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Context of my research in the UK

• 2012 PhD project “social isolation and obesity” -> social 
support & body weight trajectories 

• 2015 SOCCAH forum launch  
• 2016 MP Jo Cox’s (set up a cross-party Loneliness 

Commission) is murdered a week before the Brexit vote in 
the 2016 EU Referendum  

• 2018 Minister for Loneliness (Tracy Crouch) is appointed, 
national consultations and strategies on loneliness follow, 
loneliness is widely-recognised and discussed as a societal 
and public health problem affecting most age groups / 
demographics 



Context of my research in the UK

• (Forget developments since 2016 for a moment) 
• 2012 PhD project “social isolation and obesity” -> 

social support & body weight trajectories 
• 2015 SOCCAH forum launch  
• (Entering the field of social relationships and health 

research through the lens of social epidemiology)



I. Social measures

House et al. 1988

Baumeister & Leary 1995

Berkman & Syme 1979

Cohen et al. 1997



I. Social measures

From: Berkman et al. (2000) From social 
integration to health: Durkheim in the new 
millennium 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953600000654?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953600000654?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953600000654?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953600000654?via%3Dihub


I. Social measures

Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010.Social support concepts and measures.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20955871/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20955871/


I. Social measures

Functional aspects 
• Received social support, incl. 

emotional, instrumental, 
informational, and negative 
exchanges and in the workplace 

• Childhood separation from the parent 
& sense of belonging/bonding  

• Community belonging – social capital, 
trust, neighbourhood social cohesion, 
safety etc. 

• Satisfaction with relationships – marital 
quality, closeness of certain social ties, 
e.g. family or children  

• Loneliness

Structural aspects

• Marital/relationship status 
• Household size / family structure 
• Frequency of visual and non-visual 

contact with different ties: family, 
friends 

• Civic and organised groups 
participation, e.g.: voting, cultural 
groups, religious groups, sports/hobby 
groups 

• Socialising / organising social 
gatherings 

• Volunteering/Informal caring

SOCCAH list of UK’s cohorts incl. NSHD, ELSA, Whitehall II, 1958, 1970, USoc

How social relationships are measured/operationalised in the UK 
ageing cohorts



I. Social measures

Functional aspects 
• Received social support, incl. emotional, 

practical, and negative exchanges 
(Close Persons Questionnaire) 

• Providing support to others (Krause et 
al.) incl. emotional and practical support 

• Satisfaction with martial relationship 
• Satisfaction with the relationship with the 

closest person

Structural aspects
• Marital/relationship status 
• Number of relatives seen once a 

month or more 
• Number of friends seen once a month 

or more

Tymoszuk et al. 2018. Is Pre-operation Social Connectedness Associated with 
Weight Loss up to 2 Years Post Bariatric Surgery?

PhD data collection on bariatric surgery patients



I. Social measures

Tymoszuk et al. 2018. Is Pre-operation Social Connectedness Associated with Weight Loss up to 2 Years Post Bariatric Surgery?

PhD study on bariatric surgery patients

Tymoszuk et al. 2017. The association between social support and weight outcomes in the general population and in bariatric surgery patients



I. Social measures

• PhD thesis – used it as an opportunity to challenge common 
conceptualisations of social support (always assumed as received) and 
(ideally) connect dots between in particular functional aspects of social 
relationships  

“Future studies, for example, should attempt to determine whether health 
problems previously attributed to social isolation (House et al., 1988) and 
loneliness (Hawkley and Cacioppo, 2010) are due, in part, to lack of 
engagement of the caregiving system. In our view, this is a worthy venture not 
only because it may help resolve longstanding issues related to the health 
benefits of social contact – for example, whether it is better to give or to 
receive social support (Thomas, 2010) – but also because it may help clarify 
the roles of neuropeptides in regulating stress.”  

(Brown and Brown, 2015, p.12) 



I. Social measures

Valtorta et al., 2016. Loneliness, social isolation and social relationships: what are we 
measuring? A novel framework for classifying and comparing tools. 

https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/6/4/e010799
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/6/4/e010799


Context of my research in the UK

• 2016 MP Jo Cox’s (set up a cross-party Loneliness 
Commission) is murdered a week before the Brexit vote in 
the 2016 EU Referendum  

• 2018 Minister for Loneliness (Tracy Crouch) is appointed, 
national consultations and strategies on loneliness follow, 
focus from loneliness in older adults shifts to include also 
young people and other vulnerable groups



I. Social measures



Social relationship research in the UK after 2016



I. Social measures

Fig. Reported frequency of loneliness by age group, 2016-2017, England



I. Social measures



I. Social measures

Wang et al., 2017. Social isolation in mental health: a conceptual and methodological review

Useful resource: UKRI’s Loneliness and Social Isolation in Mental Health Network 
(MHLoneliness) and their newsletter

The work on social concepts continued – this time with focus on loneliness & social isolation

https://iris.ucl.ac.uk/iris/publication/1426196/1
https://iris.ucl.ac.uk/iris/publication/1426196/1
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/psychiatry/research/epidemiology-and-applied-clinical-research-department/loneliness-and-social-isolation-5


II. Cultural engagement measures



II. Cultural engagement measures

2006 UNESCO Guidelines for Measuring Cultural Participation

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/guidelines-for-measuring-cultural-participation-2006-en.pdf	p.6-7

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/guidelines-for-measuring-cultural-participation-2006-en.pdf


II. Cultural engagement measures

2009 UNESCO framework for cultural statistics definition 

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/unesco-framework-for-cultural-statistics-2009-en_0.pdf

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/unesco-framework-for-cultural-statistics-2009-en_0.pdf


II. Cultural engagement measures

Source:	Brown	et	al.	2008.	“Cultural	Engagement	in	California’s	Inland	Regions”	https://www.issuelab.org/resources/2003/2003.pdf

Well-established	practise	of	separating	participatory	vs	receptive	engagement

https://www.issuelab.org/resources/2003/2003.pdf


II. Cultural engagement measures



II. Cultural engagement measures

Davies	et	al.	2012.	Defining	arts	engagement	for	population-based	health	research:	Art	forms,	activities	and	level	of	engagement.	

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17533015.2012.656201


II. Cultural engagement measures

• Availability in the UK’s cohort studies 
– The Taking Part Survey: an ongoing face to face 

household survey of adults aged 16+ and children aged 
5 to 15 years old in England. Run since 2005. 

– Understanding Society: questions on adult’s 
engagement with arts and culture adapted from Taking 
Part were included in wave 2 (2010-2012) and wave 5 
(2013-2015). 

– ELSA: a limited number of questions on cultural  
engagement asked at every study wave.



II. Cultural engagement measures

Participatory engagement 
In the last 12 months, have you done any of these activities? 

1. Dance, including ballet 
2. Sang to an audience or rehearsed for a 

performance (not karaoke) 
3. Played a musical instrument 
4. Written music 
5. Rehearsed or performed in a play/drama, 

opera/operetta or musical theatre 
6. Taken part in a carnival or street arts 

event (e.g. as a musician, dancer or 
costume maker) 

7. Learned or practised circus skills

8. Painting, drawing, printmaking or sculpture 
9. Photography, film or video making as an 

artistic activity (not family or holidays) 
10. Used a computer to create original 

artworks or animation 
11. Textile crafts, wood crafts or any other 

crafts, such as embroidery, knitting, wood 
turning, furniture making, pottery or 
jewellery 

12. Read for pleasure (not newspapers, 
magazines or comics) 

13. Written any stories, plays or poetry 
14. Been a member of a book club, where 

people meet up to discuss and share 
books 

Rating: 1) At least once a week; 2) Less often than once a week but at least 
once a month; 3) Less often than once a month but at least 3 or 4 times a 

year;	4)	Twice in the last 12 months; 5) Once in the last 12 months Understanding Society based on Taking Part



II. Cultural engagement measures

Receptive engagement 
In the last 12 months, have you been to any of these events?

1. Film at a cinema or other venue 
2. Exhibition or collection of art, 

photography or sculpture or a craft 
exhibition (not crafts market) 

3. Event which included video or electronic 
art 

4. Event connected with books or writing 
5. Street arts or a public art display or 

installation (art in everyday surroundings, 
or an art work such as sculpture that is 
outdoors or in a 

6. public place) 
7. Carnival or culturally specific festival (for 

example, Mela, Baisakhi, Navrati, Feis)

8. Circus (not animals) 
9. Play/drama, pantomime or a musical 
10. Opera/operetta 
11. Classical music performance 
12. Rock, pop or jazz performance 
13. Ballet 
14. Contemporary dance 
15. African people's dance or South Asian and 

Chinese dance 
16. Used a public library service 
17. Been to an archive centre or records office 
18. Visited a museum or gallery 

Understanding Society based on Taking Part

Rating: 1) At least once a week; 2) Less often than once a week but at least once a 

month; 3) Less often than once a month but at least 3 or 4 times a year;	4)	Twice in 
the last 12 months; 5) Once in the last 12 months



II. Cultural engagement measures

Other (receptive?) cultural/heritage engagement 

Here is a list of types of historical sites. Please tell me which ones you have visited in the last 12 months?  
Please only include activities done in your own time or for the purpose of voluntary work or for academic study.

1. A city or town with historic character 
2. A historic building open to the public 

(non-religious) 
3. A historic park or garden open to the 

public 
4. A place connected with industrial history 

(e.g. an old factory, dockyard or mine) or 
historic transport system (e.g. and old 
ship or railway)

Understanding Society based on Taking Part

Rating: 1) At least once a week; 2) Less often than once a week but at least once a 

month; 3) Less often than once a month but at least 3 or 4 times a year;	4)	Twice in 
the last 12 months; 5) Once in the last 12 months

5. A historic place of worship attended as a 
visitor (not to worship) 

6. A monument such as a castle, fort or ruin 
7. A site of archaeological interest (e.g. 

Roman villa, ancient burial site) 
8. A site connected with sports heritage 

(e.g. Wimbledon) (not visited for the 
purposes of watching sport)



II. Cultural engagement measures - critique

Inconsistencies identified as part of the HEartS project: 

1. Studies often include more receptive engagement vs. participatory engagement 
items 

▪ a bias toward “highbrow” and “formal” interpretation of arts made or performed by 
highly skilled creators and state-sponsored art forms (e.g. ELSA) which leads to 
underestimation of amateur, every day arts engagement in the population e.g: 
▪ Inclusion of a “reading for pleasure” item = 76% of adults in England participated in at 

least one arts activity (Understanding Society 2013/2014) vs. 37.7% (Taking Part) 
▪ Broader definition of cultural engagement = 11% are disengaged from most mainstream 

leisure and culture Taking Part (2005/2006-2010/2011) vs. 89.7% “disengaged” with 
participatory performing, visual and literary arts (Understanding Society 2010-2012)  

2. Assessment in ongoing national surveys is out of sync with trends in digital, 
on-demand video and audio content engagement such as music streaming 
services, podcasts and audiobooks, e.g: 
▪ none of the cohort studies measure listening to recorded music!



II. Cultural engagement measures - critique

3. Inconsistencies in engagement definitions due to explicit mentions of: the scope or modes 
of art production and specific art genres, e.g.: 
▪ Reading for pleasure excludes reading “newspapers, magazines or comics” 
▪ Visits to arts and crafts exhibitions excludes “crafts markets” 
▪ Dance engagement uses a single example of dance genre: “Dance, including ballet” 
▪ Attending musical performances specifies “classical music” and “rock, pop or jazz”;  
▪ “Used a computer to create original artworks or animation” or “Written any stories, plays or 

poetry”) 
▪ most mentions/exclusions reinforce “highbrow”/“formal”, “state-sponsored arts” bias 

4. Inconsistencies in engagement definitions due to explicit mentions of: social context or 
setting in which engagement occurs, e.g.:  
▪ “Been a member of a book club, where people meet up to discuss and share books”  
▪ “Taken part in a carnival or street arts event (e.g. as a musician, dancer or costume maker)” 



II. Cultural engagement measures

Participatory arts engagement

1. Read as a past-time activity 
2. Written as a past-time activity 
3. Attended a book club 
4. Played a musical instrument or sang 
5. Written or created music 
6. Practised or performed dance  
7. Practised or performed a play, drama 
8. Done photography, film, video etc. 
9. Done painting, drawing etc. 
10. Done any crafts or decorative arts

Receptive arts engagement

1. Been to a literary event 
2. Listened to audio books or podcasts 
3. Been to live music 
4. Listened to recorded music  
5. Been to live dance  
6. Been to live theatre or circus 
7. Watched a film or drama at a cinema 
8. Been to exhibition, museum etc.  
9. Been to crafts or decorative arts fair 
10. Been to street art, public art displays

UK-wide online HEartS Survey n=5,338

Tymoszuk et al. 2020. Arts engagement trends in the UK and their mental and social wellbeing implications: HEartS Survey. PLOS ONE (under review)



II. Cultural engagement measures

  Any 
Engagement*

Daily/ 
Weekly 

 

Monthly/ 
Every few 
months

One off/ 
Once/ 

twice a 
year

Mainly 
with 

others

Alone 
and with 
others

Mainly 
alone

1 P Read as a past-time activity 85.22% 50.06% 21.86% 13.30% 2.11% 12.0% 85.89%
2 R Listened to recorded music 82.52% 58.30% 16.11% 8.11% 9.08% 40.50% 50.42%
3 R Watched a film or drama at a 

cinema 
75.70% 7.06% 41.12% 27.52% 58.45% 30.44% 11.11%

4 R Been to live music 66.45% 4.42% 24.75% 37.28% 62.25% 26.81% 10.94%
5 R Been to an exhibition, 

museum etc.
66.04% 3.52% 22.86% 39.66% 53.42% 33.16% 13.42%

6 R Been to live theatre or circus 61.95% 3.30% 17.29% 41.36% 63.26% 27.76% 8.98%
7 R Listened to audio books or 

podcasts
49.18% 16.82% 16.65% 15.70% 5.07% 19.35% 75.58%

8 R Been to street art, public art 
displays

48.69% 3.18% 16.37% 29.13% 50.17% 35.63% 14.20%

9 P Done photography, film, 
video etc.

44.49% 11.05% 18.34% 15.10% 13.52% 39.62% 46.86%

10 P Done any crafts or decorative 
arts 

43.76% 10.47% 15.89% 17.40% 15.11% 32.32% 52.57%

P= participatory arts; R= receptive arts; * Any engagement = One-off or more frequently 

Arts activities listed from most to least popular with their respective frequency of engagement 
and social context of engagement, UK-wide online HEartS Survey n=5,338.



II. Cultural engagement measures

  Any 
Engagement*

Daily/ 
Weekly 

 

Monthly/ 
Every few 
months

One off/ 
Once/ 

twice a 
year

Mainly 
with 

others

Alone 
and with 
others

Mainly 
alone

11 P Written as a past-time activity 43.82% 10.85% 15.81% 17.16% 3.98% 17.44% 78.58%
12 P Played a musical instrument or 

sang
41.16% 15.64% 11.45% 14.07% 17.30% 35.23% 47.47%

13 R Been to live dance 38.97% 4.11% 11.46% 23.40% 52.50% 33.03% 14.47%

14 R Been to crafts or decorative 
arts fair

38.82% 2.87% 11.71% 24.24% 46.48% 37.21% 16.32%

15 P Done painting, drawing etc. 37.84% 7.94% 14.37% 15.53% 12.82% 30.74% 56.44%

16 R Been to a literary event  31.88% 3.13% 9.24% 19.52% 28.08% 38.54% 33.37%
17 P Practised or performed dance 26.26% 5.53% 7.61% 13.13% 32.24% 40.66% 27.10%

18 P Attended a book club 24.20% 3.48% 9.25% 11.46% 45.36% 31.73% 22.91%

19 P Practised or performed a play, 
drama

22.29% 3.32% 5.62% 13.35% 23.19% 38.99% 23.19%

20 P Written or created music 21.23% 4.93% 7.10% 9.20% 12.36% 33.63% 54.02%

P= participatory arts; R= receptive arts; * Any engagement = One-off or more frequently 

Arts activities listed from most to least popular with their respective frequency of engagement 
and social context of engagement, UK-wide online HEartS Survey n=5,338.



II. Cultural engagement measures

• You can find out more about the HEartS survey 
publications on the Centre for Performance 
Science website:  

• Dataset available on Dryad under: “HEartS Survey 
2019: Charting the Health, Economic, and Social 
impact of the ARTs” 

https://performancescience.ac.uk/hearts/
https://datadryad.org/stash/share/tq2tUDq8Qtt_01lnHzq8k8nh0p6rXysTfTzIaQC4wyU


III. UK-Japan SWAN collaboration

• Why is this important in the context of cross-
cultural collaborations? 
▪ National socio-political climates matter in 

epidemiological research and it can be useful to: i) 
reflect on the timing and reasons behind the emergence 
of certain research “hot topics” and how they influence 
the course of the wider academic discipline as well as to 
ii) trace the history of routinely-used measurement 
instruments and chart their potential evolution to keep 
them more aligned with societal trends


