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IPS Foreword

The Institute for 
the Public Services 
continues to remain 
a pivotal point 
for continuous 
professional 
development of 
the Public Service, 
not only through 
improved and updated 
courses, sponsorships, 
and training 
programmes, but also 
with its research and 
publications arms.

IPS utilises its research as a holistic 

approach in which it focuses on 

targeting areas of interest within the 

Public Service whilst adopting an 

evidence-based approach towards an 

improved Public Service of Excellence. 

Thanks to the commitment and 

collaboration of all stakeholders, this 

fourth edition takes yet another step 

forward in providing research articles 

Continuous Professional 
Development

which are of interest and add to the knowledge towards, and to, the 

wider Public Administration.

The Institute for the Public Services is honoured to have served the 

Principal Permanent Secretary, Mr Mario Cutajar. The success and 

significant leadership of Mr Cutajar can be observed like what co-

founder of Apple Steve Jobs explained: “You can’t connect the dots 

looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards.” 

Looking back, Mr Cutajar worked formidably to achieve what civil 

servants proudly consider as the ‘Malta Public Service of Excellence’. 

Amongst many other examples, he was the mind behind the IPS 

Research Library, and in turning the Institute for the Public Service not 

merely as the training and development centre, but a powerhouse of 

ideas, empowerment, and best practices for tomorrow’s exigencies. His 

remarkable and significant leadership was built on 46 years as a public 

officer, light-heartedly to step down from his position by leaving the 

public serves “better than how I found it.”

Although an important chapter has come to an end, a new one 

beckons. The Institute for the Public Services welcomes the new 

Principal Permanent Secretary Mr. Tony Sultana. Boasting a 36-year 

career in the public service, Mr Sultana has been executive chairman of 

Malta Information and Technology (MITA), thus paving a way towards 

the Digital Era of the Public Service, which will enhance the five-year 

strategy that focuses on Technology, People, and the Service, by 

incorporating digital transformation.

The Institute for the Public Services bids a fond farewell to one of its 

beloved and visionary colleagues, Mr Sergio Galea Vincenti, who has 

passed away this year. Mr Galea Vincenti was a pillar in the research unit, 

and one of the few colleagues that one may describe as indispensable. 

His efforts will be carried on by his colleagues to maintain the quality of 

research and training in accordance with the five-year strategy.
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An Evidence 
Based approach

After the new 5-year 
Public Service strategy 
launched on the 4th of 
November 2021, the 
Institute for the Public 
Services continued 
to place its efforts on 
the three key pillars 
upon which the public 
service is strengthening 
its values: people, 
technology, and service. 

The Institute plays an essential role and, guided by 

the principles represented by these three pillars, 

keeps in mind  the concept of continuous professional 

development of people through a user-friendly 

technological approach which will ultimately assist in 

providing a service of excellence. 

Research 

Research is defined as careful consideration of study 

regarding a particular concern or problem using 

scientific methods. Research is a systematic inquiry to 

describe, explain, predict, and control the observed 

phenomenon. The Institute for the Public Services is 

moving toward an evidence-based research approach 

in which it uses prior research in a systematic and 

transparent way to assist in improved decision making.

As part of the IPS action plan and strategy, in the past 

months IPS has worked on various research exercises. 

These include the Research Proposals exercise in which 

the Public Service provides critical yet detailed titles 

and proposals of certain areas and topics in which 

in-depth research is highly critical and required. Such 

topics are then utilised for MQF level 6 and 7 research 

dissertations for sponsored applicants. Consequently, 

an in-depth Mapping Exercise is also being carried 

out; such an initiative will assist IPS in having a wider 

perspective of the main needs and requirements within 

the Public Service. 
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IPS Students 

The IPS Student scheme launched in June 2021, which 

provides students with the opportunity of consolidating 

the theoretical and work placement perspective has 

now moved a step forward. As of early this year, these 

students have now started embarking on the journey 

towards working within the Public Service, hence having 

the opportunity of bridging theory with practice. 

Prospectus

One of the Institute’s core strategies is the training 

it provides for the Public Service for continuous 

professional development. Indeed, IPS will be issuing 

the new Prospectus which continues to offer a wide 

range of short courses and programmes designed to 

address the specific needs and required skills across 

all departments and sections within the Malta Public 

Service. The prospectus will be designed in such a way 

as to to reflect the ever-changing needs and strategy.

Such improvement in the prospectus lies in the exit 

interviews evaluation research to identify generic 

issues and criticisms among former employees. A 

mapping exercise has also been carried out to identify 

key gaps between what is required in terms of human 

resources, and what it needs to offer in terms of 

training and development. 

IPS Library

The IPS continued to invest in multiple resources for 

its library, specifically in its technology. The library has 

taken a new step forward with the introduction of a 

new database utilising a new software system.  Public 

Officers have the opportunity to check the availability of 

resources within the library at any point in time.

Sponsorships

The IPS issues multiple circulars for sponsorships to 

ensure continuous professional development of its 

public officers such as the:

• Masters Modules with King’s College London – 

IPS offered public officers several online distance 

learning modules with the International School of 

Government, King’s College London. The online 

courses provided a range of interactive sessions 

to support learning, including discussion forums, 

online reading, interactive lectures, videos, and 

online tutorials.

• BA (Hons) Public Management – IPS has launched 

a second call for applications for public officers 

who wish to start or extend further their studies in 

Public Management at the University of Malta. 

IPS is inviting all Public Administration Employees 

to keep updated with the Institute’s latest news and 

initiatives by visiting the Institute website www.

instituteforthepublicservices.gov.mt



6  

Contributor Bios 
for Academics

Professor Carmel Borg, 
 

Professor Carmel Borg is Associate Professor in the 

Department of Education Studies, at the Faculty of 

Education, University of Malta. He is a former Head of 

Department and ex-Dean of the Faculty of Education. 

He lectures in sociology of education, curriculum 

theory, development and design, critical pedagogy, 

adult education for community development, and 

parental involvement in education. 

Professor Borg is currently partner and coordinator of 

a number of European projects and research consortia, 

in areas that range from intercultural dialogue within 

bureaucratic contexts, to lifelong learning universities. 

Prof Borg is also involved in a number of community-

based projects focusing on critical literacy and active 

citizenship. He sits on a number of editorial boards, 

and is founding editor of the Journal of Maltese 

Education Research (JMER), now the Malta Review of 

Education Research (MRER).
 

Professor Keith  
Sciberras

Professor Keith Sciberras, PhD, is the head of the 

Department of Art and Art History within the Faculty 

of Arts, University of Malta. Received as an Andrew 

W. Mellon Senior Fellow (2005) in the Department 

of European Paintings, The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York, in 2005, he was elected trustee of 

the Association of Art Historians (AAH), London, in 

2012. He has published extensively on the subject of 

Caravaggio, Roman Baroque sculpture, and Italian 

Baroque painting and has contributed to numerous 

international research projects and exhibitions.

Professor Sciberras is a member of senate and rector's 

delegate for the Curation of the Historic Building 

and Works of Art, the Coordinator of the Caravaggio 

Studies Project, Academic Coordinator of the Bachelor 

of Humanities (B.Hums), and the Faculty of Arts’ PhD 

Committee and the Faculty Admissions Board.
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Professor Stephen 
C. Calleya   

Professor Calleya, Ph.D(Warw.), has compiled 

several analytical articles in refereed journals and 

the international syndicated press mainly focusing 

on Euro-Mediterranean relations and issues. He is 

currently advisor to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(Malta) and a permanent Senior Fellow at the Centre 

for European Integration Studies (ZEI), University of 

Bonn. In 2011 he was awarded The Merit of Order by 

the Federal Republic of Germany and The Cross of 

the Officer of the Order of Isabel la Catolica by Spain. 

In 2015, he was awarded the insignia of Chevalier de 

l’Ordre National du Merite by the Republic of France. 
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Contributor Bios 
for Students

Jake Grech  
 

Jake Grech holds a Bachelor of Arts (Hons.) in 

Maltese and an Executive Master of Business 

Administration from the University of Malta. He 

joined the International Office of the University of 

Malta (UoM) in 2011. His current role is that of an 

Erasmus+ International Credit Mobility programme 

coordinator, which seeks to forge collaborations 

between the EU and non-EU countries. 

 

Mr Grech currently holds the position of a liaison 

officer at the SGroup - Universities in Europe 

for the UoM. He is also one of the work package 

leaders of the mobility section of the SEA-EU 

Alliance which the UoM forms part of.

Joanne Gouder  

Joanne Gouder graduated with a Bachelor of 

Arts (Honours) in Public Administration in 

2019 and with an Executive Master of Business 

Administration in Public Management in 2021, 

both from the University of Malta. She is currently 

working as Manager II at the Public Service 

Commission at the Office of the Prime Minister. 

During the master’s degree studies, her research 

focused on the effectiveness of online learning 

during training courses delivered at the Institute 

for the Public Services.

Dr Patricia Vella Bonanno 

For over 30 years, Patricia Vella Bonanno progressed in the 

Public Service in the pharmacy stream and in the public 

sector as CEO of the Medicines Authority. Currently, she is 

an Advanced Pharmacy Practitioner with the Department 

of Health Regulation, Ministry for Health where she is 

involved in health regulation and is a member of the 

management board of the European Centre for Disease 

Prevention and Control (ECDC). Patricia is a pharmacist, 

and has an MSc in clinical pharmacy, a PhD in medicines 

management and regulation, and an MA Management 

in evidence-based management and effective decision 

making. She is a senior lecturer at the Department of 

Health Systems Management and Leadership, Faculty of 

Health Sciences at the University of Malta. From 2017 

to 2022 she was Visiting Professor with the Strathclyde 

Institute of Pharmacy and Biomedical Sciences at the 

University of Strathclyde. Her research is mainly focused 

on medicines management and policy.  

Liberata Vassallo  

Liberata Vassallo commenced performing duties within the 

Public Service in August 1998. She worked in the Human 

Resources Unit at the St. Vincent de Paul Residence and, 

as from 2018, at the Corporate Services Directorate within 

the Ministry for Justice. In 2019, she graduated with a 

Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in Public Administration, with her 

main research focusing on a policy perspective in order to 

prevent obesity in Malta.
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Social Justice and 
Education – A Way 
Forward for Malta
Professor Carmel Borg  

Since the publication of the 

Coleman Study, commissioned 

by the United States Department 

of Health, Education and Welfare 

in 1966, that the socio-economic 

context intersects with gender, 

ethnicity, and other human and 

socially-constructed attributes, to 

influence life chances and - in the 

context of compulsory education 

- academic success and scholastic 

achievement.   An analysis of the 

local situation will at once reveal 

that despite the collective efforts 

undertaken by the local education 

community, and the millions of euro 

invested in the education system 

by different governments (an 

appreciable slice of the country’s 

GDP), children of low socio-

economic status, boys more than 

girls, those experiencing learning 

difficulties and with disabilities, 

and children of migrants who live 

precariously on a quotidian basis, 

are generally on the receiving end 

of the scholastic underachievement 

continuum (Borg, 2019).  While 

second-chance opportunities and 

lifelong, open-door education 

policies and provisions have 

reclaimed several so-called 

scholastic underachievers back to 

the educational track, many others 

still live a life out of education 

and training, characterised by 

serious, if not chronic, challenges 

to their wellbeing (Borg, Mayo 

et al., 2017). This article makes a 

case for a social-justice approach 

to public education; an approach 

that embraces the emancipatory 

discourse in education, emphasizes 

consciousness building in the area 

of human rights, and joins together 

ongoing critical reflection with 

informed and context-specific 

action.   

Social Justice as the 
guiding star

A social-justice-oriented public 

educational policy suggests collective 

responsibility for the aforementioned 

personal and social predicament, 

and would work towards a holistic 

provision that is focused, surgical, 

family-, community-, as well as 

school- oriented.  Such a policy 

would be cognizant of the fact that 

there can be no social justice in 
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education without social justice at large.  Social justice in 

education will not thrive in a society defined by a socio-

economic ecology where profit and the concentration of 

wealth and power are allowed to overshadow human life, 

dignity, wellbeing, and genuine social solidarity.  From 

a social-justice perspective, school failure on a scale 

witnessed in Malta is understood as symptomatic of a 

society that structurally fails sections of its members.

A public-service space premised on social justice is 

one where the ideology of social solidarity is shared 

by service providers operating across departments, 

directorates and ministries; services are human-rights 

driven; and high-quality provision is premised on 

ongoing intellectual formation as well as continuous 

professional development that transcends corporate 

training, even if worth millions. A public service that 

ideologically owns a collective vision of social solidarity 

consciously resists the trickling-down approach to 

distributive justice, advocating, instead, for a pre-

distributive justice that is attentive to how wealth is 

created and collected, as much as it is distributed. 

Structurally and organisationally, a social-justice-

informed public sector cannot limit the social-justice 

agenda to one ministry, and is one which assertively 

challenges inter- and intra-departmental competition, 

ideological and policy contradictions, fragmentation and 

replication of services, and poorly-resourced entities 

originally established to guarantee equity in access to 

the common good.  

The discourse of public service as an instrument of 

social justice is based on the assumption that leadership 

in the public sector is aware that the service is neither 

neutral nor apolitical, that the decisions within the 

public service are essentially moral, ethical and political 

in nature, and that employees are not simply servants or 

technicians, but intellectuals who can critically read the 

world as much as they can technically act on it.  

This vision for public service is heavily dependent on 

intellectual formation as an ongoing concern.  The 

service provider operating within the foregoing vision 

is perceived as an informed and well-formed agent of 

change, working in a space where critical reflection 

is accepted as a fundamental pedagogical tool, in a 

collective spirit of emancipation as well as personal and 

departmental liberation.   

A public service that is hierarchical in its approach, one 

which is allergic to the concept of shared leadership, 

injects fear of freedom in its employees and relegates 

them to commodities within a ‘public’ agenda that is not 

shared, but imposed and prescribed.  Rejecting such 

a hierarchical approach to public-service governance 

reclaims collective responsibility for the design and 

implementation of policies,  and will contribute to 

confronting employee alienation from the act of 

creativity that is associated with organisational change, 

engaging employees in reconceptualising administration 

with the possibility of rejecting prescription as a way of 

administrating, and empowering employees to engage 

collectively in processes leading to paradigm shifts.  

A public service informed by genuine democratic and 

participatory social relations is, in my view, the most 

urgent reform that the country has on its agenda.  
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The multiple, public-service acts of resistance from 

disenfranchised employees, in response to vertical 

social relations, perceived and lived as oppressive, 

demands immediate critical reflection and action. The 

local education sector is no stranger to such relations, 

with multiple rungs of bureaucracy that proliferated 

over the years; a hierarchical structure that has eaten 

into schools’ autonomy and has led to educators’ 

alienation and disengagement.     

Education and the moral imperative

Publicly acknowledging that educational 

underachievement is a collective responsibility, rather 

than a personal deficiency, constitutes an important 

step forward in a holistic public educational policy that 

genuinely addresses the five pillars of social justice 

- equal rights, equal opportunities, differentiated 

treatment, equal access, and full participation.   Without 

such a realisation, the responsibility for the child’s 

scholastic failure is distanced from public policies, 

services, and structures, and shifted in the direction 

of the child or their family, construed as deficient and 

in need of institutional repair.  A deficit approach to 

scholastic failure places the blame within the victim of 

structurally-induced failure, divesting institutions and 

their services of their moral and ethical responsibilities 

in achieving basic educational outcomes for all (Sharma 

& Portelli, 2014).  

In a policy context where the person is construed as 

vulnerable or deficient, the best that the public sector 

can achieve is a public-service culture where fire-

fighting the symptoms of structural educational failure 

is normalised (Hardy & Woodcock, 2014).  While a 

busy, deficit-informed public service can overwhelm 

the child with a proliferation of expensive services, 

such an approach, even if worth millions, rarely comes 

close to acting as an instrument of personal and 

social change.  A public educational service devoid 

of a collectively-shared moral compass and space for 

critical engagement with society and the world could, 

even if unconsciously, unwittingly or unintentionally, be 

reproducing and legitimising the socially-stratified and 

economically- asymmetrical status quo that spawns and 

sustains socially-selective failure. 

From an education standpoint, Covid-19 laid bare the 

differences in home environments as socio-economic 

ecologies (Borg & Mayo, 2022).  Homes differed 

starkly in the availability of quiet spaces, computer 

hardware and software, high-speed internet, parental 

presence and engagement, economic and social 

capital, and access to public services.  Children living in 

disenfranchised, marginalised, socially-isolated, food-

insecure and dysfunctional contexts, such as homes 

experiencing poverty, severe mental-health issues 

and abuse, were disproportionately impacted by the 

pandemic, with uneven losses in scholastic achievement 

and educational disengagement.  Some students have 

literally disappeared from the scholastic radar.  

The pandemic has also shed light on the inconsistent 

services offered across the schooling community 

and beyond.  While student engagement is positively 

correlated with home support, the magnitude of how 

much learning was lost during the pandemic, especially 
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through the closure of schools between March and June 2021, was also a 

function of access to quality online instruction back then, and is a function 

of quality education then and now.  Parents have reported uneven school 

engagement with their children.  Parents of students with disabilities and of 

children with learning difficulties have been particularly vocal in this regard, 

with some feeling that their children have been gravely short-changed by 

the education system (Borg & Mayo, 2022). 

Access to quality inclusive education, a UN Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG4), is the primary objective of a social-justice-informed public 

education policy. Quality education is hereby defined by the public 

school’s willingness to employ inclusive practices in the most difficult of 

circumstances, reach out socially and emotionally to children, maintain 

strong home-school links, create communities of practice by engaging 

parents in their children’s learning; adopt a policy of zero tolerance to 

truancy, engage in ongoing professional development in differentiated 

pedagogies, adopt assessment procedures that truly serve learning, 

meaningfully and respectfully engage and enable support staff to reach out 

productively to struggling students and parents, and set up focus groups 

that inform policy, pedagogy, and curriculum in an educational context 

which is dynamic and fluid.  

The best performing public education systems consciously target extra 

resources to struggling schools and students, reduce the concentration of 

disadvantaged students in one school or education area, increase teachers’ 

capacity to detect students’ needs and manage diverse classrooms, engage 

community resources, limit overt or covert early streaming, provide robust 

opportunities for the successful inclusion of minorities and migrants, 

provide flexible entry points from post-secondary education onwards, 

acknowledge non-formal and informal education and training, set concrete 

targets for equity in education, and privilege access to high-quality early 

childhood and basic education for all, decoupled from the economic agenda.   

The social-justice agenda in education is concrete, viable, and doable if the 

public sector is willing and empowered to reimagine education and embrace 

The best 
performing public 
education systems 
consciously target 
extra resources to 
struggling schools 
and students...

"



   15

collectivity, democratic participation, horizontality, 

authentic dialogue, and participatory action research.  

The strategic importance 
of early childhood 
education

There seems to be political convergence on the 

strategic importance of quality early-childhood 

provision.  Local provision in early-childhood 

education has had two major historical expansions 

- kindergarten centres in the 70s and 80s of the last 

century, and the spectacular increase in childcare 

centres in the second decade of this century.  Both 

expansions were fast and furious, and economy-

driven (Sollars, 2018).  The expansions, while 

welcome as a matter of public policy, were rushed, 

with little time to guarantee curricular, pedagogical, 

and infrastructural excellence across board.  

As a result, despite the heavy investment and policy 

documents, the sector still suffers from chronic low 

status, precariousness, and the underserved image 

of a babysitting service.  The strengthening of this 

sector in education, widely acknowledged in electoral 

manifestos as an important moment in the child’s 

formation, with long-term implications, calls for more 

policy action in this area of strategic importance.  

Sound and consistent professional development of 

all those involved in the field, the strengthening of 

the physical infrastructure of the sector, a common 

understanding and implementation of curricular 

experiences, and the strengthening of the early-

childhood unit within the Directorate of Education, 
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emancipating ECE educators from their chronic state of precariousness, are some of the most 

urgent initiatives in the field.  

While most of the aforementioned elements are included in the recently-published national 

strategy for early education and care (Directorate for Quality and Standards in Education, 

2021), research currently under internal review (and which cannot yet be referenced for 

ethical reasons) will indicate that despite the rhetoric, reforms in the education sector 

still suffer from the same ailments of more than two decades ago, when Malta started 

implementing aspects of the National Minimum Curriculum.  The research will reveal  the 

dissonance between the language of the documents and the on-the-ground implementation, 

the little time, if any, allocated to preparing the ideological terrain for the reform, the lack 

of ownership for the reform, leading to covert resistance, the lack of human capacity to lead 

and seamlessly sustain the reform, and the lack of resources allocated for the reform, among 

other issues. Such research, while emphasising the importance of evidence in accompanying 

any reform, reinforces the well-known fact that successful reforms require what Paulo Freire 

(2005) would refer to as patience impatience, that is lengthy periods of reflection and capacity 

building complemented by action leading to transformation.  

The policy decision to outsource childcare services and the link to access employment ought 

to be revised, if the social justice agenda is to move forward as a public-service agenda.   

Social justice and mobility, so dependent on early intervention, will not succeed with a sizeable 

section of the early-childhood provision conceived primarily as a business concern.  

A social-justice approach in early childhood education will combine stellar curricular provision 

delivered by well-formed and properly remunerated professional educators with a programme 

of family empowerment and community regeneration that respond to organic provisions 

Articles by Academics

A social-justice approach in early 
childhood education will combine 
stellar curricular provision ...

"
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supplied by ministries and departments that are willing to plan and 

execute together, eliminate duplication and fragmentation and are 

not in competition with each other.  A productive social-justice, early-

childhood approach contextualises its provision, works closely with 

families and local communities, is willing to serve as a community-

regeneration initiative, opens parts of its infrastructure as family 

centres, and puts society before profit.   
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Last words on Education                     
beyond Early Childhood 

In the context of a 
collective agreement 
that will soon expire, the 
electoral manifesto of the 
governing party, same 
as other manifestos, has 
pledged better conditions 
for educators. There is 
also bipartisan agreement 
that teachers are key to 
reforms in education, and 
that teaching is in crisis, in 
both volume and quality. 
Against such a political 
backdrop, the new 
collective agreement will 
be an important moment 
in our contemporary 
education history.  

Articles by Academics

Elsewhere, I have publicly stated that a collective 

agreement that truly serves the profession as much 

as it serves children cannot be negotiated within the 

current public-service career paths.  The Finnish model 

produced one of the best contexts where educators can 

thrive, grow, be respected and guarantee high quality 

public provision in schools.  Such a model allows for 

flexibility to negotiate not only conditions of work but 

the best educational package for our children.   

A collective agreement in education is a matter of 

public policy as much as it is an attempt to improve 

conditions of work.  The agreement cannot limit itself 

to a private exercise in extracting the best conditions 

for professionals.  Such an agreement is an opportunity 

for multiple public dialogues on where we, as the public, 

want to take education in the next five years; a dialogue 

that welds experiential knowledge with research-based 

insights.  Limiting the process to behind-closed-doors 

wrangling between representatives and government, 

an agreement of historical importance will continue to 

alienate professionals, will distance educators and parents 

alike from collective ownership of reforms, and will weaken 

concrete opportunities for major reforms in education.  

The education system cannot afford to do without 

critical public reflection. Tinkering with the system is no 

longer an option.  The collective agreement can provide 

the right backdrop for such a country-wide debate that 

Malta has not seen for decades. 
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The results are staring at us, reminding us that from a social-justice perspective we are still 

failing our children. A social-justice agenda in education, together with an educationally-

sound collective agreement and a permanent shift to democratic participation will create 

the right context for revisualizing an education sector that truly serves all; one which is not 

overly obsessed with statistics, credentialism, or employability.  An education system that 

serves human beings before the global economy.   

References

Borg, C. 2019.  Authentic parent-professional partnerships in response to calls for community development.  In M. 
Mandel (Ed.) Parent Engagement as Power: Selected Writings. Wolters Kluwer, pp. 119-128.

Borg, C. and Mayo, P. 2022. The lost generation? Educational contingency in viral times: Malta and beyond. In I. 
Accioly and D. Macedo (Eds.)  Equality and Justice in the New Normal. Bloomsbury Academic, pp. 99-111.  

Borg, C., Mayo, P. and Raykov, M. 2017.  Adult Learning in Malta: Insights into Current Participation, Content and 
Forms of Adult Learning.  University of Malta.

Coleman, J.S. 1966 Equality of educational opportunity study. [Online]. Inter-University Consortium for Political 
and Social Research. [Accessed 15 June 2022]. Available from: https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/ICPSR/
studies/6389. 

Directorate for Quality and Standards in Education.2021. Early Childhood Education and Care – National Policy 
Framework for Malta and Gozo, Malta: Ministry for Education.   

Freire, P. 2005.  Teachers as Cultural Workers.  Letters to Those Who Dare Teach (Expanded Edition).  Westview 
Press.

Hardy, I. and Woodstock, S. 2014. Inclusive education policies: discourses of difference, diversity and deficit.
International Journal of Inclusive Education,19(2), pp. 141-164.

Sharma, M. and Portelli, J. 2014.  Uprooting and settling in:  The invisible strength of deficit thinking.  LEARNing 
Landscapes, 8(1), pp.  251-267. 

Sollars, V. 2018.  Shaping early childhood education services in Malta: historical events, current affairs, future chal-
lenges. Early Years, 38(4), pp. 337-350.



20  

Articles by Academics



   21

Raining fire as blood.
DIPLOMAZIJA ASTUTA, the Malta 
Pavilion for the 59th International Art 
Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia

Professor Keith Sciberras

When steel is heated at 1500 
degrees it turns into a liquid state. 
It lights up in an intensely luminous 
orange-red. In this red hot state it 
is pulled by gravity and drops, at 
its own pace. When it hits water, it 
is engulfed. The light disappears 
softly, slowly as the molten steel 
loses its energy and returns to 
darkness and to its solid state. That 
molten drop is so much akin to a 
drop of blood, to drops that make us 
reflect on the tragedies 
of humankind.*  
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 In performing this, DIPLOMAZIJA 

ASTUTA, the Malta Pavilion for the 

59th International Art Exhibition 

– La Biennale di Venezia offers, so 

we hope, a space for reflection on 

the themes of justice, reconciliation, 

and peace.  In the manner that it 

uses molten steel it pushes the 

boundaries of metal sculpture 

in ways that have not been seen 

before.  But it is also, importantly, 

a project that engages with one of 

the most extraordinary productions 

of world art, namely Caravaggio’s 

Beheading of St John the Baptist 

(Oratory of the Decollato, Valletta, 

1608). It is anchored in an age-

old narrative of injustice and how 

humans can strive to overcome it.

The Maltese Pavilion reimagines 

Caravaggio’s seminal altarpiece 

as an immersive, site-responsive 

installation that overlays biblical 

narrative onto the present and 

the noetic onto the metaphysical. 

It is collaborative effort of curators 

Jeffrey Uslip and myself, artists 

Arcangelo Sassolino and Giuseppe 

Schembri Bonaci, and composer 

Brian Schembri.  Commissioned 

by Arts Council Malta, Diplomazija 

Astuta is the work of a rather 

unexpected team from Malta, 

Italy and the United States.  This 

team is composed of a Caravaggio 

scholar, a contemporary art curator, 

a kinetic art sculptor, a theorist/

artist, a musician/conductor, and art 

managers and brilliant engineers. 

Our project was actually born in 

2018 when Arcangelo Sassolino 

and Jeffrey Uslip contacted me 

and explained their wish to anchor 

Sassolino’s drop of molten steel 

in Caravaggio’s revolutionary 

method.  We discussed the 

possibility of contemporary 

immersive engagement with 

Caravaggio’s milestone Beheading 

of St John the Baptist. Exciting 

dynamics and creative challenges 

pushed us through a research 

path that explored multiple and 

often complex layers of artistic 

engagement. Thought processes 

engaged with Caravaggio’s 

penetrating realism, his chiaroscuro, 

and brazen inventive boldness.  We 

quickly zoomed on to the blood of 

John. It oozes from his slashed throat 

in the monumental altar painting 

that dominates the Oratory of the 

Decollato, or Misericordia in Valletta.  

Our first intent was to make 

Sassolino’s molten steel drop 

repeatedly and poignantly exactly 

beneath Caravaggio’s painting in 

the Crypt of the Decollato, where 

it could bridge time and serve as 

a perpetual reminder of unjust 

death. We then moved on to 

recreate it in the vast space of the 

Malta Pavilion within the Arsenale 

of the Venice Biennale. Through 

Diplomazija Astuta, we wished to 

bridge time and to engage with 

the tragedies of humankind. Our 

signature material is steel, however, 

not pigment.

Through our Malta Pavilion we want 

to re-situate Caravaggio’s response 

to execution within Modern culture 

and society. Our pavilion provides 

space for Misericordia, where 

the audience can reflect freely on 

contemporary injustices and how to 

overcome them, even in death. 

Diplomazija Astuta evolved to what 

is exhibited now at the Arsenale, in 

which a monumental, freestanding 

solid steel plate, weighing sixteen 

tons and measuring 360 x 520 

cm—the exact dimensions of 

Caravaggio’s canvas— is placed in 

an austere setting that mirrors the 

original context of  Caravaggio’s 

own work. Placed throughout the 

exhibition space of the hall are seven 

steel, water-filled square basins 

that reflect the arrangement of the 

seven figures in Caravaggio’s own 

composition.  Each basin represents 

one of these figures: John the 
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Baptist, the executioner, Salome, her assistant, the jailer, and two prisoners. That of John, is 

placed centrally and directly in front of the monumental steel plate.  

The installation situated in front of the metal sheet is a kinetic sculpture of metal, 

fire and water, produced by Arcangelo Sassolino.  Placed above each pool is a 

computer-programmed system that feeds coils of steel into induction machines whose 

electromagnetic field almost instantaneously melts the metal at 1500 degrees Celsius, 

producing droplets of molten steel to fall from the ceiling into the seven basins of water. 

Upon contact with the water, the bright orange embers hiss, cool, and recede into darkness.  

In metal sculpture, the act of casting is an intermediary state in the production phase 

that leads to the final work. In Sassolino’s work, the molten drop produced during casting 

constitute the work itself. It turns metal sculpture into the realm of the ephemeral, 

reacting to a dialogue between sculpture and the ephemeral that had gained popularity in 

seventeenth century art.  
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The work resonates with Sassolino’s creative synergy: 

“What I am trying to capture is the change of state, that 

instant in which something is becoming something else, 

that energy and power that exist in the flash of absolute 

instability between the moments of equilibrium that 

are the before and the after. I want to free metal from 

that closed form, to expose its luminous liquid origin” 

(Sassolino, Diplomazija Astuta, 2022). 

The Malta Pavilion has a multiplicity of layers, or 

points of departure. It penetrates through the textual 

resonance of Schembri Bonaci’s incisions and the 

powerful percussive score of Brian Schembri. Brian 

Schembri interacts with the machine’s output—falling 

fire—through a set of musical organising principles. 

Schembri based his engagement on a number of 

musical works, including Gregorian chant attributed to 

Guido d’Arezzo; rhythmical motifs derived from Carlo 

Diacono and Charles Camilleri. Schembri challenges 

the installation to reinterpret his percussive score in 

aleatoric dialogue among itself, its various components, 

and the original composition.
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“the space of religion to the multicultural and 
embodies physicalised scripture, a “manifestation 
through incisions, slashes, and cracks,” and calls for 
silence, listening, literacy, and, in turn, healing...”

"
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On its other axis, the monumental steel plate reveals 

Giuseppe Schembri Bonaci’s Metal and Silence, a 

fascinating multilingual incision of text that engages 

with Ezekiel’s can these bones live and weaves 

Mediterranean languages into the form of the artist’s 

cardiac rhythm. Schembri Bonaci’s intervention 

broadens “the space of religion to the multicultural 

and embodies physicalised scripture, a “manifestation 

through incisions, slashes, and cracks,” and calls 

for silence, listening, literacy, and, in turn, healing” 

(Schembri Bonaci, Diplomazija Astuta - Metal and 

Silence, 2022).

It must be underlined that the team is much larger than 

the group of five of the core Curatorial Team. It includes 

project managers Nikki Petroni, Laura Dequal and 

Esther Flurry, and an extraordinary production team 

made up of architects, engineers, metal workers and 

designers who manufactured the project.  Importantly, 

it also includes a major educational programme 

that was directed by the Department of Art and Art 

History and entrusted to Nikki Petroni.  Students and 

recent graduates have participated in workshops in 

Malta, Venice and Vicenza, and a team of Maltese 

curatorial assistants are effectively running the pavilion 

throughout the seven months of the Biennale (23 April 

- 27 November 2022). Added to these, obviously, is the 

entire team of the commissioner, Arts Council Malta. 

My role is that of team leader, co-curator and art 

historian, therefore also handling the many production 

and curatorial aspects, including connections with the 

Commissioner, the Venice Biennale organisation and the 

wider platforms of the international artistic community. 

The challenges of this project, a complex production 

of metal, were numerous.  In technically terms, 

the realisation of the entire installation (weighing 

approximately seventy tons) materialised in Vicenza. 

Importantly, Sassolino’s studio is based Vicenza, so we 

obviously availed ourselves to expertise, engineers and 

specialised companies that formed part of his technical 

entourage. The choice of Vicenza as a production centre 

is also due to the sheer weight, complexity and size 

of the work. We needed to find a place to design and 

construct as close as possible to Venice. It is obviously 

much easier for artists and curators to travel to the 

production site, than for gigantic sheets of metal to go 

to where the artists and curators are.

The production and running costs of this project 

are enormous. These were made more complicated 

because it materialised in the midst a global pandemic. 

The entire project included costs of the tonnage of 

steel, transportation, handling, engineering, design, 

testing and manufacturing costs. We worked largely 

with steel, a medium which spiralled in terms of costs 

due to the pandemic.  The Commissioner covers part 

of the project, but there are also major international 

patrons whose financial support was crucial for 

the project to materialise (these are all listed in the 

didactic material for Diplomazija Astuta). Supporters 

who believed in it, who invested in artistic excellence. 

In terms of its creative challenges and material 

production, Diplomazija Astuta is a work that we are 

not usually accustomed to within the Maltese context of 

contemporary art. 

* This text includes extracts from the Curatorial Team’s 

didactic material for Diplomazija Astuta, Malta Pavilion 

for the 59th International Art Exhibition – La Biennale 

di Venezia, 2022. See also www.maltapavilion2022.com.
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Malta’s Geo-Strategic 
Reality
Professor Stephen C. Calleya
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The tumultuous global 
developments in international 
relations in recent years including 
the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
outbreak of war between Russia and 
Ukraine have resulted in a complete 
sea-change when it comes to 
prospects for political and economic 
stability in the years to come.

While the Russia – Ukraine war has sent shock waves through the 

international system of states and called into question the durability of 

post-Cold War European security, the impact of the war is being felt by 

every state at both a global and regional level. 

The devastation and atrocities witnessed in Ukraine are of course the most 

horrific development so far in this conflict that commenced in February 

2022. If diplomacy does not succeed in bringing the two warring parties to 

a cessation of hostilities, it is clear that a war of attrition will emerge, and 

cause permanent human suffering in Ukraine.

While the international community has sought to mitigate the impact of the 

war on neighbouring states and beyond, it is clear that another casualty 

of the war, at least in the short 

term, is the international political 

economy. The crisis has triggered 

a significant surge in inflation of 

basic foodstuffs and energy that 

is exposing the vulnerability of 

all states that are dependent on 

imports from Ukraine and Russia.

Globally we have all suffered from 

the Covid-19 pandemic, which 

has caused permanent damage 

to all economies and societies. 

A significant proportion of this 

damage will be impossible to 

repair - especially in the short 

term - due to the complete 

disruption of global supply chains 

that have been part and parcel of 

our international political economy 

during the past thirty years. 

Moreover, the negative impact of 

the pandemic in general and the 

more recent zero-Covid policy 

adopted by China, coupled with 

its maverick attitude since the 
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invasion of Ukraine by Russia as 

demonstrated by its continued 

loyalty to Moscow, has resulted in a 

significant decline in foreign direct 

investment to China. This shift in 

international investment creates 

a major opportunity for other 

countries to try and attract some of 

the business that will no longer be 

based in China. In fact this is already 

happening with a move away from 

China to Vietnam, Malaysia, and 

other countries in south-east Asia, 

Latin America, and Eastern Europe. 

The pivot from globalization to 

an increased reference to on-

shoring, near shoring, and re-

shoring as corporations seek to 

shield production lines from global 

instability by outsourcing their 

investments closer to their client 

markets is a phenomenon that must 

be taken into serious consideration 

when mapping out foreign policy 

strategic priorities. In this regard, 

as European sources of investment 

seek to relocate closer to home, 

Malta should seek to be a catalyst 

when it comes to identifying near 

shoring in the Mediterranean area. 

In the past decade the Euro-

Mediterranean region has witnessed 

an untold number of new realities 

that have changed regional 

dynamics significantly. In our 

immediate vicinity, Arab revolutions 

have resulted in a more unstable 

and fragmented geo-political and 

economic Mediterranean. The 

trend that has emerged is one of 

constant civil upheavals playing out 

in several Middle Eastern/North 

African (MENA) countries as a 

result of continuous unprecedented 

economic challenges. 

This dynamic shock to the 

international system forces all 

states to have to review their 

foreign policy objectives in an 

effort to realign their security 

interests to the new world 

disorderly nature of events. Malta 
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has recently launched a foreign policy strategic 

review that addresses the challenges that the evolving 

international system is unleashing. 

A key strategic question to address is when it comes 

to the policy of near shoring, to what extent can 

a significant amount of European foreign direct 

investment be re-directed to the Mediterranean 

region? While continued instability in several locations 

across the basin hamper enthusiasm to re-locate 

business to the Mediterranean from other parts of the 

world, it is clear that a focus by European investors 

on a Euro-Mediterranean perspective would provide 

the clear advantage of geographical proximity and a 

large pool of young skilled workers that are currently  

seeking employment.  

The Russia-Ukraine war does not only re-confirm that 

the post-Cold War end of history perspective that 

Francis Fukuyama proposed is a fallacy, but also that 

our multilateral international security system remains 

a fragile one where no one can take their stability for 

granted. 

Thus, as Malta has articulated in its most recent foreign 

policy strategic review, the time has come to enhance 

our political and economic voice in European affairs 

by harnessing the benefits that EU membership has 

delivered. Malta’s relevance in international relations 

must continue to be strengthened by articulating a 

Mediterranean strategic policy that promotes new 

avenues of cooperation with neighbouring countries. 

This should be done firstly by continuously supporting 

diplomatic overtures that seek to address the ever-

growing number of conflicts in our midst. Secondly, 

by advocating within the European Union that 

diversification of trade supplies is essential in the new 

world that has emerged, with a re-directing of global 

investment towards the Mediterranean being a priority. 

Diversification of production and supply chains will 

automatically result in Europe being less dependent 

than it currently is on certain countries such as Russia 

and others in Asia. It will simultaneously provide its 

adjacent region of the Mediterranean with the immense 

investment it so urgently requires to cope with the ever 

growing demands of its citizens. 

Malta’s foreign policy consistency and credibility 

as a promoter of peace and dialogue in the 

Mediterranean must resonate in a manner that it 

continues to attract Foreign Direct Investmnt to Malta 

even in times of global uncertainty. Malta must continue 

to be a voice of the Mediterranean by highlighting the 

multitude of security challenges that must be urgently 

addressed. Malta must also continue to provide a 

platform where political dialogue and economic 

interaction take place.     

In order to sustain its rapid rate of development Malta 

must continue to increase investment in education, 

health, and safeguarding the environment so that Malta 

remains a competitive player in the ever-changing 

system of states. The key to future prosperity is to 

enhance Malta’s sources of productivity that can only be 

achieved by having a highly-skilled working population. 

  

After three months of warfare between Russia and 

Ukraine, it is very clear that this conflict is undermining 

the economic security of the majority of states in the 

Articles by Academics



   29

Euro-Mediterranean area due to their dependency on 

Ukraine and Russia for so many essential commodities.

Panic-buying has evolved into price hikes across 

the board. While everyone has to reassess their 

economic outlook, it is clear that it is the developing 

and underdeveloped states that will end up paying the 

highest price in this regard. 

The main strategic question that must be asked is 

what will happen if the Russia-Ukraine war becomes 

a permanent on-going conflict that results in a 

continuous disruption of supply chains. Will a food 

crisis coupled with an increase in higher energy prices 

result in a global or at least a regional recession? Could 

there be an outbreak of riots or even civil wars in some 

states if malnourishment and famine become a reality? 

The United Nations International Fund for Agricultural 

Development has already indicated that an increase in 

food prices and crop shortages is impacting negatively 

on the MENA region. Apart from Lebanon, countries 

such as Tunisia, Libya, and Syria import most of 

their wheat from Ukraine. Egypt, the world’s largest 

importer of wheat, relies on more than 80 per cent 

of its wheat supplies from Ukraine and Russia. While 

governments are seeking to buffer their citizens from 

the adverse economic effects of this decline of supplies 

by subsidizing prices and rationing resources in some 

instances, it is clear that a prolonged war in Ukraine 

will undermine political and economic stability across 

the MENA region (Saleh & Terazon, 2022). In fact, grain 

and energy importers such as Egypt, Morocco and 

Tunisia will see their budget deficits balloon as they 

seek to manage this crisis. 

Like all states, Malta is having to come to terms with 

the reality of the negative impact that the Russia-

Ukraine war is having on international trade. Less than 

a month into the war Malta’s finance minister, Clyde 

Caruana, announced that the war had already cost the 

country 200 million euros as the government sought 

to cushion the surge of inflation. This amount would 

include covering the increase in the cost of gas and 

fuels in 2022 (Farrugia, 2022). It is thus clear that that a 

prolonged war would result in an increase in economic 

costs for the government. 

The aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, together 

with rising shipping costs and the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine are certain to force a continuing increase in 

the prices of strategically important resources such as 

wheat and energy. The rapid rise in the prices of basic 

raw materials is already being passed on to consumers 

when they purchase products. As the director-general 

of the Malta Employers’ Association, Joe Farrugia, 

has indicated, the worst-case scenario for Malta is 

stagflation – a mix of inflation and unemployment that 

could emerge if a wage-price spiral undermines Malta’s 

competitiveness (Amaira, 2022).

Numerous examples highlight the severity of the 

economic crisis due to the tremendously important roles 

of Ukraine and Russia in certain sectors. Half of global 

sunflower oil exports come from Ukraine and 21 per 

cent come from Russia. (Borelli, Vladkov et al., 2022)

Across the Euro-Mediterranean region grains and 

vegetable oil from Ukraine and Russia are part of 

national diets. Lebanon imports more than 70 per 
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cent of its wheat imports from Ukraine. (Saleh & 

Terazon, 2022).

In order to supersede the vulnerability of being a 

small state in uncertain times, Malta must avoid 

an outlook of limited diversification which results 

when economies of small states become too 

dependent on a single export, which brings with it 

an unhealthy dependency. 

Of course, an open economy has its advantages 

and disadvantages. The advantages include the 

crucial interaction in the international economy 

and world trade which has the benefit of enabling 

access to a variety of products and cheaper prices. 

On the negative side, while exposure to international 

trade has its benefits, the same exposure leads to 

increased economic vulnerability in the wake of bad 

worldwide economic situations such as that being 

experienced now (Briguglio, 2007).  

Navigating Regional Dynamics in 
Uncertain Times

As a European country located in the centre of the 

Mediterranean, Malta’s main calling card must be 

the role it can play as a champion of Mediterranean 

interests. Looking ahead, Malta should use all 

international platforms, including the European 

Union, the United Nations, and the Organisation 

for Security and Co-operation in Europe to actively 

nurture Mediterranean solidarity by voicing the 

concerns and issues that are specific to this part of 

the world. A foreign policy agenda that is pragmatic 
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in its outlook will allow Malta to 

further its already strong ties with 

all other countries in its immediate 

vicinity and beyond.

By projecting such a strategy Malta 

will be able to create a win-win-

win situation: it will be assisting 

the European Union in its task 

of articulating a more effective 

Mediterranean policy, it will be 

helping Mediterranean countries 

by raising awareness of the serious 

challenges that they are confronting, 

and it will be taking a significant 

step forward to creating a more 

co-operative Euro-Mediterranean 

geo-strategic space. The fact that 

Malta is located at the centre of this 

geo-strategic space dictates that it 

implements such a foreign policy 

agenda. (Calleya, 2002).

At this moment in international relations, the main objective for Malta is 

to examine the strategic mechanisms and the selective strategic choices 

that a small state must choose in order to mitigate the weaknesses posed 

by our inherent vulnerability and to remain relevant in the international 

society of states. 

A very important strategic mechanism in the foreign policy of small states is 

multilateralism. This is seen in the importance of international organisations 

for small states. Legally speaking, all states in the international system are 

considered equal. However, at a political level the international community 

of states is not a level playing field.

Hence, international organisations are regarded as useful vehicles where 

small states can amplify their voices. The comparative advantage that 

international organisations provide small developing states is the reason 

why such states seek to raise the profile and authority of such entities. 

Raimo Väyrynen states that ‘[u]sually, international institutions are 

the best friends of small states’ (Calleya, 2016). Being integrated into 

international organisations gives small developing states the opportunity 

to reduce the insecurities stemming from vulnerability and allows 

them to participate in the processes occurring within the international 

organisations (Jazbec, 2001).

The key challenge is to implement a strategy that enhances our resilience 

at a time of so much disruption. In order to achieve such outcome, small 

states must avoid adopting a defensive strategy. Instead a proactive stance 

should be adopted that ensures participation in international cooperative 

structures such as international organisations, regional initiatives, and 

partnerships so that we can amplify our voice as a proponent of peace in 

the Mediterranean.

In its most recent foreign policy strategic review (Ministry for Foreign and 

European Affairs, 2022) Malta has successfully highlighted that it is of 

utmost importance that it continues to maximise opportunities for influence 

A very 
important 
strategic 
mechanism 
in the foreign 
policy of 
small states is 
multilateralism.

"
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in strategic regions and multilateral 

fora. In Malta’s case, this includes 

enhancing its role as a member of 

the European Union, continuing to 

strengthen relations with African 

countries, and developing regional 

framework for other strategic 

regions and continents such as the 

Gulf and the Asia-Pacific (Strategic 

Goal 3 within the policy).

In order to attract such activities it 

is essential that a country moves 

away from its national approach to 

international relations and adopts a 

more regional-based perspective of 

relations. Adopting a region-state 

approach will increase the spectrum 

of opportunities that a country can 

take advantage of when formulating 

its foreign policy agenda. 

A region-state is a group of people 

that establish themselves as a 

dynamic economic unit and takes 

advantage of cyber-technology 

to advance its people’s creativity 

and obtain prosperity from the 

rest of the world. Region-states 

are economic units that permit the 

free flow of capital, information, 

companies, and consumers. 

Ireland is a clear example of a 

successful region-state – it has 

adopted a series of foreign policy 

strategies that have all been geared 

towards taking advantage of the 

opportunities at a regional level of 

operation. 

Key components of a prosperous 

region-state are a large educated 

class capable of providing 

some service on a global scale, 

an international airport and 

capacity for international freight 

handling, and last but not least, 

a highly developed cybernetic 

infrastructure.

Given that Malta is geographically 

proximate to one of the 

world’s most dynamic zones of 

technological innovation, Europe, 

and is also at the centre of the 

world’s busiest sea routes, the 

Mediterranean, there is no reason 

why Malta should not be able to 

continue to absorb innovative 

technologies. With the services 

sector expected to continue to 

grow at a very rapid rate globally 

Malta must continue to strengthen 

its technology-based services 

in different sectors including 

tourism and financial services and 

offer state-of-the-art research 

and development facilities for 

multinational technology firms 

that are seeking to expand their 

business in the Mediterranean area.

In contemporary interdependent 

world system political and economic 

goals often converge. It is therefore 

in Malta’s interest to promote its 

geographic location (Europe and the 

Mediterranean) with its comparative 

advantages (relatively competitive 

salary, well educated, English 

speaking, highly-skilled workforce) 

when mapping out its domestic and 

foreign policy strategy.

As a European country with a 

Mediterranean dimension, Malta is 

correct to pursue a foreign policy 

agenda that seeks to make the best 

of both worlds by playing on its 

comparative strengths (Ministry 

of Foreign and European Affairs, 

2022). At a regional political and 

economic level it seems logical that 

Malta should focus on becoming a 

value added political and economic 

centre with networks throughout 

the entire Mediterranean region 

and beyond (Strategic Goal 2 within 

the policy). 

Such a strategy will allow Malta to 

maximise its foreign policy potential 

as an EU member state and global 

player. The EU will be able to rely 

on Malta to help it implement 

its free trade framework in the 

Mediterranean. Moreover, North 
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American and Asian investors with an interest in the Mediterranean could re-locate to Malta 

and conduct their regional affairs from this centre of activity in full knowledge that as a 

member of the European Union, Malta’s political and economic stability is guaranteed.

As the world moves towards a post-pandemic moment, Malta finds itself functioning in 

a more volatile international system. The challenge that lies ahead is to navigate Malta’s 

independence and maintain its impressive post-EU membership rate of economic growth. 

The more Malta is able to voice its national, regional, and international concerns at a 

multilateral level of diplomacy, the more Malta will be able to safeguard its interests. 
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Expanding the emergency 
support services at the 
University of Malta: the case 
for an after-hour service
Jake Grech

The research was 
carried out prior to a 
reorganisation of the 
Health and Wellness 
Centre. The mental health 
services delivered were 
extended and the Centre 
is now open on weekdays 
between 8.00am and 
8.00pm to deliver a service 
to both staff and students. 
During the Covid-19 
pandemic, services were 
extended online. 

Introduction

Wellness is taking a new shape at an institutional level as 

organisations realise its social and economic importance 

(Baxter et al., 2015). The World Health Organisation 

estimates that a quarter of the population in Europe 

will experience a mental health illness throughout their 

life (World Health Organisation- Regional Office for 

Europe, 2015). Therefore, the organisation has focused 

its strategic vision on the engagement and integration 

on both  physical and mental health care (World Health 

Organisation, 2019). Like all other organisations, the 

University of Malta (UM) aims to safeguard the physical 

and psychological wellbeing of the community which is 

present on campus.

The UM’s Strategic Plan 2020-2025 aims to expand the 

current health and wellbeing services that are being 

offered. It also targets to achieve a more inclusive 

campus. The recent assembly of the UM’s Health and 

Wellness Centre plans to improve the mental health 
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support through counselling services while also providing healthy lifestyle programmes (University of 

Malta, 2020).   

Research Objective

The aim of this research project was to analyse the viability of extending the current emergency services 

offered by the UM Health and Wellness Centre beyond normal working hours. The UM is already providing 

a number of services; however, due to an increase in the demand for services to be offered in universities, 

the research attempted to answer the following research question: 

“Does the UM require expanding its current emergency support services?” 

This research question was best represented by the following two sub questions: 

“To what extent is it viable for the UM to expand its services beyond normal work hours?” 

“What is the viability of such an action?”
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Literature Review

Research on wellbeing has been growing exponentially; however, the exact definition of the term ‘wellbeing’ still 

remains unanswered (Dodge et al., 2012). Although the World Health Organisation’s (WHO)WHO’s definition 

(1948) links wellbeing and health, the complexity of it seems underestimated. Arguments on how wellbeing should 

be measured and analysed are still ongoing; and questions arise as to whether wellbeing lies in the subjective and 

objective arena (La Placa et al., 2013).

One of the main missions of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) is to reduce work stress and staff burnout whilst 

assisting students to accomplish career, personal and academic goals, hence improving the wellbeing of the 

individual. Campuses are becoming increasingly diverse and the current generation requires different needs. Issues 

such as serious psychological problems, life transition, stress and gender issues are a few examples which offices 

need to tackle in their support towards the HEIs internal customers (Watkins et al., 2011).

The services offered by three public universities from islands and small states were evaluated comparatively. In 

addition, these services were contrasted and compared to the services offered by the UM’s Health and Wellness 

Centre and other support offices:

Mental 
health 
service

Counsel-
ling service

Career 
guidance       

and       
support

Pastoral 
service and 

care

Disability 
support 
service

Inter-
national 
students 
support 
services

Occu-
pational 

safety and 
health 
service

Library 
service

University 
of Malta        

University 
of Iceland       

University 
of Luxem-
bourg

         (solely for 
students 

with special 
needs)

     

University 
of Cyprus  

             
(although 

the 
university 

has a 
Careers 

Office, no 
information 
is provided 

on the 
website)

   

Table 1: A comparison of the services offered by the universities

Articles by Students
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Method

A mixed method was adopted for 

collecting the data.  This project 

utilised a number of data sources, 

which included both primary and 

secondary data, opting for a triangu-

lation approach (Fusch et al., 2018). 

This project had three critical 

phases:

Phase 1: Obtaining reliable 

secondary and primary data

Phase 2: Extrapolating from the 

obtained data as to the viability of 

the extended service

Phase 3: Specific recommendations

For phase 1, a quantitative method 

of analysis was adopted to obtain 

the secondary data whilst a 

qualitative method of analysis was 

adopted to obtain the primary data, 

after analysing the secondary data. 

The secondary data was obtained 

from three offices and consisted of:

1. UM student population;

2. UM staff population;

3. Number of customers who 

made use of the service.

The primary data was obtained by 

adopting a qualitative method of 

analysis through a semi-structured 

in-depth interview with the Head of 

Counselling Services. This was based 

on a set of prepared questions which 

were partly driven by the secondary 

data. The questions of the interview related to the strategy and operations 

of the centre. The interviewee was given the option to elaborate, whilst 

explaining certain issues which arise by making use of open-ended questions. 

After analysing the collected data, a meeting was held with the UM’s Pro-

Rector for Student & Staff Affairs and Outreach (UM Health and Wellness 

Centre falls under the Pro-rector’s remit), who is also a stakeholder to 

discuss further in relation to the obtained data, before proceeding to 

making the specific recommendations.

Results of main research question

This project started off in 2019. It is important to note that initially, the 

aim of this research project was to analyse whether it is viable for the UM’s 

Health and Wellness Centre to extend the current service beyond normal 

working hours and if this is the case, to what extent. From the obtained 

data, it was noted that as of the 1st of March 2020 the service was extended 

to 8pm from Monday to Friday for an indefinite period, excluding the UM’s 

summer working hours between the 16th June and the 30th September.

The UM’s population in relation to the number of 
clients making use of the service

Table 2 presents the UM’s student population for academic years 

2017/2018, 2018/2019 and 2019/2020. This is categorised by full-time 

day, full-evening, part-time day and part-time evening.

Full-time 
day

Full-time 
evening

Part-time 
day

Part-time 
evening Total 

2019/2020 8198 86 767 2017 11068

2018/2019 8513 52 779 2340 11684

2017/2018 8689 49 1241 1394 11373

Table 2: UM’s student population 
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Table 3 presents the UM’s staff population for years 

2017, 2018 and 2019. The UM’s staff population 

for year 2017 is being considered as academic year 

2017/2018, year 2018 is being considered as academic 

year 2018/2019 and year 2019 is being considered as 

academic year 2019/2020.

Academics Non-academics Total

2019 1693 1296 2989

2018 1741 1229 2970

2017 1746 1115 2861

Table 3: UM’s staff population 

One of the key data which was required to assess 

whether the UM Health and Wellness Centre should 

extend its current services beyond normal working 

hours was to identify how many students who made 

use of the service were reading for a day or evening 

course. By having this data athand, one could gauge 

the percentage of students making use of the service in 

relation to the population on campus. The centre does 

not keep track of this data but asks its clients, in this 

case the students, which course they are reading for as 

this is part of the requirement. 

Table 4 presents the total number of internal customers 

(both students and staff) in relation to the UM’s 

population.

Total: internal 
customers

Total: UM 
population 
(including 

students and 
staff)

Percentage of 
the population 
making use of 

the service

2019/
2020

263 (as of 9th 
April 2020) 14057 1.87%

2018/
2019 382 14654 2.61%

2017/
2018 401 14234 2.82%

Table 4: The number of UM internal customers who made use of the 
service, the UM’s population and the percentage of the population 
who made use of the service 
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Clients are making use of the service either because 
they are more aware of the service or are more 
required to make use of the service...

"

When comparing the UM’s population of the last three academic years, it was derived that the 

academic year 2019/2020 recorded the lowest population. Although the UM’s population decreased, 

the number of the registered customers (as of 9th April) and the forecasted customers which will be 

recorded until September 2020 will result in an increase. Thus, this suggests that although the UM’s 

population recorded a decrease, the number of customers might still increase. This is based on the 

rough estimate of 15 to 20 clients a week; which data was obtained from the UM Health and Wellness 

Centre. Clients are making use of the service either because they are more aware of the service or 

are more required to make use of the service. This can also be the result of the promotion that is 

being offered by the centre through the UM’s website. Furthermore, promotion is also supported 

by the UM Health and Wellness Centre Facebook page, leaflets, posters, word of mouth, assertive 

outreach through Heads of Departments and leaders of associations. The centre introduced group 

sessions which are being held once a month (one hour and a half each session) with students in a 

number of departments (currently three) and with non-academic directors.

Tables 5 and 6 present the number of intakes per month. It was noted that the number of customers 

decrease drastically between July and September. This factor can be attributed to the summer 

months, when students are largely not present on campus. Therefore, the rough estimate of 15 to 

20 clients a week will probably not be the amount that the centre will record in the summer months, 

keeping in mind that the majority of clients are students. 15 to 20 new clients a week is equivalent to 

an estimate of 60 to 80 new clients a month. This data is inconsistent when being analysed in relation 

to the data which pertains to monthly intakes, since the centre has recorded an estimate of 45 clients 

a month between October and March. To date, the only month which recorded more than 60 clients 

was October 2018. 

2018-2019 Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun July Aug Sep

Sessions 225 257 145 155 150 213 172 257 174 201 106 170

Intakes 67 53 33 26 36 39 31 26 18 14 13 26

Waiting list 0 17 21 14 32 31 21 17 1 0 0 0

Table 5: The waiting list per month for academic year 2018/2019
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2019-20 Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb March

Sessions 179 168 126 249 335 308

Intakes 45 57 48 37 54 32

Waiting list 43 55 48 34 53 32

Table 6: The waiting list per month for academic year 2019/2020

Variables impacting number of clients

When comparing the number of client waiting list of 

2018/2019 to 2019/2020 [Tables 5 and 6], a drastic 

increase was also noted. This figure might be the result 

of a change in the Head of Counselling Services. Between 

October 2019 and January 2020, the centre was without 

a formal Head and case-assignments had effectively 

stopped. Concurrently, the number of counselling 

professionals decreased from three to one full timer. 

Due to an overhaul of the staff, the hours of input also 

decreased. The support staff was employed gradually 

between January and March, and case assignments 

were established and assigned to the five  counselling 

professionals and to the five new sessional therapists. 

This is reflected in the number of increased offered 

sessions and the accompanying decrease in waiting list.

In fact, a new client is required to wait between 1 to 4 

months. However, if the client is exceptionally urgent or 

suicidal, a session is provided immediately by the first-

available therapist to assess the situation further.  

Results of two sub questions 

The prevalence of the condition

The data was not being collected by the UM Health and 

Wellness Centre. Currently, an assumption of what the 

customer’s condition might be is made and is updated 

by the centre throughout the therapy. Nevertheless, 

the centre was planning to introduce psychological 

assessments to be carried out, either upon intake, 

or thereafter, by the professional. This is based on a 

case-by-case basis. This plan will be enacted after the 

pandemic of the COVID-19 issues have been solved.

The number of professionals 

At the time of data collection, the centre had five  offices 

and seventeen employees. A roster had been put in 

place to be able to locate all of the therapists. A total of 

two  to three  employees are on site after 5 p.m. 

Two  to three  employees on site after 5 p.m. (between 5 

p.m. and 8 p.m.): three hours of overtime per day per 

counsellor (daily).

Over a 5-day working week, every four weeks the 

number of hours is calculated below:

3 hours * 5 days = 15 hours (weekly);

15 hours * 4 weeks = 60 hours (monthly).

Therefore, two  to three employees on site after 5 p.m. 

(between 5 p.m. and 8 p.m.) are equivalent to 120 to 

180 hours of overtime. 

A total of one hundred and twenty one  (121) 

clients made use of the service after 5 p.m. between 

January and March. Each session takes up to an hour. 

Therefore, if an estimate of forty clients a month (forty 

contact hours) were seen to after 5pm, the remaining 

80 to 140 hours were utilised to process notes and any 

admininstration work which was required.  However, 

if each client required an average of four sessions, 

this totals up to 160 contact hours. This result would 

mean a total of two to three employees are required to 

manage the customers who are seen to in the evening.  
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All of these calculations assume that the client requires 

four sessions each month (one session a week), which 

data was also obtained from the UM Health and 

Wellness Centre.

The estimate salary of a        
professional therapist 

The estimated salary of a professional therapist was 

also obtained from the “Collective Agreement for 

Administrative, Technical and Industrial Staff of the 

University of Malta 2017-2021” and verified with the 

Office for Human Resources & Development to have 

an idea of what is costing the UM to implement an 

extension of the service.

An estimate of a counsellor’s salary: €27,500 yearly 

which is equivalent to €13.20 per hour.

Therefore, with a 1.5 overtime rate, this amounts to a 

rough estimate of €19.80 per hour.

Monitoring seasonal demand

The centre does not monitor seasonal demand. 

However, it has been noted that the sessional therapists 

were not offering their full potential prior to exams. The 

centre is aware that students tend to access services 

in higher numbers during and after the examination 

periods. This is particularly prevalent in students who 

fail their exams. The number of weekly hours increases 

from three to eight  during the peak season. 

To maintain an even key, group sessions are offered 

to those departments who request group support for 

their students.  This exercise was carried out with 

three departments in two faculties.  The unit, with the 

support of the Pro Rector for Student & Staff Affairs 

and Outreach, plans to continue carrying outoutreach 

sessions throughout the year offering group sessions 

to promote psychoeducation like handling stress, 

time management, self-growth, managing anxiety, 

mindfulness, and so on. 

Recommendations for the UM Health 
and Wellness Centre

• In view of the fact that at times the data was 

incomplete and inconsistent, the UM Health 

and Wellness Centre should adopt a data 

collection strategy to be more accurate prior to 

extending a service. Therefore, each therapist 

is to keep track of the cases and the centre is 

to have a common file which can be shared by 

all therapists and by the Head of Counselling to 

monitor the amount of pending cases. Keeping 

track as to whether a student is reading for a day 

or evening course can be crucial so as to gauge 

the percentage of students who are making use 

of the service in relation to the population which 

is present on campus. This applies to both day 

and evening students.  

• The UM Health and Wellness Centre is to 

continue operating until 13.30pm during the 

summer months (between the 16th June and 

the 30th September) since the number of cases 

drops drastically.  

• Should the centre reduce its current waiting list, 

it should return to offering its service until 5 p.m., 

however, extending the service for one or two 

days a week until 8 p.m. Nevertheless, the factor 

of stigma was taken into consideration. 
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• Monitoring seasonal demand 

may also prove to be crucial 

as at times the centre might 

need to extend its services 

to 8pm during the whole 

week, especially during the 

examination period and straight 

after. This was also pointed out 

by the centre itself.  

• Take note of the exact 

prevalence of the customer’s 

condition to be able to plan 

ahead in relation to the number 

of cases the client would 

require.

7.3.2 Recommendation 
for relevant stakeholders

• One of the points which were 

raised when collecting the data 

was the lack of office space. 

Therefore, to address this 

challenge, it was recommended 

to obtain new offices for 

counsellors/sessional therapists 

to have adequate space from 

where to work. The fact that 

the centre has five  offices 

for seventeen employees is 

proving to be quite a challenge. 

Acquiring more space for 

employees to work during 

the day may also decrease 

the number of hours needed 

beyond 5 p.m. 

Following these 
recommendations which 
are being put forward, an 
action plan was proposed.

Action plan

The UM Health and Wellness 

Centre introduced group sessions 

which are being held once a month 

with students and non-academic 

directors. The plan being proposed 

to the centre was to design two 

wellbeing programmes, targeting 

both students and staff. This 

should be made mandatory to 

prevent rather than react. The 

implementation of health and 

wellness programmes will aim 

to maximise both the mental 

and physical health of the UM 

community through prevention, 

assessment and treatment of 

possible health issues (Berry et al., 

2011). A number of factors such 

as stress management, drug and 

alcohol addiction and counselling 

may also be included in these 

programmes to enhance the health 

and safety of the UM community 

(Aldana, 2001). 

Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was 

to analyse the viability of extending 

the current emergency services 

offered by the UM Health and 

Wellness Centre beyond normal 

working hours. This research was 

conducted in light of the UM’s 

Strategic Plan 2020-2025 which 

also aims to expand the current 

health and wellbeing services that 

are currently being offered. The 

study was conducted in a form of 

an audit which would ultimately 

result in continuing to push the 

UM’s Health and Wellness Centre 

to have a structured data collection 

to gauge whether it was viable to 

extend the service. 
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“The effectiveness of online 
training courses at the 
Institute for Public Services – 
benefits and limitations”
Joanne Gouder

Introduction

Although the Public Service had been exploring new 

and innovative ways of improving employee training 

since the early 2000s, which also included a gradual 

shift from traditional classroom-based to online tuition 

at the Centre for the Development of Research and 

Training—today known as the Institute for the Public 

Services—the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 

March 2020 necessitated the immediate shift to online 

tuition in order for the IPS to continue delivering its 

training services effectively to public officers.  This 

was also the time when a substantial number of public 

officers were working from home.

Notwithstanding its 
many benefits, online 
learning has presented 
both the Public Service 
management and the 
benefitting public officers 
with various challenges.

Objectives of the research

The objectives of this research project were to:

a. determine the effectiveness of online learning 

when compared to the traditional classroom-based 

method,

b. determine the contribution of online learning to 

employees’ professional development, and

c. explore whether a mixed method of learning 

would be more beneficial to both employees and 

to the Public Service in reaching its objective of 

identifying and developing the full potential of 

public officers.

Moreover, in order to reach the objective of this project, 

the following research question was asked:

• How effective are the current online learning 

courses for Managers 1 and Principals at IPS when 

compared to being taught physically?
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The following secondary questions sought to consolidate the original question:

• How does online training conducted at IPS contribute towards these employees’ 

professional development in a public administration setting? 

• Did the learning outcomes achieved from IPS training contribute to increased job 

satisfaction and motivation?

• Is online training an effective learning substitute for physical classroom training at IPS?

• Can a fully virtual and synchronous modality of training succeed in reaching IPS’s objective 

of identifying and developing the full potential of public officers or should a blended method 

be adopted?

Literature Review

The first subject tackled was determining the difference between distance/remote Learning, 

e-learning, and online learning.

Distance/Remote Learning e-Learning Online Learning

Learners and Instructors are 
separated by distance and/or time

Learners and Instructors may be 
physically in the same classroom 
or in an online setting. Technology 
facilitates the learning process.

Generally, implies a distance 
between Instructors and Learners.
Main element is the use of online 
tools for teaching and learning

May not necessarily involve  
technology Involves the use of technology Depends on technology

Limited or no personal interaction May not always involve personal 
interaction

Involves virtual, face-to-face 
interaction

May be synchronous or 
asynchronous

May be synchronous or 
asynchronous Is mostly synchronous

Limited discussions between 
students and instructors

Provides peer-to-peer and 
Instructor-Student discussions 
only if conducted physically

Provides peer-to-peer Instructor-
Student discussions

Table 1: Differences and similarities of teaching and learning modalities Source: Author’s own
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As the learning platform adopted by 

the Maltese Public Service is online 

learning, the focus of this research 

project was shifted to this medium.

Online learning is described by 

different authors as the permission 

to a learning experience through 

the use of some form of technology. 

Benson (2002) and Conrad (2002), 

cited in Moore et al. (2011), both 

classify online learning as a more 

contemporary and improved form 

of distance learning which enhances 

learners’ opportunities through 

improved connectivity, flexibility, 

and diverse interaction.

According to Tynjälä (2013), 

“workplace learning is often 

depicted as informal learning taking 

place without explicit teaching” 

which entails enhancing employee 

performance and proficiency by 

means of continuous corporate 

training, socialization, and staff 

development within the context of 

the organization.

Welsh et al. (2003) describe online 

learning as “the use of computer 

network technology, primarily 

over an intranet or through the 

Internet, to deliver information 

and instruction to individuals” 

(p. 246). It incorporates processes and applications such as web-based 

training, virtual classrooms, and knowledge management that “generates 

and disseminates information and is designed to improve performance” 

(Rosenberg 2011, p.11).

Baldwin-Evans (2004) illustrate a group of key workplace factors which 

motivate employees to learn successfully in an online environment.

The Motivation to Learn

Figure 1: The motivation to learn. Adapted from Baldwin-Evans, 2004

What are the main online learning methods?

There are two main methods of online learning: synchronous and 

asynchronous.  Synchronous learning is when learners and instructors are 

“live” in front of a computer at the same time.  In asynchronous learning, 
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blended learning, which is a combination 
of technology-based learning and 
classroom-based teaching...

"

lectures are carried out via a pre-recorded method and are therefore available to learners 

at any time of day (Rosenberg, 2011).

Nevertheless, there is also blended learning, which is a combination of technology-based 

learning and classroom-based teaching.

Blended learning incorporates “mixes of asynchronous, synchronous and classroom 

learning” (Welsh et al., 2003).  Brodsky (2003) maintains that blended learning can be 

described as “the thoughtful combination of training methods” and Kovaleski (2004, 

p.35) further describes it as “training that combines traditional classroom sessions with 

e-learning and self-study”.  

Furthermore, this methodology may offer organizations various cost savings related 

to online learning complemented with the personal touch of having lectures delivered 

physically in a classroom.

Methodology

Both primary and secondary research methods were conducted to investigate the 

research objectives.  The author carried out an analysis of the literature available on 

online learning and sought the assistance of a sample of participants benefitting from 

online training courses conducted by IPS. The respondents, public officers in the grades 

of Manager 1 or Principal, contributed through a quantitative survey, while internal 

instructors conducting courses at IPS contributed through a qualitative survey. Four 

semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted with the main decision-makers 

on corporate training and ICT within the Office of the Prime Minister in order to give 

a holistic overview of the benefits and challenges emanating from this transition in 

employee training and development.
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Qualitative
Research

Quantitative
Research

Researcher's own observations from 
training attended

One to one interview with P&SD and 
IPS decision makers

Data obtained from IPS

• IPS website, journals and prospectus
• Internet sources
• OECD journals
• Local newspapers
• Academic journals from UoM library
• Academic publications

• Questionnaire to Participants
• Questionnaire to Instructors

Internal
Data

External
Data

Secondary Data
Collection

Primary Data
Collection

Observational
Research

Surveys

Research Findings

With regard to the training structure and content of the courses, more than 80% of the 

respondents agreed that they are easy to understand and follow.

Figure 3: Ease of understanding of the 
structure of the online courses
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Figure 5: Participants engagement 
during online sessions

Figure 4: Ease of online applicability 
of course content

Similarly, respondents agreed that the course content is easily applicable online.

Benefits of online learning

All interviewees and questionnaire respondents agreed that one of the most important 

benefits of online training is the logistical advantage.  Furthermore, over 60% of the 

respondents felt that online learning offers adequate participant engagement.
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Figure 6: Open dialogue between participants 
and instructors during online sessions

Figure 7: Easy connection with instructors 
during online sessions

It was also noted that the majority of respondents felt that, during online sessions, there is an 

open dialogue and everyone has a chance to participate in discussions in such a way that they 

could connect easily with both instructors and other participants.
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Figure 8: Easy connection with other 
participants during online sessions

Figure 9: Relevance between online 
learning and day-to-day duties

Interestingly, many course participants replied that the online courses were relevant to their 

day-to-day duties and that they were able to bridge knowledge gaps and change their work 

behaviour and practice afterwards. This complements the comments of the IPS Principal 

that a substantial number of requests for development training are regularly received from 

employees or their line managers.
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Figure 10: Preference of the traditional 
classroom-based learning method

Figure 11: Participants' difficulties in 
connecting to the internet from homes

Challenges and limitations of online learning

Such challenges for some instructors and participants include the lack of a “classroom feeling”.  

This was clearly highlighted when respondents were asked if they preferred the traditional 

classroom-based method of learning.  Responses were somewhat evenly distributed.

Another limitation which emerged from the study was the internet connectivity of participants 

from their homes, which although minimal, still impacted some of the respondents’ replies.
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Some respondents complained 

about the number of participants 

in a session, which sometimes 

reaches 25 participants, limiting 

their opportunity for active 

discussion and interactivity.  

Another limitation observed was 

the overlapping of topics, with 

the same topics being repeatedly 

covered by different instructors.

Other limitations indicated by 

both instructors and participants 

include the several interruptions 

that take place during online 

sessions; these range from family 

members and pets, colleagues, 

and construction and maintenance 

works carried out in the 

instructors’ residences or vicinity.  

The effectiveness of 
online training against 
classroom-based tuition

The interviewees all agreed that 

the effectiveness of online learning 

is undisputable, especially during 

the pandemic and also when 

considering work commitments and 

logistical restrictions.

Nevertheless, they also agreed that 

full online tuition is more adequate 

when courses do not require a high 

level of personal interactivity or are 

a direct replication of a classroom-

held session.

According to the Permanent 

Secretary, courses which require 

in-depth discussions and personal 

interactivity, such as leadership 

skills, decision-making and 

emotional intelligence courses 

would be more effective when 

conducted physically in class.  

Similar cases include induction 

courses for newly recruited public 

officers in lower grades and 

for team-building exercises, as 

observed by the Director at IPS.

The same trend was noted in the 

instructors’ replies. Respondents in 

favour of classroom-based tuition 

maintain that:

• Participants are losing 

significantly from actual 

classroom-based training;

• In-person training provides 

more opportunities for 

personal interaction and 

experience sharing;

• Instructors can control 

participants’ attention better;

• Participants’ interactivity “is 

almost inexistent” and they 

engage in other things rather 

than actively participate in the 

online lecture;

• Full online learning can never 

instil the same learning skills as 

classroom-based tuition.

On the other hand, respondents 

who feel that online learning is more 

effective assert that:

• Online learning is more 

productive, participative, and 

has the required positive effect 

on participants;

• Online learning improves 

participants’ self-discipline to 

follow lectures, even though 

there are less restrictive timings;

• The close proximity between 

the instructor and the 

participant enables participants 

who refrain from asking 

questions during the sessions 

to reach out to instructors 

alternatively, such as through 

chats or emails.
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• Participants are more attentive 

during online sessions because 

“the classroom setting can 

sometimes be tedious”;

• Disruptions between 

participants are lessened, 

because “going to get 

something to drink or the 

bathroom is more personal 

with online training and does 

not cause any concentration 

lapses to the participants and 

the lecturers”.

The concept of blended 
learning

An important aspect about online 

learning which emerged during 

this research project was that 

not all courses can be conducted 

fully online.  Although for the 

interviewees—in principle—all 

modules may be conducted 

online, it would be ideal if a mixed 

modality of training is introduced.

The responses pertaining to 

blended learning submitted by 

the participants were somewhat 

divided. While 10.8% (8 

respondents) strongly agree, and 

a healthy 35.1% (26 respondents) 

agree on blended learning, slightly 

less, that is 29.7% (22 respondents), 

neither agree nor disagree. 24.3% 

(18 respondents) in total  disagree 

or strongly disagree with a mixed 

modality of learning.
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Figure 12: Participants' views 
on blended learning

The CIO believes that technology 

can assist thoroughly in any type of 

lecture transmission but admitted 

that certain hands-on modules would 

be facilitated if they are conducted 

physically while other theoretical 

lectures are carried out virtually.

The IPS Principal, while asserting 

the significance of human 

interaction in training sessions, 

also maintains his preference for 

a blended model system which, 

as Brodsky (2003) stresses, is a 

“thoughtful combination of training 

methods”. He affirmed this belief 

when he declared that the Senior 

Management and Leadership 

Training Module, which replaced the 

Management Toolkit module, has 

been redesigned to comprise three 

pre-recorded sessions and one 

physical session. Both the Director 

and the Permanent Secretary agree 

that a blended learning environment 

would be more beneficial for the 

personal interaction necessary 

in decision-making, negotiation, 

and leadership training modules, 

amongst others.

As aptly explained by Kovaleski 

(2004, p. 35), blended learning 

combines the traditional classroom-

based tuition with online learning 

and the ability to study on one’s own 

initiative.

A general consensus about blended 

learning seems to prevail among 

instructors responding to the 

questionnaire.  Many agree that:

• Physical interaction leads to 

social interaction and people 

can share their experiences in a 

collegial setting;

• A mix of virtual and physical 

training sessions is ideal, and 

instructors should be allowed to 

advise IPS on the best modality;

• Recording technical courses, 

followed by a live session, is the 

most effective and beneficial 

way of learning. Non-technical 

courses involving soft skills 

should be physical to encourage 

different methods of interaction;

• Blended learning is almost 

like having “the best of both 

worlds”;

• Training should be in the ratio 

of 20% physically present to 

80% virtual attendance.
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Conclusion

The replies received from the respondents of the questionnaires have revealed that the 

preference for the modality of learning is largely dependent on the personal perception, needs, 

and motivations of both participants and instructors.  

Although most respondents have shown a significant preference for online learning, others are 

still inclined to favour traditional classroom-based learning, mainly because of the increased 

interactivity offered by this learning modality.  Nevertheless, the preference for blended 

learning is gaining fast momentum.

Through the research carried out, the author has established that although online courses 

are very effective and efficient, especially with regard to logistical issues, not all courses can 

be carried out in a totally virtual environment. Certain topics necessitate physical personal 

interactivity which can only be provided when a lecture is conducted in a traditional classroom.  

To this effect, the author suggests, along with other recommendations, that a more 

blended format of lectures is embraced at IPS. In this way, purely theoretical sessions can 

be transmitted virtually, while topics requiring personal interactivity and discussions are 

conducted physically in class.
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Using evidence-
based management in 
practice: a case study 
on the pricing and 
reimbursements of 
medicines
Dr Patricia Vella Bonanno  

Introduction

In the last twenty-five 
years, there were several 
initiatives for European 
Member State (MS) 
collaboration for pricing 
and reimbursement. 
Initially, these were 
driven by the MSs, 
were voluntary, lacked 
coordination between 
them, and were not 
systematic (World 
Health Organisation 
[WHO] 2015). 

Council Conclusions of different 

Presidencies of the Council of 

the European Union supported 

MS-driven voluntary cooperation 

on health technology assessment 

(HTA) (Council of the European 

Union, 2016; Council of the 

European Union, 2017).  Pricing 

and reimbursement authorities 

of most MSs collaborated within 

the ‘European Network for Health 

Technology Assessment’ (EUnetHTA) 

(EUnetHTA, 2018); however, 

difficulties were experienced 

with implementation (European 

Commission, 2016). In 2018, the 

European Commission came up with 

a legislative proposal: ‘Proposal 

for a Regulation of the European 

Parliament and of the Council on 

health technology assessment 

and amending Directive 2011/24/

EU’ (European Commission, 

2018). In parallel, initiatives for 

the development of ‘regional co-

operations’ within groups of MSs 

had started, and Malta was signatory 

of the Valletta Declaration.  

At that point, in 2017, experience 

showed that, in practice, 

collaboration for activities of pricing 

and reimbursement was difficult, 

challenging, and slow. There 

was lack of evidence on positive 

outcomes from collaboration, and 
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tangible impact on access to medicines had not been 

proven. The researcher was involved at the policy 

level, as well as a practitioner. Conscious of the fact 

that her direct involvement may increase her level of 

bias and aware of the limited access to evidence, the 

researcher set to adopt an evidence-based approach to 

review the available evidence.  It was considered that 

this evidence would strengthen the basis for decision 

making with respect to MS collaboration, with the 

objective of supporting ongoing initiatives and future 

developments. The researcher decided to carry out 

research to support this problem which was being 

faced in practice. The study needed to bridge practice 

with a valid academic approach.

This publication reflects the work done for a 

dissertation submitted in 2019 in partial fulfilment 

of the requirements of an MA in Management at the 

University of Malta, ‘Attitudes, perceived impacts 

and motivational factors for European Member State 

collaboration for pricing and reimbursement of 

medicines: a review of the evidence’ (Vella Bonanno, 

2019). A publication in a scientific journal followed so 

that the evidence could be shared with academics and 

practitioners in the field (Vella Bonanno et al., 2021).

Methodology

The study of MS collaboration required a tradition of 

naturalism, whereby the researcher tries to understand 

the environment of the research and describes 

the setting, the interactions, and networks as they 

are within the context of the study, the European 

pharmaceutical framework. 

The study started with a review of the literature as a 

basis for the building of a theoretical framework, setting 

the research questions and adoption of the correct 

methodology. Information from the literature was used 

to build a ‘logic model’ of the system for pricing and 

reimbursement. As described in Barends and Rousseau 

(2018, p. 195-196), a logic model pictures the processes 

and is a “graphical representation” of the links between 

inputs (resources), activities and processes (what is 

done to inputs), outputs and outcomes (immediate 

results and long-term consequences). Collaboration 

is a challenging task, and three main concepts were 

identified: attitudes, measurement of perceived impacts, 

and study of motivational factors. Frameworks were 

built for these concepts based on organisational 

theories relevant to cooperation between MS regulatory 

organisations (Baldwin et al., 2012).

The research question required the collection of 

evidence about the topic. The model for evidence-

based management from Barends and Rousseau 

(2018) described in Figure 1 was considered adequate 

to support the objectives of the study and was used 

to design of the research. This model shows that 

practitioners should base decisions on evidence 

obtained from four sources of evidence: scientific 

literature and empirical studies, organisation internal 

data, practitioners’ professional expertise, and 

stakeholder values and concerns. The researcher 

identified four methods to get the best available 

evidence to cover these four sources: collection 
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Organisation 
internal data

Scientific literature
Empirical studies

Practitioners’
professional expertise

Stakeholders’
values and concerns

Ask

Acquire

Appraise

Aggregate

Apply

Assess

problem solution

Figure 1. Model for the sources of evidence and for the steps for collection of evidence for 
evidence-based management decisions adopted from Barends and Rousseau (2018, p. 5)

of evidence from published scientific literature, collection of evidence 

from grey literature, evaluation of the ‘Study on impact analysis for 

policy options for strengthened EU cooperation on Health Technology 

Assessment, Final Report’ ‘the Study’ (European Commission, 2017), and a 

focus group with practitioners in the field.  

Table 1 shows a mapping of the evidence collected from the different 

methods. Some of the methods produced evidence from more than one of 

the four sources of evidence. The evidence collected for this research was 

qualitative. 
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Table 1. Mapping of the evidence collected through different methods from the four sources of evidence

Sources of evidence

Methods
Scientific 

literature & 
studies

Organisation 
internal data

Practitioner 
professional 

expertise

Stakeholder 
values and 
concerns

1. Analysis of published scientific literature  

2. Analysis of 
grey literature

Various documents and reports   

Websites and documents of 
collaborations 

Conference proceedings   

Results of WHO interviews with 
members of the  regional cooperations  

Reports from stakeholder groups / 
organisations: patient organisation, 
industry



Media reports  

3. Analysis of Study on impact analysis for Policy Options 
for strengthened EU cooperation on Health Technology 
Assessment Final Report 



4. Focus group with practitioners (primary data)  

The ‘Framework’ built was used to support the collation and presentation of the evidence 

in relation to the research questions of the project and to support the thematic analysis 

of the evidence. The evidence for each method was collated and analysed by thematic 

analysis. Thematic analysis entails presenting the evidence as it is “telling it like it is” 

(Bryman & Bell 2011, p. 572). This analysis was done as systematically as possible.

The collection of evidence and its presentation involved six definite steps: ask, acquire, 

appraise, aggregate, apply and assess (as represented in the middle of the model in Figure 

1). These Steps were formulated into the process for this study as per Table 2. 
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Having evidence generated from different 
sources resulted in a much wider coverage of 
evidence and of perspectives of stakeholders. 

"

Table 2. The process of the study 

Step    Description

Step 1
Ask

• Description of the situation and challenges with Member State collaboration (the problem)
• Defining the scope of the study

• Presentation of the theoretical framework and relevant literature 
• Setting the research questions and the objectives of the study

Step 2 
Acquire

• Setting the process for the study (presented in this Table)
• Building a logic model of the process for pricing and reimbursement 
• Building a ‘Framework‘ for collection of the evidence for the concepts being studied: attitudes, perceived 

impacts (benefits and risks) and motivational factors (barriers and facilitators). 
• Using different methods to collect and present the evidence: scientific literature, grey literature, 

evaluation of ‘the Study’, focus group discussion

Step 3
Appraise

• Appraising of the evidence - critical appraisal of the evidence from each method for its trustworthiness 
and relevance

• Evaluation of the balance and coverage of the evidence 

Step 4 
Aggregate

• Aggregation and presentation of the evidence from the different sources within the themes of the 
‘Framework‘ 

• Corroboration and evaluation of the evidence from the different sources to see if there were gaps or 
paradoxes in the evidence.

Step 5
Apply
Step 6 
Assess

• Inferences for the use of evidence-based management in practice 
• Application of the evidence for collaboration between Member State authorities for pricing and 

reimbursement
• Use of the evidence to assess ongoing initiatives for Member State collaboration for pricing and 

reimbursement
• Implications of the evidence for future initiatives for MS collaboration for pricing and reimbursement 

Results

Details of the results can be accessed from the published dissertation (Vella Bonanno 

2019). The results of the different methods were presented separately. The evidence 

acquired from each of the four methods was appraised with respect to sourcing, 

trustworthiness, and relevance. Having evidence generated from different sources 

resulted in a much wider coverage of evidence and of perspectives of stakeholders. 
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The amount of evidence about the different topics 

varied depending on the interest and perceived 

impacts of the topic and the power of the stakeholders 

involved/ affected. 

The evidence was aggregated. The level of corroboration 

was evaluated and gaps in evidence were identified. 

The Logic Model depicting the system for pricing 

and reimbursement of medicines was prepared at 

different points in time to present the longitudinal data 

and record changes. The Logic Model at the end of 

the study was presented in Figure 2. The aggregated 

consolidated information on attitudes on collaboration, 

perceived impacts (benefits and risks) from collaboration 

and motivational factors (challenges/barriers) were 

also aggregated within the themes of the respective 

frameworks. Initiatives for collaboration between MSs 

were a relatively new concept, therefore there was limited 

experience with MS collaboration and few decisions 

were made as part of ongoing initiatives. The evidence 

was applied to make inferences for the application of the 

evidence and to support future decisions in this regard.  

The application of evidence–based 
management methodology in     
practice
 
This project was carried out as an academic research 

and needed to address the requirements of an academic 

dissertation. It also followed the specific methodology 

of evidence-based management from Barends and 

Rousseau (2018). The two complemented each other. 

This dissertation showed that the methodology of 

evidence-based management as presented by Barends 

and Rousseau (2018) was robust and systematic and 

appropriate for management practice, particularly for 

practitioners of evidence-based management. This 

methodology is labour intensive and takes up time and 

resources. In practice, it would be recommendable 
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Activities

• Information sharing
• Needs-assessment
• Horizon scanning
• Early dialogues now 

referred to as ‘joint 
scientific consultations’

• Assessment of 
scientific evidence; 
Relative Effectiveness 
Assessment 

• Full HTA / Economic 
evaluation

• Appraisal / 
Reimbursement 
evaluation & decision

• Price setting, negotiation 
& decision

• Procurement
• Managed-entry 

agreements
• Follow-up of negotiated 

conditions and 
effectiveness 

• Generation of 
real-world data, 
collaboration between 
national registers 
and collaborative 
observational research

• Optimisation and 
Disinvestment

Processes

• Evaluation
• Assessment of scientific 

evidence separate from 
appraisal

• Decision making
• Collaboration on joint 

activity
• HTA across full life-cycle

Outputs

• Reduced resources due 
to joint work

• Better quality of 
technical work

• More availability of 
expertise

• Stronger governance 
structures

• Tools, methodologies and 
templates

• Information as input to 
decision-making

Outcomes

• Access to medicines in 
different Member States

• Availability of medicinal 
products (shortages and 
market failure)

• Affordability 
• Sustainability of 

healthcare services
• Effectiveness
• Coverage of medical need

Inputs (resources) 

• Reimbursement and 
pricing authorities at 
national level. 

• Payers and health 
insurance bodies

• Member State regional 
co-operations 

• Fora and technical 
working bodies and 
networks e.g. EUnetHTA, 
NCAPR

• Guidelines, tools 
methodologies for HTA.

• Organisations which 
give services e.g. horizon 
scanning systems 
and networks of such 
organisations like 
EuroScan

Figure 2. Logic Model for the system of Pricing and 
Reimbursement cumulatively updated with evidence 
from the scientific literature (yellow) and from grey 
literature (grey) 
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to reserve this methodology to 

generate evidence for decisions 

which are of highest strategic 

importance.

Methods which are considered as 

weak sources of evidence in the 

pyramid for hierarchy of evidence, 

such as opinion papers and grey 

literature, were found to be strong 

sources when it came to studying 

concepts like attitudes, perceptions 

on impacts and motivational factors, 

particularly if the methods collected 

evidence from a comparatively 

representative sample of 

stakeholders. Thus, the choice 

of method depends on the best-

available evidence for the concept 

being studied. 

The aggregation of the evidence 

from the different methods, the 

corroboration of the evidence and 

the consideration of the appraisal 

of the different sources of evidence 

within the process enabled the 

building of a holistic and realistic 

picture. The approach by Denyer 

and Tranfield (2009, p. 19) for the 

“conscientious explicit and judicious 

use of the best available evidence” 

was highly applicable. The method 

of this study was ‘conscientious’, 

and great effort was dedicated 

to obtain what was considered 

the best-available evidence. The 

collection and aggregation of 

evidence was very time consuming, 

systematic, and laborious; and it 

was ‘explicit’, particularly using a 

‘Framework’ with clear themes and 

specific indicators for the themes. 

The judicious use of the evidence 

came through the appraisal and 

aggregation of the evidence. 

Evidence-based decision making 

involves the intersection of evidence 

from the ‘four sources of evidence’. 

The prioritisation of the methods 

for collection of evidence and the 

adoption of a “fit for purpose” 

approach (Briner & Denyer, 2012, 

p. 328) for addressing the research 

questions and for comprehensive 

coverage of evidence from the four 

sources was found to be plausible 

for evidence-based management. 

The ‘Framework’, which was built 

with the support of the literature 

was adequate to support the EU 

Pharmaceutical system and to 

study of the concepts of attitudes, 

perceived impacts and motivational 

factors. The ‘Framework’ supported 

the different steps of the study 

including collection of the evidence 

from the different methods and the 

aggregation of the evidence. The 

experience of using Logic Models 

for this research was very positive 

and the use of Logic Models to 

represent complex real life processes 

is commendable. The ‘Framework’ 

set by this research for measurement 

of attitudes, perceived impacts and 

motivational factors can be adapted 

to measure these concepts for other 

research and practice questions. 

This research showed that it is 

important to consider the ‘external 

factors’ that impact the process, such 

as stakeholders, political influences, 

and so on.. It was very important to 

understand the different political 

positions and powers of the 

stakeholders concerned. Whenever a 

main strategic decision is to be taken, 

an exercise of influence / interest 

mapping should be done formally, 

using the best evidence, and 

incorporating the involvement of the 

different stakeholders concerned.  

Conclusion

This project was a good case study 

for evidence-based management 

in health policy and regulation and 

showed the importance of evidence 

from different sources for decision 

making. The methodology for 

evidence–based management set 

by Barends and Rousseau (2018) 

which was adopted was found to 

be systematic, enabled balance 

of the evidence, filled gaps, and 

addressed biases. The evidence 

from this study can be used for 

future decisions on collaboration. 

The study supported the role of 

evidence-based management and 

can inform the use of evidence-

based management methodology 

for policy and regulatory initiatives 

in different areas of public policy 

not just in healthcare.   
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Limitations of the study

The fact that the researcher is also a practitioner could 

introduce researcher bias. Care was taken to keep as 

objective as possible and to clearly state what was 

from the evidence and what was the opinion of the 

researcher.

Data Availability Statement

This study was conducted as a dissertation by Patricia 

Vella Bonanno. The full dissertation, including the raw 

data is published by the Library of the University of 

Malta (Vella Bonanno 2019). A paper was published 

from this dissertation (Vella Bonanno et al., 2021).  
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Towards the prevention 
of obesity: An 
experimental study to 
shape policy decisions
Liberata Vassallo

Over the years, Malta underwent, 
and is still undergoing, changes 
in its cultural and behavioural 
attitudes. This transformation 
is reflected in popular lifestyle 
and a shift from a Mediterranean 
to a Western diet. Technological 
advances have led to a more 
sedentary lifestyle. These changes 
have led to an increase in obesity 
among the Maltese, rendering 
Malta the most obese nation in 
the European Union (Cuschieri et 
al., 2016). Maltese men placed in 
the second place at 66.8%, while 
Maltese women placed first at 
55.2% (Eurostat, 2019). 
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Sammut et al. (2012, p. 16) 

maintain that obesity leads to non-

communicable diseases (NCDs) 

such as cancers, asthma, cataracts, 

and musculoskeletal disorders. 

Obesity can lead to bullying, anxiety 

and depression, not only among 

youngsters but also among adults. 

Besides societal implications, there 

are also economic repercussions 

since obese people absent 

themselves from work in order to 

attend hospital appointments, and/

or because of their presenteeism.1 

Research scope

In this contextual scenario, 

questions to improve the situation 

crop up. Are alternative means of 

influencing consumer behaviour 

more effective than fiscal strategies 

to control obesity? To what extent 

are consumers responsive to food 

labelling as a way of identifying 

health risks and alternative 

health options? What theoretical 

frameworks could help public 

officers deal with this phenomenon?

These questions form the 

foundations of this study. It 

seeks a deeper understanding of the obesity problem in Malta through 

experimental research, involving ‘live’ grocery shopping. This experiment 

also assesses the potential of employing tools drawn from Behavioural 

Economics (BE) in altering people’s forma mentis and attitudes. 

Given the experimental research design, this study seeks to test the validity 

of two mutually exclusive hypothesis: 

Alternative Hypothesis: consumers respond positively 
to nudging measures involving food labelling; 
Null Hypothesis: where consumers ignore nudging 
measures involving food labelling. 

In the two hypotheses, the independent variable is the nudging technique, 

whereas consumers’ reactions constitute the dependant variable. Thus, 

this study intends to query the cause-and-effect relationship between 

consumers’ behaviour and food labelling as a potential policy to overcome 

the obesity syndrome.

Revolutionizing economics: sustaining 
evidence-based policy 

Decisions are not always taken with the intension to maximise financial 

return or minimise the opportunity cost, and people can be irrational in 

their choices.  Indeed, some of the forefathers of economics such as Smith, 

Marx, Keynes, and Friedman (Cable, 2011) were inclined to categorise the 

individual as a “rational economic man” (Kishtainy, 2012, p. 266; Simon, 

1955, p. 99). The question of whether the human is rational or irrational 

is a dilemma for many economists, especially those who combine human 

behaviour with economics. Diagrams 1 and 2 below show the difference 

between the neoclassical and behavioural models of economics. 

1 The problem of workers being on the job but who, because of medical conditions, are not fully functioning. (Marks, 2021)
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As an individual, man is self-interested 
to maximize satisfaction

In a situation where wants are unlimited 
and resources are limited, man collects 

information and calculates his action before 
making decisions 

Man is a cold and 
rational calculator

To enhance personal well-being, man consumes goods and 
services, and thus satisfies his needs and goals

Man is irrational because he is subject 
to behavioural biases and heuristics

In a context characterised by behavioural 
biases, decisions are not taken on calculatism, 

rationality and objectivity but rather on 
emotions, aptitudes and popular culture

Men's irrationality can be influenced 
by nudging policies that propose 

positive or negative reinforcements 
to influence consumption patterns

To improve his personal well-being man 
consumes goods and services based on 
perceived value, incorrect perception, 

limited information and conformity effect

Diagram 1: Neoclassical Economics (Source: Liberata Vassallo, 2019)
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To explain neoclassical economics, 

economists formulated the 

“Economic Man [model], or homo 

œconomicus” (Ogaki and Tanaka, 

2017, p. 4). This concept portrays 

man as rational and self-centred 

and, moreoever, a being which can 

learn from past mistakes. Later 

scholars criticised this model 

because it does not reflect the real 

Man – Homo sapiens. Unlike what 

neoclassical economists sustain, 

man is most often irrational and 

impulsive. There can be instances 

where irrationality takes over and so 

BE is applied in order to understand 

the choices made. This does not 

exclude that there are times when 

man takes rational decisions and 

calculates any eventuality. 

BE is the study of how psychological 

and social factors affect decision-

making (Kishtainy, 2012, p. 340). 

Ogaki and Tanaka (2017, p. 4) 

outline that:

Behavioral economics 
employs theories and 
results from psychology, 
sociology, anthropology, 
neurology, and other 
disciplines, and makes 
use of empirical studies, 

including experimental 
ones, to demonstrate the 
inconsistency between 
the assumption of an 
economic man and actual 
economic decision-
making.

Based on this definition, one can 

conclude that BE has the potential 

to serve a more pioneering role 

in the formulation of policy 

alternatives. Furthermore, social 

media plays an important role 

in forming people’s mindset, 

particularly when one takes into 

consideration the implication of 

big data. It is of no surprise that 

decisions are based more on 

instinct and aptitude rather than 

on rationality.

Behavioural Economics 
and Obesity

Worldwide experience shows 

that BE is gaining momentum in 

policymaking. Markey-Towler 

(2018), Guthrie (2017), Marlow and 

Abdukadirov (2012) together with 

Just and Payne (2009) are of the 

opinion that BE can fight obesity 

on a global scale. By using the 

right nudges, people can be led to 

a healthier selection of food and, 

most importantly, their patterns are 

sustained over the long term. One 

has to keep in mind that not all the 

people are the same and this can 

be an obstacle when dealing with 

polices and regulations. According 

to Marlow and Abdukadirov (2012), 

people prefer having an opt-out 

option than an opt-in option.2

Guthrie (2017) states that 

governments should use BE to 

encourage citizens, even from 

a young age, to lead a healthier 

lifestyle. These nudges can be 

introduced in schools, workplaces, 

restaurants, and grocery shops. 

The most basic place where nudges 

should be introduced is home. 

Nevertheless, there are aspects of 

the marketing sector that cannot be 

ignored.

From Behavioural 
Economics to     Evi-
dence-Based Policy 

At the core of the conceptual 

framework adopted in this study 

is the duality of BE and EBP, where 

the former acts as an input to 

To enhance personal well-being, man consumes goods and services, and thus satisfies his needs and goals

2 The opt-out option is when a person no longer wants to be part of a scheme. This nudge is becoming very popular, especially concerning       
healthcare, and also for emails, newspapers, junk mail, pension schemes, etc. (Centre for Advanced Hindsight (2018) [accessed 05.04.2019)
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To explain neoclassical economics, 

economists formulated the 

“Economic Man [model], or homo 

œconomicus” (Ogaki and Tanaka, 

2017, p. 4). This concept portrays 

man as rational and self-centred 

and, moreoever, a being which can 

learn from past mistakes. Later 

scholars criticised this model 

because it does not reflect the real 

Man – Homo sapiens. Unlike what 

neoclassical economists sustain, 

man is most often irrational and 

impulsive. There can be instances 

where irrationality takes over and so 

BE is applied in order to understand 

the choices made. This does not 

exclude that there are times when 

man takes rational decisions and 

calculates any eventuality. 

BE is the study of how psychological 

and social factors affect decision-

making (Kishtainy, 2012, p. 340). 

Ogaki and Tanaka (2017, p. 4) 

outline that:

Behavioral economics 
employs theories and 
results from psychology, 
sociology, anthropology, 
neurology, and other 
disciplines, and makes 
use of empirical studies, 

To enhance personal well-being, man consumes goods and services, and thus satisfies his needs and goals

the latter. Their cause-and-effect relationship as an 

alternative to the ‘old school’ of ideology-based policy 

is manifested through the process wherein the research 

output derived from BE experiments serves as input to 

EBP. Ideology-based policy, stemming from political 

doctrine, is based on beliefs and systems that “our way 

is the best governance for assuring liberty and justice” 

(Milio, 2005, p. 814). Pawson (2006, p. 1) tries to link 

“evidence to power”, “research to realpolitik”, “ivory 

tower with corridors of power” and “knowing with 

doing”: all combined into one revolutionary idea—EBP. 

The challenge of Obesity

For policies to be effective and have a long-term 

tenure, they have to be based on evidence. To combat 

this global problem, fiscal incentives are not always 

the best solution since taxing fatty food might have an 

adverse effect on low-income families and “people with 

problems [related to obesity] will simply pay higher 

taxes” (Marlow and Abdukadirov, 2012, p. 17). Research 

shows that “Taxes steer the elastic consumers, more 

than the inelastic […] such as obese citizens”3 (Marlow 

and Abdukadirov, 2012, p. 17). 

Methodology

Based on this concept, the author comes up with a 

research design embracing EBP and BE to alternative 

non-fiscal measures to lower obesity rates in Malta. The 

selected research design is fundamentally exploratory as 

it tests the research hypothesis through experimentation 

and observation. Although the cause-and-effect 

relationship between fat food and health problems 

has long been established, the idea of introducing new 

policy measures to influence consumption patterns in 

Malta presents a new challenge. This calls for fieldwork 

experiment wherein the researcher must study, examine, 

analyse, and investigate live processes of behaviour 

(Stebbins, 2001, p. 2). 

In this study the experiment is carried in a small grocery 

in the southwest of Malta. Four products, mainly 

Twistees, non-diet soft drinks, butter, and Cadbury 

chocolate bars were given a special treatment through 

labelling. One product, (pasta) had no treatment and 

acted as a control product and so no labelling was 

attached.4 The experiment was phased in stages as 

shown in Table 1.

3 Elasticity refers to the degree of responsiveness in supply or demand in relation to changes in price. If a curve is more elastic, then small 
changes in price will cause large changes in quantity consumed. If a curve is less elastic, then it will take large changes in price to effect a change 
in quantity consumed. (Sparknotes.com, n.d.)

4 A control product is utilised as a benchmark measure, however, it does not get the treatment or the trial control that the 
treatment group gets.

Twistees Drinks Butter Chocolate Pasta

Phase 1 Pilot Study (no recording of consumption)

Phase 2 With Label With Label Without Label Without Label

Control Group

Phase 3 Without Label Without Label With Label With Label
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To this effect, the author personally spent forty hours in the grocery, observing and taking notes of what 

customers consumed and how labelling effected their behaviour as shown in Table 2.

Articles by Students

Date Time

09/04/2019 7:15am - 12:15pm

11/04/2019 8:15am - 12:30pm

11/04/2019 5pm - 7pm

12/04/2019 8:15am - 1:15pm

15/04/2019 5:15pm - 7:15pm

16/04/2019 5:30pm - 7:15pm

17/04/2019 10:30am - 12:30pm

18/04/2019 6:30am - 12:30pm

22/04/2019 4:15pm - 7:15pm

23/04/2019 6:30am - 12:30pm

23/04/2019 4:15pm - 7:15pm
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Front-of-package labels (FoPLs) entice customers’ consciousness and lead to healthier choices (Egnell et al., 2018). 

Countries like France, Belgium, and Spain opted for the Nutri-Score, as shown in Figure 2. 

After several FoLPs were analysed and taken into 

consideration, Nutri-Score proved to be the most 

effective labelling to influence consumers’ purchases 

(Kelly and Jewell, 2018, p. 26 & 40). 

This ‘traffic light’ labelling is very easy to understand 

since it contains only five letters (A, B, C, D and E), 

where A represents healthy food and E represents 

unhealthy food. Consumers who have difficulty with 

literacy and vision problems can easily read this score 

and identify the healthfulness of the products (Kelly and 

Jewell, 2018, p.12). Nevertheless, one cannot generalise 

and put all the food considered unhealthy under label 

E. The Nutri-Score calculator calculates the score. 

Calculations are based on the percentage of energy, 

total fats, saturated fats, sugars, protein, fibre, salt and 

the ratio of fruit, vegetables, and nuts per 100g. 

The difference-in-differences technique (DID) is used to 

analyse the findings of the experiment. This technique, 

as described by Abadie (2005, p. 1), is “one of the 

most popular tools for applied research in economics 

to evaluate the effects of public interventions and 

other treatments of interest on some relevant outcome 

variables.” Chang (2019, p. 1), maintains that DID is 

utilised in experiments using “treated and untreated 

group(s).” This technique calculates the “effect of 

treatment on the outcome variable” (Chang, 2019, p. 

2). This technique was used to measure the impact of 

the products before and after treatment, which in this 

case was the labelling, and subsequently compared it 

to the control group. Instead of absolute change we use 

percentage change per hour to account for the fact that 

the number of hours of observation varied by day. 
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Considering that everything remained equal, 

DID was measured by the ΔTreatment – 

ΔControl = 05 for every treated product. 

Findings and analysis

Man can be both rational and irrational, 

depending on circumstances. Sometimes 

man must be rational, especially when costs 

and benefits are involved (like when buying a 

house or a car). Nevertheless, when it comes 

to everyday life decisions, man tends to be 

intuitive. When it comes to food, people tend 

to act irrationally and choose food that satisfies 

their immediate appetite. The fact that man is 

both rational and irrational is also corroborated 

by Table 3, which summarises first-hand 

observations recorded during the 40 hours of 

fieldwork. Findings are grouped under three 

interdependent themes: 

When it comes to food, 
people tend to act 
irrationally and choose 
food that satisfies their 
immediate appetite.

"

Observational 
Category List of observations during experiment

Rational 
Consumption

• Some come with a shopping list,    
others don't

• Customers ask for a specific product. 
if not in stock they do not buy a 
substitute e.g.: butter and bread

• Buy in quantity so to take a free gift 
when spending €25/free packet of 
water when spending €50

Behavioural 
Consumption

• People alweys buy the same products
• Customers buy new products out of 

curiosity
• They also buy products with special 

offers, irrelevant from its healthiness 
(in case of food products)

• Old people, of ell genders, and men 
always in a hurry

• An individual buys only one product at 
a time

• The same customers are alweys waiting 
for the shop to open at 8am

• Others come to shop in the last minute
• Some prefer going to the shop. buy and 

then have their goods delivered at a 
later time

Shop       
Layout

• Detergents and cleaning products st 
the back because of smells

• Cigarettes and alcohol are not within 
children's reach

• Fruit and vegetables on racks outside 
the shop due to lack of space - prone to 
elements and theft

• Sweets and sugary food at the front of 
the shop

• Certain products are placed 
on lower shelves due to safety                           
(e.g.: glass bottles)

• Fresh products are kept sealed in 
the counter; countertop and cutlery 
cleaned all the time for hygiene 
purposes

• The shop owner/assistant alweys 
cleaning the countertop and cutlery

5 Δ = change in
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The list of observations confirms that people tend to be habitual rather than rational in their 

consumption behaviour, including daily grocery items. Furthermore, the shop is intentionally designed 

in such a way as to lessen the degree of rationality at consumption point, to help trigger routine habits, 

instincts, and aptitudes of consumers.

The experimental exercise was carried out between 9th and 23rd April, 2019. Using the mechanisms 

of Randomized Controlled Trails (RCTs), four products (Twistees, butter, soft drinks, and chocolate) 

were selected as treated products and a Nutri-Score label was assigned to each, whereas one product 

(pasta) acted as a control group but no labelling was assigned.

DID technique was used to calculate changes between each treated product and the control group. The 

following results emerged 

Twistees non-diet 
Soft Drinks Butter Chocolate Pasta

period 1: consumption rate per hour 0.8 1.4 0.6 0.2 2.0

period 2: consumption rate per hour 0.6 3.0 0.6 0.1 1.5

% change in difference:                             
((period 2/period 1)*100)-100 -26.7 118.5 0.0 -50.0 -23.1

DID: % change in difference product -            
% change in difference pasta -3.6 141.6 23.1 -26.9

Table 4: Experiment Results: Difference-in-Difference calculation

From Table 4, it can be noted that when the difference in consumption is under 1 for Twistees 

and chocolate, the DID is negative. However, this is not the case for butter since the difference in 

consumption between both periods is zero and, thus, the DID of butter is the same as the percentage 

change difference of pasta. In the case of the non-diet soft drink, the DID is very high because the 

difference between consumption in period 1 and 2 is more than double. Charts 1 and 2 show the 

consumption of all products relative to the control group. This reflects the daily consumption of 

these products divided by the control group. The consumption of Twistees, butter, and chocolate was 

relatively low, even when compared to that of soft drinks. The peak points in Charts 1 and 2 indicate 

that the consumption of the four treated products was bigger than that of the control group. Contrarily, 

when the consumption of pasta is high, the relative consumption goes down.
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Chart 1: Consumption relative to Control Group 
(Twistees and Soft-Drinks)

Chart 3: Consumption of Twistees, Chocolate and Pasta

Chart 2: Consumption relative to Control Group 
(Butter and Chocolate)

Chart 4: Consumption of Butter, Chocolate and Pasta

Charts 3 and 4 show the consumption of all products, 

including pasta. From the DID and from the charts it 

can be concluded that consumption of pasta was quite 

high when compared to Twistees, butter, and chocolate, 

both when products were treated and even when they 

were not. When consumption of pasta is compared to 

that of soft drinks, it is lower when no treatment was 

applied to the product (period 2), but at par with period 

1 when soft drinks were treated. This can also be 

interpreted as indicating that the Nutri-Score labelling 

was effective on one product (soft drink) but not on the 

other three products.

Overt observations by the researcher suggest that people 

are loyal to the brand, especially when it comes to butter, 

and this could influence consumption. Another point is 

that the products did not have any special offers, apart 

from the offer on soft drinks which was in place prior 

to the initiation of the fieldwork. Furthermore, buying a 

packet is more convenient than buying a bottle. Given 

that the grocery shop identified for the experiment is 

a small local one, consumption is relatively low and, 

consequently, due to lack of frequent consumption rates, 

results may not be amenable to generalisation.

Concluding reflections

People tend to stick to inherited traditions or are 

affected by momentary attitudes and do not foresee 

the consequences of their actions. Combining public 

policy with BE using nudges may lead people to change 

their way of thinking and encourage them to act more 
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rationally to engage in a healthier lifestyle. Fiscal 

policies may not be the solution for Malta since their 

negative effect on low socio-economic class could 

lead to increasing the size of the poverty gap. Taxation 

on staple/basic take-away food is felt more heavily 

by the lower strata of social classes. Policy cases like 

those of cigarettes and chewing gum taught us that 

people continued buying these products even though 

the tax imposed on them was intended to discourage 

consumption.  

Irrational patterns of consumption were observed 

during the fieldwork specifically undertaken for this 

study. Customers tend to always buy the same products, 

suggesting habitual behaviour. Others tend to buy 

products marked as special offers, or new products out 

of curiosity, without noticing the products’ nutritional 

value. Shop layout leaves customers no choice but to 

buy sweets when approaching the cash till. For the 

shop owners this is a great way of increasing profit 

because sweets are a good source of income and are 

purposefully placed near the cash till, knowing full well 

that customers find it hard to resist this temptation, 

especially when accompanied by children. 

From this RCT exercise, it was concluded that the labels 

had no significant effect on the consumption of selected 

products, except in the case of soft drinks where 

consumption, after the treatment, more than doubled. 

DID technique was used to calculate the consumption of 

the four products—Twistees, butter, chocolate, and soft 

drinks—in relation to the control group: pasta. Since 

the consumption of pasta was high when compared 

to Twistees, butter, and chocolate, the relative 

consumption was low. This was not the case for soft 

drinks because the relative consumption at points was 

higher than that of pasta—double on a certain day. This 

high consumption of soft drinks led to a DID of over 

100. The other products resulted in either a negative 

DID, or a positive but low DID. 

From both observations and the experiment, it can be 

deducted that although customers were to a medium or 

lesser degree interested in Nutri-Score labelling, their 

reactionary response was low since the difference in 

consumption of treated or non-treated products was 

very minimal. Given the experimental research design, 

the researcher can conclude that the Null Hypothesis 

was stronger than the Alternative Hypothesis since 

customers ignored the nudging measures of food 

labelling. This does not mean that food labelling does not 

affect consumption behaviour about fatty and/or sugary 

food and beverages. In countries such as France, a great 

collaboration between the public and the private sectors 

resulted in a successful campaign which led to the 

introduction of Nutri-Score food labelling on a national 

scale. If introduced in Malta, will this type of food 

labelling have the same effect as in France and would it 

lead to more healthy choices? 

Nudging obesity is perhaps one of the most effective 

policies that can be introduced in our policy-making 

system. The Nutri-Score label has been successfully 

introduced elsewhere in Europe, including France, 

Spain and Belgium. This labelling is very easy to read 

and understand. Since our products are imported, the 

government may opt to subsidise this labelling system 

with the help of the private sector. Consequently, these 

labels can be put on shelves where food products are 

displayed according to their respective score. Introducing 

nutritional values for products served in take-aways, 

fast foods and restaurants can be another option so that 

customers can have a clearer picture of the nutritional 

value, or obesity risk, of the food and meals offered. 
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