@ The Children's Media

Finding Content on Video Sharing Platforms - a New Public Service
Compact?

A CMF Briefing

The Children’s Media Foundation has identified the two key issues facing both the children’s
audience in the UK and the media industry that serves them as: ‘funding and finding’.

There is insufficient investment in the industry to ensure the continuation of high quality, socially
and culturally relevant, age-appropriate content for young people. But even if there were
investment, the huge switch in viewing to the now dominant video sharing platforms -YouTube,
TikTok, Instagram - means that public service media content would be lost in a sea of
recommendations curated by the platforms’ algorithms, and based, supposedly, on “consumer
preferences”.

This is the situation now as broadcasters across the world experiment with content on the new
platforms which struggles to find its audience - just as that audience struggles to find and is
reluctant to use the broadcasters’ own on-demand players.

The content young people access on YouTube and other platforms affects not only their personal
well-being but their values, opinions and connection with society and the cultures in which they
live, which has long term implications for society. At the same time, if young people’s attention
spans are curtailed by the content they are experiencing in high volume and the way itis delivered,
through rapid swipe and scroll, then their future engagement with media must be considered. The
recent statistic that only one in three children enjoy reading and only one in five read daily' is —we
would contend — not a coincidence.

What they watch on the platforms is vast and varied. But the most popular videos present a
different form of storytelling, characterised by attention-grabbing thumbnails and content, and
high volumes of production. Volume and regularity of posting is one of the methods to “game”
the algorithm and increase the reach of video.

Current concerns about social media and the use of mobile phones and proposed legislation go
further than the scope of this briefing. They consider the distraction, addiction, peer and
commercial pressure and mental health issues around the use of devices and social media in
general. While bans and restrictions may be effective — certainly in the school setting — they are
blunt instruments that will be difficult to enforce, and young people will do everything they can to
circumvent. The Children’s Media Foundation is proposing a solution to one element of the
problematic nature of social media for young people — the content they are served. We believe
that action can be taken relatively swiftly to make positive changes.

The opportunities and challenges of working with video sharing platforms

Unofficial figures from YouTube insiders reveal that the main YouTube platform reaches 400
million under-13s across the world every month. It’s a staggering figure that dwarfs the statistics
for the YouTube Kids app — which reaches 100 million monthly. YouTube Kids is how mainly used
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by younger children (under 6) in the UK. Its popularity indicates the concerns of parents over their
children navigating the essentially unregulated landscape of YouTube, which they themselves
watch in everincreasing numbers. They are aware the new platforms have a huge range of content
from locally produced to global, from entertaining to educational, from responsible, reasonable
and informative to sensationalist, extreme and in some cases horrifying.

Essentially for under 13s to watch on the YouTube main platform they are identifying themselves
as 13+, whichin YouTube terms means that they are adult. The content, and the process by which
itisrecommended, is the same for all; there is no attempt by the VSPs to adapt their platforms to
meet the needs of younger audiences. Yet YouTube markets itself to children’s brand and product
owners as leading television in terms of its reach amongst children and content for very young
children is an important contributor to YouTube’s revenues. ‘Cocomelon’ with its 184 million
subscribers and 190 billion views? is one of the most popular channels on a platform that was not
designed with children in mind.

There is one differentiation, beyond the introduction of the YouTube Kids app. After receiving a
heavy fine in 2019 from the FTC for breaching the COPPA regulations in capturing under 13s data
for advertising purposes, YouTube instituted a “self-reporting” system to identify children’s
content as it is uploaded to the platform. Content identified in this way does not qualify for
algorithmically targeted advertising. Instead, YouTube “contextually” places adverts based on
the content. YouTube also prevents comments from being placed against this content as a form
of protection for the audience.

YouTube will now be required to comply with the Online Safety Act in terms of regulating content
defined as harmful. Now we need to consider regulating FOR GOOD. How can content which is
made by public service providers, and potentially other content with public service purposes, be
“surfaced” on YouTube and the other social platforms when they lack international impact and
brand recognition needed to make them prominent under the current recommendation systems.

YouTube and other platforms insist they are not the producers or publishers of the content they
provide and promote. Yet their service has captured the attention of most of the nation’s young
people and this unregulated, near monopoly is an issue which must be addressed.

Loss of audience and implications of new platform distribution — a case study.

The BBC brand ‘Blue Peter’ exemplifies the extent to which regulation against harms is all well
and good - but does not go far enough. It’s viewer-reach history also provides a graphic reminder
of how public service content has lost its traction amongst young people.

Searching for ‘Blue Peter’ now on YouTube produces a list of suggested videos and channels
which is a revealing snapshot of the hazards of a platform that is not child-friendly by design, as
recommended by the Digital Futures Commission and 5Rights Foundation®.
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It also clarifies some of the key issues facing UK-produced, socially and culturally relevant
content that is not a major international brand, features live-action factual content and has
strong public service values.

The search results:

e The first recommendation was not a video from ‘Blue Peter’. It was a sponsored
recommendation — advertising the ‘BBC Maestro’ educational brand which sells courses
to the public. These are not children’s courses.

e The second recommendation was the official ‘Blue Peter’ channel. It has 44,000
subscribers. There are 345 videos of individual segments of content from the programme,
with viewing figures ranging around 2,000-5,000 over time. Some peak in the tens of
thousands when associated with popular brands such as Dr Who, animated movies or
music stars.

e The third recommendation is ‘Top Ten Blue Peter Controversies’ - featuring “the most
controversial, infamous and scandalous moments in ‘Blue Peter’ history”- clearly not a
BBC video.

e Subsequent recommendations are famous clips from Blue Peter’s history posted by BBC
Archive and more sponsored content promoting random adult-oriented products

e And at position number 10, the title: ‘The Most Disturbing Video on The Internet, Rolf
Harris and Jimmy Savile’...

Of course, this is a search from an adult profile, not a regular Blue Peter viewer. But it tells us
something about how recommendation — including paid-for recommendation — affects content
discovery, how proximity of inappropriate content can be damaging to a brand and its young
viewers and how viewing statistics are depressed by a brand’s lack of profile.

The history of ‘Blue Peter’ is a salutary lesson in the changes which have occurred to children’s
viewing habits over the decades. In the late 70’s and early 80’s ‘Blue Peter’ could gain peak
viewing figures of 8 million per programme. Clearly adults were also watching. At this pointin its
history it was a national institution, bringing active citizenship through its annual appeal to the
entire nation, and teaching children in entertaining ways about achievement, skills,
perseverance, caring for others, science, technology, arts, craft and culture. It also gave children
a voice and told their stories to a huge proportion of the young population. At the same time ITV
was competing with ‘Magpie’ which basically captured the rest of the audience.

By the 1990’s the arrival of multichannel television had reduced the audience tenfold - to
hundreds of thousands. ITV was still competing, spending tens of millions on children’s content
annually to fulfil its public service obligations.

In the 2000’s, like all BBC Children’s programmes ‘Blue Peter’ moved to the CBBC channel. The
2003 Broadcasting Act released ITV from its obligations so that by mid-decade they were
retreating from spending on children’s content as channels like Nickelodeon, Disney and Cartoon
network gained traction. ‘Blue Peter’ was no longer on BBC ONE so its profile inevitably
diminished. However, the strengths of the BBC children’s channel’s profiles ensured that Blue
Peter remained a popular and nationally known brand. Badges were still coveted, competitions
fired up significant engagement amongst the 8-13 demographic.
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But the internet provided new competition for children’s attention. Online gaming captured large
audiences, and then the arrival of online on-demand video offered choice and complete flexibility
of viewing. By 2010, it was reported that YouTube was sharing more than two billion videos a day,
which was nearly double the prime-time audience of all three major US television networks
combined. Technology changed from TV in the child’s bedroom to tablets and, by the next
decade, smartphones.

Although the BBC launched the iPlayer to provide its own on-demand service, and even briefly
offered a children’s branded version which was later withdrawn, content on the iPlayer was
limited to catch-up for much of its early life.

Meanwhile influencers and YouTube stars were ubiquitous, and by the time YouTube Kids was
launched in 2015, video available on the main platform covered every conceivable topic. The
habit of viewing shorter, rapidly cut content took hold — which leads to the arrival of TikTok and
other platforms that capitalise on ultra-short form. Not only had the platform preference
changed and on-demand viewing by choice, assisted by algorithmic recommendation, become
the norm, but the forms of preferred content also altered. Children are now consistently drawn
to "dramatic" online videos that are designed to maximize stimulation but require minimal effort
and focus.”

Viewing figures for an episode of ‘Blue Peter’ on the CBBC channel in recent weeks have been
between 11,000 and 25,000, with approximately the same number catching up with the content
on the iPlayer in the same week. In the consultations that led to the Children’s Media Summit in
February 2024, ITV revealed that average viewing figures on the channel were as low as 4,000 per
episode, making itimpossible to sell advertising. Consequently, CITV was abandoned as a linear
channelin 2023. ITV now provides children’s blocks of content on ITV2 and make programmes for
children available on their player - ITVX.

Broadcaster response

The BBC have recently conducted research which indicates that the young audience are not
finding or using the iPlayer. BBC Children’s Department is now considering greater use of
YouTube to maintain the relationship with their audience.

CMF’s recent research meetings with broadcasters across Europe have revealed similar issues
and responses. They admit that although there is uptake of their broadcaster players amongst
young people, the rate of loss of audience to YouTube is greater. The pressures on children’s
linear channels worldwide (commercial and public service) are now so great that the kids’ media
industry is rapidly contracting.

In the UK 96% of children and young people aged 3 to 17 watch videos on video-sharing sites and
apps® - e.g. YouTube, TikTok and Snapchat. And children are watching broadcast TV less
frequently. In 2023, only 55% of children aged 4-15 watched broadcast TV each week, compared
to 81% in 2018°. Much of that viewing is in “prime time” — in family situations.
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With the arrival of smart televisions, the trend amongst all viewers is in this direction. It’s just that
children have been leading the way for some years.

The Children’s Media Foundation conducted its own review of the future of public service media
for young people in 20217 and concluded that the delivery of public service content to children
andyoung people inthe UKis no longer functioning effectively. The online platforms are not going
away. - they are where the young people are. The content needs to migrate with the audience and
be offered in appropriate forms on the new platforms, with new methods of crafting material with
public service values and value attached.

Broadcasters and producers need to consider what a public service TikTok might look like, and
how public service purposes can be delivered on Roblox - if they want children and young people
to experience the full value of the public service mission to “inform, educate and entertain” now,
and into the future.

But for this to be effective that content needs to be found.

The implications of dominant media

The power of YouTube, Snapchat, Instagram, TikTok and increasingly Roblox, to influence and
shape the understanding, opinions and world view of millions of children across the world should
not be underestimated.

Young people and society have changed. Whether this change is a product of new ways of
formatting and sharing media, or the way young people and society have changed has driven
those new media experiences, is a matter for research and discussion. Butthere is no doubt that
they are responding to, and depending upon, social media in ways which their parents, teachers
and others find disturbing, and which will have long-term impacts on their personalities and
society.

CMF is not seeking to roll back to a time when public service content produced homogenous
responses amongst the young that glued society together in ways which are now alien to our
understanding of individuality and diversity. However, we do question how far the new delivery
platforms have taken young people into a new homogeneity which is not based upon the cultures
in which they live and does not reflect the reality of their lives. Their media environment, which is
heavily reliant on their mobile phones, is commercially driven, unregulated, largely designed to
be popular in the US and has no underlying social purpose.

Finding meaningful content

YouTube claims that its algorithm provides the consumer with “more of what they want”. It
reflects their preferences and curates their experience accordingly. However, this is not entirely
true.
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The recommendation algorithm is a complex mechanism designhed to prioritise content that has
its promotion paid for. It also prefers volume and regularity of posting. It reflects the “like”
reactions of viewers — but importantly it also reflects the dislikes of its vast customer base. It is
unforgiving, in that a chance view can produce more of the same, and children are curious and
exploratory. The ‘Blue Peter’ example cited above indicates the dangers this can present — as
children’s content will always risk being served along with less appropriate videos. The algorithm
will favour popular content above a more eclectic mix. The serendipity of linear broadcast
schedules has been replaced by certainty that once popular content is watched it will be
presented repeatedly, reinforcing its dominance.

In the past, public service scheduling on linear channels broke this echo-chamber cycle. Ways
should be sought to repeat that experience for young people today. YouTube and the other
operators need to consider how a more eclectic form of recommendation could be created.
Preferably to promote content which is certifiably public service in intent.

The method, or methods, to achieve this are in the platform operator’s hands.

Ideas include the creation of a “public service algorithm”, which could be chosen by parents as
the preferred method of their children accessing the platform- a form of “parental control
software”. The platforms could tag content with a ‘kitemark’ when it has public funding attached-
whether from the licence fee, or other funds such as the Arts Council, BFI or a reconstituted
Young Audiences Fund. Further content with public funding could be attributed a notional
promotional value, associated with the amount of public support it might have received. This
would then use the platforms’ own commercial promotional mechanism to “raise up” the content
—to achieve a new form of “prominence”.

YouTube and the others are international platforms, geared towards shareholder value. This
makes ideas like those described above difficult to achieve. They would affect revenue, and they
would require a great deal of thought. Should they be applied to every territory which they serve,
and how would that remain equitable and appropriate given the different funding regimes and
government stances?

However, the Children’s Media Foundation believes the time has come for this to be seriously
considered, which is why we call upon the government to begin an in-depth review - in
collaboration with the platforms, and consulting with children’s advocacy groups and charities,
the public service broadcasters, producers, industry associations and — importantly - young
people.

Unless the problem of “finding” is resolved, then funding public service content, whether by the
licence fee or by levies and a funding organisation, would achieve nothing. The content simply
will not serve its audience, as they won’t see it.

Governmentres ponse.

To achieve funding and finding we need a new form of public service compact fit for the 21
century. The CMF preference is a collaborative approach whereby government encourages the
platform operators to not only take care not to harm its young users, but to also provide good.
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However, this will need the threat of regulation to make the platforms take notice and act.

In 1955-56 the nascent and hugely successful new Independent Television service captured 70%
of the UK audience and generated enormous revenues; the often quoted “licence to print money.”
Now YouTube and the other platforms are in a similar position. They have captured the audience
— particularly the young — and are generating billions in advertising revenue worldwide.

In 1956 the response from government was to impose public service obligations in return for the
licence to operate, recognising the power of the network to influence and harnessing that power
to support social and cultural aims. Commercial public service television was born, expanded
with the arrival of Channel 4 and Channel 5, and adjusted to reflect new market conditions with
the advent of multi-channel TV. With the most recent adjustment in the 2024 Media Act being the
regulation of smart televisions and streaming services to continue to provide prominence for
public service broadcaster services.

However, nothing was included in the 2024 Act to even consider how one might regulate for
prominence on the video sharing platforms.

Amendments put by the Labour Party and Baroness Benjamin would have instituted a review of
all the issues associated with the complex problem of holding YouTube and others to account -
both in terms of revenue distribution and social responsibility — and to find ways to create a new
public service landscape which might include them.

The time has come to mirror the events of 1955-56 in 2025-26. The public need a solution to their
concerns about the content their children are watching. Children need to have opportunities
once again to see a broader range of content, locally produced, which reflects their lives and
concerns. Society needs to be confident that care for the younger audience is not being
undermined by the new platforms.

That content will need to be lively and entertaining. It will need to take on the attributes young
people have become used to on the video sharing services, which will require new skills, new
formats and new ways of working. But it nevertheless should carry in it the values and purposes
of public service content in the past — as described in our other papers.



