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“Some, perhaps most of us, use the digital to escape from the real world. As for me, I seek 

shelter from the ubiquitous digital in the real world. It is usually in a museum that I go to 

look for it.” 
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Introduction  

 

 

This thesis explores several facets of cultural participation, defined as participation in any 

activity that, for individuals, represents a way of increasing their own cultural and informational 

capacity and capital, which helps define their identity, and/or allows for personal expression 

(UNESCO, 2012, p.10). More specifically, it concerns the activities of audiences and participants 

in consuming cultural products and taking part in cultural activities and experiences (UNESCO, 

2009, p.20).  

There are broad strands of literature studying museums, as there are just as many studying 

technologies, and the younger generation. However, none provides insights into these three 

aspects considered altogether. This present work looks at the Generation Z perspective on 

cultural participation mediated by technology.  

 

There are three main reasons to investigate in this direction: 

 

(i) It is acknowledged that culture produces both intrinsic and instrumental 

advantages – supporting wide social and economic objectives – which are spread 

along a continuum between the private and public spheres (McCarthy et al, 2004). 

The benefits of digitally mediated cultural participation have not yet been 

evaluated;  

(ii) Typically, the cultural heritage sector is (heavily) sponsored by the public. Despite 

this, there is a paucity of evaluations demonstrating the validity of this form of 

expenditure regarding the application of technologies to museums. Digitally 

mediated culture (e.g., music, movies, etc.) has existed for some time, but cultural 

heritage has not yet discovered its killer application. We do not have a clear 

comprehension of the participants' perceptions in the current state of art; 

(iii) Museums possess an educational function. Digital technology has been expected 

to support this function, perhaps in a different logic, potentially defused and 

liberated from the controlled modalities of classrooms and the formalities of the 
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physical institution. There are digitally mediated cultural expressions whose 

contribution to the educational function of museums have not been assessed yet.  

 

 

Consequently, it is crucial to comprehend which conditions could best facilitate access to 

culture for individuals. To this aim it is important to investigate the profile of cultural 

consumers, the motivations underlying participation and non-participation as well as the 

modes of consumption. In view of the digital transformation that is massively investing all 

production systems and elements of our society (Schallmo et al., 2017), it is essential for both 

the public and private sectors to recognise how digital technologies are impacting cultural 

participation. From this perspective, it is strategic to investigate the cultural participation of 

Generation Z, the first generation of digital natives, whose participation, more than other 

individuals, appears intuitively linked to digital technologies. In addition to constituting a 

substantial proportion of today's cultural participants, this generation also represents the 

cultural participants of the future. However, this specific population segment has received little 

attention in the literature so far.  

 

In addition, in the literature, participation is linked to the levels of capital that participants 

possess, usually cultural and human capital, whereas digital capital has been ignored. From this 

perspective, this research opportunity is twofold: on the one hand, to investigate the 

participation of a specific segment that has never been studied as such; and on the other hand, 

to utilise a characteristic unique to this segment – digital nativity – to link a new type of capital 

to cultural participation – digital capital.  

Specifically, in addition to researching cultural participation in general, we concentrate our 

analysis on museums, with a particular emphasis on digital museums. Though digital museum 

is not a new concept in literature or in everyday practice, yet it still does not find an official 

definition or recognition.in the collective imagination of cultural participants. Our aim is to 

contribute to fill this gap investigating how digital museum is perceived by Generation Z.  

 

In other words, this thesis explores Generation Z's cultural participation at the European level, 

with a specific focus on the digital museum. In doing so, it relates the concept of capital to 

cultural participation, with a concentration on the digital dimension. The novel aspects of this 
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thesis can be summed up as follows: (i) the theoretical connection between cultural 

participation and digital capital; (ii) the focus on a specific age cohort, the digital natives, as a 

sociodemographic factor influencing cultural participation; and (iii) a precise focus on the 

digital museum from a demand side perspective.  

 

Three are the main hypotheses investigated in the present thesis: (i) cultural participation is 

related to the level of capitals of Generation Z participants and digital capital – in addition to 

human and cultural capital – is associated to it, especially when it comes to digitally mediated 

forms of cultural participation; (ii) beholding high level of digital capital, the individuals of the 

Generation Z do not uncritically participate in digital forms of culture – in this specific case 

museums; (iii) social media and art memes represent a competitive tool for digital museums 

to spread their learning function. 

 

This thesis is divided into two parts, each of which contains three chapters. The first section, 

which has a more theoretical bent, provides a state-of-the-art examination of the following 

topics: (i) cultural participation; (ii) the idea of capital and its relationship to cultural 

participation; and (iii) Generation Z and digital museums. The second section, which has a more 

empirical focus, provides (iv) an overview of the current state of the data available at European 

level on youth cultural participation; (v) a description of the survey designed to investigate the 

phenomenon under investigation; and (vi) an analysis of the collected data and the key 

findings. In addition, the present work contains an introduction, a conclusion, and two 

appendices, the first of which presents the survey and the second of which provides additional 

evidence discovered throughout the study.  

 

In the first chapter titled Cultural Participation, we provide an overview of the theoretical 

frameworks utilised in the literature to explain this phenomenon and link it to the concept of 

capital. We then move on to explore the division of culture into brows – which traditionally 

accompanies studies on cultural participation – and the study of the different socio-

demographic characteristics that determine it. Next, we discuss the barriers to participation 

barriers. In conclusion, we shift the focus of the research to cultural heritage.  
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In chapter two – Capitals and cultural participation – we investigate the concept of capital as it 

pertains to cultural participation. Human, cultural, and digital capitals are then examined in 

depth.  

 

We then wrap the PART I of the present work with chapter three – Generation Z and digital 

museum – in which we explore the relevance of the study of this specific generation with 

regard to cultural capital and digital nativity and provide the profiling of this generation. We 

also briefly sketch the conceptualization of digital museums. 

 

The second part is introduced by the fourth chapter – The state of the art – which examines 

the available statistics at the European level regarding youth cultural participation and the use 

of digital media for heritage-related goals. The fifth chapter – The Survey – discusses the 

methodology and design of the ad hoc survey created for the study of the phenomena under 

investigation. The principal findings of the obtained data analysis are presented in chapter six 

– The Data Analysis. This chapter begins with findings on cultural participation in general, 

before moving on to museums and finally to digital museums. The investigation of art memes 

as a digital opportunity for museums to support and enhance their educational mission follows. 

We end by summarising the key findings of the analysis and the implications for future 

research. 
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PART I  

 

1. Cultural Participation 

 

 

 1.1  The whats and whys of cultural participation 

 

 

Cultural participation can be defined as participation in any activity that, for individuals, 

represents a way of increasing their own cultural and informational capacity and capital, which 

helps define their identity, and/or allows for personal expression (UNESCO, 2012, p.10). More 

specifically, it concerns the activities of audiences and participants in consuming cultural 

products and taking part in cultural activities and experiences (e.g., book reading, dancing, 

participating in carnivals, listening to radio, visiting galleries) (UNESCO, 2009, p.20). These 

activities may be active – for instance, painting – passive – for instance, watching a movie – or 

mixed – for instance, playing videogames – and take place through a number of formal and 

informal channels (Council of Europe, 2016). Access to cultural content has lost its usual 

passive, appreciating nature and become a type of creative appropriation by users as a result 

of technological advancements. Digital access encourages individuals to gain the skills 

necessary to appropriate and transform cultural materials in their own unique manners (Sacco 

et al., 2018). In general, forms and meanings of active cultural participation are gaining ground 

and significance. Thus, there are numerous forms of culture, and individuals engage with 

cultural experiences in numerous ways (Ateca-Amestoy, 2020); with varying degrees of 

involvement (UNESCO, 2012); for various purposes, including personal and social ones 

(Bourdieu, 1984; 1987).  
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Participation in cultural activities is essential because it generates both intrinsic and 

instrumental benefits – fulfilling wide social and economic objectives – that are spread along a 

continuum between the private and public spheres (McCarthy et al, 2004). There are 

quantifiable benefits considered as means of reaching broad social and economic objectives 

that have nothing to do with culture in and of itself. In other words, participation in culture 

offers both intrinsic benefits, which are essentially individual, and instrumental benefits, which 

are mostly public or collective. Along this continuum, there are benefits that both improve the 

personal lives of individuals and have a positive effect on the public domain. 1 

 

 

 

 1.2  Interdisciplinary perspective 

 

 

Cultural participation is a very wide concept. Many studies have looked at and investigated 

different cultural activities. These activities can vary substantially from one another: visiting a 

museum is not the same of attending a cultural performance such as a musical concert or a 

theatre piece of art. The latter consist in one-shot consumption while museums offer different 

kind of possibilities in participating. Reading, which is a primarily solitary and individual activity, 

is very different from playing a musical instrument in an orchestra, which is a primarily public 

and collective activity. These distinctions entail different economic implication and different 

kind of consumption and participation. The literature on the latter is enormous and many are 

the theories which try to explain the variety of activities so wide that falls under the name of 

cultural participation. The two main theories are the theory of information processing or 

 
1 We can recall the following instrumental benefits: (i) cognitive benefits, such as the development of learning 
skills and academic performance; (ii) attitudinal and behavioural benefits, such as the development of self -
discipline, the improvement of self-image, or the ability to work in a team; (iii) health benefits, such as the 
improvement of physical and mental health and the reduction of anxiety; and (iv) social benefits, such as 
community identity building, social capital creation, and social capital. It is essential to note that the empirical 
study on these advantages lacks solid empirical data, demonstrating just correlations and not cause-and-effect 
relationships. Additionally, it fails to account for opportunity costs and lacks specifics regarding how the benefits 
are created or how they relate to other cultures. Notwithstanding these constraints, technical, social, and political 
developments explain the rising prominence of participation in contemporary Western cultures (Bonet and 
Négrier, 2018). 
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information theory and the status seeking theory or status theory. The information theory 

states that differences in cultural participation are explained by the differences in information-

processing capacities of individuals. The basic ideas of cultural participation as information 

theory can be found in Moles (1958), Becker (1964), Berlyne (1974), Bourdieu (1977), 

Ganzeboom (1982) and Notten et al. (2014). The status theory states that differences in 

cultural participation are explained by the differences in status individuals want to 

have/achieve. The basic ideas of cultural participation as status theory can be found in Homans 

(1974), Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), Ganzeboom (1982) and Notten et al. (2014). In what 

follows we analyse in depth these two theories.  

The status theory is a sociological theory which treats differences in participation rates as 

differences of the status rendering characteristic of a specific cultural activity. The information 

theory is a cognitive/psychological theory which threats differences in participation rates as 

differences of the complexity of information to process in order to enjoy a specific cultural 

activity. These two theories are not mutually exclusive, but they identify in two very different 

elements the main driver of cultural participation: for the information theory it is cognitive 

ability, which with a good approximation can be associated with levels of education, while for 

the status theory it is social status, which with a good approximation can be associated with 

levels of income. The literature has long questioned whether it is education or income levels 

that are more predictive of cultural participation. Most of the empirical evidence shows that 

education is the main predictor of cultural participation. For this reason, this thesis takes 

information theory as its reference, without, however, disavowing the merits of the status 

theory.  

With regards to the status theory, it treats cultural experiences as a tool to acquire a specific 

social status. Both individuals and cultural activities are ranked along status dimensions. 

Individuals tend to participate in culture associated to their status or to higher status. In other 

words, individuals participate in culture to show off their belonging to a specific class and to 

develop their social capitals. Moreover, culture is used as a tool to participate in the social life 

of a specific social class: cultural participation is seen as a norm of social belonging.  

With regards to the information theory, it treats cultural experiences as source of information. 

Such information has different level of complexity. The higher the level of complexity, the 

higher the level of cognitive skills individuals need to understand this information and derive 

pleasure from cultural participation. When information becomes too complex for a given level 
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of skills, pleasure diminishes and tends to become negative. In other words, cultural 

participation depends on the ability of individual to understand – thus enjoy – culture.  

 

There are different factors which contribute to the ability to understand culture: (i) innate skills 

in processing information; (ii) early trained skills in processing information; (iii) previous 

knowledge of and acquaintance with a specific cultural field or activity: previous participation 

influences successive one. In other words, cultural participation depends on different types of 

capital, from the human one, such as individual predisposition and education related one, to 

cultural capital which is a measure of the ability to process cultural information based on 

previously processed cultural information. Both information and status theory pose capitals as 

drivers of cultural participation.  

As stated above, the information theory and the status theory are not mutually exclusive: there 

are considerable overlaps between them. Often, they predict similar patterns of participation 

with regards to different groups of individuals. These similarities in the prediction of 

participation can be explained by the fact that educational levels (information theory) tend 

nowadays to coincide with income levels (status theory). 2 

 

If with regards to sociodemographic prediction of participation these two theories find 

common ground, regarding the correlation of different cultural activities they are very distinct. 

The information theory tends to correlate cultural activities that demand equal types of skill 

and knowledge. Differently the status theory tends to correlate cultural activities that have 

similar status-rendering characteristics, for example the same kind of formal attendance. The 

correlation of cultural activities according to the information theory is way more complex since 

it is difficult to define and compare similar level of skills and knowledge for different types of 

cultural activities. In other words, it is more complex to define and compare different types of 

 
2 Furthermore, both the status and cognitive explanations for cultural stratification may be at play in terms of 
education (Notten et al., 2014). As emphasised, educational levels can serve as proxies for cognitive abilities and 
knowledge. Simultaneously, educational levels can serve as status indicators and differentiate individuals 
according to their socially signified cultural participation patterns. Nonetheless, it must be acknowledged that 
educational attainment and opportunities have expanded in post-industrial and information-based societies. As 
a result, education can function less as a determinant of social distinction (status theory) while retaining a close 
approximation of the levels of capital necessary to comprehend culture (information theory). This is another 
reason why we find information theory more appropriate than status theory for describing cultural participation, 
as it is better suited to the characteristics of modern societies. 
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capital required by different cultural activities which could in theory require the same types of 

skills. Moreover, the two theories tend to consider as elitist forms of culture on the basis of 

different assumptions: while the information theory consider as elitist form of culture which 

are complex in information-processing, the status theory tend to consider as elitist those form 

of culture which render a higher prestige to the attender.  

 

It must be noted that the correlation or tiering of culture is an old matter. Research traditionally 

defines two broad yet distinct areas of taste: highbrow culture and lowbrow (or popular) 

culture (DiMaggio, 1987). Examples of highbrow culture, or fine arts, are visiting classical 

concerts and reading literature. Involvement in these activities is prestigious and requires 

cognitive skills. Lowbrow cultural activities, such as visiting fairs, may be considered less 

challenging and esteemed (Notten et al., 2014). Both information theory and status theory 

have contributed to the classification of culture into brows, the former according to the 

cognitive difficulty required to comprehend a particular form of culture and the latter based 

on the status attribution of a particular cultural activity. 

 

 

 

 1.3  On brows and tastes of culture 

 

 

In the past, researchers have distinguished between highbrow and lowbrow culture in the 

analysis of cultural participation, primarily because certain cultural participation patterns were 

associated with specific social classes and served as a form of social stratification (status 

theory). High (or alternatively, elite or established) culture and popular culture have been 

sharply divided. It is not uncommon to define culture in this manner; in the United States and 

the United Kingdom, the distinction between highbrow, middlebrow, and lowbrow cultures 

have been common for much of the twentieth century. Bourdieu also emphasised their 

significance to social relationships. Cultural capital functions similarly to property in that those 

with it can benefit at the expense of those without it. As with financial capital, Bourdieu 

identified a circulation and accumulation process (Bennet, 2009). 
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The division of culture into brows reflects the tendency to equate culture with hierarchy. 

Making distinctions within cultural manifestations parallels the human propensity to make 

distinctions in all human endeavours. Late in the nineteenth century, the first adjectival 

categories were created to define types of culture. Both highbrow and lowbrow are derived 

from the phrenological terms highbrowed and lowbrowed, which were prominent in the 

nineteenth-century practise of determining racial types and intelligence by measuring cranial 

shapes and capacities (Levine, 1988). 3 These categories initiated the vertical differentiation of 

culture and established distinctions that will endure. At the end of the nineteenth century, the 

term culture shifted from being primarily associated with agriculture to the refinement of mind 

and manners, discipline, and mental and moral training. The term culture began to serve as a 

mechanism for distinguishing social classes. 4 The cultural hierarchies then began to 

differentiate tastes among social classes: in bourgeois democracies, culture and cultural 

hierarchies served to preserve distinctive characteristics, a sort of social pedigree. The cloak of 

culture – sanctioned, sanctified, conspicuous culture – promised to become an impenetrable 

shell against attack from above or below (Levine, 1988). In other words, the hierarchy of 

culture has its origins in a strongly waning colonial spirit and serves a profound purpose of 

social class differentiation. Nevertheless, aesthetic factors also played a role in shaping the 

hierarchy, but they cannot explain the nature of the mores and institutions that accompanied 

the development of high culture: these were shaped by the entire social, cultural, and 

economic context in which that development occurred (Levine, 1988). 5 

 

 
3 As such, cultural hierarchy has its origins in the colonial era and is embedded in the language of racial 
differentiation, neither of which are neutral: these categories were created to sustain white supremacy in a 
particular historical context. Adjectives such as high, low, rude, less, lesser, higher, lower, beautiful, modern, 
legitimate, vulgar, popular, true, pure, highbrow, lowbrow were applied almost indefinitely to nouns such as arts 
or culture (Levine, 1988). 
 
4 In the same way that the noun class adopted a series of hierarchical adjectives in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries – lower, middle, higher, and working – the noun culture did the same a century later. Exactly 
as the first event represented the economic changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution in England, the 
second event mirrored the cultural effects of modernization (Levine, 1988). 
 
5 Aesthetically speaking, certain forms of culture, such as cinema, were associated with forms of amusement 
whose highest objective may have been to serve an instructional function rather than to become a high form of 
art. These prejudices still belong to the hierarchies of culture: to the split into categories based on aesthetic and 
social criteria (status theory) were added those connected to education as an element of social differentiation 
(information theory). In other words, the degrees of skill and knowledge required to comprehend particular 
cultural forms have become an additional criterion for ranking cultural forms. 
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We hold, for the purposes of this discussion, that rigid categorization limits our understanding 

of cultural manifestation. In addition to aesthetic, social, and cognitive (educational) criteria, 

other criteria such as thematic criteria (the message of various forms of expressive culture), 

functional criteria (how various forms of expressive culture function), and quantitative criteria 

(the extent to which various forms of expressive culture are diffused in the society) could be 

used to differentiate cultural forms (Levine, 1988). In addition, we are convinced that, in 

today's society, the distinctions between cultural activities and related classifications appear 

to be blurring. As we will see, education, and not class, is the primary predictor of cultural 

participation, so the distinction between highbrow and lowbrow cultural activities has more to 

do with educationally related preferences and competencies, as well as the capacity to 

comprehend and appreciate the symbolic meanings of various forms of culture (information 

theory). In other words, cultural participation is more related to cultural and human capitals 

than to social class; we will argue that digital capital also plays a role in today's society. In terms 

of the capitals required to disentangle the meaning of particular cultural experiences, 

highbrow and lowbrow cultural differences could persist to some degree.  

Furthermore, as Friedman (2011) notes, the distinction between highbrow and lowbrow 

culture is becoming less distinct as a result of the expansion of high culture to a broader 

audience and the fact that contemporary cultural industries have developed products that are 

more aestheticized and intended for a more selective audience, with jazz music or certain films 

and books serving as examples (Suárez-Fernández, 2020, p.9). Nevertheless, it cannot be 

denied that an almost unconscious hierarchization of culture belongs to contemporary thinking 

and that there exists the perception of things such as Culture with capital letter and culture 

with lowercase letter: Over a century of (colonial) hierarchization has profoundly shaped our 

way of thinking. 6 

 
6 To operationalize with more accuracy the perceived differences between cultural expressions, instead of the 
highbrow-lowbrow terminology, the differentiation between formal, informal, and non-formal culture could be 
preferable. It pertains institutionalization related differences in the perception of culture. As formal are perceived 
those forms of culture which are highly institutionalized, such as museums, exhibitions, theatre, and all those 
activities which are organized and proposed by formal institution which provide an official and formal framework. 
As informal are perceived those forms of culture which are perceived as artistic or cultural but are not integrated 
into highly formal frameworks: examples could be provided by amateur dancing and singing or associative 
activities. As non-formal are perceived those forms of culture which are cultural expression that are not properly 
considered cultural or artistic and that do not occur within institutional and formal contexts: fair  and festivals or 
social media activities are part of non-formal cultural expressions. Within the formal, informal, and non-formal 
framework it is easier to understand the perceived difference between community bottom-up cultural 
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Lastly, another contemporary topos challenges the distinction between lowbrow and highbrow 

culture: the phenomenon of cultural omnivorousness. It refers to the tendency of a growing 

portion of the population to consume both traditionally defined lowbrow and highbrow culture 

in large quantities. According to Peterson and Kern (1996), contemporary elites – whether they 

are defined as such according to status theory or information theory, and therefore on the 

basis of levels of income or education – no longer consume only legitimate culture but are 

better characterised as open-minded omnivores, willing to include both high and low cultural 

forms in their consumption repertoires (Friedman, 2011).  

The omnivore hypothesis (Peterson, 1992; Peterson and Kern, 1996) drew a pyramidal 

hierarchy in cultural tastes from omnivore to univore: cultural elites are more likely to be 

omnivores, with broad tastes along the cultural brows, whereas lower down the social 

hierarchy cultural tastes are narrow and focused on few non-elites forms of culture, univores. 

These cultural participants, who are the most disadvantaged (or weakest), do not demonstrate 

an increased propensity for (highbrow) cultural participation. In other words, the distinction 

between elite and mass participation in culture is challenged by the omnivore hypothesis, 

which asserts that participants wealthy in economic, social, and cultural capital do not reject 

so-called lowbrow culture and embrace an eclectic mix of cultural products and practises from 

across the brow spectrum.  

According to de Vries and Reevees (2021), the omnivore hypothesis has two distinct 

interpretations: (i) the weak interpretation which holds that social elites tend to be more 

culturally engaged than non-elites (enjoying or consuming a larger volume of cultural forms) 

and that their tastes frequently cross the line between elite and mass culture; (ii) the strong 

interpretation which holds that omnivores are true cultural egalitarians who are opposed to 

snobbish, class-based exclusion in cultural participation. Regardless of which interpretation we 

favour, the phenomenon of cultural omnivores undermines the distinction between cultural 

brows. In addition, cultural participation has expanded to include many mediated experiences 

 
participation forms and institutionalized top-down ones, renouncing hierarchies of presumed merit or quality. In 
the case of bottom-up or everyday activities such as social media interactions, the individuals may not be aware 
of their actual participation in culture since non-formal participation is way harder to recognize as participation 
in culture compared to formal one. Moreover, in the information society, there are forms of hybridization 
between formal, informal, and non-formal activities. One example is provided by formal institutions, such as 
museums, which operate through non-formal channels and forms of culture, such as social media. Whether these 
hybrid forms are considered and recognized by individuals as cultural participation is an open question.  
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as a result of digitalization, which further blurs cultural boundaries. A good example is provided 

by art memes, which will be covered in further detail later. 

 

 

 

 1.4  Theories on cultural consumption and participation 

 

 

The phenomena of cultural participation and cultural consumption are distinct. The former is 

a complementary and broader concept, whereas the latter refers specifically to the 

consumption of goods and services with primarily aesthetic functions and secondary utilitarian 

functions (Rössel et al., 2017). Despite this distinction, two major theories on cultural 

consumption can help explain cultural participation. On the one hand, Becker and Murphy's 

(1988) rational addiction model explains how cultural goods may generate addiction, in the 

sense that past and future consumption directly affects the utility and value of current 

consumption. In contrast, Levy-Garboua and Montmarquette's (1996) learning by 

consumption model suggests that individuals develop taste for cultural goods as they consume 

them: any new experience of a good reveals a positive or negative increment in the 

participant's taste for it (Seaman 2006).  

There are four major similarities between these two theories: (i) taste for culture is conceived 

of as acquired or discovered, and the rate of cultural participation rises with exposure over 

time. In other words, according to these theories, cultural participation depends on the 

accumulation and possession of various types of capital: past participation influences present 

appreciation via accumulated capital (Castiglione and Infante, 2015); (ii) education 

(information theory) is more important than class in explaining cultural participation (status 

theory); (iii) cultural goods are regarded as experience good (Levy-Garboua and 

Montmarquette, 1996), which can only be evaluated through participation, and imply that 

education is the means by which cultural participation is transformed into utility; (iv) over time, 

consumer preferences evolve. 

 



   
 

 18 

There are a few subtle distinctions between these theories. According to the rational addiction 

model, cultural participation is an addictive good because previous consumption (and prices) 

substantially increase the marginal utility of present participation. In addition, future 

attendance influences current attendance, whereas past and future prices influence current 

attendance only indirectly via their effect on past and future attendance. Recent developments 

of the rational addiction model have demonstrated that cultural participation, in the case of 

theatregoers, is neither myopic nor irrational (Castiglione and Infante, 2015). According to the 

learning by consumption model, habit formation and the accumulation of consumption capital 

are inevitable aspects of the human condition, including cultural participation.  

 

Concerning current participation, the learning by consumption model asserts that past 

participation – and associated capitals – have greater explanatory power than future 

consumption, whereas the rational addiction model asserts that individuals maximise an 

intertemporal utility function with full knowledge of the anticipated future consequences of 

current participation. In other words, the rational addiction model defines as rational 

participation patterns that are influenced not only by past consumption and derived capital 

(learning by consumption model), but also by future participation utility: both capitals and time 

are considered.  

 

In addition, both of these theories consider the formation of preferences. Individuals, 

according to the learning by consumption model, are uncertain about the quality of 

performances and, as a result, update their preferences in response to their cultural 

experiences; in other words, preferences are formed but unknown. Each time a person 

engages in cultural activities, they gain a new level of satisfaction, which influences their future 

expectations. This procedure reveals positive or negative surprises that affect the individual's 

participation experience (Castiglione and Infante, 2015). The taste for experienced goods 

increases due to the acquisition of additional taste through repeated exposure, whereas the 

taste for unexperienced goods remains unchanged. Instead, according to the rational addiction 

model, individuals have an anticipatory attitude toward their preferences. Participation 

decisions are made by maximising an intertemporal utility function. Individuals accumulate 

consumption capital while engaging in cultural activities. If present participation increases after 

consumption capital has been gained, the good is addictive and the participant is rational. The 
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greater the past participation, the greater the present and future participation, which are both 

price and income inelastic, according to this model. In this context, a key aspect of rational 

behaviour is the tendency to consider the future consequences of current consumption 

decisions, despite the fact that the discount rate varies from person to person (Laporte et at., 

2010, Castiglione and Infante, 2015). 

In other words, according to both of these theories, the development of subjective perceptions 

of the quality of culture is contingent upon experience and the accumulation of culturally 

functional capital (information theory). In addition, informal education and early socialisation 

in culture play a central role and have a positive impact on cultural participation due to the 

cumulative nature of personal cultural capital and the experiential value of cultural goods 

(O'Hagan, 2017). 

 

 

 

 1.5  Cultural participants and socio-demographic stratification  

 

 

Cultural participation has been extensively analysed in the academic literature to demonstrate 

the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of cultural participants. The connection 

between the individual and culture is an essential aspect of defining social structures (Katz-

Gerro, 2004). The question is whether people with similar sociodemographic characteristics 

have comparable participation rates. Even though the strength of these associations, their 

stability over time and their comparability over countries exhibit inconsistent findings (Katz-

Gerro, 2004), partially because of the different nature of the wide variety of activities which 

fall under the name of culture and partially because of the different methodology of research 

employed across countries and over time, the profiling of cultural participants is relevant for 

both the public sector and the private sector. The former may benefit from the profiling of 

cultural participants in order to provide better designed equitable cultural policies seeking an 

optimal redistribution of resources (O'Hagan, 2017) and to encourage disadvantaged segments 

of the population – typically less likely to participate in culture – to reap the benefits of cultural 
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participation (Suárez-Fernández et al., 2019). The private sector needs a better understanding 

of consumer profiles in order to develop products and publicity campaigns that attract new 

consumers and retain existing ones. The profiling of non-participants and the study of the 

reasons for non-participation – which, according to Eurobarometer 466 (European 

Commission, 2017), are primarily lack of time, cost, and lack of interest – are also of particular 

interest, as they make it possible to analyse and address potential participation barriers in 

order to spread the positive externalities associated with cultural participation.  

 

In the following sections, we analyse the socio-demographic factors that influence cultural 

participation: education level and early arts education, income and labour status, gender, 

ethnicity, spatial proximity, age, and technology. Before beginning, it is essential to emphasise 

that the various findings we will discuss and compare are based on disparate data sets with 

respect to collection and analysis methods. In light of this premise, it is natural to anticipate 

outcomes that are sometimes contradictory or inconsistent and not always comparable.  

 

 

 

 1.5.1  Educational level and early-education in arts 

 

 

When analysing cultural participation, education is the most impactful socio-demographic 

variable, and acts as the single best predictor of cultural participation (Seaman, 2005; Ateca-

Amestoy, 2020; Suárez-Fernández, 2020). Higher education increases the likelihood of cultural 

participation, according to Sokolov (2019). It is intriguing to note that high levels of education 

are only weakly associated with exclusive highbrow consumption today (Weingartner and 

Rössel, 2019), but are strongly associated with general engagement in cultural participation 

and digital cultural participation as well (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016). On the one 

hand, these results validate the thesis of omnivorousness, and on the other, they validate the 

assumptions of information theory: education develops the cognitive capacities – and thus 

levels of human capital – necessary for a complete and satisfying experience of culture, and it 

creates the preconditions for (wider) cultural participation.  



   
 

 21 

 

In accordance with the rational addition model and the learning-by-consumption pattern, early 

socialisation and informal education are also significant education-related determinants of 

cultural participation, particularly when actual participation rather than frequency is 

considered. Participation in art education appears to be more influential than any other 

personal characteristic, including general educational attainment, in determining attendance 

(Ateca-Amestoy, 2008; Borgonovi, 2004). Regarding early arts education, there are also 

dynamic effects at play, as parents will pass on to their children the knowledge to which they 

were exposed as youngsters. Therefore, education has both the typical direct effect on children 

and the indirect effect via the transfer of resources from parents to children (Ateca-Amestoy 

et al., 2017). Despite this, the human capital argument relating to early socialisation to the arts 

cannot be clearly generalised due to the differing hierarchies of different art-related disciplines 

education (Coulangeon, 2005). Moreover, in nations with significantly lower-than-average 

proportions of tertiary-educated labour forces, the impact of general education on cultural 

participation is higher (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015). In contrast, as collective school attainment 

rises, the positive effect of individual school attainment on cultural participation diminishes 

(Coulangeon, 2005). In accordance with the status theory, Bourdieu proposed that educational 

attainment acts as a discriminator between different social classes and as a status indicator. 

The ability to transform cultural capital derived from cultural participation into social capital – 

related to social status – is another important predictor of cultural participation (Willekens and 

Lievens, 2016). This ability is the propelling force of cultural participation according to the 

status theory. 

Thus, education is the most significant predictor of cultural participation, and it correlates 

more with the likelihood of cultural participation than with the frequency of a particular 

cultural activity (Borgonovi, 2004). According to Ateca-Amestoy (2008), there is also a positive 

correlation between education level and quantity demanded. This could be an explanation for 

the escalating phenomenon of cultural omnivores, who are highly educated consumers of a 

wide variety of cultural goods and services. In general, being human capital the complex of 

knowledge, skills, and competence an individual beholds and being education the process and 

result of mastering systematic knowledge and skills (Webb, et al., 2018), the relation between 

education and cultural participation is quite straight forward. This is especially true when we 
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consider that cultural participation is contingent on an individual's ability to process complex 

information based on their capital levels, according to information theory.  

 

 

 

 1.5.2  Income and labour status 

 

 

Individual resources must be considered when analysing cultural participation. Regarding 

cultural participation, therefore, it is crucial to consider both time and financial resources. 

Individuals may be viewed as utility maximisers constrained by financial and time limitations 

(Gray, 2003). Cultural activities are time-consuming: discriminatory time availability, household 

composition including the presence of dependent members, and synchronising time with 

companion(s) are determining factors for cultural participation. In addition, economic 

resources play a significant role in determining cultural participation: opportunity costs and 

shadow prices appear to be relevant factors. The level of income is thus an additional 

important socio-demographic factor influencing cultural participation, as it is correlated with 

both economic and time availability. It has been demonstrated that income, and thus labour 

status, is a significant predictor of cultural participation, second only to education (Coulangeon, 

2005; Sokolov, 2019; Suárez-Fernández, 2020).  

Labour status is related to the availability of time and financial resources to invest in cultural 

experience. Higher employment status, and consequently higher income, tends to coincide 

with greater cultural engagement. This correlation – and the apparent paradox of the higher 

opportunity cost of time for high-earning individuals – can be explained by noting that typically, 

higher labour status corresponds with a higher level of education, which, as stated previously, 

is the most significant predictor of cultural participation (Ateca-Amestoy and Prieto-Rodriguez, 

2013). Moreover, according to the status theory, high-earning individuals demonstrate their 

labour status and social class through cultural participation; this may account for their higher 

participation rates. Due to the higher opportunity cost of time for full-time workers, part-time 

employment increases the intensity of cultural participation (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 

2016). Employment has a positive effect on income and increases demand, but it also tends to 
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reduce the availability of free time. Since employment status is related to time availability and 

financial constraints, it also affects attendance (Suárez-Fernández et al., 2019). Thus, higher 

income levels, which are typically associated with a higher level of education, occupational 

prestige, occupational status, and social class, tend to be associated with greater cultural 

participation (Katz-Gerro, 2011). Instead, the activities associated with status are not linear. In 

reality, the relationship between cultural participation in highbrow cultural activities and 

higher income is complex. According to Borgonovi (2004), there is no significant difference in 

museum visits and television viewing between income groups. In contrast, some research 

(Bennet et al., 2013) appears to highlight the correlation between higher cultural preferences 

and higher work status, with apparent strong polarizations. Thus, while the relationship 

between higher income and higher cultural participation appears consistent, the relationship 

between higher income and highbrow cultural activities appears less consistent. Furthermore, 

younger cohorts are less dependent on income for cultural consumption than older cohorts 

(Sokolov, 2019). This may be the result of discriminatory pricing policies that favour student 

and youth participation. Students are the socio-demographic group that engages in cultural 

activities more frequently and with greater diversity (Suárez-Fernández et al., 2019).  

 

As cultural activities are typically resource-intensive (in terms of both time and money), labour 

status and income are good predictors of cultural participation. These variables are highly 

correlated with cultural participation's social capital levels. Nonetheless, as level of income is 

generally correlated with level of education, human and cultural capital are also at play and 

help to explain the apparent paradox of higher time cost opportunity among higher-earning 

individuals who also exhibit higher rates of cultural participation. 

 

 

 

 1.5.3  Gender  

 

 

Cultural participation has been extensively investigated in relation to gender. Historically, 

higher rates of cultural participation were associated with women (Sokolov, 2019). 
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Furthermore, women were associated with highbrow cultural participation, whereas men 

were associated with lowbrow ones (Bihagen and Katz-Gerro, 2000). When analysing gender, 

additional cohort effects must be taken into account. Working full-time has a positive effect 

on women's participation rates, but the same cannot be said for men's participation rates 

(Willekens and Lievens, 2016). Furthermore, gender appears to yield mixed results when 

applied to cultural participation analysis, as childcare has a negative impact on female 

participation in culture, but women are socialised to culture earlier in their lifespan and 

participate in cultural activities with greater intensity than men (Seaman, 2005; Gray 2013). 

Consequently, women tend to pass on their cultural capital to their children. According to 

Muñiz et al. (2014), the number of children or the size of the household are frequently 

associated with lower levels of cultural participation. Unfortunately, these factors have a 

negative impact on female participation rates. In addition, marriage has a significant negative 

impact on cultural participation: married respondents engage in fewer cultural activities than 

singles (Christin, 2012).  

While the traditional profile of a cultural consumer is a highly educated woman in her fifties 

(Suárez-Fernández, 2020), other studies do not demonstrate this correlation, and the higher 

participation intensity of women is not discernible (López Sintas and Garca lvarez, 2002). In 

Italy, for example, men report engaging in more leisure and cultural activities with greater 

intensity than women. Younger women have a higher participation rate in museums and 

exhibitions than younger men, while the opposite is true for older age groups (ISTAT, 2020). 

Females appear to have a lower likelihood of consuming highbrow music online, while the 

lowbrow alternative has no statistical significance. Women have a higher likelihood of 

consuming digital dance and ballet, as well as digital literature (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 

2016). They also participate less in theatre (Ateca-Amestoy, 2008).  

In general, women appear more likely than men to be active cultural participants as opposed 

to inactive ones (Sokolov, 2019). This could be explained by the trend of early socialisation in 

art of female participants as a gender-specific socialisation pattern in the family (Willekens and 

Lievens, 2016), which as education factor influences the formation of cultural capital that, as 

stated previously and accordingly to the information theory, is the strongest factor influencing 

cultural participation. Females may find their cultural capital to be more valuable on the labour 

market, as arts and humanities-related professions tend to be more feminised (Suárez-

Fernández, 2020).  
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In general, many cohort effects associated with gender, such as childcare, early cultural 

socialisation, and marital status, may explain cultural participation more than gender itself. 

Some of them demonstrate the effect of various forms of capital on cultural participation.  

 

To conclude, we must emphasise the absence of recognition in the literature of a gender 

spectrum broader than the binary division. This represents not only a gap in the body of 

knowledge - and therefore a research opportunity - but also a chance for the research world 

to get closer to the real world. 

 

 

 

 1.5.4  Ethnicity  

 

 

The majority of cultural participation research has been conducted in western industrialised 

societies. This has led to a stalemate in cultural participation research (Katz-Gerro, 2011) 

concerning ethnicity as a sociodemographic predictor of cultural participation. The study of 

ethnicity as a driver of cultural participation is indeed challenging, as national and cultural 

preferences may influence cultural participation regardless of the racial factor. Eurobarometer 

466 (European Commission, 2017) demonstrates that, throughout the European Union, there 

are substantial differences between nations in terms of participation in various cultural 

activities. In addition, minorities and migrant communities are diverse across the globe and 

interact with the dominant culture through various mechanisms; cultural participation can be 

an instrument to interact with the dominant culture. It must be noted that in order to 

integrate, the migrant community frequently engages in informal and intangible forms of 

culture, which are rarely captured by national statistics or research surveys. In fact, one of the 

positive externalities resulting from cultural participation is its reported association with social 

inclusion and integration.  

Unfortunately, research indicates that individuals born in non-EU countries are less likely to 

visit museums and historical sites in Europe, indicating a low level of cultural integration (Falk 
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and Katz-Gerro, 2015), despite the fact that there appears to be considerable room for 

improvement in terms of their cultural participation (Bertaccini et al., 2021). In general, among 

ethnic minorities, the group with the strongest positive relationship between access and the 

likelihood of cultural attendance is the one with the highest level of education (Brook, 2016). 

Thus, education appears to influence cultural participation even after accounting for ethnicity. 

In other words, when minorities' behavioural patterns are analysed, the capitals argument of 

the information theory is confirmed, suggesting that cultural participation is primarily 

influenced by education and not by ethnicity. When higher cultural participation rates are 

associated with white ethnicities, it may be due to early socialisation in art: the white majority 

is much more likely to have received all forms of art education during childhood (Borgonovi, 

2004). As previously stated, education and early socialisation in the arts appear to be the most 

accurate predictors of cultural participation, regardless of ethnicity. In fact, Katz-Gerro and 

Shavit (1998) demonstrated that lifestyle – and consequently cultural consumption – are 

primarily influenced by class position and educational disparities between ethnic groups, and 

secondarily by ethnicity.  

Ethnicity may exhibit distinct cultural consumption patterns (Seaman, 2005), and disparities 

persist in digital access (Hoffman and Novack, 1998; Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016).  

In the United States, blacks have a lower frequency of digital cultural participation compared 

to whites, but there is no statistically significant difference between other non-white ethnic 

groups (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016). Chen (2015) asserts that mobile cultural 

participation reached patrons from a wider range of social classes. Hispanics are more active 

mobile cultural participants than Whites. This finding is consistent with previous research 

indicating that young Hispanics are more likely than their White counterparts to use the 

picture, video, and music capabilities of their mobile phones (Hargittai and Kim, 2010).  

In general, as predictors of cultural participation, levels of education and early socialisation – 

thus the possession of various forms of capital – appears, on average, more influential than 

ethnicity. 
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 1.5.5  Spatial proximity 

 

 

For certain cultural activities, spatial proximity is a relevant predictor of cultural participation. 

Infrastructure and spatial divide act as a discriminant of participation and attendance. In fact, 

metropolitan residents exhibit a higher likelihood and level of participation (Muñiz et al., 2014). 

Evans (2016) emphasises the significance of bridging the gap for cultural activities that are 

dependent on space. Certainly, the emergence of digital technologies has counterbalanced the 

influence of proximity; however, issues regarding the digital divide have emerged. In general, 

the existence of agglomeration economies and threshold market sizes on the demand side 

continues to favour cultural participation in locations with a larger population (Gray, 2013, 

O'Hagan, 2017). In addition, spatial factors tend to restrict cultural access for groups such as 

ethnic minorities and the elderly (Evans, 2016).  

In contrast, spatial proximity appears to facilitate the cultural participation of those with fewer 

qualifications, who, according to traditional explanations, have a low propensity to attend: 

living areas function as opportunity structures for attendance (Brook, 2016). In other words, 

the opportunities that exist in areas with a high degree of urbanisation serve as exposure 

factors for culture and as creators of cultural demand and capital. Participation in opera (Ateca-

Amestoy, 2008) and theatre (Ateca-Amestoy, 2008) has been found to be positively correlated 

with the number of local establishments. In addition, a higher concentration of institutions 

reduces the travel expenses required to attend events and find a supply that meets one's 

preferences (Borgonovi, 2004). This is significant because cultural participation is a resource-

intensive activity, and spatial proximity appears to be a significant barrier to participation 

(Scherger, 2009).  

People who reside in areas with a larger cultural supply are more likely to be culturally aware 

and to consume content online (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016). Chen (2015) reports 

that mobile cultural participation helps bridge the gap between urban and rural cultural 

participation in person. Thus, spatial proximity and inequalities influence cultural participation, 

both in-person and online.  

Having improved access to cultural facilities seems to be one of the strongest predictors for 

increased frequency of attendance (Brook, 2016). However, it must be noted that habitat size 
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determines the frequency of attendance but not the probability (Ateca-Amestoy, 2008; 

Borowiecki, and Prieto-Rodriguez, 2014), which is more dependent on education and income. 

In addition, the largest habitat sizes appear to be associated with the highest concentrations 

of cultural omnivores (López Sintas and Garca lvarez, 2002). In this regard, it might be 

interesting to observe that habitat status increases certain forms of digital cultural 

participation, such as the consumption of highbrow music. This could be explained by the fact 

that being exposed to live music, which is more prevalent in large cities, may have a reinforcing 

effect on overall cultural participation (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016). In other words, 

live exposure to culture increases cultural capitals, which in turn encourages further live and 

online cultural participation.  

 

In general, agglomeration and infrastructures provide a greater variety of goods and facilitate 

cultural exposure. In urban areas, there are consequently greater opportunities to cultivate 

human and cultural capitals. Consequently, the demand for culture and cultural participation 

rates appear to increase. 

 

 

 

 1.5.6  Age 

 

 

Commonly, social science studies of cultural activity have centred on class, gender, and 

ethnicity, and have frequently disregarded age as an insignificant background variable 

(Scherger, 2009). In economics, however, age is a crucial variable. To provide a more 

comprehensive overview of the phenomenon, it is pertinent to approach cultural participation 

from an interdisciplinary perspective, such as the one presented in the present work. Currently, 

the effect of age on participation is unclear and could be partially explained by cohort effects, 

such as the availability of free time, health, or financial resources. While older individuals have 

more time and resources to invest in cultural participation, economically active individuals 

have the resources but less time due to work and family obligations. In addition, certain cultural 
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practises are more popular among younger individuals (Ateca-Amestoy, 2020), who typically 

have more free time but less financial resources.  

Different forms of culture reveal age-related preferences of participants that vary. For 

instance, unlike cinema, where audience profiles reveal a rapid age-decline between younger 

and older consumers, libraries maintain a relatively even distribution of age group usage and 

a higher proportion of usage from lower socioeconomic groups (Evans, 2016). In Italy, young 

people are more than twice as likely as older people to participate in cultural activities. The 

same pattern holds true for museum, art, and archaeological site visits (ISTAT, 2020). In 

comparison to household income and education, the magnitude of age's marginal effects is 

generally very small (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015). In addition, we must consider that, historically 

speaking, older age is more frequently associated with low educational attainment and low 

income than younger age. Given that education and income are the most significant predictors 

of cultural participation, the effect of age on cultural participation can be viewed as marginal 

and secondary. Thus, socioeconomic differences between birth cohorts can explain differences 

in cultural participation by age (Scherger, 2009).  

 

However, age analysis as a socio-demographic variable remains relevant. The current 

participation patterns of younger generations are essential for identifying future participation 

trends and designing policies accordingly. Young people are also exemplary of digital cultural 

consumption (Mihelj et al., 2019). The identification of generational patterns of cultural 

consumption and their origins could be useful for predicting future developments in the 

cultural field and identifying potential points of intervention to affect them (Scherger, 2009).  

It is said that culture is an acquired taste, and the acquisition of taste requires time. 

Consequently, participation would increase with age. Exceptions may include artistic and 

cultural forms that naturally appeal to younger audiences for whatever reason (Gray 2013). 

According to the rational addiction model (Becker and Murphy, 1988; Castiglione and Infante, 

2015), cultural preference develops with age, and cultural participation should increase with 

age. It does not appear to be always the case (Gray, 2003; Willekens and Lievens, 2014). In 

fact, some cultural areas are more popular with younger generations (Borgonovi, 2004; 

Borowiecki and Prieto-Rodriguez, 2014). Sokolov (2019) demonstrated that youth are the most 

avid consumers of culture. Students are significantly more likely to visit museums and historical 

sites and significantly less likely to never visit them. Theatre appears to be an art form that 
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particularly appeals to younger generations (Borgonovi, 2004). In attempting to explain this 

phenomenon, one can consider that students' leisure time is more flexible than that of 

employed individuals (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015) and that the lower economic means of 

youngers and students are counterbalanced by favourable pricing policies: these factors can 

help explain the higher cultural consumption of youngers. In addition, ongoing education tends 

to make young students more receptive to forms of cultural participation and more likely to 

develop cultural capital.  

 

It appears that age analysis provides mixed results when applied to cultural participation in 

different countries or decades and comparisons are difficult to make. Instead, when it comes 

to cultural preferences, age emerges as the most significant dividing line between highbrow 

and popular lifestyles, with omnivore cultural participants getting younger and younger 

(Scherger, 2009). Furthermore, younger generations appear more likely to embrace popular 

forms of culture due to the socialisation patterns that these cultural forms entail (van Eijck and 

Knulst, 2005). Participation in exclusive highbrow cultural activities does not exclusively denote 

high social standing. Instead, it has evolved into an indicator of (older) age (Weingartner and 

Rössel, 2019). According to López Sintas and Garca lvarez (2002), among younger generations, 

social status is gained not only by consuming prestigious forms of art, but also by displaying 

cultural knowledge in a variety of genres. The number of cultural genres a person consumes is 

dependent on his or her socioeconomic standing, according to DiMaggio (1987). Consequently, 

younger generations are blurring the distinction between highbrow and lowbrow cultural 

consumption. Younger age is so associated with the highest degree of cultural omnivorousness 

(López Sintas and García Álvarez, 2002; Van Rees et al., 1999).  

 

According to the information theory, the development of cultural capital increases cultural 

participation: the longer an individual is exposed to culture, the more he or she should engage 

in cultural activities. Accordingly, older age should be associated with higher patterns of 

cultural participation; however, the data indicate the exact opposite, with younger individuals 

being the most avid cultural participants. One possible explanation can be provided by the fact 

that younger generations are exposed to capital formation processes resulting from ongoing 

education and that these types of capital – derived from ongoing processes of accumulation – 

are highly impactful on cultural participation. Young people may also possess additional forms 
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of capital, such as digital capital, that interact with cultural participation and encourage it. In 

addition, favourable pricing policies and increased time availability may be additional factors 

that encourage participation by younger individuals. 

 

 

 

 1.5.7  Technologies 

 

 

Numerous new forms of cultural participation have been made possible by the proliferation of 

the Internet and new technologies. Online access to culture has expanded participants' 

opportunities, allowing them to overcome obstacles associated with live forms of cultural 

participation. The interrelationship between online and in-person cultural consumption, and 

whether the former complements or substitutes the latter, is currently a major concern for 

policymakers and cultural managers (Suárez-Fernández, 2020). According to research, online 

access supplements traditional access (Montoro-Pons and Cuadrado-Garca, 2011; Bakshi and 

Throsby, 2010; Bakshi and Throsby, 2014; Evrard and Krebs, 2016). In addition, internet-based 

cultural participation raises questions regarding the democratisation of cultural access. In 

other words, it is necessary to ask who participates in these technologically enabled new forms 

of culture. On the one hand, it appears that the likelihood of online cultural activity 

participation increases the likelihood of traditional cultural activity participation (Ateca-

Amestoy, 2008). Cultural participation has been found to be positively correlated with home 

equipment, computer ownership, and new technologies (Borowiecki and Prieto-Rodriguez, 

2014). On the other hand, it appears that online culture only attracts cultural participants, 

facilitating their access, rather than drawing in new audiences. In this sense, the internet 

functions as a mechanism that reproduces old inequalities in cultural access (Mihelj et al., 

2019): the democratisation of culture appears to be in its infancy.  

 

However, computers, the Internet, and mobile phones provide a new outlet for increased 

cultural participation. Due to the digital divide, they may facilitate access to a broader range of 

cultural content while simultaneously introducing a new stratification of cultural consumption. 
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Age and education appear to be strongly associated with it (Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 

2016). With respect to the proper penetration of technologies – first-order digital divide – 

metropolitan status, ethnicity, education, income, and age are the relevant variables (Ateca-

Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016). With regards to the actual use of internet related capacities – 

second-order digital divide – age, education, and income play the most important roles (Van 

Deursen and Van Dijk, 2014). Thus, age and education are strictly related to the digital divide 

and to technology-related cultural participation: younger age is associated with high levels of 

digital capital, whereas education is associated with high levels of human and cultural capitals. 

These capitals contribute to enhance cultural participation. In addition, a gender gap in 

internet usage is observed (Bimber, 2000; Ono and Zavodny, 2003). There is evidence that a 

higher income correlates with higher digital access and usage, so there is also a correlation 

between income and digital cultural participation (Wei and Hindman, 2011).  

 

Despite the emergence of digital divides, digital technologies could aid in the elimination of 

other inequalities. Cheng (2015) asserts that mobile access provides members of 

disadvantaged groups with a more accessible and affordable tool for cultural participation; 

thus, mobile technologies mobilise rather than normalise cultural participation. Mobile 

technologies are, for instance, a factor of social inclusion into cultural participation activities 

for those with lower levels of education, a relevant factor given that education is the most 

significant predictor of cultural participation. In contrast, other strands of research suggest that 

digital platforms, as the dominant vehicles of mediated cultural participation, have not only 

significantly increased the volume, accessibility, and diversity of cultural content, but have also 

created new opportunities for cultural differentiation, segmentation, and consequently 

inequality. In other words, as previously stated, digital media are likely to exacerbate existing 

inequalities in access to culture rather than reduce them (Mihelj et al., 2019).  

To conclude the technological determinant to cultural participation, with the spread of 

computer, the Internet, and mobile phones the issue of digital divide emerges and represents 

a new stratification for cultural participation. In relation to technologies, a new form of capital 

arises as essential in everyday life and impactful on cultural participation, namely digital capital. 

As we have seen, according to information theory, forms of human and cultural capital are 

required to properly experience culture. At the same time, we theorise that in technology-
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mediated societies, levels of digital literacy and forms of digital capitals have become essential 

for effective cultural participation. 

 

 

 

 1.6  Barriers and reason for not participating: from occasional to 

frequent participants 

 

 

In light of the benefits of cultural participation, it is essential to examine factors that discourage 

participation in addition to those that influence it. In order to design a policy, it is necessary to 

understand its intended audience. It is also essential to provide access to individuals who 

choose not to join. Suárez-Fernández (2020) suggests that governments could pay attention to 

the high percentage of people who do not participate in cultural activities, which is consistently 

documented in surveys of all types. The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA, 2015) 

differentiates between truly disengaged individuals and interested non-attendees – or group 

of never-goers (who never participate) and subpopulation with a positive probability of 

attending (Ateca-Amestoy, 2008). Individuals can be categorised as (potential) participants 

(attending a positive number of times or eventually zero) and non-participants (Suárez-

Fernández et al., 2019). Therefore, there are two types of non-participants: those who would 

not attend regardless (non-participants) and those who may not have attended but could 

decide to do so under different circumstances (potential participants). 7 

In addition, recent publications have demonstrated that the primary factor structuring cultural 

participation is a continuum between engagement and disengagement (Weingartner and 

 
7According to Eurobarometer 466 (European Commission, 2017), as mentioned previously, the primary reasons 
for nonparticipation are lack of time, cost, and lack of interest. While the first two refer to the lack of resources 
such as time and money, the third could be interpreted, according to the information theory, as the lack of 
information-processing capacity required to comprehend and participate in culture, or, in other words, as the lack 
of capital required for cultural participation. Consequently, there are two subpopulations of non-participants: 
those who are unable to attend due to a lack of resources, such as time or money, and those who are genuinely 
uninterested in culture. By removing barriers to participation, the first could become cultural participants. This 
potential change highlights the importance of analysing reasons for nonparticipation and attempting to eliminate 
barriers to participation. 
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Rössel, 2019). On one end of the spectrum are those who participate in multiple activities, 

while on the other end is a group that is disengaged and spends much time at home, perhaps 

watching television or listening to the radio. Along this continuum, there are participants who 

are inactive, intensely highbrow, and moderately eclectic. The frequency of participation, in 

addition to the range or type of activity chosen, distinguishes those who are relatively 

disengaged from those who choose quite freely from the smorgasbord of highbrow, popular, 

and global cultural forms driven by the progressive differentiation of genres and the 

proliferation of offerings of the cultural industries (Weingartner and Rössel, 2019).  

When an individual internalises his or her motivation for cultural participation, he or she 

transforms from an occasional to a frequent participant. It is no longer a question of whether 

to participate, but rather how and when to participate. In other words, participation becomes 

a continuous process (McCarthy, 2004) and participants amass the capitals necessary to 

facilitate continued and frequent participation. 8 9  

The development of such practise is crucial: the more one experiences culture, the more 

perceptive and adept he or she becomes at interpreting what is experienced.  

 

 
8 As the frequent participant gains experience, competence, and familiarity with the various forms of culture, his 
or her preferences and expertise may change, which will influence future participation decisions. It appears that 
the effects of cultural participation are likely to accrue to an individual rather slowly at first, but then accelerate 
once he or she gains familiarity with the cultural activity and greater mental, emotional, and social engagement 
through the experience (McCarthy et al., 2004). In other words, cultural participation appears to be a process of 
taste formation and learning that involves the accumulation of particular forms of capital. 
 
9 People initially engage with culture for intrinsic reasons, such as pleasure and emotional stimulat ion. 
Nevertheless, these benefits are only seen after an initial or gateway encounter. Individuals are highly likely to 
maintain their involvement in culture if the initial experience was favourable and offered them pleasure or 
recognition. People can interact with culture at various ages and for various causes. When the first interaction 
with culture occurs during childhood, it is typically through a hands-on activity such as sketching, singing, or 
playing an instrument, which enables the development of the ability to distinguish and comprehend culture. 
A child's initial interaction with culture might also occur under the guidance of a mentor. The mentor – such as a 
teacher, a parent, a relative, or a friend – is a fan of any type of culture who want to share his/her enthusiasm: 
youngsters are therefore exposed to the mentor's cultural capital and begin to grow their own capital through 
exposure to culture. The mentor's cultural capitals serve as fruitful ground for the child's cultural capital 
development. When the first interaction with culture occurs throughout adolescence or maturity, social occasions 
are more likely to be the catalyst. Whether the first encounter with culture occurs in childhood or maturity, 
cultural involvement is a process, and as such, its development or promotion must be associated with positive 
results and be suited to the individual's age, interests, and life experience. Early exposure to culture increases the 
likelihood of future cultural participation. Participation in the arts can take a variety of forms, based on the 
opportunities available, practical concerns (such as cost, availability, and competing demands on their time), and 
social networks that influence an individual's decision over how to invest time. At some point, though, the 
individual begins to consider the arts and culture as an integral part of his or her identity – similarly to how 
individuals view their hobbies or sports (McCarthy et al., 2004, p.11). 
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Accordingly, the process of cultural participation distinguishes three categories of participants: 

(i) who rarely, if ever, participates; (ii) occasional participants; (iii) frequent participants. Those 

with higher cultural knowledge and familiarity – those with higher cultural capital – tend to 

participate more frequently: repeated participation leads to differences in tastes and growing 

competences, which in turn encourages further participation. In other words, frequent cultural 

participation is a process that is dependent not only on initial (positive) gateway experiences 

with culture, but also on the development of additional successive positive cultural 

experiences: these not only create a positive attitude toward culture, but also the motivation 

to return. 10 

 

As cultural participation is a process, it is crucial to comprehend not only the discrete 

participation decisions, such as whether to participate or not, but also whether and why 

individuals continue to participate. In addition, the decision to participate in culture involves a 

complex combination of attitudes, intentions, constraints, and behaviour, as well as feedback 

between previous experiences and the combination of attitudes and intentions (McCarthy et 

al., 2004). Participation depends on beliefs about what culture has to offer and on (i) individual 

factors such as personality traits, personal tastes, and talents; (ii) family factors such as 

sociodemographic background, resource levels, and early exposure; and (iii) community 

factors such as the cultural opportunities available in the local area, the nature of schools, and 

peers' inclinations. The significance of these factors varies throughout a person's lifetime.  

Participation in culture is a cumulative process: it entails the accumulation of various forms of 

capital and is consistent with the process of learning how to learn. In other words, the various 

components of the learning process only come together when the individual reaches a 

minimum level of initial investment to build a base of knowledge about culture – through 

mentoring, feedback, etc. – and to develop the personal skills (capitals) required to apply this 

knowledge. Once this learning process has begun, even small incremental changes in an 

individual's level of participation can yield substantial gains (McCarthy et al., 2004).  

Past experiences are not the only factors that can influence a frequent participant's 

participation pattern. An individual's personal circumstances – family situation, education, 

 
10 To qualify as a positive cultural experience, it must mentally and socially engage the participant and match his 
or her cognitive abilities. Frequent participants experience culture in numerous mental, emotional, and social 
dimensions. 
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earnings, time constraints, place of residence, and job – also change over the course of a 

lifetime (McCarthy, 2004). All of these modifications influence the distribution of participants 

along the continuum between engagement and disengagement. Digitalization plays a 

significant role along this continuum because it raises the issue of the complementarity of 

digital cultural goods and services and enables the analysis of barriers and alternative forms of 

cultural participation.  

 

The socio-demographic characteristics associated with cultural non-participation have been 

extensively analysed in the literature, despite the fact that it is difficult to capture informal 

cultural expressions that could be extremely popular among communities, and which remain 

beyond official measurement: the risk is to consider non-participants those who engage in non-

official forms of culture. Inactive individuals, or cultural non-participants, typically have low 

levels of education, occupational status, and income, are higher than the other groups, and 

reside predominantly in rural areas (Weingartner and Rössel, 2019). Suárez-Fernández et al. 

(2019) found that individuals with a higher level of education have a significantly lower 

likelihood of being non-cultural participants. In Europe, where the effects of age and gender 

are weaker and less consistent across nations, education and income have strikingly similar 

positive effects on cultural participation (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015).  

Certain countries implement policies that (i) heavily fund art and culture in order to decrease 

prices and try to reduce the entrance barrier to cultural participation through lower prices; (ii) 

increase early socialisation with the arts in elementary school in order to weaken the binomial 

higher education high cultural participation. In terms of cultural participation, educational 

policies are perhaps quite as essential as cultural policies (Coulangeon, 2005). The purpose of 

the policy is to broaden the public's access to culture regardless of barriers based on income 

or education (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015). The counterbalance to these policies is the funding 

of niche cultural activities that are primarily consumed by a small portion of the population 

with higher levels of education and income, in the belief that fine arts create benefits that are 

not limited to those who attend, but are public in nature (O'Hagan, 2017). In addition, 

contingent valuation studies have demonstrated that nonparticipants in the arts and heritage 

are willing to pay something to provide these facilities, either to ensure that they exist for 

others or as a future consumption option for themselves (Towse and Navarrete, 2020). Despite 
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this conviction, it appears that a shift in emphasis from so-called highbrow to lowbrow 

activities may assist in responding more effectively to social challenges (Toepoel, 2011).  

 

In general, economic and cultural capitals or resources appear to influence cultural 

participation. When culture is (perceived to be) a luxury good, excessively low income or 

excessively high prices affect cultural participation. Similarly, and most importantly, education 

appears to be a prerequisite for developing an interest in culture. Solving the dilemma of 

whether the solution is to provide equal access to culture or to fund cultural activities, 

especially those freely demanded by people, is difficult. In any case, governments have 

potential to facilitate cultural participation (Suárez-Fernández, 2020). Important is achieving a 

true democratisation of cultural participation, which entails disseminating major cultural works 

to an audience that does not have ready access to them, due to a lack of financial means or 

education-based knowledge (Evrard, 1997), and cultivating the levels of capitals they hold. The 

process of democratisation requires granting access to those who do not participate in culture, 

rather than expanding the cultural participation of those who already participate. In other 

words, in light of the numerous advantages afforded by cultural participation, we should 

question whether everyone must participate and whether participation should be regarded as 

a human right, which reflects a fundamental human need and establishes a minimum standard 

without which people cannot live with dignity. In fact, participation may also serve as a tool for 

social stratification. To promote the general development of capitals and limit the occurrence 

of social inequalities, we should ask ourselves if cultural participation should not be guaranteed 

in the same manner as education, a fundamental human right requiring free access, and view 

cultural policies as (important as) educational policies. In actuality, the wide variety of cultural 

benefits can only be obtained through a process of sustained engagement (McCarthy et al., 

2004), which could be encouraged by policies that grant and provide free and universal access 

to culture. In this way, cultural participation could contribute to the full development of various 

forms of capital that enrich the lives of individuals. 
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 1.7  Profiling cultural participants: from what to how 

 

 

As stated previously, analysing sociodemographic characteristics of cultural participation is 

comparable to profiling cultural participants in some respects. The thesis by Pierre Bourdieu 

(1984) on the formation of tastes in relation to cultural participation and class discrimination 

investigates the connections between class relations and differences in the modes of operation 

of social actors in terms of cultural tastes and aesthetical orientations (Jarness, 2015). Bourdieu 

has helped paving the way for numerous sociological and economic analyses of cultural 

participation. According to him, the distinction between highbrow and lowbrow cultural 

consumption is tied to social positions through class-specific tastes (habitus). Literature 

attempts to link particular socio-demographic characteristics with particular cultural products 

have sprouted from this theory. However, the early introduction of the concept of 

omnivorousness in cultural consumption has addressed this principle, at least in terms of the 

tendency of the upper classes to consume a wide variety of cultural goods and services 

(Peterson, 1992; Peterson and Kern, 1996; Peterson 2005).  

One of the greatest contributions of the cultural omnivore phenomenon is that it forces and 

shifts the emphasis from the what of cultural participation to the more significant concept of 

the how. Focusing on what type of culture is consumed by which socio-demographic segment 

of the population may seem unfounded when compared to how socio-demographically 

defined individuals consume culture regardless of their brows. Keeping in mind the significant 

stratifying dynamics in lifestyle differentiation, Jarness (2015) identifies four modes of cultural 

consumption: (i) the intellectual mode; (ii) the luxurious mode; (iii) the educational mode; and 

(iv) the practical mode. These four models shift the emphasis from the what to the how of 

cultural participation and relate cultural participation to different types of capitals.  

Intellectual consumption is characterised primarily by an end-in-itself orientation toward 

cultural goods, implying an aestheticizing celebration of art for its own sake. Intellectual mode 

of consumption profiles are characterised by a high volume of cultural capitals, a very high level 

of tertiary education (typically in the arts and humanities), and well-educated backgrounds. 

They are typically middle-to-upper class and employed in the public sector.  
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Luxurious mode of consumption is characterised by an inclination to appropriate expensive 

material goods as an end in itself: in other words, hedonists. Those whose profiles are 

characterised by a lavish mode of consumption have a high level of economic capital and are 

educated in the sciences but not the humanities. They typically work in the private sector and 

are of upper class.  

Those who appropriate goods for educational purposes typically express a keen interest in 

cultural goods and a lack of interest in material goods. They exhibit a degree of benevolence 

toward the preferences of others and revered, moral cultural forms. They primarily utilise 

culture as a source of autonomy (both elite and popular culture). Educational participants 

possess a moderate to high level of educational capital, earn average wages, and are employed 

in both the private and public sectors. They are typically impoverished but do not belong to 

the working class.  

The practical mode of consumption is characterised by moderate consumption of cultural 

goods and services, favouring immediately comprehensible and meaningful forms of 

participation. They are more interested in gaining knowledge with practical or technical 

application. Those whose cultural consumption is characterised by a pragmatic approach have 

low educational and economic capital profiles and are members of the working class.  

 

Moreover, the transition from the what to the how of cultural participation contributes to 

demonstate the significance of diverse forms of capital in determining cultural participation. 

As we have seen, both the information theory and the status theory posit capitals as the driving 

forces of cultural participation: the former, human and cultural capital, and the latter, social 

capital. In other words, these theories view cultural participation as an expression of the 

capitals possessed by individuals. The four modes of cultural consumption correspond to four 

types of capital whose development individuals regard as crucial: (i) cultural capital for the 

intellectual mode; (ii) social capital for the luxurious mode; (iii) human capital for the 

educational mode; (iv) technical or practical capital for the practical mode. The manner in 

which individuals approach culture reflects the type of capital they primarily value and/or seek 

to cultivate.  

No matter the domains, genres, or brow categories, a mode of consumption refers to how 

culture is consumed. The omnivorousness thesis does not rule out the possibility of cultural 

participant profiling (López Sintas and Garca lvarez, 2002; Katz-Gerro, 2004). In other words, 
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the profiling of cultural participants is based on the method by which socio-demographically 

distinct groups approach culture, as opposed to their tastes or appearance. Given the rise of 

omnivores, sociocultural patterns of cultural participation seem to exhibit two significant 

remodulations: (i) sociocultural profiling is a matter of how and not what in cultural 

participation; (ii) the distinction between highbrow and lowbrow cultural activities is always 

less a question of social demarcation and more a matter of a prejudicial laddering of culture – 

and older age (Scherger, 2009; Weingartner and Rössel, 2019). A necessary step in the analysis 

of cultural participation could then be to consider patterns of lifestyle (the how) instead of 

clusters of correlated – according to who? – cultural products (the what). 

In conclusion, it is essential to remember that a large and growing body of sociological research 

suggests that the stratifying effect of lifestyle differences is diminishing (Jarness, 2015).  

 

 

 1.8  Participation in Heritage 

 

 
Falk and Katz-Gerro (2015) have conducted an extensive analysis of participation in cultural 

heritage, estimating the impact of demographic characteristics (age, gender, country of origin) 

and socioeconomic factors (education, income, labour market status, occupation) on a sample 

of 350,000 adults in 24 EU countries using data from 2006.  

In the past, the direction of the influence socioeconomic and demographic characteristics has 

on the decision to visit museums and historical sites, as well as the frequency of visits, was 

widely accepted. In Europe, women, individuals aged 16-44, those living in households with a 

high per capita income, the more educated, part-time workers, school-age and university 

students, and adults living in large urban agglomerations have both higher visit rates and higher 

numbers of visits to cultural heritage sites (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015). In contrast, unemployed 

individuals, those aged 65 years or more, and retired or disabled individuals are less likely to 

visit or visit less frequently. With regards to the field of occupation creative workers (Bille, 

2010) and those in the fields of business, social science and writing participate more compared 
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to those in the field of physics, mathematics, engineering and life science (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 

2015). Less than half of those employed in basic occupations participate.  

 

With regards to barrier to participation, lack of time is the most common declared one to 

access cultural heritage sites or activities, followed by cost and lack of interest (European 

Commission, 2017): as we have seen the same barriers have been identified for general cultural 

participation. Accordingly, a comparison between education and income shows that education 

is slightly more important than household income in increasing both the likelihood and 

frequency of visits to cultural sites (Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015). The same has been observed 

for general cultural participation. This is an important element because it may suggest that 

countries where the education and income levels are less prominent in enabling cultural 

participation are those who have been able to reduce social disparities in cultural engagement. 

Unfortunately, those from the least deprived neighbourhoods are twice as likely as those from 

the most deprived to visit museums (Evans, 2016). For museums and galleries, occupational 

status appears not to be significant in distinguishing frequent attendance. The relationships 

with educational attainment and having been taken as a child, on the contrary, are still 

significant though less strongly predictive of frequent attendance, compared to the prediction 

of attendance per se (Brook, 2016). Moreover, museum visits have been highly correlated with 

attendance in all performing art forms (Borgonovi, 2004). This could prove the validity of the 

cultural capital stacking and cultural taste formation theories in relation to cultural 

participation.  

 

Regarding participation in heritage (both physical and digital) the Special Eurobarometer 466 

(European Commission, 2017) provides updated and useful information and element of 

novelty, in part in contrast with previous findings in literature. Over fifty percent of Europeans 

have utilised the internet for heritage-related purposes. The younger generation surveyed 

(partially Generation Z and partially late Millennials) and those who remained in school longer 

are the most likely to have used the internet for cultural heritage purposes. This may suggest 

that education and age are the two most important socio-demographic factors to consider 

when analysing digitally related cultural consumption. One possible explanation could be found 

in high cultural capital levels and high digital capital levels related to education and age. Digital 

nativity plays an important role for the latter. In general, northern and wealthier European 
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nations have higher levels of cultural heritage engagement. Moreover, the youngest 

respondents (aged 15-24) at European level are most likely to participate in all cultural heritage 

activities compared to other age groups. The same holds true for those who remained in school 

longer: they have consistently more positive attitudes toward cultural heritage and greater 

personal involvement. As has been repeatedly emphasised throughout this dissertation, 

educational attainment appears to be the best predictor of cultural participation, and this 

trend is also confirmed for participation in cultural heritage activities. Regarding digital cultural 

participation and digital participation associated with heritage, however, younger age appears 

to be an additional significant predictor of participation.  

 

As seen, cultural participation has been extensively analysed, and the profile of cultural 

participants is not always simple to disentangle. The same holds true for heritage participation, 

particularly digital heritage participation. In spite of this, general cultural participation and 

participation in heritage exhibit similar socio-demographic characteristics that influence their 

profiles. Higher levels of education, higher levels of income, spatial proximity, early 

socialisation, part-time employment, and student status are all favourable to both types of 

participation. In addition, both cultural and heritage participation reveal a younger, more 

feminised population as well as a positive correlation with technologies. There are a variety of 

explanations for this similarity: (i) the phenomenon of cultural omnivores. Increasingly, cultural 

participation is less about specific cultural activities and more about the incorporation of 

diverse cultural forms by individuals. In other words, a cultural participant consumes all forms 

of culture, including cultural heritage; (ii) participants are differentiated between engagement 

and disengagement. In other words, participants' profiles are comparable to those of non-

participants, while the greatest differences exist between participants and non-participants; 

(iii) participation is a matter of capitals. When individuals begin to participate, they amass 

additional capitals that facilitate further participation. In other words, cultural participation 

activates a virtuous circle, and participants in one activity may be compelled to try other 

cultural activities, thereby becoming omnivores; (iv) cultural participation is a matter of how 

rather than what. In other words, individuals participate in culture in a precise modality in 

order to develop a precise kind of capital: less importance is given to the type of cultural 

activity; (v) research over time has often focused on so-called highbrow activities and the data 
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collected on general cultural participation refer to these kinds of activities or to cultural 

heritage related ones.  

This result does not imply that all cultural participants are the same or that all cultural activities 

are participated in by the same types of individuals, but that cultural participants, as such, 

regardless of the activity they engage in, exhibit similar characteristics, likely because they had 

to develop a certain amount of cultural capital to become early users/participants.  

 

Despite these similarities and trends, and despite the abundance of research on cultural 

participation, there are still some unexplored aspects of participation. For example, small 

attention has been given to cultural participation in heritage – both physical and digital – with 

regards to age and/or digital capital as socio-demographic determinants. Regarding age, 

literature has produced contradictory findings (Cuadrado and Frasquet, 1999; Scherger, 2009; 

Muñiz et al., 2014; Willekens and Lievens, 2014; Falk and Katz-Gerrer, 2015). Even though 

participants choices are more sophisticated in accounting for the roles of both past and future 

consumption in determining current participation choices (Castiglione and Infante, 2015) it 

seems relevant now to deepen the concept of capital and its relationship with cultural 

participation. 

 

 

 

2. Capitals and cultural participation 

 

 

Since more than two hundred years ago, the interpretation of production processes in 

economics has been based on the concept of capital. A durable good is one that produces an 

ongoing stream of services and can be combined with other inputs, such as labour, to produce 

additional goods and services. Physical or produced capital, which consists of plant and 

equipment, machines, structures, and other similar items, was the original and longest-

standing interpretation of capital based on this definition. In the second half of the 20th 

century, a new type of capital, known as human capital, was discovered. Human capital refers 
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to the productive qualities that people possess by nature. Even more recently, the concept of 

capital has been extended from the realm of economics into the realms of art and culture in 

an effort to recognise the unique qualities of works of art and other cultural goods as capital 

assets and to capture the ways in which these assets contribute to the production of additional 

cultural products and services. Consequently, the economic concept of cultural capital was 

created (Throsby, 2020).  

Therefore, the scientific community has focused a great deal of attention over the centuries 

on the concept of capital, which originated as headcounts of cattle and as a synonym for wealth 

(Butkova, 2020). Then, economists shifted this term's meaning and gradually broadened its 

application. Additionally, sociologists have contributed to its expansion of meaning (Hodgson, 

2014).  

This certainly did not occur without consequences. Words carry their own ideologies. As capital 

is ontologically associated with monetary phenomena, there is a risk that all political, cultural, 

social, cognitive, and ecological phenomena can be valued and traded in monetary terms and 

invested as if they were financial capital. 11 On the other hand, the term capital in its various 

declinations, can be interpreted as a tool to understand the reality through economics 

categories. Treating capital as stock or reserve of anything of social or economic significance 

that contributes to the production of goods or services, implies being aware of the value which 

every asset (natural, human, social, cultural, etc.) brings along. 

 

Acknowledging the risk of economisation of using different configurations of the term capital, 

we nevertheless opt for a use of its facets because it can enable us to understand a 

phenomenon such as cultural participation. Human and cultural capital have been utilised in 

the literature to explain cultural participation. In this study, we aim to determine whether 

digital capital is also associated with cultural participation.  

In light of this, the following paragraphs will examine the various forms of capital that can be 

associated with cultural participation. 

 

 

 
11 See Hodgson (2014) for a more comprehensive analysis of this topic.  
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 2.1  Human Capital 

 

 

Adam Smith's contribution to the definition of the term capital was seminal. He identified 

capital as physical assets. Additionally, Smith associated the concept of capital with that of 

human capabilities. According to Hodgson (2014), in The Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 

Nations Smith defined fixed capital as revenue or profit that does not circulate or change 

hands, which includes machines, buildings, land, and acquired and useful skills. The acquisition 

of these abilities, during education, study or apprenticeship, has a cost and turns fixed capital 

into another type of capital which is realised within the person, and which is useful to create 

value. Talents and innate abilities (Laroche et al., 1999) are part of a person's fortune – asset – 

as well as the fortune of the society to which this person belongs. Smith considered the 

dexterity of a workman in the same light as a machine or instrument of trade which facilitates 

labour. In other words, Smith applied the concept of capital to both people and objects.12  

As for the literature, there are numerous ways of understanding human capital. The one that 

is most relevant to this study is the one related to education, since education is, as anticipated, 

a significant factor in cultural participation. In measuring human capital, which is an expression 

of education and training, economists attempt to gauge the effect of education on economic 

output. Accordingly, the concept of human capital suggests that the society derives economic 

benefits from investments in people skills and knowledge and the prime human capital 

 
12 To be more specific, the first encounter of the term human capital is not found in Smith. According to Hodgson 
(2014) the first usage of the term refers to slaves in the nineteenth century. In 1897 Fisher proposed to consider 
all factors of production, including machines, land, and labour as capital. With Theodore W. Schultz (1960) and 
Gary Becker (1964) the term human capital became commonplace as a factor of production. Accordingly, the 
economists started to consider human capital as an input in production functions, and to correlate it to production 
outputs. More specifically, Schultz (1961) classified skills and knowledge that people acquire as a form of human 
capital and this can be applied to education as well. The term human capital is widely adopted nowadays. The 
OECD (2001, p.2) expanded its definition to “the knowledge, skills, competencies, and attributes embodied in 
individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social and economic well-being”.  
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investment for empirical evidence is education. 13 14 In this paper, we refer to education not as 

an economic investment, but as an approximation of human capital associated with individuals' 

knowledge and cognitive abilities. 

 

 

 

 2.1.1  A multi-disciplinary topic 

 

 

Human capital has been studied in numerous fields, such as business and management, 

strategy, entrepreneurship, education, economics, psychology, sociology, and human resource 

management. According to Haq (2016), despite the fact that different perspectives from 

different disciplines offer a variety of interpretations of human capital, they offer overlapping 

and sometimes potentially confusing explanations, resulting in unwarranted polarisation 

 
13 In the literature on human capital theory, various types and methods of education are distinguished. There is 
formal education at the primary, secondary, and higher levels, informal education at home and at work, on-the-
job training and apprenticeships, and secondary and higher levels of specialised vocational education. The 
benefits of education include improvements in health and quality of life, the ability to participate in democratic 
and legal life, and the pursuit of egalitarian, fraternal, and libertarian values at both the private and social levels 
(Sweetland, 1996). Since each of these benefits is difficult to measure quantitatively, economic growth has 
become the benefit of choice for empirical analysis (Woodhall, 1987), and human capital theory has evolved into 
a subfield of economics focusing on education. According to Blaug (1976), the field of human capital theory was 
formally established in 1960, despite the fact that significant research had been conducted in the preceding 
decade: for a reconstruction, see Sweetland (1996). In general, each of the benchmark studies indicates that 
education, as a particular form of human capital investment, yields economic returns. Individual and national 
economic growth results from pursuit of education. It must be noted that this correlation has a disadvantage. In 
actuality, the educational system is under pressure, in the sense that educators and the system itself are expected 
to cultivate job skills and productive economic participation. Too frequently, however, public opinion swells to 
exaggerate the economic purpose of education, particularly during sustained economic downturns, in order to 
unfairly scrutinise educators, the education system, and education policies on the basis of economic rather than 
educational significance (Sweetland, 1996). 
 
14 While it is true that the effects of education extend beyond the economic realm, the components of human 
capital are not limited to those of education. In reality, health also influences human capital. Education and health 
are the two pillars of human capital. Yet, the majority of research equate human capital only with education, 
which may not only underestimate the impact of human capital but also inflate the significance of education by 
attributing the influence of other kinds of human capital such as health to education (Wang and Liu, 2016). In fact, 
health capital is an important component of human capital, and its significance is reflected by the following: (i) 
healthy people can work longer hours, and they are more abundant and stronger in physical, mental or cognitive 
abilities, which could directly increase the labour productivity of the family and the market; (ii) healthy people can 
enjoy a longer life, and they are more motivated to invest in their education; and (iii) a healthier population means 
a lower mortality rate, which reduces the burden of disease on the economy (Wang and Liu, 2016). 
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between and across disciplines. One possible definition of human capital is the aggregate of an 

individual's knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics, such as state of health or 

common beliefs (Ployhart and Moliterno, 2011). Another possible definition refers to the 

physical, intellectual, social, and reputational assets that individuals directly contribute to an 

organisation (DeNisi et al., 2003). 15 

To simplify, human capital can be divided into (i) individual level human capital in the form of 

education and training as a result of individual efforts; and (ii) unit-level human capital, which 

refers to the capacity of human resources to acquire firm-specific skills through learn-by-doing, 

thereby enhancing the firm's performance (Haq, 2016). Individual level perspective is of 

interest for the purposes of this investigation. In general, it appears that the premise of human 

capital theory is that those with higher levels of human capital are better off economically and 

socially than those with lower/poorer levels of human capital (Becker, 1962; Blaug, 1976). This 

also applies to cultural participation, as was anticipated.  

 

Economists typically use monetary and economic-oriented indicators to measure human 

capital, as evidence suggests that individuals with higher levels of general human capital are 

more likely to earn higher wages on the job market than those with lower levels of human 

capital (Hitt et al., 2001). Social scientists argue that, in addition to economic variables, social 

returns must be given equal weight when determining the value of human capital; they tend 

to use cognitive variables (Ployhart and Moliterno, 2011).  

Technological changes have further developed the concept of human capital. Accordingly, they 

have boosted learning possibilities and consequently human capital development: knowledge 

has thus become even more crucial in our society. However, this is an old topic: Weber (1968) 

stated that where bureaucracy exists, it is structured on the basis of knowledge as opposed to 

power alone. If we compare the concept of knowledge to that of human capital, we can see 

how the latter can be defined as a strategic factor in production, as it represents the cognitive 

competencies, skills, relational behaviour, and knowledge of individuals that increase both 

productive and social output (Schuller, 2000). This approach to defining human capital, which 

takes cognitive abilities into account, satisfies our need to correlate human capital with cultural 

 
15 This concept satisfies the needs of business management and human resource management disciplines, as they 
equate an individual's human capital as a significant determinant in organisations' productivity. 
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participation, since, according to the information theory, participation rates are dependent on 

a participant's capacity to comprehend cultural content, which is correlated with their level of 

education. 

 

 

 
 

 2.1.2  How to measure human capital? 

 

 

By definition, human capital is a complex concept; it has many dimensions and can be acquired 

in various ways – at home, at school, at work, and so on. Clearly, human capital is intangible 

(Laroche et al., 1999), the stock of which is not directly observable like that of physical capital. 

Common approaches to human capital measurement are (i) the cost-based approach; 16 (ii) 

the income-based approach, 17 and (iii) the education-based approach (Oxley et al., 2008). The 

 
16 According to Kiker (1966), Engel's "The Value of Man" (1883) introduced the cost-of-production method for 
measuring human capital. He actually estimated the human capital of the people based on the cost of their 
upbringing to their parents. This model disregards the time value of money and the social costs of investing in 
people; consequently, this strategy has been severely criticised (Dagum and Slottje, 2000). Kendrick (1976) and 
Eisner (1985, 1989) incorporated the cost-based method by estimating the resources invested in the education 
and other human capital-related sectors. Kendrick (1976) classified human capital investments as tangible, 
including physical costs, and intangible, including expenditures on health and safety, mobility, education and 
training, etc. As with other types of capital, however, the demand for human capital, and not its cost of 
production, determines its value; this renders cross-sectional and temporal comparisons unreliable. Moreover, 
the cost-based method has a second limitation. Since it is not observable how increases in each type of spending 
contribute to changes in the human capital stock, it is difficult to differentiate between investment expenditures 
and consumption expenditures, and researchers may have to arbitrarily allocate household spending between 
investment and consumption (Oxley et al., 2008). In other words, cost-based measures are sensitive to 
assumptions regarding the type of spending and the proportion of different household and public expenditures 
that should be considered human capital investment. Due to the difficulty of separating the consumption effect 
from the investment effect of human expenditures, the definition of human capital investment is contested (Oxley 
et al., 2008). 
 
17 Kiker (1966) attributes the origins of the income-based approach to measuring human capital to Petty's Political 
Arithmetik (1690). Using a simplistic estimation of the monetary value of a country's labour force, he established 
this framework. Eventually, according to Kiker (1966), Farr, in Equitable taxation of property (1853), determined 
the earning capacity as the present value of a person's future earnings minus living expenses, adjusted for deaths 
using a life table. The underlying principle is to value human capital as the total income that could be generated 
on the labour market throughout a person's lifetime (Oxley et al., 2008). Various researchers subsequently utilised 
the income-based approach to estimate the value of human capital to the economy as a whole or to compare it 
to other forms of capital. For a summary, see Oxley et al. (2008). In general, the income-based approach can be 
defined as a prospective one since it focuses on expected returns on investments. Contrary to the cost-based 
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latter is the one we are interested according to the purposes of the present work. It estimates 

human capital based on proxies such as literacy rates, enrolment rates, dropout rates, 

repetition rates, average years of schooling and test scores. To capture a country general 

educational status, researchers tend to use the adult literacy rate. UNESCO (1993) defined it 

as the portion of the population aged 15 and older who is able to read and write a simple 

statement on everyday life. 18 

Another aggregate mensuration option is the school enrolment rates, namely the number of 

students enrolled at a given level relative to the population of the age group who, according 

to national regulation or custom, should be attending school at that level. The ratio is easy: in 

this way it is possible to measure the current stock of human capital which establishes 

subsequent stock. In other words, in this way it is measured the current investment in human 

capital that will be reflected in the stock of human capital sometimes in the future (Oxley et 

al., 2008). 19 Barro and Lee (1996) and Lee and Barro (2001) considered input indicator such as 

public educational spending per student, pupil-teacher ratios, salaries of teachers and length 

of the school year, and such outcome indicators as repetition and dropout rates to measure 

the quality of the educational system.  

 
approach, which is a retrospective method centred on historical costs, this approach focuses on the future. The 
prospective approach seeks to evaluate a person’s earning power. It values human capital at market prices, since 
the labour market more or less accounts for many factors, including ability, effort, productivity and education, as 
well as the institutional and technological structures of the economy (Dagum and Slottje, 2000). (Dagum and 
Slottje, 2000). This strategy does not lack disadvantages. It is predicated on the premise that differences in wages 
correspond to differences in productivity. However, this is not always the case: trade unions may be able to 
negotiate a higher wage for their members, or real wages may decline during economic recessions. Under such 
circumstances, income-based measures of human capital will be biased. The sensitivity of these metrics to the 
discount rate and retirement age is also notable.  
 
18 However, this measurement is flawed for at least two reasons: (i) I the cross-country comparison is limited since 
given the different definitions of literacy across countries; (ii) literacy rates reflect just a small portion of human 
capital and do not account for element of education that extend beyond the elementary level. Thus, the 
contribution of superior skills and knowledge to innovation and productivity is disregarded. According to Judson 
(2002), literacy rates may be a good proxy for human capital in countries with low levels of education, but not in 
countries with universal primary education. 
 
19 The limitations of this proxy are related to (i) being measures of flows, enrolment rates only capture part of the 
continuous accumulation of the stock of human capital; (ii) current enrolment rates are indicators of the schooling 
level of the future, rather than current labour force; (iii) the education of current students may not be fully added 
to the (future) productive human capital stock because graduates may not partake in the labour force and because 
investment may partially be wasted through grade repetition and dropouts; (iv) change in the stock of human 
capital is the difference between the human capital of those who enter and those who exit the labour force, but 
school enrolment rates take no account of the latter (Oxley et al., 2008). 
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Another proxy to catch human capital is the average years of schooling. It has the advantage 

to measure valid stock and to quantify the accumulated educational investment in the current 

labour force. Wachtel (1997) considers the number of schooling years as an equivalent to cost-

based measures of human capital.20 An alternative way to measure the year of schooling has 

been adopted by the European Commission (2017) as in the Special Eurobarometer 466, in 

which respondents have been divided by the range of ages in which they have left education 

(less than 15, between 16 and 19, over 20 and ‘still studying’).21 

Lastly, test scores 22 can be employed as proxy of human capital, because they measure 

educational outcome, cognitive skills, and ensure international comparability.  

 

To sum up, education-based measures of human capital, including literacy rates, school 

enrolment rates and average years of schooling, are easy to quantify and have good 

international data coverage. These measures give a rough idea of how much human capital a 

country – and its individuals – behold. However, they have been criticised for not adequately 

reflecting key aspects of human capital and for emphasising quantity over quality. By being 

based upon some crude proxy for education so far experienced, these measures neither 

 
20 Years of schooling as a proxy for measuring human capital has several limitations: (i) it does not account for the 
diminishing returns of education. In reality, the costs and returns of education vary significantly between levels. 
One year year of schooling does not increase human capital by the same amount: a person with ten years of 
schooling does not have ten times the amount of human capital as a person with only one year of schooling; (ii) 
it does not take into account the quality of education, which can vary significantly across countries, within 
countries, and over time; (iii) it assumes that workers with the same years of schooling are perfect substitutes for 
each other; (iv) it is debatable whether or not schooling increases productivity; (v) years of schooling ignores all 
human capital elements other than formal schooling, such as health, on-the-job training, informal schooling, and 
work experience. This measure also treats uneducated individuals as if they have no human capital, despite the 
fact that they are economically valuable as long as they work. (Oxley et al., 2008). 
 
21 There are at least three limitations in this approach since i) it does not consider biases generated by 
dropouts/repeaters which accumulate years of schooling and fall into a subsequent age range without actually 
accumulating human capital; (ii) the younger respondents who are still studying could actually belong to one of 
the other categories (or age ranges) in the future: in this way the prospective impact of education on productivity 
is biased; (iii) within the still studying category may fall those who are studying for a bachelor's degree (perhaps 
in the natural post-high school pathway) and those who are majoring in their 30s with a PhD or MA. The 
knowledge and skills acquired during these paths are pretty different and so it is the derived accumulation of 
human capital. For these reasons, the approach of the age of the end of education does not seem satisfying when 
trying to catch human capital. For the sake of completeness, it must be pointed out that the Special 
Eurobarometer 466 does not explicitly refers to human capital when proposing this indicator. 
 
22 Despite the similarity in the average number of years spent in school, there is a large disparity between 
countries' literacy rates. In addition, there are numerous quality indicators that do not correlate with one another 
and sometimes produce contradictory results. 
 



   
 

 51 

capture the richness of knowledge embodied in humans nor quantify the flow of future 

benefits of the knowledge accrued (Oxley et al., 2008). In general, as we have pointed out, no 

single approach to measure human capital comes free of limitations, so some researchers have 

proposed to combine different methods. For example, Tao and Stinson (1997) integrated the 

cost and income methods. But before even considering the limitations of the different 

methods, one must keep in mind what are the reasons behind the measurement.  

For the purposes of this research, since we want to understand how levels of human capital 

affect levels of cultural participation, an education-based approach seems to be the most 

reasonable and suitable choice. For this reason, to measure the levels of human capital, we 

have decided to use the official schooling level and we have divided the levels of human capital 

in three categories related to three educational level: up to middle school, up to high school 

and tertiary education. 23 Regardless various conceptual limitations, levels of education in the 

literature have consistently proved to be good predictors of cultural participation. The other 

way around, an education-based approach seems to be a good compromise to measure levels 

of human capital, especially if one wants to detect aspects related to participation in 

community and in social and political affairs, of which cultural participation is part.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
23 We are aware of the limitations this approach entails and do not intend to imply that human capital levels are 
solely dependent on formal education levels. We are aware that some skills and types of knowledge are acquired 
outside of formal education, such as informal education at home and at work, on-the-job training, and 
apprenticeships. There are, for instance, types of knowledge and skills that are more valuable on the labour 
market than those provided by formal education: levels of formal education would be partially ineffective in 
relating economic growth to human capital. Another limitation of accounting for completed level of education is 
that it does not take into account the granularity of education: those who are enrolled in high school but have 
not yet graduated are considered to possess the same level of human capital as those who stopped at the middle 
school level, despite possessing three or four years of additional education. In addition, combining all levels of 
tertiary education into a single tier does not account for the gradual development of specialised levels of 
knowledge and skills throughout tertiary education. 
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 2.2  Cultural Capital 

 

 

In the present paragraph we are going to analyse cultural capital, which is strictly related to 

the main topic of this work, namely cultural participation, probably more than any other type 

of capital. Given its interconnectedness with cultural and societal issues, cultural capital has 

attracted the interest of economists and sociologists alike. Due to the fact that cultural capital 

is defined in two very distinct ways in economics and sociology, we will first examine the 

economic perspective and then the sociological one, elaborating on Bourdieu's perspective, 

which has shaped the history and development of the term. 

 

 

 
 

 2.2.1  The economics perspective 

 

 

As we have underlined the concept of capital has been fundamental in the economic theory in 

the last three centuries. The doctrine began with physical capital, which referred to 

manufacturing and material assets, and continued with human capital, which is a characteristic 

related to human productivity. In the second half of the twentieth century, the concept of 

capital in economics was extended into the field of art and culture in an effort to recognise the 

distinctive characteristics of artworks and other cultural goods as capital assets and to capture 

the ways in which these assets contribute, in conjunction with other inputs, to the production 

of additional cultural goods and services. Thus, the economic concept of cultural capital has 

taken shape (Throsby, 1997; Throsby 2020). The concept of cultural capital can be associated 

to that of cultural goods which happen to be capital goods. However, it is necessary to consider 

the concept of value, or better, values. Frequently, when referring to cultural goods, the 

economic value is incapable of representing the full range of complexity of that good's cultural 

value. Cultural value is a multidimensional concept, as an asset that embodies, stores, or 

generates cultural value apart from any monetary value it may possess (Throsby, 2020). In 

other words, the cultural capital is a concept which help to theorise the value of cultural goods 
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regardless their economic value. Cultural capital can exist in two forms: tangible, such as 

artworks, artefacts, and buildings, and intangible, which refers to (i) artwork that exist in the 

pure form of public goods, such as music and literature (before being recorded); (ii) traditions, 

values, and beliefs of a cultural group; and (iii) cultural networks and relationships that support 

human activities.  

To condense, according to the economic perspective, cultural capital is a stock of capital held 

by economic agents such as individuals, cities, regions, countries, etc. 

 

 

 

 2.2.2  The sociological perspective: Bourdieu’s cultural capital 

 

 

The first introduction of the concept of cultural capital in the sociology of education analysis 

was undertaken in the early 1960s and published by Bourdieu in collaboration with Jean-

Claude Passeron in Les etudiants et leurs etudes (1964a) and Les Heritiers (1964b) (Robbins, 

2005). Bourdieu’s thinking was always characterized by a duality between what one might call 

natural, familial, domestic, or traditional culture on the one hand and artificial, acquired, 

constructed or public culture on the other (Robbins, 2005). 24 Bourdieu's thinking was always 

characterised by a duality between natural, familial, domestic, or traditional culture on the one 

hand, and artificial, acquired, constructed, or public culture on the other (Robbins, 2005). 

Accordingly, cultural capital is a tool for the social appropriation of symbolic wealth, which 

includes the level of education, intelligence, demeanour, and preferences, among others.  

 
24 Bourdieu was interested in understanding how far cultural tastes are biologically determined or how far 
individuals inherit a natural culture which circumscribes their choices of artificial cultural products or symbols. 
Bourdieu was also interested in objective culture in order to comprehend how individuals employ it to manage 
their cultural adaptations (Robbins, 2005). In fact, Bourdieu and Passeron (1964a) believed that social origins are 
responsible not only for obvious living conditions, but also for cultural practises and attitudes toward scholastic 
and extra scholastic culture. In their perspective, cultural differences consolidate or even constitute social 
differences. In highlighting educational processes as instruments of cultural differentiation, Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1964a, 1964b) were already indicating that the social situation is not intrinsically social – if by this we 
mean socio-economically class determined – but rather a context of constant accultural affectivity, constant 
oscillation between natural and acquired cultures, within generations and inter-generationally, wherein one 
person's natural culture encounters a different person's acquired culture (Robbins, 2005). 
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Furthermore, Bourdieu identified three distinct types of cultural capital: (i) embodied, which 

refers to provisions and practises – i.e., tastes and cultural participation; (ii) institutionalised, 

which relates to the level of education; and (iii) objectified, which includes the ownership of 

cultural goods (Segre and Morelli, 2021). Since it is directly related to cultural participation, 

embodied cultural capital is of particular interest to the present investigation. Specifically, it 

refers to an individual's accumulation of cultural capital in the form of culture. It involves time-

consuming accumulation, inculcation, and assimilation processes in which the individual must 

personally invest. Accordingly cultural capital is a tool for social appropriation of symbolic 

wealth, which comprises the education level, intellect, manner, preferences, etc.  

The embodied cultural capital is the one which pertains the interest of the present 

investigation, since it is directly related to cultural participation. More precisely it refers to the 

accumulation of cultural capital in the form of culture behold by an individual. It involves a 

proper work of accumulation, inculcation and assimilation which is time consuming and must 

be invested personally by the individual. Embodied cultural capital is a form of wealth which is 

converted into an integral part of the person – the habitus – 25 but which cannot be purchased 

or exchanged. Cultural capital is linked to a person's biological singularity (biological capacity, 

memory, etc.) and environmental characteristics (social class, region of provenance, etc.) and 

combines the prestige of innate property with the merits of acquisition. How does cultural 

capital is developed and stacked, however? It depends on a transmission process deriving from 

the cultural capital embodied by the entire family and the cultural capital present in all cultural 

goods, which exert an educative effect simply by existing. In other words, the accumulation of 

cultural capital depends on family exposure factors (early exposure to the arts) and the 

acquisition of intrinsically educative cultural assets, namely cultural participation.  

 

 
25 Bourdieu's (1985) concept of habitus, which is defined as common schemes of perception, conception, and 
action acquired through daily social interactions (Ignatow and Robinson, 2017), is related to the concept of 
cultural capital and is responsible for both the convertibility of different forms of capital and the social 
reproduction of inequalities. Bourdieu uses the concept of habitus to explain how cultural norms and values 
frequently determine motivation and stimuli. Thus, preferences and tastes are contingent upon these cultural 
norms and values. Becker (1996) defines personal capital as the stock of all past personal experiences that affect 
an individual's present and future preferences, thereby making participation in particular activities more 
worthwhile for them. Personal capital differs from cultural capital but exhibits a similar accumulation and stacking 
process. 
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Even though Bourdieu initially created cultural capital to explain the unequal scholastic 

achievement of children from different social classes by relating academic achievement to the 

distribution of cultural capital between the classes, it has since become a useful concept for 

conceptualising the measurement of a variety of phenomena, including cultural participation. 

 

 

 

 2.2.3  How to measure cultural capital? 

 

 

As we have seen, the economic perspective on cultural capital relates to the cultural value and 

stock held by economic agents in an economic environment, and its closest point of contact 

with the sociological definition of cultural capital is the objectified cultural capital. The 

sociological perspective on cultural capital, on the other hand, emphasises the importance of 

exposure to cultural contents, values, and norms through accumulation, inculcation, and 

assimilation. This concept of accumulation and stockpiling, which is intrinsic to the concept of 

capital, represents the point of contact between cultural capital according to economic and 

sociological disciplines.  

 

Give the multidisciplinary nature of cultural capital, an unambiguous way of measuring it would 

not be imaginable. Nonetheless, it is possible to recall two ways from the literature that 

specifically refer to this process of cultural skills and knowledge accumulation, which are 

considered substitutes for cultural capital. The first directly derives from Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 

1979; McCarthy, 2004) and refers to the measurement of artistic knowledge – influenced by 

educational and familial background. The second is an intra-sector accumulation process 

derived from participation – directly pointing through the phenomenon of cultural 

omnivorousness (Peterson, 1992; Peterson and Kern, 1996; Peterson 2005; de Vries and 

Reevees, 2021).  

 

As we will see in the following section, the two methods of measuring cultural capital described 

above correspond specifically to the methods we selected to quantify cultural capital for the 
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current project. Nonetheless, there are a variety of cultural capital measurement variations, 

which have multiplied with the advent of digital technologies. Paino and Renzulli (2013) 

expanded the culturally significant forms of capital by incorporating the digital dimension of 

cultural capital. With the advent of digital technologies, it has become necessary to 

conceptualise a new type of capital, digital capital, which will be the subject of the next section. 

 

 

 2.3  Digital Capital 

 

 

Digital technologies are ubiquitous in modern society. From the creation of the first computers 

(mainframe), client servers and personal computers, Web 1.0 and e-commerce, to the 

upgraded technologies of the 21st century, such as Web 2.0 and data storage systems (cloud), 

mobile data, visualisations, Big data and Analytics, Internet of Things (IoT), and, most recently, 

artificial intelligence, these new technologies began to change the world in the 1950s 

(Grigorescu et al., 2021). Web 2.0 refers to the fundamental technological advancements that 

enable users to publish their own content on a large scale using social software for storing and 

disseminating documents, photographs, and videos, etc (Redondo, 2015). Humans need to 

adapt to these technological changes through the development and adaptation of their human 

capital, which is essential for both the creation and development of new technologies and the 

adaptation of users to their new roles within these technologies. Moreover, humans need to 

acquire new competencies consisting of technical skills generated by human-machine 

interaction and behavioural transformations comprising new capabilities on interhuman 

relationships in virtual space, communication skills, and ethical and responsibility 

competencies. Digital competencies involve the critical and assured use of Information Society 

Technologies for work, recreation, and communication (Grigorescu et al., 2021). The concept 

of human capital in relation to digital technologies transcends the mere possession of digital 

skills required by the digital society. It entails the observance of a set of rules, norms, and values 

that guarantee the responsible application of these competencies by individuals. The objective 

is to locate, access, store, produce, and exchange information via the Internet and to 

communicate and participate in collaborative networks (European Commission, 2021b).  
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To condense, the interaction between humans and technology necessitates the development, 

and in a sense the transformation and adaptation, of the human capital possessed by 

individuals. However, it must be emphasised that while human capital is responsible for 

productive interaction with technologies according to some lines of research, other lines of 

research have emphasised the need for the emergence of a more specific type of capital 

related to interaction with technologies, namely digital capital. Without denying that a high 

level of human capital is associated with a profitable relationship with technology, we wish to 

investigate the concept of digital capital. 

 

 

 

 2.3.1  The definition of digital capital 

 

 

Individuals in our digital environment need to be able to convert digital resources into everyday 

resources (social, human, cultural, etc.) in order to maximise the technology's benefits. Or at 

least, this is how a perfect democratic world would operate, allowing everyone to completely 

express themselves and interact in both the actual and digital worlds. From this perspective, 

the growth of digital capital, which refers to the conditions that affect how individuals access, 

utilise, and interact with digital technology (Park, 2017), is a fundamental aspect of the present. 

In other words, digital capital is the store of information and skills connected to the interaction 

with technology that enables individuals to leverage digital technologies in order to maximise 

the contents, knowledge, and opportunities that are disseminated by digital technologies.  

To be more precise, digital capital can be comprehended in two primary ways. On the one 

hand, there is a conception of digital capital that focuses on the creation or ownership of 

infrastructures and technology, or digital capital as a material asset. On the other side, there is 

a definition of digital capital that can be classified as digital human capital, which refers more 

accurately to the human skills and capacity of technology interaction. If we were to utilise 

Bordieuan terminology, we would refer to objectified digital capital and embodied digital 

capital, respectively.  
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Digital capital can therefore be defined as the process of accumulating digital competencies 

(information, communication, safety, content production, and problem-solving) and digital 

technology. Digital capital is a set of internalised skill and aptitude (digital competencies) and 

externalised resources (digital assets) that may be historically accumulated and moved from 

one arena to another. The degree of digital capital a person holds determines the quality of his 

or her technologic experience, which can be translated into various types of capital (economic, 

social, cultural, personal, and political) in the social realm (Ragnedda, 2018). Using Weberian 

terminology, digital capital is the bridge between the online and offline worlds (Weber, 1949). 

In addition, digital capital not only enables the efficient exploitation of earlier capitals in the 

digital domain, but also develops them, hence generating profits in the offline realm. Internet 

users derive their true benefits from their prior capitals and their interactions with digital 

capital, both before and after their online experience. Digital capital translates offline actions 

into digital activities (time spent online, information and knowledge discovered, resources and 

skills obtained, and types of activities performed, etc.), which are then translated into 

externally observable social resources (better job, better salary, bigger social network, better 

knowledge etc.). This capital interacts with every other capital, and the results of these 

interactions have both digital and social repercussions (Ragnedda, 2018).  

 

We suggest, within the framework of digital cultural participation, that when individuals 

engage in digital forms of culture, digital capital enables the correct exploitation of the other 

types of capital (human and cultural) necessary to properly experience and appreciate culture. 

This allows for the formation of additional cultural capital, which can be leveraged in future 

offline and online cultural participation. Theoretically, digital capital is vital to the creation and 

accumulation of cultural capital through involvement in digital cultural activities, which 

constitutes an asset for future online and offline cultural participation.  

As was recently said, digital capital serves as a bridge between the online and offline worlds. 

In the following paragraph, we would like to emphasise this role by discussing the interaction 

between digital capital and cultural capital. 
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 2.3.2  The bridging function and the interaction of digital capital with 

cultural capital 

 

 

As we have emphasised, it is necessary to quantify and explain the social, economic, political, 

cultural, and personal effects of varying Internet usage. This is due to the fact that digital capital 

is intricately interwoven with prior capitals and relies on them to transfer the online experience 

into the social fabric, thereby changing it into social resources. Consequently, users' capitals 

and their interactions with digital capital are crucial to both the digital inclusion/exclusion 

process and the usage of ICTs while transferring the benefits gained online into the social realm 

(Ragnedda, 2018).  

Exclusion from or limited access to the digital sphere, where economic and socially relevant 

information circulates and where some of the most vital human and social activities take place, 

is one of the primary causes of social inequality. Evidently, class position, gender, ethnic/racial 

minority status, and sexual orientation are still the primary causes of social inequalities, but in 

a digitally enabled society, being excluded from or having limited access to ICTs means lacking 

the tools necessary to participate and thrive in an information-based society (Servon and 

Nelson, 2001). Among instance, van Deursen and Helsper's (2015) research demonstrates that 

socioeconomically privileged citizens derive more real benefits from qualitatively distinct 

Internet usage. This indicates that individuals who are already socioeconomically privileged not 

only use the Internet differently than those who are less privileged, but also benefit the most 

from its use, so perpetuating existing social disparities (Ragnedda, 2018).  

 

The purpose of this study is to determine whether the previously indicated bridge function of 

digital capital also applies to cultural participation. We argue along this work that a certain level 

of digital capital is necessary to be included in digital cultural participation, to be fully aware of 

the circulation of information that occur in the digital realm and to develop further cultural 

capital in the digital realm. Within this interplay between digital capital and cultural capital, 

online-acquired resources are turned into social resources that have the potential to produce 

and reproduce positive outcomes in the lives of individuals. The fundamental concept is the 

online generation of cultural capital through the mediation of digital capital, which may then 
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be re-invested in the social domain to generate one or more of the advantages obtained from 

cultural involvement (McCarthy et al, 2004).  

This definition of digital capital suggests that access to and proficiency with ICTs is a necessary 

but insufficient prerequisite for generating additional types of capital to invest in daily life: 

persons must own previous capital in order to invest in the digital realm.  

Ragnedda (2018) identifies four potential interactions between digital capital and other forms 

of capital. The optimal circumstance is when a person has both high levels of digital capital and 

cultural capital. In this instance, the experience through technologies is tangible and valued 

due to digital capital, whereas the content-specific fruition is valuable due to the appreciation 

of prior cultural capital. With a high degree of both digital capital and cultural capital, an 

individual is able to convert the digital experience of culture into value that occurs both online 

– during the experience's fruition – and offline – for example, the development of further 

cultural capital. If we want to take this explanation a step further and use the digital museum 

as an example, a person with high digital and cultural capital will be able to interact with the 

technological framework – such as VR/AR or the ability to use websites or social media 

correctly – with ease and without frustration, thanks to the digital capital, and will be able to 

appreciate the museum's specific cultural content, thanks to the cultural capital behold. In 

addition, the individual will be able to turn this experience into further cultural capital because 

digital capital serves as a conduit for transforming digital experiences into assets for daily life, 

in this case additional cultural capital.  

A second possible scenario is when low levels of both cultural capital and digital capital interact. 

In this situation, digital experiences are frustrating, regardless of the content. Moreover, with 

insufficient cultural capital it is possible that an individual may be unable to appreciate – thus 

enjoy – a certain cultural material. In our example of digital museums, those with low levels of 

digital capital will be unable to interact with the museum's technology and will also be unable 

to comprehend its cultural content.  

When large amounts of cultural capital meet with low levels of digital capital, there is a third 

conceivable situation. An individual, during his/her lifetime, may have invested his/her 

resources into developing cultural capital, but he/she may be not interested or capable (lack 

of skills/time/digital literacy/motivations and purposes to join the online realm) of using the 

Internet and the technologies to improve his/her life chances. In our example of the digital 

museum, a person with a high amount of cultural capital would be able to completely 
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appreciate the museum's cultural content but would lack the digital capital to digitally interact 

with the information. Consequently, he or she would eschew digital forms of cultural 

participation, despite being a potential cultural participant.  

When low levels of cultural capital interact with high levels of digital capital, a fourth possible 

scenario develops. In this situation, a person may admire the technological components of the 

digital museum yet be unable to comprehend its cultural content due to a lack of cultural 

capital.  

Obviously, reality is far more complex, and there are a variety of degrees between these 

interpretation-framing possibilities (Adams and Sydie, 2001).  

Moreover, we do not deny that personal tastes and other circumstances may impact and shape 

the experience of participants in cultural involvement in (digital) museums. For instance, the 

precise material conditions of participation may or may not satisfy one's interests and 

preferences: the user may choose to explore the actual museum experience due to its unique 

characteristics. However, it is also possible that persons who do not appreciate digital cultural 

experiences are influenced by their lack of digital capital. In reality, the significance of being 

able to interact digitally with culture cannot be overstated. In the era of social networks and 

collaborative knowledge, a negative attitude toward digital cultural involvement implies being 

a passive consumer of cultural outcomes and having limited abilities to generate new cultural 

products or contribute to the cultural dialogue on the digital arena (Ragnedda, 2018). The 

digital experience could also be more stimulating and satisfactory since it could result in 

positive interactions in which the users become active proponent of cultural outcomes through 

their capacities to contribute to participatory culture, having high opportunities to contribute 

to building new knowledge, and accessing different cultural/educative online sources 

(Ragnedda, 2018). 
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 2.3.3  How to measure digital capital? 

 

 

Having defined digital capital as a bridge capital between the online and offline (Weber, 1949) 

implies that its measurement could depend on the specific sectorial knowledge the digital 

technologies allow the individuals to interact with. Nevertheless, a certain level of 58  

 

generalization can be applied to the specific measurement of digital capital, in both its 

declination as embodied and objectified. When it comes to the embodied digital capital, which 

can be understood as digital literacy (Ateca-Amestoy, 2020) or as soft skills related to the digital 

world (Navarrete, 2020), the European Commission (2017) has designed the Digital 

Competence Framework for Citizen which divides digital capital into five key areas and 21 

specific competences. Even though the DigComp is basically a self-assessment tool, it provides 

people with the opportunity to assess their digital competence and identify gaps in their 

knowledge, skills and attitudes and research a framework to adapt to their specific research 

needs. Accordingly, we have designed a specific adaptation of the framework for the purposes 

of the present research, as already found in the literature (Ragnedda et al., 2019).  

When it comes to the objectified digital capital, the beholding of digital asset to access cultural 

contents online or trough technologies seems the most straightforward way to measure it. 

 

 

 

 2.4  Why capital and cultural participation? 

 

 

After the overview of the present chapter, one way to understand the concept of capital is its 

accumulative nature, in the sense of the accumulation of whatsoever kind of stock which 

occurs over time. Capital requires a dynamic approach for its preservation and expansion, 

losing value if left as just a collection or stock. When an individual accumulates any kind of 

capital, this capital can be used to generate new value by transforming it to develop further 
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products and services. This is the link of capital to participation in culture. When it comes to 

museums for example, the individual enters the museum with previously accumulated stock 

of cultural capital, which gets transformed as the individual engages with the content, gaining 

additional capital in the form of newly acquired knowledge. Following the same argument, an 

individual interacting with a digital museum allows development of digital, human, and cultural 

capital at the same time, given engagement takes place through digital infrastructures. 

The purpose of the current investigation – in linking capital to participation – is to explore 

eventual evidence to understand this process. It is acknowledged that the higher the initial 

(economic) capital, the higher the possible investment and the possible generation of value. 

The same idea appears to apply to cultural participation: when starting with little capital, an 

individual is only able to generate a little bit more from interaction and participation, when 

starting with higher capital the benefit is greater. The use of the concept of capital is therefore 

functional to test whether digital cultural participation requires sufficient and proportional 

competences in order to be understood incrementally and therefore whether the digital 

museum, as a cultural component that requires mental skills (human capital), cultural 

knowledge (cultural capital), and technological capabilities (digital capital) for participation, 

can function as a tool for the development of all these types of capital. This will be tested 

through the data analysis of our survey. Before proceeding, however, it will be necessary to 

give a very brief overview of the concept of Generation Z and the digital museum. 

 

 

 

3. Generation Z and the digital museum 

 

 

 3.1  Why a generation study? 

 

 

Examining a sociological group as a generation requires connecting individuals whose identities 

are inscribed in socio-historical processes. According to Mannheim (1952), generations are 
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constituted by two crucial factors: a shared historical location, events, and experiences, and a 

consciousness of that historical location. Howe and Strauss (2000) went farther in their 

definition of generation by establishing three criteria by which we might identify members of 

a certain generation. The first is ‘perceived membership’, which indicates that a person feels 

and considers himself to be a member of a group. The second criterion is ‘shared beliefs and 

behavioural forms’, which refers to the shared beliefs and patterns of behaviour, such as 

family, careers, religion, or political views. Thirdly, the ‘shared history’, which includes all the 

historical events that occurred throughout their youth and adolescence and had a significant 

impact on the private lives of the majority of group members. In other words, generations are 

transformed by history and vice versa (Csobanka, 2016). Whether we take into consideration 

the membership, the behavioural forms or the shared history defining one generation, the 

study of a generation mirrors the study of age – as a generational sociodemographic 

determinant – and provides an analytical framework for understanding the interplay between 

human lives and changing social structures. Its mission is to examine the interdependence 

between (i) ageing over the life course as a social process and (ii) societies and groups as 

stratified by age, with the succession of cohorts as the link connecting the two (White Riley, 

1987).  

 

All persons born between 1995 and 2012 are included inside Generation Z for the purposes of 

this study. The selection of this range was based on the literature, which presents several 

alternatives in this regard. 26  

Using age as a sociodemographic variable is a prominent aspect of quantitative research 

(Rughinis and Huma, 2015) because age (i) is taken for granted as a commonsense concept, as 

there is no reference to any theory of age classification or ageing; (ii) age functions as a 

vernacular concept (Rughinis and Huma, 2015) recruited in order to document another social 

phenomenon and it is used as a resource for understanding something else (Bauer and Joffe, 

1996). In other words, an age range serves as a surrogate for a particular generation, whose 

traits can then be methodically analysed. In the current study, we utilise age as a proxy to 

describe and analyse Generation Z because we are interested in determining their attitude 

 
26 See Dolot (2018) for a more in-depth explanation. 
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toward digital museums. This choice will be explained in the next paragraphs, which provide a 

brief description of this generation. 

 

 

 

 3.2  The profile of Generation Z 

 

 

When it comes to Generation Z, the first historical trait that defines them is their true digital 

nativity (Bruzzetto-Hollywood, 2016) or their status as digital natives, which is dependent on 

their age, their proficiency in using digital devices such as mobile phones, video gaming, and 

the Internet, and the development of newer cognitive capacities and learning styles (Prensky, 

2001). In other words, this generation's relationship with digital technologies appears to define 

it. Internet-related technologies have significantly altered the pace, breadth, and scope of 

human communications, resulting in huge changes in how people work, play, shop, discover 

friends, and get knowledge about others. As children, the norm for Generation Z was a world 

that operated with speed, scale, and scope. They established early proficiency with potent 

digital tools that enabled them to be both independent and collaborative. In other words, they 

have never known a world without the internet (Nagy and Székely, 2012), and thus their 

cognitive functions and emotions are distinct (Greenfieldet, 2009). Similarly, because kids 

could study about people and cultures from throughout the world at a young age, they gained 

a stronger awareness for diversity and an understanding of the significance of establishing their 

own identities. In other words, a typical Gen Zer – individual of the Generation Z – is a self-

starter who cares deeply about others, strives for a diverse community, is highly collaborative 

and social, values flexibility, relevance, authenticity, and non-hierarchical leadership, and, 

while dismayed by inherited problems such as climate change, is pragmatic about the work 

that must be done to address those problems (Katz et al., 2021). In other words, Generation Z 

members are distinguished by their distinct attitude toward technology and their participation 

with and relationship to the outside world.  

To confirm these qualities, we can consult several references from the academic literature. 

Several disciplines in the literature have a strong interest in Generation Z, and numerous traits 
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have been identified for this generation. For instance, Tari (2011) and Petry (2014) define this 

age cohort's members as follows: They (i) do not have strong familiar relationships; (ii) have 

gained unseen cognitive talents, but their emotional intelligence is underdeveloped; and (iii) 

are multitasking as a result of technologies such as apps. Nevertheless, being precise, or being 

able to concentrate, memorise something has become more difficult in long term; (iv) their 

personality becomes more narcissistic in the sense that it has perceived as very important to 

leave ones digital footprint for others – using only the global interest – viral contents; (v) the 

opinion of peers is overrated and becomes the most important one; (vii) the fear of missing 

out is dominant and can have various effects on the health, such as overstressing and chronic 

sleep disorders; (viii) thanks to media, role models, celebrities, and stars have a greater 

influence on them; (ix) motivation is essential when learning; (x) the pursuit of coopetition is 

prevalent.  

Teo (2013) offers a second profile of Generation Z, in which he identifies a framework of four 

characteristics that characterise its members: (i) they are grown up with technologies. Many 

of the technological advancements have been created prior to this generation coming of age, 

hence these technologies are an intrinsic way of life (Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005). Accordingly, 

this generation tend to use sophisticated technologies more frequently and at an earlier age 

to communicate and socialise than past generations (Rainie, 2006); (ii) they are comfortable 

with multitasking, understood as the act of attending to two or more parallel tasks. Due to the 

ability of modern operating systems to support multiple concurrent applications and activities, 

multitasking is possible at a level that has never occurred before (Baron, 2008; Spink et al., 

2006), resulting in proficiency with technologies and the ability to adapt technologies to one's 

needs, with a wide range of expertise and intensity (Jones et al., 2010); (iii) they rely on graphics 

for communication. It appears that Generation Z is more visually literate than previous 

generations who grew up with printed language (Prensky, 2001). Digital natives, having been 

exposed to a variety of multimedia technologies from a young age, prefer and are better at 

ease in a graphics-rich rather than a text-only world. They communicate visually by shooting 

photographs on mobile devices and distributing them via social media (Berk, 2009); (iv) they 

thrive on rapid pleasure and rewards. The Internet and digital technologies have revolutionised 

how people work and play. Users do not have to wait and can choose the quickest way to meet 

their needs because a variety of information is accessible in seconds with the press of a button. 

This exposure to technology has shaped individuals to crave interactivity and immediate 
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response and thrive in an environment that foster high speed and interactivity. Such instant 

gratification and the need to access information immediately are claimed to be indigenous to 

digital natives.  

Another profiling of the Generation Z is provided by Csobanka (2016) adapting Nagy and 

Székely (2012) and identifies the individuals of the generation Z as (i) those born around the 

millennium; (ii) unaware of the world before digital technologies; (iii) intrinsically bond to social 

networks which are their main communication channels; (iv) global connected, which results 

in them being flexible, smart, tolerant; (v) both information consumers and providers; (vi) 

device savvy; (vii) multitasking (blogging, listening to music, writing emails); (viii) quick decision 

maker; (ix) not bond to physical places; (x) emotionally incompetent.  

 

This summaries repot that there are numerous different Generation Z profiles, despite the fact 

that many similarities can be found. The first factor, which defines this age group as a 

generation, is digital native status. Furthermore, Generation Z is the most multicultural and 

technologically advanced generation. Social networking is an integral aspect of Generation Z's 

daily lives, and their communication style is informal, direct, and unique. They are a generation 

of do-it-yourselfers (Dangmei, 2016). The manner in which this generation communicates, 

interacts, and learns appears to be inherently personalised, ethical, customised, interactive, 

and digital.  

 

Before drawing a conclusion, it is necessary to recall that the young culture consumers of today 

are the future society and cultural marketplace. Understanding their cultural engagement and 

tastes is crucial for formulating regulations and predicting the future market structure of 

cultural consumption (Segre and Morelli, 2021). Consequently, the purpose of this study is to 

investigate the engagement of this Generation. Moreover, in light of the primary characteristic 

of this generation, namely digital nativity, they appear to be the ideal cohort for testing the 

hypothesis of the current work about digital capital and participation in digital museums. 

Regarding these issues, there are limited references in the literature. In general, the study of 

this generation has received considerable attention in relation to the workplace (Singh and 

Dangmei, 2016; Chillakuri, 2020), social media (Yadav and Rai, 2017), social interaction and 

technology (Turner, 2015), among others. Little (or none) when addressing directly cultural 

participation in (digital) museums: this thesis tries to step up in this direction. 
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 3.3  Museums and digital museums  

 

 

Over two and a half thousand years have passed since the ‘museum’ – Μουσεῖον, musaeum – 

concept appeared in Greek and Latin (Folga-Januszewska, 2020). It derives its name from the 

Muses, and it served mainly as the place of any creativity whose traces in different forms: 

records, experiments, subjects, remained and served science, cognition, reflection, as well as 

pleasure (Folga-Januszewska, 2020). The concept of museum has evolved over time, but in 

general museums have mainly been associated with places where amassed collections made 

it possible the experience of learning and the knowledge preservation.  

More recently, the recognition of the fundamental role of museums in the society has been 

endorsed by the creation of the International Council of Museums (ICOM), which took place at 

the 1st UNESCO General Conference in Paris in November 1946. Since its establishment ICOM 

has provided numerous definitions of the concept of a museum, strongly impacting the 

museum sector’s image of itself (Salguero, 2020). It is worth reporting the last two definitions 

of museums provided by ICOM in order to understand the perspective/path this institution is 

taking. 

According to ICOM (2017) a museum was defined as “a non-profit, permanent institution in 

the service of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, 

researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and 

its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment”. In 2022, ICOM updated 

the definition of museums to be “a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of 

society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible 

heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and 

sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the 

participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection 

and knowledge sharing” (ICOM, 2022).  

The new definition recalls all the previous functions of the museums – acquisition, 

preservation, exhibition, research, and communication/promotion of the cultural heritage – 

and its missions – study, education and enjoyment – and adds some perspectives to further 

integrate the museum as an institution in the reality which surrounds it, aiming at social 
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inclusion, inclusivity and diversity. A proper declaration of intent which hints the will of ICOM 

with regard to what this cultural institution could – and has to work to – be in the future.  

Whether this declaration of intent is perceived as positive or not (Folga-Januszewska, 2020), 27 

when saying the word ‘museum’ we enter the trend in the cultural tradition related to 

teaching, education, creativity and to the recognized role of culture to create positive 

externalities which could be perceived as integral part of cultural missions (McCarthy et al, 

2004). At the same time, we slip past other phenomena that are close to museum: collecting, 

gathering, amassing worth treasuries, memory policy (Folga-Januszewska, 2020).  

Economists for their part have looked at museums since the 1960s. 28 Within this discipline, 

museums are seen more as economic agents or as a firm (Navarrete, 2018) whose aim is the 

maximization of an objective function under a set of economic and institutional restrictions. 

More recently museums have been defined as multi-output producers with three main 

functions: (i) collection, 29 (ii) exhibition 30 and (iii) other services 31 (Fernandez-Blanco and 

Prieto Rodriguez, 2019). Other than their direct output museums produce external outcomes 

– spillover effects – such as attractiveness for the cities, tourism, social integration, etc. and 

these outcomes recall, from an economic point of view, the declaration of intent provided by 

the ICOM definition. In other words, it appears that whether we approach museums from an 

economic or museology point of view, their functions and purposes appears to be clear and 

mostly shared.   

Although we acknowledge museums as cultural institutions per se, it is to their digital 

declination that we are willing to pay more attention. As we know technologies are ubiquitous 

in nowadays society. As for other sectors, technological innovations are known to reshaping 

the role and mission of museums as producers and distributors of cultural content (Bertacchini 

 
27 According to practitioners and researchers, the definition proposed by ICOM contains a number of crucial 
elements, with the institution's non-profit status being the most important. However, such a topic is outside the 
scope of our conversation. 
28 See Frey and Meier, 2006 for a list of publications on the economics of museums (Navarrete, 2013). 
 
29 Included are the identification, documentation, expansion, and preservation of museum contents. 
 
30 In addition to education, training, and research, this makes funds available for aesthetic and/or entertainment 
purposes. 
 
31 This category's subject matter is significantly broader and more diverse; for instance, it includes catering and 
merchandising. As museums reorient themselves to better serve visitors, these services emerge and evolve; 
consequently, their importance as a funding source increases. 
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and Morando, 2014). Accordingly, the research around the application of technologies to 

museums – or digital museums – has gone in multiple directions, from the exhibitions (Thomas 

and Mintz, 1998; vom Lehn and Heath, 2005) to the visitors’ experience (Soren 2005; Minghetti 

et al., 2002; Peacock and Brownbill 2007, Deuschel et al, 2014), from innovative modality to 

access culture online (Bertaccini and Morando, 2014; Navarrete, 2019) to the effect on the 

curatorship (Li et al., 2012), from the management of future museums (Bowen and Giannini, 

2019) to diversity and inclusion (Srinivasan et al., 2009) and so on.  

A deeper overview of these approaches is beyond the scope of this work. What interest us, 

however, is that we need to report at least four main ways of understanding/defining the 

digital museum: (i) a physical museum that makes use of digital technologies in its spaces to 

enhance its storytelling, or digitally enhanced museum; 32 (ii) a digital museum that is a digital 

reproduction of the physical contents of the museum – via tablets, VR, AR and similar 

technologies – and that can be defined as a digital twin of a physical museum and (iii) a digital 

native museum, which is conceived directly as a digital identity and does not have a counterpart 

in the physical world; (iv) a digital museum that is a physical-digital hybrid of the museum as a 

physical institution, integrating technology as a service to the museum's function. It is this last 

declination that we discuss in this work. 33 In other words we define a digital museum as a 

physical institution implementing digital applications to develop new products and services, 

such as online exhibitions, new processes to research, display, and manage collections, new 

organisational structures to accommodate an increasingly digital environment, reaching new 

markets, and tapping into existing resources to generate new capital (Navarrete, 2019), and 

whose identity has become intrinsically and ontologically intertwined with technology. 

Even though distinguish online and in situ services (Cavalieri et al., 2022) 34 could still be useful, 

Museums as institutions cannot be understood without this hybrid identity that enriches their 

informational values in addition to their cultural and commercial ones. In the current 

information society, consumers select content based on its dependability, validity, 

 
32 In this category, we include experiences such as Remastered in Rotterdam, a "remastered" digital cultural 
experience museum where art and technology are the exhibition's theme. 
 
33 Please note that digital museums do not yet have a shared or institutional definition. 
 
34 (i) Online services (such as websites, ticketing and service information, access to collections, exhibitions , and 
databases, shopping, and social media networks); (ii) on-location services (such as, for instance, mobile 
applications, virtual reconstructions and interactive kiosks). 
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completeness, actuality, verifiability, accuracy, integrity, relevance, and accessibility 

(Navarrete, 2013): only this hybrid form can remain competitive. Education, publishing, 

conservation files, curatorial research, and marketing are all areas of the museum institution 

where digital museums exist. Rather than being an activity in and of itself, it is a technology 

that facilitates all other pursuits (Navarrete, 2018). It would be inaccurate to say that digital 

museums are not museums themselves.  

 

As stated previously, the purpose of this thesis is to explore how the capital levels of 

Generation Z affect museum attendance, with a focus on the digital museum. The literature 

on this topic is extremely scarce, so the best way to provide an overview of the relationship 

between Generation Z and the digital museum will be to present the data currently available 

from international institutions, followed by the analysis of our survey's data to advance 

knowledge on the topic. This will be discussed in the second section of this thesis. 
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PART II  

 

 

4. The state of art 

 

 

In PART I of this paper, we examined cultural participation as a cultural phenomenon from a 

variety of disciplinary viewpoints. Simultaneously, we have investigated the concept of 

capital(s) and related its accumulative nature as a process that directly contributes to cultural 

engagement. In addition, we have highlighted the primary characteristics of Generation Z in an 

effort to fill the gap in the research regarding the cultural participation of this specific age 

cohort, which symbolises the cultural participants of the future. In addition, we have nudged 

the concept of digital museums, since participation in museums – and more precisely in digital 

museums – appeared to us the perfect contrivance to test our initial hypothesis and test if 

human capital, cultural capital and digital capital are related to the cultural participation (of 

the future). As recalled, the novel aspects of this thesis can be summed up as follows: (i) the 

theoretical connection between cultural participation and digital capital; (ii) the focus on a 

specific age cohort, digital natives, as a sociodemographic factor influencing cultural 

participation; and (iii) a precise focus on the digital museum from a demand-side perspective.  

As a result of the COVID-19 epidemic, some intriguing ideas on the digitalization of museums 

have been explored. NEMO (2020; 2021) has provided some supply-side data, while others 

(Pellegrini, 2020; Feder et al., 2022) have provided demand-side insight. However, there are 

no data on Generation Z's cultural participation in the digital museum. There are, however, 

data on cultural participation in cultural heritage – a label within which the museum is 

clustered in the official surveys – or data on the use of technology for culture-related purposes, 

from various age cohorts, including those close to but not identical to Generation Z. We can 

deduce the state of the art to which this inquiry corresponds based on these data.  

Having selected a European reference population – thus declining the present work as the 

cultural participation in the digital museum by Generation Z in Europe – Eurostat certainly 

turns out to be the first channel to consult with respect to the state of the art on available data 
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on the topic. The European Commission (2018) has identified culture as an economic 

development driver that contributes to economic progress, the well-being of the people, and 

social cohesion in Europe. The cultural sector is also a great channel for fostering social 

inclusion and encouraging cultural diversity. Statistics on culture help to answer questions on 

its impact on the whole economy as well as enable to draw the picture of societal aspects of 

culture, such as how many people participate in cultural events, how much households or 

governments spent on culture, and many more. 

For these and many other purposes Eurostat has collected various data on culture that fall 

under the name Cultural Statistics for the EU, which are not collected by a single stand-alone 

survey, but come from different Eurostat data collections, concerning both social and 

economic aspects. In the specific case of this work, the macro-sections of Cultural Statistics for 

the EU that interest us are (i) Cultural Participation; and (ii) Use of ICT for cultural purposes. 

The next two sections provide data available on these two specific aspects. 35 

 

 

 

 4.1  Cultural Statistics - Cultural Participation 

 

 

According to Eurostat (2021a), culture and creativity have a significant role in the European 

Union (EU). Audio-visual content, music, literature, live performances and other forms of 

cultural expression connect people and society. Europe’s rich cultural heritage is recognised 

across the world: it enhances lives, promotes European values and strengthens mutual 

understanding. Participation in creative and cultural activities may have a significant impact on 

an individual's quality of life, contributing to general well-being and fostering a sense of social 

connection. The following data are part of the EU statistics on income and living conditions 

(EU-SILC), which show some interesting findings about people's participation in cultural 

 
35 Eurostat periodically revises its data and reports. The data below refer to an extraction from November 2017 
and January 2021 regarding cultural participation - Eurostat (2021a) - and an extraction from April 2021 regarding 
ICT use for cultural purposes - Eurostat (2021b). 
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activities assessed according to a wide range of socioeconomic variables, such as gender, age, 

and level of education. The cultural activities addressed include going to the cinema, watching 

live performances, visiting cultural venues – including museums, the subject of this inquiry – 

and engaging in artistic pursuits, such as playing an instrument, singing, dancing, or painting.  

According to official statistics, a person must have participated in at least one cultural activity 

in the previous twelve months in order to be designated a cultural participant.  

In 2015, approximately 62.6 percent of the EU adult population, aged 16 or older, reported 

engaging in cultural activities, such as going to the movies, attending a live performance 

(theatre, concert, organised cultural event outdoors, etc.), or visiting a cultural site (museum, 

historical monument, art gallery, or archaeological site) within the previous 12 months. The 

Nordic Member states reached an all-time high of over 80 percent, but countries such as 

Bulgaria and Romania had trends of less than 30 percent. Consequently, cultural participation 

is not dispersed uniformly across Europe. At the European level, the participation rates for 

going to the cinema, visiting a cultural site, and watching a live performance are, respectively, 

45,2 percent, 42,1 percent, and 42 percent. Although participation rates in these three cultural 

activities were comparable across the European Union, country patterns varied considerably. 

Nevertheless, an analysis of a geographical participation distribution is not the focus of the 

present work. 36 A final piece of data that we can add for completeness is that the distribution 

of preferences of these three cultural activities varies much across countries: for example, in 

Cyprus, Greece and Lithuania, participation rates for live performances were approximately 

double those recorded for visits to cultural sites. Moreover, in thirteen of the EU27, the highest 

participation rate was recorded for people attending live performances, in nine for going to 

the cinema and in five for visiting cultural sites (which includes museums), peaking at 67.2 

percent in Sweden. 

Across countries, the frequency of participation varies a lot as well. Considering as high 

frequency participation of at least four times in the last twelve months, the adult population 

of European Union reported a rate of 17.6 percent for cinema, 14.6 percent for cultural sites 

and 13.3 percent for live performances. At the other end of the scale, the share of the EU 

population that did not go to the cinema during the twelve months prior to the survey stood 

at 54.8 percent, with slightly higher rates for those who did not visit a cultural site (57.9 

 
36 For additional information, consult Eurostat, 2021a. 
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percent) or those who did not attend a live performance (58.0 percent). More than a quarter 

of all adults in Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Sweden made at least four visits to 

cultural sites. 

Regarding cultural participation by age, data are clearly polarized. In 2015, more than four 

fifths (82.5 percent) of all younger people (aged 16 to 29 years) across the European Union 

reported that they participated in at least one of three cultural activities analysed here (during 

the 12 months prior to the survey), compared with a rate of 50.5 percent for older people 

(aged 65 to 74 years). Cultural participation was higher among younger (rather than older) 

people within each of the EU Member States. In 2015, there were only two Member States 

where fewer than 70 percent of younger adults reported that they took part in a cultural 

activity: Bulgaria (52.1 percent) and Romania (48.5 percent). There is a relatively wide 

generation gap in terms of cultural participation in several EU Member States, in particular in 

the countries with lower cultural participation rates. In the Nordic countries and the 

Netherlands, the differences between participation rates of younger and older people were 

less than 20 percentage points. On the other hand, the proportion of younger adults taking 

part in a cultural activity was at least twice as high as the corresponding share for older people 

in Slovakia, Lithuania, Cyprus, Malta, Hungary, Poland and Italy, rising to more than three times 

as high in Greece, more than four times as high in Croatia and Romania, and almost five times 

as high in Bulgaria.  

The generation gap and the higher cultural participation rates of the younger population is an 

important observation when it comes to our investigation. 37  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
37 Please keep in mind that in 2015, individuals aged 16 to 29 were a combination of late millennials and 
Generation Z. The graph below illustrates cultural participation trends by age. 
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Figure 1 – Cultural participation during the previous 12 months, by age group, 2015 

 

Source: Eurostat 2021a 

 

 

Unfortunately, the report does not provide the preferences of participation in these three 

activities among younger participants. 

Furthermore, the report provides additional information regarding participation by (i) gender 

– here referred as sex; (ii) level of educational attainment, (iii) degree of urbanization and (iv) 

level of income. Regarding the last one, in the current work we have decided not to investigate 

this variable in light of the young age of participants and in light of the difficulty of detecting 

the actual purchasing power of members of society who are not yet – partly – economically 

active or independent. However, we decided to investigate the other socio-demographics – 

gender, education level, and degree of urbanization – to test the robustness of our data or 

suggest the possible presence of new trends characterizing Generation Z participation. It is 

therefore useful to provide a brief overview of the data present in the actual state of art at the 

European level with respect to these additional aspects, which will be explored in more detail 
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in the next chapter during the analysis of the data collected through the original survey created 

for this work. 

Regarding gender, there is a slight gap between rates of participation of male and female 

participants. Apparently, women participate slightly more than men in two thirds of the EU27, 

while men participate more than women in eight states, but the percentage gap is minimal 

most of the time. This data show that the traditional perception of cultural participants as a 

highly educated woman in her fifties that we can find in the literature (Suárez-Fernández, 

2020) is not met. 38 

Regarding level of educational attainment, data confirm the trend recorded in the literature 

and sustain the core theorization of the information theory. People with a tertiary level of 

educational attainment were much more likely to take part in cultural activities than people 

with lower levels of educational attainment. In 2015, some 85.6 percent of the EU adult 

population – aged 16 years or more – with a tertiary level of educational attainment reported 

that they took part in a cultural activity; much lower shares were recorded for people with an 

upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary level of educational attainment (65.7 

percent) and people with no more than a lower secondary level of education attainment (41.0 

percent). This pattern — a higher propensity to take part in cultural activities among people 

with higher levels of educational attainment — was repeated in each of the EU Member States. 

In 2015, the adult populations of Greece and Hungary that possessed a tertiary level of 

educational attainment were more than three times as likely to take part in cultural activities 

as their fellow citizens with no more than a lower secondary level of educational attainment; 

in Romania and Croatia those with a tertiary level of educational attainment were more than 

four times as likely to take part in cultural activities and this ratio peaked in Bulgaria – 5.5 times 

as likely. This relationship between level of educational attainment and participation is 

important because confirms that cultural participation is related to the levels of capitals behold 

by individuals developed through education. Below the data on cultural participation by level 

of educational attainment. 

 
38 A further note is required. At the European level, data collection differentiates gender only at the binary level, 
ignoring a portion of the population that does not identify with the canonical binary division of gender. The 
present study's survey data, on the other hand, indicate the presence of a substantial number of individuals who 
identify as non-binary. Consequently, the presented data collection offers an additional exploratory layer and 
depth, which will be explored further in subsequent works, with the respect it merits. 
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Figure 2 – Cultural participation during the previous 12 months, by level of education, 2015  

 

Source: Eurostat 2021a 

 

 

Regarding the degree of urbanization, apparently people living in places with higher degrees 

of urbanization tend to participate more in cultural activities.  

Before moving to the data provided by the Cultural Statistics – Use of ICT for cultural purposes 

(Eurostat, 2021b), we need to stress two further points.  

The first concerns the practice of artistic activities, which represent the other side of the coin 

of cultural participation. As part of the EU-SILC ad-hoc module on social and cultural 

participation in 2015, EU residents were also asked about their active cultural pursuits, 

specifically whether or not they took part in any of the following artistic activities: playing a 

musical instrument, composing music, singing, dancing, acting, photography/film-making, 

drawing, painting, sculpture, other visual arts/handcrafts, writing poems/short stories/fiction, 

and so on (Eurostat, 2021a). In 2015, the share of the EU adult population – aged 16 years or 

more – that reported that they pursued at least one artistic activity – during the 12 months 
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prior to the survey – stood at just over one third (34.4 percent). A more detailed analysis 

reveals that more than one sixth (17.4 percent) of the EU population practised at least one 

artistic activity every week. Note these figures include the 5.2 percent share of the population 

that practised every day. By contrast, a majority (65.7 percent) of adults in the European Union 

did not practise any artistic activity. Not surprisingly, these activities register a lower 

participation rate than the activities listed above – around 40-45 percent – because they 

require more active involvement of the participant.  

The second and last point to be addressed pertains the reason to not participate in culture. 

The main reason for not participating in the three categories of activities analysed appears to 

be (i) lack of interest, as cited by 39.1 percent of respondents in the European Union who did 

not visit a cultural site, (ii) 37.5 percent of respondents who did not go to the cinema and (iii) 

36.6 percent of respondents who did not attend a live performance. Financial reasons were 

the second most often declared reason for not participating in cultural activities, with live 

performances participation peaking for this declared reason. Proximity, on the contrary, was 

rarely cited as the main reason for not participating in a cultural activity.  

We will extensively analyse reasons for not participating in the next chapter, trying to find a 

relationship with the levels of capitals behold by participants.  

 

 

 

 4.2  Cultural Statistics – Use of ICT for cultural purposes 

 

 

Modern internet technologies make it possible for large numbers of people to take part in 

online cultural activities, such as creating and downloading and sharing cultural content –

listening to music, watching films, streaming live concerts, and so on. New forms of online 

cultural participation have emerged with the development of digital technologies and the 

spread of the internet. In 2020, 91 percent of households in the EU had internet access, 

(Eurostat, 2021b), so the potentiality to participate in culture digitally is widely spread.  

Cultural Statistics – Use of ICT for cultural purposes (Eurostat 2021b) – returns the picture of 

how culture is participated in through digital media: this represents relevant background 
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information when analysing the cultural participation levels of the first generation of digital 

natives. Unfortunately, the present investigation does not present data on participation in 

cultural activities such as museums or heritage activities but deals more specifically with 

activities such as 'Reading online news sites, newspapers and news magazines', 'Watching 

streamed TV or videos', 'Listening to music (web radio, music streaming) or downloading music' 

and 'Playing or downloading games'. This makes it possible to identify digital participation 

trends – part of the populations of interest – in a broader context of cultural participation. And 

at the same time, it demonstrates the need to begin investigating other aspects of 

participation, such as museums, that have not yet been probed: the novelty and urgency 

element of the current investigation – supported through an ad hoc data collection – emerges 

as necessary. 

In the EU as a whole and in the majority of countries, the most popular culture-related uses of 

the internet were ’Reading online news sites/newspapers/news magazines’ and ’Watching 

internet streamed TV or videos’. In 2020, 75 percent of the EU population aged 16-74 years 

who had used the internet in the three months prior to the survey, had read online news 

sites/newspapers/news magazines and 74 percent of this population had watched internet-

streamed TV or video. Lower shares were recorded for ’Listening to music or downloading 

music over the internet’ (61 percent) and ’Playing or downloading games’ (34 percent). 

Moreover, with the development of streaming services, a growing number of films, videos, TV 

programmes and series can be accessed via the internet. In 2020, 74 percent of EU internet 

users watched internet streamed TV or videos (excluding programmes or videos that are 

downloaded and saved for a later date). In 2020, 61 percent of EU internet users (aged 16 to 

74 years) listened to music (e.g., via web radio or music streaming) or downloaded it via the 

internet. Playing and downloading games refers to playing games online or after downloading 

them (using a games console or a smart TV). Across the EU, in 2020, some 34 percent of 

internet users (aged 16 to 74 years) participated in this cultural activity. 

Apart from this general information, what concerns us is the participation through digital 

means of younger participants. As anticipated, young people (aged 16 to 24 years) in the EU 

were more likely than average to make use of the internet for a wide range of cultural 

purposes. Around 91 percent of internet users in this age group watched streamed TV or videos 

(compared with 74 percent of the whole target population and 58 percent of internet users 

aged 55 to 74 years), 87 percent listened to or downloaded music online (compared with 61 
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percent and 37 percent respectively), while 62 percent played or downloaded games 

(compared with 34 percent and 20 percent respectively). Below Table 1 on the use of the 

Internet for cultural purposes by age. 

 

 

Table 1 – Use of the Internet for cultural purposes, by age, 2020  

 

Source: Eurostat 2021b 
 

 

Moreover, participation in culture online can be analysed in more detail, according to the 

different socioeconomic characteristics of internet users as well. An analysis by level of 

educational attainment indicates that internet users with a tertiary level of education were 

generally more likely to make use of the internet for cultural purposes than people who have 

not achieved this level of education. This was most notably the case for reading online news 

sites, newspapers, and news magazines: in 2020, 86 percent of EU internet users with a tertiary 
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level of education made use of the internet for this purpose compared with 60 percent among 

internet users with at most a lower secondary level of education. Of the four cultural activities 

analysed, there was one exception: a higher share of internet users with at most a lower 

secondary level of education (42 percent) made use of the internet for playing or downloading 

games, compared with 33 percent observed for internet users with an upper secondary and 

post-secondary non-tertiary level and 31 percent for internet users with a tertiary level of 

education. 

At European level, men were more likely than women to make use of the internet for cultural 

purposes: nevertheless, this gap is not significant. Across the EU, for ’Watching internet 

streamed TV or videos’ the proportion of men using the internet for this purpose was 5 percent 

higher than that recorded for women, ’Listening to music or downloading music’ was 6 percent 

higher and for ’Playing or downloading games’ the difference was 7 percent. The smallest 

difference between the genders was recorded for ’Reading online news sites, newspapers and 

news magazines’, where the share for men was 3 percentage points higher than that for 

women. 39 

 

 

 

 4.3  Special Eurobarometer 466 

 

 

The Special Eurobarometer 466 – Cultural Heritage, which was published at the end of 2017 to 

inaugurate the 2018 European Year of Cultural Heritage, is an extra important data source for 

the context of this investigation. This article provides fascinating insights into, among other 

things, European citizens' perceptions of cultural heritage as an identity-builder and economic 

asset. Eurobarometer 466 provides information applicable to our question regarding the use 

of the Internet for cultural heritage-related activities. 

 
39 The last part of the Cultural Statistics – Use of ICT for cultural purposes proposes an analysis of the attitude to 
purchase cultural goods through internet but it is not relevant for the purposes of the present investigation. 
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Just over half (55 percent) have used the Internet in the last 12 months for at least one of a 

range of cultural heritage purposes. Respondents are most likely to have used the Internet to 

look up general information related to cultural heritage, such as the accessibility, facilities and 

main features of a museum, historical monument, or traditional event in preparation for a visit 

or their holidays (31 percent). Almost one quarter (23 percent) used the Internet for buying or 

booking services for events or activities, such as tickets, guided tours, etc., while 21 percent 

used it for viewing cultural heritage-related content, such as the description of a work of art or 

historical monument during a visit, historical information about a traditional event they attend 

and so on. Almost one in five (19 percent) used the Internet to know more about a museum or 

a traditional festival, historical monuments, exhibition after a visit, while just over one in ten 

(11 percent) have created or shared cultural heritage-related content, such as a picture or a 

video of a work of art or historical monument, etc. Respondents are least likely to have given 

their opinion of a cultural heritage site or activity (6 percent). Just over four in ten (43 percent) 

say they have done none of these things on the Internet in the last 12 months. Please refer to 

Figure 3 for a visual representation of the aforementioned data.  

 

Figure 3 – Use of internet for cultural heritage related purposes 

 

Source: European Commission 2017b 
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With regard to age, which is the specific interest of the current analysis, respondents younger 

than 55 years are the most likely to have used the Internet in at least one of these ways. For 

example, 65 percent of those aged 15-24 have done so, compared to 44 percent of those aged 

55 and over. The youngest respondents (aged 15-24) are overall most likely to have used the 

internet for cultural heritage purposes. This pattern applies for all the uses of the Internet 

asked about. 

With regard to the educational attainment, data show that the longer a respondent remained 

in education, the more likely they are to have used the Internet in at least one of these 

purposes: 74 percent of those who completed their education aged 20 or after have done so, 

compared to 27 percent of those who did so aged 15 or younger. This pattern applies for all 

the uses of the Internet asked about. Table 2 below synthetizes the data about the usage of 

internet for cultural heritage related purposes by age and educational attainment. 

 

 

Table 2 – Use of internet for cultural heritage related purposes by age and educational 

attainment 

 

Source: European Commission 2017b 
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Albeit very briefly, Eurobarometer 466 provides interesting insights into the relationship 

between technologies and cultural heritage, which will be further explored later with the 

analysis of the data collected. 

This publication provides as well other information which are object of analysis of the present 

work. 

Starting with participation in cultural heritage and museums, data show how in the twelve 

months prior to the investigation, the majority of respondents have visited a historical 

monument or site, attended a traditional event, or visited a museum or gallery. With regard to 

museum or gallery visits, participation vary widely across the EU. In fourteen Member States, 

a majority of respondents have visited a museum or gallery in the last twelve months, with 

respondents in Sweden (80 percent), the Netherlands (74 percent) and Denmark (68 percent) 

the most likely to have done this, compared to 27 percent in Portugal, 28 percent in Greece 

and 29 percent in Romania. Figure 4 offers a wide panoramic.  

 

 

Figure 4 – Participation in museums 

 

Source: European Commission 2017b 

 

 

With regard to age respondents under the age of 55 are the most likely to have done each of 

these activities at least once in the past 12 months. For example, 59 percent of those aged 15-
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24 have visited a museum or gallery, compared to 41 percent of those aged 55 and over. In 

addition, the youngest respondents (aged 15-24) are also the most likely to have visited a 

historical monument or site, attended a traditional or classical show, visited a library or archive, 

or to have been to the cinema or a film heritage festival to see a classic European film produced 

at least 10 years ago. Except for visiting traditional craft workplaces, the youngest respondents 

(aged 15-24) are most likely to participate in cultural heritage activities compared to other age 

groups.  

With regard to educational attainment, the longer a respondent remained in education, the 

more likely they are to have done each of these activities at least once in the past 12 months. 

For instance, 78 percent of those who completed their education aged 20 or after having 

visited a historical monument or site, compared to 34 percent who completed their education 

aged 15 or younger. Table 3 shows how both age and educational attainment are strong 

predictor of cultural participation. 

 

 

Table 3 – Participation in different cultural activities by age and educational attainment 

 

Source: European Commission 2017b 

 

 

Lastly, according to the Eurobarometer 466 findings, regarding barriers to participation, lack 

of time is the most common one to accessing cultural heritage sites or activities (37 percent), 
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while more than one third of respondents mention cost (34 percent) and 31 percent cite a lack 

of interest. For one quarter (25 percent), a lack of information is a barrier. Peculiarly, 

respondents aged 15-24 are almost equally likely to mention a lack of time (40 percent) and a 

lack of interest (39 percent) as barriers, followed by cost (34 percent) and a lack of information 

(28 percent). This means that, although not being still – partially – economically independent, 

it is not the cost the reason for not participating: a merit could be attributed to cultural policies 

which foster cultural participation of youngster by subsidizing it.  

 

 

 

 4.4  Conclusions 

 

 

The three cited data collections and analyses offer the most comprehensive and systematic 

data source on cultural participation and the usage of technologies connected to cultural 

participation in heritage at the European level.  

Several studies have been conducted regarding the cultural participation of young people 

(Nagel, 2009; Wood, 2010; Willekens and Lievens, 2014; Hansen et al., 2015; Smyth, 2020; 

Kacane, 2021; Segre and Morelli, 2021), but none specifically refers to Generation Z and digital 

nativity and links digital capital and participation. In addition, the majority of the evidence has 

a national viewpoint or refers to particular cultural activities, and the results are contradictory.  

To conclude, the data presented cannot provide answers to the research questions posed by 

our investigation. Moreover, the peculiarity of the analysis we are pursuing enables us to 

advance the knowledge of the literature with regard to a variety of issues, such as digital 

participation, participation in digital museums, and the participation of a specific age group – 

Generation Z – with regard to a variety of cultural activities and capital types. In addition, we 

will provide information regarding non-binary individuals whose participation has never been 

investigated. The relevance and opportunity of creating an ad hoc survey therefore results as 

pertinent. In the following chapter, we will show the survey and then analyse the acquired 

data. 
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5. The survey 

 

 

In the part that follows, we detail the procedure that led to the development of the 

accompanying survey, 40 whose results serve as empirical evidence for this study.  

We will now begin with the analytical description of the data set before describing the various 

components of this survey. Next, we will discuss the relationship between the present survey 

and the literature in order to demonstrate the theoretical foundation from which the reasons 

for conducting this survey arose and to highlight its novel aspects in the landscape of cultural 

participation analysis; we will then discuss how its strengths are related to its absolute novelty. 

In the final section, we discuss the research questions associated with the design of the survey 

and the anticipated outcomes of the data analysis. 

 

 

 

 5.1  The analytical description 

 

 

The purpose of this research is to investigate the participation patterns of Generation Z in 

museums, with a focus on the digital aspects of museums, known as digital museums. We view 

the museum as a producer of tangible, intangible, and digital outputs and assets. Digital 

museums are physical institutions that simultaneously provide their services via digital media. 

In other words, for the sake of this study, we consider traditional (physical) museums with a 

digital presence to be digital museums. In addition to virtual tours, digital collections, and 

online services designed to augment the physical offerings of museums, we define digital 

museums to include digital communication tools.  

The present survey on digital museums was developed between the end of 2021 and the 

beginning of 2022 in accordance with the available literature and in light of the various gaps 

 
40 For more details see APPENDIX A – The Survey 
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identified. After completion of the survey, it was published on February 16, 2022. Avoiding bias 

in data gathering necessitated careful attention during the survey's dissemination phase.  

An initial, rejected hypothesis involved distributing the survey through one's personal contacts. 

This approach, which is not recommended for data collection, carries the weight of many 

potential biases tied to social bubbles associated with the survey writers.  

A second, also rejected, hypothesis involved distributing the survey to the author's academic 

communities of interest. This possibility would have significantly altered the character of the 

inquiry, since the target group would not have been representative of Generation Z as a whole 

due to geographical, age, and educational level limitations.  

A third hypothesis for the distribution of the survey, which was ultimately rejected, involved 

the potential of disseminating the survey to the online communities of various museums and 

requesting their cooperation. In this instance as well, the results of the survey would have been 

weaker and more skewed, since only those members of Generation Z already interested in 

museums would have been surveyed.  

Therefore, it was decided to take a broader approach and go where Generation Z is. According 

to the data, this generation is an avid user of the Internet and Social Networks (Yadav and Rai, 

2017), hence we have opted to distribute the survey through them. It was determined that a 

Facebook page dedicated to the distribution of the survey should be created. On the Meta 

platform, five sponsored posts were therefore made for the distribution of the survey on 

Instagram, Facebook, and Messenger. From the final week of March 2022 to the second week 

of April 2022, these sponsorships were active sporadically for roughly three weeks. The 

decision to alternate the publication of the pieces was taken to prevent the posts from 

duplicating and consuming their own potential audience. Regarding audience targeting, 

particular decisions were made to allow the audience to be as vast as feasible while also 

permitting the collecting of a sample that was as large and representative as possible. 

Regarding the geolocation of sponsored postings, multiple regions were selected for each 

European nation with the objective of achieving a balance of respondents from areas of higher 

and lower urban density. Accordingly, the age range was restricted to members of Generation 

Z. Initially, sponsorships were aimed at the full age group of interest; later, they were changed 

to target the portion of Generation Z that had responded less to the initial sponsorship effort. 

In order to ensure the representativeness of the sample, gender balance was also considered 

by collecting data from a sample representative of the gender distribution currently found in 
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official rankings, or in other words, for a balance between the number of male and female 

respondents. A prize draw incentive system was incorporated as a thank you for completing 

the survey in order to further engage respondents and encourage their participation. There 

are two identical versions of the survey, one in Italian and one in English. The Italian edition 

was distributed only in Italy, while the English version was distributed throughout Europe. The 

presence of Italian respondents was well balanced by avoiding a disproportionate presence of 

responses from this country.  

The two major limitations of the distribution of this survey in the modality described are (i) the 

digital distribution; (ii) the language of the questionnaire in English.  

Regarding the distribution of the survey, the digital methods – via social networks – allowed us 

to contact just Generation Z individuals with internet access and social network usage. 

However, official data can convince us that this sample is representative. According to statistics 

from the 2019 Standard Eurobarometer 92 – Media Use in Europe (European Commission, 

2020), 94 percent of Generation Z utilises the internet daily in Europe, with 95 percent using 

social networks weekly. On the basis of these data, we may conclude that the Generation Z 

represented on social networks is representative of the entire generation.  

Regarding language, the English survey allowed us to reach just those members of Generation 

Z who speak English, with the exception of Italians, who could take benefit of an Italian version. 

Although only English-speaking members of Generation Z were contacted, according to Special 

Eurobarometer 386 – Europeans and their languages (European Commission, 2012b), English 

is the most widely spoken foreign language in Europe, particularly among members of this 

generation. It would have been too expensive and difficult to create a questionnaire version in 

each of the official languages of the many European nations. We viewed English as a 

reasonable compromise for the viability of the survey.  

While retaining the scientific rigor required for a scientific publication, it was chosen to tailor 

the tone of the survey's language to its intended audience. The decision proved to be 

successful. In roughly three weeks, the total number of responses was 1,812; of these, 717 

were members of the target population – Generation Z from Europe – and completed the 

survey in full.  
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 5.2  The structure of the survey 

 

 

The survey consists of twenty-five questions, distributed in four different sections: (i) about 

you; (ii) about your digital activities; (iii) about your digital cultural activities; (iv) about your 

cultural activities.  

The first section is designed to gather information regarding the socio-demographic 

characteristics of the respondents. Through this information, in addition to profiling the 

respondents, it is possible to compare the evidence already present in the literature with the 

results of the survey. 41 

The second section is apt to measure the digital capital of the respondents, through a joint 

method derived from the study of the literature and an adaptation by the author of DigComp 

2.1, the European e-skills survey tool. This is of the utmost importance to the current 

investigation, as we seek to determine the potential relationship between digital capital and 

cultural participation.  

The third segment focuses on the respondents' digital cultural practises, particularly their 

participation in the digital museum. This section also aims to ascertain how respondents assess 

the significance of museum digital services and their impact on the educational role of 

museums. Moreover, a brief subsection is dedicated to memes. Memes, generally understood 

as digital items – such as a captioned picture or video – which are spread widely online 

especially through social media, are a new mode of expression – or language – of 

contemporaneity and are widely used by Generation Z. They consist of an iconic and a textual 

part, which serve as message and as context, and are almost exclusively humorous in nature 

and tone. Through this sub-section we try to survey the opinion of Generation Z with respect 

to culturally themed – or artistic – memes, which are already widespread in social networks, 

to understand their potential as a tool for the digital museum. At the same time, the aim of 

this sub-section is to measure participants' levels of cultural capital in order to link them with 

levels of cultural participation. In order to detect the participants' cultural capital, it was 

 
41 As mentioned, multiple times in the first chapter, a significant portion of the literature on cultural participation 
emphasises the importance of relating different socio-demographic characteristics to cultural participation, thus 
attempting to profile users in order to better describe the phenomenon, have tools to predict participation, and 
create policies based on these results. 
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decided to act in a completely original way. The participants were asked to observe three 

memes and to answer yes-no questions designed to detect their knowledge of the artistic 

context of reference – specifically the name of a painter, the location of a fresco and the 

recognition of a specific painting movement. By clustering the number of correct answers, it 

was possible to define four different levels of cultural capital of the respondents. The choice of 

using memes as a visual tool to detect the respondents' cultural capital was also intended as a 

means of lightening the survey to facilitate levels of completion. In this section, we also attempt 

to determine if the digital shift caused by the spread of Covid-19 has affected the use and 

perception of the digital museum, as well as the primary reasons for interacting with it.  

In the fourth section on general cultural participation, with specific reference to the museum 

in its physical form, we examine Generation Z's participation patterns in culture. There are also 

questions that have already been included in other official European surveys in order to 

facilitate comparisons between the results gathered from this survey and those from other 

official surveys.  

Most of the questions are closed-ended divided between multiple chooses questions and 

matrix tables. This choice is due to the fact that questionnaires with closed answers have much 

higher completion rates than open-ended questionnaires. In addition, closed-ended answers 

are more agile and shorter to complete and allow more information to be gathered in less time. 

The different options given with respect to the answer to a question almost always result from 

a systematization of the evidence in the literature or from personal intuition – a minority of 

cases. There are only two open-ended questions with specific reference to digital museums. In 

this case, it was considered essential to allow respondents to freely provide answers with 

respect to this topic, also and especially in light of the novelty of this concept, which is not yet 

fully standardized in the literature. 

 

 

 5.3  The theoretical framework and the novelty elements  

 

 

Previously, we anticipated that the present investigation includes three innovative aspects, 

which supports the decision to create an ad hoc survey.  
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The first reason relates to the theoretical framework and the capital reasoning. As 

demonstrated in the first chapter, cultural participation may be described by two major 

theories: the theory of information processing and the theory of status seeking. Cultural 

participation is dependent on many forms of capital, according to these theories. For the 

information theory, levels of cultural and human capital are necessary to explain cultural 

participation, while for the status theory, levels of social and economic capital are crucial. 

Surprisingly, the level of digital capital has not been correlated with cultural participation to 

this point. In a technologically mediated society, digital advancements are used daily to every 

industry, including the cultural industry. Currently, official statistics provide information with 

respect to, for instance, the use of the internet for cultural heritage related purposes, but do 

not ontologically go into aspects related to the digital nature of cultural heritage or museums. 

In other words, investigating digital capital as a possible predictor of cultural participation is 

the first element of novelty of this thesis.  

The second aspect of the investigation's originality is its analysis of Generation Z as the first 

generation that can claim the true digital native status: the behaviours and habits of this 

generation can help us understand how the digital habits of the present are expressed and 

how choices could be oriented to better integrate technology into the cultural sector.  

For the third reason of the present work's originality, we must add another tile. To discuss 

cultural participation is to discuss a wide range of human activities, including singing, writing, 

watching films, attending the theatre, playing video games, reading books, etc. Cultural 

participation is a very broad activity that encompasses the consumption of cultural products 

and participation in cultural activities. It is also a tool for individuals to increase their own 

cultural and informational capacity and capital, which aids in defining their identity and/or 

permits personal expression. In official statistics, the data from these many activities are 

frequently grouped together and referred to as cultural participation. When conducting a 

sector-specific study, however, this amalgamation is unproductive. For this reason, in this 

work, instead of dealing with cultural participation as participation in one or more of the many 

activities or consumption of products that fall under the label of culture, we have decided to 

focus on participation in heritage, and more specifically participation in museums, with the 

addition of a special focus on aspects of the digital museum. The current state of the art, 

especially with regard to data from official institutions, does not provide comprehensive 

information on participation in museums, and on the contrary, museums are often lumped in 
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with other cultural heritage institutions, such as historical or archaeological sites, and are 

investigated and labelled as cultural heritage. Surveys on specific participation in the digital 

museum are not encountered neither. In addition, we have focused our investigation on the 

demand side. It is plain for all to see how the digitization of all production sectors is the mantra 

of our present. While for many sectors – cultural and non-cultural – the very significant 

economic implications of this process have already been demonstrated and are linked to a 

demand requirement, as far as museums are concerned this is not, as things stand, entirely 

clear. The digitalization of museums has begun, primarily due to the willingness of 

governments to upgrade this sector in order to maintain it competitive with other industries. 

Therefore, we are experiencing a top-down digital approach of museums in the absence of 

market demand evidence for this digitization. without any counterevidence of the actual 

market demand for this digitization. In the presence of this mechanism of government 

intervention, it is reasonable to question if digitization is a genuine market necessity or 

whether the digital museum, in the wave of digital for digital's sake, is more the outcome of 

governmental intervention. In other words, is the digital museum a consequence of supply-

induced demand? Answering this question has substantial economic and policy implications. 

This is the fourth factor of this survey's novelty and relevance.  

In conclusion, given the unique nature of this investigation, the data previously accessible in 

the literature or from official institutions would never have been sufficient to conduct such an 

investigation; consequently, it was necessary for us to compile our own dataset. 

 

 

 

 5.4  Research questions and analysis expectations  

 

 

Every survey stems from one or more research questions. It is valid from a methodological 

standpoint that such study questions derive from a comprehensive literature evaluation. This 

was the route that led to the development of this survey.  

As indicated previously, the literature review revealed several gaps that needed to be filled. To 

discuss digital capital, Generation Z appeared to be the appropriate audience. The same holds 



   
 

 95 

true for an investigation into the digital museum and the future of the museum: who better to 

represent future museum visitors than the youthful generation of today? The analysis of this 

generation's participation patterns is anticipated to aid in answering these problems. 

Consequently, the objective of this survey is to examine hypotheses derived from specific 

research topics. The initial study question is whether digital capital levels influence cultural 

participation. With this question in mind, it is natural to investigate whether high levels of 

digital capital – or digital nativity – influence cultural participation in a digital rather than 

physical direction, or at the very least influence the disposition and consideration of digital 

aspects of a field such as cultural heritage and museums. And, as was previously mentioned, 

Generation Z is ideal for conducting research in this area. 

 

Three are the main hypotheses investigated in the present thesis: (i) cultural participation is 

related to the level of capitals of Generation Z participants and digital capital – in addition to 

human and cultural capital – is associated to it, especially when it comes to digitally mediated 

forms of cultural participation; (ii) beholding high level of digital capital, the individuals of the 

Generation Z do not uncritically participate in digital forms of culture – in this specific case 

museums; (iii) social media and art memes represent a competitive tool for digital museums 

to spread their learning function. 

 

 

 

6. The data analysis and the main results 

 

 

The current thesis aims to contribute to a better understanding of the role of technologies 

applied to museums. In order to provide a preliminary evaluation of the potential and 

modalities for applying the digital to museums, we analysed the participation of Generation Z, 

in light of their digital native status and since they represent the future cultural participants. 

Contrary to conventional opinion, the first major addition of our data analysis is that this 

generation is critical, discriminating, and selective when it comes to digitally mediated 

participation in culture. Possessing both high levels of digital and cultural capital – which our 
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findings indicate are associated with cultural participation – this generation possesses all of the 

skills necessary to participate in digital museums. In contrast to conventional belief, they 

exhibit less passion or interest in the use of technology to physical museums and digital 

museums. This generation does not appear to be totally receptive to the modalities in which 

technologies are being utilised in museums. The policy implications are various and emerges 

the necessity for a systematic evaluation of the effectiveness of digital instruments. The 

findings seem to indicate that the way technology is applied to museums is not effective, at 

least in the sense of attracting new audiences.  

The question is not whether museums should utilise technology, but rather how they could do 

so. In other words, we believe – and data seem to suggest that – development of the digital 

museum as a service is still necessary.  

This research indicates that the implementation of technologies in museums is not uncritically 

accepted. This generation believes that digital engagement is not determined by the 

technology itself, but rather by what or how it drives users to participate. Individuals in 

Generation Z are not enthusiastic and do not completely participate in digital museums in 

terms of what is now available, but there is a solid affinity for museums and all digital 

competencies to become dedicated digital museum participants. In other words, the digital 

museum as a game-changing application of technology to increase museum participation has 

yet to emerge. 

 

More precisely, as a result of the data analysis, and in answering our initial three hypotheses, 

42 we observed that: 

 

(i) The capital logic is confirmed to apply to Generation Z's cultural participation. 

Individuals endowed in capitals – primarily cultural and digital, then human – are 

those who participate more in culture, in a greater variety of physical and digital 

cultural expressions, and with greater intensity; 

 
42 The three main hypothesis of the present work can be summarized as follow: (i) cultural participation is related 
to the level of capitals of Generation Z participants and digital capital – in addition to human and cultural capital 
– is associated to it, especially when it comes to digitally mediated forms of cultural participation; (ii) beholding 
high level of digital capital, the individuals of the Generation Z do not uncritically participate in digital forms of 
culture – in this specific case museums; (iii) social media and art memes represent a competitive tool for digital 
museums to spread their learning function. 
 



   
 

 97 

(ii) For the Generation Z individuals, technology does not matter as such when applied 

to culture and more precisely to museums. They do not participate in digital culture 

uncritically. Generation Z is dissatisfied with the current state of things and the 

methods in which the digital museum is supplied as a service. This is not due to a 

lack of resources, capacity, or desire; they frequently visit museums and are digitally 

savvy as native digital users. Consequently, the dissatisfaction might likely be traced 

to a supply-related factor rather than a demand-related one.  

(iii) As parts of digital services associated to museums and as a new cultural expression, 

social media and art memes appear to be able to contribute to the learning process 

in museums. 

 

 

 

 6.1  The various indicators 

 

 

The following text presents the analysis of the data collected through the survey specifically 

designed for the present thesis. The first section presents the operationalization of key 

concepts, and the later sections discusses the analysis and results. 43 

 

In order to associate the various forms of capital with cultural participation, it is necessary to 

operationalize and quantify the concept of capital. Following is a breakdown of the many levels 

of the three capital types of interest:  

 

 

(i) To capture participants' human capital, the level of education socio-

demographic variable was utilised as a proxy, as common practice in the 

literature (Oxley et al., 2008; European Commission, 2017). The number of 

individuals with higher education (university degree) and secondary education 

 
43 In APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis is an investigation of elements unrelated to our initial three 
hypotheses.  
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(high school diploma) may have been underestimated due to the fact that 

Generation Z constitutes a very young fraction of the population. In actuality, a 

significant portion of this age cohort has an age that corresponds to the medium 

level of education (high school) as their present and unfinished degree of 

schooling. In order to have a sufficient number of participants from the higher 

education and middle education tiers, which correspond to the higher and 

middle levels of human capital as defined in the present work, we decided to 

ask the participants about their completed level of education, including their 

current level of education. Thus, people in their fourth or fifth year of high 

school are placed inside the intermediate education tier (high school) and are 

regarded to have developed the same amount of human capital as those who 

recently graduated from high school and chose not to continue their education. 

Those who are now enrolled in college or university are considered to be in the 

midst of a process in which they are building a level of human capital that is, to 

a good approximation, closer to that of those who have already graduated from 

college. In other words, we view both the completion and attendance at a 

particular level of education as a sign of a particular level of human capital. 

Given the age restrictions imposed by the specificity of our investigation, we 

deemed it important to employ the current education level method, even 

though this strategy may sound controversial and is in some ways novel. 

(ii) To capture digital capital, we have decided to develop a composite indicator 

comprised of two distinct sub-indicators. The first sub-indicator, through the 

question six (Please tell me about your digital activities and mark True or False 

in the following statements), aims to detect the digital competences of the 

participants. We have utilised and adapted DigComp 2.1, the Digital 

Competence Framework for Citizens made accessible by the European 

Commission, which provides a common definition of digital competence 

(European Commission, 2017). One of the suggested aspects of the framework 

is its adaptability and flexibility; accordingly, we have customised the 

framework to encompass both cultural participation and digital cultural 

participation. Respondents were asked to indicate whether nine claims were 

true or false. Based on the responses, an indicator of digital literacy, and thus 
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digital capital, was developed. Literature also provides examples of the 

adaption and application of the DigComp to detect digital capital (Ragnedda et 

al., 2019). The second sub-indicator for measuring digital capital is the 

ownership of the physical and digital assets required for digital access to cultural 

content. Respondents were questioned regarding their ownership of six distinct 

assets. A sub-indicator of digital literacy declined in this direction has thus been 

obtained. The concept of the ownership of tools and assets as a measure of 

capital may also be found in the literature (Willekens and Lievens, 2014), and it 

has been revised and modified to the scope of this investigation. The composite 

digital capital indicator is based on the average of the results of the two 

discovered sub-indicators; this means that we have opted to assign equal 

weight to the two digital capital components we have sought to assess. 

(iii) To capture cultural capital, we have decided to develop a composite indicator 

comprised of two distinct sub-indicators. The first sub-indicator, trough the 

questions thirteen, fourteen and fifteen (Watch the meme. Does it represent a 

famous fresco in the Louvre Museum?; Watch the meme. Is this famous painter 

Pablo Picasso?; Watch the meme. Is this a Dadaist painting?) attempts to assess 

respondents' understanding of artistic and cultural content. The choice to 

decline the knowledge of artistic and cultural content as cultural capital 

indicator found its bases in the literature (Bourdieu, 1979; McCarthy, 2004). 

Based on the number of right responses supplied by respondents, we have 

generated a sub-indicator depicting the cultural capital gradient they possess. 

In light of the many criticisms of reductivism arising from Bourdieu's approach 

to cultural capital as art related knowledge (Sullivan, 2007), we have decided to 

create a second sub-indicator based on the concept of cultural omnivorousness 

(Peterson, 1992; Peterson and Kern, 1996; Peterson 2005; de Vries and Reevees 

2021) – which is extensively discussed in Chapter 2. More precisely respondents 

were asked about their general cultural participation in the last twelve months 

prior to the epidemic, 44 in thirteen distinct cultural activities, and a sub-

 
44 The reference to a pre-pandemic period is due to the extraordinariness of the pandemic period which has 
registered an increase of participation in certain cultural contents and a decrease in others. Moreover, in light 
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indicator of their level of cultural omnivorousness was developed to measure 

their cultural capital. The composite indicator of cultural capital is based on the 

average of the results of the two sub-indicators; this means that we have 

assigned equal weight to the two components of cultural capital that we have 

attempted to measure. 

 

In besides testing the correlation between the levels of capital and cultural participation – 

which is the specific topic and contribution of the present work – we have collected data about 

some of the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents in order to compare our 

results to those which can be found in the literature. More specifically we are interested in 

comparing the results to the consolidated knowledge with regard to age (Gray, 2003; 

Borgonovi, 2004; Scherger, 2009; Willekens and Lievens, 2014; Gray 2013; Borowiecki and 

Prieto-Rodriguez, 2014; Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015; Evans, 2016; European Commission, 

2017b; Mihelj et al., 2019; Sokolov 2019; Ateca-Amestoy 2020; ISTAT, 2020), gender (Bihagen 

and Katz-Gerro, 2000; López Sintas and García Álvarez, 2002; Seaman, 2005; Ateca-Amestoy, 

2008; Gray 2013; Muñiz et al., 2014; Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016; Willekens and 

Lievens, 2016; European Commission, 2017b; Sokolov 2019; ISTAT, 2020; Suárez-Fernández, 

2020) and the size population of the place of living (López Sintas and García Álvarez, 2002; 

Borgonovi, 2004; Ateca-Amestoy 2008; Scherger, 2009; Chen, 2015; Gray 2013; Borowiecki 

and Prieto-Rodriguez, 2014; Muñiz et al., 2014; Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione, 2016; Brook, 

2016: Evans 2016; O’Hagan, 2017).  

 

With regard to age, we have specifically identified the Generation Z as the age cohort of the 

present investigation, so the respondents were born between 1995 and 2012. With regard to 

gender, we recognize and acknowledge the presence of a richer spectrum of genders that goes 

behind the binary classification of male-female which has been investigated so far in the 

literature. For this reason, we have included a third spectrum – non-binary – to this specific 

 
of the recency of the pandemic, the literature on the subject shows conflicting results. At times it claims that 
only participation by the usual audience of participants has intensified (Pellegrini, 2020; Feder et al. 2022), at 
others that the audience has expanded (Bakhshi et al., 2022). Contributing to the knowledge of whether the 
digital shift caused by the pandemic has driven museum visitors towards digital can be viewed as a minor 
contribution of our research. 
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aspect of investigation. 45 With regard to the size population of the place of living, this aspect 

is here linked to the presence of possible infrastructures and more supply favouring cultural 

participation in infrastructurally more endowed places. 46  

 

In the section that follows, we will provide some general information on the composition of 

the collected dataset. Afterwards, we will first analyse the investigation's findings in terms of 

general cultural participation, before moving on to the specific cultural participation in 

museums and digital museums. 

 

 

 

 

6.2  Methodological limitations 

 

 

This sample does not promise to detect universal facts about the target group, Generation Z. 

This study employs a method of data gathering that, by its very nature, has inherent constraints 

that are beyond the data collector's control. This is a summary of the primary argument: 

 

(i) The level of human capital taking into account the current education and not the 

completed level of education. 

(ii) The threshold of 50,000 inhabitants as an element defining cities and infrastructures. 

(iii) The algorithm favouring places where online advertisements are cheaper and the 

impossibility to reach nine to twelve years old participant. 

 

 
45 As far as we are aware, this is the first time that this aspect of cultural participation has been investigated. In 
addition, this factor contributes to the supplementary richness of the current investigation and calls for further 
exploration in this direction in the future. 
 
46 The European Commission (2012a) appears to recognise a population cap of 50,000 as the defining 
characteristic of a city. 
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Accordingly, from this point forward, every statement we make will refer to the collected 

sample and might be applied to the general population with the necessary care. 

 

 

 

 

 6.3  The general composition of the dataset  

 

 

As noted previously, the total number of gross responses obtained during the survey was 

1,812. After cleaning, there were 717 legitimate responses remaining. The respondents were 

very evenly distributed in terms of age along the range of Generation Z, however the youngest 

were underrepresented. In general, the research performed thus far indicates that the 

distribution of responses within the sample is balanced and corresponds to the distribution of 

the European population, according to official figures (Eurostat 2017; 2019; 2021a). Regarding 

gender, female and male replies were comparable (about 44 percent and 41 percent 

respectively). We obtained 14 percent of responses from respondents who identify as non-

binary as a novel aspect in the literature. With respect to the place of living, about 3 out of 4 

respondents live in places with more than 50,000 inhabitants. 47 

 

 

 

 6.4  About the respondents and their levels of capital  

 

 

The sample's capital levels are described in the next three paragraphs. 

 

 

 
47 For more details see APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis 
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6.4.1  Human capital distribution  

 

 

To measure human capital, we have deployed the level of completed and current education as 

a proxy, distributing respondents within three main levels of education, corresponding to three 

tiers of human capital: (i) Up to middle school – 11.85 percent of the respondents; (ii) High 

school – 55.23 percent of the respondents; (iii) University degree (Bachelor, Master, PhD) – 

32.91 percent of the respondents. On a side note, respondents living in cities and female ones 

show the highest share of higher education. On the contrary, non-binary respondents are the 

less educated ones. 48 

 

 

 

6.4.2  Digital capital distribution 

 

 

As anticipated, to evaluate digital capital – which Park (2017) defines as the factors that govern 

how people access, use, and engage with digital technology – we have decided to develop a 

composite indicator comprised of two sub indicators.  

The first sub-indicator evaluates digital capital as the respondents' level of digital competencies 

(Ragnedda et al., 2019). The second sub-indicator evaluates digital capital as the respondents' 

ownership of various physical and digital assets that could facilitate their digital participation 

in culture (Willekens and Lievens, 2014). As a result, we have developed a composite indicator 

of digital capital based on the average of the results of the two sub-indicators described above. 

The average level of digital capital of the respondents as competences is 0.73, while the one 

measured as ownership is slightly lower, 0.58. 49 The average result is 0.66 – measured from 0 

to 1. The age within this age cohort appears not to influence the level of digital capitals, 

showing that the years’ threshold of this generation based on digital nativity is consistent. 

 
48 For more details see APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis 
 
49 This may depend on factors related to income. 
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When it comes to gender, the respondents behold almost the same level of digital capital as 

competences – male slightly higher before rounding off the results, but female respondents 

behold a higher level according to ownership. Respondents living in cities behold higher levels 

of digital capital. 50 

 

  

 

6.4.3  Cultural capital distribution 

 

 

To operatize cultural capital, we have created a composite indicator consisting of two sub-

indicators. The first sub-indicator measures cultural capital as the respondents’ level of 

knowledge related to artistic and cultural contents (Bourdieu, 1979; McCarthy, 2004). The 

second sub-indicator measures cultural capital as the level of cultural omnivorousness 

(Peterson, 1992; Peterson and Kern, 1996; Peterson 2005; de Vries and Reevees, 2021) behold 

by respondents. Accordingly, we have created a composite cultural capital indicator based on 

the average of the two abovementioned sub-indicators. The cultural capital of the respondents 

measured as cultural knowledge is 0.60, while the one measured as omnivorousness is higher, 

0.69. The average result is 0.64. Female respondents behold higher capital with regard to both 

sub-indicators, followed by non-binary ones. Neither age nor population size appear to 

influence the level of cultural capital. 51 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
50 For more details see APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis 
 
51 See APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis for more details.  
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 6.4.4  Relationship between the different types of capital 

 

 

In terms of the interaction between human capital and digital capital, we do not observe 

significant differences between the least and most educated. Nevertheless, given that the 

average year of birth for respondents with the lowest level of education is 2006, for 

respondents with the average level of education it is 2004 and for respondents with the highest 

level of education it is 1999, it appears that age has a greater impact on digital capital than 

education. Younger respondents possess the same level of digital capital as older respondents: 

one would hypothesise that in a few years, after acquiring more human capital, these same 

respondents could create additional digital capital, resulting in a higher level of digital capital 

for the same age and degree of education.  

When it comes to the relationship between the level of education and cultural capital, the 

higher the level of education, the higher the cultural capital as knowledge – as for the literature 

presented in the previous chapters – with a big gap: 0.52 for the lowest level of education and 

0.69 for the highest. Nevertheless, there is almost no difference when it comes to 

omnivorousness – 0.68 and 0.69 respectively: omnivorousness, as for literature, is related to 

age and not to human capital. No relationship has been found when it comes to levels of digital 

capital and cultural capital.  

We may now proceed to the analysis of the core of our survey, Generation Z's cultural 

participation. We shall progress from a general to a specific level. In other words, we will 

explore what the collected data reveal about the cultural participation of Generation Z, before 

analysing participation in museums and the digital museum, respectively. Regarding the digital 

museum, we will analyse its different features and then provide input regarding its 

entertainment and educational potential as a collection of digital services provided by 

museums. This will allow us to proceed to a further and more specific aspect of this 

investigation, a link between entertainment and learning, culture and the internet, through an 

expressive language that represents one of the primary codes of expression of Generation Z 

on the web, memes, which have been defined as this generation's slang (Jeresano and 
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Carretero, 2022). We will conclude with a summary of the investigation's key results and 

potential future research directions. 

 

 

 

 6.5  The Cultural Participation of the Generation Z 

 

 

To delve deeper into the analysis of generation Z's cultural participation, we will begin by 

examining this generation's general participation in various cultural activities. The topic, as 

anticipated, represents a gap in the literature that we want to address. 

 

 

 

6.5.1  General Cultural Participation 

 

 

Official data (European Commission, 2017b) and published research (Van Rees et al., 1999; 

López Sintas and Garca lvarez, 2002; Scherger, 2009; Weingartner and Rössel, 2019) 

demonstrate that the younger generations are the most enthusiastic cultural participants and 

cultural omnivores. We have opted to collect data regarding this issue via question number 

twenty-two. (In the last twelve months prior to the pandemic have you…? (please estimate)), 

which we have used to create one of the sub-indicators of the cultural capital. Table 4 displays 

the various degrees of participation in the various cultural activities investigated. 
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Table 4 – Participation rates of respondents in different cultural activities 

Cultural Activities 
Participating 
respondents 

Listened to music 99% 

Watched television 86% 

Read a book for pleasure (including e-book, web novel, etc.) 86% 

Played videogames 86% 

Been to the cinema 85% 

Visited a museum, exhibition, or cultural heritage site 83% 

Painted or drawn 73% 

Visited a library or archive 72% 

Visited a fair or a festival 56% 

Been to the theatre 52% 

Sung in a choir or played a musical instrument 49% 

Been to a concert 47% 

Watched a ballet or opera or a modern dance performance 25% 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

The findings indicate that Generation Z is quite omnivorous. Ballet, opera and modern dance 

are the most unpopular cultural activities among this generation. One in two responders 

participates in concerts, fairs and festivals, sings or plays an instrument, and assists to theatrical 

performances. At least seven out of ten respondents participate in each of the remaining 

cultural activities, with the majority participating in more than eight out of ten. The most 

popular cultural activity is music.  

According to our data study, the level of education – human capital – has a favourable relation 

with cultural participation of up to plus 9 percent. The sole exception is active cultural 
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participation (painting or drawing, singing in a choir or playing a musical instrument, and 

playing videogames), where the tendency is reversed with as much as a 19 percent decrease 

for painting and drawing. In other words, the levels of human capital are related to general 

cultural participation. 52 

The average level of cultural capital as knowledge of participants is nearly identical for each 

cultural activity, ranging from 0.66 to 0.69, but it is greater than that of the general population, 

which is 0.60. In terms of cultural capital as omnivorousness, the less popular an activity is, the 

greater the average degree of cultural capital as omnivorousness of its participants. In this 

instance, the gap is greater, and the average score for cultural capital as omnivorousness 

ranges from 0.70 for activities such as listening to music and playing videogames to 0.85 for 

watching ballet, opera, or modern dance performances; the average score for the entire 

population is 0.69. In other words, the levels of cultural capital are associated with widespread 

cultural engagement.  

In addition to linking capital levels to cultural participation, we are interested in linking these 

levels to the motivations for participation. We asked participants why they connect with 

cultural content in question twenty-one . On the basis of the literature (Jarness, 2015), we have 

determined four primary reasons to participate. Follows Table 5 displaying the outcomes of 

this linkage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
52 For more details see APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis 
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Table 5 – Reasons for participating in culture by sociodemographic and capitals 
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General 51% 16% 12% 21% 

Female 58% 17% 13% 12% 

Male 45% 14% 12% 29% 

Non-Binary 49% 19% 10% 23% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

49% 12% 14% 24% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

52% 17% 11% 19% 

Up to Middle school 45% 20% 20% 15% 

High school 52% 16% 11% 21% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

53% 15% 10% 22% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.61 0.59 0.61 0.54 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.70 0.70 0.70 0.65 

Average Cultural Capital 0.66 0.65 0.65 0.60 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.74 0.74 0.71 0.72 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.58 0.61 0.56 0.57 

Average Digital Capital 0.66 0.67 0.63 0.64 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

Participation in culture is primarily motivated by the desire to gain knowledge, followed by the 

pursuit of pleasurable experiences. The higher the levels of human capital, the greater the 



   
 

 110 

participation for educational and pleasure-seeking purposes. In contrast, the need to 

participate in culture that expresses one's identity or which represents an art form appears to 

increase as levels of education decrease. For both sub-indicators, it appears that the highest 

degree of cultural capital is possessed by people who participate in culture for learning 

purposes, followed by those who participate in culture when it represents an artistic form. 

Moreover, respondents with the lowest levels of cultural capital are those who engage in 

cultural activities in pursuit of pleasurable experiences. Regarding participation as a 

pleasurable experience and as an art form in and of itself, these results are intriguing because 

they appear to decouple levels of cultural capital and levels of human capital – which are always 

positively correlated in the literature – in a manner that contradicts the literature. This result 

may suggest a trait of inclusiveness in cultural participation. Furthermore, this might suggest 

that – contrary to common beliefs – cultural participation as a form of entertainment is not a 

distinctive trait of those with a low educational level. In contrast, legitimising cultural 

participation through the term of art participation appears to be more prevalent among less 

educated respondents, most likely as a type of external legitimation, more or less as a social 

coping mechanism or as a sort of ostentatious spending (Camic and Hodgson, 2011). If this is 

a result of the fact that, as previously noted, Generation Z appears to have initiated a process 

of emancipation of cultural participation from the highbrow-lowbrow dichotomy, is something 

we can only surmise: further investigation is required. 

When it comes to the level of digital capital, those participating for learning purposes and to 

express themselves are those with the highest levels of capital.  

In conclusion, the higher the level of all analysed capitals – human, digital, and cultural – the 

greater the levels and variety of general cultural participation, corroborating prior findings. 

When it comes to participation as an educational experience, the same patterns emerge. These 

results support our first hypothesis.  

After analysing these features of Generation Z's general cultural participation, it is time to 

examine the specific topic of this investigation: museum participation. In the following section, 

we will discuss museums in general – both physical and digital – before delving into the digital 

museum. 
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6.5.2  Cultural Participation in Museums 

 

 

According to our results, participation in museums is a very popular activity among members 

of Generation Z; 83 percent of respondents are museum-goers. It is a more feminised activity 

– 87 percent of female respondents, 79 percent of male respondents, and 82 percent of non-

binary respondents – and it appears to be more popular in areas with a larger population – 85 

percent of respondents living in areas with more than 50,000 inhabitants as opposed to 78 

percent of those living in areas with fewer than 50,000 inhabitants.  

In the literature (Ateca-Amestoy, 2008; Falk and Katz-Gerro, 2015) frequency of participation 

appears to be more influenced by sociodemographic than spot participation. We have decided 

to investigate it and have broken down participation into five frequency options. The majority 

of responders participate a few times for year (57 percent), followed by those who participate 

once per year (30 percent). Only 7 percent have stated they do not participate at all. Regarding 

the sociodemographic features and level of capitals held by respondents, Table 6 provides 

numerous confirmations of what has already been discovered in the literature. 
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Table 6 – Frequency of Museum Participation by Sociodemographic Characteristics and by 
Capitals 
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General 7% 30% 57% 4% 2% 

Female 4% 27% 61% 5% 3% 

Male 9% 33% 53% 4% 1% 

Non-Binary 9% 27% 58% 3% 3% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

8% 35% 53% 3% 1% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

7% 28% 58% 5% 2% 

Up to Middle school 5% 27% 64% 5% 0% 

High school 9% 30% 56% 4% 1% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

5% 31% 56% 5% 4% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.47 0.53 0.63 0.69 0.88 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.55 0.63 0.73 0.80 0.78 

Average Cultural Capital 0.50 0.58 0.68 0.74 0.83 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.69 0.71 0.74 0.73 0.76 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.47 0.57 0.59 0.66 0.68 

Average Digital Capital 0.58 0.64 0.67 0.69 0.72 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

Regarding all types of capital, the trend is that the higher the intensity of participation, the 

higher the average amount of capital owned by respondents. When it comes to cultural capital, 
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the gap is significantly wider: 0.47 is the average cultural capital defined as knowledge for those 

who never visit museums, whereas 0.88 is the average for those who frequent museums the 

most. The lone exception relates to human capital and the frequency of a few times each year, 

since individuals with the lowest degree of education have the highest proportion for this 

frequency. Nonetheless, this result could be explained by the fact that for this level of 

education, when ongoing, the respondents are influenced to participate more in museums due 

to school programming: this is not the case for respondents attending the highest level of 

education, whose attendance is almost never influenced by educational programming and may 

be more a matter of personal choice. In contrast, the tendency is unidirectional with relation 

to cultural capital and digital capital. The greater the average capital, the greater the 

participation intensity. In addition, the gap is persistent, as the cultural capital of those who 

participate with the greatest intensity is nearly double that of those who do not participate at 

all, ranging from plus 89 percent for the knowledge sub-indicator to plus 43 perent for the 

omnivorousness sub-indicator. The same association exists between digital capital and 

participation frequency, albeit with a smaller gap – plus 43 percent for the competencies sub-

indicator and plus 10 percent for the ownership sub-indicator, respectively. In general, these 

results are not surprising given the addictive nature of cultural activities: participation 

frequency increases with experience and capital acquisition, both of which influence one's 

tastes. One final observation is warranted: it appears that those with the greatest human, 

cultural, and digital capital are the most active participants in culture and museums. These 

people could be regarded a special group, a capital elite, as they possess extremely high 

amounts of each capital type. 53 The concept of capital elite could be a further contribution of 

the present research and deserve further analysis in the future. 

In addition to the intensity of participation in museums, we are interested in determining the 

characteristics of museums Generation Z participants prefer, in accordance with the demand-

driven declination that this investigation reveals. 

We have decided to survey this aspect trough question twenty-three (On a 1 to 5 scale (where 

1 means “not at all” and 5 means “very much”), how important are the following aspects in 

your decision to visit a physical museum?), consisting of a matrix table with eight items on a 

 
53 Please note that we are not referring to capital in the economic sense, as we have not investigated the 
respondents' income levels. 
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five-point Likert scale. According to the opinions of our respondents, we have ranked the 

various components of the physical museum explored from most to least important in Table 

7. 

 

Table 7 – Rate of importance of the different aspects of the physical museum 

Physical Museum Aspects Rate of importance on a 1 to 5 scale 

The specific topic of the museum and its 
informative contents 

4.2 

 The chance to learn something or to 
research 

4 

 
The possibility to spend time having fun 3.89 

 
The ease of access or proximity 3.61 

 
The opportunity to find inspiration 3.49 

 The sense of well-being that the visit can 
convey 

3.34 

 The desire to spend time with my family 
and/or friends 

3.14 

 The presence of technologies and 
innovations in the museum 

2.73 

 Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

According to Generation Z, the most essential component of a museum is its topic, indicating 

that cultural participation depends on tastes and that theories of taste formation are relevant 

to explain cultural participation (Becker and Murphy, 1988; Levy-Garboua and 

Montmarquette, 1996). The second most essential feature of museum participation is the 

opportunity to study and do research. According to this result, cultural participation confirms 

its role as an instrument for lifelong learning, for personal (Varbanova, 2011) and societal 

(UNESCO, 2019) advancement. In general, the role of museums as educational institutions is 
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well-established (Falk, 1999; Allen, 2003; Braund, 2004; Cook et al., 2010; Alajlan, 2020; ICOM, 

2022), as is its role as a civic institution, given that culture is regarded a human right (United 

Nations, 1948; Kochoska and Petrovski, 2015). According to Generation Z, the opportunity to 

have fun is the third most important component of a museum, almost as significant as the 

opportunity to learn something. Since Generation Z is an experience-seeking generation (Olson 

and Ro, 2021), it appears that, when it comes to museums, this experience, in addition to 

satisfying individual preferences and being informative, must also be enjoyable. This could 

depend on the fact that museums – as a free time experience – are in competition with many 

activities, from cultural to entertainment ones.  

The presence of technologies and innovation in the museum is the least important aspect 

among the respondents. The presence of technologies in the physical museums does not 

correspond to the concept of digital museums. Even though the definition of the digital 

museum is still evolving, it does not simply equate to a physical museum improved by in-situ 

technologies or the digital twin of a real museum.  

When it comes to the topic of museums, which is a matter of taste, we observe that the greater 

the cultural capital, the greater the significance accorded to museums. Given that 0.45 is the 

average knowledge cultural capital value of respondents who answered 1 on the Likert scale 

and 0.62 is the average knowledge cultural capital value of respondents who answered 5 on 

the Likert scale, we can assert that knowledge of culture – thus cultural capital – is related to 

and could influence one's tastes.  

Again, when it comes to participation in museums as a learning opportunity, the greater the 

cultural capital, the greater the priority assigned. The average omnivorousness cultural capital 

of respondents who answered 1 on the Likert scale is 0.57, whereas the average 

omnivorousness cultural capital of respondents who answered 5 is 0.62. This appears to 

indicate that the greater one's cultural capital, the greater one's capacity to appreciate and 

comprehend cultural content and to benefit from the educational aim of museums (ICOM, 

2022). On the other hand, this could imply that museums have opportunity to increase their 

inclusion in order to accommodate those with lesser cultural capital – who are typically less 

likely to participate in this type of culture – and to help them grasp the institution's educational 

potential.  
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For both cultural capital and digital capital – the four sub-indicators and the two general 

indicators – the higher the capital level, the greater the inspiration-related factor. The average 

knowledge cultural capital of respondents who responded with a 1 on the Likert scale is 0.43, 

whereas the average knowledge cultural capital of respondents who responded with a 5 is 

0.63. The reason appears to be straightforward. According to the theory of information, the 

greater the cultural capital, the greater the capacity to comprehend culture. Consequently, the 

capacity to comprehend and benefit from the cultural value – which improves with 

participation – is necessary for inspiration.  

Regarding the presence of technologies in physical museums, we observe that the appreciation 

increases with decreasing levels of human capital and cultural capital. The use of technologies 

in museums could be a means for museums to be more inclusive and to draw the participation 

of individuals who have historically been less involved. When it comes to digital capital, which 

is the capital who may logically be more tied to this feature, we see that neutral responses 

score the highest amount of capitals. This could indicate that tech-savvy respondents do not 

prioritise technologies in museums and that participation in museums is not associated with 

technologies in a positive or negative way. In conclusion, it may appear that technologies in 

physical museums could be a means for these institutions to communicate its content, which 

could attract individuals who normally participate less – those with poorer human and cultural 

capital – in an effort to promote greater inclusivity. 

Equally important as the motivation for cultural participation is the investigation of barriers to 

participation (Suárez-Fernández, 2020). We have investigated this aspect through question 

twenty-five (Sometimes people find it difficult to access museum sites or activities. Which of 

the following, if any, are the main barriers for you? (Multiple choices possible)) utilising 

European Commission-provided categories (2017b). Table 8 contains the results obtained. 
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Table 8 – Barriers to access museum sites or activities by sociodemographic characteristics and 
by level of capitals 
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General 42% 54% 36% 22% 39% 22% 7% 

Female 38% 55% 37% 26% 40% 19% 7% 

Male 48% 52% 30% 19% 36% 23% 9% 

Non-Binary 36% 61% 49% 20% 43% 27% 4% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

40% 52% 43% 20% 56% 28% 4% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

42% 55% 33% 23% 33% 19% 8% 

Up to Middle school 49% 55% 34% 16% 47% 16% 5% 

High school 44% 56% 35% 23% 35% 22% 8% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

35% 51% 37% 22% 43% 23% 7% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.54 0.60 0.56 0.64 0.61 0.63 0.57 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.65 0.69 0.67 0.70 0.70 0.68 0.69 

Average Cultural Capital 0.60 0.65 0.62 0.67 0.66 0.65 0.63 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.71 0.73 0.71 0.72 0.73 0.72 0.77 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.56 0.58 0.56 0.59 0.58 0.58 0.62 

Average Digital Capital 0.63 0.65 0.64 0.66 0.66 0.65 0.69 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

Lack of time, lack of interest, lack of or limited choice in my area, and cost are the four primary 

barriers cited, accounting for 54 percent, 42 percent, 39 percent, and 36 percent, respectively. 
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When it comes to their positioning, the first two reasons conform to the official data (European 

Commission, 2017b), whereas Cost is the third most frequently cited reason according to 

official data. 54 

When analysing the barriers to museum access, additional confirmations of our n.1 hypothesis 

– the capital rationale – are encountered.  

When it comes to lack of interest – so to the respondents' preferences – the greater the level 

of education, the lower the likelihood of not being interested in museum participation, with a 

14 percent gap between the greatest and lowest level of education. In addition, for all sub-

indicators and the overall indicator, these same respondents possess the lowest average level 

of cultural capital among all respondents. If, according to the information theory, the greater 

the capital, the greater the capacity to comprehend and appreciate culture, this lack of interest 

could be (partially) attributable to an inability to fully comprehend and appreciate the cultural 

contents of museums. 

Before moving on to the analysis of participation in digital museums, we would like to mention 

one more factor. Lack of interest and lack of time can be regarded demand-oriented barriers 

to museum participation, but lack of information, lack of limited choice in my area, and too 

remote or difficult to access can be considered supply-oriented barriers. If we cluster and 

analyse these possibilities, we find that supply-oriented barriers are significantly more 

influential in relation to population size – 75 percent versus 50 percent – whereas demand-

oriented barriers are more impactful when respondents' educational attainment decreases. 

For the levels of cultural capital, a similar trend can be observed: demand-oriented barriers are 

related with lower levels of cultural capital, whereas supply-oriented barriers are associated 

with greater levels of cultural capital — this is true for both sub-indicators and the complete 

indicator. A possible explanation for the population size results could be the higher presence 

of infrastructures, whereas for the last two results, we can infer that the greater the level of 

capitals – both human and cultural – the greater the ability of respondents to understand 

culture and place value on it, thereby participating more and searching for products of ever-

 
54 The percentages of official data are slightly different: 40% for Lack of time, 39% for Lack of interest, and 34% 
for Cost. 
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increasing quality. In other words, the analysis of the barriers to cultural participation seems 

to confirm our hypothesis n.1. 

 

 

 

6.5.3  Cultural Participation in Digital Museums 

 

 

The current section's analysis will serve a triple purpose: (i) testing if the patterns of 

participation in digital museums reflect those of cultural participation – both in general and in 

museums; 55 (ii) test if the level of digital capital are related to digitally mediated participation; 

(ii) detecting the attitude of Generation Z towards the application of technologies to digitally 

mediated culture.  

As anticipated, the definition of the digital museum is still an ongoing process. In our view, 

which we hope will contribute to the concept's definition, digital museums are physical 

organisations that offer their services online via digital means. In other words, for the sake of 

this study, we consider traditional (physical) museums with a web presence to be digital 

museums. Other than virtual tours and digital collections, or online services aimed to enhance 

the physical offer of museums, we include digital communication tools within the definition of 

digital museums.  

In the first half of this paragraph, we investigate how respondents feel about both physical and 

virtual museums. We asked respondents if they only attend physical museums, digital 

museums, or both, as well as whether they began visiting museums before or after the COVID-

19 restrictions and lockdowns. The findings are presented in Table 9. 

 

 

 
55 Where the level of capitals is related to participation and frequency of participation. 
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Table 9 – Preferences and habits of museum participation 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

Table 9 reveals that 67 percent of Generation Z respondents favour physical museums over 

digital ones, while 25 percent visit both types of museums. In other words, participation in 

museums appears to be connected to the physical aspect of this kind of cultural supply and to 

a fondness for the materiality of cultural heritage. Contrary to conventional belief, the digital 

native generation is fond of the materiality of cultural legacy. Nonetheless, it should be noted 

that the proportion of respondents who joined the digital participation of museums as a result 

of COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns appears to be nearly double the proportion of those 

who were already participating. According to the literature, these participants are not a new 

audience for the museum, but they have likely transitioned from physical to hybrid 

participation (Feder et al., 2022). As far as emerges from the analysis of our results, the profiles 

of those who moved to a hybrid form after the pandemic are rather similar to those of those 

who already participated, in terms of all capitals: this result appears as a confirmation of such 

statements.  

Other than the general considerations on these shares and results, could be interesting to 

analyse the socio-demographic stratification of these approaches to physical and digital 

museums. 

Preferences and Habits of Participation   Share of Respondents 

I only interact with physical museums 67% 

I engage with both physical museums and museums digital 
services 

25% 

I started to engage in museums digital services as a result 
of physical museums closing due to COVID-19 restrictions 
and lockdowns 

17% 

I used to interact with museum digital services before 
COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns 

8% 

I only interact with museum digital services  2% 
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Table 10 – Preferences and habits of museum participation by sociodemographic 
characteristics and by level of capitals 
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Female 17% 70% 8% 2% 21% 

Male 14% 68% 7% 1% 23% 

Non-Binary 23% 52% 15% 2% 32% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

16% 69% 10% 2% 20% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

17% 66% 8% 1% 25% 

Up to Middle school 17% 65% 10% 1% 24% 

High school 16% 68% 7% 2% 22% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

17% 64% 11% 2% 27% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.63 0.59 0.60 0.48 0.62 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.72 0.68 0.74 0.68 0.72 

Average Cultural Capital 0.68 0.63 0.67 0.58 0.67 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.74 0.72 0.73 0.79 0.76 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.63 0.57 0.59 0.56 0.61 

Average Digital Capital 0.68 0.65 0.66 0.67 0.69 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 
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Those who solely visit physical museums do not score the highest levels of cultural capital, but 

rather the lowest levels of digital capital. Those who participate exclusively in digital museums 

have the lowest level of cultural capital. Nonetheless, the most consistent finding of Table 7 is 

that those who visit both types of museums have the highest average amounts of both digital 

and cultural capital. This could suggest that when respondents have sufficient digital and 

cultural literacy, they enjoy the full physical and digital museum experience. These results may 

indicate that, in addition to the knowledge and experiences related to the specific cultural 

content, digital knowledge and skills are also required for participation, since they are related 

to the mediated cultural contents that are expressed through digital means nowadays. This 

result raises a significant concern. In fact, it is reasonable to assume that digital capital could 

be a new socio-demographic stratification element when it comes to cultural participation in 

digital form, signifying a disadvantage for older individuals or those who lack sufficient digital 

capital. If this is the case, our first hypothesis is further supported: digital capital appears to be 

associated with cultural participation.  

In conclusion, it is crucial to note that our data appear to show that physical museums are the 

most popular, but that an upward trend in digital museum participation is anticipated – the 

doubling of participants following the pandemic. Will the digital museum substitute the 

physical museum? It does not appear to be the case at all. Instead, the hybrid museum seems 

to be the natural emerging preference. 

Moving further, we have investigated reasons for participating in the digital museums through 

question twenty (What is the main reason you interact with digital services of a museum?). 

Table 11 contains the results. 
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Table 11 – Reasons for participating in digital museums 

Reasons for Participating in Digital Museums Shares of Respondents 

I do not interact digitally with museums 42% 

They allow me to interact with museums I cannot visit 18% 

Do not know what to answer 13% 

I engage with them for research purposes 7% 

They increase my learning of physical museums 4% 

I like technologies and innovations in general 3% 

Cannot get around them 2% 

I find them more relaxed and safer as museum experience 2% 

I like them and actively seek to interact with them 2% 

They allow me to interact with museums I have visited 2% 

They are fun 2% 

They inspire my creativity 2% 

They allow me to interact with people who think like me 1% 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

In agreement with previous findings, people who do not participate in digital museums have 

the greatest response rates. The high number of options provided for the question has diluted 

the respondents among the different options. We have opted for such a high number of 

answers because we wanted to explore this issue in the wider form possible, with the intention 

to actually track a possible trend among the Generation Z. In other words, this inquiry is 

exploratory in nature. However, we can examine in further depth the five responses that 

collected the most responses, from more than thirty respondents up to three hundred, with 
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percentages ranging from 4 percent to 42 percent. The study of these five answers, compiled 

in Table 12, provides additional corroboration of earlier findings and of the hypothesis n.1. 

 

 

Table 12 – Reasons for participating in digital museums by level of capital  
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Up to Middle school 15% 42% 6% 15% 1% 

High school 13% 44% 6% 18% 4% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

12% 39% 7% 18% 6% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.54 0.60 0.65 0.62 0.65 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.65 0.68 0.76 0.72 0.76 

Average Cultural Capital 0.60 0.64 0.70 0.67 0.70 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.68 0.73 0.76 0.75 0.76 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.58 0.56 0.63 0.60 0.61 

Average Digital Capital 0.63 0.64 0.69 0.67 0.69 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

When it comes to the digital museum as a possibility to increase the learning of physical 

museums reason, it seems that the higher the respondents' level of education, the greater 

their preference for this answer. 56 Moreover, these respondents possess one of the highest 

 
56 Please keep in mind that this response earned only 4 percent – 30 responses. 
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levels of both cultural capital and digital capital — for all four sub-indicators and the two full 

indicators. Regarding digital capital and cultural capital, the same reason can be noticed for 

the participation for research purposes. Upon closer inspection, these two responses connect 

to the learning role of museums as institutions (ICOM, 2022) and demonstrate how 

participants with greater digital and cultural capital are able to leverage the digital museum as 

a tool to learn from museums and enrich the museum experience.  

In contrast, those who did not know how to respond and those who exclusively visit physical 

museums have the lowest averages of digital capital and cultural capital, consistent with earlier 

findings. It appears from these results that participation in digital museums is related to the 

level of capitals one possesses. This could imply, in other words, that nonparticipation reflects 

a genuine inability to value this type of cultural source. If the ability to enjoy culture, participate 

in it, and place value on it has always been considered to be linked to cultural capital – or, in 

other words, the ability to comprehend it, as we have stated numerous times in this work – 

then the ability to participate in digital museums appears to be linked to both the level of digital 

and cultural capital. Therefore, it might be concluded that participation in a digital museum is 

not possible or intense if an individual lacks both cultural and digital capital, that is, if they lack 

the necessary capital of both culture and technology, at least when it comes to using museums 

as a tool for learning. 57 

After analysing the reasons for participation in digital museums, it is necessary to examine the 

reasons for nonparticipation. We have explored this issue through question nineteen (What is 

the main reason you do not interact with digital services of a museum?). Results are displayed 

in Table 13. 

 

 

 

 

 
57 Please note that we are not implying that all nonparticipants are incapable of doing so. Non-participation is 
influenced by tastes and other factors as well. 
 



   
 

 126 

 

Table 13 – Reasons for not-participating in digital museums 

Reasons for Not-Participating in Digital Museums Shares of Respondents 

The experience of the museum I look for is not possible digitally 31% 

I do not like the digital experience of a museum 17% 

I do not think of this possibility 14% 

I do not know what to answer 12% 

I do interact digitally with them 11% 

I do not have time 8% 

I do not know how and where to interact with them 8% 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

31 percent of respondents stated that the museum experience they seek cannot be replicated 

digitally: they do not engage and do not believe the digital experience could ever appeal to 

them. Nevertheless, we registered a large share of respondents – 47 percent, clustering I do 

not have time, I do not know how and where to interact with them, I do not like the digital 

experience of a museum and I do not think of this possibility – which belongs to the category 

of non-participants who could participate under different circumstances – potential 

participants. 58 Table 14 allows us to consider non-participants and possible participants of our 

sample in greater detail. 

 

 

 

 

 
58 We have already anticipated this concept in 1.6 Barriers and reason for not participating: from occasional to 
frequent participants.  
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Table 14 – Reasons for not-participating in digital museums by sociodemographic 
characteristics and by level of capitals 
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Female 10% 10% 5% 10% 16% 15% 34% 

Male 16% 11% 9% 5% 19% 13% 26% 

Non-Binary 7% 12% 10% 12% 16% 11% 33% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

12% 9% 7% 12% 14% 15% 30% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

12% 11% 8% 7% 18% 13% 31% 

Up to Middle school 12% 9% 12% 13% 13% 8% 33% 

High school 13% 10% 7% 9% 19% 13% 29% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

11% 12% 7% 6% 16% 16% 33% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.55 0.65 0.50 0.60 0.59 0.56 0.64 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.65 0.73 0.64 0.66 0.72 0.67 0.71 

Average Cultural Capital 0.60 0.70 0.57 0.63 0.65 0.61 0.67 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.72 0.75 0.73 0.72 0.73 0.71 0.73 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.58 0.62 0.53 0.56 0.57 0.56 0.59 

Average Digital Capital 0.65 0.68 0.63 0.64 0.65 0.63 0.66 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

Not knowing where and how to participate in digital museums, which may be related to a lack 

of supply in reaching the target audience, appears to be associated with lower educational 

attainment. Human capital levels are greater among those who do not consider the digital 
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museum a possibility. In addition, their cultural capital levels are below average. Those who 

lack time to participate score the lowest levels of cultural and digital capital. On the other hand, 

those not liking the digital experience of museums, as it is currently offered, show high levels 

of cultural capital and of digital capital as well. 59  

In order to explain non-participation on the base of our data we can hypothesise that digital 

museum may not be able to reach this audience because (i) it lacks inspiring and engaging 

content; (ii) social bubbles are magnified on the web, making the serendipity principle and 

casual encounters online extremely difficult; and (iii) the audience lacks the necessary financial 

resources to comprehend it. Given that the capital levels of possible participants are so diverse, 

it appears that many could be the reasons and that the digital museum has a variety of 

opportunities to interact with them. This could be a chance for museums to develop. In other 

words, new stories, or more precisely, new methods in which digital museums might represent 

museal contents and functions, could potentially attract new participants. Nevertheless, when 

it comes to completely disengaged non-participants, they exhibit significant amounts of digital 

capital and cultural capital. Reasonably, this can be explained by taking into account the fact 

that participation is not only a matter of incapacity, but that – as we all know – tastes matter 

in cultural contexts. 60 

The last results we want to underline is that the actual participant in digital museums – those 

who underlined their participation when asked why not participating – are those with the 

highest levels of both cultural capital and digital capital and this confirms the capital rationale. 

To conclude, the analysis of the reason for not participating seem to confirm both our 

hypothesis n.1 and n.2. In fact, it appears that Generation Z members who are most endowed 

with cultural and digital capital are those who are already engaged in digital museum 

participation. However, many other individuals with a high level of digital and cultural capital 

do not engage, possibly because they are dissatisfied with the service digital museums 

 
59 According to the capital rationale, they possess the potential to both understand the contents and the media. 
 
60 To be more precise, another interpretation and clustering of the answers is possible: 11% of the participants 
already participate, 42% are not reached or appealed by the museums in its digital form – clustering I do not 
know, I do not have time, I do not know how and where, and I do not think of this possibility – and 47% is actually 
dissatisfied with the digital museums services – clustering I do not like the digital experience and the experience 
I look for is not possible digitally. Nevertheless, those with the highest level of all capitals are still those 
participating in digital museums.  
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currently provide. This could suggest that individuals of Generation Z, who own both strong 

cultural and digital capital, are not neutral and are critical of how technology is applied to their 

experiences, at least in museums. Given the high digital capital of Generation Z participants, 

there is (substantial) space for improvement in how museums utilise technologies to 

communicate their material in an educational or recreational setting.  

To conclude, it appears that while it is true that the digital transformation has been very 

beneficial for many productive sectors, including the cultural and creative sub-sectors, it also 

appears to be true that the technologies applied to museums – in the manner in which they 

are currently applied – are not engaging all the potentially interested participants. Participants 

who, beginning with Generation Z, appear to possess both cultural capital and digital capital to 

participate in this form of culture.  

Moving further, we have investigated the intensity of participation in digital museums trough 

question eight (Please tell me about your digital cultural activities: in the last twelve months 

how many times have you…? (Please estimate)), comprised of a matrix table of eight activities 

that we consider participation in digital museums and corresponding levels of participation 

frequency. In Table 15 we provide an overview of this intensity level. 
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Table 15 – Intensity of participation in different digital museums activities 

Digital Museums Activities 

Reported Intensity of Participation 

Never 1-2 times 3-5 times 
More 
than 6 
times 

Searching for information online about a museum 
(opening hours, ticket prices, location, etc.) 

18% 30% 24% 29% 

Searching (on museum websites, wikis, etc.) for 
information about a museum, a piece of art, a 
collection etc. for research or educational purposes 

23% 26% 22% 29% 

Searching for more information regarding a 
museum, a piece of art, a collection etc. AFTER 
seeing or interacting with a social media content of 
a museum 

50% 26% 13% 11% 

Interacting with a museum social network profile 
(reaction to stories, likes, comments, reposts) 

57% 22% 8% 12% 

Following any museum profiles on Social Network 62% 24% 7% 7% 

Taking part in a virtual tour or visiting a digital 
exhibition of a museum 

64% 27% 6% 3% 

Taking part in digital classes or courses organized 
by a museum 

84% 11% 2% 3% 

Donating money to a museum digital crowdfunding 
campaign or joining a museum membership 
program 

94% 5% 1% 1% 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

Digital tours, crowdfunding and digital classes are the least popular activities, while logistics 

aspects and the research for information as a learning aspect are the most popular ones. This 

may depend on the pervasiveness of the platforms where these services are offered – such as 

Google – in the daily lives of the digital generation. Accordingly, the frequency of all social 

network-related activities falls in the middle.  

Moreover, an additional noteworthy takeaway from this table is that participants had 

participated in digital museums significantly more than they indicated in the other questions. 

61 This result is not unexpected, and we devised this question as a control one. In fact, since 

 
61 Table 9 indicates that 67 percent of respondents exclusively visit physical museums. 
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the digital museum does not have an official definition – and appears still to not be part of the 

collective imaginary – what is perceived as participation in digital museums still must be 

defined and still is not perceived as such by participants. In fact, the spectrum of participation 

in museums is wide (Ateca-Amestoy et al., 2021) and sometimes definitions and borders blur: 

when guided through the meaning of digital museums, the participants declare themselves as 

taking part in activities which they did not know were participation in digital museums. 

From the sociodemographic analysis of participation frequency, we observe the following: (i) 

the higher the human capital, the higher the intensity of participation and the lower the 

likelihood of nonparticipation; (ii) with the exception of the least popular activities – digital 

classes, virtual tours, and crowdfunding – the higher the capital, the higher the frequency; and 

(iii) with the exception of crowdfunding, the higher the digital capital, the higher the frequency.  

These findings confirm earlier findings and our first hypothesis: Capitals, especially digital one, 

are associated to cultural participation in digital contexts. The greater a person's capital, the 

greater their likelihood of engaging in digital forms of culture and the greater the intensity of 

their participation. Consequently, the digital service offering of museums appears to have 

growth potential.  

When it comes to cultural participation, preferences are an influential aspect. Based on this 

awareness, we have chosen to explore whether features of the digital museum are seen by our 

respondents to generate a joyful and meaningful museum participation, and to what extent. 

In Table 16 we report the level of appreciation of different digital museums services, which 

reports the results of question nine (On a 1 to 5 scale (where 1 means “not at all” and 5 means 

“very much”), how much the following museum services create a more meaningful and 

enjoyable museum visit to you?), consisting of a five-point Likert scale eight items matrix table. 
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Table 16 – Reported level of appreciation of different digital museums services  

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data. 

 

The most popular digital services are related to the website and to the online ticket shop, which 

can be considered as logistic services provided by museums to improve accessibility. As 

content related services, the digital catalogue, the social media contents, the virtual tours and 

the web communities seem to show similar appreciation by the respondents, with the digital 

catalogue scoring highest. The newsletter and the online museum shop are the services 

contributing the least to an enjoyable and meaningful experience of the museum.  

When it comes to the analysis of the level of capitals behold by the respondents, the trend is 

clear: (i) beside newsletters and the shop, the higher the level of human capital, the higher the 

appreciation; (ii) beside the shop, the higher the cultural capital, the higher the appreciation; 

Digital Museum Services 

Reported level of appreciation 

Never 
tried 

it 
1 2 3 4 5 

Avera
ge 

The museum website and related general 
information (opening hours, ticket prices, 
location, etc.) 

9% 5% 8% 18% 23% 38% 3.9 

Online ticket shop 19% 8% 9% 18% 22% 25% 3.6 

Digital catalogue of the collection 20% 10% 12% 22% 19% 17% 3.3 

The contents published on the social networks 
profile of the museum 

19% 14% 16% 24% 17% 10% 2.9 

Museum web community (social networks, wikis, 
etc.) 

24% 15% 17% 20% 15% 9% 2.8 

Additional virtual tours and digital exhibitions 
offered by the museum 

29% 15% 14% 19% 15% 8% 2.8 

Online museum shop (merchandising, gadget, 
etc.) 

24% 24% 16% 17% 12% 6% 2.5 

Museum newsletter 28% 30% 18% 14% 8% 3% 2 
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(iii) beside the virtual tour, 62 the higher the digital capital, the higher the appreciation. 

Moreover, those who never tried each specific service score the lowest for both the digital and 

the cultural capital. These outcomes appear to support the hypothesis of hypotheses n.1 and 

n.2. As we have recalled, one of the main functions of the museums is related to the learning 

(ICOM, 2022) of their participants. As museums contribute to the education of their 

participants, their contribution to the growth of societies is not insignificant (Fan et al., 2016; 

Eurostat, 2021b; Sheykhi, 2021). With this in mind, we decided to investigate this precise 

function of the museum in relation to the digital museum through question ten, a five-point 

Likert scale six-item matrix table (On a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 means "not at all" and 5 means 

"very much"), what is the impact of the following activities on the learning aspects of your 

museum experience?). The outcomes are shown in Table 17. 

 

Table 17 – Reported level of contribution to the learning aspect of the different digital museum 
 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 
62 This exception could be explained by the fact that virtual tours could be viewed as a simplistic digitalization of 
the physical exhibition, necessitating very low amount of digital capital. 

Digital Museum Activities 

Reported level of contribution learning 

Never 
tried it 

1 2 3 4 5 
Avera

ge 

Search for information online about a museum 
(museum website, wikis) 

12% 8% 12% 20% 26% 22% 3.5 

Consult the digital catalogue of a museum 33% 14% 13% 19% 14% 6% 2.8 

Interact with the Social Network pages of a 
museum 

32% 18% 17% 18% 9% 6% 2.6 

Take part in virtual tours or visit digital 
exhibitions of a museum or collection 

40% 18% 15% 13% 8% 5% 2.4 

Take part in digital classes or courses 
organized by a museum 

48% 19% 10% 10% 8% 5% 2.4 

Donate money to a museum digital 
crowdfunding campaign or decide to join a 
museum membership program 

57% 24% 9% 6% 3% 1% 1.7 
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As can be seen, the website is considered as having the most impact on the learning process 

of museums' digital experiences. The other services regarded to contribute the most to the 

learning process are the digital catalogue and engagement with social network pages. 

Interaction with social media is viewed as having a greater impact on education than traditional 

educational offerings like virtual tours and visits and classes and courses. This could imply that 

the potential of social media as learning tools warrants further investigation and could create 

new opportunities for museums, providing some support for hypothesis no. 3. Simultaneously, 

these results seem to assess the usefulness of the efforts put into the digital presence on social 

networks of museums (NEMO, 2021). 

When it comes to the analysis of the level of capitals behold by the respondents, we register 

various trends: (i) besides virtual tours, the higher the human capital, the higher the perception 

of the impact of the service on the learning experience; (ii) besides crowdfunding and digital 

classes, the highest level of cultural capitals belongs to respondents who perceive as neutral 

or positive the impact of the services on the learning aspects; 63 (iii) the highest level of digital 

capitals belongs to respondents who perceive as neutral or positive the impact of the services 

on the learning aspects.  

Moreover, those who never tried the services are those with the lowest level of all capitals 

with few exceptions. It is worth mentioning that those with the highest appreciation of virtual 

tours are those with the lowest level of both cultural and digital capital, lower than those who 

do not participate. This could mean that (i) this specific technology could be perceived as 

obsolete by the participants of the Generation Z, and it could not be appreciated by those with 

higher capital; (ii) the technology is accessible and is appreciated by those who behold lower 

levels of capitals, resulting into an inclusive way of museums to involve traditionally excluded 

participants. 64 

 
63 When analysing Likert scales, we acted in two ways: (i) by analysing the responses with regard to the degree 
conferred by the respondents – on a scale from 1 to 5; and (ii) by merging the negative answers (1 and 2), leaving 
option 3 as a neutral answer, and merging the positive answers (4 and 5) as suggested by the literature (Marradi 
and Gasperoni, 2002). 
 
64 This correlation between low levels of capital and virtual tours is consistent with the findings of question nine 
and appears to provide additional support for hypothesis no. 2. 
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In conclusion, when it comes to the learning potential of digital museums, these data appear 

to validate what we have previously emphasised: (i) participation in digital museums is related 

to both digital capital and cultural capital – in this case, the relationship to human capital also 

appears straightforward; (ii) participation in digital museums appears to exhibit barriers of 

access: below a certain level of capital – with a gap of up to 25 percent – the individuals do not 

appear to participate, possibly due to an inability to comprehend the media or the content; 

and (iii) the social media as aspect related to learning – hypothesis n.3 – show some potentiality 

deserving further exploration. 

 

 

 6.5.4  Open questions analysis 

 

 

 

No official definition of digital museum exists. In order to grasp the perspective of the first 

native generation on this digital form of culture, we have prepared this survey in an exploratory 

approach. In order to accomplish this, we have decided to supplement the quantitative 

research with a concise qualitative analysis, utilising two open-ended questions to investigate 

which aspects of the digital museum Generation Z prefers the most. – question eleven (Please 

tell me: what is your favourite digital element of a museum?) – question twelve (Why?). 

 

 

 

6.5.4.1. Informative in-box on the method to cluster open questions 

 

 

After collecting and analysing the answers to both the open-ended questions – eleven and 

twelve – we have decided to cluster them into various general categories through a semantic 

clustering. Analysing the semantic dimension of the concept of classification, in relation 

especially to its implications in the field of social research, one can essentially identify two large 
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families, which within them include (i) operations by which the extension of a concept to a 

given level of generality is divided into two or more narrower extensions, each corresponding 

to a concept placed at a lower level of generality; (ii) operations by which the objects or events 

of a given set are grouped into two or more subsets according to perceived similarities in their 

states on one or (more frequently) more properties. These subsets may then be grouped into 

larger subsets (Marradi, 1993). The family that we are most interested in highlighting here is 

the second, the one that allows us to identify groups with respect to the known properties 

concerning the object of investigation.  

After the registration and ascertainment of the data entered in the matrix, these operations 

make it possible to constitute a number of types, in respect of which one proceeds by 

identifying a unifying concept (with related term or expression) for each particular combination 

(of states on the properties considered) that defines a group (Marradi, 1993). The product of 

this process is called a type. In order to choose the most relevant variables with respect to the 

research objectives, and not to exceed the number of variables, first of all the problem of 

selecting the relevant dimensions of the typology to be constructed must be addressed. This 

selection amounts to identifying what can be defined as fundamenta divisionis (Marradi, 2007) 

that will characterise the groups emerging from the classification process. In this sense, Biorcio 

(1993) suggests following a path that should include (i) a preliminary clarification of the sense 

of the classification and its purposes; (ii) the identification of the relevant aspects (the 

dimensions) in respect of which two 'objects' are deemed similar, on the basis of previous 

research and the theoretical perspective adopted; (iii) the choice of a variable, or (preferably) 

the construction of an index on the basis of an appropriate number of indicators, for each of 

the dimensions to be investigated in the group analysis process. Accordingly, we have 

conducted our clustering of the open questions. 

 

When it comes to the favourite aspect of digital museums – in other words, to what is a digital 

museum according to the Generation Z and what they like about the application of 

technologies – we have encountered two approaches. The first one refers to the kind of 

functions, perks, or pros that the digital museums unable when it comes to participation in 

museums in general and the second one refers to actual material and immaterial aspects of 

museums taking shape through technologies. In other words, some respondents perceive the 
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digital museum as how a museum can be participated and enhanced by technologies and other 

respondents as what a digital museum is, its actual digital conformation or shape as a museum 

in the digital realm. 65 A third category of respondents is composed by those not providing a 

favourite aspect of the digital museum – digital museum as a not – lacking experience, positive 

taste or opinion about digital museums. 

Table 18 displays the distribution of respondents across the three main categories of digital 

museums – how, what, and not – as well as the sub-distribution of the categories discovered 

by clustering the responses to the survey's open-ended questions. 

 

Table 18 – Distribution of favourite aspects of digital museums according to the respondents 

Distribution of respondents’ favourite aspects of digital museums 

Digital Museum as a how 

Logistic instrument 29% 

Richness of information 24% 

Storytelling and visual aspects 16% 

Enhanced accessibility 9% 

Digital Museum as a what 

Exhibitions, tours, and immersive and interactive tools 20% 

Website 12% 

Digital catalogue 7% 

Social media contents 6% 

Learning tools: classes, courses, workshops, and research related aspects 3% 

Digital Museum as a not 

Do not know 10% 

Do not like museums 9% 

Never tried a digital museum 6% 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 
65 In most instances, respondents cited more than one feature of digital museums as their favourite, indicating 
that a digital museum is both a what and a how. 
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The 25 percent of respondents who did not express an opinion on digital museums for the 

three reasons outlined above constitutes a not approach to digital museums. Nonetheless, this 

result is far lower than the 67 percent shown in Table 9. However, as already mentioned for 

the analysis of question eight, the explanation may appear straightforward: the boundaries of 

what constitutes participation in digital museums are unclear, and many participants do not 

realise they are actually participating in digital museums. 

78 percent of respondents regard the digital museum as a how, while 48 percent consider the 

digital museum as a what. In other words, this indicates that Generation Z is more interested 

in what technologies may do to enhance their museum experience, based on their needs and 

preferences, than in the form that the technologies take. For instance, improving the visit is 

logistics appears to be the most essential component of digital museums (29 percent), 

followed by the wealth of information (24 percent). Exhibitions, tours, and interactive 

technologies are the most popular parts of museums (20 percent), followed by the website (12 

percent). 

When it comes to the analysis of the level of capitals, participants with the lowest level of 

education identify exhibitions, tours and immersive and interactive tools (what) and storytelling 

and visual aspects (how) as their favourite aspect. This could mean that the just mentioned 

categories – digital tours and storytelling – could be an instrument to include traditionally 

excluded cohorts of population into participation in digital museums. When it comes to the not 

of digital museums, the higher the level of education, the lowest the possibility to belong to 

these respondents. 

When it comes to the level of capitals – both digital and cultural – we have a confirmation of 

the previous results. The lowest average level of all capitals – for the four sub-indicators and 

the two complete indicators – are all encountered in the not of digital museums.  

When it comes to the differences between the how and the what of the digital museums’ 

categories and the average distribution of capitals, we register none in cultural capital. On the 

contrary, those who reported a preferred aspect of the digital museum related to the what 

show higher levels of digital capital. This may depend on the fact that the higher the digital 

capital, the higher the ability to connect the experience of participation to a specific digital tool 

or to actually recall it when asked.  
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Continuing our analysis of capital, we note that the highest level of cultural capital as 

knowledge is recorded for those who indicated the digital catalogue as their favourite aspect 

of the digital museum. However, these same respondents show the lowest level of digital 

capital as ownership. Furthermore, together with those who indicated learning tools: classes, 

courses, workshops and research related aspects, they possess the lowest levels of all digital 

capital in general, after the respondents of the not of the digital museum. These two aspects 

are the elements of the digital museum as what relate to a simple digitization of physical 

museum services. In this sense it is not surprising that high levels of cultural capital and low 

levels of digital capital are found in these respondents. A hypothesis for this result is that a 

simple digitisation of a classic museum tool is the preferred aspect of those who have high 

cultural capital to appreciate cultural content, but low digital capital to the extent that they 

cannot imagine the use of technology other than as a simple tool for the digital transposition 

of heritage.  

Overall, these results confirm both hypothesis n.1 and n.2, linking both the cultural and the 

digital capitals to the ability to appreciate and participate in digital culture and museums, 

Moreover, it appears that the higher the digital capital, the higher the ability to comprehend 

technologies whose scope go beyond the simple digitalization. In this we envision the critic 

spirit on the behalf of the Generation Z participants when technologies are applied to heritage. 

In other words, the results appear to suggest us that a certain digital literacy is necessary to 

participate and enjoy digital museums and to cross the barrier of not participation, while higher 

digital literacy affects the ability to imagine and recognize the digital culture as something 

beyond a simple digitization, envisioning the need to employ technologies beyond the simple 

digitalization. 

To conclude, the highest average cultural capital levels belong to those who reported social 

media contents as their favourite aspect of the digital museum. These respondents behold the 

highest – or the second highest with low gap – of all digital capital indicators as well. These 

respondents seem to be able to understand the potential of everyday technologies – such as 

social media – and bend it specifically to the needs of culture, as in the specific case of the 

museum. In other words, it is the ability to understand the capability of tools that permeate 

reality such as social networks to serve the functions of museums and embrace their potential 

to disseminate culture and learning (hypothesis n.3).  
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The complementary analysis of open responses to the how, what, and not of the digital 

museum confirm our three hypotheses. 66 It also seems to suggest that some digital cultural 

tools possess a high barrier of entry inferred from the high levels of capital registered among 

our sample participant respondents and from the low levels of capital registered among our 

sample nonparticipant respondents. Lastly, digital museums participants seem to confirm 

themselves as the best endowed according to their level of both cultural and digital capital, 

which seems to bring to participation, understanding, appreciation and exploitation of the 

learning possibilities of digital forms of cultural contents.  

To complete our study, we must now go on to the second open-ended question of the survey 

– question twelve – which relates to why the digital museum, in that we asked respondents to 

explain why one or more of the digital museum's aspects were their favorite(s). As previously 

stated, the answers to questions eleven and twelve have been clustered. For the latter, we 

found six answer patterns, the distribution of which is shown in Table 19. 

 

Table 19 – Distribution of respondents’ reasons for their preferences of the different aspects of 
the digital museum 

Distribution of respondents’ explications on the favourite aspects of digital museums 

Digital Museum as a why 

Designing and expectation 38% 

Accessibility  33% 

Enrichment and enhancement of the museal experience  18% 

Learning and research  16% 

Coolness and fun 10% 

Tech for tech’s sake 4% 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 
66 In a way, this qualitative analysis with a more prominent sociological matrix complements the previous 
quantitative analysis by validating the choice of a multidisciplinary approach to deal with cultural participation. 
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The first element to note from Table 19 is that the respondents have proposed more than one 

reason to appreciate digital museums. The main ones are related to the designing and 

expectation related to the museum visit and the accessibility of the museum experience 

enabled by technologies. The enrichment and enhancement of the museal experience and the 

learning and research are popular reasons as well. The least popular are related to the coolness 

and fun of technologies and to technologies as an end in itself (tech for tech’s safe).  

In the case of the answers to question twelve, the respondents were very aware and 

explanatory, and the categorizations were almost driven. In general, we can affirm that 

Generation Z seems to know exactly what they expect from the digital experience of a 

museum, confirming hypothesis n.2.  

Below a sample of the most emblematic answers for each category of museum as why, for a 

greater understanding of the semantic clustering of the open questions.  

 

Table 20 – Digital Museum as a why – List of illustrative answers  

Digital Museum as a why 

Accessibility  

I don't always have the time or resources to visit a museum in-person, so a digital exhibition 
is a great way to get rid of such restrictions 

An online museum trip takes less time an effort than a physical one, and provides a similar 
experience 

 Pretty self-explanatory: everything is within reach of your thumbs  

I like to have access to information wherever I might be 

[Digital museum] allows me to save time and travelling expenses 

I personally live in a cultureless area, so it's really a relief to be able to see things I can't go to 
for real 
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I can show some of the art from catalogue to my grandmother, who doesn't have the ability 
to visit museums by herself 

It [digital museum] means a lot, especially if you rarely have a chance to visit any 

I’m autistic and I quickly get overwhelmed in real life museums where there is too much going 
on at the same time 

Designing and expectation 

It saves time. It is a great advantage to make plans and manage time 

It helps choose, whether to go to the museum or not 

It allows you to avoid wasting time and you can plan your actual visit more easily if you decide 
to go 

Because the museums I visit are outside the area where I live and knowing a range of 
information is necessary for me to better organize my visit 

Because from there I can understand if it is a mediocre or modernized museum and decide 
whether to visit it or not 

Usually when wanting to go to a place in general (not just to a museum) it is more convenient 
to search for tickets on the website rather than a physical place, which saves time and energy. 
In addition, after a trip to a museum, it is fun to further study the exhibitions I have looked 
at. 

I am on the spectrum so knowing what exactly I am gonna do and see in a certain place is 
extremely helpful to me 

Tech for tech’s safe 

Because we live in times where technology is important 

I think they [museums] can novelty present their vibe and what they can offer 

It is the "language" of my generation 

Because a digital design is important for first impressions 

Coolness and fun 

Because they make the subject more relatable, interesting and fun 
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Because digital is cool 

They’re [digital exhibitions] cool 

Enrichment and enhancement of the museal experience  

The comfort of my home allows me to thoroughly appreciate, discuss and share thoughts or 
fun facts with other people – such things are typically frowned upon in real life museums, as 
other people typically want to enjoy the quiet atmosphere of the place rather than hear other 
people ramble about an exhibition piece. 

The experience is more personalized, it is made for you 

Interactivity makes a museum more interesting where you can personalize your experience 
and make it your own 

They are opportunities to enrich the experience by also favouring inclusion, creativity, 
dialogue with culturally and physically distant people 

Because they make the subject more relatable and interesting 

Because we live in a digital world, our attention spans and brain psychology are more suitable 
to short-spanning engaging content. 

It helps to spark an interest in me to visit a particular museum and makes me have something 
to look forward to when visiting the museum 

Learning and research  

It helps gain information before the visit, and then after the visit, to remember what you've 
seen and learnt and to able to make references later in schoolwork 

Digital museum encourages me to go and learn 

It helps to learn and research and sparks the interest in learning 

Because it helps me to keep up to date with what is going on, to learn and increases my 
exposure to different art forms 

You get to learn. Even if you can't go there, it's nice to see it online. That's one of the nicest 
parts of things being online. You get to see things that otherwise would be in other countries 
and learn things you couldn't have before 

They help me learn new information from a reliable source and thus become more 
professional 
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Allows me to learn more about various subjects relating to the arts and gives me inspiration 
for my own creativity without geographic or mental health related limitations 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

When it comes to digital museums as a why, 33 percent of respondents mention accessibility. 

This reason for participating in digital museums is mostly influenced by time, money, and 

distance. The fact that respondents perceive digital museums as a solution for a problem 

associated with a resource-intensive activity such as cultural participation (Gray, 2003) is not 

surprising and demonstrates how technologies appear to favour cultural participation and help 

to overcome these limitations to participation – along with lack of interest, these were the 

most frequently cited barriers to participation according to our findings. Digital museums 

appear to be a strategy for museums to be inclusive, not only when it comes to long-distance 

visits, but also when it comes to the inclusion of residents of low-density culturally attractive 

areas and people who cannot – for various health-related reasons – participate in physical 

museums. According to the Council of Europe (2016), inclusive societies are intrinsically 

desirable, and culture can contribute to achieving this goal and the 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals (UNESCO, 2019). 

Within the designing and expectation – 38 percent of responses – we have clustered all the 

answers which refer to the time management, the information seeking and the actual decision 

to whether visit or not a museum based on the information preview made available by the 

digital settings of museums. When it comes to cultural participation in museums, Generation 

Z recognises that the digital museum minimises the information asymmetry. Since culture can 

be considered an experience good (Lévy-Garboua and Montmarquette, 1996; O'Hagan, 2017), 

the digital appears to assist in overcoming the information asymmetry posed by participants 

unable to judge quality prior to participation (McKenzie and Shin 2020). Moreover, although 

cultural participation is a resource-intensive activity, Generation Z appears to have 

surmounted the limits associated with participation in museums (Grey, 2003) through the use 

of digital technology. As stated by our respondents, the digital museum looks to be the 

museum's business card for Generation Z, which determines whether or not to visit based on 

its graphic design and information accessibility. This is also an element to be taken into 

account: as it has been recognised that cultural participation is addictive (Becker and Murphy, 
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1988) – being able to break down the first major barrier of the "first time" is an element that 

favours participation consistently.  

The categories of tech for tech’s safety and coolness and enjoyment had the fewest responses 

(4 percent and 10 percent, respectively). In overall, these responses indicate that a portion of 

Generation Z, according to their preferences, needed technologies and fun in order to enjoy 

museums. Technologies are regarded as a factor necessary beyond their specific function and 

a means of communicating with and connecting with this Generation. According to Table 16, 

the ability to have fun at museums is the third most important reason for Generation Z to 

participate. This aspect of enjoyment appears to be fostered and realised by digital technology 

even for those with limited financial resources. 

The enrichment and enhancement of the museal experience – 18% of the respondents – 

collects the answers of respondents who think that the digital enriches the physical museum 

experience in the sense that allows a different modality to interact with artefact and a 

customizable experience which resonate with one needs. Generation Z being an experience-

seeking generation (Olson and Ro, 2021), this component of the personalization of the 

museum experience through digital must be considered when it comes to museums' ability to 

communicate with this generation. This set of responses also appears to demonstrate that 

digital museums are not substitutes for traditional ones, but rather complements.  

The learning and research aspects (16 percent of respondents) are also related to the 

dissemination of information and the educational function of museums (ICOM, 2022). 

According to Generation Z, the digital museum stimulates their interest in museums, enables 

them to recall information, and assists them in studying, learning, and conducting research. In 

other words, digital museums appear to be a tool for making knowledge more accessible, 

surpassing various resource limitations while retaining the authoritative function of museums, 

which continues to be acknowledged in its digital guise. The analysis of the socio-demographic 

stratification of the respondents 67 and their levels of capital according to their why of digital 

museums is provided in Table 21 and additionally confirm our hypotheses.  

 
67 The table indicates that male respondents value accessibility significantly less than their female counterparts, 
25 percent versus 38 percent. On their side, female respondents place a higher value on the narratives of digital 
museums and the enhancement of the experience than male and non-binary respondents – 21 percent versus 16 
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Table 21 – Digital Museum as a why by sociodemographic and level of capital 
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Female 38% 37% 21% 15% 4% 8% 

Male 25% 39% 16% 15% 5% 12% 

Non-Binary 38% 34% 14% 22% 1% 12% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

32% 35% 18% 17% 2% 9% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

32% 38% 18% 16% 4% 10% 

Up to Middle school 29% 24% 19% 9% 3% 22% 

High school 31% 39% 16% 17% 2% 10% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

36% 39% 21% 17% 6% 6% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.63 0.65 0.68 0.65 0.44 0.51 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.70 0.73 0.75 0.70 0.62 0.70 

Average Cultural Capital 0.67 0.69 0.71 0.68 0.53 0.61 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.75 0.75 0.77 0.73 0.68 0.75 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.59 0.60 0.60 0.59 0.60 0.60 

Average Digital Capital 0.67 0.67 0.69 0.66 0.64 0.68 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

 
percent and 14 percent, respectively. It appears that non-binary respondents value the learning and research 
aspects of digital museums more. It does not appear that the size of the place of living influences preferences in 
the why of the digital museum. 
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When it comes to the level of education, the higher the human capital the pickier the 

participant, in the sense that they put importance in the management of their time and 

experiences and prefer to design the visit and know what to expect from participation. 

Consequently, accessibility is valued more highly as educational attainment increases. The 

same holds true for education and research. In contrast, coolness and fun appear to be 

associated with less educated participants: as with earlier findings, this suggests that including 

enjoyable components into the museum experience could help include those who have 

traditionally been excluded from museums.  

Regarding the level of cultural and digital capital, we may notice two distinct developments. 

The first pertains to respondents whose preferred reason for participating in digital museums 

is related to tech for tech’s sake: they behold the lowest average level of all cultural indicators, 

with an extremely low score for cultural capital based on knowledge and a gap of minus 53 

percent, as well as the lowest level of digital capital. This could imply that persons participating 

in digital museums without adequate skills – both cultural and digital – could be driven by 

external factors such as the assumption that digital is a necessity of the present without 

understanding how to maximise its potential (Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2013; Van Deursen 

and Van Dijk, 2015). The second trend we can detect relates to individuals seeking richer and 

enhanced experiences made possible by digital storytelling: they demonstrate the highest level 

of all cultural and digital sub-indicators and indicators. As for the second hypothesis, 

Generation Z does not value the technology applied to digital museums per such, but they are 

selective on how technologies might enhance their experience of the past. 

To summarise our findings, the ability to comprehend the possibilities of digital museums is 

linked, among other things, to the level of cultural and digital capital one possesses. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, the ability to appreciate and benefit from the storytelling 

enabled by level appears to be a proper ability and to belong to the best endowed cohort of 

population in terms of capitals. 
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6.6  Art Memes: digital opportunity for museums 

 

 

Generation Z's appreciation of technology applied to culture and heritage – digital museum – 

is not uncritical, as demonstrated by the quantitative and qualitative analyses – hypothesis n.2. 

Since we have always been interested in the learning aspect of the digital museum, we decided 

to study whether and how social media may contribute to the learning function of museums. 

To achieve this, we chose to investigate the appreciation and use of a specific tool – art memes, 

understood as an expressive language that represents one of the main codes of expression of 

Generation Z on the web, a proper slang of this generation (Jeresano and Carretero, 2022) – 

as a means of disseminating the educational aspects of the museum. 

Regarding the analysis of question ten, when interacting with the social media pages of a 

museum, individuals with the highest level of cultural omnivorousness and digital competence 

have the highest perception of learning. However, the results of these sub-indicators are not 

reflected in the overall indicator of both digital and cultural capital, which indicates that 

respondents with the highest level of capital view this interaction as neutral. 

After viewing or interacting with a museum's social media content, over fifty percent of 

respondents, to varied degrees, claimed that they had searched for additional information 

about a museum, an artwork, a collection, etc. – see Table 18. This seems to show that 

museums can use social networks to convey knowledge beyond their physical locations. Our 

third hypothesis is based on the idea that knowledge can be disseminated when participants 

are simply browsing the Internet in accordance with the serendipity principle of knowledge 

diffusion (Cremonini, 2016). For this reason, we decided to question respondents about their 

habits towards art memes, which are those memes that most seem to pertain to museums, 

given their art related contents. In other words we are interested in two aspects: (i) try to 

investigate the potential of art memes for digital museums as knowledge dissemination and 

participants engagement tools on social networks, catching if they spark the curiosity for 

knowledge; (ii) in light of the awareness that the environment of social networks and cultural 

and creative industries is characterized by co-creation in the digital era (Bruns, 2006), question 

if and how the community members and participants of this generation can become active 
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agents in the dissemination of museums’ related culture and can ignite trough their actions 

the spark of curiosity, which could bring to further learning.  

In other words, we want to examine how Generation Z interacts with art memes, what they 

think about them, and under what circumstances they share them, eventually becoming active 

agents of potential knowledge dissemination – question seventeen (Under what circumstances 

do you share art memes with friends or on social networks? Mark the answer that is most 

representative). These results may confirm for museums the opportunity to invest in this facet 

of the digital museum. 

As shown in the Table 22, the most prevalent perspective of art memes is that they are funny 

(65 percent), followed by the perception that they constitute a new artistic language or 

method of expression (58 percent). In addition, nearly half of respondents (45 percent) believe 

that memes increase their interest in art. This is an encouraging result indicating the potential 

for art memes to be a vehicle for the diffusion of culture and a prospective instrument for the 

educational role of museums. As shown in Table 22, only the 3 percent of respondents find art 

memes useless and do not like them. 68 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
68 When it comes to sociodemographic distribution, we do not observe significant gender differences, except that 
non-binary respondents are significantly more likely than male respondents to view art memes as a new artistic 
language or form of expression – 63 percent and 54 percent, respectively. Regarding the size of the place of living, 
we observe virtually no differences. 
 



   
 

 150 

Table 22 – Opinion on art memes by sociodemographic and level of capitals 
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Average Share of 
Responses 

3% 65% 45% 58% 

Female 3% 62% 45% 58% 

Male 4% 67% 44% 54% 

Non-Binary 3% 71% 46% 63% 

Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

3% 68% 45% 55% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

3% 64% 45% 58% 

Up to Middle school 1% 60% 33% 56% 

High school 4% 65% 46% 55% 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD) 

3% 67% 47% 62% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.68 0.59 0.59 0.60 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.60 0.68 0.71 0.71 

Average Cultural Capital 0.64 0.64 0.65 0.66 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.66 0.72 0.73 0.74 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.60 0.56 0.59 0.59 

Average Digital Capital 0.63 0.64 0.66 0.67 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 

 

In terms of human capital, those with the highest level of education appear to profit 

substantially more from memes' potential to stimulate their interest in art than those with the 
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lowest level of education - 47 percent versus 33 percent, respectively. Similarly, albeit with a 

lesser gap, memes are perceived as a new artistic language or mode of expression by 62 

percent and 56 percent, respectively.  

Regarding the levels of both cultural capital and digital capital, we notice an almost uniform 

trend. Those that believe art memes to be a new artistic language or form of expression have 

the highest level of all capitals, with gaps reaching up to 19 percent. Immediately following, 

with a minute gap, we find those who believe artistic memes boost their interest in art. Those 

who value the hilarious quality of memes the most exhibit the lowest levels of all capitals. 

However, there are exceptions: in terms of cultural capital as knowledge, persons with the 

most cultural capital appear to despise memes. In terms of omnivorousness, these same 

individuals exhibit a very low level of cultural capital, which may be indicative of their limited 

elasticity in cultural participation.  

However, in general, the data repeatedly seem to return results in the same direction. The 

greater one's level of capital – cultural, digital, and, in this case, especially human – the greater 

one's ability to perceive memes as a new artistic language and form of expression and to feel 

one's artistic interests stimulated. According to the prior interpretations, capital levels appear 

to be required to comprehend these new cultural manifestations as creative forms and to be 

able to use their potential as a learning tool. 

From the analysis of our data, it appears that social networks and memes have the potential 

to stimulate further research and interest in culture and art – fifty percent and forty-five 

percent, respectively. Crossing this data further, it appears that 57 percent of those who felt 

their interest in art was stimulated by art memes searched – to varying degrees of intensity – 

for more information after interacting with social media contents. More specifically, it appears 

that 26 percent of the total sample interacts with memes and finds them stimulating for their 

interest in art while also searching – to varying degrees of intensity – for more information 

about contents after interacting with museum's social network contents. As a result, it appears 

that the potential of memes on museum social networks, not only as communication tools but 

also as learning tools, has been confirmed: this could be advantageous for museums, especially 

given the relatively low economic investment required for this type of storytelling. In light of 

this result, it appears even more important to investigate how to potentially include 
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Generation Z in the process of art meme sharing, given the latter's contribution to the learning 

function of museums in their digital forms and sharing being one of the primary functions of 

social media. As anticipated, we have investigated this aspect trough question seventeen 

(Under which circumstances do you share art memes with friends or on Social Networks? Mark 

the answer that is most representative). The distribution of respondents' responses about their 

sharing behaviours for art memes by sociodemographic variables and capital levels is shown in 

Table 23. 

Table 23 – Habits on art memes sharing by sociodemographic and level of capital 
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Average 18% 61% 3% 2% 16% 

Female 15% 60% 2% 2% 21% 

Male 18% 65% 3% 2% 13% 

Non-Binary 25% 56% 4% 1% 15% 

Less than 50,000 inhabitants 17% 64% 2% 2% 15% 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

18% 60% 3% 2% 17% 

Up to Middle school 21% 59% 4% 1% 15% 

High school 20% 60% 2% 1% 17% 

University degree (Bachelor, 
Master, PhD) 

11% 64% 4% 3% 17% 

Average Cultural Capital 
Knowledge 

0.53 0.61 0.63 0.69 0.60 

Average Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

0.67 0.69 0.77 0.76 0.70 

Average Cultural Capital 0.60 0.65 0.70 0.73 0.65 

Average Digital Capital 
Competences 

0.69 0.74 0.78 0.73 0.74 

Average Digital Capital 
Ownership 

0.58 0.57 0.64 0.53 0.60 

Average Digital Capital 0.63 0.65 0.71 0.63 0.67 

Source: Author’s elaboration on survey data 
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As shown, the presence of amusing features is the primary motivator for cultural meme 

sharing. This is an important factor because the benefits of fun-related environments and 

modalities have been demonstrated (Tisza et al., 2021). As a result, they may help to increase 

content reception. The ability of memes to represent an individual's personality and convey a 

social message is the second major factor. Art and education-related drivers score very poorly. 

The habits to not share art memes belong to less than one out of five respondents. 69 

When it comes to the level of human capital, the lower the level of education, the higher the 

chance of not sharing art memes. Moreover, the element of fun seems to be more important 

for those with higher education. It seems so that fun art memes are more appreciated and 

share the higher the level of education of the individual interacting with them: this could mean 

as well that the most educated individuals of this generation could be using this language as 

an escapism mechanism. 

When it comes to the level of capital, those who do not share art memes have the lowest level 

of all capitals, aside from digital capital as ownership. It appears that, as with digital museums, 

art memes are understood and appreciated at the highest level of capitals. As a result, it is 

possible that individuals below a certain level of capital do not participate or are unable to 

capitalise on the meanings and possibilities of this cultural form. Moreover, those sharing 

memes when inspired to learn something show the highest level of digital capital and of 

cultural capital as omnivorousness. 70  

According to our findings, there appears to be a barrier to understanding, accessing, and 

appreciating art memes, as we recorded with digital museum participation in general: in other 

words, art meme appreciation – as cultural participation – is related to one's level of capital. 

 

69 When it comes to the gender of the respondents, females appear to be more likely to share, while non-binary 
individuals are more likely to not share. Female respondents use art memes to express themselves significantly 
more than male respondents do – 21% versus 13%. This may be attributable to the stereotypical perception of 
cultural and artistic expressions and activities, as well as the fact that artistic content tends to represent – and 
thus be more representative of – female bodies and identities. 
 
70 Please note that those who share art memes when representing art have the highest amount of cultural capital 
as knowledge and as a composite indicator. Still, they constitute a negligible part of the sample (2 percent) 
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In other words, with respect to hypothesis n.3, 71 we note that art memes appear to have the 

potential to engage participants and spread the spark of curiosity and knowledge, thereby 

influencing individual learning. This could be a huge opportunity for digital museums. 

 

 

 

6.7  Main results 

 

Following such a lengthy analysis, it appears necessary to go over the main findings.  

To begin with, our findings appear to have confirmed all of our initial hypotheses. As a result, 

we can affirm that (i) cultural participation of Generation Z is related to the level of capitals of 

individuals; (ii) participation in digitally mediated forms of culture – digital museums – is related 

to digital capital other than cultural and human capital; and (iii) Generation Z is not uncritical 

when it comes to the application of technologies to heritage: they do not appreciate 

technologies as such in light of their digital nativity; As a direct consequence, we have seen (iv) 

a general disaffection of Generation Z with digital museums; and (v) the potential of social 

networks – and art memes – as a digital service of museums to enhance their learning function 

appears to be confirmed.  

The main concepts that emerged from our data analysis are summarised below. 

In terms of capitals, the digital one appears to be unaffected by gender and to be more 

concentrated in more populated areas. When it comes to cultural capital, female respondents 

appear to hold higher levels of this capital. The size of one's living space appears to have no 

effect on the accumulation of cultural capital. When it comes to the relationship between 

 
71 The two stated aims were: (i) try to investigate the potential of art memes for digital museums as knowledge 
dissemination and participants engagement tools on social networks, catching if they spark the curiosity for 
knowledge; (ii) in light of the awareness that the environment of social networks and cultural and creative 
industries is characterized by co-creation in the digital era (Bruns, 2006), question if and how the community 
members and participants of this generation can become active agents in the dissemination of museums’ related 
culture and can ignite trough their actions the spark of curiosity, which could bring to further learning.  
 



   
 

 155 

different types of capital, it appears that digital capital and human capital are not related: in 

this sense, we infer that age has a much greater impact on the formation of digital capital than 

human capital. When it comes to the relationship between cultural capital and human capital, 

we can confirm that level of education appears to be a good predictor of cultural participation. 

In terms of general cultural participation, we can see that Generation Z is omnivorous. 

Participation is confirmed to be more feminised, with videogames being the only cultural 

activity with a high proportion of male participants. The average cultural participation rates of 

non-binary respondents are comparable to those of female respondents. When it comes to 

education, some activities appear to be positively correlated, while others appear to be 

negatively correlated. Nonetheless, positive correlations are not found only in traditionally 

considered highbrow activities, and negative correlations are not found in traditionally 

considered lowbrow activities. This result convinced us that the traditional distinction between 

highbrow and lowbrow culture could no longer hold true when it comes to Generation Z. 

For museum participation, 83 percent of respondents are actual participants, and the higher 

the level of education, the higher the rates of participation. Furthermore, female respondents 

appear to participate more intensely, as do individuals from more populous areas. Male 

respondents appear to place a higher value on the presence of technology and innovation in 

physical museums. 

In most cases, the higher the level of each capital, the greater the likelihood of participation. 

The greater the intensity of participation in all types of capital, the greater the average amount 

of capital owned by respondents. The most capital-endowed individuals are the most powerful 

participants. 

Contrary to popular opinion, we discovered that Generation Z prefers physical museums to 

digital ones. Those who participate in digital museums do so mostly in a hybrid form (both 

digital and physical): these individuals have the highest average for all levels of capital, both 

digital and cultural. Furthermore, those who only participate in physical forms have the lowest 

average of digital capital, while those who only participate in digital forms have the lowest 

average of cultural capital. We tend to interpret these findings by assuming that those with 

greater digital and cultural capital can access both the physical and digital museums without 

bias or prejudices. Furthermore, those who participate only in physical museums appear to 
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lack the ability to value digital forms of culture, because participation in digital museums is not 

possible when the individual lacks sufficient cultural and digital capital, that is, when they lack 

a proper understanding of both culture and technology. 

Other than age, gender, spatial infrastructures, and so on, tastes still play an important role 

when an individual decides to participate in museums. Other than the specific topic of a 

museum, learning and inspirational aspects are linked to capitals: the higher the capitals, the 

greater the importance attributed to these factors. Furthermore, the digital museum appears 

to be valued for its ability to enhance the physical museum experience: the higher the capitals, 

the higher the appreciation. Still, in terms of preferences, male respondents, those with lower 

levels of education, and those with the lowest level of cultural capital appear to value the 

presence of technology and innovation in museums more. As a result, technologies in 

museums can help these institutions become more inclusive and attract the participation of 

those who have traditionally been underrepresented. These findings support the idea that 

museums could take advantage of the storytelling enabled by technology to reach out to those 

who have previously been excluded. 

We investigated whether social media could serve as a tool for museums to spread their 

content because we are interested in the learning function of museums. Generation Z 

perceives social media interaction as having a greater impact on education than traditional 

educational services such as virtual tours and visits, classes and courses. Furthermore, 

approximately half of the respondents – with varying degrees of intensity – stated that they 

had searched for more information about a museum, a piece of art, a collection, etc. AFTER 

seeing or interacting with a museum's social media content. This appears to imply that social 

networks are a good digital tool for museums to use to spread knowledge even beyond their 

physical boundaries. 

Another finding from our analysis appears to show that 26 percent of the total sample interacts 

with memes and finds them stimulating for their interest in art while also searching – to varying 

degrees of intensity – for more information about contents after interacting with museum's 

social network contents. The higher the level of capitals, the more people perceive that artistic 

memes stimulate their interest in art. Furthermore, our findings indicate that, while art memes 

appear to have the ability to engage participants and spread the spark of curiosity and 
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knowledge, the possibility of making participants active agents of knowledge dissemination 

appears not so close. 

Finally, our exploratory questions revealed that Generation Z perceives digital museums in four 

distinct ways: the how, the what, the not, and the why. The digital museum is perceived as a 

how by 78 percent of respondents, while the digital museum is perceived as a what by 48 

percent. Moreover, Generation Z is less interested in the raw application of technology to 

heritage and is more interested in what technologies can do to improve their experience of the 

museum based on their needs and preferences, rather than the form in which the technology 

takes shape, which is still an important aspect of digital museums. Those who do not 

participate in digital museums have the lowest rates of human, digital, and capital capital. 

In general, we observe that, despite Generation Z's disaffection with digital museums, there is 

a large share of potential participants among Generation Z, with both the digital and cultural 

abilities to understand and enjoy this form of culture. Our findings may inspire museums to 

develop digital strategies to reach this cohort: respondents do not appear to dislike digital 

museums, but the current digital museums do not appeal to them. 

 

 

 

6.8  Future Insights of Research 

 

 

In order to address a gap in the literature, the current data analysis highlighted certain 

significant characteristics of Generation Z's cultural participation. Additionally, other elements 

that are visible in the data analysis need more research and data gathering to perhaps support 

the linked statements and implications that were hypothesised. In fact, the volume and depth 

of the data highlighted the potential for undertaking new study based on additional gaps in the 

body of knowledge. Below is a list of the elements of interest that will be investigated in more 

detail in the future: 
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I. Digital capital seems to have more of an influence on digital cultural participation than 

does human capital. Therefore, it is still unclear if digital technology will represent a 

new level of social stratification or a means of democratising cultural participation for 

the future generation. 

II. In terms of the population size of the respondents, the results just presented seem to 

indicate that, despite the fact that more populated areas contain a relatively higher 

concentration of cultural assets, the development of cultural capital by individuals is 

not overly reliant on such agglomerations, at least in the case of Generation Z. This 

could depend on a sort of democratisation made possible through technologies when 

it comes to spatial proximity or to the higher mobility of this generation: further 

investigation is needed in this direction. 

III. The members of Generation Z are extremely omnivorous. Our findings suggest that 

there is a base of cultural activities in which the majority of respondents participate 

and an extra of cultural activities in which a lesser percentage of the age cohort 

engages. Does participation in this foundation of cultural activities suffice to describe 

omnivores, or does Generation Z advise we expand the definition? 

IV. Linked to cultural omnivorousness is the questioning of the distinction between 

highbrow and lowbrow culture. Historically, cultural activities are classified as either 

highbrow or lowbrow. Our findings suggest that this tiering is less functional among 

members of Generation Z. In fact, among extra cultural participation, we find cultural 

activities traditionally regarded as lowbrow, such as fairs and concerts, whereas 

museums, exhibitions, and cultural heritage areas are popular despite cultural heritage 

being traditionally regarded as a highbrow cultural activity. In contrast, cultural 

expressions such as memes tend to be associated with those who possess the highest 

levels of capital. Therefore, memes should be viewed as a form of highbrow cultural 

activity. Is it still relevant to discuss highbrow and lowbrow culture? 

V. According to our respondents, art memes are a new form of artistic expression. Further 

research is required in this direction. 

VI. In light of the consistent number of respondents who identify as non-binary, the 

investigation into the cultural participation of non-binary individuals represents a 

significant opportunity for further study. 
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VII. In accordance with our results, in the absence of an official definition of the digital 

museum, there is a lack of understanding of what a digital museum is. In other words, 

the digital museum does not belong to the collective imaginary. Nevertheless, we 

discovered that individuals participate in it without knowing they are doing so. A 

definition is then needed. We propose to investigate the digital museums as what, how, 

why and not. 

 

 

 

Conclusions  

 

 

This thesis contributes to a deeper understanding of the function of technology applied to 

cultural heritage, namely (digital) museums, by examining cultural participation. In doing so, 

this thesis examines the participation of Generation Z as the first generation of digital natives: 

current and future participants. Previous research has examined various aspects of cultural 

participation, such as the determinants of participation and the reasons for non-participation, 

in order to provide insights on how to bring audiences closer to cultural contents so that 

individuals can reap the full benefits of cultural participation. The present research continues 

in this direction, with a particular emphasis on digitization. 

 

Literature on cultural participation identifies cultural and human capital as major determinants 

of cultural participation. In the present study, we questioned whether this holds true for future 

cultural participants and whether digital capital is also a factor in cultural participation, 

particularly in digitally mediated forms of culture. This was the aim of hypothesis No. 1 (Cultural 

participation is related to the level of capitals of Generation Z participants and digital capital – 

in addition to human and cultural capital – is associated to it, especially when it comes to 

digitally mediated forms of cultural participation). Our findings contribute to the confirmation 

that the capital rationale applies to Generation Z's cultural participation. Individuals rich in 
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capitals – primarily cultural and digital, then human – are those who participate more in 

culture, in a greater variety of physical and digital cultural expressions, and with greater 

intensity. 

 

In the literature on the application of technology to cultural heritage, audience growth is 

frequently cited as a benefit of applying technologies to the cultural sector, although an 

evaluation of this application is not always provided. Young people, particularly Generation Z, 

are frequently portrayed as the process's primary benefactors and stakeholders. We decided 

to explore this aspect of participation based on Hypothesis No. 2, which states that individuals 

of Generation Z with a high level of digital capital do not participate naively in digital forms of 

culture, in this case museums. Contrary to popular belief, we discovered that Generation Z 

seemed to prefer physical museums to digital ones. Participation in digital museums is 

predominantly in hybrid form (both digital and physical). Consequently, this generation looks 

to be quite critical regarding the employment of technologies in museums. These individuals 

appear to possess both the cultural and digital skills necessary for participation in digital 

museums. However, this form of culture does not appear to have yet discovered the most 

effective methods of attracting future cultural participants. In general, the digital museum 

tends to be valued for its capacity to enrich the physical museum's experience, regardless of 

the technology deployed. 

 

Literature acknowledges the museum's educational function as one of its primary objectives. 

In the perspective of the present research, we have decided to investigate whether social 

media and art memes represent a competitive tool for digital museums to spread their learning 

function – hypothesis No. 3. The analysis confirms that memes are a shared language for this 

generation and corroborates this cultural expression's potential as a resource for the digital 

museum. 

 

During data processing, findings that were not directly related to the research hypotheses 

surfaced. Some support what is already established in the literature. For instance, cultural 

participation tends to be more feminized, with female respondents possessing greater cultural 

capital. In addition, the concentration of digital capital appears to be greatest in densely 

inhabited regions. In addition, Generation Z is confirmed to be extremely omnivorous. 
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Other findings appear to call into question what is already established in the literature. For 

instance, the development of cultural capital appears unrelated to the size of the residence. 

Given their potential higher mobility and digital cultural participation, Generation Z seems to 

have liberated this form of capital from the physical infrastructure. 

 

Other findings contribute to the investigation of undiscovered phenomena in the literature. 

Until now, the cultural participation of non-binary individuals has not been incorporated into 

the literature. Moreover, the results of the present study tend to put doubt on the 

conventional split of culture into brows. While museums have proven to be a popular form of 

culture among Generation Z, artistic memes appear to be a highbrow form whose admiration 

and participation are substantially correlated with the amount of capital owned. 

 

Given the absence of official data available to assess the specificity of the investigated 

phenomena, the present research employed ad hoc data collecting. Despite the size of the 

sample, all research has inherent limitations. Aside from the possibility of (un)intentionally 

biased data collected through self-declared participant behaviours, the major ones concerning 

the present works are related to three main aspects: (i) the measurement of the level of human 

capital taking into account the current education and not the completed level of education; (ii) 

the threshold of 50,000 inhabitants as an element defining cities and, consequently, 

infrastructures; and (iii) the data collection through social media, which relies on the 

algorithms of these platforms, which favour, among other, the presence of respondents from 

countries where the advertisement is cheaper.  

 

Despite these drawbacks, the current thesis fills in certain gaps in the literature and provides 

findings with policy implications that have significant effects. In reality, the use of technology 

in museums is not guaranteed to be advantageous. It is prudent to analyse the efficacy of 

digital technologies in a rigorous manner, given the discernment and awareness of the digital 

native generation. In fact, contrary to common opinion, the results suggest that Generation Z 

does not have a particularly strong commitment to digital museums. Ineffective, at least in 

terms of attracting new audiences, appears to be the current method of applying technology 

to museums. Generation Z appears to possess the necessary resources to participate in digital 
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museums; however, there is (considerable) room for improvement in how museums could 

apply technologies to communicate their content, whether in an educational or recreational 

context, when considering to attract Generation Z participants. 

 

As a result of our data analysis, additional questions have arisen, indicating potential future 

directions for research. The following provides a summary: 

 

(i) In terms of digital cultural participation, digital capital appears to have a greater 

impact than human capital. Does the digital offer a sort of cultural participation 

democratisation for the next generation, or will it provide a new aspect of social 

stratification? 

(ii) It has been confirmed that Generation Z is extremely omnivorous. Our findings 

seem to indicate that there is a base of cultural activities in which the majority 

of respondents engage and a extra of cultural activities in which a lesser 

proportion of the age cohort participates. Is omnivorousness still an applicable 

term? Should we extend the omnivorousness yardstick? 

(iii) According to our responders, art memes are a new kind of artistic expression, 

and the higher the capital level, the greater the interaction and appreciation. 

Thus, may they be regarded as a new form of highbrow cultural expression? If 

so, are cultural brows still relevant?  

(iv) In certain instances, non-binary respondents exhibit participation patterns 

similar to those of female respondents, and in others, those of men. In addition, 

they exhibit particular patterns. What can museums do to be more inclusive 

about their participation? 
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APPENDIX A – The Survey 

 
 
Dear Reader,  
 
If you were born after 1996, please take a few minutes to complete this survey about the 
preferences of Generation Z with regard to participation in culture and digital cultural services.  
 
This survey is being conducted within the framework of a PhD thesis at University of Catania. The survey 
is completely anonymous, and data will be used to the purpose of academic research only. 
 
At the end of the survey, you can leave your email to participate in the extraction of Amazon Vouchers 
as a reward for your participation. 
 
Thank you for your time. 
 

 
i.  About you 
 
1. What year were you born? (dropdown menu) 
2. What is your nationality? (dropdown menu) 
3. What is your gender? (dropdown menu) 
4. What is your completed level of education (including current education)? 
 i. Up to middle school 
 ii. High school 
 iii. University degree (Bachelor, Master, PhD) 
5. What is the population size of the place where you live? 
 i. Less than 50.000 inhabitants 
 ii. More than 50.000 inhabitants 
 
 
ii.  About your Digital Activities  
 
6. Mark true or false in the following table 
 

 T F 

I can always identify the reliability of an information source.   

I find it easy to create a profile in digital environments for personal or professional 
purposes. 

  

I use online tools to share digital contents: Google Drive, Slide Share, e-mails, 
WhatsApp, Social Networks, etc. 

  

I feel at ease using online collaboration software to plan, track and share contents 
(Google Drive, Dropbox, Google Hangouts, Canva, etc.). 

  

I can code using programming languages (Python, Java, C++, etc.).   
I can produce complex digital content in different formats (images, audio files, 
text, tables, etc.). 

  

I respect copyright and licence rules and I know how to apply them to digital 
information and content. 
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I regularly use online learning tools to improve my digital and creative skills (video 
tutorial, online courses, etc.). 

  

I think that what I publish on social networks condition the image that other 
internet users have of me. 

  

 
7. I own… (Multiple choices) 

 

A smartphone Y N 
A personal computer   

A tablet   

A smartwatch   

One or more subscription to streaming platforms (i.e., Netflix, Spotify, etc)   
Cloud services subscription to expand the memory of my devices (Google Storage, iCloud, 
etc.) 

  

 
  
 
iii.  About your Digital Cultural activities 
 
 
8. In the last twelve months how many times have you…? (please estimate) 
 

 Never 1-2 
times 

3-5 
times 

5-7 
times 

More 
than 7 

Searched for information online about a museum 
(opening hours, ticket prices, location, etc.) 

     

Taken part in a virtual tour or visited a digital exhibition 
of a museum 

     

Taken part in digital classes or courses organized by a 
museum 

     

Donated money to a museum digital crowdfunding 
campaign or joined a museum membership program 

     

Searched (on museum websites, wikis, etc.) for 
information about a museum, a piece of art, a collection 
etc. for research or educational purposes 

     

Followed any museum profiles on Social Network      
Interacted with a museum social network profile 
(reaction to stories, likes, comments, reposts) 

     

Searched for more information regarding a museum, a 
piece of art, a collection etc. after seeing or interacting 
with a social media content of a museum 

     

 
 
9. On a 1 to 5 scale (where 1 means “not at all” and 5 means “very much”), how much the following 
museum services create a more meaningful and enjoyable museum visit to you?  
 

 Not at 
all 
1 

2 3 4 Very 
much 

5 

Never tried it 
/ Did not 
know it 
existed 
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The museum website and related general 
information (opening hours, ticket prices, 
location, etc.) 

      

Online ticket shop        

Digital catalogue of the collection       
Additional virtual tours and digital 
exhibitions offered by the museum 

      

The contents published on the social 
networks profile of the museum 

      

Online museum shop (merchandising, 
gadget, etc.) 

      

Museum newsletter       
Museum web community (social 
networks, wikis, etc.) 

      

 
10. On a 1 to 5 scale (where 1 means “not at all” and 5 means “very much”), what is the impact of the 
following activities on the learning aspects of your museum experience? 
 

 Not at 
all 
1 

2 3 4 Very 
Much  

5 

I have never 
done it 

Search for information online about a museum 
(museum website, wikis, etc.) 

      

Take part in virtual tours or visit digital exhibitions 
of a museum or collection 

      

Consult the digital catalogue of a museum       

Interact with the Social Network pages of a 
museum 

      

Take part in digital classes or courses organized 
by a museum 

      

Donate money to a museum digital crowdfunding 
campaign or decide to join a museum 
membership program 

      

 
11. What is your favourite digital aspect of a museum? 
12 Why?  
 
 
13 Watch the meme. Does it represent a famous fresco in the Louvre Museum? (Y/N) 
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14 Watch the meme. Is this famous painter Pablo Picasso? (Y/N) 

 
 
 
15 Watch the meme. Is this a Dadaist painting? (Y/N) 
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16. What do you think about art memes? (Multiple answers possible) 
 

i. they are useless and I do not like them 
ii. they are just funny 

iii. they are contents that stimulate my interest in art 
iv. they are a new artistic language or form of expression 

 
 
17. Under which circumstances do you share art memes with friends or on Social Networks? Mark the 
answer that is most representative  
 

v. when they represent forms of art 
vi. when they represent me and tell the society who I am 

vii. when they inspire me to learn something  
viii. when they are funny 

 
18. What statements are the most representative for you? (Multiple answers possible) 
  

i. I started to engage in museums digital services as a result of physical museums 
closing due to COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns. 

ii. I only interact with physical museums. 
iii. I used to interact with museum digital services before COVID-19 restrictions 

and lockdowns. 
iv. I only interact with museum digital services and prefer them to physical 

museums. 
v. I engage with both physical museums and museums digital services. 

 
 

19. What is the main reason you do not interact with digital services of a museum? 
 

i. I do not like the digital experience of a museum 
ii. I do not think of this possibility 

iii. I do not have time 
iv. I do not know how and where to interact with them 
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v. The experience of the museum I look for is not possible digitally 
vi. I do interact digitally with them 

vii. Do not know what to answer 
 

 
20. What is the main reason you interact with digital services of a museum?  
 

i. I like them and actively seek to interact with them 
ii. Cannot get around them 

iii. They allow me to interact with museums I cannot visit 
iv. They increase my learning of physical museums 
v. I like technologies and innovations in general 

vi. They allow me to interact with people who think like me  
vii. They are fun 
viii. They inspire my creativity 

ix. I engage with them for research purposes 
x. I find them more relaxed and safer as museum experience  

xi. They allow me to interact with museums I have visited 
xii. I do not interact digitally with museums 
xiii. I do not know what to answer 

 
 
 
iv.  About your Cultural activities 

 
21. Select the most representative answer. I usually engage with cultural contents… 

 
i. only when they represent forms of art 

ii. because they represent me and tell society who I am 
iii. because they inspire me to learn something 
iv. only when they represent pleasant experiences 

 
 
22. In the last twelve months prior to the pandemic have you…?  
 

 Y N I do not 
remember 

visited a museum, exhibition, or cultural heritage site    

been to the cinema    
visited a library or archive    

been to the theatre     

watched a ballet or opera or a modern dance performance     

been to a concert    
listened to music    

watched television    

visited a fair or a festival    
read a book for pleasure (including e-book, web novel, etc.)     

painted or drawn    

sung in a choir or played a musical instrument    
played videogames     
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23. On a 1 to 5 scale (where 1 means “not at all” and 5 means “very much”), how important are the 
following aspects in your decision to visit a physical museum? 
 
 

 Not at all 
1 

2 3 4 Very much 
5 

I do not 
know what 

to say 

The ease of access or proximity       

The specific topic of the museum and its 
informative contents 

      

The presence of technologies and 
innovations in the museum 

      

The desire to spend time with my family 
and/or friends 

      

The possibility to spend time having fun       

The opportunity to find inspiration       

The chance to learn something or to 
research 

      

The sense of well-being that the visit can 
convey 

      

 

 
24. How often did you visit physical museums prior to COVID-19 lockdowns and restrictions?  
 

i. Never  
ii. Once a year 

iii. A few times per year 
iv. Once a month 
v. More than once a month 

 
25. Sometimes people find it difficult to access museum sites or activities. Which of the following, if 
any, are the main barriers for you? (Multiple answers possible) 
 

i. Lack of interest 
ii. Lack of time 

iii. Cost 
iv. Lack of information 
v. Lack or limited choice in your area 

vi. Too remote or difficult to access 
vii. None 

 
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to finish the survey.  
 
You are welcome to leave your email if you would like to participate in the extraction of 
Amazon Vouchers as a reward for completing the survey or if you would like to receive a copy 
of the results.  
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Please share the survey with your friends to support the research and to make it possible for 
them to participate in the lottery of Amazon Vouchers. 
 
Please contact me if you have any questions at stefano.russo@phd.unict.it 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

mailto:stefano.russo@phd.unict.it
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APPENDIX B – Complementary Data Analysis 
 

 

Our investigation focuses on Generation Z, the first digital native generation. We have decided 

to include all those born between 1995 and 2012 in this generation. This range was chosen 

based on the literature, which presents several alternatives in this regard. See Dolot for a more 

in-depth explanation (2018).  

Trough question number one (Please tell me about you, what year were you born?) We have 

collected information regarding the respondents' birth years. The median birth year of 

responders is 2004, whereas the mean is 2003. Figure A depicts the distribution of 

respondents' ages at birth. 

 

Figure A – Distribution of the year of birth of the respondents 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

On the x-axis is the year of birth, while the y-axis represents the number of responders for each 

year. The distribution of respondents resembles an inverted U almost exactly. The most recent 

years of the age cohort are underrepresented (2009 to 2012). These respondents, ranging in 

age from thirteen to nine, have been difficult to reach through the social media technique 
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employed and, in general, would have been difficult to reach in any other way, not without 

challenges and legal implications due to their young age. 

 

Since the purpose of this study was to research the cultural participation of Generation Z in 

Europe, another criterion for assembling and cleaning the data was the respondents' location 

of living. We have collected information from the entire continent. We must recognize that 

some countries are more largely represented in the sample than others. This may have hinged 

on the algorithm of Meta, which we remind the reader was the platform through which the 

poll was circulated, as advertising in certain regions of Europe is unquestionably less expensive 

than advertising in other regions. Please note that this does not depend on the author's intent, 

but rather on the platform's content distribution. However, all European nations are 

represented in the sample. 

 

With regard to the gender – question three (What is your gender?) – the distribution of the 

respondents can be observed in Figure B.  

 

Figure B – Gender distribution of the respondents  

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

There are nearly equal numbers of female and male respondents, with 44.49 percent and 

41.28 percent, respectively. This discrepancy is comparable to that recorded at the European 
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level (Eurostat, 2021a). Nonetheless, a crucial piece of data was acquired from the 102 

respondents who identified as non-binary, or more than 14 percent. This is a very significant 

result that detects societal changes that official statistics have difficulty measuring. Moreover, 

this data is not only a novelty and a significant contribution of the present work – since there 

is no research on non-binary individuals in terms of cultural participation in the existing 

literature – but it also opens up the possibility of using the data collected in the present work 

for future research. 

 

With regard to the size of the place of living of the respondents (What is the population size of 

the place where you live?) – the majority live in urban centres – as for official data (Eurostat, 

2019). About a quarter of the sample resides in areas with fewer than 50,000 people, while 

the remaining three quarters reside in areas with more than 50,000 people, as displayed in 

Figure C.  

 

Figure C – Distribution of the size population of the place of living of the respondents  

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 
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Human Capital 

 

 

Regarding human capital, we have chosen to use the socio-demographic variable of education 

level as a proxy (Oxley et al., 2008; European Commission, 2017). Trough question four (What 

is your completed level of education (including current education)?) we have decided to 

distribute respondents within three main levels of education, corresponding to three tiers of 

human capital: (i) Up to middle school; (ii) High school; (iii) University degree (Bachelor, Master, 

PhD). Figure D depicts the distribution of respondents' levels of education. 

 

Figure D – Distribution of the level of education of the respondents 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

Because we have decided to detect the degree of education, including current education, it is 

difficult to locate official data to compare ours to. Nonetheless, our findings are similar to those 

reported in Europe (Eurostat, 2022). Given the young age of the majority of the age cohort, 

authoritative data on Generation Z is difficult to come by. In our sample, 11.85 percent of 

respondents have completed middle school, 55.23 percent have a high school diploma or are 

now enrolled in high school, and 32.91 percent have a university degree or are currently 

enrolled in university.  
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Aside from the simple distribution of the sample's level of education, it is useful to examine 

the distribution of human capital in light of the other socio-demographic parameters identified 

by our survey. 

 

If we cross reference the level of education with the size of the place of living of the 

respondents, we observe that there is a higher level of education in centres with more than 

50,000 inhabitants (see Table A).  

 

Table A – Distribution of the level of education by the size of the place of living 

  

University 
degree 

(Bachelor, 
Master, PhD) 

High school 
  

Up to middle school 
  

Less than 50,000 inhabitants 30.32% 54.26% 15.43% 
More than 50,000 inhabitants 33.84% 55.58% 10.59% 

        
Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

The same trend can be observed in official data (Eurostat, 2017). Apparently, the size of the 

place of living acts as facilitator of the development of the level of education. Nevertheless, 

the differences are not so substantial, as official data record (Eurostat, 2017).  

 

If we cross-reference the level of education with the gender of the respondents, we find that 

females have a greater level of tertiary education, which is consistent with official data 

(Eurostat, 2021a). The sample distribution can be examined in Figure E and Table B. 
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Figure E - Distribution of the level of education of the respondents by gender 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

 

Table B - Distribution of the level of education of the respondents by gender 

 

University degree 
(Bachelor, Master, 

PhD) High school  

Up to middle 
school 

Female 38.56% 52.66% 8.78% 
Male 31.42% 54.73% 13.85% 
Non-Binary 19.61% 64.71% 15.69% 

Average 29.86% 57.37% 12.77% 
Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

 

The female respondents have the highest tertiary education levels and the lowest elementary 

education levels (up to middle school). In contrast, non-binary respondents have the lowest 

tertiary education level and the greatest primary education level, making them the least 

educated respondents overall. If the results of female respondents confirm what has already 

been recorded by official statistics (Eurostat, 2021a), the results of non-binary respondents 

cannot be compared to any official data and are therefore somewhat surprising. The year of 

birth of the respondents is a potential first explanation for this phenomenon. Younger 

individuals may find it simpler to identify with this gender. The younger a person is, strictly 
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speaking, the more likely they are to rank among the lower levels of education, since age is a 

prerequisite for access to the highest degree of education. In fact, over fifty percent of the 

non-binary population was born after 2004.  

 

 

 

Digital Capital 

 

 

We have defined digital capital as the conditions that determine how people access, use, and 

engage with digital technology (Park, 2017). We needed to operationalize this wide concept 

for the purposes of our analysis. To move further, we have opted to create a composite 

indicator comprised of two sub-indicators. 

The first sub-indicator measures digital capital as the respondents' level of digital 

competencies (Ragnedda et al., 2019). As previously mentioned, it is based on an adaptation, 

designed by the author, of the DigComp 2.1 framework, the Digital Competence Framework 

for Citizen (European Commission, 2017). This declination of digital capital has been 

investigated trough question six (Q6 Please tell me about your digital activities and mark True 

or False in the following statements), a matrix tables consisting of nine items detecting the self-

reported digital competences of the respondents. This sub-indicator will henceforth be known 

as the Digital Capital Digital Competences Indicator. The second sub-indicator measures digital 

capital as the respondents' ownership of various physical and digital assets that could facilitate 

their digital participation in culture (Willekens and Lievens, 2014). This declination of digital 

capital has been investigated trough question seven (I own…), a matrix table consisting of six 

items. This sub-indicator will henceforth be known as the Digital Capital Ownership Indicator.  

As a result, we have produced a composite digital capital indicator based on the average of the 

gradient findings of the two previously described sub-indicators, allocating equal weight to the 

two dimensions. This metric will hereafter be known as Digital Capital Indicator.  

In the following part, we will analyse the degree of digital capital of the respondents based on 

their socio-demographic factors. To do this, we will utilise the composite indicator, Digital 

Capital Indicator, as the outcomes of the two individual indicators are quite comparable. When 
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we identify significant variations between the outcomes of two sub-indicators, we will highlight 

them in the text. 

Regardless of their birth year, all members of Generation Z own a comparable amount of digital 

capital. This outcome is positive for at least two reasons: (i) the grouping of the birth years of 

Generation Z, which we recall was considered a generation in terms of their digital nativity and 

thus their digital capital levels, is appropriate and consistent; (ii) the ways in which digital 

capital has been measured in the present study appears to have been appropriately 

designated. In addition, as shown in Figure F, the level of digital capital among respondents 

tends to range from moderate to high. 

 

Figure F – Average level of digital capital of the respondents 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

The respondents' digital capital, evaluated as digital competencies, is 0.73, while their digital 

capital, measured as ownership, is 0.58. The mean outcome is 0.66. Every outcome is 

measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 1. The reason why digital capital assessed as ownership 

is lower could be related to economic factors, as the ability to possess one or more of the 

analysed assets could also be contingent on the availability of economic resources. Due to the 

influence of another socio-demographic feature, such as income, it would be inadequate to 

measure digital capital based solely on equipment ownership. 
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The outcomes of a gender-based analysis of the distribution of digital capital among 

participants are presented in Table C. In this instance, as the outcomes of the various sub-

indicators are clearly different and distinct from one another, we opted to add references to 

both sub-indicators alongside the composite indicator. 

 

Table C – Distribution of the digital capital of the respondents by gender 

 

Digital Capital Digital 
Competences Indicator 

Average  

Digital Capital 
Ownership Indicator 

Average 
  

Digital Capital 
Composite Indicator 

Average 
  

Female 0.73 0.60 0.68 

Male 0.73 0.56 0.65 
Non-Binary 0.73 0.58 0.65 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

 

According to our findings, men respondents have a marginally higher level of digital capital 

based on digital competencies than their female counterparts. This result is consistent with 

other research (Casillas Martin et al., 2017; Equals and UNESCO, 2019; Perifanou and 

Economides, 2020) that has documented men's greater digital competency. Nonetheless, our 

result is reversed in terms of digital capital based on ownership, with female respondents 

having more capital with a larger difference than male respondents. This is consistent with 

previous findings identified in the literature, such as the utilisation of devices by females (Cozar 

and Roblizo, 2014) and their attitudes toward them (Casillas Martin et al., 2017). The average 

digital capital, as determined by the composite indicator, attributes greater digital capital to 

women. In terms of skills, non-binary respondents hold the same digital capital as female 

respondents, and in terms of ownership, they possess the same digital capital as male 

respondents. According to the literature (Ragnedda et al., 2019; Basantes-Andrade et al., 

2020), our findings confirm that gender appears to have less of an effect on digital capital than 

age. 
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Analysing the distribution of digital capital in relation to the size of the respondents' place of 

living yields results consistent with official figures (European Commission, 2021a), with higher 

concentrations of digital capital in more populous places. 

 

Table D – Distribution of the digital capital of the respondents by the size of the population 

  

Digital Capital Digital 
Competences Indicator 

Average 

Digital Capital 
Ownership Indicator 

Average 

Digital Capital 
Indicator Average 

  
Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

0.71 0.54 0.62 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

0.74 0.59 0.67 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

These outcomes, which appear to hold true for both the distribution of competencies and the 

ownership of digital devices, are also consistent with the existing literature (European 

Commission, 2016; Ragnedda et al., 2019). In general, a digital divide (Van Deursen and Van 

Dijk, 2013; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2015; Calderon Gomez, 2018) between urban and rural 

locations can be detected (Kos-Labedowicz, 2017) within our sample (Van Deursen and Van 

Dijk, 2013; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2015; Calderon Gomez, 2018). This divide may be 

explained by a number of systemic factors, the most significant of which are the cumulative 

nature of innovation and learning processes, the localised nature of spillovers, externalities, 

and systemic interactions in the process of generation and economic exploitation of 

technology (European Commission, 2016), all of which favour the development and 

concentration of digital capital in urban settings among individuals. The ageing of the 

population and the progressive depopulation of rural areas could be an additional explanation 

(Kos-Labedowicz, 2017) for the phenomena of the digital divide between rural and urban areas, 

which also appears to persist in Generation Z, albeit to a lesser extent. 

Despite the fact that urban environments tend to provide better access to public services and 

a wider variety of options, it must be remembered that income, age, and education are more 

closely related with the use of information technologies than geographical location (Hindman, 

2000). In this perspective, the favourable relationship between status indicators and 

technology use tends to strengthen over time. In contrast to utopian forecasts of the universal 
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advantages of the tools of the digital revolution, innovative uses of information technologies 

are expected to remain intimately related with social indicators (Hindman, 2000) and to 

exacerbate disparities (Mihelj et al., 2019). 

 

 

 

Cultural Capital  

 

 

To operationalize cultural capital, we have chosen to develop a composite indicator consisting 

of two sub-indicators, just as we did for digital capital.  

The first sub-indicator created evaluates cultural capital as respondents' artistic and cultural 

content-related knowledge (Bourdieu, 1979; McCarthy, 2004). This declination of cultural 

capital has been investigated trough questions thirteen, fourteen and fifteen (Watch the 

meme. Does it represent a famous fresco in the Louvre Museum?; Watch the meme. Is this 

famous painter Pablo Picasso?; Watch the meme. Is this a Dadaist painting?), composed of 

texts and images – memes. On the basis of the correct responses, a gradient table representing 

the respondents' knowledge, and consequently cultural capital, was constructed. This sub-

indicator shall henceforth be known as the Cultural Capital Knowledge Indicator.  

The second sub-indicator of cultural capital assesses respondents' cultural omnivorousness 

(Peterson, 1992; Peterson and Kern, 1996; Peterson, 2005; de Vries and Reevees, 2021) This 

declination of cultural capital has been investigated via question twenty-two (In the last twelve 

months prior to the pandemic have you…? (please estimate)), through which the respondents 

were asked about their participation in thirteen different cultural activities. To quantify their 

level of cultural capital, a gradient measuring their level of cultural omnivorousness was 

developed. The theoretical basis for this decision is documented in the literature (Becker and 

Murphy, 1988; Levy-Garboua and Montmarquette, 1996; Seaman 2006; Castiglione and 

Infante, 2015). This sub-indicator shall henceforth be known as the Cultural Capital 

Omnivorousness Indicator.  
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As a result, we have produced a composite cultural capital indicator based on the average of 

the gradient values of the two previously described sub-indicators, allocating equal weight to 

the two dimensions. This indicator shall hereafter be referred to as Cultural Capital Indicator. 

 

Figure G indicates that the amount of digital capital among the respondents appears to be 

moderately high. 

 

 

Figure G – Average level of cultural capital of the respondents 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

The respondents' cultural capital measured as cultural knowledge is 0.60, whereas that 

measured as ownership is 0.69. The mean outcome is 0.64. Every outcome is measured on a 

scale ranging from 0 to 1. In accordance with the findings of the literature (Scherger, 2009), it 

would appear from these results that respondents are fairly omnivorous and slightly less 

educated regarding cultural contents yet demonstrating a decent degree of knowledge. 

 

When analysing the distribution of cultural capital with respect to the gender of the 

participants, we obtain the results contained in Table E.  
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Table E – Distribution of the cultural capital of the respondents by gender 

  

Cultural Capital 
Knowledge Indicator 

Average 

Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 
Indicator Average 

Cultural Capital 
Composite Indicator 

Average  
Female 0.63 0.71 0.67 
Male 0.57 0.66 0.61 
Non-Binary 0.57 0.71 0.64 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

Female respondents possess a greater amount of cultural capital for both sub-indicators. In 

terms of knowledge (Stevenson et al., 2002) and participation in general (Dumais, 2002; 

Sokolov, 2019; Suárez-Fernández, 2020), this represents a confirmation of the literature. One 

possible explanation is that traditional gender stereotypes play a role in men's lack of cultural 

participation, whereas women may be encouraged to use their cultural capital to succeed in 

school (Dumais, 2002) or in their careers (Ul Hassan et al., 2020). In fact, women's cultural 

capital may be more valued on the labour market, as arts and humanities-related professions 

tend to be more feminised (Suárez-Fernández, 2020). The results of non-binary respondents 

are remarkably similar to those of male respondents in terms of knowledge and to those of 

female respondents in terms of omnivorousness. This aspect will be investigated in future 

research contexts. 

 

The results of analysing the distribution of cultural capital in relation to the size of the 

respondents' place of living, as shown in Table F, are encouraging, as it appears that the 

population size of the place of residence has no real effect on the development of cultural 

capital. 

 

Table F – Distribution of the cultural capital of the respondents by the size of the population 

  

Cultural Capital 
Knowledge Indicator 

Average 

Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 
Indicator Average 

Cultural Capital 
Indicator Average 

  
Less than 50,000 
inhabitants 

0.60 0.69 0.65 

More than 50,000 
inhabitants 

0.59 0,69 0.64 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 
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Even though urban environments have a greater concentration of cultural assets, the 

development of cultural capital by individuals is not overly dependent on such agglomerations, 

at least for Generation Z. In other words, contrary to what has been observed in the literature 

(Gray, 2013, O'Hagan, 2017), it appears that the population density of the living place has no 

bearing on cultural participation and the subsequent accumulation of cultural capital for this 

generation. However, it may still have an effect on the participation of other segments of the 

population (Evans, 2016). As mentioned, the opportunities present in an area may serve as 

enablers for cultural participation, given that spatial proximity-related obstacles (Scherger, 

2009) and the presence of shadow costs (Borgonovi, 2004) impact a resource-intensive activity 

like cultural participation. Nevertheless, it must be noticed – as already mentioned – that the 

habitat size determines frequency but not probability of attending (Ateca-Amestoy 2008, 

Borowiecki and Prieto-Rodriguez, 2014), which depends more on education and income. 

Therefore, it may be possible to foresee how, for this digitally native generation, the internet's 

possibilities could compensate for the lack of physical assets and facilitate cultural 

participation, bridging the rural-urban divide. Cheng (2015). Another possible explanation is 

that this generation has a high level of mobility, as they are young and do not have work or 

family obligations to impede them, and moving allows them to develop cultural capital 

regardless of the infrastructures present in their place of living.  

 

 

 

(Co)relations between the different types of capital 
 

 

The literature suggests that the levels of human capital and digital capital are somewhat 

correlated (Ragnedda et al., 2019). In Table G, the average value of digital capital possessed by 

individuals grouped by their level of education, i.e., human capital, is displayed. 
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Table G – Average level of digital capital of the respondents according to their level of education 

  

Digital Capital 
Digital 

Competences 
Indicator Average 

Digital Capital 
Ownership 
Indicator 
Average 

Digital Capital 
Indicator 
Average  

Up to Middle school 0.74 0.6 0.67 

High school 0.72 0.57 0.64 

University degree (Bachelor, 
Master, PhD) 

0.73 0.59 0.66 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

We did not find any correspondence. Age, in this case the Generation Z age gap, influences 

digital capital significantly more than education (Basantes-Andrade et al., 2020). This is a logical 

conclusion given that this generation is defined as such on the basis of digital nativity. The 

average year of birth for respondents with the lowest level of education is 2006, the average 

year of birth for respondents with the average level of education is 2004, and the average year 

of birth for respondents with the highest level of education is 1999. This indicates that younger 

respondents already possess the same level of digital capital as older respondents, despite or 

because of their younger age and consequently lower education levels. If it is true that the 

level of human capital influences the level of digital capital (Ragnedda et al., 2019), then it is 

possible that in a few years, these same respondents, having acquired more human capital, 

will have developed additional digital capital, presenting a higher level of digital capital for the 

same age and educational level. This hypothesis provides the opportunity to conduct a 

longitudinal study on this generation in order to determine whether human capital influences 

the development of digital capital within a generation defined as such for digital skills.  

Regarding cultural capital, it is widely acknowledged in the academic literature that the highest 

predictor of cultural participation is educational attainment. Figure H and Table H confirm the 

results found in the literature. 
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Figure H – Average level of cultural capital of the respondents according to their level of 
education 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 
 
 
 
Table H – Average level of cultural capital of the respondents according to their level of 
education 

 
Cultural Capital 

Knowledge 
Indicator Average 

Cultural Capital 
Omnivorousness 

Indicator 
Average 

Cultural Capital 
Indicator 
Average 

Up to Middle school 0.52 0.68 0.60 

High school 0.55 0.69 0.62 

University degree (Bachelor, 
Master, PhD) 

0.69 0.69 0.69 

Source: Author’s elaboration of proprietary data 

 

Regarding the Cultural Capital Knowledge Indicator, there is a significant difference between 

respondents with the highest level of education and those with the lowest level of education, 

as well as a large difference between the most educated and those with a middle level of 

education. However, there is almost no difference in omnivorousness. The level of education 

is confirmed as a predictor of cultural participation based on the overall findings. If the above-

mentioned theories explain the results of the Cultural Capital Knowledge Indicator, confirming 
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the literature, then the results of the Omnivorousness also confirm the literature. In fact, young 

age appears to be strongly associated with cultural omnivorousness (Van Rees et al., 1999; 

López Sintas and Garca lvarez, 2002; Scherger, 2009; Weingartner and Rössel, 2019). These 

results also appear to confirm the representativity of the collected sample. 

The third relationship we wish to examine is the one between the levels of digital capital and 

cultural capital. This is a gap in the literature because, as far as we are aware, no studies have 

been conducted on the subject. Some studies suggest a correlation between cultural capital 

understood in a Bordieuan dimension (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1964a; Bourdieu and Passeron, 

1964b; Bourdieu, 1983) and digital skills and competences (Paino and Renzulli, 2012) of 

students, which appears to be dependent on the perception of evaluators, as well as some 

research on the relationship between ICT and cultural capital (Tondeur and al., 2010). Our 

findings indicate suggest that there is no connection between these two forms of capital 

(Tondeur and al., 2010). 
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