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This study is aimed to understand the inbound and outbound tourists’ perception and expectation 

when visiting a traditional village feast in Mqabba, specifically that of Our Lady of the Lily. In addition, 

it also aims to investigate how the demographics play a part in the visitors’ expectations, and how 

the promotion of the feast can be improve to attract more attendees. A mixed-method approach was 

applied specifically utlizing questionnaires and a focus group discussion. Some questionnaires were 

distributed during the feast celebrations whilst also shared online on social media platforms. The 

focus group discussion was carried out with eight speakers who are all part of the feasts’ society. 

The study found that the society of the mentioned feast is not aiming to attract specifically outbound 

tourists and certain expectations are not being met, especially due to the modern celebrations taking 

over the traditional aspects. These findings suggest that the feast is catering mostly to party people 

who enjoy the feast for the free entertainment and its partying aspect. To conclude, the society shall 

enhance the importance of tradition, especially since the feast is part of UNESCO World Heritage 

and promote the feast to a wider outbound audience to share the Maltese tradition.  
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 Introduction 

The Maltese village feasts have been a part of our culture since the 18th century 

(Mifsud, 2023) and became a huge part of our traditions and the beloved Maltese 

identity, the government has sought to have the feasts become a part of UNESCO’s 

cultural heritage, and it was request has been approved in 2023 (Times of Malta, 2023). 

There are around 200 feasts celebrated in Malta with six of them being recognised as a 

public holiday dedicated to the Saint. Each village has one or more feasts, and they all 

differ from each other, therefore, the expectations will be different for each feast. Some 

similarities that can be found in feasts are the celebrations of the Catholic patron saints, 

fireworks, street decorations, and brass bands (Farrugia, 2023). 

 

The feast celebrated in the quaint town of Mqabba is known as the feast of Our Lady of 

the Lily. This feast was birthed from the Brotherhood of the Immaculate Conception 

which was founded in 1772. The Brotherhood once celebrated a feast that was quite 

different from how we know it today. On 21st May 1876, Mqabba received the statue of 

Our Lady of the Lily which nowadays can be found in the Church in its’ niche (niċċa). 

During that time, people also celebrated a feast with the main attraction being the 

statue and pyrotechnics, in fact, the first document ever recorded in Mqabba regarding 

the pyrotechnics is about the feast of our Lady of the Lily. The society as we know it 

today was founded in 1911 and since then the works of the decorations in the town of 

Mqabba started extensively. The feast of Our Lady of the Lily is also renowned for 

celebrating the novena of the Immaculate Conception, as the tradition from 1772 has 

kept on going throughout these years. Although there is only one Feast of our Lady of 

the Lily in Malta celebrated nowadays, it is also celebrated in different towns in Italy, 

them being Acquasparta, Veroli, and Anticoli (Tal-Ġilju, n.d.).  

 

The village feast is put together and organised by feast afficionados and volunteers that 

make part of the band clubs and societies. Every year they do their utmost to exceed 

expectations, whilst sticking to the unique feast traditions. Inbound and outbound 

tourists may not be aware that every village feast is unique and may differ from the 

other. This can result in them being pleasantly surprised or let down. These band clubs 

and societies must understand the tourists’ expectations that are visiting their feasts, as 

these may differ as per the tourists’ demographics. The promotion of the village feasts’ 

attractions could be improved by tailoring it to different tourist demographics and 

targeting their specific interests. This dissertation will help fill in this gap especially for 
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the feast of Our Lady of the Lily in Mqabba to help fulfil the tourists’ expectations and be 

satisfied when visiting the feast.  

 

1.1 Research Background  

The purpose of this study is to determine the expectations of the inbound and outbound 

tourists when they visit the feast of Our Lady of the Lily in Mqabba based on their 

current perceptions. It also aims to assist the Society of Our Lady of the Lily and its’ 

committees to live up to the expectations of these tourists. By changing and enhancing 

the feast and its’ activities they could encourage the tourists to keep visiting and 

participating in the feast in the coming years.  

 

1.2 Research Aim, Objectives and Hypothesis or Question  

My main research question is: What are the tourists’ expectations when visiting 

Mqabba’s village feast:  

My first secondary research question is: How do demographics play a part in their 

expectations?  

My second secondary research question is: How can the promotion of Mqabba’s Village 

feast improve to attract more tourists?  

 

1.3 Research Methods, Material and Structure   

After a 6-year long-standing membership and being an active member in the society of 

the feast, which is dedicated to Our Lady of the Lily, it was decided to further study and 

understand the thoughts, opinions, and feedback from inbound and outbound tourists. 

Throughout the years it was noticed that many tourists visit the Mqabba village to 

celebrate the feast alongside the locals, which gives great satisfaction to all members of 

the society that were working hard throughout the year. Having local talent being 

showcased during the celebration week for tourists to enjoy and appreciate the hard 

work of the volunteers creates great satisfaction to all hard workers. The primary 

research methods used in this dissertation are a focus group and questionnaires.  

 

1.4 Study Structure  

This study is utilizing the Harvard referencing style. The purpose of referencing is to 

back up what is stated in the thesis, by books and other papers published. Should the 
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readers need to double check what is stated in the thesis, it is easier to reach out to the 

original source through Harvard referencing (University of Malta, 2022).  
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 Literature Review 

2.1 What is a Feast? 

A traditional Maltese feast is a baroque times feast, which dates to the 17th and 18th 

centuries. It is an event where locals and inbound and outbound tourists join forces and 

enjoy and participate in the multisensory events happening throughout the week of the 

feast (Farrugia, 2016). 

 

‘Each feast is a joyous event: multi-faceted, authentic, communal 
celebration, which on one hand hosts a social and culture dimension, and 
on the other hand still holds onto deep rooted traditions, which for 
centuries have embraced the Catholic faith and rituals’ (Farrugia, 2016). 

 

As quoted by Dr Marie Briguglio and Ariana Sultana in 2015, in 2012 NSO had 

conducted a study and revealed that there are a total of 122 Parish feasts distributed 

between Malta and Gozo with three-fourths of them being primary feasts and the rest 

are referred to as secondary feasts. Six of the feasts also have a national holiday 

dedicated to them (NSO, 2012). The first feast celebrated in a calendar year, which is 

also a national holiday, is that of St. Paul’s Shipwreck on 10th February, followed by St. 

Joseph’s feast on 19th March. On 29th June St. Peter and St. Paul are celebrated, 15th 

August is the Assumptions’ feast, 8th September is the feast dedicated to Our Lady of 

Victories, and finally is the feast of the Immaculate Conception on 8th December. Other 

feasts that do not have their own national holiday, are mostly celebrated during the 

summer months, where the peak of these celebrations is from the beginning of May 

until end of September. Some feasts are celebrated in winter times too; however, they 

might not be that popular and not all elements might be included in their celebrations 

(Farrugia, 2016). 

 

The villagers’ most important feasts are those celebrated in their own hometown which 

can be either a primary or a secondary feast. Although there are feasts celebrated by 

the filial churches – a small church or chapel that is a brand of the main church - 

(knejjes filjali) they are not as popular as the ones celebrated by the main church 

(Farrugia, 2016). 

 

A feast is divided into two celebrations – festa interna and festa esterna. Festa interna 

refers to the celebrations happening and limited to the precincts of the church – the 

liturgical services, while festa esterna refers to the celebrations that are organized and 
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held by the society of the dedicated feast and are mostly held outside in the main 

square and streets of the villages (Farrugia, 2016). 

 

Festi interni start when the statue of the patron Saint is taken out of its niche and placed 

in the centre of the church, in front of the alter (ħruġ min-niċċa). This is the start of the 

feast week whilst the end of the feast week is the procession with the said Saint around 

the main streets of the village and then the statue-bearers (reffiegħa) take the statue 

back inside after the last blessing (il-barka) (Farrugia, 2016). 

 

During the feast, band marches—a significant tradition of the village feast—parade 

through the streets of the village, playing the marches purchased by the society. A 

group of people follows the band along its route, but the largest crowd gathers in the 

village square. Here, people put on the society's associated coloured t-shirts and wave 

flags. The crowd then chants enthusiastically, shouts slogans, and sings along with the 

band's marches. Each feast has its own set of lyrics to the same music (Farrugia, 

2016). 

 

“M’hemmx festa mingħajr nar” is a popular Maltese saying which translates to “there is 

no feast without pyrotechnics” as these have become a big part of the celebrations 

throughout the whole week. The biggest fireworks/pyrotechnics display will always be 

on the day before the procession with the Statue, where air spectacles and ground 

fireworks are displayed. Some feasts also have a spectacle synchronized with music, 

could be air or ground fireworks (Farrugia, 2016). 

 

Each feast has a group of people that works throughout the whole year towards their 

special week to present their best work and celebrate their Patron or Saint with the rest 

of the village and the tourists that visit the feast. The group of people is a non-

government organization (NGO) made up of several volunteers, as they do not get paid 

for their work and their time. These volunteers make a part of a society, which is then 

subdivided into committees and groups, however not all societies have the same 

committees and number of groups. The commonly found groups are: Administrative 

Committee (Kumitat Amministrattiv), Street Decorations Committee (Għaqda Tal-

Armar), and the Fireworks Committee (Għaqda Tan-Nar) along with a Youth Committee 

(Sezzjoni Żgħażagħ). The street decorations committee has overtime changed the style 

of the feast, from Baroque style to High Baroque, and it is mostly shown in the street 

decorations which are mainly made by local artists (Farrugia, 2016). 
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2.2 History of Mqabba 

Mqabba is a small town in the southern-western region of Malta, which is surrounded by 

Ħal Kirkop, Qrendi, Żurrieq, and Siġġiewi. Most of Mqabba is built on the Lower 

Globigerina Limestone, therefore, there are many quarries in Mqabba and its’ 

surroundings as this type of rock is mostly used for the buildings in Malta (Farrugia, 

1998). 

 

The name Mqabba dates to the Arab Ruling times in Malta, where the word itself means 

a place covered by a dome or qubba. The place or building that might have been 

covered with a dome is unknown, but it could have been something religious, such as a 

monument in a cemetery, or a place of worship like a mosque, however it is sure that 

this was the one and only in Malta. The first time Mqabba was mentioned is in a 

document dated in 1419, which Godfrey Wettinger referenced in 1998, which has a list 

of Dejma watchmen, it is however, still unsure if the name is older than the document 

hereby mentioned (Wettinger, 1998). 

 

On the 16th of September 1595, seven men representing all Mqabba’s residents 

approached Bishop Thomas Gargallo with a petition that one of the churches in 

Mqabba becomes a Parish Church, specifically the one dedicated to Saint Mary. In 

1598, during a visit from the same Bishop, the Saint Mary church was declared a Parish 

Church. The first diocese priest of Mqabba was Dun Ġwann Mizzi and lead this church 

for around 5 years. (Bonnici, 1998) 

 

The current Parish Church of Mqabba was built on the same area that was previously 

occupied by two churches, one dedicated to Tal-Lunzjata and the other was dedicated 

to L-Assunzjoni. The benefactor who financed the new Church to be built was Mikiel 

Zammit and it was built by October 1607. However, additional parts were added 

overtime, and the Church was fully completed by 28th June of 1699. During the second 

world war, specifically on 9th April 1942 at 1pm, a bomb from the adversary had caused 

the Parish Church significant damage, such as one of the main major pillars, the dome, 

a smaller dome dedicated to Our Lady of the Conception, part of the choir, and one of 

the sacristies. On 7th April 1947, the restoration works of the Church were finished, 

however, the dome was not built the same as before but on a completely new design. 

(Busuttil, 1998) 
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2.3 The Evolution of the Maltese Village Feast 

When the Order of St. John arrived in Malta in 1530, Christianity was already well-

rooted in the Maltese culture. The feasts were already being celebrated but on a small 

scale, as the elaborate and colourful manifestation of this tradition began to develop in 

the 18th century and reached their form, as we know it today, between the late 19th 

century and early 20th century (Cassar, 2006).  

The feast celebrations in the 16th century were possible due to a sole benefactor that 

would distribute money or food to those less fortunate (Cassar-Pullicino 1956; 41 in 

Cassar, 2006). In addition, Mgr. Pietro Dusina, gave the impression that some feast 

celebrations were held with the core purpose of merry-making activities (Cassar, 2006).   

The 17th and 18th centuries’ feast and large procession being held were mostly for the 

public, whilst other devotional services and the sacrament exposition were more 

reserved. Many people were strong believers, in fact, the Maltese population would turn 

to their saints when in need, and in times of distress, they used to pray to them. They 

strongly believed that the saints would only grant miracles if the believers would pray 

daily and attended to the Church services. Having said that, when the great plague hit 

Malta on 14th April 1676, each parish on the island organised a procession of the 

dedicated saint. However, these were not the largest pilgrimage that happened in 

Malta. Mgr Fra Lorenzo D’Astiria, who was the Bishop of Malta until 1678, along with 

the Cathedral Chapter, on 22nd April 1677, there was a procession from St. Pauls Bay 

to the sanctuary of Our Lady of Mellieħa, which confraternities and large congregation 

took part in (Micallef, 1984: 125; in Cassar, 2006). Religious images attracted popular 

devotion and formed the basis of healing shrines that attracted pilgrims and developed 

a great response to popular demand, as the great devotion to Our Lady of Mellieħa and 

other shrines suggests (Cassar, 2006).   

Mid-17th century, short processions were happening on Fridays with one statue through 

Valletta during Lent time. However, in 1673, these had evolved into full-on processions 

as by that time, the cult of saints centred statues was well established in Malta. The 

parish processions of the day of the feast of the titular saint were developed around the 

18th century. Some examples are St. Andrew in Luqa which has been documented to 

be one of the first fully developed procession in 1781 (Cassar, 2006). 
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At the near end of the 17th century, the feasts were celebrated by a statue along the 

procession. Further documentation shows that during the 17th and 18th centuries, the 

statues were figures dresses in clothing as the old titular statue of St. Nicholas in 

Siġġiewi (Borg, 1983: 108; Catania, 1992: 101; in Cassar, 2006). Sicilian men brought 

to Malta their Papier-Mache craftsmanship around the 2nd quarter of the 18th century 

(Cassar, 2006).   

Festivals in the 18th century were being held on various occasions, such as, the 

accession of a new pope, election of a Grand Master, the birth of a royal son in Europe, 

and more. These included street decorations, illuminations, fireworks, and other merry-

making activities. Celebrations of feasts have evolved and increased in their popularity 

with thanks to these festivals (Cassar-Pullicino, 1976: 36-37 – 66; in Cassar, 2006). 

The feast of Calendimaggio, which originated in Italy and gained popularity by the early 

18th century, was held on 30th April in the afternoon at the Palace square where many 

Maltese were gathered to celebrate and participate in. There were many activities in the 

square for the Grand Master and people gathered to watch the theatrical 

representations, serenades and cantatas. These events have shaped the feast as we 

know it today. Village people tried to replicate what they saw at the palace square in the 

village square during the feast celebration week. The carnival, which started in Malta in 

1535 and was held in Birgu, had similar attributes to the feast, mainly merry making 

(Cassar, 2006).   

Under the British Colonial rule, therefore in the 18th century, the village people found it 

customary to hire a band from Valletta to participate in the procession. The band mainly 

consisted of five to seven men – a piper, tambourine player, trumpets, clarinets, and 

oboes. Don Salvatore Ciappara states that the first music was played in Żebbuġ in 1777 

during the procession of St. Philip. On the other hand, Noel D’Anastas showed that the 

feast of St. Joseph in Rabat, in 1763, included music as well as fireworks. D’Anastas 

mentioned that the music playing during the procession dated back to the late 17th 

century or early 18th (Cassar, 2006).   

Band clubs started being founded in the 19th century and the feast was developing as 

we know it today with fireworks displays being more dominant. The parish clergy, under 

the British rule, from 1800 until 1964, continued taking care of all social and religious 

activities happening in the village, with their role strengthening along the way. During 

this period, the festivities became more intricate while still preserving a blend of the 
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primitive rituals from the 16th century. By 1961, there were already 56 band clubs over 

30 villages – with 19 of them had rival band clubs. Thus, rivalry during feasts emerged, 

as per Vassallo 1979 in Cassar 2005 (Cassar, 2006).   

Initially, band clubs were not associated with religion, however, they quickly started to 

be identified with parish rivalries which was mostly shown during the feast. In 1935, the 

importance of secondary feasts was reduced by the church authorities and thus began 

the competition with the titular feasts. As the church had more authority than the police, 

the priest approved of everything that happens at the feast. Some of the rival band 

clubs emerged by the courage of parish priests, states Raymond Saliba, as feasts were 

intentionally made to celebrate the religion, however, one must accept that they are 

more than that (Saliba, 2004: esp. 181-183; in Cassar, 2006) (Cassar, 2006). 

By the end of the century, these became an important feature in Malta (Cassar, 1988: 

108-109; Frendo, 2004; 216-217; in Cassar, 2006). Mac Gill (1839: 33 in Cassar 2005) 

states that every village in the Maltese islands is under the patronage of a saint. The 

feast began with fireworks on the eve of feast day. Feast day meant that manual labour 

was refrained, young and elderly were to attend mass. People celebrated by singing, 

dancing, listening to guitars, and enjoying good quality food (Cassar, C. 2005). 

As per Mamo 1913, by that same year, the Maltese preferred to spend the feast day 

near the sea, such as Għar Lapsi and Birżebbuġa. People used to sing the traditional 

Maltese rhymed folksong; the għana which consisted of 2 men and more commonly 

than not, it would end up in an argument and a brawl (Mamo, 1913, 7-8, in Cassar, 

2006) (Cassar, 2006). 

Since the second World War, the feast celebrations have changed, however, the most 

important, remained the procession through the villages’ streets. The interior of the 

church is still decorated with the swatches of damask, with gold and silver treasures out 

for display. However, modern day feast has more glare and noise (Cassar, 2006).   

The rivalry between band clubs in the same village is a motivation to start with the 

preparations for the feast and helps in building excitement. During feast celebrations, 

friendly bands from different villages are invited to play in the decorated streets. Flags, 

banners, paper decorations (liedna), wooden pillars (pedestalli) with papier-mache 

statues of other saints and popes, private houses near the square are white-washed 

and the balconies are decorated with damask drapes with the image of the saint 

(pavaljun), among many more decorations to enhance the feeling of the upcoming 
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feast. Originally, food stalls in feasts only consisted of Date fritters (imqaret), nougat 

(qubbajt), and pastizzi, but nowadays, they are less, and less common as fast-food 

trucks have taken over (Cassar, 2006).   

Fireworks back in the 18th century were prepared by the artillerymen of the Orders’ 

army or commissioned from Sicily, however, since the last two decades of the 19th 

century, they have been produced by the Maltese with help of feast volunteers (Cassar-

Pullicino, 1976: 37; in Cassar, 2006) (Cassar, 2006). 

A mid-day band march is held on feast day, with a parade that follows with many drunk 

people. The following day is known as xalata where people take the day off to conclude 

the weeklong celebrations by going to the beach or for a picnic. The day then ends with 

a car parade that includes decorated cars and busses full of people singing and music 

blasting (Cassar, 2006). 

 

2.4 History of Feasts Celebrated in the Village of Mqabba 

In Mqabba, there are two main feasts that are celebrated, one is dedicated to Saint 

Mary Assumption same as the Parish Church, and the other is dedicated to The 

Immaculate Conception. These are two stages of Mary’s life, her ascension into heaven 

with soul and body, and the birth of her immaculate respectively. Although these have 

been the main feasts for hundreds of years in Mqabba. Additional smaller feasts were 

celebrated for other statues of Saint Mary, such as the Lady of the Rosary. This statue 

used to be taken out during a procession every first Sunday of May, as Il-Madonna Tal-

Warda. Two other statues were of Our Lady of Lourdes and the Queen of the Heart of 

Jesus, which were then removed by the order of Bishop Mawru Caruana (Bonnici, 

1998). 

 

The statues of the main feasts in Mqabba as we know them today, Saint Mary 

Assumption and The Immaculate Conception, have been around for almost two 

hundred years and were crafted by Xandru Farrugia and Ġanni Darmanin respectively. 

Although the statue of Saint Mary Assumption is taken out of its’ niche once a year on 

the 15th of August, the statue of the Immaculate Conception is taken out twice a year, 

on the 3rd Sunday of June and on the 8th of December. The title of Our Lady of the Lily 

is much older than the brotherhood of the Immaculate Conception, which was founded 

in 1772, as there was a procession for Our Lady of the Lily (Bonnici, 1998).  
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2.4.1 The Expectations 

Casino San Giuseppe was the first social club in Mqabba by 1898, which provided 

support to Sigismondo Savona to pave the way to the partiti tal-festa. Founded in the 

20th century, Tal-Ġilju and Ta’ Santa Marija social band clubs were the first two rivalries 

with exclusive supporters in Mqabba. As the feast rivalries kept growing, the churches’ 

control over the villagers kept diminishing (Farrugia, 1996).  

 

Canon Pullicino, a popular figure in the educational sector, paid two scudi and four tari 

in September 1869 as an expenditure to celebrate the feast of Our Lady of Sorrows. 

This feast consisted of distribution of bread to the poor of Mqabba, Żurrieq, and Qrendi, 

which kept on happening yearly in September until World War 2 suspended the 

functions of the Chapel.  

Even though Malta is a small, isolated land, Fernand Braudel was surprised that there 

was a lot of culture and economic networks through maritime routines, such as the 

fireworks and typical feast celebrations (Farrugia, 1996).  

  

The celebrations in Mqabba closely resembled those happening in Cinisi Sicily with 

similar elements such as fireworks, music, and processions. Prof. Vito Mangiapani 

stated that there is no feast without music playing (Farrugia, 1996). On the other hand, 

Godfrey Farrugia states that there is not feast without fireworks (Farrugia, 2016). The 

records of feast of Santa Fara in Sicily shows that only certain prominent people could 

donate good amounts of money to finance the feast, while in Mqabba and certain 

places in Sicily sold hens to raise money for the celebrations. In Sicily, there was more 

control on the external celebrations such as financing of band and fireworks. In Malta 

the Parish Priest played a dominant role in the feast activities to have a more 

centralized control, whilst Sicily was the contrary as there was a decentralized 

organisational structure (Farrugia, 1996). 

 

James Cleugh states that the procession is the main event where houses, the church 

and pavements are well-lit and decorated for the occasion with spectators on the 

church’s’ steps. The men carry the statue, while women and children hold candles 

wearing medallions, there is the clergy, municipal authorities, and detachment of the 

Civil Guard all following the procession of the Saint (Farrugia, 1996).  
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During the British’s stay in Malta, the partiti tal-festa escalated as they found great 

support from the government for decisions taken in the 1970s. The clubs were founded 

around a particular saint which might be interpreted as a cult, which involves both 

religious and materialistic considerations. As the Order of the Knights was named after 

St. John the Baptist, it introduced a lot of devotion towards this saint as the order would 

need the protection of one (Farrugia, 1996). 

 

The 16th century saw the village feast as a small affair, having only a religious 

celebration and charity acts. On the other hand, the 17th century evolved by having 

processions with a statue of the saint which allowed Maltese craftsmen to show their 

wood or Papier-Mache talents in the statues. Due to the new feast celebrations, there 

were more financial resources needed due to the complexity of the celebrations. 

Donations were made by people who were above average means and were seeking a 

reputation and status in their village. As an example, Innocenzo Zammit, known as in-

Naxxari, from Mqabba, paid Carlo Darmanin in 1876 to create a Papier-Mache statue of 

the Immaculate Conception, which later came to be known as Tal-Ġilju. In the 18th and 

19th centuries, a feast dedicated to Our Lady of the Lily was popular in Bormla 

(Farrugia, 1996). 

 

The early 20th century showed that several band clubs were rooting for specific 

politicians which led to many disputes between senior members of the same band club. 

Qormi, had this happen which ended up in a new band club being founded in 1893 

(Farrugia, 1996). 

In 1905, a Band Club dedicate to Mary Assumption was founded and the colour red 

was associated with this club and the confraternity of the Holy Sacrament. and it 

oversaw the celebrations of the feast of Assumption, the Immaculate Conception, Our 

Lady of the Lily, and Our Lady of the Rosary. Five years later there was a dispute 

regarding the name of the club, as some members wished to change it to King George 

V. Those who were supporters of the feast of Our Lady of the Lily opened a separate 

club under the name Circolo Pio X and they embraced the colour blue to be identified 

with as it was the same colour worn by the members of the Confraternity of the 

Immaculate Conception (Farrugia, 1996). 

 

In the 20th century, new directives have been implemented which stated that the 

Tridium, meaning the three days of preparation leading up to the feast, was to be 

reduced to two days. Street decorations and lights were restricted to the village square, 
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excluding even the streets of the procession route. Only one band could play at a time 

and only on the eve and the feast day. Fireworks were also under new strict 

regulations. Due to the rivalries between the band clubs, most villages ended up having 

titular and secondary feasts. During these, the titular statue could pass from the main 

door and the main aisle of the church when entering and exiting for the procession. 

Meanwhile the secondary statue should only pass from the side door of the church. 

These changes made the Lily supporters in Mqabba angry and therefore cancelled the 

upcoming feast and organised an outing, also known as xalata, to Għadira bay 

(Farrugia, 1996). Nowadays, this rivalry motivates volunteers to work harder to be 

better than their rivalry and put on a better show for the spectators (Abela, 2017).  

 

Dr. Vicky Ann Cremona said that the word feast brings a special time especially to 

Parish people. However, nowadays there is less attendance to the feast solely for the 

saint. Whilst public manifestation and celebrations have grown, attendance to the 

church and other religious rituals have decreased (Abela, 2017).  
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 Methodology 

Research methodology can be split in two categories: quantitative and qualitative, both 

assisting the researcher in collecting theoretical or practical data for their studies. 

Methodology is a search for knowledge to fill in the gap of the research purpose 

(Goundar, 2012).  In this section, the researcher will discuss the methodology chosen 

for the primary research of this thesis.  

 

3.1 Research Methods 

The reason of research is to find a solution or an answer to a problem or question that 

has been identified, which is referred to as ‘the gap’. Through research methods, the 

said problem or question will be answered through the identified variables, carefully 

selected methods, and the conclusions will be drawn through the findings. Having said 

that, the researcher must choose which methods to utilize for their study; qualitative, 

quantitative, or a mixed-method approach (Sevilla, et al., 1992). For this study, it was 

ideal to choose a mixed-method methodology. Focus group discussions and individual 

interviews are examples of qualitative research which can provide in-depth insight as 

they are an open-ended and examining research methods and these are mostly used in 

case studies and historical studies. Focus groups allow the researcher to get different 

perspectives at the same time from different individuals with similar characteristics 

(Islam, 2025). Qualitative research focuses on answering the ‘What’, ‘Why’, and ‘How’ 

questions. On the contrary, quantitative research answers the ‘How much’ and ‘How 

many’ questions. It is a controlled and obstructive method as it deals with measurable 

answers which is conducted through many participants. The researcher will not be of 

influence through quantitative research methods as it is objective. The researcher can 

analyse the data of quantitative research with the statistics from the primary research 

that was carried out. It is also possible to include both methods into a single study 

which is known as the Mixed-Methods research (Kandel, 2020).  Quantitative research 

is simpler to analyse as it consists of mostly numerical data, especially if most 

questions asked were close ended (Taherdoost, 2022). On the contrary, since 

qualitative research focuses on the quality of the responses due to the open-ended 

questions, it is more challenging to analyse the different answers and opinions (Kandel, 

2020).  
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3.2 Data Collection Methods 

Collecting primary data for a study might not be the easiest thing to organise as the 

researcher must choose a method that compliments their study and the research 

questions, as well as the targeted population. Should a researcher seek after numerical 

data, a quantitative method should be applied. However, if non-numerical is preferred 

for the study, qualitative is the method that should be utilized (Mwita, 2022).  

 

Choosing a method within the categories mentioned before might be a challenge based 

on the time that the researcher has, means of collecting the data, funds available, and 

possible participants. If the data collection method is not done properly, it will 

unfortunately pose a problem in the study as it might not be answering the research 

questions (Mwita, 2022). Research methods are usually independent of the data 

collection methods. This shows that any data collection method can be utilized with any 

research approach, though certain data collection methods are more utilized and 

associated with specific research, such as experimental approaches which are usually 

used with certain methods. Comparative or survey-based approaches commonly use 

other methods, as qualitative research relies on entirely different methods (Morgan & 

Harmon, 2001) Researchers must take into consideration 10 factors when choosing the 

data collection methods.  

 

These are: ‘research goal, scope of the study, sample size, type of data, 
time and user-friendliness to the subjects. Other factors are research 
approach, safety and security of a researcher, the need for triangulation 
and theoretical framework’ (Mwita, 2022).    
 

 Focus Group 

In this thesis, the researcher used a mixed-method approach for the primary research 

collection. Focus groups were initially utilized in the 1940s at Columbia University 

specifically the Bureau of Applied Social Research (Gill, et al., 2008). There seems to 

be an increase in focus-groups methodology in tourism studies as the researcher is 

gaining a different form of communication from the participants as they encourage each 

other to communicate their full knowledge on the subject (Islam, 2025). A focus group 

can be unstructured, semi-structured, or structured. An unstructured method will lessen 

the control of the researcher the participants’ responses, making it ideal for studies with 

ample time to gather extensive information from various individuals. A semi-structured 
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technique consists of the researcher preparing questions and probes, being asked in no 

order, to cover the necessary topics and requiring deep thoughts from the participants 

to understand where the answers come from during the discussion in the focus group. 

Lastly, a structured procedure is the most controlled where the moderator will ask the 

questions in a specific order without providing any explanation of the questions to the 

participants if not understood well. This method is mostly used for large samples which 

can be used to generalise a large population (Harrell, & Bradley, 2009)  

 

For the qualitative method for data collection, a focus group was utilized, consisting of a 

moderator and eight participants. Questions were prepared beforehand after identifying 

the main aim of the focus group and the key objectives of the study. Mixed-gender 

groups and people who share similar characteristics (such as: age range, ethnic and 

social class background) will improve the discussion and its conclusions. Participants 

might see it as a challenge of who will have the last say in a discussion, who will come 

up with the most important topics, which might not happen in a one-to-one interview 

(Gill, et al., 2008).  

 

Focus group participants can be chosen through various means, such as door-to-door 

canvassing, a monetary incentive, interviews, and through personal contacts. 

Unfortunately, choosing individuals through personal contacts might lead to 

convenience sampling as it might lead to volunteer bias. A drawback to all the 

mentioned methods of sampling, is the uncertainty that the participants might not 

attend. It is recommended by Burrows & Kendall (1997) that more than one meeting 

with the group should be done, a minimum of three or four meetings are to be held. It is 

vital to have a venue that can accommodate all participants well, with all people being 

able to see each other and being comfortable (Nyumba, et al., 2018).  

 

Being well-prepared for the focus group with well-structured questions based on the 

study’s objectives will assist the researcher in having a greater chance of getting the 

data and answers required from this method. A moderator should encourage everyone 

to voice their thoughts and opinions without letting a singular person overtake others. 

The moderator’s role is to keep the discussion in line with the questions asked and the 

topic being discussed, otherwise, the focus group will go out of point and certain people 

might feel less interested (Gill, et al., 2008).  
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 Questionnaires 

Questionnaires is one of the most popular methods used for research which is designed 

around the research questions that can be answered through the questionnaire and the 

targeted segment (Taherdoost, 2022). It is ideal for numerical data collection and 

analysis as it is quantitative research with a structured or unstructured method. A 

structured questionnaire will entail predetermined and concrete questions that are given 

to all respondents. While an unstructured questionnaire can vary from one respondent 

to another as the interviewer will have a guide depending on the answers received 

(Kuphanga, 2024). Having simply open-ended or close-ended questions in the 

questionnaire is not ideal, it is better to opt for a combination of both. Close-ended 

questions are typically multiple choice, rating scales, or checklists where the 

respondent is limited in providing their opinion and might be influenced by the options 

provided. On the other hand, open-ended questions will provide the researcher with 

many different opinions and feedback from the respondents. For the researcher, having 

to analyse close-ended questions is easier, whilst open-ended question might pose a 

challenge (Taherdoost, 2022).  

 

There are multiple ways of how a questionnaire can be held, either self-administered or 

interview-based; face-to-face, by telephone call, postal, or online (Taherdoost, 2022).  

There are factors to be considered when developing the questionnaire, such as, how it 

will be collected, target community, any limitations, resources available and the 

expected answer rate, and the target community’s knowledge. If a questionnaire is to 

be held solely by the responder, they should be user-friendly and easy to understand, 

however, if they will be assisted via phone call, it can be more complex. Questions in 

questionnaires should be clear with a proper sequence to avoid any misunderstandings. 

It is ideal to start with general questions and having more specific queries at the end. By 

doing so, there is a greater chance to have more accurate responses (Kuphanga, 

2024).  

 

Researchers must keep in mind the ethical issues that lie behind questionnaire 

methodology research. There are laws that differ from one country to another about data 

protection. A respondent should only be willing to answer the questionnaire voluntarily, 

rather than feeling compelled to do so. It is vital for the researcher to assure the 

respondent that the data will be used solely for the specific study and that only information 
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provided through the willingness of the respondent will be mentioned (Taherdoost., 

2022).   

 

A questionnaire is ideal to reach audiences that can only be reached through online 

platforms to answer which broadens the target population therefore increasing the 

sample size. An online shared questionnaire gives the flexibility and commodity to the 

respondents to answer at whatever time they want with whatever pace they prefer 

(Kuphanga, 2024).  

 

If the questionnaire is challenging for individuals with low literacy skills, it may create 

bias and lead to issues during analysis due to a low response rate. As most 

questionnaires are anonymous, particularly when distributed online, there is a 

heightened risk of purposeful sabotage and misuse. Another disadvantage is that it is 

not easy to recall the questionnaire once it is publicly shared to do some amendments 

(Kuphanga, 2024). 

 

3.3 Pilot Study 

A pilot study is developed to ensure high-quality and feasible research methods prior to 

conducting the primary research with the respondents. The appropriate methodology for 

data collection of a particular study is determined through the pilot study, however, one 

should consider that the pilot study is done on a smaller scale of the actual study to 

ensure validation of the results that will be received (In, 2017). A pilot study is carried 

out to determine whether the methods need to be changed completely or fix certain 

aspects through different opinions of the small sample to refrain the researcher from 

conducting flawed research (Dźwigoł, 2020) (Lowe, 2019).  

 

To test the questionnaire and the focus group that the researcher drafted, a pilot study 

was done with the tutor of this thesis. The first draft of the questionnaire revealed that 

the questions were not worded properly and did not address the research objectives. 

Consequently, they were then re-written to ensure they correctly addressed the 

research questions and were appropriately worded. This update allowed the tutor to 

understand the questions better with the order of the questions being more appropriate, 

as well with questions where the respondent can provide their own feedback and share 

their opinion, rather than answering solely questions with multiple choices. The focus 

group questions were originally drafted in a way that they were close ended requiring 
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one-word answers which was feedback provided by the tutor after piloting the method. 

The researcher then adjusted the questions and included more queries which exhibited 

that the answers were more strengthened and elongated. The more important 

questions were drafted to be at the second part of the questionnaire which allowed time 

for the participants to get comfortable to answer to their full knowledge.  

 

 

3.4 Methods of Analysis  

In this sub-chapter, the research will explain the methodologies utilized to analyse the 

outcomes of the primary data and the literature review. The researcher adopted a 

thematic analysis approach and a triangulation method to collect all data.  

 

 Thematic Analysis 

A thematic analysis (TA) is used mostly in qualitative research methods to identify and 

analyse patterns through differently gathered data. It is utilized to understand the 

patterns and relationships within raw data (Jowsey, et al. 2021). Braun and Clarke 

(2006) developed six-phase guidelines to approach TA. Firstly, the research shall 

familiarize himself with the data, then systematically coding the data into their 

respective groups, afterwards, a search for relevant themes is to be conducted to 

further categorize the data. Later, refining the themes to confirm their relation to the 

purpose of the study, followed by generating definitions to analyse the general narrative 

and finishing by relating the gathered data to the research questions and the literature 

review (Ahmed, et al., 2025).  

 

In this study, the researcher familiarised himself well with the collected primary data and 

pointed out any data with importance. The most interesting parts where the 

expectations differ from inbound, and outbounds’ tourists based on their demographics, 

personal preferences and beliefs. In addition, an interesting aspect was also how the 

marketing and promotion done by the society affects the visitors’ experience. The data 

was organized and labelled based on important features of the information, then the 

data was grouped to identify recurring themes and see the ones that mostly stood out. It 

was made sure that the themes linked to the research question and later the data 

gathered was analysed with the research questions and information from the literature 

review to back it up (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analysing tool allowed the researcher 
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to combine the two primary research methods to identify the common themes from the 

answers gathered to achieve the research objectives.  

 

 Triangulation Approach 

A triangulation approach allows the researcher to use different perspectives in a single 

study to enhance the credibility and validity of the findings. It is also applied to heighten 

the understanding certain data and theories when cross-verifying with different sources 

(Carter, et al., 2014). In a triangulation approach, a researcher will collect data 

preferably from different times, people, and settings to perceive the various approaches 

a singular subject can have and how things have evolved and transformed while also 

ensuring good quality data (Carter, et al., 2014). Having multiple perspectives in one 

study, will minimize the bias and methodological limitations. Nonetheless, combining 

the findings can bring up perspectives and theories that a single approach method 

might have missed.  

In this study, the researcher utilized this approach in the discussion where all data 

collected from the focus group, the questionnaires, and the literature review were 

combined to validate the findings and apply different perspectives of the study (Santos, 

et al., 2020).  

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

When conducting primary research, it is imperative to obtain consent from the 

participants, particularly in methods where the respondents are answering directly, such 

as questionnaires and focus groups.  

 

When questionnaires are shared online the target audience has the option to decline 

answering the questionnaire. Consequently, the researcher will obtain verbal consent 

from the respondents, as the audience is deciding whether they would be comfortable 

in answering the shared questionnaire (Hammer, 2017). It is vital that the respondents 

are aware about the data will be storage and utilization. Furthermore, the respondents 

shall know if it is anonymous or not, if so, how their confidentiality will be protected. 

Participants should be able to withdraw from answering further questions if they are not 

comfortable, thus any data gathered from them, shall be destroyed and cannot be 

utilized in the study (Halej, 2017). 
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When conducting a focus group, it is vital to obtain consent from each member. 

Alternatively, one participant may give consent on behalf of each participant. The 

participants must be aware if their name will be displayed on the research and how the 

data will be utilized and stored. A participant can leave the discussion should they not 

feel comfortable; however, their contribution will remain in the data (Sim & Waterfield, 

2019). Particularly in small communities, the researchers cannot guarantee that the 

participants will maintain confidentiality outside the discussion, which might create 

issues or harm to the participants (Cowton & Downs, 2015). In addition, if the 

participants share personal experiences and information, it is a greater risk to them 

being exposed (Sim & Waterfield, 2019). 

 

3.6 Limitations  

The researcher found many difficulties when searching for relevant secondary research 

for this study. Many papers and books that have been published about the Maltese 

traditional feasts have been around for a long time, and mostly were all written by the 

same few authors, which might create some bias. 

 

As the researcher preferred to pass around the questionnaire during the feast 

celebrations, it was not feasible as many visitors were enjoying the feast and did not 

want to be bothered by a questionnaire. Having said that, the researcher decided to 

share the questionnaire online, thus, had no control over who answered it, which 

creates a question of credibility. Despite that, many volunteers who are part of the 

society, answered the questionnaire. Apart from that, some respondents did not answer 

all required questions which creates a shortage of in-depth responses.  

 

Regarding the focus group, a limitation that the researcher encountered was that a 

participant stated that they would attend, however, entered the focus group discussion 

before the last question was being asked. In addition, another participant left the 

discussion before it was finished, which these create an imbalance in the discussion. 

Some participants dominated the discussion which made others remain quiet as they 

did not have ample time to voice their opinion. The researcher did find an issue when 

organizing the questionnaire, as it is not easy to schedule a group discussion with a 

total of 10 people.  
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Despite all limitations encountered, the researcher did their utmost to not let it 

discourage them from the study. As the researcher is a part of the society of the feast of 

Our Lady of the Lily, it was easier to ask the focus group members to attend as they 

were too excited for this study. The researcher knew of the limitations that were 

encountered due to the background of volunteering in this sector.   
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 Results, Analysis and Discussion 

The researcher of this study conducted questionnaires and a focus group, as stated in 

the Methodology section. The targeted number of questionnaires was 100, however, 

there was a total of 146 respondents, whilst the focus group was done with eight 

participants. This section will present the data collected from the specified methods, 

followed by the discussion highlighting the main findings of the analysis. A triangulation 

of the findings will be presented to address the research questions.  

 

4.1 Results and Analysis 

The researcher will present the findings of the study from the data collected through the 

Mixed-Method approach. The data will be analysed through a thematic system which 

will identify the key patterns and insights based on the research questions. The first 

section focuses on the questionnaire responses, followed by an analysis of the focus 

group findings.  

 

 Questionnaires 

The questionnaires were responded by outbound and inbound tourists that visited the 

feast of Our Lady of the Lily. These were shared through a QR code to the visitors and 

shared online to maximise reach and engage a broader tourist audience.   

 

What is your age?  

Starting off the questionnaire with demographics questions, 44 respondents are shown 

to be between the age of 21 and 30, followed by the age group of 41 to 50 with 41 

respondents. Age group 31 to 40 saw a total of 25 respondents whilst 51 to 60 had 17 

people from that age group, leaving just 8 participants over the age of 61.  
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Figure 1 - A pie chart of ‘What is your age?’ answers 

 

What is your gender?  

82 respondents identify as female while 64 identify as male.  

 

Figure 2 - A pie chart of ‘What is your gender?’ answers 

 

What is your nationality?  

A total of 139 respondents stated that they are Maltese, while two were British, two were 

Filipinos, one Canadian, one Swiss, and one Vietnamese.  
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Figure 3 - A bar graph of ‘What is your nationality’ answers 

 

What is your marital status?  

A total of 69 people reported being married while 57 identified as single. Additionally, ten 

stated that they are in a relationship or have a partner, whilst four indicated that they are 

separated, three are co-habiting, two are divorced, and one considered the category not 

applicable to them.  

 

 

Figure 4 - A horizontal bar graph of ‘What is your marital status?’ answers 

 

Is this your first visit to Mqabba solely for the feast of Our Lady of the Lily?  
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A total of 125 respondents responded ‘no’ which makes the remaining 21 respondents 

being their first time visiting the feast.  

 

Figure 5 - A pie chart of ‘Is this your first visit to Mqabba solely for the feast of Our Lady 

of the Lily?’ answers 

 

Which day of the feast did you visit?  

As seen below in Figure 6, this was a multiple-choice question with 9 options to choose 

from. The options were the whole week of the feast, starting from Sunday 9th June 2024 

to the last day of the feast being Sunday 16th June 2024, with 2 options being provided 

for Sunday 16th June (morning and evening). The most popular day to visit was Friday 

14th June with a total of 118 visitors, followed by Saturday 15th June with a sum of 115 

visitors. The procession on Sunday 16th in the evening saw a total of 102 visitors. Monday 

and Tuesday were the least popular with a total of 73 visitors each from the 146 

respondents. Wednesday 12th June saw a total of 79 respondents that attended. 88 of 

the respondents visited the feast on Thursday 13th June. Sunday 9th June and Sunday 

16th June in the morning saw the same total of respondents of 82 people each.  
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Figure 6 - A horizontal bar graph of ‘Which day of the feast did you visit?’ answers 

 

What motivated you to visit Mqabba’s village feast? 

This question is also designed as a multiple-choice format, allowing the respondents to 

select predefined options while also providing the opportunity to include their own 

reasons for motivation to visit. Pyrotechnics was the most popular motivation as 91 

people stated. 84 people stated that their motivation is the Culture Experience, while 70 

chose Religious Significance as their motivational factor. Advertising and promotions of 

the feast motivated 31 attendees. 28 people were motivated to attend because of 

recommendations from others. Seven people attended as their motivation is that they 

reside in Mqabba. Five attendees were motivated because of family tradition, while four 

people stated that they are part of the society that celebrates this feast. Three people 

chose ‘other’ factors in the selection however they decided not to specify, while two 

people stated that everything was their motivation. One was motivated to meet friends, 

one ‘presided over the vocal and instrumental soiree’ and found it as their motivation, 

another one found the decorations being their motivation, one person stated that it is 

the best village feast and another stated that the vibes are wonderful which is their 

motivation. Unfortunately, two of the respondents mentioned disrespectful words.  
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Figure 7 – A horizontal bar graph of ‘What motivated you to visit Mqabba’s village feast?’ 

answers 

 

Please indicate your agreement with the argument: ‘I have seen a lot of 

advertising and promotion of this feast on social media’. 

This statement had linear scale as an answer method, one being the least and five 

being the most. The majority, being 62 respondents marked five to the statement, 34 

chose four, 26 people chose three, 14 respondents chose two, and ten chose one as 

their answer. 
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Figure 8 – A bar graph of ‘Please indicate your agreement with the argument: ‘I have 

seen a lot of advertising and promotion of this feast on social media’.’ answers 

 

On which media platform did you get to know about the feast? 

107 respondents out of the 146 total, chose social media as their answer, while 72 

chose word of mouth, 32 chose website which is owned by the society, 16 chose 

television while 15 chose radio. Eight of the respondents stated that they are residing in 

Mqabba. Five mentioned that they have been celebrating this feast for a long time and it 

is their chosen feast to celebrate. One resides in a neighbouring town of Mqabba and 

has been attending for years, whilst another person mentioned that they heard about it 

through their family. Similarly, someone wrote ‘Chồng của tôi’ which translates to ‘my 

husband’. Another person chose ‘other’ but did not specify on the media platform. 

Unfortunately, once again, two respondents wrote disrespectful comments.  
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Figure 9 – A horizontal bar graph of ‘On which media platform did you get to know 

about the feast?’ answers 

 

What did you like most about the feast? 

This question required a personalised answer, therefore, there were many different 

opinions. 41 people mentioned the fireworks, 22 stated that they liked everything 

from the feast, seven mentioned the organisation, and another seven mentioned the 

vibe and atmosphere. Six of the respondents liked the culture along with the arts and 

the atmosphere, whereas another six enjoyed the teamwork of the volunteers and 

how they showed professionalism. Five people liked the fireworks and the band. Four 

people liked the decorations, another four liked the band, whilst the church functions 

were mentioned by four respondents. The fireworks together with Friday celebrations 

were mentioned by four respondents. Similarly, another four people mentioned the 

fireworks and decorations. Four people enjoyed only Friday’s celebrations, whereas 

another four mentioned that they like the people and the fireworks. The religious 

functions, the marches, the pyrotechnics and the concert by the band were 
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mentioned altogether by four individuals. Three people mentioned the marches and 

the atmosphere. The tradition and authenticity were liked by two people while 

another two mentioned the organisation and the fireworks. One respondent 

mentioned the band marches, pyrotechnics and decorations, whilst another one 

mentioned the procession and fireworks. Similarly, one attendee mentioned the 

procession and the marches. One person liked the marches, fireworks, and the 

cultural experience. Only one mentioned the feature (a video produced by the society 

which will showcase all aspects of the works behind the feast, typically shown on Friday 

celebrations before the march), another one mentioned fireworks and the church. One 

enjoyed the respect. One liked meeting old friends. The religious significance and 

decorations were mentioned by one attendee. One person mentioned they like the band 

concert, one mentioned the band club’s building, another liked nothing, while similarly, 

one individual stated that on the 14th there was nothing to see.  

 

Did you feel that the feast is well-organized?  

Figure 10 features a pie chart illustrating that 143 individuals perceived the feast was 

well organized, while three respondents disagreed.  

 

Figure 10 – A pie chart of ‘Did you feel that the feast is well-organized?’ answers 

 

Please specify the above answer. 

For this statement, the respondents had to write their comments as to why they chose a 

specific answer for the above question. 97 of the respondents stated that the feast was 

well-organised with a timed schedule and great teamwork. 13 attendees decided not to 

specify. Five people stated that everything was well-organised, whilst another five said 

that it was perfect. Five people even mentioned that it is the best feast. Two people said 
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that it was okay, whilst another two mentioned that it had good organisation but not 

enough volunteers. Further two respondents stated that the Friday celebrations were 

well-organised and professional, in addition, two other people mentioned that the disco 

on Friday took priority over the significance of the statue. Two people noted the nice 

atmosphere and great experience. One person said that it was up to standard, one said 

that it was as expected, whilst another responded stated that it was boring. A singular 

person mentioned that they enjoyed it, another mentioned that the feast was beautiful, 

whilst one other respondent said that it was a typical feast. Religious significance was 

mentioned by one individual, as well as fireworks and marches were only mentioned by 

one respondent. A sole person noted the young active volunteers. A respondent 

mentioned that they would prefer the feast to be celebrated in July. Unfortunately, one 

person mentioned a disrespectful comment.  

 

 

My expectations of the feast were... 

In Figure 11, it shows that 76 respondents exceeded their expectations, whilst 65 

people’s expectations were met, and five attendees’ expectations were not met.  

 

Figure 11 – A pie chart of ‘My expectations of the feast were...’ answers 

 

 

 Focus Group 

The focus group took place on the 8th of October 2024 at the Band Club of Our Lady of 

the Lily with eight speakers alongside a moderator. The speakers were the following: 
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Speaker 1 – President of the society 
Speaker 2 – Secretary 
Speaker 3 – Pyrotechnics Team Leader 
Speaker 4 – PRO of the Youth Committee 
Speaker 5 – Decorations Team Leader 
Speaker 6 – Band Leader 
Speaker 7 – A member of the Administrative Committee 
Speaker 8 – Brotherhood Team Leader 
 

Why do you think tourists visit the feast? 

Speaker 7 started the discussion by stating that it is something traditional in Malta which 

offers free entertainment for the tourists, and it is something unique that you will not find 

somewhere else. Speaker 1 agreed and added that the outbound tourists will not see this 

spectacle in their country.  

 

Which is the most famous factor of the feast? 

Speaker 3 stated that everything is popular, however, Speaker 1 did not agree, and it 

was stated that Mqabba is known for its’ pyrotechnics. Speaker 7 agreed with Speaker 3 

however pointed out that the pyrotechnics are the most popular. Speaker 3 added that 

before, in older times, Mqabba was known for its’ street decorations. The band was only 

mentioned by Speaker 6, but it was never mentioned by inbound and outbound tourists 

when attending or discussing the feast. On the other hand, Speaker 4 agrees with 

everyone, but still believes that it depends on whom is being questioned. Speaker 6 

disagrees with Speaker 4 and says that pyrotechnics is the most famous factor no matter 

what. In addition, Speaker 2 agrees by saying that when the pyrotechnics team was not 

providing a good show, the tourists decreased, however, when the quality of the fireworks 

show was getting better, more people started attending. Once again, Speaker 4 

mentioned that teenagers and young adults will mention the Friday celebrations if asked.  

 

What do you think you can do to attract more tourists? 

Implementing a better marketing strategy was mentioned promptly by Speaker 4. 

Agreeing with that statement, Speaker 1 added that to attract outbound tourists, the feast 

needs to be marketed with the agencies. It was also said by Speaker 1 that inbound 

tourists will be attracted only by something new and unique that they might not see in 

their village, a surprise, or attempts to achieve The Malta Records or Guiness World 

Records were noted.  
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When do you think specific age groups visit the feast? (16-20, 21-30, 31-40, etc.) 

The feast offers a day specified for each age group, stated Speaker 1, hence why there 

is a day for the younger kids, a day for the elderly, the band concert is for multiple age 

groups same as Saturday when there is the pyrotechnics show. The band marches are 

for younger generations continued saying Speaker 1, with Speaker 4 agreeing on 

everything. 

 

Which age group do you think visits the feast the most? - And when/which days 

do you think they visit? 

Friday is the day in which people from all age groups visit as per Speaker 3. Speaker 4 

contradicts by saying that teens are attending most. Speaker 2 does not agree with 

anyone and says that the age group of 41-50 are interested in every aspect of the feast 

which means they attend the most.  

 

As per your opinion, do you think you are advertising enough based on the people 

that are visiting? 

Speaker 4 said that in their opinion the marketing is good, however, there is always room 

for improvement, especially being that marketing and technology is always evolving.  

 

Are you using the resources which are most effective? (social media, Television, 

Radio, etc) 

Speaker 5 started off by referring to a video promotion that was done during Christmas 

time by the society and stated that it reached a big audience on social media being that 

it was something unique and each section was being represented by someone. In 

agreement, Speaker 7 mentioned the use of TikTok by the society, however, Speaker 1 

said that things can be better and everyone agreed.  

 

Do you think that the visitors’ expectations are being met? Kindly explain. 

The outbound tourists’ expectations are being well-met as they have never experienced 

a Maltese traditional feast before stated Speaker 4. The statement continues by adding 

that the inbound tourists especially those that are feast fanatics, might not have their 
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expectations being met. As Speaker 1 said before, the outbound tourists will be 

impressed with every aspect of the feast, on the other hand, the inbound tourists would 

need something extra-ordinary to exceed their expectation. However, Speaker 5 said 

that it is easy to notice if people are enjoying it if they are participating.  

 

Feedback gathered from the questionnaire was shared and discussed during the 

focus group session. 

 

Feedback 1: “The recent cultural experience week in Mqabba, dedicated to 

celebrating the religious significance of Our Lady of the Lily, underscores the 

village's reputation as a Marian stronghold, also hosting two additional Marian 

feasts: the Assumption of Our Lady and Our Lady of the Rosary. Historically, these 

events have been deeply rooted in religious and cultural traditions, reflecting the 

community's devout nature. However, the contemporary trend of incorporating 

extensive partying following the band march marks a considerable departure from 

the traditional observances of the feast. This shift appears to prioritize attracting 

'party people' and enhancing the event's fame, akin to other religious feasts 

organized by band clubs across Malta. Such transformations risk diluting the 

feast's original religious significance, overshadowing its spiritual and cultural 

essence with a more secular, entertainment-focused agenda.” 

Speaker 1 said that the feast should be based on the traditional type of feast once again 

with Speaker 2 agreeing and adding that the more important things should be elevated. 

Speaker 8 stated that it is important to not lose your identity.  

 

Feedback 2: “The disco on Friday takes the priority on the significance of the 

statue” 

Speaker 4 acknowledged that the significance of the march is gradually overshadowing 

the importance of the tlugħ tal-Madonna. The committee is making efforts to restore its 

prominence, as it holds great value for the followers of Our Lady of the Lily. However, 

Speaker 4 pointed out that tourists tend to favor the celebratory aspects of the event. 

 

Feedback 3: ‘Sense of belonging - people's participation in it - popular/authenticity 

feeling when seeing the feast’ 
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Speaker 3 mentioned that the outbound tourists are appreciating the fact that what is 

happening during the feast is all authentic which allows them to learn about the culture 

and way of living of the locals.  

 

Feedback 4: ‘I would like to celebrate it in July’ 

All participants agreed that it is not feasible due to behind the scenes works, however, it 

is understood why the tourists would like to celebrate it later in summer.  

 

4.2 Discussion 

In this chapter, the researcher discusses and analyses the results that were gathered 

from the focus group and the questionnaires. This discussion will also include any pre-

existing literature, and a triangulation analysis will be implemented to get a better 

understanding of the topic.  

 

Over time, the focus of the Maltese traditional feasts has shifted from the religious 

significance to the entertainment. As stated in the literature review by Dr. Vicky Ann 

Cremona, the most important aspects of the feast which relate to the church functions, 

such as the mass, the procession, ħruġ min-niċċa, and dħul fin-niċċa have been 

overpowered by the external aspects, such as fireworks and partying. This can also be 

supported by the primary research that was carried out. In section 4.1.1 figure 7 shows 

that the most popular motivation to visit Mqabba’s feast was the pyrotechnics for 91 

respondents, whilst religious significance was chosen by 70 people. Similarly, 12 

people only mentioned the religious activities for the question of ‘What do you like most 

about the feast’. This variation can suggest a cultural shift in the perceive value and 

tradition of feasts, especially in younger generations. During the focus group 

discussion, the religious aspect was not mentioned by any of the speakers until 

providing the first feedback from the questionnaire. Three speakers expressed their 

agreement that it is important to preserve the traditional activities while ensuring that 

they are not being overshadowed by the extensive partying. These concerns can be 

aligned with the marketing strategy where the fireworks are being more emphasized 

than the religious part. As a result, it can mislead the tourists into thinking there are no 

religious celebrations which they could be interest in for the cultural experience. Thus, it 

can be argued that the current promotion of the feast does not reflect the whole 

traditional feast experience. A more balanced marketing strategy shall be implemented 
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to preserve the traditional aspect and promote them the same way the external 

celebrations are promoted.  

 

Attendees’ expectations of the feast varied as three respondents stated that their 

expectations were not met. These respondents come from different age groups; 21-30, 

31-40, and 51-60, which is a variety of disappointed generations. A first-time female 

visitor to the Mqabba feast, aged between 21 and 30, voiced her disappointment due to 

lack of organisation with the disco taking priority over the importance of the statue on 

Friday celebrations. The other two respondents, who have attended the feast before, 

did not specify their reasons as to why their expectations were not met. This feedback 

clearly displays a lack of standard between what is expected from the feast and what is 

being delivered. During the focus group discussion, it was noted that the expectations 

of inbound tourists, as are the three mentioned questionnaire respondents, might not 

always be met since they might be visiting many feasts in different towns with similar 

celebrations. This could lead to inbound tourists not fully appreciate the typical 

celebrations of a feast due to repetitive activities and lack of uniqueness and variation. 

The focus group speakers also expressed their concerns regarding the lessening of 

religious factors while also agreeing that the parties and discos, as part of the 

atmosphere, are conquering the original intent of the feast. Supported by Raymond 

Saliba’s statement that the feasts were meant to celebrate the religion, however, it is 

more than that, and it must be accepted. Having said that the expectations differ among 

the attendees based on their personal interests, level of interest in local tradition, and 

cultural appreciation. This new way of celebrating a feast might benefit the demographic 

of people who are seeking the free entertainment of music and partying, however, the 

people who value the religious significance and the traditional aspect will continue being 

disappointed. A more balanced feast will live up to everyone’s expectations, which can 

preserve the tradition with a modern twist to the feast celebrations.  

 

Responses from the questionnaire show noteworthy patterns in terms of age 

demographic, previous attendance, and awareness of the feast through different 

channels. All respondents aged 61 and above had already attended the feast 

previously. Age group between 51-60, with a total of 17 respondents, two of whom 

attended the feast for the first time. Both respondents were aware of the feast through 

word of mouth, however, one disagreed and the other was neutral regarding seeing any 

promotion of the feast on social media. In the 41-50 age group, there was a total of 41 

respondents, three of whom attended for the first time. Interestingly, one strongly 
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disagreed with seeing promotional content on social media, however, still learned about 

the feast through the same channel. The other two strongly agreed that they saw lots of 

advertising on social media, yet both had heard of the feast through word of mouth. Age 

group of 31-40 had a total of 25 respondents, five of whom attended for the first time. 

Their opinion to seeing social media promotion varied as; one strongly disagreed, one 

disagreed, one was neutral, one agreed, and the other strongly agreed. The medium 

through which they learned about the feast varied too, as two heard about it through 

word of mouth, two through social media, and another through both sources. With the 

44 respondents in the 21-30 age group, nine attended for the first time. One strongly 

disagreed with seeing promotional content on social media and heard about the feast 

through word of mouth. Another disagreed though still heard discovered the feast 

through social media. Three were neutral and learned about the feast through word of 

mouth. Another two were also neutral but discovered the feast on social media. One 

neutral respondent and another who strongly agreed, learned about the feast through 

various channels, them being social media, word of mouth, and the society’s website. 

The youngest age group of 16-20, with a total of 11 respondents, included two first-time 

attendees. One agreed and the other strongly agreed to seeing social media 

promotional content. Both learned about the feast through social media and word of 

mouth. The focus group participants agreed that the existing marketing is aligning with 

todays’ trends and technology, however, it can still be improved to attract more inbound 

and outbound tourists. 50 respondents from the questionnaire strongly disagreed, 

disagreed or were neutral, while 96 respondents agreed or strongly agreed with seeing 

promotion on social media. This supports the focus groups’ observation that there is 

room for improvement to enhance the outreach. Inbound tourists can be more attracted 

to the feast by introducing a unique element to the feast, such as a surprise or an 

attempt to break a Malta Record or Guinness World Record to differentiate from the 

other feasts. These attempts will generate more media coverage and increase social 

media engagement.  

 

There were seven outbound tourists who filled out the questionnaire, five of whom 

stated that they heard about the feast through word of mouth, another through her 

husband, and only one discovered the feast through social media. This shows that 

there is a clear gap in targeted promotion for this demographic. In addition, six of the 

outbound tourists attended the feast on Friday or Saturday, which creates the 

assumption that outbound tourists think that the feast celebrations are limited to the 

weekend only. The respondent who got to know about the feast through her husband 
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attended on Thursday, which highlights the lack of awareness that the feast 

celebrations are week-long. As the detailed feast schedules are usually posted on 

social media platforms, it is difficult for the outbound tourists to gain that information and 

remain unaware of the scheduled activities. As a result, the focus group recommended 

outsourcing their marketing efforts to tourism operators to promote their feasts to 

outbound tourists. To go above and beyond for a marketing strategy, the feast can also 

market on in-flight magazines with the feasts’ full programme.  

 

Dr. Godfrey Farrugia stated that ‘there is no feast without pyrotechnics’, which is 

backed up by the questionnaire as 115 respondents visited on Saturday, when it is 

solely dedicated to pyrotechnic shows. 92 respondents were motivated to visit the feast 

because of the pyrotechnics. Furthermore, the focus group discussion clearly displays 

that most of the speakers agree that fireworks shows are the most popular aspect of the 

feast. Consequently, the strong emphasis on pyrotechnics, which clearly attracts large 

crowds, will unintentionally narrow the feasts’ cultural and religious significance. The 

data shows that the tourists are attending mostly during the weekend and for 

pyrotechnics only, where the visitors are missing out on the full celebrations with the 

music traditions, religious aspect, and the traditional march. As the Maltese traditional 

feast is part of UNESCO, it is vital to keep the feasts’ identity alive rather than it being 

transformed into a spectacle. As not everyone has the same interests, relying only on 

the pyrotechnics to attract visitors is a risk. The society shall promote the other activities 

more, especially the traditional heritage of the feast, to encourage more attendance 

during the whole week.  

 

4.3 Conclusion 

This study’s primary research through a focus group and questionnaires, followed by a 

thematic analysis and a triangulation approach, has revealed that the feast of Our Lady 

of the Lily in Mqabba is particularly known for its’ pyrotechnics and cultural atmosphere. 

It is more popular with the Maltese audience; however, some outbound tourists are 

aware of the feast.  

 

The marketing strategies that the society is implementing, is effective in raising 

awareness for the feast, however, there is still room for improvement to reach to more 

tourists, especially outbound. Visitors’ expectations were mostly met or exceeded, 
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especially from outbound tourists. On the other hand, inbound tourists, mostly feast 

enthusiasts expect something that is more unique and newer.  

 

In the following chapter, the researcher will present their final conclusions of this study 

derived from the research questions. The next chapter will also provide 

recommendations for the future of the traditional Maltese feasts and provide 

suggestions to future research on this field. Lastly, the study will be evaluated through 

an assessment of its reliability and validity.  
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 Final Arguments 

In this chapter, the researcher will assess whether the study’s research questions, and 

main aim were accomplished whilst evaluating the reliability and validity of the study. 

The researcher will also provide recommendations for future research and education.  

 

5.1 Conclusions  

To conclude, this study’s aim was to find out what are the expectations of tourists 

attending the feast of Our Lady of the Lily in Mqabba. The primary research question 

was aimed to discover what tourists are expecting when visiting the feast, whilst the 

secondary questions focused on evaluating the effectiveness of the promotion of the 

feast and how the demographics can significantly influence the expectations. The 

researcher utilized a mixed-method approach in the primary research including a 

questionnaire and a focus group and were then sustained by secondary research. 

Thematic and triangulation approach were utilized to further understand the value of the 

implemented marketing strategies, the attractiveness of the traditional feast, and to 

evaluate if the tourists’ expectations are being met.  

 

The researcher, firstly, studied the attractiveness of the feast and through the study and 

it was found out that the main event during the feast is the pyrotechnics displays. This 

was highlighted in both the questionnaires and the focus group discussion, where it was 

noted that Malta’s traditional feast, especially the village of Mqabba, is very well known 

for their fireworks. Nonetheless, other aspects of the feast, such as the traditions, the 

volunteers and community participation, and the atmosphere were mostly highlighted in 

the questionnaire responses as attractive aspects. Most of the visitors stated that their 

expectations were met or exceeded. However, during the focus group it was noted that 

some inbound tourists would prefer something more unique during the feast to be 

distinguish from other similar celebrations. 

 

The current marketing efforts employed by the feasts’ society were examined 

throughout this study. Promotion on social media platforms has been proven to be 

affective with many local tourists to create awareness and maintain repetitive visitors. 

Unfortunately, these marketing efforts are not reaching outbound tourists which creates 

a limitation in these marketing efforts. These adverts are clearly not attracting new 

visitors, which can create opportunities for the society to enhance their strategies by 
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collaborating with other organisations. Such collaborations can be done with airlines 

and tour operators to increase the target audience.  

 

As the research aimed to compare how tourists’ expectations vary based on their 

demographics, mostly age and nationality, it is worth noting that the questionnaire had a 

majority of local respondents, which means that the information gathered was mostly 

from the same nationality demographic. This has created a limitation in being able to 

provide a better-balanced view of both inbound and outbound tourists. The researcher 

recommends a more diverse respondent base for future studies to have a deeper 

comparative analysis.  

 

To conclude, the feast of Our Lady of the Lily provides a celebration that is rich in 

culture and experience for most attendees. However, the research highlighted the areas 

of opportunity where the society can enhance their marketing, keep the old traditions 

alive, and create something unique to make this feast stand out from others.  

 

5.2 Recommendations 

Even though this topic is part of the Maltese culture, there is not enough research and 

studies on it. It is recommended that further studies are carried out to have more 

information on the traditional feasts in Malta. Said studies can conduct interviews with 

outbound and inbound tourists before attending the feast celebrations to understand 

what they are expecting, and after visiting the whole week of celebrations, another 

interview shall be conducted to see if their expectations were met, exceeded, or not 

met.  

 

For this to be possible, the government can implement more awareness about the 

Maltese traditional village feasts, which are part of UNESCO’s world heritage, in the 

primary education of the students which can assist in having more people interested in 

volunteering, a new hobby, and building new connections.  

 

5.3 Evaluation, Reliability and Validity 

This sub-chapter is a vital part of the study as the evaluation, reliability, and validity 

ensure that this research is reliable and correct. 

 



 

 

 

43 

 Evaluation 

The researcher conducted a self-evaluation of the study, confirming that the primary 

objective was to explore the tourists’ perception and expectations when visiting 

Mqabba’s village feast, specifically, the feast dedicated to Our Lady of the Lily. The 

study highlighted a niche where tourism was rarely explored in other studies and 

research. The study’s primary focus was to understand how the tourists will interpret 

their expectations during feast celebrations; however, it also noted the cultural and 

traditional values that these celebrations embrace for inbound and outbound tourists.  

 

The research methodology section specifies the explanation of how the study was 

carried out, including the data collection methods and how the results were analysed. 

For an improved study, the researcher could have asked a group of preferably 

outbound tourists, who have never visited a traditional Maltese feast before, and did an 

interview with them before the feast and another interview after the feast. This 

recommendation is in result to the lack of outbound tourists answering the 

questionnaire, which created a limitation in answering the study’s’ researcher questions 

thoroughly.  

 

Having chosen a focus group as a qualitative primary research method allowed the 

researcher to get richer discussion and answers from the knowledgeable group. On the 

other hand, having chosen questionnaires as a quantitative primary research method 

allowed the study to have a larger range of respondents. Furthermore, the timing and 

distributing method of the questionnaire has influenced the lack of outbound 

respondents which has influenced the overall findings.  

 

Nonetheless, the study offers valuable insight of how the marketing of a feast can be 

improved to increase visitors from overseas. The findings from this research shows that 

the visitors enjoy the authenticity of the experience, however, some would prefer 

something more tradition and other would enjoy a unique aspect to the feast of Our 

Lady of the Lily.  

 

The structure of this study was organised well to allow a smooth transition from one 

chapter to another. This research aligned with the institute’s guidelines while constantly 

applying Harvard referencing throughout the thesis. The feedback received from the 

tutor was incorporated thoroughly to ensure a successful study.  
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 Reliability & Validity 

The reliability of the study to its’ title was partially met as the researcher focused on the 

tourist part when conducting the primary research whilst also examined the visitors’ 

perceptions. In addition, the study also put light on the marketing and awareness of the 

feast of Our Lady of the Lily which answered the second secondary research question. 

Having said that, when analysing the expectations part of the tourists was not fully 

achieved as some respondents of the questionnaire decided not to elaborate further to 

provide more details. Apart from that, the researcher was not aware of first-time visitors’ 

expectations before attending the feast which leaves a gap in the study.  

 

In addition, secondary data on tourists visiting local village feasts was limited therefore 

reduced the researchers’ ability to back up the findings when implementing the 

triangulation approach. Be that as it may, the secondary data collected was valid, 

however, feasts evolve year by year, therefore, more current studies are needed to 

have more recent data to back up new studies on the subject. The current research 

available are mostly from the same authors who are conducting research on the same 

feast, as they might be biased to research the feast, they prefer celebrating. 
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https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/bitstream/123456789/112013/1/Harvard_referencing_guide.pdf
https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/bitstream/123456789/112013/1/Harvard_referencing_guide.pdf
https://www.visitmalta.com/nl/attraction/Tal-Mintna-Catacombs/
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Focus group transcript 
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