website Russian and European food

Okey Kostomuksha https://okey-kosta.ru/ Only Russian version Japanese cuisine
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important: accommodation, infrastructure, 
atmosphere. The study revealed that for the 
surveyed group of Finnish tourists the lan-
guage barrier along with the lack of infor-
mation about tourism and leisure activities 
as well as the lack of online booking oppor-
tunities can be crucial. Indeed, examining 
the websites of Karelia’s major tourist attrac-
tions (Tab. 7), we can conclude that only the 
Republic of Karelia National Theatre and the 
Kostomukshsky Strict Nature Reserve provide 
services in Finnish. Language and communi-
cation skills also help to improve customized 
services and products for Finnish tourists. 
The official tourist web-portal of the Republic 
of Karelia (ticrk.ru/en/) has an English version 
and contains fairly comprehensive informa-

tion about places to visit, accommodation 
and foods. 

The study suggested three crucial points 
for the cross-border tourism development 
in the Russian part of the Russian-Finnish bor-
derlands: use of the Finnish language, promo-
tion of the Karelian destination, and online 
booking possibilities (Tab. 8). A comfortable 
tourist environment for Finnish tourists means 
seamless operation of all components of the 
tourism and hospitality industry, from visa 
issue and border crossing to accommodation 
and high-quality services to travelers.

Our study had some limitations. The selec-
tion of the respondents was limited by fact 
of their previous visiting of the Republic 
of Karelia as well as the willingness of the Finn-

Table 8. Measures to be taken by businesses, regional and local authorities to stimulate inbound tourist 
traffic from Finland to Russian Karelia 

# Opportunities Challenges Measures

1 preferences for self-organ-
ized trips to Russian Karelia 
among Finns 

• lack of or limited information 
in Finnish about tourist opportuni-
ties in the region 

• promotion of Karelian tourism 
opportunities by broadcasting con-
tent through social media, tourist 
web-portal, etc. (also in Finnish);

• development of websites to offer 
online booking/purchase (also 
in Finnish).

2 • lack of or limited online booking 
of services and purchase of tickets 
from home or during the trip

3 self-organized accommoda-
tion and meals of Finns 

• lack of or limited information 
in Finnish about opportunities 
at destination/facility 

• Finnish speaking staff at hotels 
and restaurants;

• in-room information about hotel 
services in Finnish;

• sauna and/or pool;
• restaurant menu in Finnish;
• coffee (especially for breakfast);
• green foods and traditional menu 

(seasonal local ingredients, etc.);
• free Wi-Fi.

4 • language barrier between tourists 
and service providers

5
interest in experiencing Kare-
lian culture and nature, local 
shops and restaurants

• lack of or limited number 
of websites of the main tourist 
attractions, restaurants, etc. with 
information in Finnish

• translation of content, updating 
of information on websites, as well 
as seasonal offers in Finnish;

• improvement of the language 
and communication skills of hotel, 
restaurant staff, as well as the in-
formation at the central and local 
tourist attractions.

6 • language barrier between tourists 
and service providers

7 interest in visiting museums, 
concerts, events, etc.

• lack of or limited information 
about cultural events  
and exhibitions

• promotion of the upcoming events, 
culture programs and exhibitions 
through social media and the Kare-
lian tourist web-portal in Finnish;

• development of websites to offer 
online sale (also in Finnish).8

• lack of or limited online booking 
of services and purchase of tickets 
from home or during the trip
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ish travelers to take part in the sociological 
survey. We could not interview one-day cross-
border shopping tourists near the international  
checkpoint Vyartsilya-Niirala as planned 
because the Russian-Finnish border was 
closed due to COVID-19. Therefore, our 
results cannot be generalized to all Finns and 
should be interpreted with caution. Despite 
these limitations, the study offers an insight 
into the preferences of Finnish tourists travel-
ling to the Russian borderland region, which 
can be used to improve Karelian tourist 
products by providing services as expected 
by tourists. 

The focus in future studies will be on 
opportunities as well as challenges of the 
cross-border tourism development in Kare-
lian borderlands from the perspective of local 
authorities, businesses, and locals.

Conclusions 

The Republic of Karelia is a thoroughly famil-
iar and an interesting Russian region for the 
surveyed group of Finnish travelers. The bor-
derline location with its historical, cultural 
and social conditions, and economic reasons, 
are the key factors attracting citizens of Fin-
land to the region. Although cross-border 
tourists constitute a significant part of the 
inbound tourist flow to Russian Karelia, sever-
al obstacles for this type of tourism have been 
revealed. The lack of information about tour-
ism and leisure activities in English and Finn-
ish, the impossibility of booking services and 
buying tickets online, the language barrier 
(Finnish) can be handled. Measures for stimu-
lating the inbound flow of Finnish tourists are 
suggested for businesses (accommodations, 
restaurants, museums, travel companies, 
etc.), tourist attractions, as well as for region-
al and local authorities. The results may have 
a wider relevance for other border regions 
interested in maintaining or increasing tourist 
traffic from the neighboring country.
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