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Introduction: Talent 25 longitudinal 
study — an overview

Talent 25 is a 25-year longitudinal intervention  
study, launched in Leicester in 2019, that explores  
the impact of creative and cultural engagement 
from the earliest years of childhood.

	— Aim: To understand how early cultural 
participation can shape children’s development, 
wellbeing, and long-term opportunities.

	— Approach: 440 children and their families were 
recruited across 12 cohorts in the pilot phase 
(2019-2023). Families participated in structured 
creative programmes and cultural events, 
supported by community artists and facilitators.

	— Focus: The study pays particular attention 
to under-served communities, where social, 
economic, and environmental inequalities often 
limit access to cultural opportunities.

	— Methods: Talent 25 uses a mixed-methods design, 
combining quantitative data with qualitative 
insights from families and practitioners.

	— Theoretical framework: Underpinned by the 
theoretical domains framework, ecological 
systems theory, and models of community 
engagement, with a comprehensive theory  
of change guiding expected outcomes.

	— Outcomes: The study aims to deliver a scalable 
model for increasing cultural participation,  
with the long-term ambition that all young  
people become:

i.	 Creatively and culturally engaged citizens, 
and/or

ii.	 Supported to achieve their potential  
as creative practitioners.

Talent 25 is the first known longitudinal study of  
its kind. Its ambition is to offer robust evidence 
on how to design, deliver, and sustain creative 
opportunities for children and families, particularly 
those in under-served communities. At a time when 
children and families face widening inequalities in 
accessing cultural opportunities, at different stages 
of the study phases, Talent 25 aims to provide timely 
evidence of what works to close those gaps, that 
can be adopted immediately by government, local 
authorities, and community partners to deliver  
fairer outcomes.

The first cohort of families joined Talent 25 in 
September 2019, with the final cohort (cohort 12) 
recruited in October 2023. In total, 440 children aged 
3-12 months and their parents/carers from across 
Leicester have consented to take part. The cohort 
is evenly split by gender, with children currently 
ranging in age from one to six years. Talent 25 has 
engaged  families from 34 nationalities, speaking 
42 languages, reflecting the city’s rich diversity 
and strengthening the study with multiple cultural 
perspectives. This brief draws on evidence gathered 
between 2019 and 2023, providing insights from 
early years families on the benefits and challenges 
of creative and cultural participation. 

Key findings: Creative beginnings: 
Benefits and challenges of early 
years participation 

Early years engagement in creative and cultural 
activities can strengthen child development, family 
wellbeing, and community connections. Evidence 
from the Talent 25 programme highlights the 
wide-ranging benefits of such activities, as well 
as the barriers that limit participation, particularly 
for families in under-served communities. The key 
findings to date include:

Benefits of engagement

	— Socialisation for children and parents; 
opportunities to build friendships and reduce 
isolation.

	— Quality bonding time between parents  
and children through shared play.

	— Positive impacts on parental wellbeing  
and child development.

	— Support for parents to integrate creativity  
into everyday child-rearing.

	— Motivation driven by the belief that activities  
aid children’s development.
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Practical enablers

	— Free or low-cost materials and accessible venues 
reduce barriers to participation.

	— Clear, centralised information (for example, via 
the Famly app/newsletters) helps families to find 
cultural opportunities.

	— Having a consistent, trusted artist or facilitator 
builds confidence and trust.

Barriers and challenges

	— Socio-economic constraints, including cost, 
transport, and time pressures.

	— Limited availability of local creative opportunities, 
especially in deprived areas.

	— Inconsistency in facilitators leading to 
disengagement for some families.

	— Age-appropriateness of sessions: some too  
long for babies/toddlers, others too short for 
sustained impact.

	— Online delivery during COVID offered flexibility 
but highlighted digital poverty and challenges of 
space, attention span, and reduced interaction.

Design considerations

	— Activities must be child-centred, considering  
age, ability, and holistic family needs.

	— Longer-term, neighbourhood-based engagement 
could enhance accessibility and sustainability.

	— Ongoing co-design with parents and  
practitioners ensures programmes remain 
relevant and inclusive.

Creative and cultural activities in the early years 
provide clear benefits for children, parents, and 
communities. However, participation is shaped 
by socio-economic status, accessibility, and the 
design of provision. To maximise impact and 
reduce inequalities, programmes must be free or 
affordable, locally accessible, consistent in delivery, 
and co-designed with families. Embedding creative 
opportunities in neighbourhood settings and 
addressing digital inequalities will be key to ensuring 
that all children and families can share in the benefits 
of creative and cultural participation.

Key messages 

	— Creative and cultural activities  
benefit families: they support children’s 
development, strengthen parent-child 
bonds, improve wellbeing, and build  
social connections.

	— Participation in creative activities fosters 
social connectedness and a sense of 
belonging, helping families from different 
backgrounds to build relationships and 
share experiences.

	— Motivation is strong among parents  
— many see creative play as essential  
for their child’s development and  
family bonding, and integrate it into 
everyday parenting.

	— Barriers remain significant: Free  
or low-cost provision, local venues, 
and consistent facilitators are critical 
enablers of participation. Socio-economic 
disadvantage, accessibility barriers,  
and digital poverty limit families’ ability  
to take part.

	— Programme design matters: Engagement 
is strongest when programmes are 
child-centred, age-appropriate, culturally 
relevant, responsive to family needs,  
and encourage sustained engagement.

	— Local approaches work best: 
Neighbourhood-based provision and 
co-design with families improves 
sustainability and inclusivity.

	— Trusted relationships are key: Consistency 
of artists and staff helps to build 
confidence and reduces drop-out.

	— Online delivery is a mixed picture — it offers 
flexibility but can reinforce inequalities  
if digital access and space are limited.
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Policy implications

	— Position creativity as a core element of 
early years policy, recognising its role in 
supporting development, wellbeing, and 
family resilience.

	— Invest in affordable and accessible 
provision — ensure activities are free or 
low-cost, delivered in trusted community 
venues, and supported with transport 
where needed.

	— Resource consistency in delivery: Fund 
stable roles for creative practitioners to 
build trust and sustained engagement.

	— Address digital inequality: Support families 
with devices, connectivity, and safe online 
spaces to ensure equitable access to 
creative opportunities.

	— Embed child-centred design: Ensure 
provision is tailored to age, ability,  
and family circumstances, recognising 
holistic needs.

	— Strengthen neighbourhood and 
community models: Invest in local 
approaches that embed creative 
participation in everyday family life.

	— Formalise co-design: Involve families 
in shaping and evaluating provision to 
ensure relevance and long-term impact.

Policy and practice relevance

The findings and recommendations from Talent 
25 will provide timely evidence to inform national 
priorities across education, health, and culture. They 
are directly relevant to government departments, 
including the Department for Education (DfE), the 
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC), and 
the Department for Digital, Media and Sport (DCMS), 
as well as national bodies such as the NHS (children 
and young people’s services) and Ofsted. The study 
also aligns with statutory frameworks and guidance, 
including Working Together to Safeguard Children, 
the Children Act, and early years and childcare 
policies and regulations. Beyond statutory bodies, 
the findings will support early years providers, 
creative and cultural organisations, and community 
and voluntary groups working with children and 
families. At  international level, the insights are also 
of interest to organisations such as the World Health 
Organisation’s Child and Adolescent Health and 
Development Unit. Locally, they will help children’s 
services and local authorities shape strategies that 
promote equitable access to creative and cultural 
opportunities for children and families.
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