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Abstract: We set out to examine the relationship between cultural engagement and wellbeing 

in a European Union state, Malta. We specify a conceptual model of wellbeing, captured by 

self-assessed life satisfaction as the predicted variable. Armed with a rich dataset (n = 1,125), 

drawn from a nationally representative sample, we construct variables that capture the 

diverse forms of cultural participation including a variable that identifies artists. We test three 

hypotheses, namely that passive cultural participation (audience) is positively associated with 

life satisfaction, that active (productive) cultural participation is positively associated with life 

satisfaction, and that artists have a higher level of life satisfaction, all else being equal. We find 

that both active and passive participation activities are associated with higher levels of life 

satisfaction; that active participation (including production, donation and travel) manifests a 

stronger relationship with life satisfaction than passive participation; and that life satisfaction 

is higher among those who identify as artists even after the effects of all other control variables 

are parsed out. This being the first nationally representative study on life satisfaction in Malta, 

the study makes a useful contribution in this regard, finding that factors like employment, 

health, engagement in sport, politics, religion, environment, as well as region of residence and 

migration are all significant correlates of life satisfaction.  
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1. Introduction 

The relationship between wellbeing and engagement in cultural activities has received increasing 

attention in recent years. But the quantitative analysis of the relationship is challenging for 

several reasons. Firstly, it requires measurement of two key variables, neither of which are easy 

to define, still less measure. What constitutes cultural engagement (whether as audience or artist) 

remains a contested issue (Laitio, 2012), and one that can take different interpretations depending 

on context (Walker et al., 2002; Briguglio and Sultana, 2017). What constitutes wellbeing is also a 

question that has received scholarly attention for centuries, and remains a subject of controversy 

(Diener et al., 1999; Briguglio 2019).  Even when quantitative data on both variables is available, 

the scientific analysis of the relationship between the two requires the researcher to avail of data 

on a range of other control factors that could come into play. In what follows, we set out to 

examine the determinants of life satisfaction and the role of cultural engagement in a European 

Union country, Malta. Here a Cultural Participation Survey conducted by the National Statistics 

Office (NSO, 2017) provides the data necessary not only to estimate the country’s first wellbeing 

model based on nationally representative data, but also to focus on the effects of cultural 

engagement using a remarkably rich set of variables. These variables include those that identify 

about:blank
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active (productive) cultural participation, passive participation (as audience) as well as those that 

distinguish artists from non-artists on the Islands.    

 

1.1 Defining artists and audience engagement 

Defining what constitutes an artist can be complex for it brings up the ontological issue of what 

inherently constitutes art and whether the artist has some special quality, capacity or gift to 

produce this (Mitchell and Karttunen, 1992; Lena and Lindemann, 2014). Bird (1979) argues that 

the social scientist should not evaluate or rank art in aesthetic terms, but should rely on objective 

facts. Bourdieu (1983) views the status of the artist as a functional one, advocating against 

defining boundaries of the art world. On the other hand, Becker (1984) relies on the existence of 

conventions to draw the line between an artist and everyone else. Mitchell and Karttunen (1992) 

operationalise the definition in various ways. Firstly, an artist can be a person who produces 

artistic work or carries out artistic activities, including artistic work, audience engagement, 

exhibits or disseminations, and commercial outcomes. Secondly, what distinguishes artists from 

others is their rights and obligations, special privileges or sanctions. Thirdly, one can rely on 

recognised bodies or legitimate colleagues, particularly given that the rise of copyright legislation 

has stimulated increased association and creation of artistic lobbies. The extent of diversity 

among artistic practitioners can, however, render such definitions problematic (Towse, 1996). A 

different way to define an artist is to rely on self-assessment. The UNESCO Recommendation 

concerning the Status of the Artist (1980) indeed considers an artist to be self-proclaimed: one 

may qualify as an artist if artistic creation is an essential part of one’s life. This approach is 

extensively used in cultural studies when wide sampling frames are used, and helps to spot 

emerging artists (Karttunen, 1998). While Frey and Pommerehne (1989) point out that one can 

hardly be considered as artist unless one’s work is exhibited or published, Towse (1996) argues 

that self-definition avoids elitism. The extent to which artists (or non-artists) are able to define 

themselves can also be influenced by the sense of achievement that comes with the title (Craig, 

2007). 

In terms of cultural engagement more broadly, the UNESCO Framework for Cultural 

Statistics considers flows in the domain of culture to encompass production, dissemination, 

transmission, consumption, creation, exhibition and participation (UNESCO, 2009). Such flows, 

in turn, can occur in the domains of Visual Arts and Crafts, Performance and Celebration, 

Cultural and Natural Heritage, Books and Press, Audio-visual and Interactive Media, Design 

and Creative Services and Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO, 2009). It is also possible to 

distinguish the extent and manner in which one engages in such activities. One key distinction 

is between those who create or produce a cultural product, and those who consume it 

(audiences). Typically, the latter far outnumber the former (European Commission, 2012). 

Engagement can also include more detached forms, such as through financial contributions or 

volunteering in the production of an activity (Walker et al. 2002). The measurement of cultural 

engagement has made possible an understanding of the diversity in extent to which it is 

undertaken and promoted by governments across different countries, and indeed within them 

(Belfiore and Bennett, 2007).   

 

1.2 The relationship between cultural engagement and wellbeing 

There is a growing body of evidence that cultural engagement can positively affect wellbeing, 

diversely defined (e.g. Blessi et al., 2014; Ceci et al., 2015). Insights as to the mechanisms at play 

include the prospect that cultural engagement can improve skills, cultural capacity and creativity 

(Hetland, 2000). Active engagement can lead to the development of new skills and contribute to 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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positive public recognition, thereby enhancing self-concept and the sense of life control (Fiske, 

1999; Fancort et al., 2019). Cultural engagement can also foster social bonds (Grossi et. al., 2011). 

Such engagement appears to also be associated with better physical health (Baklien, 2000). The 

positive use of art has also been noted in clinical outcomes, reducing hospital stays and offsetting 

the need for medication to induce sleep (Stuckey and Nobel, 2010). Work among children has 

found that those who have an arts-integrated curriculum, and that engage in an arts class, tend 

to do better at school (Fiske, 1999; Hetland and Winner, 2001). Among youths, the evidence also 

suggests positive association between engagement in traditional cultural activities and life 

satisfaction (Briguglio and Sultana, 2017). Among seniors, collective creative engagement has 

resulted in improvement in perceived overall health, experience of pain, and sense of community 

(Phinney et al., 2014).   

One line of investigation in this literature is on the distinction between active versus passive 

(audience) engagement. Some studies (e.g. Briguglio and Sultana, 2017) find stronger effects from 

active participation. Similarly, some note that when people manage their cultural initiatives, they 

tend to report more enjoyable experiences (Baklien, 2000).  Day and Devlin (1998) also find that 

volunteer work in arts and culture increases the individuals’ earnings as a result of new skills 

and business contacts, and of the favourable signal sent to employers. Others trace wellbeing 

effects from simply attending cultural events (Blanchflower, 2009), with some authors arguing 

that simple exposure to art may result in enhanced knowledge and cultural capital (Hetland, 

2000). Another distinction is that between activities that are social and those that require solitude. 

The latter have been found to be negatively correlated with wellbeing (Long and Averill, 2003). 

Michalos (2005) notes that, while art-related activities tend to contribute positively to wellbeing 

overall, their effects are smaller than those of other determinants like self-esteem and social 

interaction. Similar observations are made by Golloway, whose 2007 meta-analysis also notes 

that findings are not generalisable across cultural forms, project types and individuals 

(Golloway, 2007). 

There is also a small literature that focuses on the wellbeing of artists themselves. Given the 

association between engaging in artistic activities and wellbeing, it is not surprising that some 

studies indicate that artists are happier than others (Bille et al., 2013). Social support and shared 

passions can also be underlying reasons for higher wellbeing among artists (Willis et al., 2019). 

Csikszentmihalyi (2000) observed that artists are likely to be driven more by the intrinsic rewards 

rather than the external rewards like money, praise, and promotion. Higher job satisfaction 

among artists could also be attributed to higher self-employment rate, increased variety of work 

as well as on-the-job training (Steiner and Schnieder, 2013).  Nonetheless, there are also factors 

associated with being an artist that can have negative effects on wellbeing. Being an artist can be 

linked with certain negative organisational, social and emotional demands, such as sustained 

physical and mental stress, lack of job security and transient organisational affiliations (Robb et 

al., 2018). As a job, that of an artist can come with significant commitment, high effort and low 

reward (Burgoyne et al., 1999). At times there is exorbitant competition (Perkins et al., 2017). 

There are also documented associations between being an artist and being unemployed (Alper 

and Wassall, 2006), having a tenuous financial situation (Schulz et al., 1997), or having 

supplement one’s income with undesirable work (Stack, 2010). Poor mental and physical health 

can also characterise the demographic of artists (Waddell, 1998; Kenny et al., 2016). Such 

conditions can act as moderating factors which suppress wellbeing among artists.  

 

 

 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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1.3 Context 

Our study takes place in Malta, a small island state which forms part of the European Union. 

Malta (and its sister island Gozo) offers an ideal context for the study given the recent surge in 

attention to cultural participation, encompassing institutional development, budgetary provision 

and data collection. A National Cultural policy was launched in 2011 (PSTEC, 2011), which aimed 

to improve cultural governance structures and international cultural cooperation, professionalise 

artists and develop cultural and creative industries, among other goals. A revamped legal 

structure saw the reorganisation of the Arts Council Malta (Act 15 of 2015) and a new strategy 

aimed at bringing the arts closer to people (ACM, 2015). Malta’s cultural policy is also guided by 

the European Commission (2012) Work Plan for Culture. The years around the data collection 

period saw an increase in government expenditure in Malta, such that arts expenditure a 

percentage of GDP was higher than that of the EU-28 average in 2015. Various funding 

programmes were initiated by the Arts Council (MFIN, 2017) and in 2018, Valletta was named 

the European Capital of Culture. 

Notwithstanding this effort, the Maltese continue to exhibit low levels of participation in 

several domains of art and culture, both as audiences and artists, except in traditional 

(folkloristic) events like village festivals (Briguglio and Sultana, 2015, 2017). When community 

patterns of cultural participation were first systematically assessed in a nationally representative 

survey (NSO, 2012), the findings revealed that attending art exhibitions, dance and theatre were 

highly unpopular activities (NSO, 2012). Productive, or active participation was mainly 

prominent in traditional village festivals celebrating a patron saint, or Carnival. These findings 

were echoed by the European Commission’s 2013 evaluation of participation among member 

states (European Commission 2013). In other activities, lack of interest followed by lack of time 

seem to be the main cause of low attendance for much of the population, except for young people, 

for whom cost and lack of choice were also barriers (European Commission, 2013). In 2016, 

Eurostat again reported that only some 13% of respondents from Malta confirmed that they 

actively engaged in some form of artistic activity such as singing, acting, photography, film-

production, dancing, playing a musical instrument (Eurostat, 2016). That same year, Malta’s 

National Statistics Office embarked on a large and detailed data collection process intended to 

understand the variation in cultural uptake across the islands (NSO, 2017).  This data forms the 

basis for our analysis.   

 

2. Method  

2.1 Model and hypothesis 

We follow others in measuring wellbeing through individuals’ subjective assessment of 

happiness or life satisfaction on an ordinal scale (e.g. Blanchflower, 2009; Briguglio, 2019). We 

specify a conceptual model whereby this is expressed as a function of cultural engagement (our 

phenomenon of interest) and other known factors. There is vast literature on such determinants 

of life satisfaction which encompass a wide range of such factors like health, employment, 

engagement in sport, religion, social interaction, the environment, political considerations as well 

as demographic considerations like marital status, education, gender and age (Briguglio 2019).  

We therefore specify Model A as follows:  

  

Model A:  𝑦𝑖 = 𝐱𝑖
′𝛽 + 𝒛𝑖𝛼 + 𝑢𝑖 
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where yi denotes the subjective wellbeing of an individual i. Xi is a vector of covariates, capturing 

the individual characteristics and control variables that are known to be relevant in the literature 

on wellbeing, zi is cultural engagement and ui is a stochastic error term, indexed i for the 

individual. Our intent is to test the following hypotheses:   

 

Hypothesis 1: Active engagement in the arts is positively associated with life satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 2: Audience engagement in the arts is positively associated with life satisfaction.   

Hypothesis 3: Artists exhibit higher levels of life satisfaction, all other things held constant.    

 

Table 1. Definition and description of variables 

Variable Name Description Mean  SD Min Max 
 Artist 

Mean 

Other 

Mean 

(p- 

value) 

Satisfy Self-Assessed Life Satisfaction 7.8 1.8 1.0 10.0  8.2 7.7 0.00 

          

Artist Artist (self-assessed) 0.2 0.4 0.0 1.0     

Artist_A Artist and in Active Employment 0.1 0.3 0.0 1.0     

Artist_I Artist and Inactive 0.1 0.3 0.0 1.0     

Audience_NT Audience Index (excl. Traditional) 4.5 5.2 0.0 35.0  6.9 3.8 0.00 

Audience_T Audience Index (Traditional only) 2.0 1.5 0.0 5.0  2.1 2.0 0.38 

Audience Audience Index (all) 6.5 5.7 0.0 40.0  9.0 5.8 0.00 

Audience Travel Audience Travel Overseas Index 1.1 1.9 0.0 9.0  1.6 1.0 0.00 

Audience Festival Festival attendance Index 0.4 0.9 0.0 7.0  0.6 0.4 0.00 

Participation_NT Participation Index (excl. Traditional) 1.3 2.4 0.0 20.0  3.0 0.9 0.00 

Participation_T Participation Index (Traditional only) 0.5 1.3 0.0 10.0  0.8 0.4 0.00 

Participation  Participation Index (All) 1.8 3.0 0.0 24.0  3.9 1.2 0.00 

Donation Donation Index 5.2 2.4 2.0 10.0  6.4 4.9 0.00 

          

Illness Respondent has health limitations 0.2 0.5 0.0 2.0  0.2 0.3 0.37 

Environment Hobby/Interest Environment  2.1 1.1 0.2 4.0  2.5 2.0 0.00 

Sport Frequency Sport 1.7 1.7 0.0 4.0  2.0 1.6 0.00 

Religion Frequency Religious Activity  2.0 1.5 0.0 4.0  2.2 2.0 0.03 

Social Index of socialising Friends/Family 5.6 1.8 0.0 8.0  5.7 5.6 0.36 

Political Hobby Politics (Yes 1, No 0) 0.3 0.4 0.0 1.0  0.3 0.3 0.12 

Unemployment Unemployed 1, All other 0 0.0 0.1 0.0 1.0  0.0 0.0 0.04 

Education Education (Bands) 3.3 1.0 1.0 5.0  3.5 3.2 0.00 

Marriage Civil status (Married 1, All other 0) 0.5 0.5 0.0 1.0  0.5 0.5 0.33 

Gender Gender (Female 1, Male 0) 0.5 0.5 0.0 1.0  0.5 0.5 0.04 

Age Age brackets  3.8 1.7 1.0 6.0  3.5 3.9 0.00 

Region District (Gozo 1, Malta 0) 0.1 0.3 0.0 1.0  0.1 0.1 0.41 

Abroad Respondent lived abroad (Yes 1) 0.9 0.3 0.0 1.0  0.9 0.9 0.59 

Note. N=1,125 for All, N=241 for Artists and N=884 for non-Artists. Data source: (NSO, 2017). 

 

2.2 Data 

To test our hypotheses, we fit the model to data, employing the micro-data (n=1,125) drawn from 

the Cultural Participation Survey conducted by Malta’s National Statistics Office (NSO, 2017) 

which was gathered through face-to-face interviews between October and November 2016.1  

Table 1 presents the data set we utilise in our analysis. The y-variable is measured by a standard 

life satisfaction question, “On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means very dissatisfied and 10 means very 

satisfied, can you please tell us how satisfied are you with your life these days?” To capture the 

                                                 
1 Using sex, age and district of residence, the sample was tested in terms of representativeness of the Maltese 

population. The survey’s margin of error at 95% confidence interval was 2.9%. 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/


 Artists, audiences and wellbeing 

Briguglio, Camilleri, & Vella 

 

      www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org                    25 

phenomenon of being an artist, we utilise responses to the question “Do you consider yourself to be 

an artist?”. We note that a total of 21.4% of respondents considered themselves to be artists. This 

rate tallies with the figure published by the National Office of Statistics of Malta (NSO, 2017, p. 

185), which collected the data according to the European Code of Practice. However, it is 

considerably higher than figures based on employment status (e.g. Eurostat, 2016). The difference 

is unlikely to be due to sampling error given the high confidence intervals reported by the NSO 

(NSO, 2017). Rather, it probably relates to the use of self-assessment as the method of 

identification. As discussed earlier, the term “artist” can be defined in various ways. Self-

identification arguably allows for the broadest of definitions, capturing respondents who 

practice or practiced any art form, whether as a hobby or as employment.  Indeed, UNESCO 

(2019, p. 69) notes that, based on the analysis of submissions to the 2018 global survey concerning 

the status of artists, the actual population of artists is much higher than the population of 

employed artists. The former includes not only the latter, but also those in informal employment, 

amateurs and ordinary people who are involved in any form of artistic creation (Gruber, 2019).  

Given the sheer breadth of questions pertaining to cultural and artistic participation in the 

survey, we set about constructing a number of composite indices that collapse engagement into 

diverse components. For passive participation in cultural events, we construct an index which 

sums up the unweighted frequency of attendance to cultural activities by respondents in various 

activities namely: theatre, live music, dance, artistic performances, art exhibitions, library, 

museums and historical sites over the preceding 12 months. We call this “Audience_NT” and 

find that it assumes a range from 0 to 35. Attendance was low on average with a mean of 4.5 and 

a median of 3.5. The share of those who said that they did not attend any of the named activities 

stood at 31.2%. Given the prevalence of participation in traditional (folkloristic) cultural events, 

namely carnival festivities, processions, national holiday events, local council activities and 

parish church festivals and activities, the Cultural Participation Survey measures participation 

in these activities separately.  This allowed us to create a second audience index “Audience_T”. 

Here we note much higher participation: respondents attended just over 2 traditional events over 

the 12 months out of a maximum of 5 events. The distribution of this index is positively skewed 

with the lowest standard deviation amongst all the cultural indices. A composite audience index 

“Audience” was also constructed, being the summation of “Audience_T” and “Audience_NT”. 

Turning to productive engagement in the arts, we construct a similar index which sums up 

the extent to which respondents actively participate in a total of 18 activities presented to them 

by the survey, namely: ballet/dance, computer for artwork, crafts, play/drama, national feasts, 

films/videos as art, Good Friday, local council festivals, playing musical instrument, 

painting/drawing, activity in the local parish, photography as art, singing, active in carnival, 

storytelling, stories/plays and writing music. A score of 2 is assigned if the survey respondent 

actively participated in the last year, a score of 1 is assigned if he did so 1 to 3 years ago, and score 

of 0 otherwise. The index “Participation” reveals a skewed distribution and a mean score of 1.8. 

Over half of the participants did not participate in any activity at all. As we did with attendance 

to traditional evens, we also capture active involvement in traditional activities, using 

“Participation_T”. We note that the majority (71.2%) of the survey respondents did not 

participate in any traditional activity.  

We were also able to construct a number of supplementary indexes. The variable “Travel”, 

captures the extent of overseas travel related to art exhibitions, cinema/other artistic events, 

dance, historical sites, libraries, literature, concerts, museums, other and theatre. Nearly two-

thirds of the respondents returned a score of zero on this index. Given the burgeoning activities 

and national (non-parish) festivals in Malta, we examined participation in festivals specifically, 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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creating the variable “Festivals”.2 Respondents were mostly likely to have never been to a festival 

in the last year (70.6%), while 21.3% of the respondents had attended one festival.  The variable 

“Donation” measures the respondents’ willingness to donate money or volunteer time to support 

an arts or cultural organisation, on a 5-point scale. High levels of disagreement were recorded in 

both willingness to volunteer time to support an arts or cultural organisation, and willingness to 

donate money to support an arts or cultural organisation. Two test variables were also created, 

accounting for artists who are not in active employment (e.g. retired, students, housewife or 

unemployed) and those who are active in employment (including self-employment). The latter 

amount to just over half of the artists. 

The various co-determinants of life satisfaction are also summarised in Table 1. The variable 

“Illness” measures responses to the question “Have you been limited because of a health problem in 

activities people usually do?”. A composite index “Environment” gauges engagement with the 

natural environment derived from four questions in the survey (covering interest in 

green/environmental issues, wildlife/natural history, gardening and going into the countryside). 

The variable “Sport” reports frequency of sport or physical exercise in the past year, while the 

variable “Religion” captures the frequency with which respondents attend mass. The variable 

“Social” aggregates responses on the frequency of meeting with immediate family, and friends. 

The only data pertinent to political preferences in the survey was that on personal interest in 

politics, captured by the variable “Political”. In the sample, 13.1% of the respondents had lived 

abroad and 8.4% resided in the sister island of Gozo. These distinctions were captured by the 

variables “Abroad” and “Region” respectively. Other demographics are captured by the 

variables “Unemployed”, “Education”, “Age”, “Marriage” and “Gender”. 

 

3. Results   

3.1 Profiling artists 

Prior to proceeding with a formal estimation of our models and analysis testing, we first examine 

the profile of Malta’s self-assessed artists by comparing their means with those of respondents 

who did not self-assess as artists. As reported in Table 1, and as would be expected, artists are 

more likely to be engaged more actively and passively in cultural activities and tend to donate 

more time/money to an arts organisation. The analysis of means however, also reveals that the 

life satisfaction of artists is higher than that of non-artists. Relative to non-artists, artists tend to 

be younger, more educated, more engaged with the natural environment, exercise. These results 

are interesting in themselves as they refute some commonly held notions that link artists as 

unemployed persons, more susceptible to unemployment (Alper and Wassall, 2006; Bille et al., 

2013) and with poor mental health (Stack, 2010; Waddell, 1998).  

 

3.2 Basic correlations 

We then proceed to examine basic correlations in our dataset. As expected, these reveal that the 

prevalence of illness is significantly higher (at the 95% confidence level) among older 

respondents and lower among those with higher education. Being in employment and being 

engaged in sport return higher self-assessed health levels. Older people tend to have lower 

education and lower engagement in sport. Men tend to present in greater numbers among the 

employed, but in smaller numbers in church pews. Moreover, at the 95% confidence level, life 

satisfaction correlates negatively with illness and unemployment and positively with education, 

                                                 
2 These include the Għanafest, Malta International Arts Festival, Malta Jazz Festival, Notte Bianca, Three Palaces 

Festival, Valletta Green Festivals, Valletta International Baroque Festival and Valletta VIVA Festival. 
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environmental, sport and cultural engagement. In turn, people who are engaged in culture tend 

to have better overall health and education, to be older and to be employed. They are also more 

likely to be environmental and undertake physical activity. Participation in traditional activities 

correlates with living in Gozo and with frequency of religious activity.   

 

3.3 Estimation of a model of life satisfaction for the Maltese Islands 

We next proceed to estimate a basic model with life satisfaction as the outcome variable. In such 

a model the fitted parameters reveal the relationship of each variable on self-reported life 

satisfaction after taking into consideration the effects of other control variables. Given the nature 

of our dependent variable, we employ an ordered logit model. Here a significant positive 

(negative) coefficient implies that a one-unit increase in the independent variable increases the 

log-odds of being in a higher (lower) level of life satisfaction. Robust standard errors are reported 

in parentheses to address the possibility of heteroscedasticity, this being frequently observed in 

cross-sectional datasets.3   

We start by estimating Model 1, which explores the correlates of life satisfaction in the 

Maltese Islands without any arts variables included. The results here (see Table 2 below) broadly 

confirm that life satisfaction in Malta responds to phenomena as those observed in the wider 

literature. As in other contexts, we note that life satisfaction in Malta is negatively related to being 

unemployed, to illness and to having lived abroad (e.g. Grossi et. al., 2012; Frey and Stutzer, 

2000), but positively related to sports (e.g. Netz et al., 2005), to environmental engagement (e.g. 

Brereton et al., 2008) and religious participation (e.g. Stark and Maier, 2008). We also note a 

negative coefficient on political engagement in contrast with mainstream findings (e.g. Helliwell 

and Huang, 2008), possibly due to the way political preferences are measured in this survey. We 

find that people living on the island of Gozo report higher levels of life satisfaction. Age, gender, 

and social marital status add little further explanatory power. Though the pseudo R-squared is 

low (typical of studies utilising data at the level of individual respondents), the variables in the 

specification explain the variance sufficiently to comfortably reject the null hypothesis that there 

is no effect by the independent variables taken together.  

 

3.4 Testing hypotheses on artists and the culturally engaged  

We now factor in variables for cultural engagement. To test our hypothesis that active 

involvement is positively associated with wellbeing, we extend the model by using the variable 

“Participation” (Model 2). We note that the active participation variable returns a strong and 

positive coefficient.  

The likelihood ratio test also confirms that the inclusion of active participation results in a 

statistically significant improvement in the general fit of the model when compared to Model 1. 

This is in line with literature which contends that active engagement can be a positive 

determinant of wellbeing (e.g. Barklien, 2000).  On the basis of these findings we therefore find 

some support for our Hypothesis 1, namely that active participation is associated with higher 

levels of life satisfaction.  We contrast this with the variable that indexes passive participation 

(Model 3). While a unit increase in “Participation” is significantly associated with a higher 

probability of observing higher states of life satisfaction, the marginal effect of “Audience” for 

                                                 
3 All the produced tables present the results of the coefficients in terms of odds ratio.  
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the same category does not do so within acceptable levels of confidence.4  These findings suggest 

no support for Hypothesis 2 namely that passive participation is associated with higher levels of 

life satisfaction. Contrary to some studies which find that simply attending cultural events can 

improve wellbeing (Blanchflower, 2009), we find no such relationships in this analysis.  

 

Table 2. Determinants of wellbeing 

MODEL  1 2 3 

Unemployed  -1.36** -1.29** -1.34** 

Social   0.03 0.02 0.02 

Political  -0.23* -0.27** -0.24* 

Environmental  0.17*** 0.16 *** 0.16*** 

Region  1.19*** 1.17*** 1.17*** 

Lived Abroad  -0.39** -0.40** -0.39** 

Married  0.20 0.21 0.20 

Gender  -0.11 -0.12 -0.12 

Illness  Limits -0.52*** -0.53*** -0.53*** 

            Limits+ -0.85*** -0.86*** -0.84** 

Sport Annual 0.44 0.37 0.41 

 Monthly -0.27 -0.30* -0.29* 

 Weekly 0.32** 0.28 * 0.27* 

 Daily  0.34 ** 0.32 ** 0.30** 

Religion Annual  0.02 0.03 0.03 

 Monthly  0.40* 0.40 * 0.39* 

 Weekly 0.08 0.07 0.07 

 Daily 0.47** 0.43* 0.44* 

Education Primary 0.52 0.51 0.53 

 Second  0.48 0.45 0.46 

 Post-Sec 0.64 0.61 0.60 

 Tertiary 0.73 0.66 0.65 

Age 25-34  0.11 0.17 0.15 

 35-44  0.12 0.18 0.15 

 45-54  0.00 0.09 0.04 

 55-64  0.03 0.13 0.10 

 65+  -0.07 0.03 0.01 

Participation   0.05**  
Audience    0.02 

Log likelihood  -2005.96 -2003.04 -2004.58 

Pseudo R2  0.03 0.03 0.03 

Note. The table reports coefficient scales in log odds; ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ denotes significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% 

level respectively; In all models N=1125 and Prob>ch2 0.00; For the variables Illness, Sport, Religion and 

Education, the base category is None; for the variable Age the base category is 16-24; Data source: (NSO, 

2017). 

 

We delve deeper into this finding by parsing out the effect of participation in traditional events, 

these being the more popular kinds of activities in Malta. Table 3 (below) reports the results on 

                                                 
4 Comparing the coefficients of active and passive participation is not straightforward as they have different means 

and standard deviations. We standardize both independent variables and then compare the coefficients. The estimated 

coefficient on PART_ALL and AUDI_ALL are 0.075 and 0.055, respectively. The significance levels do not change.     
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a series of test variables.5 We again note that active participation in traditional events, (Model 4) 

returns a positive and significant coefficient. These findings echo Briguglio and Sultana (2015) 

who find higher levels of wellbeing among young people who participate in village feasts, as 

well as other studies from Malta which revealed positive effects on social-connectedness from 

such activities (Cremona, 2014).  When we parse out the role of participation in such traditional 

activities, we note they also appear to be responsible for driving the positive outcome on the 

aggregate participation variable. Active involvement in other (non-traditional) activities produces 

no significant returns (Model 5), once all other determinants are controlled for. Moreover, once 

we parse out attendance to traditional events (Model 6) from others (Model 7), we also find a 

significant and positive coefficient on the variable capturing mere attendance to traditional events, 

arguably explained by the fact that attendance is spread across a wider, and possibly, more 

fervent range of participants than other activities. This now provides some support to Hypothesis 

2. Being an audience in traditional activities (like carnival festivities, processions, national holiday 

events, local council activities and parish church festivals and activities) is also positively and 

significantly associated with higher levels of life satisfaction, even once all other relevant factors 

are controlled for. 

 

Table 3. Determinants of wellbeing – further tests 

MODEL 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Participation_T 0.16***       

Participation_NT  0.03      

Audience_T   0.11***     

Audience_NT    0.01    

Audience Travel     0.07**   
Donation      0.07***  

Audience Festival     
  

0.02 

Log likelihood -1999.68 -2005.43 -2001.99 -2005.52 -2003.28 -2001.23 -2005.94 

Pseudo R2 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 

Note. The models in this table were estimated with all the control variables presented in Table 2, namely 

marital status, gender, employment status, social, political and environmental engagement, sport, religious 

participation, illness, age and educational levels; The table reports coefficient scales in log odds; ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ 

denotes significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level respectively; In all models N=1125 and Prob>ch2 0.00; 

Data source: (NSO, 2017).  

  

We turn to the other variables which capture other forms of culture participation and estimate 

our basic model with the inclusion of these variables instead. In Table 3 (Model 8), we find that 

the overseas travel to consume culture is also positively associated with higher life satisfaction. 

Whether this is association is due to cultural consumption or overseas travel is not possible to 

parse out from the data. Persons who are either willing to donate money or volunteer time to 

support an arts or cultural organisation are also likely to have higher level of life satisfaction, as 

captured by the coefficient on “Donation”. The estimated goodness-of-fit in Model 9 is among 

the highest of all the reported models, implying that it is a relevant correlate to life satisfaction, 

holding everything else constant. Once again, whether the effect is driven by the cultural 

component or the volunteering aspect poses an interesting question worth investigating further. 

Taken together, Model 8 and 9 yield further support to both Hypothesis 1 and 2, namely that 

                                                 
5 The models in Tables 3 and 4 here were estimated with all the control variables presented in Table 2. We present only 

the results of test variables but the coefficients on the remaining variables remain stable. 
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whether as audience, or in more active roles, participation in culture is associated with higher 

levels of life satisfaction.  As a final test, the index capturing participation in national festivals is 

utilised in Model 10, finding no statistically significant results. 

In our final set of regressions, we examine the relationship between life satisfaction and being 

an artist, as measured by self-assessment. The headline results are reported in Table 4 (below). 

In Model 11 we find that, even when accounting for all the other factors that could be driving the 

higher levels of wellbeing, considering oneself to be an artist is associated with higher levels of 

life satisfaction. It can be reasonably argued that this is driven by the artists’ higher involvement 

in active participation in the arts. To account for this possibility, we control for the effects by 

including the relevant indicators in Model 12 and 13. The estimated parameter on “Artist” 

remains statistically significant. We do however note that the variable “participation” loses its 

statistical significance when adding the variable “Artist”, an outcome that suggests that the 

association between cultural engagement and life satisfaction may be driven by the sub-

demographic: artists. We also test whether being an artist and being employed manifests a 

different relationship with life satisfaction (Model 14 and 15). The results suggest that it is only 

among artists who are in active employment (including self-employment) that such a positive 

association with life satisfaction exists. Artists who are retired, students, housewives or 

unemployed do not manifest a higher probability of higher life satisfaction. We conclude that 

there is some evidence in support of Hypothesis 3, namely that being an artist is associated with 

higher levels of life satisfaction, at least among artists who are employed.  These findings chime 

with those of others, as outlined earlier (e.g. Bille et al., 2013) including the possibility that artists 

reap personal gains from their work (Day and Devlin, 1998). 

 

Table 4. Determinants of wellbeing – on being an “artist” 

MODEL 11 12 13 14 15 

Artist 0.38*** 0.31** 0.37***   
Participation  0.034    
Audience   0.01   
Artist_A    0.34**  
Artist_I 

    
0.32 

Log likelihood -2002.05 -2000.71 -2001.92 -2005.51 -2006.16 

Pseudo R2 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 

Note. The models in this table were estimated with all the control variables presented in Table 2, namely 

marital status, gender, employment status, social, political and environmental engagement, sport, religious 

participation, illness, age and educational levels; The table reports coefficient scales in log odds; ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ 

denotes significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level respectively; In all models N=1125 and Prob>ch2 0.00; 

Data source: (NSO, 2017).  

 

4. Discussion and conclusion 

While our findings provide useful insights, a number of caveats need to be acknowledged. 

Firstly, our reliance on cross-sectional data limits our efforts to fully identify casual effect of 

artistic participation on wellbeing. Employing longitudinal data would allow for a better 

understanding of changes in wellbeing following external stimuli, including those that promote 

artistic engagement. As it is, we cannot fully exclude that causality may run in reverse direction: 

people with higher levels of life satisfaction may be more likely to become artists or to engage in 

cultural activities. Secondly, the estimated coefficients may also suffer from unobserved variable 

bias. For instance, there may be systematic differences in personality between artists and non-
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artists which may be driving the findings. This phenomenon could not be explored with the 

existing data. Thirdly, it must be noted that all data was collected from survey interviews and 

based on self-assessment. While this certainly creates some noise (and makes for a larger error) 

in the estimates, it is not likely to have created a systematic bias in our results. 

Despite the shortcomings presented by cross-sectional survey-based data, we were able to 

test a very rich and unprecedented variety of variables capturing diverse forms of engagement 

in a single nationally representative sample. This being the first such dataset on wellbeing in 

Malta, our findings also make some contribution in this regard: we note that people in Malta 

report lower levels of life satisfaction if they are unemployed, limited by ill health, if they 

previously lived abroad or if they are interested in politics. Higher levels of wellbeing are 

reported among the more educated, physically active, religiously or environmentally engaged 

individuals and among those who live on the sister island of Gozo.   

In relation to our main research question, our findings reveal that both active and passive 

participation are associated with higher levels of life satisfaction, at least in so far as we are 

dealing with the traditional (folkloristic) kinds of cultural participation. We further note that 

active participation (including production, donation and travel) manifests a stronger relationship 

with life satisfaction than does passive participation. Finally, we find that among the community 

of people that identify as artists, life satisfaction is also higher, particularly among those that who 

are in active employment.   
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