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How can we engage more  

young people in arts and culture? 



Art has the power to be life changing. In the 

moment people enjoy having fun, being with other 

people, and expressing themselves creatively. Then 

there are the long-term impacts like shared 

memories, increased empathy and having a broader 

worldview. People who participate in the arts are 

more likely to be in good health, go on to further 

education, volunteer and donate to charity.  

The arts are also the way we tell our stories as a 

society. Theyôre how we talk about what is important 

to us, how we view the world, and how we make 

sense of complicated issues. A visit to the British 

Museum is enough to remind us that, long after our 

civilisation has passed, what survives of us is our art. 

The exclusion of groups of people from the arts is 

therefore not just a problem for us now, but an 

enduring injustice that will echo down the ages. What 

people know of us in centuries to come will be 

dictated by who gets to tell their story now.  

Unfortunately, these benefits are not enjoyed 

equally. People from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds continue to be less likely to engage with 

the arts, and the same is true for people of black, 

Asian or minority ethnic heritage (BAME). If you are 

disabled, come from a poorer background, donôt own 

your own home, or donôt have higher level 

qualifications, you are less likely to have participated 

in the arts in the past twelve months. 

Getting people involved in the arts when they are 

young can mean that they have a lifelong 

relationship with the arts. Itôs therefore right that 

young people should be a target audience for arts 

engagement efforts. These young people will be our 

future poets, sculptors, filmmakers and musicians. 

Yet despite the great efforts of many arts 

organisations and their funders, trend data indicates 

that young peopleôs participation in arts and culture is 

persistently flat, and in some cases declining.  

One in five young people aged 16-24 do not attend or 

participate in arts activities. And that is likely to fall 

further once recent government funding cuts and 

drops in provision reduce exposure to the arts at 

school.  

This leaves a gap that philanthropists and 

charities can fill to help more young people enjoy 

art, to ensure they benefit from improved confidence 

and education, and to empower them to tell their 

stories for us all to hear. So far, the work done by 

philanthropists and charities has not made a big 

difference to the number of people taking part.  

We believe funders and arts organisations can 

change this by following the best quality evidence 

about what works in engaging young people in the 

arts. We have conducted an extensive literature 

review and spoken to experts in the sector and young 

people themselves to see what can be improved.  

Our research examines why it can be difficult for 

young people to engage with what arts 

organisations are offering and proposes a 

framework for overcoming these barriers. Central 

to our recommendations is the importance of 

involving young people in leadership, providing a 

welcoming space, and forming partnerships with 

other youth organisations. Our framework mirrors our 

analysis of barriers, making it easier for you to target 

your approaches to specific challenges. 

By following the evidence of what works, we 

believe funders and arts organisations can 

overcome the barriers to engagement, so that 

every young person has the opportunity to 

benefit from the arts.  

How can we engage more  

young people in arts and culture? 



Why arenôt more young  

people involved in the arts? 

There are many significant and enduring reasons why young people find it difficult to get involved in the arts. Our 

research with arts participation experts and young people confirms what is found in the literature, and sheds new 

light on how we understand these barriers.   

We believe the barriers to engaging young people in the arts are best understood as three distinct types: 

1. Attitudinal barriers: A feeling that the arts arenôt for people like you. It doesnôt matter what time the show 

is or how much the tickets cost. You just donôt belong. 

2. Functional barriers: Not being able to take part, regardless of how much you might want to, because the 

opportunity just isnôt there. Your school or local youth club doesnôt engage in the arts.  

3. Practical barriers: Not being able to come along, or not knowing that something was happening, because 

of an inconvenient time or location, prohibitive pricing or a lack of information. 

 

How these barriers interact can be complex. The diagram above shows how practical barriers are just the tip of 

the iceberg. Although practical issues like cost, transport, or physical accessibility are often what people first 

think of, tackling these in isolation generally only provides quick wins. You have to dive deeper to uncover the 

functional and attitudinal barriers that lie hidden beneath the surface. Overcoming the underlying attitudinal 

barriers is the hardest thing to do, but gives the longest term benefits and engages those furthest from being 

involved in the arts. 



Our research has discovered many approaches that organisations are using to attract more young people and 

keep them engaged. Our seven part framework for effective approaches mirrors and expands upon our barriers 

model: 

1. The foundations for effective work with young people is an organisation-wide commitment to the goal 

and active participation of young people in the organisation and its programmes. Both of these 

approaches aim to tackle attitudinal barriers head on.  

2. Other barriers can be overcome by the decisions organisations make around their programming, the 

partnerships they pursue, and how they use their place and space. 

3. How organisations promote their work is crucial to confronting practical barriers. 

4. Throughout all of this, organisations and their funders should be using data to learn and improve.  

None of the approaches we put forward make sense in isolation. They must instead be woven together 

into a comprehensive youth engagement strategy. Many of the approaches depend upon or influence each 

other, so it is worth considering what combination will make sense for your aims.  

Funders will also need to think about what will work for the type of organisation you are supporting.  What 

constraints and assets does it have? How much is it willing to change?   

Our framework for  

engaging young people 



Approach Principles Examples of good practice 
Questions philanthropists 

should ask 

Organisational  

commitment to 

young people 

Organisations should have 

clear goals. 

Sadlerôs Wells is committed to young  

people as an investment in the audiences 

and creators of the future. It subsidises its 

youth work, which it sees as allowing it to 

tell the stories of a wider group of people. It 

thinks very carefully about the group it is 

targeting and how best to reach them, 

which means considering which  

organisations it partners with. It invests in 

training for its staff to explore new ways of 

writing about dance that appeal to different 

groups, which has allowed it to reach a 

large number of the people. 

Is the organisation clear on its 

goals for engagement? 

Commitment to young people 

should be long-term and  

organisation-wide. 

Is this commitment seen 

throughout the organisation? 

Efforts to increase the  

diversity of audiences should 

be reflected in staff diversity. 

How well does the organisation 

reflect the people it is trying to 

reach? If they are not  

representative, what efforts are 

in place to improve diversity? 

Staff should have the skills to 

work with young people. 

Does it  have the right staff skills 

to work with its target group? 

Active  

participation 

and  

co-production 

with young 

people  

Involving young people in the 

design or delivery of  

programmes increases  

engagement. 
The Cultural Citizens programme worked 

with the young people to design key  

features of the programme. This included 

being able to choose key elements such as 

content and venues, which was shown to 

increase the engagement of young people.   

How is the arts organisation 

working with young people  

to co-design its work? 

Respect for young peopleôs  

individuality is critical. 

How is the organisation  

gathering information about 

what young people want and 

using that in their programme 

design? 

Maintaining involvement is 

important. 

How are organisations thinking 

ahead to how young people can 

stay involved? 

Questions philanthropists 

should be asking 

We found many examples of how arts organisations have developed new approaches to engaging young people. 

In the table below we outline the principles arts organisations should be adopting, an example of good practice to 

follow, and suggested questions for philanthropists to ask.  

Philanthropists should also look at their own strategies to see how well they enable organisations to do good 

work. It is vital that you understand the shifting landscape and engage with what works; be clear about what 

matters; fund for the long-term; provide support to the organisation as well as to programmes; enable young 

people to share the lead; and focus on the intrinsic value of the arts.  



Approach Principles Examples of good practice 
Questions philanthropists 

should ask 

Programming   Engagement is more  

likely when something is  

Recognisable. 

Nerve Centre and National Museums in 

Northern Ireland works with young people 

to use 3D printing, virtual reality and coding 

to enhance the museumôs collection and 

explore new content. Young peopleôs  

curiosity in the techniques helps them to 

engage with the content.   

How is the organisation  

considering its programming to 

attract its target group? 

Digital can be a standalone or 

a supplement to experiences. 

How does the organisation use 

new technologies to bring in 

more people? 

Partnerships 

and  

Collaboration  

Working with trusted  

community groups can  

improve participation. 

The Watershedôs partnership with Bristol 

Family Arts Network jointly plans events for 

families to experience a good quality  

cultural offer. The collaborative practice 

provides a year round offer to families and 

has seen growing audiences. 

How do partnerships extend the 

reach of the organisation into 

target groups? 

Schools can broaden  

perceptions of arts. 

How does the charity use 

schools and teachers? 

Place and 

Space  

Taking the arts out of the 

usual places can widen  

participation. 

MOSTYN in Wales puts on one big event a 

month to encourage young people to come 

in on that day, rather than having lots of  

smaller events, where the lack of travel 

infrastructure would make it difficult for 

people to get to. It works hard to make 

sure its award-winning gallery space is 

welcoming and accessible to young  

people.   

How is the organisation making 

its own space feel more  

welcoming? 

It matters to young people 

that they feel welcome in arts 

and culture venues. 

How is the organisation using 

other welcoming and accessible 

spaces? 

Arts organisations own  

geography needs to be  

considered. 

How is the organisation  

considering peopleôs journey to 

the venue? 

Promotion    It matters how and where you 

market your activities. 

Roundhouse uses the young people  

themselves as ambassadors for the work 

they do. It employs them to promote the 

arts in popular places in local areas, such 

as fast food restaurants or barbershops.   

How well are the activities  

promoted to target groups? 

Cost is an important factor. What support other than free/

reduced tickets do they offer 

young people? 

Ambassadors can help  

people try something new. 

Who does the organisation  

involve to promote its work? 

Data Organisations should be  

willing to listen and learn. 

The Royal Shakespeare Company 

changed its costing model to reflect the 

needs of schools in different areas. 

What are the organisationôs 

mechanisms for finding out 

about what is working? 

Questions philanthropists 

should be asking, continued 



Funders can empower young  

people to engage with arts and culture 

Philanthropy has an opportunity to be more effective 

with its giving and so allow more young people to 

take part in the arts.  

The barriers to young people engaging with the arts 

are deep rooted. Overcoming them takes time and 

meaningful changes in organisations. 

Organisations need a genuine commitment to young 

people, cascading from the leadership through to the 

door staff, to make sure young people feel welcome 

and included. This commitment leads to co-

developing more work with young people, thinking 

about programming, collaboration, place and space, 

promotion and ensuring data is used to review and 

learn.   

The literature, experienced professionals and young 

people all say that these strategies can lead to long-

term engagement in the arts. But they cannot be 

attempted without supportive funding. They do not 

lend themselves to short-term, quick fix, funding, but 

instead require an approach that has young people in 

mind for the long-term.  

We need funders to focus on what they are really 

trying to achieve in their engagement work, paying 

attention to the changing context, and the trade-offs 

they may have to make. We need funders to allow 

young people to take on more of the decision making 

and design programmes that work for them. And we 

need longer-term funding that reflects fundersô desire 

for long-term change. Funders need to choose 

organisations that have considered how they can 

best engage young people, taking into account the 

evidence of what works.  

Philanthropists are keen to pass on their love of arts 

and culture to a new generation, to strengthen and 

develop the arts. This can happen if funders and arts 

organisations adopt the strategies in our report, 

which we believe will benefit not just them and the 

young people engaged, but all of society.  

Read the full research report at: 

thinkNPC.org/resource-hub/arts 


