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Abstract
This paper investigates the relationship between income distribution and cultural 
participation, using regional data from Italy spanning the period 2011–2022. Unlike 
traditional studies that emphasize individual factors such as personal income and 
education as determinants of cultural consumption, we interpret cultural participa-
tion as a social behaviour influenced by income distribution. Our findings reveal a 
robust significant negative effect of income inequality, measured by the Gini index, 
on participation in out-of-home cultural activities. The effect persists after control-
ling for income, education, and other factors including labour market conditions 
and access to digital tools. The paper also examines the mechanisms through which 
income distribution may shape cultural engagement and suggest policy implications 
for making cultural participation an effective means to foster social inclusion.

Keywords  Income distribution · Gini index · Cultural participation · Italian 
regions

JEL Classification  Z11 · R11 · R15 · L82

1  Introduction

This paper analyses the role of personal income distribution in shaping cultural 
participation behaviours within a community. Income disparities are recognized as 
having a negative impact on various aspects of socio-economic life: greater income 
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heterogeneity—along with other facets of fragmentation—reduces different forms of 
participation in various communities (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000; Uslaner & Brown, 
2005). However, despite these findings, the specific impact of income inequality on 
cultural participation remains largely underexplored.

Most of the literature, in fact, focuses on the reverse relation, that is, on how 
cultural participation influences socio-economic inequalities. Cultural engagement is 
generally viewed as a means to foster social integration and reduce disparities. For 
instance, European policies emphasize the role of cultural participation in enhanc-
ing social cohesion (European Council, 2017; EU Commission, 2018). However, the 
widely promoted motto that “cultural participation brings people together” remains 
far from being conclusively supported by empirical evidence. Conversely, other 
strands of literature suggest that segmented cultural participation not only reflects but 
also reinforces social stratification (Bourdieu, 1984; Katz-Gerro, 1999).

In this study, we focus on the link running from income distribution to cultural 
participation. We argue that cultural participation is not solely the result of individual 
choices shaped by personal or family factors such as income or education—variables 
extensively studied by available literature—but is also significantly influenced by 
how income is distributed within society.

Income inequality can affect cultural participation through several interconnected 
mechanisms. First, it creates financial barriers that limit access to cultural goods and 
services, particularly for lower-income groups. This includes not only ticket prices 
and transportation costs, but also indirect costs such as time availability and oppor-
tunity costs, which are unevenly distributed across income strata. Second, income 
distribution influences the formation of cultural tastes and preferences, which are 
shaped by early exposure to cultural capital and educational opportunities (Bour-
dieu, 1986; Lévy-Garboua & Montmarquette, 2003; Stigler & Becker, 1977). In 
unequal societies, access to high-quality education and cultural experiences tends to 
be concentrated among wealthier groups, reinforcing stratified consumption patterns. 
Third, income inequality affects the structure of social networks and the dynamics of 
social interaction. Borrowing Lizardo’s (2006) metaphor, cultural tastes can gener-
ate either “fences”—dense networks of strong ties within homogeneous groups—or 
“bridges”—broader networks of weak ties across diverse groups. In contexts of high 
inequality, cultural participation is more likely to generate fences than bridges, thus 
limiting its potential for social inclusion. Finally, inequality may influence the ter-
ritorial distribution of cultural supply, with wealthier areas offering more opportuni-
ties for engagement, further exacerbating spatial disparities in participation (Brook, 
2016; Iammarino et al., 2019).

In particular, this paper—drawing on a dataset composed of annual data from Ital-
ian regions observed over the period 2011–2022—documents a significant negative 
relationship between the Gini index of income and in-person (out-of-home) cultural 
participation: the higher the income concentration, the lower the levels of cultural 
participation. The impact of income distribution on cultural participation extends 
across various forms of cultural activities and the effect is robust to the consideration 
of additional determinants.

We emphasize that using regional data instead of country-level data is particularly 
appropriate for evaluating the relationship between income distribution and cultural 
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participation, as it reduces the risk of spurious correlations arising from institutional 
differences typically present in cross-country analyses. While institutional differ-
ences exist among Italian regions, they are less pronounced than those between coun-
tries, allowing for a more precise assessment of the effect of income distribution on 
cultural participation.

In introducing our case study, we also have to make some remarks regarding the 
time span under examination. We use annual data covering a decade, including 2020, 
2021, and 2022—the years affected by lockdown and other restriction measures 
implemented to curb the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic. These restrictions, in 
place during 2020–22, had an exogenous impact on in-person cultural participation. 
Despite the uniform national regulation of these measures, significant regional differ-
ences in cultural engagement emerged.

We also note that during the decade under consideration, technology use for cul-
tural consumption increased, with lockdowns pushing many consumers toward digi-
tal forms of cultural engagement (Cellini & Cuccia, 2025; Perez-Villadoniga et al., 
2025). However, our analysis shows that access to digital resources is associated with 
higher levels of in-person cultural participation, supporting the hypothesis of a com-
plementary relationship between digital cultural consumption and live attendance. 
Still, this finding does not alter the consistent negative effect of income inequality on 
cultural participation.

Beyond examining an aggregate indicator of cultural participation, our analysis 
also disaggregates participation by specific activities—namely, cinema, theatre, clas-
sical music concerts, pop concerts, and museum visits. This disaggregation allows us 
to highlight how the impact of income inequality may vary across different forms of 
cultural engagement.

The paper is structured as follows: Sect. 2 presents a critical review of relevant 
literature, supporting the motivation for the present research. Section  3 presents 
the methodology and the dataset. Section 4 presents the core results of the multiple 
regression analysis, examining income levels, education, labour market participation, 
and access to telematic resources as covariates, along with income distribution, in 
determining in-person cultural participation. A discussion on cultural participation 
by gender is also included. Section 5 considers an alternative measure of income dis-
tribution. Section 6 deals with participation in specific cultural activities. Section 7 
discusses the results, emphasizing their connection with different lines of social 
research. Section 8 concludes with brief remarks.

2  Literature and motivation

This paper builds on three main strands of literature concerning the determinants and 
implications of cultural participation.

The first strand focuses on the demand for cultural goods, particularly perform-
ing arts. Empirical studies (Lévy-Garboua & Montmarquette, 2003; Seaman, 2006; 
Stigler & Becker, 1977) highlight the role of income, education, habit formation, and 
early exposure to cultural experiences in shaping individual preferences. Cultural 
tastes are often transmitted intergenerationally through what Bourdieu (1986) defines 
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as ‘embodied cultural capital’. These mechanisms are especially relevant for high-
brow cultural consumption, which tends to be less price-sensitive and more strongly 
associated with education and social background. Additionally, cultural goods are 
typically classified as “normal goods”, whose demand increases with income, and are 
characterized by low price elasticity. These features contribute to the segmentation 
of cultural audiences and reinforce social stratification (Bourdieu, 1984; Katz-Gerro, 
1999). Our present study aims at complementing the individual-level determinants of 
cultural consumption, showing that aggregate factors, like income distribution, play 
a significant role.

The second strand examines the broader impacts of cultural participation. Studies 
have linked cultural engagement to life satisfaction (Bertacchini et al., 2025), human 
capital accumulation (Crociata et al., 2020), and civic involvement (Campagna et 
al., 2020). These contributions underscore the relevance of cultural participation as 
a driver of individual well-being and social inclusion. However, they often treat cul-
tural engagement as an explanatory variable, rather than investigating the structural 
conditions that shape access to culture. Moreover, the positive association between 
cultural participation and social outcomes is not always accompanied by a clear 
causal interpretation, and the influence may be bidirectional (Campagna et al., 2020; 
Crociata et al., 2020). Although our study clearly focuses on the direction running 
from income inequality to cultural participation, it may still offer useful insights for 
this strand of literature, by clarifying how access to culture is socially stratified and 
thus potentially influencing the inclusiveness of cultural engagement.

The third strand of literature, which is relevant to our present research, inves-
tigates the relationship between inequality and cultural participation, mainly from 
a sociological perspective. While much of the literature emphasizes how cultural 
engagement can reduce inequality, fewer studies examine the reverse direction—
how inequality affects cultural access. Szlendak and Karwacki (2012), analysing 22 
European countries, find a negative correlation between the Gini index and cultural 
participation: in more unequal societies, cultural consumption tends to be more elit-
ist, and material goods often replace cultural engagement as status markers. Lancee 
and Van de Werfhorst (2012) show that income inequality reduces civic and cultural 
participation even when controlling for individual resources, suggesting that societal-
level inequality has independent effects. OECD (2022) provides compelling cross-
country evidence that cultural participation is higher not only in richer countries, but 
also in those with more equal income distribution. In particular, the cultural participa-
tion gap between high- and low-income individuals is sharper in countries with low 
overall participation and high inequality, such as Romania, Greece, and even Italy; in 
contrast, in more egalitarian societies, cultural access is broader and less tied to social 
status (see OECD, 2022, specifically Fig. 2, p. 62).

Tubadji et al. (2022) offer a regionally focused analysis for Italy, showing that 
cultural capital—both inherited (cultural heritage) and lived (contemporary partici-
pation)—influences regional inequality through the channel of social capital. Their 
findings suggest that regions with higher levels of “living culture” and lower inequal-
ity are more attractive to human capital and experience more inclusive growth. 
This perspective reinforces the idea that cultural participation is not only shaped by 
inequality, but also contributes to long-term socio-economic dynamics.
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Moreover, spatial disparities in cultural access are exacerbated by the concentra-
tion of cultural supply in wealthier urban areas (Brook, 2016), and by regional diver-
gence driven by globalization and technological change (Iammarino et al., 2019). 
Digital cultural consumption, while potentially mitigating access barriers, does not 
always expand audiences: for example De la Vega et al. (2020), among others, show 
that online music consumption tends to reinforce existing preferences rather than 
attract new users, and Ateca-Amestoy and Castiglione (2023) find that digital access 
to visual arts is most often used by those already culturally engaged.

Our study contributes to this third strand by empirically assessing the impact of 
income distribution—measured by the Gini index—on cultural participation across 
Italian regions. By focusing on the direction from inequality to participation, and 
by controlling for income levels, education, labour market conditions, and digital 
access, we aim to identify the structural determinants of cultural engagement, clearly 
understood as a social phenomenon.

3  Empirical strategy and data

3.1  Methodology

This study aims to assess the impact of income distribution on cultural participa-
tion, focusing on aggregate (macroeconomic) variables rather than individual-level 
data. While previous research has documented cross-country correlations between 
inequality and cultural engagement (e.g., OECD, 2022), national-level analyses often 
suffer from institutional heterogeneity that undermines the ceteris paribus condition. 
In contrast, regional data within a single country—Italy, in the present analysis—
offer a more suitable framework for isolating the effect of income distribution, as 
regional institutional settings are more homogeneous. The Italian case is particularly 
well-suited for such an analysis, given the substantial variability in income, educa-
tion, labour market conditions, and cultural engagement, all within a given institu-
tional framework.

The dependent variable in our analysis is an indicator of participation in out-of-
home cultural activities. The key explanatory variable is income distribution, mea-
sured primarily through the Gini index of net household income. In a multivariate 
framework, we investigate how the Gini index, ceteris paribus, affects cultural par-
ticipation; in particular, we have to control for other factors known to influence cul-
tural engagement, notably income levels and education, which emerge to be relevant 
factors in individual-data based analyses.

Both cultural participation and its macroeconomic determinants vary across 
regions and over time. Therefore, we employ a panel data approach, which allows us 
to exploit both individual (i.e., regional) and temporal variation.

We wish to point out that, while the applied economics literature includes numer-
ous contributions analysing cultural participation using individual-level data (see 
Seaman, 2006, and more recent works by Geraci et al., 2022, and Bakhshi et al., 
2023), as well as cross-country studies (see OECD, 2022, or Bocci & Mingo, 2023), 
research based on regional-level analyses—and even more specifically, on regional 
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panel data—remains far more limited. In the Italian context, the few studies using 
regional data include Borowiecky and Castiglione (2014), who examine the link 
between cultural participation and human capital; Crociata et al. (2020), who focus 
on the link between cultural participation and tourism; Cerisola and Pansera (2022), 
who analyze the role of creative cities in regional growth and cultural participation; 
and Cellini and Cuccia (2025), who investigate the substitutability between in-person 
and online cultural participation. In all these cases, regional and time fixed effects are 
controlled for, along with covariates of specific interest to each study.

From a methodological standpoint, particularly regarding the estimator employed, 
our present work relies on well-established econometric tools; specifically, we use 
the two-way fixed-effects least squares estimator. Firstly, this estimator accounts for 
unobserved heterogeneity across regions using individual fixed effects. These capture 
time-invariant regional characteristics such as size and basic cultural infrastructure. 
The use of fixed effects is justified both theoretically and empirically: formal tests 
consistently confirm the necessity of including individual effects, and the regions are 
not randomly sampled, making random-effects estimators inappropriate. Secondly, 
year-specific dummy variables are included to control for time-specific factors affect-
ing all regions; national macroeconomic shocks are examples of that. In the sample 
under consideration, the introduction of the lockdown measures taken to limit the 
spread of Covid-19 is another clear example of a shock captured by the time fixed 
effects. In our estimations, all tests and information criteria indicate that the full set 
of time fixed effects should be included: specifications considering only 2020–2022 
(i.e., the years affected by attendance restrictions during the Covid-19 pandemic) are 
less preferable than models including all years. Accordingly, our panel-data regres-
sion is specified as follows:

	 yi,t = ai + bt + γGi,t + δXi,t + ei,t� (3.1)

where yi,t denotes the cultural participation indicator in region i at time t; ai and bt 
denote the regional and time fixed effect coefficients, respectively; Gi,t is the Gini 
index and Xi,t denotes a vector of other control variables—including the real per 
capita income, in the baseline model; ei,t is the error term, assumed to be normally 
distributed. It is worth mentioning that—in all but just two of the cases presented 
below—the appropriate tests do not reject the null hypothesis of normally distributed 
residuals; moreover, in all cases, the tests do not reject the null hypothesis of no time 
autocorrelation in residuals.

To ensure the robustness of our findings, we will extend the baseline specification 
in four directions. First, we incorporate additional covariates—beyond income—that 
recent literature identifies as relevant, including labour market indicators such as 
the NEET rate and unemployment rate, as well as variables capturing digital access, 
namely household internet and broadband penetration, which facilitate access to digi-
tal cultural products that may substitute for or complement in-person cultural partici-
pation. These controls allow us to account for broader socio-economic factors that 
may influence cultural participation.

Second, we explore the role of gender by estimating separate regressions for male 
and female cultural participation. This disaggregation enables us to assess whether 
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income inequality exerts different effects across genders and whether cultural engage-
ment patterns vary accordingly.

Third, we test an alternative indicator of income distribution. The choice of the 
Gini index in the baseline specification is primarily driven by its widespread adoption 
in literature as the standard measure of inequality. It provides a consistent and inter-
nationally comparable metric based on equivalised disposable income. However, 
the Gini index is not without shortcomings—some of which are partially mitigated 
by statistical agencies during computation (notably those related to tax evasion and 
under-reporting of capital income), while others are intrinsic to the index itself. For 
example, it has limited sensitivity to changes at the extremes of the income distribu-
tion, and different income profiles can yield identical Gini values. To address these 
limitations and enrich the analysis, we complement the Gini index with an alternative 
measure: the ratio of income accruing to the top and bottom quintiles of the popula-
tion. This indicator captures the disparity between the richest and poorest segments 
more directly and offers additional insights, while also serving as a robustness check 
for the baseline results.

Finally, we disaggregate the dependent variable to examine participation in spe-
cific cultural activities, including cinema, theatre, classical music concerts, pop 
music concerts, and museum visits. This allows us to investigate whether the impact 
of income inequality differs across cultural forms.

These extensions will provide a comprehensive framework for validating the con-
sistency of our results and for exploring the mechanisms through which income dis-
tribution may shape cultural engagement.

3.2  Data

Due to the availability of homogeneous data, the time under consideration covers the 
span 2011–22 for which complete annual data for each region are easily download-
able from the website of the Italian National Institute of Statistics, ISTAT, www.
esploradati.istat.it. The specific source from which each series is drawn is here 
reported in Table 8 in Appendix, which provides the list of variables used with their 
acronyms and descriptions. Since the time dimension of our sample is equal to 12 
annual observations (t = [2011, 2022]) and the Italian regions are 20 (i = [1, 20]), the 
resulting dataset is a balanced panel of 240 observations.

The variable of primary interest in the present study is the percentage of indi-
viduals who are defined as ‘active subjects in cultural activities outside the home’; 
this variable is here denoted by CPOH (staying for ‘cultural participation outside 
the home’). Specifically, according to the Survey on aspects of daily life conducted 
by ISTAT, individuals (aged 6 and older) are considered active if, in the 12 months 
preceding the survey, they report having engaged in at least two of the following six 
activities: (1) attending the cinema at least four times; (2) going to the theatre at least 
once; (3) visiting museums and/or exhibitions; (4) exploring archaeological sites or 
monuments; (5) attending classical music or opera concerts; (6) attending concerts of 
other music genres. The pattern of the CPOH variable across the 20 Italian regions is 
illustrated in Fig. 1, and some basic statistics are reported in Table 1. Clearly, the sta-
tistics (and specifically, the minimum values) are impacted by the measures in place 
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during 2020, 2021 and 2022, to contain the Covid-19 pandemic spread, which legally 
restricted attendance in public places and, consequently, impacted on the in-person 
consumption of cultural products. This is why Table 1 also includes the minimum 
values recorded if omitting the years when restriction measures were in place.

The graph in Fig. 1 shows significant regional variation in cultural participation 
outside the home. In 2011, the indicator ranged from 24.6 in Calabria to 46.4 in Tren-
tino-AltoAdige. A similar pattern appeared in 2019, just before lockdown measures, 

Table 1  Statistics of variables on cultural participation
Mean Median Min Min (2011–19) Max Std Dev

CPOH 29.50 31.15 3.60 17.70 46.60 9.567
CPOH_M 29.31 30.90 4.00 17.50 46.10 9.397
CPOH_F 29.67 31.75 2.60 17.90 48.30 9.850
CP_CIN 42.62 46.90 4.40 35.30 61.80 12.44
CP_THEA 16.60 17.10 1.10 7.90 33.70 6.484
CP_MUSCLA 8.178 8.400 1.40 4.40 16.00 2.730
CP_MUSPOP 17.74 18.95 2.50 13.40 30.80 5.773
CP_MUSEUM 26.38 27.77 2.70 13.20 45.20 9.481

Fig. 1  Cultural participation in regions over time. Note: The graph shows the pattern of CPOH for the 
20 Italian regions. Regions are: 1. Piemonte, 2. Valdaosta, 3. Lombarda, 4. Trentino A.A., 5. Veneto, 6. 
Friuli V.G., 7. Liguria, 8. Emilia R., 9. Toscana, 10. Umbria, 11. Marche, 12. Lazio, 13. Abruzzo, 14. 
Molise, 15. Campania, 16. Puglia, 17. Basilicata, 18. Calabria, 19. Sicilia, 20. Sardegna
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with values between 23.3 and 44.6 in the same regions. By 2022, after most restrictions 
had lifted but recovery remained partial, the range extremes shifted to 12.0 (Calabria) 
and 30.1 (Lazio). Hence CPOH reveals substantial variability both among territorial 
areas and over time. It is interesting to notice that variability across regions also holds 
during the lockdown years. While national lockdown rules were uniformly applied 
during certain months, regional regulations varied in other periods due to differing 
epidemiological circumstances, with southern regions generally facing less stringent 
restrictions, owing to milder climate and lower pandemic intensity. Yet, despite these 
relatively looser constraints, cultural participation remained significantly lower in the 
South: the eight southern regions consistently occupied the bottom eight positions in 
terms of CPOH during the pandemic years. This pattern suggests that socio-cultural 
factors may exert a stronger influence on participation behaviours than formal regula-
tory frameworks, even under exceptional circumstances.

It goes without saying that the variable CPOH may face various criticisms; how-
ever, these criticisms do not undermine its relevance in representing ‘cultural partici-
pation’ in a broad sense.

The first criticism concerns the composite nature of the CPOH indicator and the 
diversity of the six cultural activities considered. Nevertheless, when we analyse the 
different cultural activities individually—even if they differ in quantitative size—the 
patterns and the determining effects are remarkably similar. Thus, the synthetic indi-
cator remains a concise yet adequate measure of cultural participation outside the 
home. Notably, it also correlates highly with variables reflecting other aspects of cul-
tural consumption. For example, the percentage of the population claiming to have 
read a book in the previous 12 months has a simple correlation of + 0.670 (p = 0.000) 
with CPOH in our panel data set.

Second, CPOH reflects a ‘passive’ form of cultural participation, focusing on 
demand rather than supply. However, in artistic activities, consuming an artistic good 
often stimulates its production, and the correlation between demand activities and 
the production of various artistic goods and services is widely documented (see, e.g., 
OECD, 2022, and—specifically for the Italian regions—Bellandi & Santini, 2017, 
Cellini & Cuccia, 2019, ISTAT, 2022, Bertacchini et al., 2025).

A third criticism points out that CPOH examines in-person cultural consumption 
and does not account for digital consumption behaviours, e.g., online consumption of 
movies or music. However, it is important to highlight that several studies (see e.g. 
Bakhshi & Throsby, 2014; Nguyen et al., 2014), including studies specifically related 
to the Italian regions (e.g., Cellini & Cuccia, 2025), find that in-person and online 
cultural consumption are complementary and tend to move together.

Given these considerations, we believe CPOH is a reasonable proxy for cultural 
participation. Notably, it has also been used in other recent analyses (e.g., Ferraro et 
al., 2019).

The second variable we present here is the income distribution indicator used in 
our estimates, GINI, the Gini index. As is well known, the Gini index is a measure of 
concentration. ISTAT calculates it as defined in various ways. As to the construction, 
ISTAT resorts to survey data (specifically, the EU-SILC survey) complemented by 
data from administrative sources. The indicator is based on equivalized disposable 
income, which adjusts household income using the modified OECD scale and includes 
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taxes, transfers, and possibly imputed rents for homeowners. Data are weighted to 
correct for non-response and ensure representativeness. In the present analysis, we 
consider the Gini index of net household income, including imputed rents for owner-
occupied housing. However, our results prove to be robust to different versions of the 
Gini index, such as those excluding imputed rents. The values of the GINI variable in 
our present dataset show notable variability both across regions and over time, gener-
ally fluctuating between a minimum value of 0.229 (Veneto, 2013) and a maximum 
of 0.356 (Campania, 2012), with differing trends between regions.

As previously emphasized, the main message of the present study is that distribu-
tive inequality exerts a significant negative influence on cultural participation. To 
introduce this relationship, we present the scatter plot in Fig.  2, which illustrates 
the unconditional correlation between inequality and cultural participation over the 
entire time period in all regions. This visual evidence suggests a clear negative asso-
ciation; however, it has to be interpreted merely as a preliminary indication, as the 
strength and nature of the relationship must be assessed within a properly controlled 
framework. As we will show in the regression analysis, the finding that regions with 
higher income concentration exhibit lower levels of cultural participation holds even 
when controlling for other relevant factors, notably income levels.

We are well aware that the Gini index, when applied to income, captures only 
one dimension of distributive inequality. Therefore, we plan to include an additional 
measure in our robustness checks: the ratio between the average income of the top 
quintile and that of the bottom quintile in the household income distribution, here 
denoted as S8020, and still sourced from ISTAT, based on the same income data used 

Fig. 2  Cultural participation vs. Gini Index (all observations)
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to compute the Gini index. While the Gini index is an appropriate measure of overall 
concentration, the S8020 ratio focuses on a specific aspect of inequality—the gap 
between the extremes of the distribution—and thus provides complementary infor-
mation that the Gini alone does not convey. Moreover, as noted by Atkinson (1970), 
the Gini index is more sensitive to variations in the middle of the distribution than at 
its extremes. Consequently, substantial changes among the richest and poorest may 
be underestimated by the Gini index, whereas the S8020 ratio directly addresses this 
limitation and becomes particularly informative in light of recent trends in income 
distribution, characterized by increasing concentration at very high levels of income 
(see also Atkinson & Piketty, 2014).

Regarding income, the empirical correspondent variable that we use in the pres-
ent study is the real per capita income (base year 2015), as computed and published 
by ISTAT. As well documented in the literature, substantial and persistent disparities 
characterise nominal and real regional income levels in Italy (see, e.g., Accetturo 
et al., 2024). In the first year of the time period under present consideration, aver-
age personal income ranged from €17,282 in Calabria to €40,258 in Valdaosta. The 
decade in question, in Italy, was marked by sluggish annual income growth, a sharp 
decline in 2020, and a persistent lack of regional convergence: in the final year of 
the present sample, the lowest and the highest values were €17,181 (in Calabria) 
and 43,468 (in Trentino-AltoAdige), respectively. In the following analysis, real per 
capita income is expressed in logarithm and denoted by LY.

Basic statistics on the income variable are reported in Table  2, along with the 
statistics of other variables used as covariates in the multiple regression analysis. 
Regional differences affect a broad set of variables, not just income. Southern regions 
of Italy, characterized by lower income levels, also show lower labour force partici-
pation rates and higher NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) rates. 
Importantly, they also exhibit lower school enrolment rates and, consequently, lower 
educational attainment. This occurs despite the fact that all Italian regions share the 
same official educational system and programs. Overall, the well-established image 
of Italy as a country with a dual economy remains justified, with the southern regions 
experiencing a developmental lag.

Mean Median Min Max Std Dev
LY 10.169 10.231 9.363 10.68 0.281
GINI 0.282 0.277 0.229 0.356 0.025
S8020 5.215 4.800 3.200 10.00 1.211
SCHUNIV 17.952 17.600 11.60 27.00 3.104
SCHSEC 60.480 62.126 45.97 71.64 6.824
NEET 22.407 20.000 10.50 40.30 7.635
UNEMPL 10.89 9.43 3.00 23.42 5.078
WEB_FAM 68.72 69.40 44.20 88.90 10.36
WEB_BB 66.24 68.40 33.10 86.30 12.02

Table 2  Statistics of covariate 
variables
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4  Multiple regression analysis

This section investigates the relationship between income distribution and cultural 
participation in a multivariate context. Our goal is to assess whether income distribu-
tion, ceteris paribus, influences cultural participation.

The ceteris paribus condition first requires controlling for factors that vary across 
regions but remain constant over time (individual fixed effects). A simple example 
is regional size, which may influence local economies of scale. Formal institutions, 
such as regional regulations, are additional factors captured by fixed effects. For this 
reason, the appropriate estimator, even for ex-ante theoretical reasons, is the fixed-
effects estimator, which allows for a different constant term for each region. In all 
cases at hand, formal tests confirm the necessity of including individual effects.

Similarly, different years are characterized by factors that vary annually but not 
across regions—for example, common macroeconomic shocks. The sample also 
includes years during which social distancing measures were in place due to the 
Covid-19 lockdown. We evaluated whether it would be sufficient to include time 
dummies only for these three years; however, regression statistics—and, in particu-
lar, information criteria—consistently suggest that it is preferable to include time 
dummies for all years.

As discussed above, beyond accounting for individual and time fixed effects, we 
incorporate a range of covariates whose importance is documented in the existing 
literature.

4.1  Income and education

In investigating the role of income distribution upon cultural participation, we need 
to control for the effect of income levels, as a variation in income distribution caused 
by changes in income levels could lead to different participation rates solely due to 
spending capacity. The inclusion of the income control variable specifically serves to 
account for the effect of income levels.

In light of this, Table 3 presents the results of the basic specification of the regres-
sion equation, where cultural participation is the dependent variable, influenced by 
income levels and income distribution. The complete set of estimated individual and 
time fixed effects for all specifications is presented in Table 9 in the Appendix.

The results concerning the effect of income are clear: As expected, higher income 
levels boost participation in cultural activities. More important in our present 
research, the concentration in income distribution, as measured by the Gini index, 
emerges as a negative and statistically significant (at the 1% level) factor. Regarding 
the magnitude of the estimated coefficient, note that—given the units of measurement 
adopted for the variables involved—the coefficient of the Gini variable should be 
interpreted as follows: An increase of one point in the Gini index, for example, mov-
ing from 0.27 to 0.28, implies a change in the cultural participation indicator equal 
to − 0.49 in the case of the regression in Column 1, thus, for instance, moving from 
29.50 to 29.01. Although this variation may seem quantitatively modest, it is far from 
being negligible.
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Several contributions in the cultural economics literature, particularly those based 
on evidence from individual microdata, indicate that education-related variables 
have a great influence on individual demand for cultural goods and services, even 
larger than income-related variables (see, e.g., Seaman, 2006; D’Angelo et al., 2010; 
Falk & Katz-Gerro, 2016). Clearly, income and education variables are correlated, 
as shown by several empirical analyses in many case studies. Even the dataset under 
present consideration confirms this strong correlation between income and education.

In this study, we consider two education-related variables: the percentage of 
university graduates in the population aged 30–34 (SCHUNIV), and the percent-
age of secondary high-school graduates in the population aged 25–64 (SCHSEC). 
Analogous indicators are commonly used in macroeconomic studies accounting for 
education (see, e.g., Campagna et al., 2020, D’Angelo et al., 2010, and Cellini & 
Cuccia, 2025, for analyses related to cultural participation). Concerning both vari-
ables, annual data for all Italian regions are available for the period under scrutiny. In 
our present dataset, the simple (pooled) correlation between these two variables on 
education is 0.874, very high and statistically significant, hence it is not surprising 
that the results are very similar, regardless of whether we consider the percentage of 
population with secondary school attainment or university graduates.

The correlation between real per capita income and education levels in the regional 
panel under examination is very high and statistically significant too: Corr(LY, 

Table 3  Multiple regression analysis: the effect of income and education
Dependent variable: CPOH
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Regional Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
LY 11.78 (1.85)* 11.83 (1.87)* 13.63 

(2.10)**
GINI − 49.16 

(− 4.23)***
− 49.37 
(− 4.28)***

− 48.48 
(− 4.18)***

− 47.90 
(− 4.14)***

− 47.07 
(− 4.03)***

SCHUNIV − 0.37 
(− 1.89)*

− 0.37 
(− 1.17)ns

SCHSEC − 18.56 
(− 1.38)ns

− 12.75 
(− 0.96)ns

N. Obs 240 240 240 240 240
R2 0.961 0.962 0.962 0.961 0.961
F-test 160.93*** 158.1*** 156.8*** 161.0*** 159.9***
Test on regional fixed 
effects

F19,207 = 14.13
(p = .000)***

F19,206 = 14.1
(p = .000)***

F19,206 = 14.1
(p = .000)***

F19,207 = 48.1
(p = .000)***

F19,207 = 46.5
(p = .000)***

Test on time fixed 
effects

F11,207 = 283.0
(p = .000)***

F11,206 = 228.4
(p = .000)***

F11,206 = 223.5
(p = .000)***

F11,206 = 279.8
(p = .000)***

F11,226 = 267.3 
(p = .000)***

Test on residuals’ 
normal distribution

χ2 (2) = 4.09
(p = 0.129)ns

χ2 (2) = 3.14
(p = 0.208)ns

χ2 (2) = 3.00
(p = 0.223)ns

χ2 (2) = 3.12
(p = 0.210)ns

χ2 (2) = 3.19
(p = 0.202)ns

Test on residuals’ time 
autocorrelation

F1,19 = 0.001
(p = .975)ns

F1,19 = 0.004
(p = .949)ns

F1,19 = 0.000
(p = .999)ns

F1,19 = 0.006
(p = .937)ns

F1,19 = 0.017
(p = .897)ns

Akaike info criterion 1049.3 1047.1 1049.0 1049.2 1052.1
Schwarz info criterion 1164.1 1165.5 1167.4 1164.0 1167.0
t-stat in parenthesis; *, **, *** denote statistical significance at the 10%, 5%, 1% level respectively; ns 
stays for ‘not statistically significant’
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SCHUNIV) = 0.538 (p = 0.000), Corr(LY, SCHSEC) = 0.680 (p = 0.000). Hence, prima 
facie, as income and education grow, cultural participation increases.

More articulated analyses available in the literature show that the effect of income 
and education may be different according to participation in different cultural activi-
ties. For instance, Suarez-Fernandez et al. (2020) point out that the impact of educa-
tion differs across types of activities, with its marginal effect being more pronounced 
for highbrow activities than for lowbrow cultural activities.

In our analysis, however, education variables do not turn out to be significant 
when included in multiple regressions with time and regional fixed effects and 
income among the regressors (see Table 3, Columns 2 and 3). As a side note, educa-
tion remains insignificant even when income is excluded, provided that regional and 
time fixed effects are included (see Columns 4 and 5 of Table 3). In any case, for the 
reasons discussed earlier, we consider it inappropriate to include the Gini index for 
income without also controlling for income level. Nonetheless—and this is the most 
important finding here—the Gini index remains consistently negative and significant 
across all specifications, irrespective of whether educational variables are included or 
not, with or without income.

Lastly, the estimated values of the time fixed effects (see Table 9 in the Appendix) 
indicate that, unsurprisingly, participation was markedly lower during the lockdown 
years across all models. Similarly, when examining the individual fixed effects, some 
regions (e.g., Lazio) exhibit systematically higher-than-average effects, whereas 
southern regions tend to show lower values.

4.2  Online cultural consumption

It can be easily argued that the internet access, by expanding access to cultural prod-
ucts, could influence in-person cultural participation. However, we already mentioned 
that empirical evidence on the ability of digital cultural consumption in entailing 
audience expansion is mixed (see, e.g. Ateca-Amestoy & Castiglione, 2023, and De 
la Vega et al., 2020, for the cases of museum and music). More generally, we report 
that the literature presents two opposing views: one sees a substitution effect, where 
digital consumption replaces live experiences, while the other suggests a complemen-
tary relationship, where online consumption complements in-person attendance. For 
instance, Bauernschuster et al. (2014) find that broadband in Germany boosts social 
interactions and increases theatre and exhibition attendance. Conversely, Geraci et 
al., (2018, 2022) show little to no impact of online cultural consumption in the UK, 
with, at most, some evidence of declining cinema visits. Thus, while Bauernschuster 
et al. (2014) highlight positive effects, Geraci et al., (2018, 2022) suggest limited or 
negative ones.

Resorting to our dataset, we can assess the impact of household internet access 
and broadband services on in-person cultural participation. In both cases, these vari-
ables have a positive and significant effect on live cultural participation (see Table 4, 
Columns 6 and 7), supporting the notion of complementarity between the two. How-
ever, what is most important here is that the inclusion of these variables does not 
change the negative and significant effect of income inequality on live cultural par-
ticipation. Moreover, accounting for internet accessibility does not alter the positive 
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effect of income, although the significance of this variable diminishes.1 This find-
ing closely aligns with the arguments of Ateca-Amestoy & Prieto-Rodríguez (2024), 
who show that the same social factors that hinder in-person cultural participation 
also impede online cultural engagement, underscoring the persistence of structural 
barriers across access modes and the similarity of the determinants of both forms of 
cultural engagement.

4.3  Participation in labour market

A second group of variables suggested by the literature to influence cultural partici-
pation relates to labour market conditions. We thus evaluated the effect of the NEET 

1 Note that in this case—exactly as in the specifications reported in Columns 8, 9, and 10 of Table 4—if the 
models were to include time fixed effects only for the COVID years (2020, 2021, and 2022), the income 
variable would become positive and statistically significant at the 1% level. This suggests that part of the 
significant effect exerted by income—which increased during 2012–2019—on cultural participation is 
absorbed by the time fixed effects. However, specifications that omit time fixed effects for many years 
in the sample do not appear justified and would also be non-preferable according to information criteria.

Table 4  Additional determinants on cultural participation
Dependent variable: CPOH
Model: (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Regional Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
LY 6.55 

(1.07)ns
7.25 
(1.22)ns

8.45 
(1.29)ns

8.43 
(1.21)ns

3.79 
(0.62)ns

GINI − 39.74 
(− 3.59)***

− 34.00 
(− 3.09)***

− 47.02 
(− 4.06)***

− 48.37 
(− 4.16)***

− 31.74 
(− 2.89)***

WEB_FAM 0.43 
(5.23)***

WEB_BB 0.44 
(6.04)***

0.44 
(6.12)***

NEET − 0.22 
(− 1.96)*

− 0.23 
(− 2.19)**

UNEMPL − 0.18 
(− 1.16)ns

N. Obs 240 240 240 240 240
R2 0.966 0.967 0.962 0.961 0.968
F-test: p-value 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***
Test on regional fixed effects: 
p-value

0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Test on time fixed effects: 
p-value

0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Test on residuals’ normal distri-
bution: p-value

0.148ns 0.232ns 0.131ns 0.151ns 0.356ns

Test on residuals’ autocorrela-
tion: p-value

0.167ns 0.684ns 0.347ns 0.599ns 0.434ns

Akaike info criterion 1021.4 1012.1 1046.8 1049.7 1008.6
Schwarz info criterion 1139.7 1130.5 1165.2 1168.1 1130.4
t-stat in parenthesis; *, **, *** denote statistical significance at the 10%, 5%, 1% level respectively; ns 
stays for ‘not statisticaly significant’
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rate (young people not in education, employment, or training) and the unemployment 
rate on out-of-home cultural participation (Column 8 and 9 of Table 4). The available 
economic literature suggests two possible, opposing effects: on one hand, increased 
free time (for both NEETs and the unemployed) could allow for greater participation 
in cultural events. On the other hand, income effects and lack of motivation and edu-
cation may discourage cultural participation, similarly to social and political partici-
pation. In our case, the evidence supports the latter view, as both the unemployment 
rate and the incidence of NEETs have a consistently negative effect—which is sta-
tistically significant in the case of the NEET variable—on the cultural participation 
outside home.

Once again, the inclusion of these factors in the multiple regressions does not alter 
the negative and significant effect of the Gini index of income across all specifications.

As a final step, following a “general-to-specific” modelling approach, we start by 
jointly including all explanatory variables listed in Models (1) to (9) of Tables 3 and 
4, then progressively omit those with lower significance, arriving at specification 
(10). Here, NEET continues to show a negative effect and WEB_BB a positive one, 
both statistically significant, while LY remains positive but not significant. However, 
the most striking element, in our view, is the persistent and statistically significant 
negative effect of the income distribution indicator across all specifications, high-
lighting the robustness of this result and its importance for understanding cultural 
participation.

4.4  Participation from a gender perspective

We consider relevant examining whether income distribution has a different impact 
on cultural participation for men and women. Investigating consumption choices, 
specifically cultural ones, from a gender perspective is reasonable, as some docu-
mented differences exist. For instance, empirical evidence suggests that women are 
slightly more inclined than men to attend cultural events, either alone or with their 
spouse (Lazzaro & Frateschi, 2017; see also Ateca-Amestoy & Ugidos, 2021). Addi-
tionally, studies indicate that women have a markedly greater preference for clas-
sical music and theatre compared to men (Heilbrun & Gray, 2001). Furthermore, 
the female labour participation rate has a stronger positive effect on the share of 
household consumption allocated to cultural and entertainment activities than the 
male labour participation rate (Cellini & Cuccia, 2021). However, to our knowledge, 
no scientific studies demonstrate that women’s overall cultural participation, broadly 
defined, is systematically and significantly higher than men’s. Even Seaman’s (2006) 
extensive review—or the more up-to-date review by Ateca-Amestoy (2020)—sup-
ports such a conclusion.

Our data largely confirm this fact. Specifically, data on the CPOH variable, avail-
able separately for men and women (CPOH_M, CPOH_F, respectively), reveal that 
women’s participation is only slightly higher than men’s, with mean values of 29.67 
for women and 29.31 for men, and median values of 31.75 and 30.90, respectively 
(Table 1). Interestingly, women were more responsive to the Covid-19 shock: despite 
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their higher participation rates, they reduced in-person cultural engagement more 
markedly during the lockdown, possibly due to greater caution or heavier caregiving 
burden. However, the overall trend and regional variability in participation rates, as 
defined by variable CPOH, is very similar for both genders.

Adopting our multiple regression design, Table 5 shows that the coefficient for the 
Gini index is consistently negative and statistically significant (at least at the 10% 
level) for both genders. We report, separately for men and women, both the baseline 
specification presented in Table 3 and the specification (10) with additional covari-
ates shown in Table 4. What stands out is not only the sign and significance of the 
Gini index, but also the remarkable similarity in the magnitudes of their coefficients 
across the male and female cases, in the corresponding specifications. This striking 

Dependent 
variable:

CPOH_M CPOH_F

Model: (11) (12) (13) (14)
Regional 
Fixed Effects

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Time Fixed 
effects

Yes Yes Yes Yes

LY 12.90 
(1.81)*

5.01 
(0.72)ns

11.22 
(1.64)ns

3.07 
(0.47)ns

GINI − 48.91 
(− 3.76)***

− 32.03 
(− 2.53)**

− 49.62 
(− 3.98)**

− 31.68 
(− 2.67)***

WEB_BB 0.42 
(5.11)***

0.46 
(5.84)***

NEET − 0.23 
(− 1.95)*

− 0.23 
(− 2.02)**

N. Obs 240 240 240 240
R2 0.950 0.956 0.958 0.965
F-test: 
p-value

0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Test on 
regional 
fixed effects: 
p-value

0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Test on time 
fixed effects: 
p-value

0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***

Test on resid-
uals’ normal 
distribution: 
p-value

0.282ns 0.210ns 0.046** 0.157ns

Test on 
residuals’ 
autocorrel: 
p-value

0.575ns 0.351ns 0.792ns 0.240ns

Akaike info 
criterion

1104.4 1076.0 1083.6 1046.9

Schwarz info 
criterion

1219.3 1197.8 1198.5 1168.8

Table 5  Regression from a 
gender perspective

t-stat in parenthesis; *, **, *** 
denote statistical significance 
at the 10%, 5%, 1% level 
respectively; ns stays for ‘not 
statistically significant’
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consistency allows us to conclude with confidence that no substantial gender differ-
ences emerge in this context with respect to the effect of income distribution.2

5  Alternative measures of income distribution

As an additional check, we now examine how an alternative indicator of income dis-
tribution affects cultural participation. Specifically, we consider the ratio between the 
average income of the top quintile and the bottom quintile of the household income 
distribution, denoted by S8020. Obviously, the higher this ratio, the more unequal 
the income distribution is. As already mentioned, while the Gini index is a proper 
measure of overall concentration, the ratio between the top and bottom quintiles cap-
tures a very specific aspect of inequality—the disparity between the extremes of the 
distribution—and could therefore provide complementary information that the Gini 
does not convey. This makes the inclusion of S8020 not only a robustness check for 
the results obtained with the Gini index, but also a way to enrich the analysis by 
highlighting dynamics that are relevant at the tails of the distribution, and its consid-
eration is particularly relevant given recent trends of rising concentration at very high 
income levels (see also Atkinson & Piketty, 2014).

In our present dataset, the values of S8020 differ significantly across regions (for 
example, in the initial year, it ranges from 4.1 in Trentino-AltoAdige to 7.6 in Cam-
pania); moreover, it is worth reporting that the indicator increased for all regions 
during the first five years under review, stabilized, and then temporarily decreased 
during the income support interventions of expansionary fiscal policies in 2020–22, 
in correspondence to the Covid-19 shock. The simple correlation of S8020 with GINI 
within the data panel is 0.905, so it is unsurprising that the results are similar: even 
when measured by the ratio between the top and the last quintile of income levels, 
greater inequality significantly drives to lower cultural participation, ceteris paribus 
(Table 6).

Table 6 reports the results for two specifications. Specification (15) includes 
individual and temporal fixed effects, the indicator of income distribution disparity, 
and income level only; specification (16) additionally incorporates the percentage 
of NEETs and the share of households with broadband internet access. The educa-
tion attainment variables (percentage of graduates or holders of a secondary school 
diploma), when included together with income and regional and time fixed effects, 
turn out to be statistically insignificant. Similarly, the other covariates considered in 
previous models (such as unemployment rate and internet access) never reach statis-
tical significance.

The evidence emerging from the present dataset is clear-cut: even when inequality 
is measured by S8020, income distribution significantly hinders cultural participation: 
changes at the extremes of the income distribution do matter on cultural participation.

2 Formally, the equality of the coefficients can be assessed by estimating equations corresponding to mod-
els (11) and (13) as a system, and then similarly models (12) and (14), and performing a Chi-squared Wald 
test on the equality of the Gini regressor coefficients. In both cases, the test does not reject the null hypoth-
esis of equality between the two coefficients, with p = 0.965 in the first case and p = 0.970 in the second.
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However, comparing the effects of the two indicators of income distribution 
inequality—that is, GINI and S8020—on cultural participation is far from straight-
forward. The two measures not only capture different dimensions of inequality, but 
they are also expressed on different scales: GINI ranges from 0 to 1 by construction, 
whereas S8020 is a ratio that can theoretically vary from zero to infinity. Therefore, 
the relative importance of each indicator cannot be inferred by simply comparing 
their regression coefficients. To enable a meaningful comparison, we rely on the 
measure of elasticity. Using specifications (1) and (14) and considering the sample 
mean values of the relevant variables, the point elasticity of cultural participation 
with respect to the Gini index turns out to be − 0.46, while the elasticity with respect 
to S8020 turns out to be − 0.12, both statistically significant at the 5% level. This 
result is not entirely unexpected and may have a straightforward economic explana-
tion. Overall cultural participation reflects the behaviour of the population as a whole 
rather than only the extremes of the income distribution. Accordingly, the Gini index, 
which captures overall inequality, unsurprisingly exerts a stronger influence than the 
inter-quintile ratio, which focuses exclusively on the gap between the richest and 
poorest quintiles. Indeed, cultural behaviour at the extremes is likely less responsive 
to income changes than that of middle-income groups: the poorest already participate 
very little and would continue to do so even if their income declined, while the richest 
already participate and any increase in their income would likely raise consumption 
expenditure rather than participation rates. Therefore, it is already a noteworthy find-
ing that distributive inequality as measured by S8020 emerges as a significant (nega-
tive) determinant of participation, and it is not surprising that its quantitative effect, 
as measured in terms of elasticity, is smaller than that associated with the Gini index.

Dependent variable: CPOH
Model: (15) (16)
Regional Fixed Effects Yes Yes
Time Fixed effects Yes Yes
LY 12.36 (1.84)* 6.38 

(1.00)ns

S8020 − 0.728 
(− 3.00)***

− 0.436 
(− 1.92)*

WEB_BB 0.47 
(6.17)***

NEET − 0.19 
(− 1.69)*

N. Obs 220 220
R2 0.963 0.970
F-test: p-value 0.000*** 0.000***
Test on regional fixed effects: p-value 0.000*** 0.000***
Test on time fixed effects: p-value 0.000*** 0.000***
Test on residuals’ normal distribution: 
p-value

0.033** 0.247ns

Test on residuals’ autocorrel: p-value 0.551ns 0.620ns

Akaike info criterion 957.3 918.6
Schwarz info criterion 1065.1 1034.0

Table 6  Alternative measures of 
distribution

t-stat in parenthesis; *, **, *** 
denote statistical significance 
at the 10%, 5%, 1% level 
respectively; ns stays for ‘not 
statistically significant’.
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6  Attendance at specific cultural events

We now turn to the effect of income distribution on participation in specific cul-
tural activities, distinguishing among cinema, theatre (specifically drama), classical 
music including opera, and pop music concerts (Table 7). In all cases, a participant is 
defined as someone who reports attending at least one performance of that type in the 
past 12 months. We also consider museum attendance, with a participant defined as 
someone who has visited at least one museum in the past 12 months.

In Part A of Table 7, the results of regressions including all fixed effects (regional 
and temporal), are provided. It can be observed that the Gini index has a negative 
and significant effect on theatre, classical music, and pop music attendance, as well 
as on museum attendance, while the effect on cinema attendance is negative but not 
statistically significant. Income levels exert a positive influence, which is statistically 
significant only in the case of cinema. Because the variables differ substantially in 
scale—as evident from the descriptive statistics already reported in Table 1—the esti-
mated values of the regression coefficients cannot provide meaningful comparative 
indications. To address this, Part B of Table 7 presents estimated point elasticities, 
calculated at the mean values of the variables. What matters here is that, apart from 
the case of cinema attendance—whose elasticity with respect to the Gini coefficient 
is 0.08, not significantly different from zero—all other elasticities range between 0.42 
and 0.52. These are not particularly high values, but they are significantly different 
from zero. To illustrate, if the Gini index were to increase from 0.28 to 0.29, these 
estimated elasticity values would imply a decrease in participation ranging between 
1.5 and 1.9%, which are, once again, far from negligible.

7  Discussion

Several socio-economic mechanisms help explain why higher income inequality 
depresses cultural participation, as shown in previous sections.

Table 7  Attendance at different cultural events
Dependent variable: CP_CIN 

(Cinema)
CP_THEA 
(Theatre)

CP_MUS-
CLA (Class. 
music)

CP_MUS-
POP (Pop 
music)

CP_MU-
SEUM 
(Museum)

Model: (17) (18) (19) (20) (21)
(A)
Coefficients LY 21.02 

(3.08)***
2.82 
(0.51)ns

1.97 (0.58)ns 2.87 (0.52)ns 10.45 
(1.50)ns

GINI − 13.30 
(− 1.07)ns

− 24.67 
(− 2.44)**

− 14.25 
(− 2–31)**

− 31.91 
(− 3.19)***

− 48.87 
(− 3.84)***

R2 0.974 0.936 0.866 0.921 0.953
(B)
Implied elasticity to: Income 0.49*** 0.17ns 0.24ns 0.16ns 0.40ns

Gini Index − 0.09ns − 0.42** − 0.49** − 0.50*** − 0.52***
t-stat in parenthesis; *, **, *** denote statistical significance at the 10%, 5%, 1% level respectively; ns 
stays for ‘not statistically significant’.
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First, when income inequality is high, lower-income groups may face financial bar-
riers to cultural activities, including attending theatres, concerts, museums, and other 
artistic events. Although digital platforms have expanded access to cultural content, 
economic disparities still affect technological access, with lower-income households 
often having more limited access to telematic resources (see, e.g., Bocci  & Mingo, 
2023).

Second, income inequality is closely tied to disparities in education and lifestyle, 
which in turn affect cultural participation. In regions with high Gini indices, educa-
tional inequalities are often significant, limiting access to high-quality programs—
especially in the arts and humanities—for people with low income and education. 
This educational gap leads to lower engagement in cultural activities. Furthermore, 
research has shown that socio-economic inequality correlates with poorer health out-
comes (e.g., Fancourt & Finn, 2020) and higher incidences of mental and physical 
illness and criminal behaviour—all factors that can reduce cultural engagement.

Third, in highly unequal societies, cultural capital accumulation—such as famil-
iarity with classical music, fine arts, or literature—tends to be concentrated within the 
wealthier classes, perpetuating social divides. In such contexts, educational systems 
often struggle to bridge these gaps, making it harder for disadvantaged young people 
to develop cultural interests. This issue is particularly relevant today, as income dis-
tribution becomes increasingly unequal and social welfare expenditures, particularly 
in education, continue to shrink.

Fourth, cultural participation reflects broader patterns of economic, social, and 
political inclusion. In societies with high income concentration, cultural policies and 
their funding tend to be influenced by the wealthier classes, often prioritizing projects 
that appeal to elite tastes rather than fostering inclusive cultural engagement.

However, increasing the supply of cultural opportunities does not automatically 
translate into higher participation or greater social inclusion. When participation 
reinforces homogeneous networks among individuals sharing similar traits—such as 
education or social background—it fosters internal inclusion, that is, bonding social 
capital. Conversely, when it creates heterogeneous networks, it promotes external 
inclusion, i.e., bridging social capital (Otte, 2019); the latter is the only form that 
expands communities and encourages dialogue across diverse backgrounds. Cultural 
participation may therefore deepen, rather than reduce, social divides. Music illus-
trates this risk: genres often define subcultures opposed to one another (Crane, 1992), 
and musical tastes acquire symbolic value.

The effectiveness of cultural policies depends on social and economic conditions, 
particularly income and educational equity. In more egalitarian contexts, cultural 
policies complementing education can democratize access and foster cohesion. Con-
versely, in highly stratified societies, neglecting audience diversity risks benefiting 
only those already engaged, deepening inequalities or leading to inefficient spending 
on commercially viable products. Moreover, income inequality can prevent cultural 
participation from generating bridging social capital and, thus, social cohesion. For 
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these reasons, reducing income inequality and expanding access—while limiting cul-
ture’s role as a status symbol—are essential prerequisites for making cultural partici-
pation an effective tool for inclusion.

8  Concluding remark

This paper has argued that income distribution plays a crucial role in shaping cultural 
participation. More precisely, we have shown that, even when controlling for income 
levels, greater income inequality, as captured by the Gini index, is associated with a 
significant reduction in in-person cultural participation. This effect proves remark-
ably robust across multiple specifications, including controls for education, labour 
market conditions, and digital access. Notably, the negative impact of inequality per-
sists when cultural participation is disaggregated by activity type, and even when 
inequality is measured by alternative indicators such as the ratio between the high-
est and the lowest quintile income levels. While our empirical evidence is based on 
regional data from Italy spanning over a decade, the relationship between income 
distribution and cultural participation is likely to have broader relevance.

The originality of this study lies in shifting the focus from individual determi-
nants of cultural consumption—widely explored in the literature—to structural fac-
tors at the societal level. By demonstrating that income distribution matters (possibly 
beyond personal income and education), our findings highlight the importance of 
considering inequality as a key barrier to cultural engagement. By framing cultural 
participation as a phenomenon shaped by structural inequality rather than solely by 
individual characteristics, this study contributes to the debate on cultural policy and 
social inclusion: reducing income inequality and expanding access to cultural oppor-
tunities emerge as essential conditions for making cultural participation an effective 
tool for cohesion.

Future research could extend this approach to other countries and explore the 
interplay between inequality and new forms of cultural consumption, namely digital 
cultural consumption, which is increasingly relevant in contemporary landscapes. 
Moreover, future research may move beyond the use of the Gini index, considering 
alternative measures of distribution and, more importantly, multidimensional frame-
works that incorporate wealth and real opportunities beyond income. These direc-
tions would provide a distinctive lens for understanding cultural engagement and for 
enabling cultural policies to be truly inclusive and to fulfil their potential as a driver 
of social cohesion.

Appendix

See Tables 8 and 9.
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Acronym Specific 
source

Description

CPOH (A) % of people (aged 6+) considered ac-
tive in cultural participation (≥2 activi-
ties over the year among: cinema (≥ 4 
times), theater, museum, monument, 
pop/classical concert attendance)

CPOH_F (A) % of female people (aged 6+) consid-
ered active in cultural participation

CPOH_M (A) % of male people (aged 6+) consid-
ered active in cultural participation

CP_CIN (A) % of people (6+) who attended cinema 
at least once over the year

CP_MONU (A) % of people (6+) who visited monu-
ments at least once over the year

CP_MUSCLA (A) % of people (6+) who attended classic 
music concerts at least once over the 
year

CP_MUSPOP (A) % of people (6+) who attended light/
popular/jazz concerts at least once 
over the year

CP_MUSEUM (A) % of people (6+) who visited muse-
ums or similar institution at least once 
over the year

CP_THEA (A) % of people (6+) who attended theatre 
at least once over the year

GINI (B) Gini index on household income (in-
clusive figurative housing rents)

LY (C) Log of real per capita GDP (chained 
values with 2015 as the reference year)

NEET (D) % of NEET people in the 15–29 aged 
population

S8020 (E) The ratio of net income for the 20% 
richest to the 20% poorest households

SCHSEC (D) % of population aged 25–64 with 
secondary school degree

SCHUNIV (D) % of population aged 30–34 with 
tertiary education level

UNEMPL (D) Unemployment rate in the 15–64 aged 
population

WEB_BB (A) % of households with access to the 
broad-band internet at home

WEB_FAM (A) % of households with access to the 
internet at home

Table 8  Variables, sources and 
acronyms

All variables are from ISTAT 
(the Italian National Institute 
of Statistics); see http://
esploradati.istat.it
Specific sources are: (A) 
Analisi multiscopo sugli 
aspetti della vita quotidiana 
(“Multipurpose Survey on 
Household Daily Life”); (B) 
Dati territoriali e di coesione 
sociale (“Regional account 
and social cohesion data”); (C) 
Conti e aggregate economici 
territoriali (“National and 
territorial economic account”); 
(D) Rilevazione sulle forze 
di lavoro (“Census on labour 
force”); also available in 
Indicatori del BES (“Indicators 
for Equitable and Sustainable 
Well-being”); (E) Indagine EU-
SILC (“EU-SILC project”).

 

1 3

http://esploradati.istat.it
http://esploradati.istat.it


Journal of Cultural Economics

M
od

el
:

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

(6
)

(7
)

(8
)

(9
)

(1
0)

(1
1)

(1
2)

(1
3)

(1
4)

(1
5)

(1
6)

(1
7)

(1
8)

(1
9)

(2
0)

(2
1)

Re
gi

on
1

1.
43

1.
30

1.
32

2.
84

3.
05

2.
26

2.
31

1.
11

1.
48

1.
98

1.
17

1.
67

1.
64

2.
21

1.
46

1.
97

− 
1.

33
− 

0.
15

0.
33

− 
0.

65
4.

15
2

− 
2.

08
− 

2.
49

− 
3.

16
1.

77
1.

88
− 

0.
19

0.
01

− 
2.

08
− 

1.
52

0.
02

− 
2.

79
− 

0.
78

− 
1.

59
0.

58
− 

1.
95

− 
0.

54
− 

9.
33

− 
5.

47
0.

37
− 

1.
46

0.
12

3
0.

71
1.

25
0.

46
5.

59
5.

38
0.

49
0.

13
0.

65
1.

16
0.

07
0.

20
− 

0.
42

1.
03

0.
36

0.
34

− 
0.

99
− 

4.
62

1.
65

1.
67

− 
1.

23
2.

81
4

4.
22

4.
18

4.
43

9.
40

1.
01

3.
93

3.
75

3.
65

4.
57

3.
16

1.
94

0.
90

6.
16

5.
09

4.
59

2.
68

− 
1.

30
8.

52
4.

38
6.

06
6.

57
5

0.
19

− 
0.

13
0.

19
2.

17
2.

70
− 

0.
19

− 
0.

39
− 

0.
69

− 
0.

01
− 

1.
29

− 
0.

12
− 

1.
59

0.
40

− 
1.

10
0.

45
− 

1.
49

− 
4.

30
− 

0.
90

1.
03

− 
1.

20
2.

48
6

3.
15

3.
46

4.
02

5.
16

5.
63

2.
94

2.
81

2.
31

2.
88

1.
95

3.
05

1.
83

3.
17

1.
95

3.
88

2.
33

− 
2.

32
2.

75
1.

58
− 

0.
04

5.
57

7
− 

0.
75

0.
15

− 
0.

11
2.

01
1.

76
0.

37
0.

36
− 

0.
99

− 
0.

58
0.

11
− 

0.
87

− 
0.

06
− 

0.
70

0.
20

− 
0.

78
0.

05
− 

3.
11

0.
83

0.
09

− 
3.

85
1.

22
8

0.
87

1.
85

1.
36

5.
14

4.
85

0.
80

0.
50

0.
46

1.
02

0.
09

0.
69

− 
0.

09
0.

86
0.

07
1.

26
− 

0.
19

− 
1.

99
1.

44
0.

68
− 

0.
44

1.
83

9
1.

02
1.

57
1.

03
4

3.
25

2.
89

0.
79

0.
76

0.
41

0.
97

0.
13

0.
78

− 
0.

11
1.

19
0.

28
1.

23
0.

03
− 

0.
01

0.
31

0.
76

− 
1.

68
2.

38
10

1.
29

2.
30

2.
91

1.
63

1.
65

0.
96

0.
84

0.
22

0.
76

− 
0.

27
1.

45
− 

0.
11

1.
15

− 
0.

41
1.

51
0.

21
1.

76
0.

62
− 

0.
80

− 
0.

74
1.

10
11

− 
0.

80
− 

0.
21

− 
0.

28
− 

0.
08

− 
0.

30
− 

1.
72

− 
1.

57
− 

1.
78

− 
1.

13
− 

2.
59

− 
1.

01
− 

2.
79

− 
0.

61
− 

2.
43

− 
0.

42
− 

2.
26

1.
0

0.
98

0.
27

− 
0.

86
− 

1.
86

12
6.

08
8.

26
7.

24
1.

11
9.

97
5.

09
4.

69
6.

71
6.

78
5.

33
6.

11
5.

42
5.

94
5.

14
5.

12
3.

94
4.

03
6.

86
2.

87
1.

41
4.

27
13

− 
2.

80
− 

2.
51

− 
1.

79
− 

3.
34

− 
3.

02
− 

2.
99

− 
2.

86
− 

3.
16

− 
3.

05
− 

3.
23

1.
17

− 
2.

71
1.

64
− 

3.
67

− 
3.

05
− 

3.
33

3.
90

− 
2.

43
− 

1.
06

1.
58

− 
5.

17
14

− 
4.

33
− 

4.
22

− 
4.

07
− 

7.
20

− 
7.

43
− 

3.
22

− 
2.

64
− 

4.
41

− 
4.

87
− 

2.
72

− 
2.

79
− 

2.
07

− 
1.

59
− 

3.
24

− 
4.

21
− 

1.
94

− 
0.

03
− 

4.
31

− 
1.

88
− 

0.
90

− 
5.

63
15

0.
36

− 
0.

65
− 

0.
64

− 
5.

03
− 

5.
16

− 
1.

09
− 

0.
83

1.
76

0.
64

0.
60

0.
20

1.
48

1.
03

− 
0.

02
− 

0.
43

0.
37

1.
07

0.
64

− 
2.

11
− 

0.
60

− 
1.

66
16

− 
2.

73
− 

4.
13

− 
4.

15
− 

8.
61

− 
8.

66
− 

2.
47

− 
2.

15
− 

2.
13

− 
2.

97
− 

1.
53

1.
94

− 
0.

85
6.

16
− 

1.
98

− 
2.

28
− 

0.
46

8.
67

− 
1.

52
− 

1.
86

− 
0.

59
− 

6.
09

17
− 

3.
88

− 
4.

65
− 

3.
64

− 
7.

04
− 

6.
36

− 
2.

11
− 

2.
03

− 
3.

51
− 

4.
36

− 
1.

65
− 

0.
12

− 
1.

29
0.

40
− 

1.
89

− 
3.

98
− 

1.
12

− 
0.

56
− 

2.
23

− 
0.

49
2.

16
− 

4.
91

18
− 

3.
69

− 
4.

66
− 

4.
09

− 
1.

02
− 

1.
01

− 
3.

01
− 

2.
93

− 
2.

53
− 

3.
63

− 
1.

73
3.

05
− 

0.
79

3.
17

− 
2.

35
− 

4.
44

− 
1.

48
2.

57
− 

3.
72

− 
2.

17
1.

94
− 

5.
46

19
− 

0.
52

− 
2.

04
− 

1.
75

− 
6.

89
− 

6.
73

− 
0.

42
− 

0.
41

1.
35

− 
0.

35
1.

50
− 

0.
87

2.
32

− 
0.

70
0.

96
− 

0.
49

2.
09

8.
67

0.
08

− 
1.

96
− 

0.
90

− 
2.

76
20

2.
24

1.
37

0.
73

− 
1.

65
− 

2.
13

− 
0.

21
− 

0.
35

2.
66

2.
19

0.
07

0.
69

0.
03

0.
86

0.
25

2.
19

0.
13

− 
0.

75
− 

3.
96

− 
1.

68
1.

99
1.

05
Ti

m
e

20
11

5.
24

4.
08

4.
35

4.
38

4.
96

12
.1

14
.9

4.
96

4.
92

1.
46

6.
26

1.
53

4.
30

1.
40

4.
52

13
.9

8.
88

4.
55

2.
03

3.
95

2.
36

20
12

2.
43

1.
67

1.
85

1.
61

1.
97

8.
61

10
.7

2.
36

2.
43

1.
06

2.
61

1.
05

2.
29

1.
08

1.
78

9.
88

5.
11

2.
72

− 
0.

26
2.

07
1.

02
20

13
0.

12
− 

0.
42

− 
0.

26
− 

0.
75

− 
0.

51
3.

92
3.

40
0.

52
0.

33
3.

83
0.

73
4.

32
− 

0.
44

3.
38

− 
0.

25
2.

87
2.

63
1.

14
0.

57
0.

48
− 

1.
13

20
14

1.
35

0.
91

1.
16

0.
54

0.
81

3.
71

3.
34

1.
81

1.
65

3.
87

1.
57

4.
02

1.
16

3.
74

1.
01

2.
83

4.
23

0.
86

0.
86

1.
00

0.
94

20
15

3.
77

3.
53

3.
67

3.
31

3.
46

5.
05

4.
43

4.
15

3.
97

4.
83

3.
63

4.
67

3.
92

4.
99

3.
20

3.
53

5.
64

2.
51

1.
58

2.
46

3.
44

20
16

4.
67

4.
51

4.
62

4.
39

4.
51

4.
79

4.
29

4.
79

4.
87

4.
40

4.
87

4.
61

4.
50

4.
22

3.
94

2.
97

8.
73

2.
89

0.
42

3.
87

4.
20

20
17

3.
53

3.
74

3.
60

3.
82

3.
67

2.
72

2.
30

3.
69

3.
72

2.
46

3.
19

2.
17

3.
84

2.
73

2.
63

0.
81

4.
88

1.
91

0.
66

1.
47

3.
79

20
18

4.
13

4.
54

4.
35

4.
76

4.
53

1.
91

1.
35

4.
13

4.
22

1.
34

3.
55

0.
87

4.
66

1.
77

3.
23

− 
0.

40
3.

78
1.

67
0.

97
2.

77
4.

06
20

19
4.

43
4.

99
4.

78
5.

31
5.

03
1.

68
1.

11
4.

21
4.

44
0.

88
3.

67
0.

24
5.

12
1.

46
3.

57
− 

0.
86

3.
15

2.
71

1.
76

2.
83

4.
09

Ta
bl

e 
9 

Re
gi

on
al

 a
nd

 ti
m

e 
fix

ed
 e

ffe
ct

s

1 3



Journal of Cultural Economics

M
od

el
:

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

(6
)

(7
)

(8
)

(9
)

(1
0)

(1
1)

(1
2)

(1
3)

(1
4)

(1
5)

(1
6)

(1
7)

(1
8)

(1
9)

(2
0)

(2
1)

20
20

0.
45

1.
15

1.
06

0.
39

0.
04

− 
3.

79
− 

4.
25

0.
20

− 
0.

01
− 

4.
53

− 
0.

19
− 

5.
00

1.
08

− 
4.

06
− 

0.
63

− 
6.

32
1.

98
− 

1.
43

-0
.7

1
− 

0.
07

0.
99

20
21

− 
21

.9
− 

21
.2

− 
2.

14
− 

21
.0

− 
2.

13
− 

26
.9

− 
27

.3
− 

21
.9

− 
22

.1
− 

27
.0

− 
2.

15
− 

26
.7

− 
22

.3
− 

2.
77

− 
22

.9
− 

29
.3

− 
34

.3
− 

1.
38

− 
5.

96
− 

13
.9

− 
1.

82
20

22
− 

8.
24

− 
8.

24
− 

7.
78

− 
6.

75
− 

7.
15

− 
13

.7
− 

14
.4

− 
8.

96
− 

8.
49

− 
15

.1
− 

8.
33

− 
14

.9
− 

8.
19

− 
1.

53
na

na
− 

14
.7

− 
5.

67
− 

1.
92

− 
6.

86
− 

5.
53

Th
e 

re
po

rt
ed

 e
st

im
at

es
 o

f i
nd

iv
id

ua
l a

nd
 ti

m
e 

fix
ed

 e
ffe

ct
s a

re
 c

om
pu

te
d 

(b
y 

th
e 

EV
ie

w
s s

of
tw

ar
e)

 a
s f

ol
lo

w
s. 

Fo
r e

ac
h 

un
it,

 th
e 

so
ft

w
ar

e 
ca

lc
ul

at
es

 h
ow

 it
s a

ve
ra

ge
 o

ut
co

m
e 

de
vi

at
es

 fr
om

 th
e 

m
od

el
’s 

pr
ed

ic
te

d 
va

lu
e 

af
te

r c
on

tro
lli

ng
 fo

r t
he

 re
gr

es
so

rs
 a

nd
 th

e t
im

e e
ffe

ct
s. 

Si
m

ila
rly

, t
he

 ti
m

e e
ffe

ct
s f

or
 ea

ch
 p

er
io

d 
ar

e o
bt

ai
ne

d 
by

 as
se

ss
in

g 
ho

w
 th

e o
ve

ra
ll 

av
er

ag
e o

ut
co

m
e f

or
 th

at
 p

er
io

d 
di

ffe
rs

 fr
om

 th
e p

re
di

ct
ed

 v
al

ue
 af

te
r c

on
tro

lli
ng

 
fo

r t
he

 re
gr

es
so

rs
 a

nd
 th

e 
in

di
vi

du
al

 e
ffe

ct
s. 

R
eg

io
ns

 a
re

: 1
. P

ie
m

on
te

, 2
. V

al
da

os
ta

, 3
. L

om
ba

rd
ia

, 4
. T

re
nt

in
o 

A
.A

., 
5.

 V
en

et
o,

 6
. F

riu
li 

V.
G

., 
7.

 L
ig

ur
ia

, 8
. E

m
ili

a 
R

., 
9.

 T
os

ca
na

, 1
0.

 U
m

br
ia

, 1
1.

 M
ar

ch
e,

 1
2.

 L
az

io
, 1

3.
 

A
br

uz
zo

, 1
4.

 M
ol

is
e,

 1
5.

 C
am

pa
ni

a,
 1

6.
 P

ug
lia

, 1
7.

 B
as

ili
ca

ta
, 1

8.
 C

al
ab

ria
, 1

9.
 S

ic
ili

a,
 2

0.
 S

ar
de

gn
a

Ta
bl

e 
9 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)
 

1 3



Journal of Cultural Economics

Acknowledgements  This study was funded by the European Union—NextGenerationEU, Mission 4, 
Component 2, in the framework of the  GRINS—Growing Resilient, INclusive and Sustainable  project 
(GRINS PE00000018—CUP E63C22002120006). The views and opinions expressed are solely those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union; nor can the European Union be 
held responsible for them. We thank Martin Falk, Antonello Scorcu, Gianpiero Torrisi, Roberto Zanola, 
and the participants at various university seminars and conferences (including the 23rd ACEI Conference 
in Rotterdam), as well as anonymous referees and the journal’s editor, for their helpful comments and sug-
gestions. The responsibility rests solely with the authors.

Declarations

Conflict of interests  The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License, which permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution 
and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) 
and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if you modified the licensed 
material. You do not have permission under this licence to share adapted material derived from this article 
or parts of it. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative 
Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or 
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view 
a copy of this licence, visit ​h​t​t​p​:​/​​/​c​r​e​a​​t​i​v​e​c​o​​m​m​o​n​​s​.​o​r​g​​/​l​i​c​e​​n​s​e​s​/​b​​y​-​n​c​​-​n​d​/​4​.​0​/.

References

Accetturo, A., Albanese, G., De Paola, M., & Torrini, R. (2024). The North-South gap: Economic develop-
ment and public intervention. Italian Economic Journal, 10, 957–975. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​0​0​7​/​s​4​0​7​
9​7​-​0​2​4​-​0​0​2​9​1​-​5​​​​​​​

Alesina, A., & La Ferrara, E. (2000). Participation in heterogenous communities. Quarterly Journal of 
Economics, 115, 847–858. https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300554935

Ateca‑Amestoy V. (2020). Participation. In: R. Towse, T. Navarrete-Hernandez (Eds.), Handbook of Cul-
tural Economics (pp. 399–407). Cheltenham: Edward-Elgar. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​4​3​3​7​/​9​7​8​1​7​8​8​9​7​5​8​0​
3​.​0​0​0​5​0​​​​​.​​​

Ateca-Amestoy, V., & Castiglione, C. (2023). Live and digital engagement with the visual arts. Journal of 
Cultural Economics, 47, 643–692. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-022-09466-3

Ateca-Amestoy, V., & Prieto-Rodriguez, J. (2024). Whether live or online, participation is unequal: 
Exploring inequality in the cultural participation patterns in the United States. American Behavioral 
Scientist, 68, 1476–1495. https://doi.org/10.1177/00027642231177655

Ateca-Amestoy, V., & Ugidos, A. (2021). Gender differences in cultural and sports activities attendance: 
An intra-couple analysis. Applied Economics, 53, 6426–6438. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​0​​0​3​6​8​4​​6​.​2​0​
2​1​​.​1​9​4​​0​0​8​5

Atkinson, A. B. (1970). On the measurement of inequality. Journal of Economic Theory, 2(3), 244–263. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-0531(70)90039-6

Atkinson, A. B., & Piketty, T. (Eds.). (2014). Top incomes: A global perspective. Oxford University Press.
Bakhshi, H., Di Novo, S., & Fazio, G. (2023). The “Great lockdown” and cultural consumption in the UK. 

Journal of Cultural Economics, 47, 555–587. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-022-09463-6
Bakhshi, H., & Throsby, D. (2014). Digital complements or substitutes? A quasi-field experiment from the 

Royal National Theatre. Journal of Cultural Economics, 38, 1–8.
Bauernschuster, S., Falck, O., & Wosmann, L. (2014). Surfing alone? The internet and social capital: 

Quasiexperimental evidence from an unforeseeable technological mistake. Journal of Public Eco-
nomics, 117, 73–89. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​1​6​/​j​.​​j​p​u​b​e​​c​o​.​2​0​1​​4​.​0​5​​.​0​0​7

Bellandi, M., & Santini, E. (2017). Resilience and the role of arts and culture based activities in mature 
industrial districts. European Planning Studies, 25, 88–106. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​9​​6​5​4​3​1​​3​.​2​0​1​6​​
.​1​2​6​​8​0​9​6

1 3

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40797-024-00291-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40797-024-00291-5
https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300554935
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788975803.00050
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788975803.00050
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-022-09466-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027642231177655
https://doi.org/10.1080/00036846.2021.1940085
https://doi.org/10.1080/00036846.2021.1940085
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-0531(70)90039-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-022-09463-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2014.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2016.1268096
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2016.1268096


Journal of Cultural Economics

Bertacchini, E., Venturini, A., Zotti, R., & Misuraca, R. (2025). Life satisfaction and the variety and inten-
sity of cultural participation in Italy: Disentangling the individual and regional dimensions. Regional 
Studies, 59, Article 2417701. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​0​​3​4​3​4​0​​4​.​2​0​2​4​​.​2​4​1​​7​7​0​1

Bocci, L., I. Mingo, I. (2023). Cultural Participation and Social Inequality in the Digital Age: A Multilevel 
Cross-National Analysis in Europe. In: E. Brentari, M. Chiodi, E.J.C. Wit (Eds) Models for Data 
Analysis. SIS 2018. Springer Proceedings in Mathematics & Statistics, vol 402. Springer, Cham. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-15885-8_6.

Bourdieu, P. (1984). A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Harvard University Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. G. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and research for 

the sociology of education (pp. 241–258). Greenwood Press.
Brook, O. (2016). Spatial equity and cultural participation: How access influences attendance at museums 

and galleries in London. Cultural Trends, 25, 21–34. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​9​​5​4​8​9​6​​3​.​2​0​1​5​​.​1​1​3​​4​0​
9​8

Campagna, D., Caperna, G., & Montalto, V. (2020). Does culture make a better citizen? Exploring the rela-
tionship between cultural and civic participation in Italy. Social Indicators Research, 149, 657–686. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-020-02265-3

Cellini R., T. Cuccia (2025). In-person and on-line cultural participation amidst the great lockdown: Reflec-
tions on regional data from Italy. In: C. Guccio, I. Mazza, G. Pignataro (Eds.), New Perspectives in 
the Public and Cultural Sector, Festschrift in Honor of Ilde Rizzo (pp. 103–21). Berlin: Springer.

Cellini R., Cuccia, T., & De Cristofaro, A. (2025). The resilience of in-person cultural activities in face 
of the Covid-19 shock: Impact and recovery across various entertainment forms in Italian regions. 
GRInS Foundation Discussion Paper 7/2025. ISSN 3035-5567.

Cellini, R., & Cuccia, T. (2019). Do behavior in cultural markets affect economic resilience? An analysis 
of Italian regions. European Planning Studies, 27, 784–801. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​9​​6​5​4​3​1​​3​.​2​0​1​
9​​.​1​5​6​​8​3​9​7

Cellini, R., & Cuccia, T. (2021). Female workforce participation and household expenditure for culture 
and recreation: Macroeconomic evidence from the Italian regions. Applied Economics, 53, 1659–
1671. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​0​​0​3​6​8​4​​6​.​2​0​2​0​​.​1​8​4​​1​0​8​7

EU Commission. (2018). A New European Agenda for Culture—Communication from the Commission to 
the European Parliament, the European Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and 
the Committee of the Regions, Bruxelles: EU Commission.

European Council (2017). European Council Conclusions, December 2017. Bruxelles: European Council. ​
h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​c​o​n​s​i​​l​i​u​m​​.​e​u​r​o​​p​a​.​e​u​​/​m​e​d​i​a​​/​3​2​2​​0​4​/​1​4​​-​f​i​n​a​​l​-​c​o​n​c​​l​u​s​i​​o​n​s​-​r​e​v​1​-​e​n​.​p​d​f.

Crane D. (1992). The Production of Culture. Media and the Urban Arts. Newbury Park: Sage & Scribd. ​
h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​i​t​.​​s​c​r​i​b​d​​.​c​o​m​​/​d​o​c​u​​m​e​n​t​/​​3​9​1​4​0​4​​4​8​8​/​​T​h​e​-​P​​r​o​d​u​c​​t​i​o​n​-​o​​f​-​C​u​​l​t​u​r​e​​-​M​e​d​i​​a​-​a​n​d​-​​t​h​e​-​​U​r​b​a​n​-​A​r​t​s

Crociata, A., Odoardi, I., Agovino, M., & Sacco, P. L. (2020). A missing link? Cultural capital as a source 
of human capital: Evidence from Italian regional data. The Annals of Regional Science, 64, 79–109. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-019-00954-7

D’Angelo, F., Furia, D., Crociata, A., & Castagna, A. (2010). Education and culture: Evidence from live 
performing arts in Italy. Procedia - Social and Behavioral SciencEs, 9, 1373–1378. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​
0​.​1​0​1​6​/​j​.​s​b​s​p​r​o​.​2​0​1​0​.​1​2​.​3​3​7​​​​​​​

De la Vega, P., Suarez-Fernandez, S., Boto-Garcia, D., & Prieto-Rodriguez, J. (2020). Playing a play: 
Online and live performing arts consumers profiles and the role of supply constraints. Journal of 
Cultural Economics, 44, 425–450. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-019-09367-y

Falk, M., & Katz-Gerro, T. (2016). Cultural participation in Europe: Can we identify common deter-
minants? Journal of Cultural Economics, 40, 127–162. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-015-9242-9

Fancourt, D., & Finn, S. (2020). What is the evidence on the role of the arts in improving health and well-
being? A scoping review. World Health Organization.

Ferraro, A., Cerciello, M., Agovino, M., & Garofalo, A. (2019). The role of cultural consumption in reduc-
ing social exclusion: Empirical evidence from Italy in a spatial framework. Economia Politica, 36, 
139–166. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40888-019-00144-w

Geraci A., Nardotto, M., Reggiani, T., & Sabatini, F. (2018). Broadband internet and social capital. Work-
ing paper arXiv: 1810.04575v1.

Geraci, A., Nardotto, M., Reggiani, T., & Sabatini, F. (2022). Broadband internet and social capital. Jour-
nal of Public Economics, 206, Article 104578. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​1​6​/​j​.​​j​p​u​b​e​​c​o​.​2​0​2​​1​.​1​0​​4​5​7​8

Heilbrun, J., & Gray, C. M. (2001). The Economics of Arts and Culture. Cambridge University Press.

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2024.2417701
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-15885-8_6
https://doi.org/10.1080/09548963.2015.1134098
https://doi.org/10.1080/09548963.2015.1134098
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-020-02265-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2019.1568397
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2019.1568397
https://doi.org/10.1080/00036846.2020.1841087
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32204/14-final-conclusions-rev1-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32204/14-final-conclusions-rev1-en.pdf
https://it.scribd.com/document/391404488/The-Production-of-Culture-Media-and-the-Urban-Arts
https://it.scribd.com/document/391404488/The-Production-of-Culture-Media-and-the-Urban-Arts
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-019-00954-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.12.337
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.12.337
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-019-09367-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-015-9242-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40888-019-00144-w
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2021.104578


Journal of Cultural Economics

Iammarino, S., Rodriguez-Pose, A., & Storper, M. (2019). Regional inequality in Europe: Evidence, the-
ory and policy implications. Journal of Economic Geography, 19, 273–298. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​0​9​3​
/​j​e​g​/​l​b​y​0​2​1​​​​​​​

ISTAT (2022). Tempo libero e partecipazione culturale. Roma: ISTAT.
Katz-Gerro, T. (1999). Cultural consumption and social stratification: Leisure activities, musical tastes, 

and social location. Sociological Perspectives, 42, 627–646. https://doi.org/10.2307/1389577
Lancee, B., & Van de Werfhorst, H. G. (2012). Income inequality and participation: A comparison of 24 

European countries. Social Science Research, 41, 1166–1178. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​1​6​/​j​.​​s​s​r​e​s​​e​a​r​c​h​.​​2​
0​1​2​​.​0​4​.​0​0​5

Lazzaro, E., & Frateschi, C. (2017). Couples’ arts participation: Assessing individual and joint time use. 
Journal of Cultural Economics, 41(1), 47–69. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-015-9264-3

Lévy-Garboua, L., & Montmarquette, C. (2003). Demand. In R. Towse (Ed.), A handbook of cultural 
economics (pp. 201–213). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Lizardo, O. (2006). How cultural tastes shape personal networks. American Sociological. Review, 71, 
778–807. https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240607100504

Nguyen, G. D., Dejean, S., & Moreau, F. (2014). On the complementarity between on-line and offline 
music consumption: The case of free streaming. Journal of Cultural Economics, 38, 315–330.

OECD. (2022). The Culture Fix: Creative People, Places and Industries, by Local Economic and Employ-
ment Development (LEED). OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/991bb520-en

Otte, H. (2019). Bonding or bridging? On art participation and social cohesion in a rural region of the 
Netherlands. Poetics, 76, 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2019.02.006

Perez-Villadoniga, M. J., Prieto-Rodriguez, J., & Suarez-Fernandez, S. (2025). Persistence of heritage 
digital consumption after the release of Covid-19mobility restrictions. In: C. Guccio, I. Mazza, G. 
Pignataro (Eds.), New Perspectives in the Public and Cultural Sector, Festschrift in Honor of Ilde 
Rizzo (pp. 103–121). Berlin: Springer.

Seaman, B. A. (2006). Empirical studies of demand for the performing arts. In V. A. Ginsburg, D. Throsby 
(Eds.), Handbook on the economics of art and culture (Vol. 1, pp. 415–72), Amsterdam: Elsevier.

Stigler, G. J., & Becker, G. S. (1977). De gustibus non est disputandum. American Economic Review, 67, 
76–90.

Suarez-Fernandez, S., Prieto-Rodriguez, J., & Perez-Villadoniga, M. J. (2020). The changing role of edu-
cation as we move from popular to highbrow culture. Journal of Cultural Economics, 44, 189–212. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-019-09355-2

Szlendak, T., & Karwacki, A. (2012). Do the Swedes really aspire to sense and the Portuguese to status? 
Cultural activity and income gap in the member states of the European Union. International Sociol-
ogy, 27, 807–826. https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580911423045

Tubadji, A., Gheasib, M., Crociata, A., & Odoardi, I. (2022). Cultural capital and income inequality across 
Italian regions. Regional Studies, 56, 459–475. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​d​o​​i​.​o​r​​g​/​​1​0​.​​1​0​​8​0​/​​0​0​3​4​3​​​4​0​4​.​2​​​0​2​1​.​​1​9​5​0​9​1​3

Uslaner, E. M., & Brown, M. (2005). Inequality, trust, and civic engagement. American Politics Research, 
33, 868–894. https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X04271903

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lby021
https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lby021
https://doi.org/10.2307/1389577
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-015-9264-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240607100504
https://doi.org/10.1787/991bb520-en
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2019.02.006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10824-019-09355-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580911423045
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2021.1950913
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X04271903

	﻿Income distribution and cultural participation: evidence from Italy
	﻿Abstract
	﻿1﻿ ﻿Introduction
	﻿﻿2﻿ ﻿Literature and motivation
	﻿﻿3﻿ ﻿Empirical strategy and data
	﻿3.1﻿ ﻿Methodology
	﻿3.2﻿ ﻿Data

	﻿﻿4﻿ ﻿Multiple regression analysis
	﻿4.1﻿ ﻿Income and education
	﻿4.2﻿ ﻿Online cultural consumption
	﻿4.3﻿ ﻿Participation in labour market
	﻿4.4﻿ ﻿Participation from a gender perspective

	﻿﻿5﻿ ﻿Alternative measures of income distribution
	﻿﻿6﻿ ﻿Attendance at specific cultural events
	﻿﻿7﻿ ﻿Discussion
	﻿﻿8﻿ ﻿Concluding remark
	﻿Appendix
	﻿References


