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Executive Summary 
 
Background 
There is a very vibrant professional theatre scene in the UK and beyond catering specifically for young 
audiences, and exciting developments within the professional dance sector.  However promoters seem 
unable to present professional music programmes in the same way.  There are plenty of participatory 
opportunities for the under 7s – of varying quality – but very little that caters for the very young as an 
audience.  Discussion with venues and programmers has identified that this is not due to a lack of interest on 
the part of promoters but a lack of quality product.  Venues across the country are full of professional 
orchestral, chamber, folk, world, early, jazz and contemporary music groups but very few of them choose to 
or are able to produce programmes specifically for the very young. 
 
With Grants for the Arts funding from Arts Council England research was carried out between February 2013 
and March 2014 to investigate further the potential of music for young audiences, specifically looking at the 
reasons why the music sector is so far behind in this field, finding the best practice from other art-forms, 
researching possible approaches, identifying potential collaborators, and developing ideas for new work.  
The research has involved: 

 Attending 47 productions of theatre or music for young audiences 

 Meetings with 41 theatre and music sector professionals (including theatre directors/producers, 
programmers, music education managers and animateurs, festival directors, funding body officials, 
promoters, venues and music leaders) 

 Desk research of the provision of key orchestras and ensembles 

 Research trips to Denmark, Edinburgh, Belfast and Portugal 

 Case studies of two European leaders in the field 

 Desk research into key elements of child development, psychology and musical development 

 Desk research into other sector developments such as the Family Friendly Campaign, BACH (British 
Association of Concert Halls) research, and relevant music education evaluation reports 

 
Summary Conclusions 
Music is an intimate art-form which is part of the magic of it.  The audience is witnessing something very 
personal to the performer.   The trick is to acknowledge this but in doing so not distance the audience.  
Harnessing the magic of music in a way that our youngest audiences can access is difficult.  Current provision 
for family and schools audiences tends to stick to a rather unimaginative, formulaic approach hinged on 
audience participation between short pieces of standard repertoire.  As a sector music has yet to embrace 
the potential afforded them by young audiences and instead relies on an old fashioned, more economically 
viable approach of large numbers in huge, formal concert halls.  There are some, such as Spitalfields Music 
and Aurora Orchestra, breathing new life into the offer with thoughtfully developed, high quality 
productions performed by a new breed of portfolio musicians equipped with more diverse performance 
skills.  However largely, the opportunity lies untapped. 
 
Theatre provides huge inspiration in the way work for young audiences is nurtured and valued by the 
industry, not just for the economic potential but also for the intrinsic value it adds to the cultural offer.  The 
best theatre for young audiences uses the charisma of the performers and the intimate relationship 
between them and the tiniest babies and children in the audience.  The production values are faultless with 
attention to every single element by a company of diverse experts including not just the performer but a 
writer, director, dramaturge and designer if not more.  The subject of work is devised in detail, based on 
universal themes and developed collaboratively to ensure the audience is taken on a well-balanced, magical 
journey. 
 
Very young children can accommodate the most abstract of material if appropriately presented; they live in 
an imaginative world that makes anything possible just as long as it is framed within the familiar.  Their 
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world is a multi-modal one where nothing is digested in isolation and sound and music are all around them, 
constantly.   As babies they are absorbed by faces and voices and respond enthusiastically to intimate 
empathetic communication with other people; at the pre-speech stage they live in a parallel sensory 
universe where sound, sight, smell and touch speak to them as powerfully as words; they have individual 
‘threads of thinking’ that motivate their understanding of the world, a world that is bound by endless stories.   
 
A New Approach 
It is possible to learn from the collaborative, developmental approach taken by many specialist theatre 
companies to work collectively with musicians, composers, theatre directors and designers to devise work 
rather than commissioning as is usual within the music sector.  Through a process of collaborative research 
and development, including with children in Nursery and KS1 settings, there is the potential to cultivate a 
new approach, applying elements of theatre to music and developing work imaginatively with careful 
thought given to presentation, structure, setting and content to better reflect the motivations and interests 
of the child.  This work could see the very best professional musicians working with actors, directors, 
composers and designers to create something far more exciting and engaging for young audiences.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NB: Full research report available on request 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


