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Executive Summary 
How do art museums support well-being in visitors? It’s difficult to answer this question with 
confidence since empirical art museum well-being research is just beginning to emerge and 
currently relies on disparate measurement strategies, limiting the ability to reach consensus. To 
further this work, the Humanities and Human Flourishing (HHF) team has created, tested, and 
made freely available a survey instrument to enable art museum professionals and researchers to 
understand visitor well-being and inform programming and outreach. This Core Art Museum 
Survey for Well-Being Research Summary and Guidelines for Use offers: 

● A brief summary of research on art museums and well-being
● An overview of the development of the Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being
● Information on the modules of the survey, which emphasize five dimensions of well-

being
● The complete survey instrument, which can be used in full or by module, depending on

assessment goals
● Usage instructions on how to implement and score the survey
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Background 
Increasingly, art museums are being recognized for their unique ability to cultivate well-being. 
The OECD contends that a central role of art museums should be the promotion of visitor health 
and well-being.1 Medical professionals in countries around the world can recommend visits to art 
museums to treat mental health conditions like anxiety, depression, and chronic stress.2 3 
Professionals working in art museums concur, naming it as a top priority for their organizations. 
Although growing evidence indicates art museum visits can increase well-being, what remains 
less clear to practitioners working in these spaces is the specificity and extent to which these 
effects occur.4 A key issue is a lack of a standardized, accessible, empirical measurement for 
institutional assessment of the well-being impact art museums have on visitors. 
 
The Humanities and Human Flourishing (HHF) Project at the University of Pennsylvania, with 
support from the Heinz Endowments and in collaboration with the Andy Warhol Museum, the 
Carnegie Museum of Art, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and the Westmoreland Museum of 
American Art, has developed the Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being (CAMSW) to 
ameliorate this issue and provide a freely accessible, easily usable survey instrument to museums 
for institutional measurement of visitors’ flourishing outcomes. This will inform both future 
research and museum practices through a greater understanding of who visits museums and who 
benefits from their visits, shaping future visitor outreach and programming.  

What Is Flourishing? 

Flourishing is a multi-faceted way of approaching overall quality of life in terms of two basic 
conditions: low ill-being and high well-being. It is important to consider both of these conditions, 
since flourishing is more than just the absence of ill-being. The World Health Organization 
defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the 
absence of disease or infirmity”.5 This emphasis on looking beyond the lack of illness as the only 
indicator of health provides an opportunity to consider a range of positive factors that contribute 
to a flourishing life. 
 
Low Ill-Being concerns the absence of diseases, disorders, and other negative states and traits. 
The goal of focusing on ill-being related factors is to mitigate or reduce any existing ill-being 
and to prevent future occurrences of ill-being. 
 
High Well-Being concerns the presence of strengths, meaning, and other positive states and traits. 
The goal of focusing on well-being related factors is to preserve existing well-being and to 
promote well-being in the future.6 
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What Do We Know About Art Museums and Flourishing? 

Although the arts may be encountered in a number of forms in a variety of contexts, art museums 
are a common way in which people engage with visual art.7 They serve as unique contexts in 
which to view art, allowing visitors to reflect on their lives, their future, and the world in which 
they live.8 
 
For these reasons, it is not surprising that researchers have become increasingly interested in 
understanding how art museum visitation may lead to flourishing outcomes. Research has tended 
to focus on four domains:  

● Mental and Physical Health: Visiting art museums is associated with reductions in 
cortisol (a hormone related to stress),9 10 lower levels of anxiety11 and depression,12 and 
lower risk of being diagnosed with dementia.13 

● Subjective Well-Being and Health: Visiting art museums has been linked to better 
subjective judgments of well-being,10 12 better quality of life,14 15 and better self-reported 
health.16 

● Emotional Well-Being: Visiting art museums and engaging in museum programming is 
related to higher levels of positive emotions (e.g., happiness, cheerfulness)17 18 and is 
viewed as a rewarding experience.19 

● Social Connection and Loneliness: Art museums can serve as community builders,15 
providing visitors with a sense of being able to connect with others17 20 and with feelings 
of greater inclusion.21 

 
Although this research has been informative, it has not captured an extensive range of flourishing 
outcomes, including outcomes that are viewed as important by art museum professionals (e.g., 
empathy).4 

About the Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being 

Development of the Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being 

To develop this survey, the HHF team reviewed existing museum studies22 and consulted with its 
museum network to identify best research practices, including selecting flourishing outcomes for 
inclusion in the survey. HHF also queried art museum professionals about their views on well-
being and how museums can foster well-being for visitors.4 Once an initial draft of the CAMSW 
was developed, HHF solicited feedback from its art museum network and conducted an in-
museum pilot test at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in Spring 2022. Upon finalizing the survey, 
HHF field tested the CAMSW in Summer 2022 at its partner museums, the Westmoreland 
Museum of American Art (WMAA), Andy Warhol Museum, and Carnegie Museum of Art, 
inviting visitors to participate in the study at the end of their visit. 
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Overview of the Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being 

The CAMSW is designed as an English-language exit survey for adults over the age of 18 and 
takes approximately 5 to 10 minutes to complete. To understand visitor flourishing, we designed 
modules to assess five domains of flourishing: Psychological Distress, Positive Self-Regard, 
Meaning, Empathy, and Social Connection. These modules can be used collectively or 
independently of one another, depending on an institution's assessment goals. 

Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being Modules 

Psychological Distress 
Psychological distress is the experience of negative and unwanted states – this module focuses 
on feelings of depression, anxiety, and stress. Depression can be defined as persistent feelings of 
sadness and a loss of interest in activities one previously enjoyed as well as an overall lowering 
of an individual’s mood. Anxiety is characterized by excessive feelings of worry, nervousness, 
and fear about situations. Stress is a manifestation of how one perceives the events in their 
environment (e.g., feeling pressured or a lack of control) and results in experiencing distress and 
anxiety. Visiting art museums has been shown to decrease symptoms of psychological distress. 
For example, individuals who visited art museums every few months had a reduced risk of 
developing depression and anxiety13 and a brief visit has been associated with reductions in 
cortisol, a hormone indicative of stress.9 Note that in this project, we did not focus on 
clinical indicators of these conditions but feelings and experiences related to 
these conditions. In initial testing, these items showed good internal consistency (α = 0.82). 
 
Psychological distress is assessed using five items (rated from 1 - Strongly disagree to 5 - 
Strongly agree): 
 

● I felt depressed. 
● I felt the future is hopeless. 
● I felt anxious. 
● I was nervous. 
● I felt stressed. 

Positive Self-Regard 
Positive self-regard reflects how an individual perceives themselves and includes the concepts of 
self-acceptance and self-efficacy. Self-acceptance represents the extent to which an individual is 
able to embrace their thoughts, feelings, and qualities, both positive and negative, and understand 
that they are deserving of love and kindness. Self-efficacy represents the extent to which an 
individual feels capable of achieving their goals or performing a particular task. Culturally 
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or identity relevant art may help boost feelings of self-worth.23 Further, the process of observing 
and deciphering a piece of art is a unique learning process9 that allows individuals to create 
meaning for themselves, in turn validating their feelings, sense of identity, and intellectual or 
emotional capacity.24 25 In initial testing, these items showed good internal consistency (α = 
0.72). 
 
Positive self-regard is assessed using five items (rated from 1 - Strongly disagree to 5 - Strongly 
agree): 
 

● I felt I was deserving of love and kindness. 
● I was able to accept the thoughts and feelings I had in response to the art. 
● I felt comfortable with who I am. 
● I believed I can make a contribution to the world. 
● I felt capable of achieving my personal goals. 

Meaning 
Meaning is the belief that your life has significance and purpose and can be broken into three 
components–coherence, purpose, and mattering.26 Coherence is the ability to make sense of the 
world and your life experiences. Purpose is feeling as though you have a sense of direction and 
being motivated to achieve life goals in the future. Mattering is feeling as though you are able to 
make contributions in the world and that you matter to others. When we view art, we engage in 
personal reflection and attempt to integrate and understand multiple perspectives27 that can 
enhance our ability to identify and clarify the meaning we feel we have in our lives.28 In initial 
testing, these items showed good internal consistency (α = 0.81). 
 
Meaning is assessed using six items (rated from 1 - Strongly disagree to 5 - Strongly agree): 
 

● My life experiences made more sense. 
● It was easy to find connections among experiences in my life. 
● I felt my life had purpose. 
● I felt inspired to set new goals. 
● I felt that what I added to the world is important. 
● I felt like my life had value. 

Empathy 

Empathy is the capacity to observe the emotional experience of another and understand and share 
in their perspective. Neuroscience research supports the distinction of two kinds of empathy – 
affective and cognitive empathy – each with distinct brain processes29. Affective empathy refers 
to the emotional response to another person’s experience, while cognitive empathy refers to the 
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perspective-taking process that enables the inference and understanding of another person’s 
mental state.30 Empathy, often thought of as a fixed, inherent trait, is also a skill that can be 
trained or improved.31 32 Visual art is frequently described as a mode of emotional expression, 
allowing viewers to see into the minds and emotional experiences of the artist or into the stories 
depicted in their artwork. Thus, visual art may be seen as a potential catalyst for the production 
or enhancement of empathy, with art museums serving as guides for this process. In initial 
testing, these items showed good internal consistency (α = 0.72). 
 
Empathy is assessed using six items (rated from 1 - Strongly disagree to 5 - Strongly agree): 
 

● I was emotionally invested in other people. 
● I felt concerned for the welfare of other people. 
● I was emotionally indifferent to other people. (Reverse scored) 
● I was curious about other people’s thoughts and feelings. 
● I tried to imagine how I would feel if I was experiencing what was depicted in the art. 
● I was interested in trying to understand people who are different from me. 

Social Connection 
Social connection, a part of social well-being, is influenced by different elements of social 
relationships including a sense of belonging, social support, and feelings of loneliness. A sense 
of belonging is related to social integration and can be defined as an individual’s perception of 
membership to a community or group. Social support refers to the sense that one is loved, cared 
for, and listened to. Loneliness can be defined as a negative state related to social isolation. 
Ultimately, social connection can be viewed as a subjective evaluation of the extent to which one 
has meaningful, close, and constructive relationships with others. Engagement with the visual 
arts has been found to facilitate social bonding,33 as well as improve social engagement.34 In 
particular older adults participating in visual art creation groups have also been associated with 
development of new friendships and allowed an opportunity to be seen differently by their family 
members.35 In initial testing, these items showed good internal consistency (α = 0.77). 
 
Social connection is assessed using seven items (rated from 1 - Strongly disagree to 5 - Strongly 
agree): 

● I felt like I had a place in the world. 
● I felt valued. 
● I felt like I was part of a community. 
● I felt connected to the people around me. 
● I felt a deep connection to people in my life. 
● I was thankful for the people in my life. 
● I felt lonely (Reverse scored) 
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Field Testing Results 

A total of 613 adult visitors were recruited from the three museums (see Table 1 for demographic 
information). The sample was, on average, 43.85 years old (range = 18 - 87), White (81.11%),  
and educated (79.48% with at least a college degree). Approximately equal numbers of visitors 
were recruited from the three museums. 
 
For each museum, we obtained average levels of the five flourishing modules (see Figure 1). 
Overall, visitors indicated low levels of psychological distress and relatively high levels of 
empathy, meaning, positive self-regard, and social connection. There were also some differences 
in flourishing between the three museums. Visitors to the Carnegie Museum of Art showed 
greater psychological distress than visitors to the WMAA. Visitors to the Carnegie Museum of 
Art and WMAA reported greater empathy than visitors to the Andy Warhol Museum. Visitors to 
the WMAA also reported greater meaning than visitors to the Andy Warhol Museum. No 
differences between the museums in positive self-regard and social connection were observed. 
 

 
Figure 1. Average levels of flourishing across the three test museums with standard error bars 

 
Finally, we examined the relationships between each flourishing module and people’s emotional 
experiences, visit satisfaction, sense of belonging, and feeling welcome in the museum (see 
Table 2). There were several notable relationships between flourishing and visit experiences: 
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Table 1. Demographic information for the field test sample 
 
 Full Sample (n = 613) Carnegie (n = 196) Warhol (n = 209) Westmoreland (n = 208) 
Age 

M = 43.85, SD = 18.97 
Range = 18 - 87 

M = 37.67, SD = 18.66 
Range = 18 - 80 

M = 43.10, SD = 16.21 
Range = 18 - 76 

M = 50.43, SD = 19.78 
Range = 18 - 87 

Gender 
Female: 55.05% 

Male: 39.25% 
Other: 5.54% 

Female: 54.08% 

Male: 40.82% 
Other: 5.10% 

Female: 58.37% 

Male: 37.32% 
Other: 4.31% 

Female: 52.63% 

Male: 39.71% 
Other: 7.18% 

Race/Ethnicity 
American Indian: 2.61% 

Asian: 10.10% 

Black: 4.07% 

Hispanic: 3.42% 

White: 81.11% 
Other: 1.47% 

American Indian: 2.04% 

Asian: 18.88% 

Black: 4.59% 

Hispanic: 4.59% 

White: 73.47% 
Other: 1.53% 

American Indian: 3.35% 

Asian: 11.48% 

Black: 4.78% 

Hispanic: 3.83% 

White: 75.60% 
Other: 2.39% 

American Indian: 2.39% 

Asian: 0.48% 

Black: 2.87% 

Hispanic: 1.91% 

White: 93.78% 
Other: 0.48% 

Education 
Below HS: 0.16% 

HS: 5.70% 

Some college: 14.66% 

College: 30.46% 

Some grad.: 8.63% 

Grad.: 38.44% 
Other: 1.14% 

Below HS: 0.00% 

HS: 6.12% 

Some college: 18.88% 

College: 31.63% 

Some grad.: 11.22% 

Grad.: 31.63% 
Other: 0.00% 

Below HS: 0.00% 

HS: 4.78% 

Some college: 12.92% 

College: 26.79% 

Some grad.: 8.61% 

Grad.: 45.45% 
Other: 0.96% 

Below HS: 0.48% 

HS: 6.22% 

Some college: 12.44% 

College: 33.01% 

Some grad.:  6.22% 

Grad.: 37.80% 
Other: 2.39% 
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 Full Sample (n = 613) Carnegie (n = 196) Warhol (n = 209) Westmoreland (n = 208) 
Income 

< $25k: 8.63% 

$25k - $49.9k: 11.40% 

$50k - $74.9k: 12.87% 

$75k - $99.9k: 10.59% 

$100k – $149.9k: 18.08% 

$150k – $199.9k: 9.28% 

$200k - $249.9k: 5.54% 

$250k - $299.9k: 2.61% 

> $300k: 8.14% 
  

< $25k: 14.29% 

$25k - $49.9k: 12.24% 

$50k - $74.9k: 12.76% 

$75k - $99.9k: 9.69% 

$100k – $149.9k: 18.88% 

$150k – $199.9k: 8.16% 

$200k - $249.9k: 4.08% 

$250k - $299.9k: 2.04% 

> $300k: 5.10% 
  

< $25k: 6.70% 

$25k - $49.9k: 9.09% 

$50k - $74.9k: 8.61% 

$75k - $99.9k: 10.05% 

$100k – $149.9k: 16.27% 

$150k – $199.9k: 12.92% 

$200k - $249.9k: 7.66% 

$250k - $299.9k: 4.31% 

> $300k: 13.4% 
  

< $25k: 5.26% 

$25k - $49.9k: 12.92% 

$50k - $74.9k: 17.22% 

$75k - $99.9k: 11.96% 

$100k – $149.9k: 19.14% 

$150k – $199.9k: 6.70% 

$200k - $249.9k: 4.78% 

$250k - $299.9k: 1.44% 

> $300k: 5.74% 
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● Psychological Distress: People experiencing greater psychological distress also reported 
feeling more angry, upset, and sad during their visit. 

● Empathy: People experiencing greater empathy also reported feeling more excited and 
that they felt welcome and that they belong in the museum. 

● Meaning: People experiencing greater meaning reported feeling more excited, happy, 
and a sense of wonder and that they felt they belong in the museum. 

● Positive Self-Regard: People experiencing greater positive self-regard reported feeling 
more excited and happy and that they felt welcome and that they belong in the museum. 

● Social Connection: People experiencing greater social connection reported feeling more 
excited and happy and that they felt welcome and that they belong in the museum. 

 
Table 2. Correlations between flourishing and emotion, visit satisfaction, belonging, and feeling welcome. 

 Psychological 
Distress 

Empathy Meaning Positive Self-
Regard 

Social 
Connection 

Excited -0.06 0.31 0.39 0.35 0.34 

Happy -0.18 0.20 0.28 0.34 0.31 

Relaxed -0.27 0.14 0.15 0.21 0.19 

Angry 0.47 0.06 0.00 -0.14 -0.10 

Upset 0.44 0.06 -0.03 -0.18 -0.12 

Sad 0.41 0.19 0.09 -0.05 -0.02 

Awe -0.04 0.27 0.26 0.25 0.23 

Wonder -0.05 0.32 0.31 0.26 0.25 

Chills 0.14 0.24 0.21 0.17 0.12 

Surprised 0.00 0.19 0.18 0.17 0.17 

Interested -0.12 0.26 0.23 0.19 0.19 

Confused 0.32 0.01 -0.13 -0.17 -0.14 

Welcome -0.24 0.26 0.24 0.35 0.31 

Belong -0.12 0.39 0.45 0.45 0.46 

Visit 
Satisfaction 

-0.20 0.25 0.24 0.27 0.25 

Note: Correlations around 0.20, 0.50, and 0.80 indicate small, medium, and large effects, respectively. Correlations 
near 0.00 indicate a lack of relationship between the factors. 

 
For additional statistical analyses, please see https://psyarxiv.com/vm7z8  
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Full Core Art Museum Survey for Well-Being 
All items are rated on a five-point Likert scale, from 1 - Strongly disagree to 5 - Strongly agree 
 
During my visit… 
 
Psychological Distress  

● I felt depressed. 
● I felt the future is hopeless. 
● I felt anxious.  
● I was nervous.  
● I felt stressed. 

 
Meaning  

● My life experiences made more sense. 
● It was easy to find connection among experiences in my life. 
● I felt my life had purpose. 
● I felt inspired to set new goals. 
● I felt like my life had value. 
● I felt that what I add to the world is important. 

 
Empathy 

● I was emotionally invested in other people.  
● I felt concerned for the welfare of other people.  
● I was emotionally indifferent to other people.* 
● I was curious about other people’s thoughts and feelings. 
● I tried to imagine how I would feel if I was experiencing what was depicted in the art. 
● I was interested in trying to understand people who are different from me. 

 
Positive Self-Regard 

● I felt I was deserving of love and kindness. 
● I was able to accept the thoughts and feelings I had in response to the art. 
● I felt comfortable with who I am. 
● I believed I can make a contribution to the world. 
● I felt capable of achieving my personal goals. 

 
Social Connection 

● I felt like I had a place in the world. 
● I felt valued. 
● I felt like I was part of a community. 
● I felt connected to the people around me. 
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● I felt a deep connection to people in my life. 
● I was thankful for the people in my life. 
● I felt lonely.* 

 
*Reverse scored 
 
Scoring Instructions: After reverse scoring the items indicated with an asterisk, average the 
responses together for items belonging to each module to obtain five module scores. 
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