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An Ethical Approach to Children’s Media Experiences
A CMF Briefing

The development of a child is a complex journey, influenced by a wide range of stimuliin
the home and at school, as well as from friends, and as a citizen growing up in a society
with a shared culture and values. The Children’s Media Foundation believes that screen
content plays an important and ever-increasing role in the journey from baby to adult.

The recent rapid rate of change in children’s media experiences has encouraged the CMF
to reflect more deeply on the role of public service content, while also considering the
impact of digital platforms on young people’s lives.

This document brings together our current thinking and is part of a process, working with
partners in academia and in the industry, to determine an ethical approach to children’s
media experiences.

Why take an ethical approach to children’s media?

One of the challenges in establishing an ethical approach to children’s media
experiences is the difficulty in conducting the research that might provide data to guide
policy decisions. Much of the available literature around child development focuses on
specific aspects of learning, education and health, which tend to be easier to research
because it is possible to look at the impact of specific changes in policy on different
groups, by working in collaboration with educational institutions or health service
providers. Research into the impact of general media experiences on young peopleis less
straightforward due to the difficulty of isolating causal factors and conducting
meaningful longitudinal studies.’

The CMF has found that research relating to children’s engagement with public service
content is not readily available. In addition, the empirical data concerned with learning
and development in the online world that is available offers many widely contrasting
views, positive and negative. This suggests a cautious approach to the various theories
and solutions proposed. That said, we believe it is important further efforts are made to
fully comprehend how new technologies and new models of media behaviour are
impacting the lives of young children.?

" Sonia Livingstone (1996) On the continuing problems of media effects research. Livingstone, S. (1996)
On the continuing problems of media effects research. In J. Curran and M. Gurevitch (Eds.), Mass Media
and Society. London: Edward Arnold. Second edition.

2US Surgeon General Social Media and Youth Mental Health (2023) The US Surgeon General states that
“more research is needed to fully understand the impact of social media; however, the current body of
evidence indicates that while social media may have benefits for some children and adolescents, there
are ample indicators that social media can also have a profound risk of harm to the mental health and
well-being of children and adolescents. At this time, we do not yet have enough evidence to determine if
social media is sufficiently safe for children and adolescents.” (p4, emphasis added)
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With learning defined as an enduring change in behaviour, whether that is biological,
rational or sociocultural,® media interactions bringing about changes in behaviour
constitutes learning by default. For children, play remains a key element of such
development, but media experiences are playing an increasingly important role in their
lives and, to some extent, are beginning to replace or shape the nature of play.*

The CMF believes that all media made for the attention of children should conform to
society’s core values of care and age-appropriateness®. Public service media has a
further goal, which is to encourage children to become active citizens in society. In this
respect, ‘Public policy should not be seen as simply fixing market failure’ it should also
‘help tackle the grand challenges facing the 21st century’® with the shaping of children’s
media experiences acting as a vital tool in that policy.

With those goals in mind, the CMF has adopted the following definition of children’s
public service media:

Age-appropriate media content in any genre - drama, entertainment and
factual - that reflects children’s lives, communities and aspirations,
encouraging them to become active, well-informed citizen through the
dissemination of our society’s shared values.

The available literature makes clear the connection between our physical and mental
health and engagement with online media, which is a challenge for all of us. The
‘messages’ being sent by parents to their offspring, ‘whether verbally or through example’,
motivates children’s health-related behaviours.” While parents can be supported to carry
some of the burden associated with mitigating against the harms of online engagement,
they cannot solve these problems alone.® We accept that businesses operating in the
children’s media space must innovate to retain and refresh their audience and create
profit. Butit should also be incumbent on those businesses and institutions to play arole
in providing a public service. This may involve researching and defining future standards
of practice and cultural programming by which we engage children and their parents.

Social surroundings, family narratives. teachers, and peers, are influential in determining
future behaviours, as one progresses from childhood through adolescence.® Given the
amount of time young people currently spend in front of screens, they need to witness

3 Nathan, Mitchell J. Foundations of Embodied Learning: A paradigm for education (2022). Mitchell Nathan
details how learning is an embodied, whole-body process relating how biological phenomenon,
instantaneous individual cognition, connects through to rational behaviour, sociocultural behaviours and
organisational development.

4 Huber, Brittany & Highfield, Kate & Kaufman, Jordy. (2018). Detailing the digital experience: Parent
reports of children's media use in the home learning environment. British Journal of Educational
Technology. 49. 10.1111/bjet.12667.

5 This idea was first introduced by Gary Pope during the London Children’s Media Summit 2024 and
reiterated during the Children’s Media Conference Debate in Sheffield 2024.

5 O'Reilly, T., Strauss, |. and Mazzucato, M (2023). Regulating Big Tech through digital disclosures.

UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose, Policy Brief No.26.

7 Schneider & Caffray (date) p322. Affective motivators and experience in adolescents’ development of
health-related behaviour patterns

8US Surgeon General Social Media and Youth Mental Health (2023)

9 Schneider & Caffray (ibid)
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normative behaviours via the actual content they view online as well through more
traditional social engagement. A reliance of content placed on platforms synonymous
with mobile phone use has likely put an entire generation (Gen Z) into an unhealthy
defensive mode'® and it is through a refreshed approach to public media that we can
allow our young people to develop in a mutually beneficial ‘discover mode’.

In a world in which information is changing rapidly, advancing higher cognition in
adolescence requires that we take advantage of the developing capacity of the
adolescent brain to reason and to develop strategies, not simply train encoding
and retrieval of discrete facts and knowledge that has been memorized."!

The ‘shared truths’ and ‘reliable’ knowledge that should be fundamental to our public
service media are ‘inherently valuable for society’’? and will strengthen young people’s
confidence, helping them to ameliorate stress and confusion, and enhancing their ability
to join public discourse and involve themselves in public affairs.

An ethical distribution of revenues and data

Government has already taken steps to prevent media platforms from sharing harmful
content with children through the Online Safety Act. Itis an important achievement and
this world-leading legislation has begun the process of developing an ethical approach
to children’s media. The next step is to consider how we can shape a media ecosystem
that supports positive, life-affirming public service media content for children.

The call to put more public service content on platforms where the young audience are
watchingis logical, certainly in the short-term. Recent international meetings initiated by
the CMF suggest a mixed picture with regard to traditional broadcast channels switching
to new media platforms.'™ One key finding to emerge is that when it comes to children’s
content on new platforms, the share of revenues for producers is far from equitable and
the funding that is available is intrinsically linked to how children are finding content.™

In addition, there is a lack of transparency in this field, which may be primarily a business
decision, driven by commercial sensitivity. But there is also an ethical dimension. The
large tech companies are reluctant to share much of the data that would allow us to
understand the details of how children experience their media. Even Ofcom is not given
the information it needs to advise government on the shape of a new children’s media
ecosystem for the 21°t century. UK producers committed to making children’s content are
unable to see the data that details how the audience are connecting to their content or
how that relationship is being monetised by the platform. This hampers businesses and

° Haidt, J (2024) The Anxious Generation (pp70-71)

" Reyna et al (2012) The Adolescent Brain (Introduction)

2Wachter, Mittelstad and Russell, Do large language models have a legal duty to tell the truth? (2024)
3 International Progress CMF report by Greg Childs.

¥ The business challenges faced by producers of public service content is covered in other briefing
papers form the CMF.



https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/abs/10.1098/rsos.240197
https://www.thechildrensmediafoundation.org/archives/16296/international-progress

@ The Children's Media

discourages potential investors in children’s content from engaging in what could be a
profitable arena.™

The ethical dimension in this situation is fairly simple. Children and young people cannot
be seen simply as a demographic that has commercial value. As things stand, big tech
controls the revenue streams and the data, which allows them to define the value of
children’s media. Those companies must agree to an equitable share of the revenues
from children’s media and must also be required to share the information that will help
us understand how we can support children as they grow and develop.

Addictive behaviour and commercial exploitation

Representatives at the Children’s Media Summit, the Children’s Media Conference and
also the Culture, Media and Sport Parliamentary Select Committee’® have supported
putting content where the children will view it, but there is a difficult reality associated
with this approach.

The ‘dominant platforms of the online world have not been constructed with the
needs and interests of children in mind’."’

One particular area of concern around how those platforms have been built is that they
encourage addictive behaviour. Encouragement to click and swipe suggests that
platform operators are manipulating natural states of boredom, creating boredom loops
that keep individuals scrolling.™®

With children ‘overly exposed to the sorting and tracking mechanisms’,'® these platforms
are optimised to collect data and clicks, rather than focusing on the quality of experience.
Given that the process of ‘likes’ and ‘infinite’ scrolling are part and parcel of the business
of maximising people’s attention, there is clearly a risk that these platforms will nurture
a ‘constant need to be online’. Therefore, an ethical approach to children’s media must
take into account the dangers of addiction.

The tendency to encourage addictive behaviourindicates the extent to which children are
treated purely as consumers in a commercial market. They are being monetised through
routine engagement with online content, whatever the quality. In the digital world, the
child has become the product and advertising companies pay to get the attention of
children.?®* Some of this is from companies that are selling products that may enhance
children’s lives, but thatis far from the whole story, with gambling, alcohol and HSSF food
companies targeting children with adverts, or indeed more insidious methods such as

5 O'Reilly, T., Strauss, |. and Mazzucato, M (2023). Regulating Big Tech through digital disclosures.
UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose, Policy Brief No.26.

6 Ref 2021 Select Committee report

7 Ito, Cross, Dinakar & Odgers Algorithmic Rights and Protections (2023)

'8 Dr Sandi Mann talks about this on Naturebang, BBC Radio 25-10-2024

% lto, Cross, Dinakar & Odgers Algorithmic Rights and Protections (2023)

20 Haidt, J (2024) The Anxious Generation (pp 228)
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‘interactive engagements’, where children innocently navigate to find what we might
regard as age-appropriate content (e.g. scooter videos or children’s games).?’

As noted, it is positive to see the growing awareness around harmful content
(pornography, gambling, suicide) but vulnerability to harmful content should not be
society’s only concern. The ‘exploitative business practices that manipulate people to
stay on these platforms’ for extended periods?? - as well the stealthy manipulation of
behaviour — should be equally concerning.

As part of that problem, we have seen a ‘pile-it-high, sell it cheap’ approach encouraged
by the platforms and adopted by some children’s content producers targeting the
youngest audiences within the YouTube space.? There is real concern that businesses
are seeking to manipulate children and young people, and even their parents, with faux
educational practices orill-judged childminder screen pacifiers.?

Businesses operating in the children’s media space should not be afraid of the off button.
This applies to encouraging children and young people to engage in the real world and
also to the importance of sleep. Alongside concerns about extreme content, misuse of
child data and harmful commercial content, the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child® stresses the importance of uninterrupted sleep, as a key positive health
behaviour, contributing to enhanced energy levels, disease prevention and improved
cognitive function.?®

Promoting ethical content

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child gives children the right to access media
thatis suitable for young people. One third of internet users worldwide are children?” and
yet there is very little evidence of businesses adopting practices that adhere to the codes
demanded by the UN convention. Equally problematic is the way platform algorithms
drive non-linear interactions and searches for content that amplify traditional biases and
fail to serve marginalised groups.?® Despite the claims of technological innovators, we
risk creating a space where access to accurate information, an essential part of a
functioning democratic system, is under threat and where large language models

2! Backholder & Pathirana (2024) #DigitalYouth

2 Costello et al (2023), ALGORITHMS, ADDICTION, AND ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH: An
Interdisciplinary Study to Inform State-level Policy Action to Protect Youth from the Dangers of Social
Media. The process of encouraging likes and infinite scrolling screens are part and parcel of the business
of maximising people’s attention time.

2 n the Frame: New Opportunities in Animation | Manchester Animation Festival (14" November 2024)
24 Radesky, J. S., Schaller, A., Yeo, S. L., Weeks, H. M., & Robb, M.B. (2020). Young kids and YouTube: How
ads, toys, and games dominate viewing, 2020. San

Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media. P32

% General Comment No.25 relating to UNCRC (2021) makes specific reference to children’s rights in the
digital environment and the responsibilities of all business operating in the digital space.

% Schneider & Caffray (date) p295. Affective motivators and experience in adolescents’ development of
health-related behaviour patterns

7 Ito, Cross, Dinakar & Odgers Algorithmic Rights and Protections (2023)

2 |to, Cross, Dinakar & Odgers Algorithmic Rights and Protections (2023)
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capable of creating cheap, addictive content, have been developed with no obligation to
be truthful, resulting in misinformation becoming a biproduct of good intention.?®

The way in which information is shared with children is also important, creating an ethical
question around the range and variety of media experiences provided for children,
particularly in respect of genres. The importance of language and communication to the
unigue nature of human beings is explored by Tomasello,*® who makes it clear that live,
physical interaction is essential in the cognitive development of young people. Media
experiences cannot replace those live interactions, but it can support them and there is
a clear role for public service content to offer live action content. This content is often
less commercially viable, but the Children’s Media Foundation believes it should be a
cornerstone of public service provision, as it is far more effective in communicating pro-
social, age and culturally relevant ideas and images than animated content.®

With animated content, the business models for successful penetration on social media
channels suggest that a race to the bottom will inevitably bring Al into production
processes to a far greater extent than in content production for other genres and other
age-groups. This hasimplications for quality and the range of content provision, and there
are valid concerns about veracity, inclusion, and the loss of the joyful serendipity of
human content creation.

Equally, conversational Al ‘may wear the cloak of empathy’ but needs careful
consideration as to the ethicalissues of ‘conversations’ with age-ranges that might find it
difficult to differentiate between reality and fiction, or indeed human and machine
generated ideas. If we adhere to the Convention of the Rights of the Child, then ‘child-
centred design and use seems more crucial than ever’.®?

Allthese developing challenges will need to be addressed if we are going to create ethical
media content for children.

Assuming we can support the creation of that content, the next challenge is to determine
an ethical approach to sharing the content with the audience. For most young people -
and increasingly for adults - the distinction between social media delivery and ‘television’
viewing is no longer valid, and we need to stop putting social media experiences and
linear viewing into separate pigeonholes. One of the confusing complications of online
contemporary culture is that negative experiences are being served alongside positive
content.

The future of public service media depends on ethical content being given prominencein
these important public spaces. For which, see CMF’s accompanying paper on ‘finding’
which considers prominence in the new media landscape.

2 Watcher et al (2024) Do large language models have a legal duty to tell the truth?

3% Tomasello, M (2018) Becoming Human

3! Richert, Rebekah & Sachet, Alison & Hoffman, Ruth & Taylor, Marjorie. (2009). Learning From Fantasy
and Real Characters in Preschool and Kindergarten. JOURNAL OF COGNITION AND DEVELOPMENT. 10.
41-66. 10.1080/15248370902966594. Pp42,48-49

32 Kurian, Nomisha (2023) Al’'s empathy gap: The risks of conversational Artificial Intelligence for young
children’s well-being and key ethical considerations for early childhood education and care.
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