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Abstract
The aim of this study was to examine the perceptions, motivations and wellbeing 
impacts for volunteers and contributors to Broadstairs Folk Week. The study utilised 
questionnaires with a mix of quantitative and qualitative measures, within a single 
cohort (n = 152). Analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS 24 to produce descrip-
tive statistics, and cross-tabulations were used to interrogate key variables. NVivo 
11 software was used to analyse qualitative comments. A thematic analysis (the-
matic development) approach further identified codes and themes that fitted well 
with the Five Ways to Wellbeing (Aked, J., Marks, N., Cordon, C. and Thompson, S. 
(2008). Five ways to wellbeing: a report presented to the Foresight Project on com-
municating the evidence base for improving people’s well-being, New Economics 
Foundation. Retrieved from https://b.3cdn.net/nefoundation/8984c5089d5c2285ee_
t4m6bhqq5.pdf). Findings demonstrate that older-adult festival volunteers had a 
higher sense of subjective wellbeing prior to the festival than might ordinarily be 
expected in a similar group. Participants reported their sense of wellbeing increased 
during the festival. The Five Ways to Wellbeing model is suggested as a useful way 
to frame the results, linking a sense of ‘connection’ and ‘giving’ as participant moti-
vators. This paper argues that festival volunteers derive personal benefits, including 
sense of connection and reciprocity, and access to resources with potential health 
and wellbeing benefits. This may be beneficial to the public health agenda of com-
munity development, reducing isolation and supporting healthy ageing.
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Introduction

Involvement in the arts and culture is a key component for both the overall health 
and wellbeing of society and the individuals within it (Royal Society for Pub-
lic Health (RSPH), 2013). Along with supporting wellbeing, participation in the 
arts can increase self-confidence and inspire trust, tolerance and respect (Jensen, 
2013). UK festivals are described as a “vital aspect of cultural life” offering 
opportunities for a range of audiences to engage with cultural events (Arts Coun-
cil England, 2018 p.3).

Festivals have long been considered a way to celebrate community social iden-
tity, Biaett (2015) draws attention to community festivals as far back as 1600 CE, 
arguing that they created unity and supported shared values between individu-
als and groups. In defining community festivals, Falassi (1987) saw the social 
functioning of a festival as upholding a community’s physical survival, ideology, 
history and identity. Falassi also discussed community festivals in relation to 
wellbeing, stating that they are a good way to give renewed vitality to the com-
munity. Getz (1991, 1997) describes festivals as a way to develop a community 
and encourage understanding between diverse groups, promoting community cul-
tural development.

Research into community festivals has predominantly remained within the field 
of tourism and leisure studies, and evaluations have typically focused on the eco-
nomic impact rather than potential health, social or community benefits (Arcodia 
& Whitford, 2006; McQueen-Thomson et al., 2004). Matarasso (1996), however, 
briefly addressed festivals and social impacts by investigating the social impacts 
of Gaelic community festivals. He found the festivals contributed towards indi-
vidual and personal development, social cohesion, community empowerment and 
self-determination, local image and identity, and health and wellbeing.

More recently research has expanded beyond the tourism and economic focus 
to show festivals can promote positive feelings towards oneself and others, as well 
as inspiring attendees to engage in new activities (Ballantyne et al., 2004). The 
importance of festivals is evident in the opportunity for individuals and groups to 
come together, to create shared experiences and to take time for themselves which 
contributes to their wellbeing (Yoo et al., 2013; Li & Wood, 2014). Festivals can 
also promote social inclusion and diversity, accommodating people from margin-
alized groups (Gorman-Murray, 2009) through free or minimal ticket fees and the 
promotion and celebration of cultural heritage and integration (RSPH, 2013; Has-
sanli et al., 2020).

Later studies have looked at participatory community festivals, demonstrating 
the creation of social capital, feelings of belonging and sense of connectedness, 
community cohesiveness, happiness, community contentment, and a renewed 
excitement for shared community spaces (Brownett & Evans, 2020; Sholihah 
et  al., 2019). Acordia and Whitford (2006) described social capital as derived 
from cohesion and celebration, others have hypothesised that an optimal festi-
val experience can give rise to bond and bridging capital described as ‘Organic 
Festivity Theory’ (Biaett, 2017, in Phillips and Wong, p.190). Biaett (2019, 
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p250-251) in discussing a ‘good leisure experience’ argues that a combination 
of three attributes leading to ‘organic festivity’: incorporating Csikszentmihalyi’s 
flow theory (1990) whereby engagement, skills and challenge, along with emo-
tional and sensual engagement, lead to feelings of wellbeing. Some festivals can 
be seen to increase community connections, particularly in the domains of bridg-
ing capital, where people who have intersecting interests come together, and link-
ing capital derive through the cross cutting of hierarchical and social boundaries.

The increased impact on the community contribute to community development. 
Community development originated in the 1960s as part of the war on poverty 
(Zdenek & Walsh, 2017), and the concept has been particularly developed over the 
last 20 years. Phillips and Pittman (2014) describe it as a process and an outcome: 
the process of a community acting collectively, and the outcome is considered a 
development in one or several domains of a community e.g. social, cultural, eco-
nomic, physical. With this in mind, community festivals can be considered as both, 
the process of acting collectively and development in social, cultural and economic 
aspects of community life (Arcodia & Whitford, 2006; Brownett, 2018; Sholihah 
et al., 2019). Community development can often be a catalyst for community well-
being, two concepts which are intimately entwined. Community wellbeing can be 
defined as ‘the state in which the needs and desires of a community are fulfilled’ 
(Lee et al., 2014 p. 2). This illustrates the link between community development and 
wellbeing.

Many festivals have volunteer programmes, which can encourage community 
involvement (Laing & Mair, 2015). In return for their contribution, volunteers may 
receive opportunities for skill development (Jones & Munday, 2001), along with 
incentives such as free tickets or food (Elstad, 2003). Festival volunteer motivations 
include opportunities to socialize and connect with hobbies/interests (Elstad, 2003); 
good citizenship (Güntert et al., 2015); and attachment to the event activity (Monga, 
2006). Volunteering has been associated with improved mental and physical health 
(Konrath et al., 2012), happiness (Borgonovi, 2008) and increased quality of life and 
social support for older adults (Parkinson et al., 2010). Laura Toraldo et al. (2019) 
conducted an investigation among volunteers at three UK based music festivals, they 
found one way in which the work done by volunteers was made more meaningful 
was through evoking a sense communitas and creating and building social bonds. 
Research into increasing community involvement in festivals has shown volunteer-
ing as a good way of engaging the local community and developing a positive link 
between organisers and the community (Rogers & Anastasiadou, 2011).

While some literature on volunteering in festivals exists, more research is needed 
to better understand the impacts of volunteering on participants, and to compare 
these impacts with those of contributing in other ways with the festival. Is there 
something specific about volunteering – being physically present for the duration 
of the festival and immersed in its activities which delivers benefits, or are these 
benefits also enjoyed by those who contribute financially and in other ways? Below, 
we suggest that volunteering is particularly effective as it offers a way to experience 
more than one of the identified’Five Ways to Wellbeing’, which are discussed imme-
diately below.
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‘Five Ways to Wellbeing’

The Five Ways to Wellbeing (FWW) (Aked et al., 2008) offer a way of framing 
the results of this study. Contributing actively to festivals, and particularly volun-
teering, may offer a way to integrate the FWW into life, and hence might help to 
understand why such involvement with festivals obtains these apparent benefits. 
This is a framework which encourages individual engagement with five evidence-
based actions: Connect, Be Active, Take Notice, Keep Learning and Give, that 
help foster wellbeing. According to Aked et al. (2008) this, in turn, helps reduce 
mental health problems and allows individuals to flourish. Positive psycholo-
gists describe flourishing as a state of wellbeing, providing optimal functioning, 
accompanied by a sense of meaning, purpose and active engagement (Ryan & 
Deci, 2001). ‘Connections’ with people enhance and support daily life. ‘Being 
active’ and going outside, be it walking, dancing or playing, promotes positive 
physical and mental health. ‘Taking notice’ encourages people to be present and 
curious about one’s surroundings. ‘Keep learning’ helps people engage with new 
challenges, have fun and build confidence, and ‘give’, whether it is giving some-
thing to self (self-care) or doing things for others such as volunteering, can be 
rewarding and create connections.

That the FWW might be a way to frame the results from this study occurred to 
one of the research team during qualitative analysis. It seemed possible that the 
benefits delivered by this and other festivals could be understood in terms of this 
framework. In the sections below, we use the FWW as a way of contextualizing the 
results. However, it should be acknowledged that the FWW is a pre-existing frame-
work, and our results do not fit within it exactly. So our use of the FWW model 
should be understood as tentative and exploratory, rather than a set structure through 
which our results have to be understood. Our qualitative results – like most such 
results – are rich and complex, evading clear-cut conceptual formulation, rather 
offering a way to dialogue with the framework.

Returning to the FWW model, this has been used as a tool to: guide intervention 
development, evaluation, report cross-cutting findings, as well as shape policies and 
strategies in the UK (Aked & Thompson, 2011; Farrier et al., 2019; Keeman et al., 
2017). There has also been international engagement with the framework—the Sin-
gaporean Agency for Integrated Care and National Arts Council (2018) promote an 
arts and health toolkit with activities guided by the FWW. In New Zealand, a large 
cross-sectional survey was carried out to assess individual wellbeing and participa-
tion in the Five Ways, finding a positive association between participation and well-
being (Mackay et al., 2019).

Encouraging individuals to adopt the FWW to promote wellbeing has been 
incorporated into different events and festivals, awareness-raising campaigns, gal-
leries and museums, self-help websites and literacy tools (Aked & Thompson, 
2011). Although there is little detail on implementation or evidence on effec-
tiveness, it has been used at all intervention levels: individual, collective/group, 
organization, population and strategic (Aked & Thompson, 2011; Keeman et al., 
2017; Mackay et al., 2019; Smith, 2015). Cameron et al. (2013) used the FWW 
framework in conjunction with an arts-based framework to evaluate the potential 
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health and wellbeing benefits of participatory arts projects within communities, 
combining the frameworks enabled them to draw connections between the health 
discourse and arts discourse.

The FWW is promoted as a ‘generic set of actions with wide-ranging appeal’ 
(Aked et al., 2008 p.3), however, there is no clear direction on how the framework 
overcomes inequities or may be applied for those considered vulnerable. People’s 
ability to engage with the FWW may vary according to their capacity to carry 
out the actions, their surroundings and the places and spaces they have access to 
(Phillips et al., 2015). There is also little discussion regarding levels of engage-
ment with each action, for example it is undefined whether engaging in several 
actions in specific combinations correlates to higher levels of subjective wellbe-
ing (Aked et al., 2008; Mackay et al., 2019).

The FWW framework offers a useful way to look at our results. We are not 
suggesting that this framework is the only possible way to interpret the results, 
nor are we suggesting that the framework fits every aspect of our findings unprob-
lematically. However, the areas of overlap between our results and the framework, 
particularly around how subjective wellbeing, feeling good and functioning well 
might arise through participation in the festival, do offer a useful perspective on 
volunteer engagement and benefits.

Broadstairs Folk Week and its Impacts for Volunteers and Contributors

Broadstairs Folk Week (BFW) is a traditional folk music and dance festival 
staged annually for 55 years, although due to the impact of Covid-19, 2020 was 
the first year in which the festival did not run since inception. The festival oper-
ates as a registered charity whose objectives include encouraging enjoyment of 
English and multicultural folk dance, song and music. A week-long festival is 
staged with over 500 events comprising workshops, a craft fair and both informal 
and formal concerts. The festival attracts over 120,000 people to the host seaside 
town in Kent, UK. Whilst the festival has significance across the country, BFW 
inevitably has a greater impact on the town and community of Broadstairs. The 
festival has two paid employees and a small volunteer management committee. 
The festival receives yearly financial membership contributions from ‘Friends’ as 
well as donations from corporate sponsors in return for advertising. The manage-
ment committee, ‘friends’ and corporate sponsors will be referred to throughout 
this study as ‘other contributors’. The annual festival is run almost entirely by 
a volunteer ‘Workforce’ of over 200 people. Each Workforce volunteer gives at 
least 35  h of their time over the festival in one of 16 different activity teams. 
Throughout this study we refer to the Workforce volunteers as ‘volunteers’.

The aim of this study was to examine the perceptions, motivations and wellbe-
ing impacts for ‘volunteers’ and ‘other contributors’ to BFW. We will focus in the 
following on the impact on the ‘volunteers’, but we will discuss some of the find-
ings from the ‘other contributors’ as these provide a useful contrast which under-
lines the benefits of volunteering as opposed to different forms of contribution.
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Method

In order to fulfil this aim, we designed a study using a mix of methods, gathering 
quantitative and qualitative data. We use the term ‘mix of methods’ rather than 
the more common ‘mixed methods’ deliberately. Acknowledging the wide variety 
of ways in which mixed methods as an approach is understood, a common view 
is that this approach utilizes quantitative and qualitative data as a way of under-
standing results within an overarching theoretical framework (Creswell, 2014), 
and as collecting different forms of data to answer the same research question. 
By contrast, we collected single and multi-choice questionnaire data and longer 
textual answers in order to get perspectives on different questions, and without 
assuming an over-arching theoretical perspective, but rather seeing what arose 
from the questions.

The research philosophy underpinning our study aligns with social construc-
tivism. That is, we acknowledge the role played by social forces in the construc-
tion of knowledge, and that any body of knowledge cannot be considered with-
out also considering the social contexts in which this knowledge occurs (Given, 
2008). We also adhere to a post-positivist world view in which an objective world 
is accepted but in which such an objective world is known through myriad differ-
ent experiential viewpoints (Howell, 2012).

Respondents were asked demographic and other quantitative questions as well 
as open-ended questions to elicit longer responses in a survey completed online. 
A convenience sampling method (Lavrakas, 2008) was used. The administrative 
office of the festival had ‘opt-in’ mailing lists of people who wanted to hear news 
connected with the festival. This list included both ‘volunteers’ and ‘other con-
tributors’. A link to the survey, together with explanatory text, was mailed to eve-
ryone on the list. This method had the additional benefit that anonymity could be 
retained, as identifying details (email and physical address, etc.), were held only 
by the Festival administrative office, not passed to the research team. While this 
sampling method offered easy access to ‘volunteers’ and ‘other contributors’, it 
had the drawback that the sample was biased towards particular demographics 
(particularly older people), which may have been exacerbated by the time taken to 
fill out the survey online (people who are no longer working may arguably have 
more time to respond to surveys). As mentioned above, anonymity was assured 
as no identifying details were passed from the Festival administration to the 
researchers. Names and emails were not collected, and additionally only the first 
few characters of the post code were collected (enough to identify town, but not 
exact location).

Data was collected in April 2018. Respondents were given a window of three 
weeks to respond, after which data collection closed. The survey took approxi-
mately 20 min to complete. In total, 525 people were invited to participate in the 
study by email, of these 152 completed the online questionnaire (29%). Of these, 
69 were ‘volunteers’ (46%) and 83 (54%) ‘other contributors’ (79 Friends of the 
festival, 2 members of the Management Committee and 2 Corporate Sponsors). In 
terms of numbers, while it would have been beneficial to survey higher numbers 

142 E. Coren et al.



1 3

of ‘volunteers’ and ‘other contributors’, it is suggested (e.g. Cottrell & McKenzie, 
2011) that a sample size of 30 is sufficient for assessing statistical significance. 
Considering response rate, while a rate of 60% is considered an achievable goal 
in academic research (Fincham, 2008), surveys administered online are generally 
acknowledged to have lower response rates (Reynolds et al., 2006). In retrospect, 
it would have been useful to investigate to find out reasons for lack of response 
from people who didn’t take part, but time and budget constraints ruled this out.

The same questionnaire was used for each respondent group (‘volunteers’ and 
‘other contributors’), with different wording in places and with extra questions for 
‘volunteers’, who were asked questions to measure personal wellbeing, based on 
questions developed by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) (Jones & Randall, 
2018). Also included in the questionnaire for ‘volunteers’ were questions to meas-
ure ‘festival wellbeing’, adapted from the ONS personal wellbeing statements. Both 
questionnaires, which are available as supplementary information, gathered qualita-
tive and quantitative data over three key areas—(1) demographics, (2) motivations 
and (3) perceptions of the impact of contributions and the festival itself on the indi-
vidual, town and community.

Prior to data collection, the project received ethical approval from the University 
Faculty Ethics Panel. Areas considered included: the purposes of the study and what 
data would be used for, anonymity, data storage, and explicit consent.

Qualitative analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2008) thematic approach (the-
matic development) and was carried out by two researchers. Initially the data was 
read and re-read for familiarity, 12 iterative codes (one with three sub-codes) were 
identified and then assigned potential themes associated with the FWW. These were 
then reviewed and refined. The 15 codes are as follows:

• AP (Arts Participation described):

– AP1 Describe learning or involvement in workshops
– AP2 Describe active participation in dancing or singing etc.
– AP3 Describe passive participation e.g. listening to music

• Att (attributes and assets of the town described)
• B (Personal e.g. tickets, free camping etc.)
• Bel (Belonging to or feeling part of something bigger than self)
• C (Connection – a sense of connecting to others through team, working together 

or specifically giving back)
• D (Wanting to make a difference to others or to the locale – helping described)
• E (Environment created by coming together – atmosphere, congeniality, spirit, 

camaraderie, kinship, community)
• Enj (Enjoyment specifically named)
• F (real or perceived opportunity for friendship/meeting others/being social/reun-

ions)
• I (Normal life interrupted)
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• PD (personal development e.g. work experience, skills acquisition, confidence to 
use skills)

• WB (Wellbeing, includes happiness, feeling good, positive mental health and 
joy)

At the stage the codes were developed, links to the FWW were noted. The codes 
above were summarized in terms of the ‘Five Ways’, for example ‘Att’ as ‘Take 
Time to Notice’ and ‘D’ to ‘Give’.

Because of the close connection between different aspects of the FWW (to ‘give’ 
often involves ‘connecting’ as well, for example), different relationships between 
our codes and the over-arching FWW themes is possible. Code ‘D’, for example, 
could be put into ‘connect’ rather than ‘give’. To minimize bias, two researchers 
worked on the coding process.

For quantitative data analysis IBM SPSS 24 was used to generate descriptive sta-
tistics including frequencies, means and cross-tabulations. Both sets of results are 
now discussed.

Results

Demographics

The two datasets have notable and similar demographic characteristics. In terms of 
age, participants from both ‘volunteer’ and ‘other contributor’ datasets are age 45 
or older. 49 of the 69 (71.1%) ‘volunteer’ dataset are over 45, and for the ‘other 
contributors’, only 4 are under 45. Respondents are fairly equally split in terms of 
gender: 75 women and 72 men (5 did not answer this question). 36.2% (25) of ‘vol-
unteers’ and 78.3% (54) of ‘other contributors’ are retired.

Geographical Distribution of Respondents

38.2% (58) of all respondents live locally in Broadstairs, 13.2% (20) in the local 
sub-region, 20.4% (31) in Kent and 27% (41) elsewhere in the UK. Thus, 73% of 
respondents are from Kent; this underlines that the festival is a distinctly local event, 
albeit one with a wider reputation and reach. This in turn may have implications for 
how people respond to the festival and its perceived benefits.

The ‘Five Ways to Wellbeing’

Many of the findings further indicate the relevance of this framework in understand-
ing the impact of the festival on the respondents, particularly the ‘volunteers’ who 
are more closely involved in the festival. The actions of ‘be active’ and ‘take notice’ 
are evident in the data to a degree but less pronounced than ‘keep learning’, ‘con-
nect’ and ‘give’. This may be a function of the nature of this (and other) festivals. 
The festival offers workshops where participants can learn new skills, volunteering 

144 E. Coren et al.



1 3

can be seen as a form of giving, and the volunteering role in particular involves 
working in communities, establishing close connections with other people both 
within the workforce team and members of the public. By contrast, festivals with 
other types of focus e.g. sports may offer other aspects of the FWW such as ‘be 
active’. Aked et al. (2008) developed the FWW as a framework for individual use, 
however, there is evidence that it relates to community e.g. strengthening commu-
nity bonds (Farrier et al., 2019) and can be thought of as community development 
which is pronounced in the current findings.

‘Be Active’ and ‘Take Notice’

The results from this study suggest that volunteering, particularly, offers respond-
ents an opportunity to’be active’ during their participation in the festival. The topol-
ogy of the town, which rises steeply from the seafront up the main high street, and 
the distributed nature of the festival around the town, mean that both walking from 
venue to venue and dancing at events are commonplace. Qualitative comments 
included “Being able to dance whilst working and helping others to enjoy danc-
ing”, “The opportunity to…take part in dances and song sessions”, “all the amaz-
ing music and dancing that happens!”. Although not all comments regarding ’be 
active’ were positive, the need to walk between venues was reported as a negative by 
some respondents.

Respondents answers indicated that they were ‘taking notice’ of their surround-
ings and new musical experiences: they mentioned the attributes of the town itself, 
the town’s seaside location, getting a break from routine, or enjoying the music and 
atmosphere. Qualitative comments included “Being by the seaside in glorious sun-
shine”, “exceptional atmosphere”, “I get to experience music that I know I love and 
also the chance to experience totally new bands and artistes”. It should be noted 
here, however, that linking comments like this to the concept of ‘take notice’ as 
employed by the FWW may be seen as somewhat tenuous. No respondents men-
tioned increased mindfulness or higher awareness of their surroundings, however 
this may be unsurprising as the ‘take notice’ way to wellbeing has been noted as the 
most difficult to establish (Phillips et al., 2015). Thus this link should still be made 
with caution, and perhaps needs further investigation.

‘Keep Learning’

Both qualitative and quantitative results supported the ‘keep learning’ way to well-
being. The opportunity to ‘keep learning’ arose through skill development as a 
volunteer and workshops hosted by the festival. Respondents noted the formal and 
informal opportunities: “attend workshops and learn new things”, “The oppor-
tunity to develop my work experience. The festival has afforded me the opportu-
nities to stage manage, serve customers, work with children and collect funds for 
the festival”, “has opened up new opportunities to learn about instruments, music, 
dance, history and culture that I wouldn’t have access to without volunteering and 
expanded my outlook and understanding of our country, as well as the local area”.
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This last statement reflects the overall cultural engagement of the respondent 
group where, 84.2% (128) reported visiting museums or art galleries and 129 visited 
a heritage site in the previous 12 months (see Table 1). That festivals can offer a way 
of learning is reflected in the literature, e.g. Snell (2005) argues that music teaching 
and learning is associated with music festivals. The role of education delivered in 
non-formal settings, particularly for adults, has been well documented in the litera-
ture (Bélanger, 2011).

‘Connect’

The theme ‘connect’ emerged particularly strongly from the data, perhaps unsurpris-
ingly given the nature of festivals as sociable events for larger groups of people. It 
was evident among respondents, who commented on the opportunity to meet new 
people, work alongside other volunteers and to actively participate as a member of 
the BFW community. This is supported by quantitative and qualitative findings. For 
example, 69.6% of ‘volunteers’ reported feeling motivated by meeting new people 
and 78.3% by the chance to participate in the BFW community, with one respondent 
commenting:

“The sense of community that is at the heart of the Festival. I have found that, 
for the most part, everyone involved pitches in, helps each other, offers sup-
port and enjoys each other’s company.” Others noted their increased “sense of 
belonging to the town and community” and the “profound sense of being part 
of the local community through having a role in the local folk scene”. It should 
be kept in mind, of course, that values associated with ‘connect’ are likely to 
motivate volunteers for a festival, given that these are inherently social events, 

Table 1  Cultural participation in the previous year

(* denotes the activities which may formally be associated with Keep Learning)

Participated in activity in last 12 months? Total volunteers 
and contributors
(n = 152)

Volunteers
(n = 69)

Other Contributors
(n = 83)

Attended festival other than folk week 93
(61.2%)

47
(68.1%)

46
(55.4%)

*Visited museum or art gallery 128
(84.2%)

57
(82.6%)

71
(85.5%)

*Attended arts event 88
(57.9%)

38
(55.1%)

50
(60.2%)

*Participated in arts activity 51
(33.6%)

22
(31.9%)

29
(34.9%)

*Visited heritage site (castle, cathedral, 
important landmark)

129
(84.9%)

56
(81.2%)

73
(88.0%)

*Visited a library 95
(62.5%)

41
(59.4%)

54
(65.1%)

Participated in a sporting activity 54
(35.5%)

27
(39.1%)

27
(32.5%)
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so these results can also be read as ‘volunteers’’ expectations about the festival 
being fulfilled.

‘Volunteers’ were notably more positive about connection than ‘other contribu-
tors’. Q7, for example, asked about the impact of the respondent’s personal contribu-
tion to BFW on opportunities to make new friends, and the results for each group 
are summarised below in Table 2. An independent sample t-test was conducted and 
for Q7 (p = 0.00 with equal variances assumed) the difference between ‘volunteers’ 
and ‘other contributors’ is statistically significant (data available upon request).

Differences between respondents living in Broadstairs and those living elsewhere 
for the ‘impact’ questions also seem to illustrate the concept of ‘connect’ as a way 
to wellbeing. That is, the results suggest that respondents living in the town feel 
more connected to the festival and community of Broadstairs, and rate social, eco-
nomic and cultural impacts as more important (Q7-q10, Q20-Q22). This is illus-
trated by Table  3, below. An independent sample t-test was conducted and the 
difference between those living in Broadstairs and those living elsewhere for Q9 
(p = 0.003 with equal variances not assumed) and Q10 (p = 0.012 with equal vari-
ances assumed) shows statistical significance (data available upon request).

These overall findings for the theme ‘connect’ are supported by qualitative com-
ments as follows:

• “Meeting lovely people. Being part of a team. Helping Broadstairs traders”
• “To meet like-minded people, to further the aims of folk week, to keep folk tradi-

tion alive.”
• “Feeling of involvement in something that I have enjoyed as a customer for many 

years. Working with a lovely group of people and the social aspect of the work. 
A feeling of paying back into something that I value highly.”

• “As new residents in 2013 it helped us to integrate with the local community.”
• “I have met a lot of great people through my involvement with folk week. I vol-

unteered for the first time at the time that I moved to Broadstairs, and thus I met 
a lot of people who have involvement with the folk music scene in Thanet. Folk 
Week would not happen without the efforts of hundreds of people, and there is 
satisfaction in being one of those who "make it happen".”

The FWW concept of ‘connect’ is that it is very broad, covering connecting with 
other people as individuals and a sense of belonging at the heart of the community. 
Both of these senses of ‘connect’ are mentioned by respondents, as above. However, 
this raises a question of the utility of such a broad concept as utilised within the 
FWW and perhaps should be approached with caution.

‘Give’

The data suggests that to ‘give’ is important to respondents, in terms of a way of 
understanding what they are doing at the festival, with both qualitative and quantita-
tive findings suggesting that the contributions made have perceived benefits for both 
local and folk communities. The act of volunteering or contributing to the festival 
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are both acts of ‘giving’ and can be seen as contributing to community development 
outcomes. The importance of ‘giving’ as a motivator and frame for understanding is 
further illustrated by Table 4.

These findings are reinforced by the high levels of perceived wellbeing reflected 
in the responses to the ONS national survey questions included in the questionnaire 
for volunteers. ‘Volunteers’ rate the impact of their giving more positively than do 
‘other contributors’ although this is not surprising considering the number of hours 
they contribute during the event. This also illustrates the enhanced wellbeing indi-
viduals experience when they consider the wider overarching impact of their contri-
bution on their community or communities.

In order to identify motivations for volunteering ‘volunteer’ respondents were 
presented with 12 statements and asked to select the most important reason, the 
statements ‘to contribute to the festival’, ‘to enjoy the festival’ and ‘to contribute 
to the local community’ were the most frequently selected. Across the whole group 
of respondents (N = 152), ‘volunteers’ and ‘other contributors’, the level of commit-
ment to contributing to the festival again was high, with 89% reporting it was ‘Very 
Likely’ or ‘Likely’ that they would contribute to the festival next year. 80% of ‘vol-
unteers’ and 96% of ‘other contributors’ said they were ‘Very Likely’ or ‘Likely’ to 
contribute to BFW next year.‘Volunteers’ were asked what it is that is most likely to 
make them volunteer again, below are some of responses:

• “Sense of community within the workforce. Being able to contribute to the suc-
cessful running of such an important event to the town. Camping with friends”

• “For me, it is the sense of community and purpose that I get from volunteering. 
The time I get to spend with my friends and meeting new people while helping 
to put on such a varied and fantastic event is so satisfying for me and makes me 
very happy.”

• “The volunteers make it that extra special, and the friends you make during 
the festival. I was made to feel welcome almost immediately during Folk week 
2017.”

• “The fact that every year I enjoy the week so much is what makes me want to 
sign up again. That is down to a combination of things—the event, the people 
I work with/socialise with, the pleasure of being at the seaside in a lovely little 
town like Broadstairs. Also, it is one of the few weeks of the year when I get any 
exercise to speak of!”

Table 4  Impact of personal contribution for volunteer and contributor data sets

Variable Overall mean
(n = 152)

Volunteers’
(n = 69)

Other 
Contribu-
tors
(n = 83)

Q9 Impact of personal contribution to BFW on town and 
Community of Broadstairs

1.84 1.81 1.86

Q10 Impact of personal contribution to BFW on BFW itself 1.84 1.68 1.96
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• “The enjoyment and sense of being part of something amazing, that makes a dif-
ference to the experience of others. The festival is not just the events but all the 
people, watching them enjoy themselves and being part of the community and all 
the friends I have made, are the reason, I will do it again”

Discussion

The FWW framework provides a useful way to understand the benefits of volun-
teering or contributing to BFW on subjective wellbeing. The evidence suggests that 
volunteering at an arts and cultural festival offers a way to engage in the FWW as 
volunteers work with others in teams, are physically active, enjoy music events and 
other activities, actively engage in learning activities, and feel part of a wider com-
munity. Thus, our respondents appear to experience subjective wellbeing, enhanced 
by their voluntary contributions to the festival. This concurs with Cameron et  al. 
(2013, p. 55) who suggest the five actions from the framework ‘correspond closely 
to behaviours that can emerge in well-designed participatory arts projects’. Farrier 
et al. (2019) also note the usefulness and flexibility of the FWW framework in being 
applied to a range of diverse projects, they noted the presence of each action across 
case studies despite no explicit reference.

As the findings suggest, the closer respondents live to the host town, the more 
marked the perceived impact of contributing to the festival. This reinforces the idea 
that BFW is a strongly local festival. Additionally, local respondents give a higher 
average rating for the impact of BFW on employment opportunities, making new 
friends, community, the economy and, on social and cultural impacts, all contribut-
ing towards community wellbeing. The festival itself can be seen as a form of com-
munity development.—BFW notably contributes to social, economic and cultural 
aspects of community life which helps actualise community wellbeing.

The links between the FWW and community have been previously been noted 
(e.g. Farrier et al., 2019). If the perceived impacts of contributing to the festival are 
greater if respondents live closer to the festival location, it is interesting to consider 
the mechanism for this. One possibility is that the kind of multi-faceted approach to 
wellbeing encompassed by the FWW facilitates the cementing of social bonds and 
sense of connectivity through an increase in social capital. Social capital, a concept 
originating with Putnam (1993), can be used to understand how festivals promote 
wellbeing; Brownett (2018) describes a process whereby improved relationships can 
lead to an increased sense of trust and reciprocity, in turn leading to an increased 
sense of community and awareness of available opportunities and resources, 
which consequently, helps facilitate community wellbeing and positive community 
development.

One interesting trend in the data is the age and location of participants: most sur-
vey participants were over 45 and lived in or near the festival town. Perhaps this 
group either feel more connected or have more time available to participate in 
research. Although it is perhaps unsurprising that those who chose to respond, were 
predominantly local people. Indeed, the findings suggest that the festival is embed-
ded in the life of the local community and the high motivation for volunteering 
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likely reflects the significance of the festival, particularly (from these findings) to 
older age groups.

As discussed above, ‘giving’ can be interpreted as an act for self or others. It 
might be predicted, therefore, that volunteers, as their role by definition involves 
‘giving’, would rate questions connected to perceptions of wellbeing and social out-
comes more positively than contributors. Volunteers arguably give more of them-
selves: their energy and their time than other types of contributor. These predictions 
are supported by the results. Table 4, above, shows that ‘volunteers’ rate the impact 
of their contribution to BFW on the community of Broadstairs and BFW itself more 
highly than do the ‘other contributors’ in this study.

Our study has shown that volunteering may support a connection to other volun-
teers, a folk community and the local community. Kahana et al. (2013) argue that 
through volunteering, older people demonstrate prosocial behaviours, behaviours 
that benefit others or society as a whole, and attitudes resulting in meaningful con-
nections, civic engagement, enhanced subjective wellbeing and life satisfaction. 
They argue that this is important for mental health and flourishing in later life.

It is however acknowledged, that wellbeing is complex and multifaceted, and 
as such encompasses broad physical, mental, environmental and social aspects. 
Although the FWW framework is a way to understand these results, and, given its 
widespread use in community contexts, a way of potential dissemination, it is a sim-
plification of a set of relationships which are complex and nuanced. Additionally, 
there are some failings with the model. It could be argued that the focus is on the 
individual to take steps to improve their own wellbeing, rather than on the socio-
economic determinants that also need to be taken into account. The FWW model 
is one which focuses on individual actions and responsibility. But such individu-
alist perspectives, as Fisher (2019 p.2) states, offer “biomedical and behavioural 
approaches to health; and thus conceptualise wellbeing purely in terms of individual 
behavior and construct solutions accordingly…. rather than to address salient social 
or economic factors”. Our study was not singularly able to disentangle these facets 
or specify a causal mechanism.

Conclusion

In conclusion the actions of ‘connect’ and ‘give’ from the FWW appear to be impor-
tant motivating factors for people to volunteer and contribute to a local arts and cul-
tural festival. The perceived benefits are in the opportunity to be part of a commu-
nity and to contribute positively to the local town.

These results have demonstrated that community members who play a participa-
tory role e.g. volunteering in a community festival have the opportunity, through 
engaging with the FWW, to develop their connectivity with others and to contribute 
to their geographical community and the festival community, both creating social 
capital and contributing to individual and collective wellbeing. An implication 
drawn from this research, therefore, is that the FWW may be used as a framework to 
guide community festivals which draws on the local community as a volunteer base, 
in turn, increasing their effectivity within the societal structures of that community. 

152 E. Coren et al.



1 3

It has been noted that the FWW is promoted as a tool for individual use and short-
comings have been documented, it is therefore recommended that more research is 
done to develop the FWW as a potential framework for community development 
purposes.

Our participants might have initially been more likely to volunteer because of 
a sense of subjective wellbeing, however festival volunteering further improves 
subjective wellbeing, through engagement with the FWW. Moreover, participants 
in this study report experiencing additional personal benefits, including sense of 
connection and reciprocity, which might further contribute to a sense of personal 
wellbeing. Along with access to wider resources, potentially including those benefi-
cial for good health, contribution to the festival is important in developing a sense 
of connection to community and belonging which in turn may foster social capital. 
This may be beneficial to the public health agenda for ageing well, flourishing and 
reducing isolation. However, it’s important to bear in mind that the FWW model 
takes an individualistic perspective, and arguably fails to accommodate socio-eco-
nomic perspectives. BFW’s demographic within this study is predominantly older 
and wealthier than average, and more needs to be done to ensure that the appar-
ent benefits of participatory music and festivals can be accessed by all demographic 
groups.
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