
 
 
CMF briefing on the Crisis of Childhood and Media Solutions 
 
Background 
The Children’s Media Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation that campaigns on behalf of 
children to improve the range and quality of their media experiences. We stress the importance 
of public service media (PSM), defined as UK-cultural, age-appropriate content that also reflects 
our society’s shared values. This can be short or long-form content in any genre; drama, 
entertainment and factual content that reflects children’s lives, communities and aspirations, 
encouraging them to become active, well-informed citizens. 

Before the election we discussed with the Minister the ‘crisis of childhood’ message that came 
out of the Children’s Media Summit ’241. The Summit brought together representatives from 
children’s charities, public service broadcasters, media producers and the DCMS. Delegates 
acknowledged that the reasons for the crisis are complex but emphasised that media 
experiences play a pivotal role in shaping children’s perceptions of society.  

Ofcom research2 and the CMF’s own discussions with broadcasters and institutions in the UK 
and other countries, confirms that media consumption patterns for children over 7 and teens has 
changed dramatically in recent years. Young audiences now find their media on YouTube and 
TikTok, which significantly reduces their exposure to age-appropriate, culturally relevant content 
that reflects our society’s shared values3. The algorithms are pushing children towards popular 
international content and influencers who will often share inappropriate messages.  

This change in children’s media consumption is a problem for the commercial PSB’s. It has 
caused a major reduction in the commissioning of public service content for children as 
advertising revenue has collapsed4. Entrepreneurial producers tried moving their shows to 
YouTube, but changes to rules on advertising to children caused an 80-90% reduction in revenue, 
making it impossible to make high-quality PSM content for the platform. This perfect storm has 
led to a worldwide crisis in children’s production as the sector attempts to accommodate the 
new reality and the dominance of the video sharing platforms (VSPs). 

We believe the decline in the availability5 and discoverability of culturally relevant, age-
appropriate content for young people – particularly factual, live-action content - impacts on their 
individual and shared UK identity and contributes to a sense of isolation with increasing levels of 
anxiety and mental health challenges. The Children’s Summit ‘24 concluded it was not enough to 
prevent harmful media content; the future welfare of our children will require government to 
direct media platforms to fund and promote positive media content. 

We also believe that, over time, loyalty to public service providers and willingness to pay for BBC 
content will be severely impacted by the change in young people’s viewing preferences.6 

Analysis 
These are the two key issues we need to address: ‘funding and finding’ 

 
1 Children's Media Summit ‘24 - The Children’s Media Founda:on (CMF) 
2 Ofcom, Children and Parents: Media Use and A8tudes Report 2024 pp12, 16, 23 Children’s Media Lives 2024 
pp23, 32-49, 56, Media NaIons 2023 pp8-9, 17, 22-24 
3 Ofcom Small Screen, Big Debate. “Public service broadcasters must accelerate their digital plans if they are to 
maintain a strong link with exisIng audiences, including younger viewers who increasingly turn elsewhere for 
entertainment and news”  
4 Ofcom Media NaIons Report 2023 pp33-34 
5 Ofcom Media NaIons Report 2023 pp37-38 
6 Ofcom Media NaIons Report 2023 p25 

https://www.thechildrensmediafoundation.org/
https://www.thechildrensmediafoundation.org/archives/16002/childrens-media-summt-24
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/children/children-media-use-and-attitudes-2024/childrens-media-literacy-report-2024.pdf?v=368229
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/children/children-media-use-and-attitudes-2024/childrens-media-lives-2024-summary-report.pdf?v=367549
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/media-nations/2023/media-nations-2023-uk?v=330012
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/208895-future-of-psb/statement/statement-future-of-public-service-media.pdf?v=367725
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/media-nations/2023/media-nations-2023-uk?v=330012
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/media-nations/2023/media-nations-2023-uk?v=330012
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/media-nations/2023/media-nations-2023-uk?v=330012


 
 

2 

• Funding: how do we make sure the money is available to create a wide range of positive, 
life-enhancing PSM content for children?  

• Finding: how do we ensure prominence for that content?  
 

Although pre-school children are also migrating, the existing PSB ecosystem still forms part of the 
solution in terms of prominence for PSB services and funding through the licence fee and tax 
breaks. For older children, those options are largely irrelevant; the focus must be on the VSPs - 
YouTube, TikTok, Roblox and Instagram – because that is where children find their media content. 

Solutions  
The CMF does not have the resources to bring everyone together to find solutions to these 
challenges. But government has the authority and the resources. We are asking government to 
talk to the BBC, YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, NSPCC, Young Minds and others, to broker a deal for 
a new, voluntary public service media agreement that puts children and families first.  

Ofcom has already done much of the work needed to inform and guide an intervention. There are 
existing reports that discuss why we need a new deal on ‘funding and finding’ for public service 
media for children. For example, an Ofcom report7 which concluded: 

“The huge expansion in content and services competing for audience attention creates 
an e7ectiveness challenge for public interventions aimed at promoting socially beneficial 
programming which generates positive externalities. It is not su7icient for such content 
merely to be made available to consumers: for the wider benefits to be realised it must 
also be watched… This consideration becomes more pressing as viewers—especially 
those in younger age groups—increasingly turn away from broadcast TV, reducing the 
e7ectiveness of this form of intervention.” 
 

If government took the initiative to facilitate discussions, the Minister could help to break the 
current ‘silo’ mentality we have seen from some media platforms. We need bold, imaginative 
thinking if the UK is to become a world-leader in this area of public policy.  

A new deal would have to be backed by research on the value and impact of public service media 
for children, which must do more than count views, swipes and clicks. That said, there is clearly 
no point creating ‘worthy’ content that kids don’t watch; new content must be commissioned and 
made by people who understand the audience and who know how to create media that kids will 
enjoy and respond to. The impact of any new agreement would have to be monitored by Ofcom, 
who would need access to data from the platforms. At a minimum they would want to know how 
many children are accessing the new PSM content, the total investment in that content and the 
genres of the content produced.  

The CMF believes that a new initiative to support children’s media will be welcomed by the vast 
majority of parents, carers and grandparents, as well as anyone concerned about the future 
health and well-being of our children.  

We are not suggesting primary legislation immediately. The first step is to convince the tech 
companies it is in their best interests to help fund public service content for children and young 
people and adapt their algorithms to surface that and other PS content, such as the BBC’s.  

If they won’t do it, government will eventually have to regulate to require them to provide 
appropriate, prosocial content for younger audiences. 

 
7 Helen Weeds (2020) Rethinking Public Service BroadcasIng for the Digital Age 

https://www.smallscreenbigdebate.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/208827/helen-weeds-rethinking-psb-for-digital-age-report.pdf

