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What the Social Media Ban has 
Meant for Australia

Jenny Buckland is CEO of the Australian’s Children’s Television Foundation  
(ACTF). Jenny is an advocate for high-quality Australian children’s programmes 
reaching children on all the platforms they engage with. She has positioned the 
ACTF to be a national children’s media and policy hub, supporting the development 
and production of children’s content through investment and distribution, and 
contributing to the development of policy that enables children’s content to be made. Originally a 
lawyer, Jenny has extensive experience in television distribution, business, financial and legal affairs.

For all of us who are interested in children’s 
media, these are difficult times. The worldwide 
market for children’s content is contracting, and 
there are few opportunities for original new 
shows to find a home. Increased production 
costs, pressure on commissioning budgets and 
timid commissioning that prefers tried-and-true 
formats have left many in the industry wondering 
what the future holds.

Entertainment industry thought leaders have 
enthusiastically declared YouTube the winner of 
the ‘streaming wars’ and advised that everyone – 
including public broadcasters and producers – 
must align with where the audience and the 
business are going and engage with YouTube 
or perish. Outside the entertainment industry, 
a counterforce is gaining ground. That’s the 
community pushback against social media and the 
rise of the Anxious Generation Movement, which 
seeks to keep children off smartphones until high 
school, and off social media until they are 16.

Kids’ content producers are at the pointy end. Again.

The world is taking an interest in Australia’s social 
media restrictions for children under 16, so it’s 
not surprising that international colleagues in 

the screen industry are asking about it, too. How 
did it come about? How is it impacting children’s 
screentime and the production of screen content 
for children in Australia? Is there anything to 
learn from our experience?

How it came to be

The speed with which Australia adopted its social 
media restrictions for children was remarkable. 

Momentum came from multiple quarters in early 
2024. In South Australia, the premier’s wife read 
The Anxious Generation, by Jonathan Haidt, and 
persuaded the premier that the book’s thesis – that 
childhood is being rewired by social media and 
causing a mental health crisis – was a proposition 
that couldn’t be ignored. Meanwhile, in New 
South Wales, a campaign by parents of children 
who lost their lives to suicide after being bullied 
on social media was taken up by a popular Sydney 
radio personality and the News Limited papers. 
By May 2024, a Commonwealth Parliament Joint 
Select Committee was investigating the effects of 
social media on Australians, and the legislation to 
introduce age restrictions for social media sailed 
through parliament over the course of a week in 
November 2024, with bipartisan support. It was 



35

CHILDREN’S MEDIA YEARBOOK 2026

opposed by numerous mental health professionals 
and academics, as too simplistic (a ‘knee-jerk 
band-aid’ measure) and infringing on young 
people’s rights to information and privacy. At the 
time the legislation was passed, however, opinion 
polls suggested that 77% of Australians supported 
the ban. 

“It placed the onus for compliance 
on social media platforms, not 
parents and children.”

The legislation, which gave Australia’s 
e-safety commissioner the responsibility 
for recommending to the minister of 
communications which social media platforms 
would be impacted, didn’t take effect until 12 
months later, giving the platforms a year to work 
out how they would remove the accounts of 
children under 16 and restrict access in future. 
Importantly, it placed the onus for compliance on 
social media platforms, not parents and children.

The restricted platforms

Initially, YouTube was not considered a restricted 
social media platform. In its lobbying to the 
government, Google had successfully argued that 
YouTube is a service that provides educational 
and entertaining content for children and young 
people, rather than a social media platform. Six 
months before the legislation took effect, however, 
the e-safety commissioner recommended that 
YouTube be restricted. She cited the amount of 
time children and young people spend watching 
harmful content on YouTube, research that linked 
higher daily use of YouTube with poor mental 
health and features including infinite scroll, 
autoplay and tailored algorithms designed to 
keep children on the platform. She noted that the 
legislation would prohibit children from having 
their own YouTube accounts. It does not prevent 
them from watching on a parent’s or school’s 
account, or from logging in without an account.

Ultimately, WhatsApp, Roblox and YouTube 
Kids were not included in the ban, but ten other 
popular platforms, including YouTube, were. 

“Collectively, we’re 
acknowledging that 
we’ve lost control of 
social media and failed 
to demand better.”
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The impact

Some content creators dramatically ‘left the 
country’ or threatened to, when the ban took effect 
in December 2025, but they didn’t garner sympathy 
(or make much sense, to be honest). Producers of 
successful, much-loved children’s YouTube content, 
including The Wiggles, Bounce Patrol and Lah-Lah, 
expressed concern that even though their very 
young audiences probably didn’t have their own 
YouTube accounts, the restriction might affect 
their parents’ acceptance of the platform. So far, 
three months in, there is no evidence that popular 
children’s YouTube channels have been affected, but 
it’s perhaps too early to tell.

The impact of the ban – positive or negative – on 
children’s mental health will be measured over a 
two-year period.

At the three-month mark, the e-safety 
commissioner confirmed that 4.7 million accounts 
across the ten restricted platforms have been 
removed. At the same time, she reported that some 
platforms are enabling children under 16 to set up 
new accounts by prompting them to repeatedly 
attempt to bypass age assurance restrictions, 
ultimately resulting in a 16+ outcome, and they are 
not providing effective pathways for reporting age-
restricted accounts. The commission is therefore 
investigating Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, 
TikTok and YouTube for possible non-compliance. 

All over the world, governments are considering 
similar measures. It seems that collectively, we’re 
acknowledging that we’ve lost control of social 
media and failed to demand better. We let these 
platforms have access to our children without 
requiring them to be safe for children first.

It will be fascinating to see if the global pushback 
improves the social media experience. The inner 
workings of Meta and Google were on display 

recently, when a US jury ruled that the deliberately 
addictive features of the apps owned by Meta and 
Google harmed a young woman’s mental health. 
After that case exposed the internal safety warnings 
from concerned Meta employees, which Meta 
leadership ignored, I began to wonder two things:

1.	 Whether governments could ever 
successfully regulate or work with these 
platforms to ensure a safer, more positive 
social media experience, without the 
demonstration of intention and strength 
produced by the ban. It places the onus on 
platforms to demonstrate improvements 
in children’s experience and safety before 
children can use them.

2.	 How do we reconcile the drive to succeed 
in producing content for YouTube, which 
requires a focus on what makes the 
algorithm like your content, with the best 
interests of children? All those things a 
content creator needs to do to be successful 
(the thumbnail, the hook, the watch time) 
are about keeping children engaged with 
your content and on the platform for as 
long as possible. Producers are rewarded 
by playing the same game that the Anxious 
Generation Movement is calling out.

The social media platforms may be facing a 
reckoning, but so are we. The questions for 
children’s content creators only grow louder: 
how do we reach young audiences who have left 
traditional media in search of other experiences? 
Can there ever be such a thing as a safe walled 
garden that children want to be in? If children 
are effectively denied access to social media, will 
they return to traditional public broadcasters and 
subscription video-on-demand platforms? Or has 
that horse bolted?

In the age of media disruption, the only certainty 
is uncertainty.


