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Understanding drivers of early life course arts, culture and 
recreation participation in Aotearoa New Zealand
R. J. Evansa, J. Taita, M. T. Zarb and M. Victorb

aFaculty of Design and Creative Technologies, Auckland University of Technology, Auckland, NZ, USA; 
bECMS, Faculty of Design and CreativeTechnologies, Auckland University of Technology, Auckland, NZ, USA

ABSTRACT
Background: Participation in arts, culture and recreation activities 
(ACRs) supports youth wellbeing, however little is known about the 
drivers of participation across the life course. Longitudinal 
approaches provide nuanced insights into patterns of access and 
engagement, identifying where additional support is needed to 
sustain engagement in ACRs over time.
Methods: This study examines ACR participation from ages 8 to 12 
in Aotearoa New Zealand, across Sports, Creative Arts and 
Community-based activities. Data came from the 8-year wave (
2017–2019) and 12-year wave (2021–2022) of the Growing Up in 
New Zealand longitudinal cohort study (N = 3,738). We assessed 
participation pathways (sustained, increasing, decreasing or disen
gaged), and analysed associations with identity (gender, ethnicity, 
disability) and sociodemographic factors (deprivation, household 
structure, rurality), using chi-squared tests of independence and 
standardised residuals analyses.
Results: Participation in all three activity types increased from ages 
8 to 12. Identity and sociodemographic characteristics were signifi
cantly associated, but not rurality. Across participation pathways, 
engagement was not evenly distributed across the population, with 
structural, geographic, and cultural influences contributing to com
plex patterns of access and continuity. For example, children in 
extended family households showed higher increasing Creative 
Arts participation and higher sustained Community activity partici
pation, highlighting the positive impacts of support from family.
Conclusions: Findings highlight both persistent inequities and 
promising enabling factors in access to ACRs amongst youth. 
Targeted, equity-focused interventions are needed to ensure all 
young people in Aotearoa can sustain meaningful participation in 
ACRs across the life course.
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Background

Over the past two decades, research has affirmed the value of artistic, creative, social and 
active endeavours across the life course. Participation in arts, culture and recreation 
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activities (ACRs) is associated with enhanced wellbeing and quality of life (Barber et al.,  
2014; Lerner et al., 2005; Wilding et al., 2023), promoting outcomes such as social inclusion 
(Rivas, 2016), self-concept (Blomfield & Barber, 2011) and mental wellbeing (Ascolani et al.,  
2020). Engagement in activities also contributes to key health determinants, including 
reductions in stress and improved social capital (Sheppard & Broughton, 2020; Wilson 
et al., 2022). These findings have reinforced the understanding that access to diverse ACR 
opportunities plays a central role in fostering individual and collective wellbeing.

Childhood, in particular, is a critical period for establishing participation habits 
(Sheppard & Broughton, 2020). Aligned with positive youth development literature 
(Barber et al., 2014; Lerner et al., 2005), research shows that engagement in ACRs 
contributes meaningfully to children’s relationships with peers and caregivers, their 
school engagement, cultural identity, and general health (Tait et al., 2025). Regular 
involvement in ACRs during this formative stage is also linked to better mental health 
outcomes and sustained wellbeing into adulthood (Jewett et al., 2014; LaForge MacKenzie 
et al., 2022), highlighting the importance of youth participation.

Although the benefits of participation are well established internationally, we currently 
have a limited understanding of how youth in Aotearoa New Zealand engage with 
activities across childhood and adolescence. Recently, Evans and colleagues (Evans 
et al., 2023) found that 97% of 12-year-olds regularly engaged in at least one ACR, and 
83.3% participated in multiple types of activities (across sport, arts/craft/technology, 
music, and dance/drama), indicating broad participation in ACR activities. Recent national 
data show that participation in ACRs is known to shift across the life course (Matika & Rout,  
2023; Sport New Zealand, 2022), with Creative Arts engagement peaking between the 
ages of 10 and 12 (Matika & Rout, 2023) and sports participation peaking later before 
dropping sharply by age 15 to 17 years (Sport New Zealand, 2022). However, while 
engagement, participation, and attendance in the arts have all increased since 2020, 
with New Zealanders reporting stronger personal connections to the arts and clear well
being benefits (Matika & Rout, 2023), persistent accessibility barriers mean not all young 
people can participate equally, making it a timely and important moment to better 
understand patterns of ACR engagement in Aotearoa.

Participation differences by identity

Identity-related factors such as gender, ethnicity and disability play a significant role in 
shaping young people’s ACR participation (Evans et al., 2023), and can reflect broader 
experiences of inclusion or discrimination. Gender differences in arts participation have 
been highlighted in several studies, which may be driven by underlying societal attitudes. 
Langley and colleagues (Langley et al., 2020) found that girls receive stronger social 
support for arts participation from both peers and parents than boys. Girls are more 
active in music and the arts (Langley et al., 2020; Yu & Baxter, 2015) but have similar 
participation in sports (Sport New Zealand, 2022). However, in both activity types, girls 
report less confidence and a greater fear of judgment (Langley et al., 2020; Sport New 
Zealand, 2022). Gender diverse youth report facing even greater challenges, with much 
lower sports participation rates and higher experiences of discrimination or fear of 
differential treatment (Veale et al., 2019).
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Recent research has found that participation patterns also vary by ethnicity, under
scoring inequities in access and opportunities for inclusion. Although often underexa
mined, recent findings (Evans et al., 2023) show that compared to Sole European, Asian 
youth report being more active in community groups and music, while Māori and Pacific 
youth are more likely to engage in dance, drama, and arts, craft and technology activities.

Young people with a disability report lower participation in sports, and arts, craft and 
technology activities (Evans et al., 2023; Sport New Zealand, 2022), but music, dance and 
drama, and community group involvement are comparable. Importantly, many young 
people with disabilities express a strong desire to increase their ACR participation, despite 
identifying more barriers to engagement (Sport New Zealand, 2022). These patterns 
suggest that structural and attitudinal factors can limit equitable access to meaningful 
participation.

Sociodemographic determinants of participation

Beyond identity factors, household and community environments also shape ACR parti
cipation and can reflect broader societal disparities (Mak & Fancourt, 2021). Household 
composition is one such factor – young people in single-parent households often receive 
less parental support for physical activity, likely due to time constraints, limited access to 
transport, and additional parenting responsibilities (McMillan et al., 2016; Quarmby et al.,  
2011). In contrast, two-parent families may offer more opportunities for joint engagement 
(Quarmby et al., 2011). Family size may also affect involvement: Research in Canada (Xu 
et al., 2009) found that larger families report lower ACR engagement, whilst New Zealand 
data has found that extended family living together is associated with higher rates of 
participation in many activities (Evans et al., 2023).

Geographic location further shapes access and motivation for participation. In 
Australia, boys in outer regional areas preferred team sports, whereas city-based youth 
were more active in arts-based ACR activities (Baxter et al., 2011). In contrast, New Zealand 
research found that rural youth reported feeling isolated from activities and services, 
while urban youth had broader access but reported lower community engagement 
(Edwards et al., 2003). These mixed findings highlight the need for further context- 
specific research.

Socio-economic status has been found to play a key role in extracurricular activities, 
particularly outside of school (Mak & Fancourt, 2021), with cost being a major barrier for 
ACR participation (Barbalich & Ball, 2023). Families earning under NZ$50,000 are more 
likely to report financial limitations (Langley et al., 2020), with variation across ethnic 
groups. Māori families more often cite cost as a constraint, while Asian families report 
fewer financial barriers (Langley et al., 2020). Together, these findings suggest that 
participation in ACR activities is influenced by an interplay between cost, access, and an 
individual’s socioeconomic status.

Whilst differences by socioeconomic status are consistently reported, the impact of 
these on participation varies by context, activity type and global location. Whilst studies of 
the global status of participation in ACRs has found significant disparities across countries 
(Mak, Bone, et al., 2025; Mak, Sajnani, et al., 2025), some studies found that disadvantaged 
youth within a single country engaged primarily in sports, and reported fewer activity 
options (Baldwin & O’Flaherty, 2018). Within New Zealand, however, advantaged youth 
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spend more time in sport than disadvantaged youth (Evans et al., 2023; Sport New 
Zealand, 2022), while youth in higher deprivation areas show stronger engagement in 
the arts (Evans et al., 2023). Economic hardship amplifies other barriers, such as transport 
challenges, caregiving responsibilities, and parents’ irregular work schedules. Together, 
these factors limit young people’s participation, pointing to a complex interplay between 
cost, context, and personal circumstance (Baldwin & O’Flaherty, 2018). As such, financial 
interventions alone are unlikely to be effective unless broader socioecological barriers – 
such as those tied to gender identity, ethnicity, and disability – are addressed (Barbalich & 
Ball, 2023).

Although research highlights variations in ACR participation by age, identity, and 
sociodemographic factors, longitudinal considerations remain limited. Tracking participa
tion over time is vital for understanding how engagement shifts through key develop
mental and educational stages. Longitudinal insights will deepen our understanding of 
young people’s evolving needs and experiences and identify where targeted support 
might sustain meaningful involvement in creative, cultural and sporting activities as 
children transition into adolescence.

Research approach and methodology

Aims of this research

There are notable inconsistencies in how different types of arts, culture and recreation 
(ACR) activities relate to sociodemographic and childhood characteristics – warranting 
deeper exploration than has occurred to date. This study investigated how both socio
demographic factors and identity characteristics influence evolving patterns of participa
tion in ACR activities. Specifically, we asked: Which factors shape sustained, increasing, 
decreasing, or disengaged ACR participation from ages 8 to 12?

We aimed to:

● Describe changes in ACR participation from ages 8 to 12.
● Explore participation shifts across sports, community involvement, and creative arts.
● Examine the intersection of sociodemographic and childhood characteristics with 

ACR engagement.

Participants

Data was analysed from the Growing Up in New Zealand (GUiNZ) longitudinal cohort 
study, which recruited over 6500 pregnant mothers and their unborn children in 
2009–2010, all of whom gave their informed consent in writing. The GUiNZ study is 
a large-scale longitudinal project designed to track children’s development and well
being across the 21st century. Data were gathered at multiple collection waves, 
beginning in the antenatal period and continuing through childhood, recognising 
the importance of early experiences and the ongoing influence of family, community, 
environment, and wider society. Information was collected from the cohort children 
themselves as well as from their mothers/primary caregivers, their mothers’ partners, 
teachers, and through interviewer observations, alongside physical measurements and 
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biological samples. For example, during the 12 year data collection wave conducted 
between September 2021 and July 2022, cohort members (average age 12.3 years) 
completed questionnaires that captured their own perspectives on identity, health, 
wellbeing, relationships, and priorities. This multiinformant, repeated design provides 
contemporary, populationrelevant insights into how young people in Aotearoa grow 
and thrive over time.

The GUiNZ study is largely representative of the diversity of births in New Zealand 
at the time of conception (Morton et al., 2015). The data utilised in this analysis 
focused on the information collected from mothers and children at ages 8 (the 
8-year data collection wave, 2017–2019) and 12 (the 12-year data collection wave, 
2021–2022). Only those with complete responses for key variables at both time points, 
with no missing data points, were included in the final analytic sample (N = 3,738). This 
final sample was sizeably different from the original cohort sample due to participant 
attrition, changing contact details, non-response, migration, mortality, missing data 
(e.g. participants respond to some but not all questions), and technical issues (e.g. 
incorrect skip logic).

Measures

Categories of arts, culture and recreation activities
Children and their mothers were asked questions about the child’s regular participation in 
extracurricular (outside of school) activities. At age 8, mothers reported how often in the 
past 12 months their child had participated in extracurricular activities (organised team 
and individual sport, community groups, art, music or dance lessons, academic lessons 
and religious services or classes). At age 12, young people indicated which ACR activities 
they had participated in regularly (also over the past year), within each of 5 categories of 
activity, and were provided with several options (e.g. netball, rugby, soccer under Sports, 
and instrument lessons and orchestra under Music), including the options “other” and 
“none” within each category. To compare across time points in this paper, participation in 
ACR activities was classified into three broad categories: Community, Sport, and Creative 
Arts. Regular participation was defined as participation in an activity once per week or 
more. At age 12, self-report responses were collected in binary form, where participants 
responded that they did or did not participate in each activity “once per week or more 
often”. At age 8, proxy responses from the main caregiver regarding the child’s participa
tion were recoded from a frequency scale to binary form to be consistent with this 
definition of regular participation.

Categorisation of longitudinal participation
To examine changes in children’s engagement over time, each child’s participation 
trajectory was classified into one of four distinct patterns based on binary indicators at 
both timepoints:

● Sustained participation: Those who responded yes at both ages 8 and 12.
● Increased participation: Those who began participating by age 12, having not 

participated at age 8.
● Decreased participation: Those who were participating at age 8 but not at age 12.
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● Disengaged participation: Those who did not participate at either timepoint.

Sociodemographic characteristics
We also examined the associations between sociodemographic characteristics and parti
cipation pathways. We examined the sociodemographic characteristics household com
position (Sole parent, Two or more parent(s), Parent(s) with extended family, Parent(s) 
with non-kin), rurality (Rural, Urban), and area-level deprivation (NZDep Quintiles 1–5), 
and the identity-based or child characteristics gender (Cisgender boy, Cisgender girl, 
Gender diverse), ethnicity (European, Māori, Pacific Peoples, Asian, Other Ethnicity), and 
disability (No disability, Disability). Whilst rurality, area-level deprivation and household 
structure were analysed without recoding, gender, ethnicity, and disability were recoded 
into these categories for this analysis.

Gender is a derived variable that reflects a participant’s sex at birth and their gender 
identity at age 12. Participants were categorised as Cisgender boy, Cisgender girl or 
Gender diverse, which reflects all those who were transgender, non-binary or unsure of 
their gender at age 12.

Ethnicity was categorised based on administrative prioritisation of child self-report of 
ethnicity at age 12 (Atatoa Carr et al., 2018). Ethnicities with small numbers of participants 
were grouped and categorised as “Other”. Prioritisation was conducted consistent with 
recommendations by Statistics NZ, resulting in the following order:1) Māori, 2) Pacific, 3) 
Asian, 4) Other, then 5) (Sole) European.

Disability was determined based on child self-report at age 12. Participants were 
classified as Disabled if the young person self-reported that they had “a lot of difficulty” 
doing or “cannot do at all” in any one of six areas of functioning – seeing, hearing, walking 
or climbing stairs, remembering or concentrating, self-care, or communication (Marks 
et al., 2023; Washington Group on Disability Statistics, 2022). If no significant difficulties 
were reported, the participant was classified as having No disability.

Statistical analysis

To evaluate whether differences in participation transitions across demographic groups 
were statistically significant, a chi-square test of independence was conducted. No viola
tions of the assumption of independence were observed.

We then investigated the specific contributors to the observed differences in participa
tion transitions using standardised residuals, enabling identification of the transition 
pathways that significantly deviate from expected frequencies within each group. This 
approach enabled us to determine the specific groups that were more likely to have 
sustained, increased, decreased or disengaged participation over the two time points.

The standardised residuals are given by: 

where:
Oij is the observed count for the cell in row i and j,
Eij is the expected count for the cell in row i and j, and
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rij is the ordinary residual.
To enhance interpretability, one-tailed test p-values associated with the standardised 

residuals were computed for each characteristic and transition type combination. This 
determines whether the observed frequencies were significantly greater or smaller than 
expected.

Results

Overview of arts, culture and recreation participation

From ages 8 to 12, participation increased across all three ACR activity types, with Creative 
Arts showing the largest growth and Sports maintaining the highest overall engagement 
at both time points (see Figures 1a–1c; for cross-sectional participation rates see Appendix 
A, Tables A1-A2).

Community activity participation rose from 52.9% to 60.9%, driven by a greater pro
portion of youth increasing (26.2%) rather than decreasing (18.2%) their participation. 
However, 21% of participants were disengaged, having not participated at either time 
point.

Creative Arts participation experienced the most pronounced increase, rising from 
50.4% at age 8 to 79.9% at age 12. Only 6.9% reported decreased participation, while 
13.2% remained disengaged.

Sports had the highest rate of sustained participation, with 72.6% engaged consis
tently across both time points. Whilst disengagement was low (5.3%), 15.1% increased 
their participation, contributing to an overall rise from 79.4% to 87.8%. Figures 1a–1c. 

Figure 1a. ACR activity participation from ages 8 to 12 – Community activities (n = 3,738).
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Transitions of ACR activity participation from ages 8 to 12 (n = 3,738), 1a) Community; 1b) 
Creative Arts; 1c) Sport.

Figure 1b. ACR Activity Participation from ages 8 to 12 – Creative Arts activities (n = 3,738).

Figure 1c. ACR Activity Participation from Ages 8 to 12 – Sports activities (n = 3,738).
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Understanding barriers and enablers to participation

Participation patterns across time points varied across activity types and characteristics, 
revealing distinct barriers and enablers to engagement. Full test statistics are available in 
Appendix B, Tables 3–5. With regards to Community activities, differences were seen by 
gender (p < 0.001), ethnicity (p < 0.001), area-level deprivation (p=0.024) and household 
structure (p=0.009). In Creative Arts, participation differed significantly by gender, ethni
city, area-level deprivation, and household structure (all p < 0.001). Sports participation 
was consistently high at both age points; however, significant variation was observed 
across all demographic factors (all p < 0.001).

Gender
Notable differences were observed across all three types of ACR activities by gender (see 
Figures 2–3). In the context of Community activities, relatively small but statistically 
significant distinctions emerged. Cisgender boys (n = 1,702) were more likely to be 
disengaged (24.7%, p < 0.001) from Community activities, higher than the average. In 
contrast, Cisgender girls (n = 1,423) were more likely to exhibit sustained participation 
(36.8%, p = 0.020) or increasing participation over time (28.2%, p = 0.015). Gender diverse 
youth (n = 599) had the highest proportion in the sustained participation group (37.4%), 
though this difference did not reach statistical significance.

Participation in Creative Arts activities revealed clearer disparities (see Figure 2). 
At age 8, Cisgender boys were notably less involved in Creative Arts. They exhibited 
significantly higher rates of increasing participation (41.4%, p < 0.001) and 

Figure 2. Participation pathways in Creative arts activities from ages 8 to 12, by gender (n = 3,724).

ARTS & HEALTH 9



disengaged participation (19.7%, p < 0.001), alongside a lower proportion of sus
tained participation (30.9%, p<0.001), suggesting later uptake for boys. Cisgender 
girls and Gender diverse youth demonstrated more consistent involvement. 
A significantly higher proportion of Cisgender girls (56.3%, p<0.001) and Gender 
diverse young people (47.9%, p = 0.007) had sustained participation in Creative Arts 
across time. Additionally, many showed increasing participation, with uptake in 
Creative Arts activities by age 12 (29.4% of Cisgender girls and 39.7% of Gender 
diverse youth).

Among Cisgender boys and girls, participation in Sports at Age 12 remained high, with 
only 9.7% and 13.2%, respectively, reporting non-participation. In contrast, Gender 
diverse young people showed lower engagement, with 17.4% not participating at Age 
12. However, a notable and encouraging trend emerged: Gender diverse youth had the 
highest rate of increased participation (21.4%, p < 0.001), suggesting expanding oppor
tunities and growing inclusivity in sporting environments.

Ethnicity
Ethnicity was a statistically significant factor for participation across all three ACR activity 
types (see Figures 4–6).

Approximately one-third of European (nE ¼ 2; 038; 31.8%) and Māori ðnM ¼ 796;

29.5%) participants demonstrated sustained participation in Community activities, 
which was significantly lower than expected (p < 0.001). Disengagement from 
Community activities was also notably high among these groups (European: 23.3%, 
p=0.000; Māori: 23.5%, p=0.0119).

Figure 3. Participation pathways in Sports activities from ages 8 to 12, by gender (n = 3,724).
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Figure 4. Participation pathways in Community activities from ages 8 to 12, by ethnicity (n = 3,639).

Figure 5. Participation pathways in Creative Arts activities from ages 8 to 12, by ethnicity (n = 3,639).
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In contrast, Pacific ðnP ¼ 317Þ and Asian ðnA ¼ 412Þ participants were more likely than 
average to be actively engaged in Community activities at age 8, with comparatively low 
dropout rates. Asian youth had the highest rate of sustained participation (53.4%, p <  
0.001), followed by Pacific youth (43.2%, p < 0.001). Both groups showed lower than 
expected rates of increasing (Pacific: 19.2%, p = 0.001; Asian: 18.2%, p < 0.001) and disen
gaged participation (Pacific: 15.5%, p = 0.009; Asian: 9.5%, p < 0.001).

While overall participation in Creative Arts was broadly similar across ethnic groups, 
statistically significant differences emerged in the nature and timing of engagement. 
Pacific young people had lower than expected sustained participation (34.7%, p < 0.001), 
while increasing participation was significantly higher (47.3%, p < 0.001), suggesting 
a strong trend toward later uptake between ages 8 and 12. Similarly, Māori participants 
had higher than expected rates of increasing participation (39.9%, p = 0.005), indicating 
a delayed entry into Creative Arts activities during this developmental window.

In Creative Arts, Asian youth had higher than expected sustained participation (53.9%, 
p < 0.001), and lower than expected increasing participation (32.5%, p=0.032), suggesting 
consistent early engagement. Participation trends for European youth were less favour
able with lower-than-expected increasing participation (33.7%, p < 0.001), alongside 
higher-than-expected decreasing (7.9%, p=0.003) and disengaged participation (14.8%, 
p=0.001).

Patterns of participation in Sport varied significantly by ethnicity, especially in terms of 
the timing and sustainability of involvement. Pacific youth had lower than expected 
sustained participation (52.7%, p < 0.001) but the highest proportion of increased parti
cipation (33.4%, p < 0.001). This suggests many Pacific youth began participating in Sports 

Figure 6. Participation pathways in Sports activities from ages 8 to 12, by ethnicity (n = 3,639).
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later, though rates became comparable to other groups by age 12. European youth had 
the highest rate of sustained participation (78.8%, p < 0.001) and the lowest rate of 
increased participation (10.4%, p < 0.001), indicating more consistent early engagement 
in Sport from age 8 onward.

Disability
Disability was not a statistically significant factor in Creative Arts or Community activity 
participation. However, notable differences emerged in Sports engagement. Only 57.6% 
of young people with a disability ðnd ¼ 354Þ had sustained Sports participation, signifi
cantly lower than the 74.1% seen among those with no disability (nn ¼ 3; 384; p < 0.001) 
(see Figure 7). Youth with disabilities were more likely to report reduced engagement 
(decreased: 9% or disengaged: 9.3%) in Sport, compared to those with No disability 
(decreased: 6.8%; disengaged: 4.9%). Encouragingly, 24% of youth with disabilities 
reported increased participation in Sport (p < 0.001), notably higher than their non- 
disabled peers (14.2%), suggesting growing accessibility and engagement between 
ages 8 and 12.

Household structure
Household structure was significantly associated with participation across all three ACR 
activity domains (see Figures 8–9).

Young people living with extended family ðnx ¼ 376Þ had the greatest proportion 
of people with sustained engagement in Community activities (40.4%, p=0.006), and 

Figure 7. Participation pathways in Sports activities from ages 8 to 12, by disability (n = 3,738).
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the lowest rates of disengaged participation (16.0%, p=0.006), suggesting that 
extended family environments may offer greater support or stability conducive to 
long-term engagement. In contrast, those residing with sole parents (ns ¼ 447;

25.7%, p=0.004) or with parent(s) and non-kin (nnk ¼ 64; 29.7%, p=0.042) had sig
nificantly higher than expected rates in the disengaged group. These findings 
indicate that structural family differences may influence the continuity and consis
tency of ACR involvement, potentially reflecting disparities in time, resources, or 
emotional support.

Within Creative Arts participation, the most striking differences were among young 
people living in sole-parent households. They were less likely to report sustained partici
pation in Creative Arts (36.5%, p < 0.001) and more likely to be disengaged (18.1%, p <  
0.001), suggesting potential barriers to continuity in artistic pursuits within these family 
environments.

In Sport, young people living with two or more parents (n=2,825; 76.7%, p <  
0.001) showed notably high rates of sustained Sports participation, reinforcing the 
link between traditional household structures and consistent engagement. In con
trast, those living with parents and non-kin caregivers had the lowest sustained 
Sport participation rate (54.7%) and the highest proportion of disengaged partici
pation (18.8%), underscoring challenges in maintaining regular activity in these 
environments.

Figure 8. Participation pathways in Community activities from ages 8 to 12, by household structure 
(n = 3,712).
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Rurality
Rurality showed significant associations with Sport participation only; no statistical differ
ences were found for Creative Arts or Community activity involvement.

Young people living in rural areas ðnr ¼ 704Þ were more likely than average to report 
sustained Sport participation (78.6%, p < 0.001). They were also significantly less likely to 
report increasing (12.6%, p < 0.001) or disengaged (3.1%, p = 0.002) participation – sug
gesting stable and consistent engagement for those living rurally.

Conversely, those living in urban centres ðnu ¼ 2; 971Þ showed lower rates of sustained 
participation (71.1%, p < 0.001) and elevated proportions in both the increasing (15.9%, p  
= 0.016) and disengaged (5.8%, p = 0.002) groups. This pattern may reflect more dynamic 
or fragmented engagement pathways in urban contexts.

Area-level deprivation
Area-level deprivation showed significant associations with participation in all three 
ACR activity types, pointing to underlying disparities in access and engagement (see 
Figures 10–11). For Community activities, although the relationship was statistically 
significant (p = 0.024), no discernible pattern emerged across different levels of 
deprivation. However, clear trends were evident in participation in Creative Arts 
and Sports.

Across both Creative Arts (31.5%) and Sports (50.9%), youth living in areas of highest 
deprivation (quintile 5; n5 ¼ 552) were the least likely to report sustained participation, 
indicating barriers to consistent engagement. At the same time, this group demonstrated 

Figure 9. Participation pathways in Sports activities from ages 8 to 12, by household structure 
(n = 3,712).
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the highest rates of increasing participation—51.4% in Creative Arts and 32.1% in Sports. 
This suggests that despite limited early access, young people in these communities 
became more involved, possibly due to delayed opportunities or targeted interventions 
that promote later uptake.

Furthermore, in Sports those living in high area-level deprivation (quintile 5) had the 
highest proportion of both disengaged participation (8.7%) and decreasing participa
tion (8.3%).

Discussion

This study has sought to highlight the dynamic influence of sociodemographic and 
identity factors on participation in creative, community and sporting pursuits, through 
the transition from childhood to early adolescence. Overall, participation increased across 
all activity types from ages 8 to 12, with Sports showing the highest sustained engage
ment, and Creative Arts experiencing the largest overall growth.

In Community activities, Cisgender girls, Pacific youth, Asian young people, and those 
living with parent(s) and extended family showed notably higher than average Sustained 
participation and were less likely to be disengaged. Conversely, those more likely to be 
disengaged from Community activities (Cisgender boys, European and Māori youth, those 
living with a sole parent and those living with parent(s) and non-kin) were also less likely 
to have sustained participation. Increasing participation was more common among 

Figure 10. Participation pathways in Creative Arts activities from ages 8 to 12, by area-level depriva
tion (n = 3,675).
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Cisgender girls and European youth, while Māori youth and those living in high depriva
tion areas were more likely than average to have decreasing participation.

In Creative Arts, sustained participation was highest among Cisgender girls, Gender 
diverse youth, Asian young people, and those living in low area-level deprivation. 
Disengagement was more common among Cisgender boys and young people living 
with sole parents. Notably, groups with increasing participation – including Māori and 
Pacific youth, Cisgender boys, those in extended family households, and those in high 
deprivation areas – had later uptake in Creative Arts pursuits. Very few young people 
experienced decreasing participation in Creative Arts, indicating low dropout between 
ages 8 and 12.

In Sports, Cisgender boys, European youth, those without disability, rural residents, 
those in low deprivation areas, and those living with two or more parents had the highest 
sustained participation. Groups with lower initial participation but higher increasing rates 
included Gender diverse youth, Pacific and Asian young people, disabled youth, urban 
residents, and those living with a sole parent or extended family, and those in high 
deprivation areas. While most youth reported low disengagement (3–9%), higher rates 
were observed among those with self-perceived disabilities and children living with 
parent(s) and non-kin.

These findings highlight the importance of targeted support to foster inclusive, sus
tained engagement. Investing in culturally-relevant programming, disability-inclusive 
environments, and flexible pathways for late starters may help reduce disparities and 
promote lifelong participation.

Figure 11. Participation pathways in Sports activities from ages 8 to 12, by area-level deprivation (n =  
3,675).
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Enablers and barriers to participation

Societal attitudes and gender stereotypes
Some participation trends across gender and ethnicity suggest shifting societal norms 
and the growing responsiveness of institutions. Cisgender boys, Māori, and Pacific 
youth showed higher rates of increasing participation in Creative Arts, while Asian and 
Gender diverse youth were more likely to increase participation in Sports. These 
patterns may reflect changing attitudes, improved outreach by agencies, and 
enhanced accessibility.

However, groups with sustained participation tended to align with traditional gender 
roles: Cisgender girls and Gender diverse youth in Creative Arts and Community activities, 
and boys in Sports. Notably, Gender diverse youth maintained high engagement in 
Creative Arts and Community spaces – indicating that these environments may be 
more inclusive. In contrast, Cisgender boys were more likely to disengage from Creative 
Arts and Community activities, and Gender diverse youth were less likely to sustain 
participation in Sports. These disparities align with previous findings that highlight how 
entrenched stereotypes can restrict access, underscoring the need to challenge gender 
norms and expand welcoming environments for all identities (Ministry of Social 
Development, 2020).

Inclusive practices and cultural values
Participation could also reflect the cultural values of the communities involved. In 
this paper, Asian and Pacific young people sustained higher participation in 
Community and Creative Arts, while European youth were more likely to sustain 
Sports involvement. However, Māori youth showed concerning trends in 
Community activities and Sports – lower sustained participation, higher disengage
ment, and decreasing involvement – which contrasts sharply with traditional Māori 
values of whānau and communal engagement. This highlights the need for cultu
rally-grounded, multifaceted access strategies, alongside targeted support that 
addresses broader inequities (Barbalich & Ball, 2023). This finding also strengthens 
the argument for encouraging engagement in culturally-relevant activities 
(Highfield & Webber, 2021). Ngā toi Māori (Māori arts and cultural activities) such 
as kapa haka and mau rākau, involve physical activity, community engagement and 
artistic practice, and provide culturally-grounded contexts for meaningful 
involvement.

Young people with self-perceived disabilities had comparable participation rates 
in Creative Arts and Community activities, reflecting strong inclusion in these 
domains. Though disengagement from Sports was higher for disabled youth, 
increasing participation suggests improved access and growing inclusion between 
ages 8 and 12.

Importantly, participation in ACRs has been associated with positive health and well
being (Tait et al., 2025). Therefore, it is essential that we find ways to promote and support 
ACR participation with young people who have lower rates of sustained participation, 
such as indigenous youth (Māori) in Sports and Community activities, and those with 
a disability in Sports.
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Family structure and support
Household composition played a notable role in sustained participation. Living with two 
or more parents or with extended family was linked to stronger engagement in Sports 
and Community activities. Those in sole parent or parent(s) with non-kin households 
faced higher disengagement across activity types – highlighting the need for targeted 
support that recognises caregiving contexts and provides scaffolding for youth in under- 
resourced households.

Interestingly, extended family structures, in particular, appeared to promote Creative 
Arts uptake and sustained Community activity participation, which when placed along
side previous research, supports the positive impact of intergenerational support and 
relational networks on youth development (Walker et al., 2021).

Cost and socioeconomic access
Area-level deprivation remains a critical barrier to sustained participation. Youth in high- 
deprivation areas were more likely to demonstrate increased participation, and least likely 
to have sustained participation, pointing to delayed entry likely driven by cost constraints. 
As affordability changes with age – or as families reprioritise spending – access appears to 
improve, but the early gaps reflect systemic inequities. ACR involvement has been shown 
to positively impact the self-worth of youth from disadvantaged backgrounds (Blomfield 
& Barber, 2011), especially for those in low-SES schools. These activities offer compensa
tory experiences and connections not otherwise available – making their inclusion 
essential (Barbalich & Ball, 2023; Blomfield & Barber, 2011).

Furthermore, young people rely heavily on their immediate community for participa
tion. As Matthews (2003) argues, youth wellbeing may be more tightly tied to the 
condition of their neighbourhoods than adults (therefore in areas of social deprivation, 
the impact may be amplified). Positive community engagement is crucial – and empow
ering youth through inclusion in local initiatives builds collective resilience.

Limitations

Whilst broadly generalisable to the births at the time of recruitment (Morton et al., 2015), 
this data set has been affected by participant attrition and retention (Napier et al., 2023), 
as is often the case in longitudinal studies. These findings reflect the experiences of those 
who maintained participation in the study; missing participants may have held different 
views, experiences, and outcomes that are not captured here.

We also acknowledge limitations in the selection of variables. The use of the self-report of 
the Washington Group Short Set on Functioning is not validated for use in this age group 
(Washington Group on Disability Statistics, 2022). However, the decision to use this defini
tion of disability was made due to the methodological focus on self-perceived health and 
wellbeing, an approach consistent with previous research conducted by the authors (Evans 
et al., 2023; Marks et al., 2023; Tait et al., 2025). Whilst we recognise that this does not allow 
for the expression of multiple ethnicities, the use of administratively prioritised ethnicity was 
selected as the analytic technique demanded mutually exclusive ethnicity groups. Similarly, 
it is possible that participants were involved in arts, culture and recreation activities during 
school hours that were not captured by the responses to the ACR activity questions.

ARTS & HEALTH 19



This study has additional statistical limitations. To meet data quality standards and chi- 
square test assumptions, contingency table cells with counts below 10 were recoded to 
zero rather than excluded. This approach preserved the full 4×N contingency table 
structure, ensuring valid chi-square analysis across all demographic groups. Second, the 
data collection methods differed between cohorts: responses at age 8 were reported by 
mothers, whilst at age 12, responses were self-reported by children. This variation in 
reporting source introduces potential inconsistencies due to differing perspectives, which 
may affect the comparability of responses over time.

Future research opportunities

This study offers a foundation for deeper investigation into ACR participation pathways. 
Longitudinal research at subsequent ages could explore whether increased engagement 
among underserved groups reflects sustained involvement or temporary spikes. Further 
analysis could also explore drivers of participation for specific groups, such as Māori and 
Pacific youth, or those with a disability – and to understand how family, culture, and 
inclusion shape participation over time.

Exploring program-level factors such as accessibility and responsiveness in different 
geographic and socioeconomic contexts could clarify how structural conditions influence 
engagement. Future studies might further investigate connections between longitudinal 
participation and outcomes like wellbeing or educational achievement to strengthen the 
case for inclusive ACR programs.

Finally, adopting intersectional approaches that examine how combined sociodemo
graphic factors and identity characteristics influence engagement would enable more 
nuanced understandings of childhood participation. Building this evidence base is vital to 
ensure all young people have equitable access to the developmental benefits of sustained 
ACR involvement.

Conclusion

This analysis highlights how ACR participation among young people is shaped by personal 
and socioecological factors. Engagement was not evenly distributed across the population, 
with structural, geographic, and cultural influences contributing to complex patterns of 
access and continuity. While identity-related trends can reflect societal attitudes and issues 
of inclusion, sociodemographic patterns reflect contextual systemic disparities linked to 
cost, financial security, supportive home environments, and accessibility. These variations 
underscore the importance of examining participation through an equity lens.

When considered collectively, the data exposes more than isolated disparities. It 
reveals systemic barriers consistently affecting specific groups. Gendered activity prefer
ences, cultural exclusions, and the constraints imposed by household and community 
contexts point to long-standing issues in the way opportunities are structured and 
accessed. Understanding these influences is essential for developing inclusive programs 
that foster sustained participation.

Encouragingly, several underserved groups, such as young people with disabil
ities and those in high-deprivation areas, demonstrated notable increases in parti
cipation over time, pointing to the influence of inclusive initiatives and the 
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possibility of delayed opportunities. These patterns underscore the need for equity- 
driven, targeted support systems that recognise and respond to the diverse social 
contexts of young people’s lives. Ensuring meaningful, sustained access to ACR 
activities is not only essential for personal development but also critical for addres
sing broader disparities in wellbeing and opportunity.
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