‘How do young people perceive the impact of engaging in performing arts on their personal development and future aspirations?’ 
Introduction
Young People’s engagement in performing arts – such as drama, dance and music – is a widely recognised catalyst for personal development and the shaping of future aspirations. However, within the UK policy context, a decline in arts provisions has coincided with urgent calls to protect young people’s cultural rights and access to empowerment through arts participation (Cultural Learning Alliance, 2021).  Major reports and analysis documents have declared an ongoing, steep decline in the access to performing arts for young people, and that this erosion has created a ‘crisis in cultural education’ (Cultural Learning Alliance, 2021; UK Parliament, 2024). 
Although the research question focuses on YP’s perceptions on the impact that performing arts has influenced their personal development and future aspirations, this literature review will first explore the existing  academic literature and relevant data to provide objective information on the topic.  
This narrative literature review aims to critically examine current research on the topic, by exploring theoretical foundations of both Youth Work and Performing Arts practices, reviewing recent research studies and identifying key themes, then highlighting implications for future research and practice. 
The key terms this review will utilise are defined as follows:
Young People/Youth:  For the purposes of this literature review, the term ‘young people’ (YP) will refer to adolescents or young adults between the ages of 11 to 25 years of age. 
Performing arts: This term will encompass all forms of youth theatre and devised ensemble, including drama/acting, music, dance and spoken word. 
Personal development: In this context personal development will refer to the growth in confidence and resilience in YP, as well as the development of their social skills and identity formation.  This will be examined particularly through the lens of Youth Work’s framework and ethos when working with YP. 
Future aspirations:  This term will refer to any career, educational or life goals expressed or perceived by youth participants. 
The intersection of Youth Work and Performing Arts represents a dynamic and evolving field of practice and research. When discussing YP’s personal and social development, Youth Work has long been recognised as a foundational framework for such type of engagement with YP.   Its integration with performing arts creates opportunities that offer rich possibilities for personal, social and emotional development in Young People (YP). The Performing arts, have been utilised in Youth Work to support multiple cross sections of YP’s development: from emotional expression and regulation, identity formation, empowerment and community engagement to name just a few. 
Following a review of theoretical frameworks, this literature review plans to explore the empirical studies on personal development, aspirations, youth voice, access and gaps in provision. The conclusion positions a long-term, qualitive study centred on YP’s perspectives as a timely contribution to the field. 
Theoretical Framework: Youth Work and Development
Classic theories such as experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) and critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) provide a foundational framework for understanding how YP engage with and benefit from performing arts-based learning.  Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory emphasises the cyclical process of learning through experience, reflection, conceptualization and active experimentation. This model is particularly relevant to performing arts education, where YP learn by actively doing an activity – engaging in creative expression,  collaboration and feedback in iterative cycles (Kolb, 1984; Beard & Wilson, 2013).  Similarly, Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy challenges traditional power dynamics in education and encourages learners to become active participants in their own learning, fostering critical consciousness and social agency through dialogue and reflection (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2011). 
More recent literature, has significantly expanded upon and adapted these foundational ideas to better align with modern-day social, cultural and technological contexts. Thompson and Sefton-Green (2019) extend Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory to include digital and participatory culture, incorporating the role of digital media and co-creation or participatory cultures, when engaging with YP through a creative medium in today’s society. Their work highlights how digital tools not only provide new forms of expression but also facilitate collaborative, non-linear learning that resonates with YP. 
Similarly, Ladson-Billings (2016) expands on Freire’s (1970) concept of critical pedagogy by developing the notion of culturally sustaining pedagogy, which shifts the focus from merely acknowledging cultural diversity to actively sustaining and celebrating YP’s cultural identities. In the context of performing arts-based initiatives, this approach advocates for the integration of YP’s cultural practices, into curriculum and pedagogy (Paris & Alim, 2017) . Rather than expecting YP to confirm to dominant cultural narratives, this approach positions YP’s voices and lived experiences as central to meaningful learning and development. 
Together, these contemporary expansions of classic theories provide a more nuanced understanding of how creative and performing arts practices, when combined with Youth Work theory and principles, can be utilised to support YP’s personal development.  By maintaining the importance of positioning YP as active contributors to their learning journeys, a more effective and educational environment can be created for the benefit of YP. 
Youth work principles and theories 
Youth Work is a practice grounded in informal education that supports the personal, social, emotional development of Young People ages from 11 to 25 years of age. It is underpinned by a clear set of principles and purposes, with a distinctive ethos that prioritises voluntary engagement, empowerment, and social justice (NYA, 2020; LSIS, 2022).   The core principles for Youth Work include voluntary participation, inclusivity and a respect for YP’s rights and empowerment (NYA, 2020). 
A distinctive feature of Youth Work’s ethos is it’s commitment to informal education. By providing safe, non-formal spaces where learning can occur through dialogue, reflection and experiences rather than structured curriculum (Jeff and Smith, 2005). Unlike formal education or statutory interventions, Youth Work engages YP on their own terms, fostering agency and voluntary participation. It’s primary purpose is to support YP’s holistic development, enabling them to gain confidence, develop resilience and navigate the complex transitions through puberty and into adulthood (Ord, 2016).  
Youth Work also aims to challenge inequality and promote social inclusion. It encourages critical thinking. dialogue and active citizenship, enabling YP to better understand and influence the world around them (Davies, 2005). Through a variety of participatory activities, Youth Workers support YP to explore their identities, values and relationships.  This paired with its anti-oppressive practice, enables YP to explore ideas and develop understanding at their own pace. By operating from a strong value-based approach, Youth Workers can build trusting and respectful relationships with YP. This relational approach allows YP to develop holistic relationships, recognising their own potential and individuality (Sercombe, 2010). 
The effects of Youth Work can go beyond the immediate support YP receive and can be lasting and transformative. By encouraging YP to become active participants in their communities, who are socially aware and responsible, the work can have lasting impacts on communities and the potential to disrupt generational cycles of inequality. With these clear intentions, Youth Work can contribute to creating a more equitable society, playing a vital role in shaping the next generation of citizens. 

Performing arts principles and theories 
There are many intersections of Youth Work principles that align with working with YP through the creative medium of performing arts – such as drama, music or dance. 
Similarly to Youth Work, working through the performing arts with YP is designed to create informal, safe and non-judgemental spaces where YP are encouraged to experiment and explore themselves authentically. Engaging in collaborative artistic processes helps not only support the personal, emotional and social development of YP, but to also develop confidence, communication skills, empathy and teamwork (Nicholson, 2011). 
Grounded in similar principles and purposes, this method of working with YP aims to offer an inclusive, participatory and expressive platform for YP to explore their identity, develop skills and engage with social injustice issues in the world around them. This practice sits at the intersection of informal education and creative engagement, making it particularly effective for reaching widely diverse groups of YP. Importantly, this method of working with YP is also inclusive of those who may struggle to engage with traditional interventions. The arts can offer a non-verbal outlet for expression, and can create spaces for YP who’s mental health challenges, neurodivergence or social anxiety may otherwise create a barrier to participation (REF). 
In this field, practitioners often take on a facilitative role, working alongside YP rather than leading from above, again complimentary of Youth Work’s principles. This horizontal dynamic helps to build trusting and meaningful relationships with YP, and create democratic spaces where YP’s voices are genuinely heard and valued (Batsleer, 2008).
The intentions behind both Youth Work and performing arts work are equally individual and societal. On a personal level, YP can be supported with their mental-wellbeing, resilience and holistic development. Whilst on a societal level, these methods of working foster social inclusion, cross-cultural dialogues and encourage activism. 
When these two ways of working with YP align, it can offer a dynamic and inclusive method of youth engagement. Providing rich opportunities for personal development, expression, and social impact – it can mean YP are not only provided with a means of artistic exploration but a transformative practice with lasting educational and societal value.


Study 1: ‘Community-based intervention and marginalised youth: inclusion, social mobility and life-course transition’  (Morgan, Parker & Marturano, 2020)
Morgan, Parker & Marturano (2020) explore the role of‘ community-based interventions as effective mechanisms for supporting the personal development and social inclusion of marginalised YP. Their study focuses on an arts-based intervention project in the UK, aimed at YP aged 11-25 years old, many of whom have experiences within the care system or criminal justice system.  These interventions, which included both performing arts and sports projects, were designed to increase social mobility by enhancing skills, confidence and access to support networks. The authors highlight how such projects not only foster personal development, but also encourage pro-social behaviours, supporting YP in navigating future aspirations such as educational or empowerment pathways. 
Utilising the findings from a small-scale, mixed-methods study of an arts based intervention in the UK, the authors explored ‘broader notions of personal development in relation to educational and employment pathways whilst at the same time developing understandings of the processes through which such programmes might support social inclusion and social mobility’ (Morgan, Parker & Marturano, 2020). With analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data, the conclusion reads that when YP are offered opportunities to create positive relationships, built upon trust and understanding, there is a ‘clear potential’ to enhance ‘employability and incubate social mobility through the accrual of social capital’. 
From this mixed methodological approach, the authors were able to draw from a variety of data collected from participants. The quantitative data gathered from the study explored the participants (young people’s) views, along with some numerical data regarding age, gender, and personal circumstances such as crime history or current living conditions, via a questionnaire survey.  With the qualitative data being collected ‘in-situ observations of participants during project delivery and semi-structured, one-to-one and focus group interviews with the project lead, project team members/practitioners, stakeholder/partner agencies and project participants’ (Morgan, Parker & Marturano, 2020). This approach allowed the researchers to evaluate both measurable outcomes and the nuanced personal experiences of participants. 
Morgan, Parker & Marturano (2020) explain that upon conclusion of the project, ‘numerous participants spoke of increased self-confidence and self-esteem which resulted from a growing sense of achievement’. With survey results revealing that 98.7% of YP sampled either ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that being part of the project had improved their confidence and self-esteem. With further findings demonstrating that ‘98.7% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that taking part in the project had improved their social and/or communication skills’. These findings suggest a clear link between creative engagement and key personal development outcomes. 
A core feature of the project was its YP centred approach, which placed YP’s voices and experiences at the heart of the programme design. This approach aligns with broader principles of youth empowerment and informal education found in Youth Work (Jeffs & Smith, 2005; NYA, 2020), where voluntary engagement and relationships are seen as foundational to the work. The authors conclude that creating safe spaces in which YP can form positive relationships can in turn enhance employability and support upwards social mobility (Morgan, Parker and Marturano, 2020)
The findings also contribute to wider discussions on how performing arts-based interventions can disrupt cycles of intergenerational exclusion and disadvantage, by offering YP to redefine their futures and reassess their potential aspirations. 

Study 2: ‘Social Resources for Positive Psychosocial Health: Youths’ Narratives of a Street Dance Performing Arts Program’ (Lai, A, Chui, C, Deng, S & Jordan, L; 2020)
In 2020, Lai et al published their findings around a year-long, dance based performing arts-based project, the hosted 24 participants between the ages of 15 and 18 years of age. YP were engaged with weekly sessions, led by dance instructors with Youth Work experience, with aim to co-create an eight-minute street culture performance. 
This project was designed on a ‘social capital theory’, seeking to better understand how external social environments can impact on participants well-being (Putnam, 2000; Spires & Cox, 2016). The intention of the project was to maintain regular and continuous participation with the YP, creating a space that was ‘conducive to improving the psychosocial health of participating youths’ (Lai et al, 2020, p4). Although all 24 participants were invited to participate in the study, due to availability constraints, data was only collected from 22 participants. The study employed a qualitative research design, utilising in-depth interviews to explore participant’s reflections on their experience within the project. Researchers posed five core, open-ended questions designed to uncover insights into the personal development and social changes of YP as a result of engaging in the programme. The questions were as follows;  
‘ (1) Can you tell me about the personal changes you experienced after you participated in MINDJAM?
 (2) Can you tell me about your feelings toward MINDJAM? What are the elements of MINDJAM that you appreciated? Why?
 (3) In what way are the personal changes you experienced related to your experiences with MINDJAM?
(4) Can you tell me about your socialization experiences with the instructors? 
(5) In what way did the instructors contribute to the personal changes you experienced during MINDJAM?’
					(Lai, A, Chui, C, Deng, S & Jordan, L; 2020)

Appropriate ethical approval was sought from the human research and ethics community prior to the start of the research and informed consent was obtained from participants. Those participants who were under the age of 16, also required parental consent before being permitted to engage in research activity (Lai et al, 2020). 
Following these interviews, researchers used a thematic analysis to identify key themes within the data collected. The identified themes were then triangulated and analysed by researchers, with the data generated being managed using NVivo software (Lai et al, 2020). The data identified key five themes, as outlined below: 
· Theme 1: Expanded social networks that consist of peers that share common interests leads to happiness.
· Theme 2: The shared goal of public performance facilitated prosocial attitudes.
· Theme 3: Social trust, in form of social contract, facilitates prosocial attitudes.
· Theme 4: Socialization experiences with instructors enhanced self-efficacy.
· Theme 5: These same instructor relationships were key to progress, and generated emotional positivity and a sense of personal validation.  
Lai et al (2020) report that increased happiness amongst participants was a key theme identified from the data, as well as improvements in ‘prosocial attitudes’ and self-efficacy.  These findings again align with broader literature on YP’s personal development through the framework of Youth Work, particularly the role of performing arts as a tool for said personal development (Catterall, 2009; Wright et al, 2006). The projects approach of combining trust-based pedagogy with YP centred practice, allowed participants to engage meaningfully in a process that both reflected Youth Work principles and validated YP’s identities. 
The authors conclude that these positive findings offer a powerful framework for supporting YP’s personal development, especially for YP ‘navigating social pressures and identity formation’ (Lai et al, 2020). The authors argue that anchoring engagement in shared creative goals not only support emotional well-being but builds social capital, contributing to long term outcomes such as ‘resilience, positive self concept and community connectedness’. 

Study 3:  ‘Marginalised youth, criminal justice and performing arts: young people's experiences of music-making’ (Parker, A, Marturano, N, O’Connor, G, & Meek, R, 2018).
Parker et al (2018) explore the impact that performing art-based projects and interventions on YP, particularly those involved in delinquent or anti-social behaviour. Their research builds on a growing body of literature that has highlighted the ‘social, psychological and emotional benefits’ for YP who have participated in such projects. Specifically, the authors emphasise the potential for such initiatives to develop more positive associations with their identities, as well as enhancing personal development.

This study adopted an ‘interpretivist epistemological standpoint’, and utilised methods that provided qualitative data, such as observation and semi-structured interviews with participants. Through analysis of these semi-structured interviews and participant observation, the authors have been able to provide data revealing positive impacts on participants from the engagement in the project. 32 YP in total (28 male and 4 female)  aged between 11-17 years of age were involved, and reported changes such as increased confidence, feelings of calm and having developed better communication skills. These findings suggest a sound link between YP whom engage in performing arts-based activities and improved psycho-social benefits, findings that again with broader research that connects YP’s engagement with performing arts-based projects to improved psychosocial outcomes (Catterall, 2009; Hughes, 2005).  
However, academics could question whether this project does align with the Youth Work ethos’ and principles that would be preferred for this type of project. Parker et al (2018) explain that this project was designed to specifically target YP who engage in delinquency and anti-social behaviour. Limiting the projects ability to  be truly ‘open-access’ in its design. However, in this projects favour, is that the participants  (aged 11-17 years old) were taught and led by other YP (aged 18-25 years old) whom had experience in the criminal justice system. This type of youth-led structure, aligns itself closely with Youth Work principles and purposes, and not only provided the participants with exciting new future aspirations, but also provided the YP whom delivered sessions with the opportunity to reassess how they feel and present themselves. Allowing them to distance themselves from perceiving themselves only as an ‘offender’, but by being able to assign more positive labels to their own identity and reframe themselves as an ‘artist’ or  ‘musician’. Again, providing them with the environment to seek new future aspirations, and enhance their personal development (McNeill et al, 2012). 
Furthermore, Parker et al (2018) do raise other important critical questions regarding the projects alignment with the broader ethos of Youth Work and informal education. While the study provided promising evidence for the short-term outcomes of such projects, Parker et al (2018) confess, that  ‘it is not clear if these positive experiences translate into concrete, long term outcomes’ due to a lack of longitudinal data.  They caution that without follow-up data, it is difficult to determine whether these reported positive experiences translate into sustained developmental change. This critique highlights a significant gap in the research and calls for future studies to assess the durability and scalability of such interventions. 

Key Themes
From each of these studies, we can draw some key themes. The next section of this literature review will follow a thematic structure, as to best explore some these identified themes.
Youth led and empowerment
A central theme across all of the studies mentioned above, is the strong emphasis that is placed on YP-centred and empowerment based practice.  Both Youth Work and the Performing Arts, operate under an ethos that consider YP as co-creators and active participants in their learning journeys, as opposed to passive recipients (Freire, 1970; Batsleer, 2008).  Both practices align in their commitment to voluntary participation, empower and informal education. The work aims to empower YP and create safe spaces for YP to not only have fun and learn skills, but to develop their identity, have their voices heard, and better understand the world around them (NYA, 2020; Jeffs and Smith, 2005).
Young et al (2019) highlight how theatre-based projects in the United Kingdom (UK) enable YP to interrogate social issues such as racism, gender norms and mental health through collaborative story telling. One of the key claims in the literature is that performing arts has the potential to empower marginalised youth. Projects like participatory theatre and community-based arts initiatives are designed to give YP a voice and platform (Preston, 2011). Artistic expression can be seen as a form of resistance and a way to critique social injustices (Neelands, 2009). Projects, such as the one’s examined in this review, have been shown to yield more meaningful and authentic personal development outcomes (Lai et al, 2020; Morgan et al, 2020). 
However, there is criticism about the potential tokenism around this work, and concern for the adult-centric control that persists. Sutherland and Amsden (2017) caution that despite the ongoing concern and rhetoric around this issue, many projects continue to maintain an adult-led decision making structure. Which limits genuine empowerment of YP and minimises their voices. For this work to truly achieve its objective of empowering YP and having their voices central to the works, there needs to be a shift where practitioners go beyond just providing space for expression – but truly be accountable to what YP say and support them to fulfil their need or wants (Grace and Tobin, 2022).   This is where the ever-evolving roles of practitioners in youth arts work is another key component to driving work that is meaningful and impactful for YP.  Hancox and Crisp (2018) describe the ‘creative facilitator’ as a hybrid professional whom balances the artistic integrity of creative work, with the relational and ethical responsibilities for a modern-day practitioner working with YP. However, a role such as this would require nuances skills that are not always covered by traditional performing arts training or Youth Work qualifications alone. To achieve this proposed hybrid, professionals would need a deep understanding of each practice and be confident and clear on their ethical guidelines and motivations to ensure the work is pure to it’s intentions. 

Building relationships and Personal Development 
Another key theme that emerges consistently from all three studies (Morgan et al, 2020; Lai et al, 2020; Parker et al, 2018) is that YP’s personal development is further enhanced through relationships with appropriate facilitators and like minded peers. These relational dynamics are not incidental but central to the impact of such projects. The focus on social connectedness and building trusting relationships with practitioners is proven to be key, again aligning with Youth Work principles and purposes (Grossman and Bulle, 2006; Lerner et al, 2005). 
Numerous studies confirm that engagement in performing arts supports the personal development of YP and act as a tool for holistic growth, including emotional regulation and an improved self image, strongly aligning with Youth Work values.  For example, in all three studies, participants attributed improved self-efficacy and emotional well-being to their engagement with the project(s).   
Performing arts spaces, when grounded in Youth Work values, provide relational and experiential learning environments, where YP can feel heard, empowered and respected (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). These environments often operate on principles of a horizontal power structure, where facilitators work with rather than over YP (Batsleer, 2008).  Such dynamics are crucial when supporting YP to take part in creative risks, asked to explore their identity and continue their journey of personal development (Nicholson, 2011; Ord, 2016; Sercombe, 2010).  In Youth Work theory, relationships are not merely a context for learning – they are the mechanism through which transformative learning occurs. Suggesting that consistent, nurturing relationships with appropriate facilitators, play a key role in identity development and the ‘cultivation of resilience’ (Bandura, 1977; Bowlby, 1988; Ord, 2016). 
In summary, the studies affirm that the quality of relationships within these performing arts projects plays a pivotal role in YP’s personal development. They suggest that when relational pedagogy is embedded in artistic practices, YP are more likely to experience holistic personal developmental growth, increased resilience and a redefined sense of self. 

Future Aspirations
A third key theme that emerges from the literature is the transformative effect of performing arts engagement on YP’s future aspirations. Several studies suggest that engagement in performing arts enables YP to visualise alternative futures and pursue post-secondary opportunities with increased clarity (Smith & Jones, 2019). 
Engagement in the performing arts can not only foster immediate or short-term personal development, but also facilitate a broader reimaging of one’s own self-concept and potential future identity. As Morgan et al (2020) found, YP participating in creative community projects can experience a ‘reconceptualisation’ of their future possibilities. Their findings revealed that engagement in performing arts-based projects can challenge internalised narratives of failure or limitation, and instead, create space for new future aspirations. 
Similarly, in Parker et al’s (2018) study, the use of YP to YP-led delivery, with older participants leading sessions, provided for not only personal development opportunities for participants but also for facilitators. This peer-to-peer led approach reflects core principles of Youth Work, including role modelling and voluntary participation;  and continues to strengthen and support the reimagination of personal identity (McNeill et al, 2012; NYA, 2012). 
Such models are also supported by the theory of ‘possible selves’, which explains that an individuals motivations and behaviours are shaped by their visions of who they might become in the future (Markus and Nurius, 1986). By participating in performing arts-based activities, YP have the opportunity to construct and rehearse their best possible future selves, and can reduce the ‘psychological distance’ between aspiration and reality (Oyserman and Fryberg, 2006).
In summary, performing arts-based interventions, when guided by Youth Work ethos, can significantly expand YP’s aspirational horizons, and can be pivotal in reshaping YP’s perceptions of what is possible in their future. 

Criticism 
Whilst many arts-based youth programmes claim to be inclusive, recent studies reveal that persistent structural and cultural barriers remain to participation. Participation is often shaped by socioeconomic status, race, gender, geographical location and lack of appropriate access for YP with additional support needs. REF
Ainscow and Mistry (2019) acknowledge the ongoing challenge that practitioners face to address these barriers, and encourage a shift towards a more ‘universal design’ when working with YP through the medium of performing arts.  This approach allows for multiple means of engagement and expression, and provides a more ‘open-access’ approach for YP to engage with projects of this nature. It advocates for an inclusive and accessible arts education approach that respect neurodivergence and physical diversity among all YP. 
When considering the cultural barriers that this work faces, intersectionality is becoming an increasingly applied critical lens. For example, there is an increased call for practitioners to consider overlapping issues of oppression and identity, creating space for injustices to be explored safely. A key example of this comes from Kerekes and Traxler (2020), who utilise drag-based performance workshops to support YP to explore gender fluidity and community building.
A barrier that each profession (Youth Work and the Performing Arts industry) faces individually however, is an ongoing lack of support. Precarious work conditions, emotional burnout and a lack of financial investment from government, continue to undermine programme stability and the well-being of staff (Arts Professional Network, 2022). These structural barriers will continue to impede the potential impact for these projects and interventions, until there is an increase in consistent support from policy-makers.

Gaps in Research
While the current literature provides strong evidence that engagement in performing arts, when set up with a Youth Work framework of support, can support YP’s personal development and future aspirations (Morgan et al, 2020; Parker et al, 2018; Lai et al, 2020), a notable gap exists in the lack of longitudinal research.  Much of the existing research relies on short-term, qualitative evaluation, which while rich in insight, offer limited information of the sustained impacts of these projects over time. 
The lack of longitudinal data presents several challenges. Firstly, it inhibits the ability to assess whether the noted positive personal developmental outcomes  are enduring or context-specific.  As Parker et al (2018) acknowledge, while immediate benefits are well documented, there is insufficient evidence to confirm whether these benefits are maintained in the transition from adolescents or young adulthood, into adulthood or later education and employment.  This is a critical gap given that many of the desired outcomes of performing arts-based projects designed for YP, are to have opportunities for enhanced personal development and increased future aspirations. These are long-term goals, that would not reveal them selves for years to come, and cannot be assessed in a projects short-term life span of weeks or months (Hughes, 2005; Catterall, 2009). 
Furthermore, the absence of longitudinal studies limits the sector’s ability to make evidence-informed policy and funding decisions. Funders and stakeholders increasingly require demonstrable, long-term impact to justify investment in such programmes. With out rigorous, time-sensitive evaluations, it becomes challenging to advocate for the systemic integration of the performing arts into broader youth development or educational strategies (Arts Council England, 2018).
Moreover, longitudinal research could help unpack the differential impacts of such interventions across a more diverse population of YP, including those who are care-experienced, neuro-diverse or have experience in the criminal justice system. As McNeill et al (2012) argue, the trajectory of a YP’s life is shaped by a complex interplay of structural, relational and individual factors. Longitudinal studies are uniquely placed to explore how these factors may interact over time in relation to their engagement in performing arts-based projects. This would allow for a more nuanced understanding of how YP benefit from such projects or interventions, and under which conditions or barriers. 
To surmise, while there is compelling qualitative evidence that performing arts-based projects, when guided according to Youth Work’s principles and purposes, can positively influence YP’s lives, there is lack of longitudinal research which limits our understanding to the durability of these effects. Future studies should prioritise the development of such research, incorporating mixed-method approached that are able to capture both the depth and duration of impact. This would not only strengthen the evidence base but also support more sustainable, targeted and equitable practice across both arts and youth sectors. 

Conclusion
This literature review has critically explored the relationship between performing arts engagement and young people’s personal development and future aspirations, drawing on evidence from youth focussed studies situated within community and educational contexts. Across the studies reviewed, there is strong and consistent evidence that participation in performing arts – particularly when grounded in Youth Work principles – can foster significant personal development and a reimagining of future aspirations for YP (Morgan et al, 2020; Parker et al, 2018; Lai et al, 2020). These outcome strongly reflect core values of Youth Work – particularly voluntary participation, informal learning and strong relationships within practice – all of which prioritise the holistic development of YP (Ord, 2016; Jeffs and Smith, 2010). 
For practitioners, this review underscores the importance or relational pedagogy and creative facilitation. Meaningful engagement in the arts is not solely about the acquisition of skills or even artistic output, but about fostering spaces where YP can safely explore identity, express emotions, build resilience and imagine alternative futures. Practitioners must therefore act as both facilitators of creative expression and as ethically grounded Youth Workers, balancing care, empowerment and high quality practice (NYA, 2020; LSIS, 2022). 
Another critical finding relates to the potential of performing arts to reshape YP’s perceptions of their future. Opportunities to express and explore identity through creative practice can open up pathways to education, employment and personal aspirations that may have previously seem inaccessible (Smith and Jones, 2019).  Peer-led models, such as is highlighted in Parker et al (2018), appear particularly effective in reinforcing this dynamic, suggesting that youth participation and co-creation can be both a method and outcome of transformative practice (McNeill et al, 2012). For policymakers, this review highlights the urgent need for sustainable investment in youth arts provision, especially in light of the ongoing cuts to cultural and youth services (Cultural Learning Alliance, 2021). The evidence suggests that such interventions can meaningfully support YP’s personal development – and align with broader governmental priorities. However, current short-term funding models and a lack of policy support limit the potential of such projects. Policymakers should consider embedding performing arts within broader youth development and mental health strategies, supporting an integrated cross-sector approach. 
A consistent theme across the literature is the significance of safe environments, with facilitators who are able to build positive relationships with YP being key in facilitating persona development among YP. Studies reviewed suggest that supportive relationships with trusted adults and like-minded peers, especially within these carefully curated spaces, can foster many factors of YP’s personal development. This aligns with broader theories of informal education, which argue that non-formal, experiential learning contacts enable the emergence of alternative narrative of self and future (Sercombe, 2010; Dewey, 1938). 

However, despite the growing body of literature, several gaps in research remain. Parker et al (2018) highlighted the lack of longitudinal studies that examine whether the benefits of the short-term project, is translated into sustained and lasting change in YP. For researchers, this is the most pressing concern. The absence of long term data limits the ability to assess the scalability and durability of such interventions. Much of the existing literature relies on short-term research that cannot capture the potential extended impacts of performing arts-based projects over a length of time. Evaluating the impact of both arts-based projects and Youth Work projects remain complex, especially in balancing qualitative depth with quantitative data. Traditional metrics often fail to capture the nuanced outcomes achieved during such work with YP. Without this longitudinal evidence, it remains difficult to determine whether the reported benefits are maintained through later key life transitions (Catterall, 2009; Arts Council England, 2018). Addressing this gap is critical for practitioners and policymakers when seeking to build sustainable, evidence-informed decisions that contribute to meaningful youth development. 
In sum, while there is compelling evidence that performing arts projects align well with the aims and values Youth Work, more robust, long-term research is required. Future studies should prioritise inclusive, participatory and longitudinal methodologies that centre YP’s voices and experiences. Only then can we fully understand the enduring value of creative engagement as a tool for individual and collective transformation. 





