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Objectives: This study investigated how adults in the United Kingdom perceived their arts and cultural
engagement to facilitate social connectedness over two phases in the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic.
Study design: The study used the HEartS Survey, a newly designed online survey tool to capture arts
engagement in the United Kingdom and its associations with social and mental well-being, over two
phases in 2020: March to May (Phase 1) and October (Phase 2).
Methods: Qualitative data were provided at both phases by 581 respondents, who identified which arts
and cultural activity they felt most connected them to others and how during the last month.
Results: Thematic analysis revealed that, at both phases, arts and cultural engagement was perceived to
facilitate social connectedness through four pathways that were also identified prepandemic: social
opportunities, sharing, feelings of commonality and belonging and collective understanding. The sub-
themes shed light on specific ways that respondents used the arts during the pandemic to connect with
others, including using the arts: as a catalyst for conversations, to maintain, reinstate or strengthen
relationships during social distancing and to facilitate social interactions (Theme 1); to bring people
together through shared experiences and sharing of art (Theme 2); to elicit feelings of direct and indirect
proximity to others, to connect people with common interests, to feel a sense of belonging to something
and to feel part of a collective ‘COVID-19 experience’ or to feel collectively distracted from the pandemic
(Theme 3); and to learn from and about other people and to relate to others (Theme 4). The activity most
frequently cited as connecting was watching a film or drama, followed by listening to recorded music.
Conclusions: Engagement in arts and cultural activities supported feelings of social connection among
adults in the United Kingdom over two phases in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting
the importance of access to the arts and culture to support social connectedness.
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of The Royal Society for Public Health. This is

an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
Introduction

Social connectedness reflects how connected, or distant, people
feel from other individuals and society.1 It encompasses caring for
others, being cared for and feeling a sense of belonging and can be
determined by social network and life satisfaction.2 During the
COVID-19 pandemic, many channels for social connectionsdsuch
ience, Royal College of Music,

illiamon).

ier Ltd on behalf of The Royal Soci
as social eventsdbecame unavailable, with the reduction or loss of
in-person interactions contributing to loneliness.3 Indeed, accord-
ing to the Office for National Statistics, loneliness levels have
increased in the United Kingdom since Spring 2020,4 with more
than one-third of adults in the United Kingdom reporting some-
times or often feeling lonely during the pandemic.5

It has been suggested that social connectedness is the ‘opposite
of loneliness’,2 that it could potentially reduce loneliness,6 and that
public health messaging should include approaches that promote
social connection to address issues of loneliness.7 Our previous,
prepandemic, research indicated that engagement with the arts
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and culture can support perceived social connectedness. Eighty-
two percent of a sample of 5892 adults in the United Kingdom,
closely matched to the national profile in terms of sociodemo-
graphic and economic characteristics, perceived their engagement
with the arts to be linked with feelings of social connectedness at
least some of the time, with the arts seen to facilitate social op-
portunities, sharing, feelings of commonality and belonging and
collective understanding.8 Other prepandemic research also re-
ports that participatory arts can support social connections,
particularly among older adults.9,10

Prepandemic, arts activities most cited as socially connecting
were in-person activities at out-of-the-home venues: attending a
live music performance, watching a live theatre performance and
watching a film or drama at the cinema or other venue.8 The initial
lockdown in the United Kingdom, however, led to the closure of
venues, with access continuing to be restricted by social distancing
through 2020. This leaves open the question of whether the arts
continued to support feelings of social connectedness during the
pandemic. Research has indicated that at-home arts activities, such
as digital arts and writing, music, crafts and reading, were used to
help cope with emotion and to support self-development during
COVID-19,11 but less is known about how such activities might
support social connectedness. This study therefore investigates
how, if at all, arts and cultural engagement was perceived to facil-
itate feelings of social connectedness over two phases in the first
year of the pandemic in the United Kingdom.

Methods

Datawere collected via theHEartS Survey (Health, Economic and
Social impacts of the ARTs), designed to capture current arts and
cultural engagement in the United Kingdom and to explore its
sociodemographic characteristics and correlations with mental and
social well-being.12,13 The HEartS Survey consists of seven sections:
(1) demographics; (2) frequency and nature of arts and cultural
activities, widely defined to include informal, at-home activities;
(3) open questions on arts and social connectedness; (4) mental
well-being; (5) physical activity; (6) social well-being; and (7)
household income and arts spending.12

Data were drawn from two questions in section 3: Q1. ‘Of the
arts and cultural activities you have told us about [earlier in the
survey], which makes you feel most connected to other people?
(Please select just one activity) (drop-down choice of all arts ac-
tivities)’; Q2. ‘In viewof the current public health situation, why has
this activity made you feel connected to other people during the
last month? Please write in as much detail as possible and include
examples or stories where appropriate (open response)’. Using skip
logic, respondents only answered these questions if they had pre-
viously indicated that their engagement with arts and cultural ac-
tivities did help them to feel connected with other people (see
‘Respondents’). Data from sections 1 and 7 were used to report
sample demographics, and prepandemic data on these questions
are published elsewhere.8

Respondents

Respondents were recruited to complete the HEartS Survey
through an online data collection platform, Qualtrics, over two
phases in the first year of the pandemic in the United Kingdom:
March to May 2020 (Phase 1) and October 2020 (Phase 2). This
study focuses on a subset of respondents who provided qualitative
data in response to Q2 at both phases, allowing us to explore how, if
at all, perceptions of how the arts support social connections
changed over the course of 2020.
2

At Phase 1, a total of 10,513 respondents completed the survey.
Data collection quotas were set for gender, age, geographical re-
gion, ethnicity and education following the overall distributions of
these key sociodemographic variables in the UK 2011 Census.12

3647 respondents completed the surveys at both Phase 1 and at
Phase 2. Of these, 1291 had not engaged in arts or cultural activities
at Phase 1. Of the remaining 2356 respondents who had engaged in
arts or cultural activities, 1753 (74.4%) reported that these helped
them to feel connected with other people at least a little (on a scale
from ‘always’ to ‘not at all’). Of these 1753 respondents, 581 pro-
vided a usable response (nonsense or clearly off-topic responses
were removed) to Q2 at both phases and therefore constitute the
study sample (see Table 1).

Ethical approval was granted by the Conservatoires UK Research
Ethics Committee on22March 2020. All respondentswho completed
the survey were paid a modest fee via the Qualtrics platform.

Analysis

Analysis of qualitative data was undertaken using a largely
descriptive form of thematic analysis, closest to what Braun and
Clarke describe as a ‘codebook’ approach.14 Our starting point was to
use the codebook developed in our prepandemic analysis,8 with two
authors (S.L.K. and B.B.Z.) deductively analysing the data across the
two phases. Concurrently, and in discussionwith a third author (R.P.),
the two authors identified (1) new subthemes that were not covered
in the existing codebook and (2) sub themes that were present in the
codebook but that were nuanced in response to the pandemic and
therefore required an updated description. Second, the two authors
cross-checked and confirmed each other's analysis across the two
phases. Finally, R.P. cross-checked the full codebook. The final
themes served as ‘topic summaries’14 allowing us to describe how, if
at all, arts and cultural engagement was perceived to facilitate feel-
ings of social connectedness during the first year of the pandemic in
the United Kingdom. Descriptive statistics were used to describe the
sample and arts engagement using jamovi.15 Further analyses from
the HEartS Survey are documented elsewhere.8,12

Results

Of the Phase 1 respondents, 366 (63%) reported that arts
engagement helped them to feel socially connected ‘a little’, 74
(12.7%) reported ‘around half the time’, 118 (20.3%) reported
‘often’ and 23 (4%) reported ‘always’. At Phase 2, 365 (62.8%) re-
spondents reported ‘a little’, 57 (9.8%) reported ‘around half the
time’, 131 (22.5%) reported ‘often’ and 28 (4.8%) reported ‘always’.
Table 2 details the arts activities reported as most connecting
across the two phases. Consistently, the activity most frequently
cited was watching a film or drama, followed by listening to
recorded music.

The qualitative analysis revealed the same main themes as re-
ported prepandemic,8 indicating that the arts have continued to
support feelings of social connectedness in the same broad ways
during COVID-19. Ten subthemes reveal the COVID-specific nature
of respondents’ experiences across both periods of data collection,
as detailed in Table 3.

Theme 1. Facilitating social opportunities

Across the two phases, respondents identified that arts
engagement facilitated social opportunities. The first subtheme
(1.1) captures the role of the arts in providing a catalyst for arts-
related conversations:



Table 1
Sample characteristics.

Sociodemographic and economic characteristics (N ¼ 581) n %

Age

Total sample (mean, SD) 47.60 15.8
18e25 58 10.0
26e35 104 17.9
36e45 95 16.9
46e55 129 22.2
56e65 108 18.6
66e75 80 13.8
76e94 7 1.2

Gender

Women 284 48.9
Men 297 51.1
Would rather not say 0 0
Other 0 0

Region

Northern Scotland 10 1.7
Southern Scotland 31 5.3
North East 19 3.3
North West 65 11.2
Yorkshire and the Humber 51 8.8
East Midlands 42 7.2
West Midlands 45 7.7
East of England 65 11.2
South East 78 13.4
South West 55 9.5
London 77 13.3
North Wales 9 1.5
South Wales 18 3.1
Northern Ireland 16 2.8

Ethnicity

White British or Irish 515 88.6
Any other White background 18 3.1
Mixed ethnic backgroundsa 15 2.6
Asian ethnic backgroundsa 18 3.1
Black ethnic backgroundsa 12 2.1
Any other ethnic background 3 0.5

Education

No formal qualification 6 1.5
Other vocational and foreign qualifications 37 6.4
GCSE, O Level, AS Level e NVQ Level 1e2 118 20.3
A level, baccalaureate e NVQ Level 3 154 26.5
University degree e NVQ Level 4-5 266 45.8
Would rather not say 0 0

Living status

Lone living 104 17.9
With partner only 210 36.1
With children, with or without partner/others 189 32.5
With family, house share and other 78 13.4
Would rather not say 0 0

Household income

Up to £5199 10 1.7
£5200 and up to £10,399 25 4.3
£10,400 and up to £15,599 44 7.6
£15,600 and up to £20,799 39 6.7
£20,800 and up to £25,999 64 11.0
£26,000 and up to £31,199 74 12.7
£31,200 and up to £36,399 45 7.7
£36,400 and up to £41,599 50 8.6
£41,600 and up to £46,799 30 5.2
£46,800 and up to £51,999 43 7.4
£52,000 and up to £75,999 89 15.3
£76,000 and above 62 10.7
Would rather not say 6 1.0

a Ethnicity: any mixed background includes White and Black Caribbean, White and
Black African, White and Asian and any other mixed background; any Asian background
includes Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Chinese or any otherAsian background; anyBlack
background includes Caribbean, African and any other Black background.
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I am able to take time out of my life and relax with others while
watching a movie. I am then able to talk about the film with
these people. [Phase 1, watched a film or drama].

I have spent more time talking to my daughters on the phone
about crafts. They asked me to make them some decorative
pumpkins for Halloween, which is something I would not
otherwise have done. [Phase 2, any form of crafts].

Importantly, the arts also functioned as means of maintaining,
reinstating and strengthening relationships during social
distancing (subtheme 1.2). Datawere only coded to this subtheme if
they explicitly referenced the maintenance or enhancement of
existing relationships:

I am a member of a semi-professional choir. Rehearsing in per-
son is not possible and online is not practical. Staying in touch
with others by pre learning new pieces at home helps us to stay
in touch. [Phase 1, played a musical instrument or sang].

Drawing has allowed me to bond with my daughters, I feel like
we connect as my daughters are spending time with me while
having fun and learning. [Phase 2, painting, drawing, print-
making, sculpture, etc.]

Finally, arts activities also supported people in general social-
ising and interaction with others (subtheme 1.3):

[It] keeps you socially active even if just online. [Phase 1, any
type of crafts].

I am learning to play the bagpipes, and every day unless it is abso-
lutelypouringdown, Iwalkmypipes, playing in the localwoodsand
fields. I amwell known in my area as “The Bagpipe Man” and nor-
mally I meet a number of people, mostly dog walkers, and we pass
the time of day. [Phase 2, played a musical instrument or sang].

This general interaction, based on socialising, was differentiated
analytically from specific arts-related conversations (1.1) and from
maintaining or strengthening relationships (1.2), although in
practice, there may of course be overlap in how the arts were used
to support social opportunities.
Theme 2. Facilitating sharing

At both phases, respondents reported that the arts bring people
together through shared experiences. Subtheme 2.1 captures
the perception that the arts can facilitate quality time spent
together through the medium of a shared activity: It's just
something that I get to share with my family; something we can
do together without having to go out anywhere. [Phase 1,
watched a film or drama].

I feel that it is a moment that is shared:

It's something we enjoy doing together. It brings us together,
and we make the most of the time and you feel a connection
through the music. [Phase 2, listened to recorded music].

Importantly, this subtheme reflects connectedness through
shared participation in an arts activity, rather than themore socially
oriented interactions afforded by or around arts activities captured
in Theme 1. For some respondents, the act of creating and then
sharing art also created a sense of connection with others (sub-
theme 2.2):



Table 2
Forms of arts engagement most linked with feelings of social connectedness across two phases in 2020.

Of the arts and cultural activities you have told us about,
which makes you feel most connected to other people? (N ¼ 581)

Phase 1, n Phase 1, % Phase 2, n Phase 2, %

Watched a film or drama 151 26.0 153 26.3
Listened to recorded music 85 14.6 88 15.1
Played a musical instrument or sang 45 7.7 35 6.0
Read as a past-time activity 41 7.1 40 6.9
Attended live music 36 6.2 18 3.1
Done any form of crafts 34 5.9 31 5.3
Done photography, film, video making, etc. 33 5.7 34 5.9
Listened to audio books or podcasts 31 5.3 34 5.9
Done painting, drawing, printmaking, sculpture, etc. 30 5.2 21 3.6
Written as a past-time activity 17 2.9 17 2.9
Practised, rehearsed or performed dance 16 2.8 16 2.8
Attended live theatre or circus 16 2.8 8 1.4
Attended an exhibition, museum, collection of art, etc. 12 2.1 31 5.3
Attended a book club 10 1.7 10 1.7
Other 6 1.0 11 1.9
Attended an event connected with books or reading 4 0.7 5 0.9
Attended live dance 4 0.7 2 0.3
Written or created music 3 0.5 4 0.7
Attended a convention, show, fair relating to crafts etc. 3 0.5 3 0.5
Seen street art, public art displays, etc. 3 0.5 14 2.4
Practised, rehearsed or performed a play, drama, etc. 1 0.2 6 1.0

Table 3
Summary of themes for how arts engagement was perceived to facilitate feelings of social connectedness during two phases in 2020.

Themes and (sub)subthemes Description Instances
Phase 1

Instances
Phase 2

1. Facilitating social opportunities The arts facilitate social opportunities

1.1 Conversing about art The arts act as a catalyst for conversations 140 138
1.2 Maintaining/strengthening relationships The arts allow people to maintain, reinstate and strengthen relationships during

social distancing
62 46

1.3 Socialising and interacting with others The arts encourage and facilitate new and/or generalised social interactions 56 81

2. Facilitating sharing The arts facilitate opportunities for shared experiences

2.1 Sharing arts experiences The arts bring people together through shared experiences 124 148
2.2 Sharing art with others When people share their art, it creates a sense of connection between them and others 71 62

3. Facilitating commonality and belonging The arts facilitate feelings of closeness, similarity and belonging

3.1 Enabling proximity to others The arts elicit feelings of direct and indirect proximity to others, sometimes via proxy 148 127
3.2 Connecting through common interests The arts connect likeminded people with common interests 36 61
3.3 Being part of something The arts allow people to feel part of, and belonging to, something bigger than themselves 29 22
3.3.1 Collective COVID experience The arts allow people to feel part of a collective ‘COVID-19 experience’ 22 13
3.3.2 Grounding experience The arts provide collective distraction/escapism from, or a sense of normality, during

COVID-19
22 40

4. Facilitating collective understanding The arts facilitate learning from and about other people

4.1 Knowledge exchange The arts allow people to teach, learn from and learn about other people, places and times 20 30
4.2 Relating to others The arts allow people to relate to and/or empathise with other people and experiences 24 21
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I am making things for others to receive, and I know that they
will be appreciated. [Phase 1, any form of crafts].

I … sell my art online and feel connected to the people who buy
regularly from me. [Phase 2, done painting, drawing, print-
making, sculpture, etc.]

The act of sharing, then, was seen as connecting for people
engaging in the arts together but also for people who share their art
with others who may not necessarily be present.

Theme 3. Facilitating commonality and belonging

At both phases, the arts were reported as eliciting feelings of
proximity with others (subtheme 3.1), regardless of whether the
activity itself was being shared directly with someone else:
4

[I] have viewed various museums e.g., Vatican City and Natural
History Museum, London, online and because there were other
people there, it felt as though I was not alone in viewing the
exhibits. [Phase 1, attended an exhibition, museum, or collection
of art, photography, sculpture or any other arts].

I know there are other people out there doing this alone too and
it makes me feel less alone, and the people showcasing the
dance motivates me to do something and feel like I am there
with them. [Phase 2, practised, rehearsed or performed dance].

Importantly, this feelingof proximitywas often ‘virtual’; a feeling
of being near other people through online or digital interaction.
Subtheme 3.2 expands the idea of commonality and belonging,
focusing on how the arts connected people to others with common
interests:
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It is somemeaningful effort to join the online live gig at the right
time, so thosewho attend have a genuine shared interest. [Phase
1, attended live music].

Feels good to be with others enjoying the same thing and con-
nected via the pandemic. [Phase 2, attended live theatre or
circus].

Linked with this, for a smaller group of respondents, the arts
allowed people to feel part of, and belonging to, something bigger
than themselves (subtheme 3.3):

Staying indoors as much as possible has significantly reduced
human interaction. Music is helping to replicate the feeling of
belonging. [Phase 1, listened to recorded music].

If you watch films together you have something to discuss and
feel that you have a “community” experience. [Phase 2,Watched
a film or drama].

As these examples illustrate, the arts replicated the feeling of
belonging during COVID-19 that other research has observed pre-
pandemic.16e20 Interestingly, the arts also supported people to feel
part of a collective ‘COVID experience’ (sub-subtheme 3.3.1):

I listen to podcasts that are frequently mentioning the Corona-
virus and how it is affecting them and how they are dealing with
all issues related to it, including self-isolation. I feel like I can
empathise and relate to the people on the podcast as I am in a
similar situation. [Phase 1, listened to audio books or podcasts].

It connects me with other people, and it doesn't make me feel
the distance between us as much as we all go through this
common experience. [Phase 2, attended live music].

Closely linked, the arts were reported as providing a collective
distraction from the pandemic (sub-subtheme 3.3.2):

The radio has been good company and a distraction from the
current situation, bringing some normality … The camaraderie
of the presenters has mademe feel part of a larger family. [Phase
1, listened to recorded music].

It's nice to compare books with others and escape to a world
without COVID. [Phase 2, read as a pastime activity].

These sub-subthemes were new to this data set and demon-
strate COVID-specific ways that the arts appeared to contribute to
collective ways of coping during the pandemic.
Theme 4. Facilitating collective understanding

Theme 4 captured how the arts can facilitate collective under-
standing. Here, there was evidence that respondents used the arts
to teach, learn from and learn about other people during the
pandemic (subtheme 4.1):

[I] have made things and discussed design of them with my
family. Mywife and daughter make stained glass ornaments and
they have taught me. [Phase 1, any form of crafts].

I have practised some songs on my guitar then helped other
people learn them. [Phase 2, played amusical instrument or sang].

Alongside, respondents reported that the arts allowed them to
relate to and/or empathise with other people (subtheme 4.2):
5

I've been playing music during the Thursday 8pm "noise for key
workers” and have seen and related to many neighbours. [Phase
1, played a musical instrument or sang].

[Attending] allows me to share and understand people's per-
ceptions of a subject matter. [Phase 2, attended an event con-
nected with books or reading].

Of note is that Theme 4 had substantially fewer instances than
the other themes.

Discussion and conclusion

Arts and cultural engagement supported feelings of social
connectedness over two phases in the first year of the pandemic
through four pathways: facilitating social opportunities, facilitating
sharing, facilitating commonality and belonging and facilitating
collective understanding. These pathways replicate prepandemic
findings8 and, while there were some small differences in subtheme
instances, hold consistent for both phases of data collection, indi-
cating sustainability and durability in the role of the arts to support
social connections, including during times of crisis. This adds to a
growing body of literature that points to the role of the arts in
supporting social public health.9,10,21e26 The subthemes shed light on
specific ways that respondents used the arts during the pandemic to
connectwith others; bothwithin the household if applicable but also
outside of the household via phone or technology. These included
using the arts: as a catalyst for conversations, to maintain, reinstate
or strengthen relationships during social distancing and to facilitate
social interactions (Theme 1); to bring people together through
shared experiences and sharing of art (Theme 2); to elicit feelings of
direct and indirect proximity to others, to connect people with
common interests, to feel a sense of belonging to something and to
feel part of a collective ‘COVID-19 experience’ or to feel collectively
distracted from the pandemic (Theme 3); to learn from and about
other people and to relate to others (Theme 4). These findings
complement other research suggesting that participating in creative
activities during COVID-19 could be linked with reduced loneliness27

and that people copedwith loneliness during the pandemic through,
among other things, creative arts and writings.28

The arts and cultural activities most frequently cited as con-
necting, across both phases, were watching a film or drama and
listening to recorded music. Interestingly, these activities are linked
to those identified as most connecting prepandemic: attending a
live music performance, watching a live theatre performance and
watching a film or drama at the cinema or other venue.8 It seems
that the activities were adapted to the pandemic; for example, films
and dramas were likely watched at home rather than at a cinema e
online streaming services had a rapid rise in viewers29 e and music
was seemingly accessed through listening to recordings. Implied
here is that people adapted their arts and cultural engagement to fit
pandemic-related restrictions either to enable a continuation of
prepandemic means of connection or to find new ways of
connection in a time of social distancing.

The strengths of this article include the large qualitative sample,
allowing for the representation of respondents with a range of
sociodemographic characteristics. The longitudinal design captured
perceptions at two different points during 2020, avoiding only one
snapshot in a rapidly changing social context and demonstrating
consistency in the findings. Furthermore, we included multiple
subthemes to capture the nuanced and subtly different ways in
which the arts were perceived to facilitate connections. Many re-
sponses were complex and therefore coded to multiple subthemes,
indicating a degree of inherent overlap that we have retained to
indicate the multifaceted and interlinking nature of the responses.
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The limitations include an explicit focus on arts and culture,
meaning that we are not able to conclude whether arts and culture
support feelings of connectedness more than other activities.
Indeed, our data are not intended to reveal any causal link between
arts and cultural engagement and social connectedness. Finally, of
our initial sample of 3647, a substantial 1291 reported not engaging
in the arts, and a further 603 reported that the arts did not connect
them to others. Therefore, our findings should be interpreted with
caution, as they represent only those who do engage with the arts
and who do report it to support their social connections.

Given the potential for arts and cultural activities to support
social connectedness, the issue of who accessed the arts e during
the pandemic and beyond e becomes important. Predictors of
increased arts engagement during the first months of COVID-19 in
the United Kingdom included younger people (aged 18e29 years),
people who had lost work, those who were not keyworkers, people
with greater social support and those who worried about catching
COVID-19.11 We know there is a ‘social gradient’ in arts and cultural
engagement30,31 and that barriers include poorer health, lower
socioeconomic status, loneliness and living alone.32 The data re-
ported here suggest that engagement with arts and culture has
continued to support social connectedness during the pandemic,
providing further evidence for the importance of future research
and policy designed to inform equal access to the arts, particularly
for those at risk of or experiencing loneliness.
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