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The role of literary festival attendance in generating attendees’ health and well-being 

 

 

Introduction 

The Third United Nations Sustainable Development Goal is to ensure ‘healthy lives and 

promoting well-being at all ages’ (UN, 2020a). The Goal includes mental and physical health 

support. As such, ‘ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being is important to building 

prosperous societies’ (UN, 2020b, p.1). The Sustainable Development Goals Report (2020, 

p.3) also says that nowadays all countries, even the developed ones, ‘are struggling to cope 

with the health, social and economic fallout of the pandemic’. Researching ways to promote 

mental and physical well-being is therefore crucial.  

There is a wealth of literature about the benefits of arts participation on people’s well-

being and health. Involvement in different types of art is known to be beneficial for people’s 

mental health. Studies on art therapy and well-being are many. Examples include dancing 

(Weinberg and Joseph, 2017), singing (Daykin et al., 2018), and writing retreats (Stevenson, 

2020). Several studies also claimed that viewing art in museums or art galleries can be 

therapeutic and improve well-being (Chatterjee et al., 2018: Flatt et al., 2015). For instance, 

Binnie (2010) observed that visitors perceive a reduction of anxiety after visiting art museums.  

There is also good evidence that leisure practices have a role in promoting subjective 

well-being and improving quality-of-life. For instance, Brajša-Žganec et al. (2011, p. 81) 

observed that while participating in leisure activities ‘people build social relationships, feel 

positive emotions, acquire additional skills and knowledge, and therefore improve their quality 

of life’. Similarly, Mirehie and Gibson (2020) argued that participation in snow-sports 

enhances physical and psychological well-being in women. Several studies also claimed that 
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leisure practices such as creative travel experiences (Huang et al., 2019), and tourism more 

generally (Nawijn and Filep, 2016; Vada et al., 2020), promote well-being. 

Here the question is whether festivals are occasions to promote people’s health and 

well-being. Understanding this is crucial in todays’ society that faces mental and physical 

health issues due to Covid-19 lockdown restrictions (Garcia-Esquinas et al., 2021; The 

Sustainable Development Goals Report, 2020). Academic deliberations have started to 

understand the role of events in generating well-being. For example, Brajša-Žganec et al. 

(2011) claimed that attending cultural events can significantly contribute to people’s well-

being. However, they only considered exhibitions, theatre, and concerts. Wood et al. (2018) 

investigated the role of participatory arts events in promoting well-being for the over 70s. They 

argued that arts event attendance reduces the risk of loneliness and isolation, and increases self-

esteem and self-worth. However, the role of festivals in promoting well-being is still under-

explored. As Brownett (2018, p. 71) claimed, ‘very little research exists about the contribution 

of arts festivals for community health and wellbeing’. Likewise, Kitchen and Filep (2019, p. 

67) argued that ‘there is a need for a better understanding of how event participation is valued 

by attendees, especially in terms of their psychological wellbeing’.  

To date, scholars have mainly focused on the social or psychological well-being 

outcomes of festivals (Jepson and Stadler, 2017; Wood et al., 2018). This suggests that other 

dimensions of the well-being outcomes, such as physical and spiritual, need to be further 

understood. A more comprehensive study that captures all the possible dimensions of well-

being promoted by festivals is needed. As Linton et al. (2016, p.1) argued, scholars from 

different disciplines are trying to measure well-being, ‘but it is not always clear what they are 

measuring’. Thus, it is first important to understand all the well-being dimensions in order to 

fully conceptualise it. To fill this research gap, this paper aims to investigate the well-being 

dimensions promoted by festival attendance, and the factors that can generate attendees’ overall 
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well-being. The results of this exploratory investigation have the potential to guide further 

research by creating a more comprehensive understanding of how well-being is generated by 

festival attendance.  

 

Theoretical background 

Defining well-being  

There is a wealth of literature that explores well-being in various disciplines, from health, to 

leisure, and art. One of the first philosophers that conceptualised well-being was Aristotle, who 

identified two components: hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. Hedonic well-being is 

happiness and life satisfaction, while eudaimonic well-being is the ‘actualization of the human 

potential’ (Baselmans and Bartels, 2018, p. 1). More recently, the concept of hedonic well-

being has shifted towards Diener’s (1984) concept of subjective well-being (Baselmans and 

Bartels, 2018). Likewise, eudaimonic well-being has been operationalised using the concept of 

psychological well-being (Baselmans and Bartels, 2018). However, well-being also refers to a 

more physical state. For instance, the World Health Organisation included the concept of well-

being in its definition of health, as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being 

and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’ (WHO, 2020).  

Nevertheless, to date, there is not a uniform agreement on how to best conceptualise 

well-being (Linton et al., 2016). For instance, Nieboer et al. (2005) identified the social 

production function theory’s dimensions of well-being: affection, behavioural confirmation, 

status, comfort, and stimulation. A widely used construct is Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model 

that identifies five domains of well-being: positive emotions, engagement, relationships, 

meaning, and accomplishment. Instead, according to Lindert et al. (2015, p. 737), ‘wellbeing 

is a theoretical construct which encompasses emotional (affects/feelings), psychological 
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(positive functioning), social (relations with others) and spiritual (sense of purpose in life) 

[dimensions]’. One of the latest and more comprehensive analyses of the dimensions of well-

being was conducted by Linton et al. (2016). They reviewed 99 measurements and 196 

dimensions of well-being and identified six main domains: social wellbeing, mental well-

being, spiritual well-being, physical well-being, activities and functioning, and personal 

circumstances.  

Nevertheless, there is still ambiguity surrounding the ways well-being is conceptualised 

and measured. This paper’s interpretation of well-being is similar to Linton et al. (2016): it can 

include, at least in festival contexts, mental, physical, social, emotional, and spiritual 

dimensions. However, the paper does not attempt to provide a new measurement tool or 

definition. It is hoped that this exploratory study is the basis to further the understanding of the 

well-being outcomes associated with festivals.  

 

Festivals and well-being 

A few scholars started to explore the connections between festival attendance and the creation 

of individual well-being. For instance, Heldt (2014) measured how music festival participation 

impacts subjective well-being and happiness. Similarly, Saragih and Amelia (2020) used the 

concept of hedonia to conceptualise hedonic well-being at music festivals.  

Studies focused on different domains of well-being, one of which is social well-being. 

For instance, Arcodia and Whitford (2006) claimed that festival attendance can develop social 

capital, in terms of, for example, social cohesiveness. By using the concept of social capital, 

Brownett (2018) also observed that arts festivals produce social well-being. Similarly, Wood 

et al. (2018), while analysing the social benefits of art events for older adults, claimed that 

more studies should explore the role of events in decreasing isolation and loneliness. They also 



5 
 

argued that, while several scholars investigated personal benefits of music festivals, more 

studies are needed into other forms of art, such as literature and writing. This paper answers 

this call by investigating one literary festival.  

Mental well-being outcomes have also been an object of study. For example, Quinn et 

al. (2011) explored the well-being outcome of arts and film festival attendance and claimed 

that arts festivals should be integrated in national programmes to promote mental health and 

well-being, like generating positive attitudes, inspiration, and fostering capabilities. Rossetti 

and Quinn (2021) claimed that at literary festivals people can acquire cultural capital. Similarly, 

Ballantyne et al. (2014) observed that music festivals promote psychological well-being in 

terms of acquiring skills. Nevertheless, only a few studies explored how festivals promote 

spiritual well-being and spiritual engagement (Mellor et al., 2012; Soulodre, 2019). For 

example, Mackay (2014) observed that art-making at festivals can create a spiritual experience 

and allow women to connect to a divine energy.  

Likewise, only a few scholars investigated the role of festivals and events in fostering 

physical well-being. For instance, Stevinson and Hickson (2019, p. 807) observed that regular 

attendance at a weekly running event created ‘significant changes in weight, fitness, and 

wellbeing’ in participants. Similarly, Dougan Bowtell (2012) noticed that attendees can feel 

body awareness and sense of well-being by attending yoga festivals. Thus, festivals might 

impact attendees’ physical well-being, but more research is needed to better understand this 

possible outcome. Related to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the Peace Relay 

programme focuses on physical health. It aims at improving the global health movement for 

all. The programme was presented at the Olympic Games in 2014 and is now revealing its 

positive results (Relay of peace, 2021).   
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All the above means that, despite a growing body of literature on well-being benefits 

associated with festivals, further research on this under-explored topic is necessary (Brownett, 

2018). This gap is supported by others scholars that claim that ‘there is clearly a research need 

to investigate the processes concerned with participatory arts events with a view to 

understanding the psychosocial or emotional well-being of the cultural self and the benefits 

arts and cultural events can provide to older people’ (Wood et al., 2018, p. 1096), and adults 

more generally. Analysing literary festivals, Ommundsen (2009, p.21) argued that festival 

consumption is an ‘active involvement - physical, emotional, intellectual and social’. 

Nevertheless, to date, there is not a comprehensive research framework on the well-being 

outcome of festival attendance that incorporates all these dimensions. While scholars started to 

understand ‘subjective benefits of attending festivals, the reporting of positive health outcomes 

remains underdeveloped’ (Wood, 2019, p. 323). 

Moreover, only a few studies examined the festival factors that generate attendees’ 

well-being. For instance Tan et al. (2020) argued that, in music festivals, the programme, food, 

information services, and festival value are the main elements that influence subjective well-

being. However, more studies are needed to fully understand the factors that influence 

attendees’ health and well-being.   

Festivals have been described as ‘transformative experiences’ (Brownett, 2018, p. 9), 

but how do they transform attendees’ health and overall well-being? Understanding this is 

especially important nowadays, as the Covid-19 pandemic has caused a reduction of physical 

activity, social interaction and mental health issues (Garcia-Esquinas et al., 2021; Jiménez-

Pavón et al., 2020). This paper answers these shortcomings and the contribution is twofold. 

Firstly, it explores what well-being dimensions festival attendance has the potential to generate. 

Secondly, it investigates what factors promote attendees’ health and well-being.  
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Methodology  

This exploratory study draws on a wider research project into participants’ cultural outcomes 

associated with festival attendance. The study presented here adopts an inductive and 

interpretivist approach. The epistemological assumption is intersubjective and the ontological 

assumption is that multiple realities exist (Yin, 2016). The methodology involves a non-

probability sample and, given the exploratory nature of the research, it includes one case study: 

an Irish literary festival.  

Literary festivals are cultural festivals dedicated to books, writers, and literature more 

generally. Their main aims are to foster reading/writing and promote books and authors 

(Rossetti & Quinn, 2019; Weber, 2018). They have been described as cultural events that 

‘provide intellectual stimulation, a sense of intimate community, and opportunities for social 

and ethical reflection’ (Driscoll, 2014, p. 192). Johanson and Freeman (2021, p. 314), for 

example, argued that literary festival attendance can foster social networking and ‘a sense of 

cultural community’. The case study is an Irish literary festival that in 2017 featured more than 

one hundred events, some of which were writing workshops and literary awards. The events 

were located in 33 venues around the town, including the square and the local museum. 

Permission to carry out the study was obtained from the researcher’s University, so the study 

conformed to the ethical standard required.  

This paper proposes a qualitative design with two phases of data collection. Phase 1 

included on-site observations and 45 semi-structured interviews during the festival. The 

interviews involved a combination of purposive and snowball sampling (Yin, 2016). The 

questions covered how participants were consuming the festival. They included, for example: 
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‘Are you enjoying the festival?’; ‘What does the festival mean to you?’; ‘Are you alone or with 

someone?’; ‘Do you have the impression that you have learned something?’.  

The observations were conducted using Descombe’s (2010, p. 207) approach of 

‘normal setting’, so only the festival organisers were aware of the research being conducted. 

The observations followed Taylor et al.’s (2016) and Holloway et al.’s (2010) suggestions to 

record field notes, and were useful to collect data on attendees’ emotions and behaviours.  

Phase 2 involved 17 in-depth, follow-up, semi-structured interviews after the festival. 

The sample of the follow-up interviews was purposive and interviewees were recruited at the 

festival during the on-site interviews. The follow-up interviews were collected 2-4 weeks after 

the festival, to allow respondents to finish their festival experience and become aware of 

possible personal benefits. The interviews included questions, such as: ‘What do you remember 

of the festival?’; ‘During the days of the festival did you feel part of a community?’; ‘Were 

you glad you went? Why?’; ‘Did you enjoy it? Why?’; ‘What did you get out of it?’.  

The background of the follow-up (FU) interviewees reflected the background of the on-

site (OS) interviewees. All the respondents were adults over 18 years, mainly women (62% 

OS; 65% FU), aged in their 50s (24% OS; 35% FU) or 60s (29% OS; 24% FU), domestic 

tourists (82% OS; 76% FU), and repeat visitors (64% OS; 65% FU). Most of them were 

attending the festival alone (40% OS; 35% FU) or in a group (38% OS; 35% FU). They mainly 

spent all the 5 days at the festival (29% OS; 41% FU) and attended from 2 to 5 events (56% 

OS; 41% FU). Fantasy names will be used to present the findings.  

All the interviews were transcribed verbatim and validity was strengthened with 

triangulation (Yin, 2016). Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was used to analyse the 

data and create a conceptual framework on how festival attendance promotes attendees’ overall 

well-being. Like Ommundsen (2009), this paper considers literary festival attendance as an 
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emotional, physical, intellectual and social experience, and data revealed that the well-being 

dimensions were related to these domains. Moreover, results also included a fifth dimension: a 

spiritual dimension. Thus, five key themes were identified: social well-being; mental well-

being; emotional well-being; spiritual well-being; and physical well-being. For each theme, 

several codes were created to identify the factors that generated well-being, such as, the social 

environment or the festival programme. Even if this is only one exploratory case-study, and 

results cannot be generalizable, the findings can be used to guide further investigations on 

festivals and well-being.  

 

Findings  

Findings showed that the festival promoted attendees’ well-being and health. Results revealed 

that festival attendance can have the potential to generate five interconnected well-being 

dimensions (social, mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical). Data also showed that 

attendees’ well-being benefits were generated by the interaction of five factors: festival 

programme, social environment, place, weather conditions, and attendees’ background. 

 

The need for social interaction 

Observational data showed that participants were chatting, laughing, and socialising in and 

around festival venues as well as during and between festival events. The on-site interviews 

revealed that more than half (58%) of the respondents were attending the festival with at least 

another person, mainly friends or spouse/partners. Thus, the festival was an occasion to 

maintain and reinforce existing social connections. While for those who were attending alone 

(40% OS; 35% FU), the festival was an occasion to create new relationships and improve social 

networking.  
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A more in-depth analysis revealed how the festival promoted social well-being in 

participants. For instance, ‘people were so friendly’, said Missy. Rita also noticed that ‘you 

may just get chatting with someone in a café and before you know they told you their stories 

or you told them your story’. According to Rita, what created these social occasions was the 

union of the festive atmosphere and the ‘special place’ of the town. ‘I like the town, I like the 

size of it, it’s nice and compact, I love all the positivity around it’, she explained. The features 

of the town allowed social networking, which, in turn, generated positive feelings. Similarly, 

Dennis argued that the little size of the town and the good weather allowed people to meet after 

some events, network, chat, and exchange ideas. He said that after attending a writing 

workshop, ‘it was interesting… drinking tea outside in the square and there would be people 

walking [that] you would recognise them from the [writing] course, because the town is so 

small… there’s the thing, you just talk to random people… and [you get] different perspectives 

on things you wouldn’t necessarily thought’.  

Moreover, others claimed that the festival programme improved their social well-being. 

For instance, Missy took part in a writing competition and won the first prize of 1,000 euro. 

After the festival, she used the money to increase her social relationships: ‘I have two 

grandchildren in America that I have never seen so I booked tickets for America with the money 

I won’.  

All the above means that social well-being was perceived as a generation of social 

interactions, relationships, and loneliness reduction. It was promoted by the social 

environment, the festival programme, the place (the size of the town), and weather conditions 

(Figure 1).   

 

A sense of being mentally well 
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Data showed that the festival had a role in enhancing mental well-being. The experience 

was described as intellectually satisfying. For instance, Norah explained that the festival 

experience was intellectually satisfying because it answered her curiosity and needs: ‘it 

satisfied me to hear things I want to hear, and read things I want to read and see things I want 

to look at’. Likewise, Maoreen enjoyed the festival because it was a ‘mentally stimulation… 

just something I can reflect on, in a later stage’.  

Moreover, some interviewees were feeling psychologically well because the events 

they attended augmented their self-esteem and sense of ‘feel more please’ (Missy) with 

themselves. For example, Dennis observed, one event was a ‘good opportunity [for attendees] 

to express themselves and becoming confident in reading [in front of a public]’. Similarly, 

Ashlyn, claimed that after the festival she has been ‘writing more’ because the festival gave 

her ‘probably a little bit of confidence to think, oh my God, I could write myself’.  For some, 

the social environment of the festival experience promoted a creative feeling and psychological 

well-being. As Simon, a writer and domestic tourist, argued, being at the festival creates a 

feeling of being ‘more connected to my fellow writers so that gives you a positive self-esteem’. 

Thus, this means that sometimes the mental and social well-being dimensions were 

interconnected.  

Additionally, Cassie explained that she enjoyed the atmosphere because she felt safe: 

‘there’s no fear here, you know. When you go to some festivals, you are afraid, you get stock 

with a bottle or that rough element. There was none of that here. It was very relaxed’. This 

means that the festival atmosphere and the social environment generated a positive feeling of 

safety and psychological well-being.  
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All the above means that that mental well-being outcome was perceived as intellectual 

inspiration, self-esteem augmentation, and feeling of safety. It was promoted by the social 

environment, the festival programme, the town, and attendees’ background (Figure 1).   

 

An enjoyable moment 

Respondents said that the festival made them feel happy. As Bryan argued, ‘it was a happy 

occasion… a pleasurable event to attend’. Marcie explained this feeling saying that the festival 

‘makes me happy, you have enjoyed it, you come away with a smile on your face’. Sometimes, 

happiness was related to the social element of the experience. For instance, Meghan observed 

that ‘just the happiness of that Thursday night… we started at 1pm in one pub for 3-minute 

poetry and nobody left, nobody disturbed… and we chatted… it was just a lovely evening out’. 

Cassie also explained that it was the festival atmosphere to bring happiness: the festival ‘makes 

you happy… when you are in an atmosphere like this, lovely’. Evan explained that it was a 

‘positive experience’ because ‘it was getting… away from everything and being amongst a 

group of creative artists people… and just being surrounded by that positive energy’.  

During the on-site interviews, the respondents needed to choose three adjectives to 

describe their experience at the festival, and they mainly chose Interesting, Fun, Friendly, and 

Entertaining. This suggests that they perceived an emotional positive feeling. The observations 

also revealed that attendees were having fun while chatting, drinking, listening and watching 

the performers. People were smiling and laughing. As Simon argued, at the festival ‘you are 

laughing… there’s plenty of jokes being shared’. This means that the emotional and social 

well-being dimensions were often linked and influenced each other.  

Moreover, the attendees’ origin shaped their emotional well-being outcome. For 

tourists, attending a literary festival can coincide with a relaxing holiday that breaks the routine. 
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The festival was perceived as an enjoyable ‘day away from work… good to chill out’ (Jimmy). 

For instance, Ashlyn, a domestic tourist, said that ‘it was relaxing… I had projects at work so 

it was nice to switch off from that’. They perceived therefore feelings of being well, in terms 

of relaxation, discovery, and enjoyment. Norah explained that this is because ‘going to a 

festival is like going to a holiday for two or three days’.  

All the above means that that emotional well-being outcome was perceived as 

happiness, fun, and relaxation. It was promoted by the social environment like networking, the 

festival programme, and attendees’ background, such as their origin (Figure 1).   

 

An experience good for the soul 

Several respondents perceived a spiritual well-being outcome. As Jimmy said, ‘I come more 

alive’ around ‘literature or people connected to literature’. Thus, for some, the festival was an 

occasion to engage with literature and socialise with people who shared the same passion. This 

enhanced a sense of spiritual well-being of being energised. Jimmy explained that ‘[after the 

festival], you go home and you feel nourished… I feel fulfilled, nourished, to listen to all the 

works’. Similarly, Maggie observed that the writing workshop she attended ‘was quite a soul 

experience as well as being a literary experience’. According to her, it was because the 

workshop was ‘harmonious towards people… [the teacher] was talking about memoir 

writing… [and] a lot of people were angry and they wanted to write the truth of what other 

people did to them… but [the teacher] rather encouraged people to try to approach memoir 

writing in… a storytelling mode, that it’s not just to get out your anger’. Thus, the festival 

programme, the atmosphere of the event, and the teacher’s approach created a peaceful feeling 

for Maggie.  
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 Norah also said that the festival ‘is just something from my soul, for my spiritual self, 

rather than my physical self, and I like to go for that reason’. When asked to explain what she 

meant, she emphasised the social element of the festival experience: ‘I enjoy going out for 

meals and our teas and chatting to people and sitting in the bar… everything that surrounds it’. 

As such, for some, the festival was a spiritual experience because it ‘was very pleasant... 

enjoyable, [with] friendly people, [and] events for entertainment’ (April). It was ‘uplifting… 

personal enlightenment’ (Molly). Here it is possible to see how, for some, the spiritual well-

being dimension was connected with the social and emotional well-being dimensions. 

 Besides the social environment and the festival programme, the place was another 

factor that promoted spiritual well-being. Some respondents had a personal attachment to the 

town. For them, attending the festival generated a spiritual outcome, in terms of remembering 

their own early life, or a family member who passed away. Rita, who moved to another county 

when was only 6 months old, said that going to the festival every year is a way of remembering 

her past and feeling good: ‘I feel like I’m going home’, she said. Likewise, Laura, who lives 

abroad, explained that her parents were originally from the Irish town, and she was attending 

the festival ‘because of my roots, my family’. Last time she visited the town was ‘a lot of years 

ago’ and the festival ‘made me realise that for all these years I have been to this spiritual path… 

I just feel very comfortable here, very welcoming’. Thus, the festival experience made her feel 

welcome and spiritually connected to her family. 

All the above means that that spiritual well-being outcome was perceived as a feeling 

of being energised, soul experience, nourishment, and spiritual connection to family members. 

It was promoted by the social environment, the festival programme (events and speakers), the 

place, and attendees’ background such as personal attachment to the town (Figure 1).  
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A healthy event 

The findings also revealed how being at the festival shaped some elements of attendees’ 

physical well-being. The weather was good for the five days of the festival and observational 

data showed that people were walking around the town, moving around the festival venues, 

and along the local river. The festival was, therefore, an occasion to increase physical 

movement. For instance, Dennis enjoyed ‘the activities around the town and the weather helped 

a lot, because it was good’. Thus, the festival programme and the weather promoted physical 

well-being. Maggie said that she ‘walked around because it’s a great walking area and I chatted 

to young women, they were just sit down having some lunch because it was a lovely sunny day 

and they told me about the walks all around and where to go, so I had a walk around the river’. 

Thus, the social networking, weather, and natural local heritage played a role in encouraging 

physical movement.  

 Moreover, Ashlyn, a domestic tourist, claimed that going to the festival is a ‘healthy 

kind of thing to do’. She explained that ‘when you go on holiday, you normally spend your 

hours drinking at night, but I was driving… and reading in my free time… so it was a proper 

nice holiday’. Norah also observed that the festival ‘is good for my heart’. She explained this 

by arguing that going to the festival is a break from the daily routine full of ‘problems’, so 

saying ‘I’m going to [the festival] for five days, it’s good for the heart’ because it is perceived 

as a relaxing holiday. 

All the above means that physical well-being was perceived as physical movement, sun 

exposure, relaxation, and alcohol reduction/avoidance. It was promoted by the festival 

programme, the social environment (such as social networking), the place (natural heritage), 

and weather conditions (Figure 1).  
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Discussion 

This paper presents a new conceptual model of participants’ overall well-being generated by 

festival attendance. This model has been created on evidence from one festival: the case-study. 

This answers the call for more research on health and well-being benefits associated with 

festivals (Brownett, 2018; Wood, 2019). While this is only one exploratory case-study, and 

results cannot be generalizable, the observations and interviews were able to create a model 

that shows that attendees’ well-being outcomes can encompass five interconnected dimensions: 

social, emotional, spiritual, mental, and physical (Figure 1). The paper also argues that five 

factors have the potential to generate attendees’ health and well-being: festival programme, 

social environment, place, weather conditions, and attendees’ background (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of how literary festival attendance can generate attendees’ health 

and well-being 
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There is reason to believe that festivals can be ‘transformative experiences’ that improve 

attendees’ health and well-being (Brownett, 2018, p. 9). Firstly, evidence shows that through 

festival attendance people can build and reinforce social relationships. Thus, this paper agrees 

with Arcodia and Whitford (2006), Brajša-Žganec et al. (2011), and Brownett (2018) in saying 

that leisure activities, like festivals, promote social well-being and encourage social 

connections. While Wood et al. (2018) argued that adults over 70s perceive a reduction of 

loneliness and isolation thanks to festival attendance, this paper suggests that festivals might 

foster social integration and, in turn, reduce loneliness for all adults over 18 years, and not just 

the over 70s. Festivals are arenas for people to meet, network, chat, laugh, and have fun. This 

confirms Lindert et al.’s (2015) views that one of the main dimensions of well-being generated 

by participation in leisure activities is social well-being. It is also in line with the well-being 

domain named Relationships of Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model. Moreover, this study goes 

a step further in arguing that the main factors that could foster social well-being at festivals are: 

the social environment, the festival programme, the place (such as the size of the town), and 

weather conditions. All this suggests that the festival industry might have the potential to 

achieve the Third UN Sustainable Development Goal that focuses on promoting good health 

and well-being, as well as the Sixteenth Goal on fostering inclusive societies (UN, 2020a). As 

the Global Sustainable Development Report (2019) claims: ‘for sustainable development, the 

greatest asset is people. They need to be empowered and engaged in community life to enjoy a 

high level of satisfaction with life and to age in dignity and good health’. Thus, the ways how 

people meet and interact at festivals might generate social well-being and contribute to achieve 

the Third UN Sustainable Development Goal.  

Secondly, results support Quinn et al.’s (2009), Ballantyne et al.’s (2014), and Rossetti 

and Quinn’s (2021) views that festivals can promote mental and psychological well-being. 

Results show that literary festivals can be occasions where participants perceive a sense of 
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being intellectually well. This is linked to the Fourth UN Sustainable Development Goal that 

focuses on promoting quality education to improve people's lives (UN, 2020a). Findings reveal 

that the festival also promoted positive psychological feelings, like feeling of safety. Moreover, 

attendance in some types of events generated self-esteem. This recalls the eudaimonic well-

being in terms of ‘actualization of the human potential’ (Baselmans and Bartels, 2018, p. 1) 

and the well-being domain of Accomplishment in Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model. Results 

also reveal that the festival programme and atmosphere can generate the mental and 

psychological well-being outcome. This suggests that there is scope for festival directors to 

take actions and increment opportunities to foster well-being in participants.   

Thirdly, just like Seligman (2011), who argued that one of the well-being domains in 

the PERMA model is Positive Emotions, there is reason to believe that festival attendance can 

generate positive emotions like happiness and relaxation. Thus, this paper agrees with the view 

that festivals can promote happiness in participants (Heldt, 2014; Lindert et al., 2015). Findings 

show that people were laughing and having fun while engaging in different activities. The 

feeling of being well and happy during the festival recalls Aristotle’s hedonic well-being and 

hedonia (Baselmans and Bartels, 2018; Saragih and Amelia, 2020). Moreover, results show 

that people were relaxed. Particularly, for tourists, festivals can be occasions to relax and 

escape daily problems. This supports the view that travel experiences, as festival tourism, 

impact on people’s well-being (Huang et al., 2019; Vada et al., 2020). Thus, while Binnie 

(2010) argued that visiting art museums can reduce anxiety, this paper suggests that festival 

attendance might also promote relaxation and reduce anxiety.  

Additionally, data show that, similarly to art intervention (Chatterjee et al., 2018; Flatt 

et al., 2015), festival attendance can also generate spiritual benefits and holistic well-being. 

Thus, this paper agrees with Lindert et al. (2015) in arguing that well-being is a theoretical 

construct which encompasses a spiritual dimension. The findings show that attendees felt 
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uplifted, fulfilled, nourished, and argued that the experience was something ‘for my soul, for 

my spiritual self’ (Norah). Data support previous studies in claiming that festivals can promote 

spiritual engagement and well-being (Mackay, 2014; Mellor et al., 2012; Soulodre, 2019). 

Moreover, there is reason to believe that the social environment, the festival programme, the 

place, and attendees’ background can generate spiritual well-being. For instance, some 

attendees had a personal attachment to the town and for them the act of being at the festival 

was a spiritual and emotional experience.  

Furthermore, this paper supports the view that attendance in events and festivals impact 

participants’ physical well-being (Mirehie and Gibson, 2020; Stevinson and Hickson, 2019). 

Results show that physical well-being was improved in terms of physical movement like 

walking, absence or reduction of alcohol intake, and sun exposure. So, this study claims that 

festivals could be occasions to improve attendees’ physical well-being by, for example, 

fostering movement, creating relaxation, and a healthy lifestyle. Just like the Relay at peace 

programme (2021) promotes ‘an interactive form of participation of the population in a health 

program’, this paper argues that post-pandemic attendance at festivals could also benefit 

people’s physical health. Moreover, the main factors that seem to generate attendees’ physical 

well-being are the festival programme, the social environment, the place, and weather 

conditions. So, while Jiménez-Pavón et al. (2020) argued that physical exercise can serve as 

therapy to improve mental and physical health after COVID-19 quarantine, this paper claims 

that festival attendance could help as well.  

 

 

All the above means that festival attendees might experience multiple well-being 

outcomes simultaneously. Also, there is reason to believe that the well-being dimensions 
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generated by festival attendance are interconnected and influence each other. This suggests that 

in order to fully understand the value of festivals in generating attendees’ health and well-being 

all the dimensions promoted by attendance should be taken into account. This paper presents 

an exploratory model that captures several possible well-being outcomes and opens up 

opportunities for more comprehensive research on festivals and well-being.  

Moreover, similarly to Ballantyne et al. (2014) and Tan et al. (2020) who analysed the 

determinants that generate well-being for music festivals attendees, this case study shows that 

attendees’ well-being benefits were promoted by the combination of five factors: festival 

programme, social environment, place, weather conditions, and attendees’ background. Thus, 

evidence suggests that the role of festivals in generating well-being is extremely complex and 

more research is needed to better understand how attendance generates audiences’ overall well-

being.  

 

Conclusions  

This paper explores how literary festival attendance contributes to the audience's health and 

well-being. Even if it includes only one case-study, this paper can serve as exploratory research 

to better understand how festivals can achieve the Third UN Goal of fostering ‘healthy lives 

and promoting well-being at all ages’ (UN, 2020a). The value of the paper is twofold. Firstly, 

it furthers the understanding of the well-being dimensions promoted by festival attendance. 

While previous research explored some well-being outcomes of festival attendance, like social 

well-being, there is a need to further explore how festivals generate attendees’ overall well-

being and health. The paper proposes a new conceptual model that shows that festival 

attendance has the potential to generate five interconnected well-being dimensions: social, 

emotional, spiritual, mental, and physical. Secondly, the model identifies the five factors that 
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can generate attendees’ health and well-being: festival programme, social environment, place, 

weather conditions, and attendees’ background.  

Additionally, this paper reveals that the well-being dimensions generated by festival 

attendance are often linked and influence each other. For instance, social well-being can be 

connected to mental well-being, and emotional well-being to spiritual well-being. All this 

reveals the complexity of festival experiences and suggests that in order to capture attendees’ 

overall well-being outcomes, all the dimensions should be considered. As an interviewee 

explained, at the festival ‘you are laughing, you are thinking, you are making new 

connections… there’s plenty of jokes being shared, plenty of thoughtful moments… it’s a 

microcosm… it’s intense and it’s good’ (Simon).  

Practical implications are also present, considering that the Covid-19 pandemic has 

modified people’s physical activity, social interactions, and mental health (Garcia-Esquinas et 

al., 2021; Jiménez-Pavón et al. 2020). The paper reveals that festivals might contribute to 

improving people’s health and well-being. In a post-pandemic scenario, festival directors could 

take actions to implement programmes and venues to better promote health and well-being in 

the attendees. Festival managers can have a role in providing occasions for people to augment 

their self-esteem, feel happy, engage with their spiritual self, and improve their physical well-

being.  

This research includes only one exploratory case study that looks into how a festival 

promotes attendees’ overall well-being. However, there are opportunities to test this model in 

other studies. It is hoped that the new conceptual model will be used to guide further research 

on festivals and well-being. Thus, this paper answers the call for more studies on how festivals 

could promote individuals’ well-being (Brownett, 2018; Kitchen and Filep, 2019), and is in 

line with the Third United Nations Sustainable Development Goal: to explore opportunities to 
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promote health and well-being at all ages. Since this paper uses a literary festival as a case 

study, it also answers Wood et al.’s (2018) call for more studies on well-being at events that 

include literature and writing.  

The model suggested here can help to better understand the full potential of festivals in 

promoting attendees’ overall well-being, considering all the dimensions. Future research 

should involve multiple cases and different types of festivals, like food and sport festivals. 

Further studies can also include festivals from different countries. The model should also be 

tested for specific age groups. Moreover, future research should better explore the possible role 

of festivals as arenas for alternative health and social recovery programmes. Festival 

involvement in public health is under-researched and needs further investigation. A possible 

future study can focus on festivals on prescriptions. More studies to further comprehend 

whether and how festival attendance can be beneficial for audiences with mental or physical 

disabilities is needed.   
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