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ABSTRACT
Background  The first thousand days, the period from the 
conception to the second year of life, play a fundamental 
role in establishing the foundation of a newborn’s health, 
growth and neurological development, finally impacting its 
entire life. Reading interventions during this period produce 
numerous positive outcomes for the infants, such as their 
language skills and development, as well as enhancing the 
relationship between caregivers and children, supporting the 
importance of studying the effectiveness of shared reading 
groups in this period among children without pathologies 
and their caregivers. This research aims to systematically 
review evidence on shared group activity in the first thousand 
days, including also their caregivers, exploring the following 
outcomes: children’s language skills, cognitive development, 
prosocial behaviour, parent–child relationship, reading habits, 
health literacy, quality of life and empowerment.
Methods  We conducted a systematic review and 
meta-analysis based on the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guidelines. Eight 
experimental studies met the inclusion criteria: shared 
group reading intervention involving children up to 24 
months with their caregivers (especially parents, but also 
other caregivers). These interventions typically consisted 
of 6–12 group sessions led by trained facilitators in 
community settings.
Results  The results showed no clear conclusions. 
Both the narrative synthesis and meta-analysis 
suggested improvements on children’s language skills 
(comprehension), only the narrative analysis suggested 
positive changes in cognitive development and prosocial 
behaviour, alongside improved parent–child relationship 
and enhanced parental skills following the intervention. 
However, evidence was limited and inconsistent.
Conclusions  These findings highlighted the importance 
of evidence-based interventions in supporting infant 
development, particularly in disadvantaged contexts 
addressing inequalities, and the promising role of shared 
reading as an integral part of such interventions. However, 
further studies are needed to confirm the effectiveness 
of these early interventions in fostering optimal 
developmental outcomes during the critical first thousand 
days.

INTRODUCTION
A substantial body of evidence has emerged 
in recent years on the importance of the 

first thousand days, the period from concep-
tion to a child’s second year of life.1 Indeed, 
this period plays a fundamental role in 

WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC
	⇒ Shared reading interventions are known to enhance 
language development and caregiver–child rela-
tionship. Evidence is limited from structured group-
based interventions in the first thousand days of life.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS
	⇒ Findings suggest the promising role of structured 
group-based shared reading interventions on chil-
dren’s language, cognitive and prosocial develop-
ment, and caregiver–child interactions and parental 
skills. However, they also highlight methodological 
gaps in existing studies.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH, 
PRACTICE OR POLICY

	⇒ Shared reading interventions could be integrated 
into health promotion strategies in the first thousand 
days of life, especially in disadvantaged communi-
ties. Future research should use larger trials includ-
ing standardised outcomes to strengthen evidence.

LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS
	⇒ Multidisciplinary approach: the review included a 
search across several databases from various fields 
(health, education, and psychology). This ensured an 
extensive coverage of the literature.

	⇒ Outcome diversity: the study examined many out-
comes related to both child development (eg, lan-
guage skills, cognitive ability) and parent-–child 
interactions.

	⇒ Quality assessment: the use of specific tools to as-
sess the risk of bias in the included studies aimed at 
maintaining a high level of research quality.

	⇒ Heterogeneity of interventions: the review analysed 
many different intervention types and measures of 
outcomes that complicated the synthesis of results.

	⇒ Limited number of studies and participants: the 
small number of studies included in the review and 
the limited number of participants in each study may 
have limited the results.
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establishing the basis of the newborn’s health, growth 
and neurological development, impacting the entire 
life.2 Interventions focused on prevention, promotion 
and treatment, during the first thousand days, have been 
associated with numerous positive outcomes including a 
reduced incidence of diseases and a better quality of life 
for infants and future adults, their families and future 
generations.3 Global health organisations, such as the 
WHO, recognise primary prevention and health promo-
tion as a priority for both parents and children during 
this time.4

Caregivers require time and resources to contribute to 
children’s optimal development by providing nurturing 
care. This process is facilitated by enabling environ-
ments which include policies, services, communities and 
families. The component 4 of the WHO framework on 
early child development identified the domain of early 
learning, particularly the establishment of reading and 
story-telling groups for caregivers and children, as an 
intervention to foster such enabling environments and 
creating opportunities for early learning.5

Research shows that reading aloud to children regularly 
supports their cognitive, linguistic, emotional and rela-
tional development, while strengthening the emotional 
bond between reader and listener.6 7 Early reading for 
pleasure plays a role in the subsequent brain and cogni-
tive development and mental well-being.8 Additionally, 
early literacy skills are fundamental for the development 
of children, especially in disadvantaged families, and for 
breaking the cycle of disadvantage.9

In light of this, an increasing number of programmes 
have been established over the years to promote shared 
reading within families.10 They belong to two macro 
categories: home-based reading promotion models and 
group reading models, where parents are encouraged to 
adopt shared reading habits.11

Shared reading interventions have been imple-
mented in different contexts such as community centres, 
preschool halls, participants’ homes, clinics or paedi-
atric rooms12; they have also been used in disadvan-
taged communities, where they are promising for the 
development of language in children with limited access 
to reading resources13 and for increasing the caregiver 
engagement.11

Outcomes of shared reading interventions include: 
development of children’s abilities, attention, expressive 
vocabulary, comprehension, reading skills and relation-
ship between parents or caregiver and infants.14 Some 
studies highlight the benefits of establishing a daily 
reading routine, such as an improvement of parent–
child relationships,6 14 15 an increase in quality time spent 
together16 and an early participation in social interactive 
activities.17 Dowdall et al suggest that group interventions 
are more effective for children’s language outcomes 
compared with home-based interventions,11 as they 
provide social support for the caregivers involved, facil-
itate the possibility of sharing experiences and creating 
social connections.

Consequently, we decided to study the effectiveness of 
reading group intervention in the first thousand days, in 
line with the WHO framework and the benefits studied 
in systematic review (SR) of Dowdall. Indeed, previous 
systematic reviews (SRs) focused on various subgroups of 
infants, such as preterm infants and children with disabil-
ities, but there are no studies including exclusively the 
first thousand days or specifically group-based interven-
tions. Additionally, some reviews included other kinds 
of shared reading programmes,17–19 lacking evidence 
on early book sharing interventions on group activities 
during the first thousand days.11 12 16

Aim
This research aims to systematically review the evidence 
on shared reading interventions in the first thousand 
days, including also their caregiver, recognising the 
fundamental impact of this period of life in cognitive and 
emotional development.

METHODOLOGY
Research question
For the development of this SR with meta-analysis, the 
starting point was the research question. Then, the 
PICOS framework was developed to guide the selection 
of keywords to be included in the search string used, as 
shown in table 1.

Search strategy
The literature search and article screening were based 
on guidelines from the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses.20

We conducted a systematic search of the online five 
databases PubMed, Embase, Education Resources Infor-
mation Center (ERIC), PsycINFO, CINAHL using the 
research string, shown in table 1. We chose to focus on 
articles published from 1 January 2014 to 11 September 
2023 to reflect the increased global focus on the first thou-
sand days by organisations such as WHO and UNICEF 
over the past decade, which has led to an increase in 
related studies.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Studies included in the review had to meet several 
criteria. Specifically, they had to focus on shared reading 
interventions involving children in the first thousand days 
of life and their parents and caregivers; we also included 
experimental design including randomised controlled 
trial (RCT) and experimental pre–post test group design, 
age between 0 and 24 months, children without any disa-
bilities, at least one caregiver involved for each child 
and intervention conducted in group setting. Table  1 
describes the research methodology (included PICOS 
framework with the description of outcomes) and the 
specific inclusion and exclusion criteria.
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Data extraction and presentation of results
Study selection
The initial search resulted in a total of 8686 articles. 
After eliminating duplicates (n=2494), a total of 6194 
were screened by title and abstract. Three reviewers inde-
pendently analysed the studies and determined which 
articles met the inclusion criteria for the review. Then, 
they compared the data collected from the selected 
studies.

During this phase, studies were excluded if there was 
no group intervention, they involved children older than 
2 years, or they did not include parents or caregivers in 
the programmes. 58 articles remained after screening 
for title and abstract, considering the aforementioned 
criteria and 8 articles after full-text reading.

Study analysis
Data from the eight selected articles were independently 
collected by the three researchers. Agreed-upon 

characteristics were then compiled into a descriptive 
table which provides a summary of the main information 
from each study. Outcomes assessed in the individual 
studies were identified and grouped into four categories. 
For each outcome, the instrument used for measurement 
was reported, as well as whether a significant difference 
emerged between the intervention and control groups.

Stata V.19 NOW software (StataCorp) was used for 
meta-analysis. Only studies reporting data from the 
Communicative Development Inventory (CDI) compre-
hension and expressive vocabulary scales were included, 
as these represented the only comparable outcomes 
across studies. Because CDI scores vary depending on the 
language and version used, the standardised mean differ-
ence, corrected for small-sample bias as Hedges’ g, was 
employed to ensure comparability across studies. Hetero-
geneity was assessed with the I² statistic, and pooled esti-
mates with 95% CIs were displayed in forest plots.

Table 1  Research methodology and eligibility criteria

Methodology Keywords

Review research question Do reading groups interventions within the first thousand days have positive impacts on 
reading habits and routine, language skills, cognitive development, health literacy, quality of 
life, empowerment, parent–child relationship?

PICOS framework

P (participants/population) First thousand days of life, that includes infants and their caregivers

I (intervention) Reading group aloud

C (comparison group/control) Absence of activity or other activity responding to the same outcome/no comparison

O (outcome) Reading habits and routine, reading ability, language skill, cognitive ability, health literacy, 
quality of life, empowerment, parent–child relationship.

Definitions of outcomes 	► Reading habits refer to the frequency and duration of shared reading at home.
	► Reading and language skills included both expressive skills and receptive skills.
	► Cognitive development included attention, social and motor skills, such as concentration, 
play initiation and fine motor skills.

	► Parent–child interactions involve both the frequency of interactions and the parent's ability 
to respond appropriately. Empowerment focused on increasing parents’ awareness of the 
significance of reading together and their confidence in engaging in this activity with their 
child.

Eligibility criteria

Inclusion criteria 	► Children during first thousand days of life with their parents or caregivers.
	► Experimental studies, including RCTs.
	► Studies published in English, Spanish and Italian languages.
	► Studies published from 1 January 2014 to 11 September 2023.
	► Group intervention.

Exclusion criteria 	► No group intervention.
	► Children older than 2 years.
	► Children with disabilities such as autism, sensory impairment, cognitive impairment or 
emotional disturbance.

	► Intervention did not include parents or caregivers in the programmes.
	► Home/individual reading promotion models.

Search strategy

Research string (reading AND (shared OR aloud OR early OR dialogic OR interactive OR group*)) AND 
(reading (outcome* OR habit* OR routine) OR “language skill*” OR “cognitive abilit*” OR 
“health literacy” OR “quality of life” OR empowerment OR “parent-child relationship*”)

RCTs, randomised controlled trials.
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Quality assessment tool
The Risk of Bias of seven included RCT studies was meas-
ured by the Cochrane Risk of Bias Tool for RCTs ROB 2, 
in particular the current version (22 August 2019), suit-
able for individually randomised, parallel group trials.21 
For one study that has an experimental pretest posttest 
comparison group design,22 we used ROBINS-I (‘Risk of 
Bias in Non-randomised Studies–of Interventions’), the 
current version (16 September 2016).23 For each of the 
five domains of ROB 2 and ROBINS-I tool, we reported a 
low risk, some concerns or high risk. Then, we scored the 
overall risk of bias of each study. We use an internation-
ally comparable method for describing levels of educa-
tion across countries called the International Standard 
Classification of Education.

Assessment of quality (certainty) of evidence by Grading of 
Recommendations Assessment, Development and Evaluation 
approach
The overall quality of evidence obtained from included 
RCTs for our categories of outcomes was assessed using the 
Grading of Recommendations Assessment, Development 
and Evaluation (GRADE) approach (Cochrane system-
atic review and guidelines) by two review authors inde-
pendently and then discussed within the research team, 
until consensus was obtained, using the revised GRADE 
approach.24–26 GRADE results for each tool included in 
the meta-analysis were reported in online supplemental 
table n.1 ‘Description of risk of bias for each domain for 
all studies’ in online supplemental material.

RESULTS
Studies characteristics
A total of eight articles (seven RCTs13 14 27–31 and one 
experimental pretest, post-test comparison group 
design22) met the inclusion criteria and were included 
in the current study. Figure 1 shows the process of inclu-
sion.

The included studies involved 362 participating 
infant–caregiver dyads. All the interventions were 
carried out in person. Two studies considered 
0–24 months,27 28 the other two studies 14–16 months,14 
30 one article 15–17 months13; some studies considered 
eight different months29 31 and another 3–12 months.22 
Regarding the income of the population, five studies 
included predominantly low-income people in 
areas characterised by high poverty and depriva-
tion,13 14 27 28 30 two studies included populations with 
a middle income29 31 and one study reported families 
who lived in an advantaged area.22

Considering the organisation of the intervention 
groups, the number of sessions varied from 613 22 to 1231, 
with the majority of studies involving 8 sessions.14 29 30 
Most studies included local trained facilitators,13 14 30 who 
spent approximately 60 min discussing shared reading 
with caregivers and infants. In all studies, participants 
received specific books for home reading, such as picture 
books,13 14 22 29 30 followed by discussion in subsequent 
group sessions. Table 2 shows the characteristics of the 
eight studies included.

Figure 1  PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses).
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Outcomes analysis
We divided outcomes into four categories: child language 
skills, child development, parent–child relationship and 
parenting outcomes. Table  3 contains a description of 
the outcomes, the tools used to measure each of them, 
in which of the included studies they were described and 
the quality of evidence for SR. The results of GRADE 
analysis conducted on articles included highlighted 
that three outcomes are very low (child language skills, 
parent–child relationship and parents’ outcome) and 
one low (child development).

Considering the effects on child outcomes, narrative 
results showed improvements in child language (expres-
sive language, comprehension, vocabulary), child devel-
opment (attention and prosocial behaviour).

Child language skills
Among the four studies that used the MacArthur-Bates 
CDI to assess children’s language skills, three found 
significant improvements in both receptive and expres-
sive skills in the intervention group compared with 
controls,14 30 31 while one study27 found no significant 
differences in vocabulary scores. A study found a signifi-
cant improvement in the comprehension and vocabulary 
of children in the intervention group,13 while another 
found no significant differences.30 Additionally, one study 
found significant improvements in the child’s language 
and communication skills using Preschool Language 
Scales– Fifth Edition and Communication and Symbolic 
Behaviour Scales Developmental Profile: Infant/Toddler 
Checklist.22 Thus, among the five studies assessing chil-
dren’s language with various instruments, four reported 
significant improvements,13 22 30 31 while one did not.27 
Notably, a study27 revealed that higher participation in 
sessions positively correlated with better outcomes in 
language development and cognitive characteristics.

Considering the meta-analysis results, five studies were 
included. For expressive language, only three studies 
(figure n.1 ‘Analysis on expressive language’ in online 
supplemental material) could be included (Vally et al., 
2015; Yumus & Turan, 2016; Piccolo, 2022), with a non-
significant intervention effect and very high heteroge-
neity (about 90%); for comprehension child language, 
only two studies were included (Vally et al., 2015; Yumus 
& Turan, 2016) (figure n.2 ‘Analysis on comprehen-
sion child language’ in online supplemental material), 
with a statistically significant effect and low heteroge-
neity, although the robustness of this finding is limited 
due to the very small number of included studies. The 
detailed description of score tools, CI and GRADE for 
each domain for five studies included in meta-analysis 
can be found in online supplemental table n.2 ‘Quality of 
Evidence (GRADE) for included studies for metanalysis’ 
in online supplemental material.

Child development
One study27 also did not find significant improvements 
in children’s cognitive, motor and socioemotional A
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development measured with Caregiver Reported Early 
Childhood Development-Long Form. However, an inter-
action effect between parental literacy and child outcomes 
was found: in parents with low literacy, the intervention 
was more effective than the control in improving child 
outcomes. Two studies evaluated the effects of shared 
reading on children’s attention levels, both showing 
statistically significant improvements: one found signifi-
cant enhancements in sustained attention measured with 
the The Early Childhood Vigilance Task compared with 
controls,30 while the other measured attention using a 
behavioural test and found significant improvement in 
overall attention in the intervention group.13

Parent–child relationship
One study measured changes in children’s prosocial 
behaviours following the intervention through the Help 
Task, finding a significant increase among children in the 
intervention group compared with controls.14 Regarding 
the effect of book-sharing intervention on parent–child 
relationship, the following outcomes emerged with 
a significant statistical improvement: maternal sensi-
tivity,13 14 maternal reciprocity,14 shared reading skills 
measured with behavioural observation29 and by SRS 
questionnaire,31 shared reading frequency and reading 
stimulation measured with StimQ.27

Parent outcomes
Regarding parent-related outcomes, the book-
sharing intervention significantly improved parental 
literacy,31 awareness and perceived importance of early 
shared reading,27 29 reduction in the parents’ screen 
time27 compared with the control group.

Methodological quality
The risk of bias in the included studies was assessed using 
two tools. The ROB 2 was applied to seven RCTs, cate-
gorising four studies as low risk,14 27 28 31 three as having 
some concerns13 29 30 and none as high risk. For a study 
with an experimental pretest, post-test design,22 the 
‘ROBINS-I’ tool was used, determining it to have a low 
risk of bias. The final scores for each study are provided 
in table 2. Description of the studies included, while the 
detailed description of risk of bias for each domain for 
all studies can be found in online supplemental table 
n.1 “Description of risk of bias for each domain for all 
studies” in online supplemental material.

DISCUSSION
The current SR of eight studies evaluated the effects of 
shared group reading interventions, involving children 
and their parents or caregivers on different outcomes 
related to child development and parenting. Studies 
were grouped into four categories of outcomes: child 
language skills (five studies13 22 27 30 31), child cognitive 
development (four studies13 22 28 30), parent–child rela-
tionship (four studies13 22 27 28) and parenting outcomes C
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(sensitivity, reciprocity and shared reading skills) in five 
studies.22 27–29 31 Most studies involved low-income fami-
lies in disadvantaged areas including South Africa13 14 30 
and Brazil,27 28 with interventions involving eight group 
sessions,14 29 30 and targeted both the parents.14 22 27–29 31

The choice of including articles focusing on different 
outcomes came from the desire of evaluating the effec-
tiveness of intervention in different domains, addressing 
the lack of research on the first thousand days. Some 
SRs on similar interventions but aimed at different age 
groups took similar choices,15 17 while others focused on 
specific outcomes.32 Across individual studies, the narra-
tive synthesis reported a positive impact on comprehen-
sion and vocabulary,13 30 expressive language14 22 30 31 and 
prosocial behaviour.14 Regarding the latter and social 
competence, shared reading was shown to positively 
affect children’s social understanding and prosocial 
behaviour at ages 5–6.33 Although less frequently studied 
in the literature, a SR demonstrated the relationship 
between prosocial skills outcomes and shared reading. 
Our choice to include group interventions precisely 
aimed at evaluating the effect of the group on improving 
social-relational outcomes, not only in the dyadic inter-
actions, as studied in other age groups.34 However, quan-
titative analysis could include only expressive language 
and comprehension (child language skills), with limited 
and heterogenous results, requiring further evidence.

For parents, considering narrative results, the improve-
ment emerged on the quality of interactions with their 
children, showing improvements, particularly in terms of 
sensitivity14 22 and reciprocity,14 shared reading skills,29 31 
the importance accorded to shared reading27 and the 
quality of reading stimulation provided.27 28 In partic-
ular, results regarding children’s language skills and 
other areas of development align with a previous SR that 
confirmed positive effects on language of shared reading 
in infants.32 One study shows a smaller effect when there 
is the inclusion of a control group, especially active 
control.32 Indeed, effects on children’s language devel-
opment beyond the first thousand days are well docu-
mented through various methods: community-based 
shared reading in groups, and in child-parents29; both 
in persons with the use of paper books32 and ebooks,35 
unlike our SR only identified studies involving paper 
books. Furthermore, a recent SR demonstrated the effec-
tiveness of screen-mediated intervention.36

The findings on parent–child benefits align with other 
studies that show shared reading interventions increase 
parental warmth and sensitivity, reduce parenting stress at 
18 months12 and decrease harsh parenting.37 The amount 
of time parents spend with their sons (up to 4 years old) 
is related to language and literacy development.15

Lastly, another important element is the equity and 
accessibility of the intervention. Five included studies 
involve specifically low-income families or belonging 
to low-income contexts,13 14 27 28 30 where low economic 
status of families is linked to poorer health, cognitive and 
socioemotional development in children—particularly 

language, vocabulary size and language processing 
abilities,38 language delay39 and the differences are 
more pronounced over the preschool years. Reading 
and shared reading interventions to increase parents’ 
frequency of reading represent an example of an acces-
sible and available intervention for all socioeconomic 
groups to enhance parents’ literacy.40 For this reason, 
group intervention can reduce the gap between people by 
also supporting the consequences that delay in language 
has on cognitive skills.39

Limitations and strengths
Our study has some limitations. Only eight articles were 
analysed, because of the limited scientific literature on 
this specific intervention, and each study included a 
small sample size. The wide range of outcomes and meas-
urement tools chosen in the articles included compli-
cated comparisons and resulted in limited conclusions 
for each individual outcome, as the GRADE analysis 
score demonstrated. While the results suggest the effec-
tiveness of this intervention considering the narrative 
synthesis, the quantitative evidence was limited and the 
added value of the group dimension remains unclear, as 
potential benefits such as improved social relationships, 
increased social capital and reduced health disparities. 
Lastly, few studies included long-term follow-up, making 
it difficult to evaluate the sustainability of effectiveness of 
the intervention. Additionally, many studies focused on 
disadvantaged groups, resulting in unclear effectiveness 
and impact on higher-income groups or environments.

However, the study also presents many strengths. It is, 
to our knowledge, the first SR that focused on shared 
reading group interventions involving infants during 
their first thousand days, parents and caregivers. The 
research examined different outcomes related to child 
development (eg, language skills, cognitive ability) and 
parent–child interactions, providing evidence on the 
potential effects of group and community interventions 
with an interdisciplinary approach. The study included 
a search across multiple databases (health, education, 
psychology). This ensured an extensive coverage of liter-
ature. Moreover, the inclusion of outcomes regarding 
parents’ and caregivers allowed us to explore the poten-
tial effect on educational poverty and family environ-
ment. Studies regarding disadvantaged settings explored 
the value of group-based interventions on social benefits.

Future research should consider more studies and 
participants to demonstrate the best scientific practices 
and standardise outcome measurement tools (using 
one tool for each outcome). Indeed, the studies could 
emphasise the influence of cultural contexts. For policy, 
future research should address the cost-effectiveness of 
including and adopting these interventions on a large 
scale. For example, a cycle of sessions could be organ-
ised to improve shared reading skills of caregivers in a 
primary and community care setting, providing low 
sustainable interventions. We recommended exploring 
the benefits of group reading interventions in terms 
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of mitigating adverse effects of infant cognitive and 
language development.

CONCLUSIONS
This literature review evaluated the effectiveness of shared 
reading interventions during the first thousand days of 
life. The included studies showed the promising value 
of shared reading interventions in promoting children’s 
language development and social communication skills, 
the frequency of parent–child interactions in the home, 
and parents’ shared reading skill. Most of the considered 
studies found that the intervention could be effective in 
disadvantaged settings, suggesting its potential in miti-
gating adverse effects on infant cognitive and language 
development. The same intervention seems promising in 
the middle and advantaged areas, too. However, quan-
titative evidence remains limited and inconsistent, high-
lighting the need for further studies to confirm the effec-
tiveness of these interventions.
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