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Finding the Way: Creativity,
Connection and Reinvention

Hannie Kirkham: My two (nearly three) year old
son is an endless source of fascination. The way
he navigates the world, explores everything (at
least seven times), his confidence, his uncertainty,
his joyfulness, his big emotions; the shows and
books and toys he will come back to time and
time again, and those he dismisses. My career is
in education and children’s media, but now the
industry has even more poignancy for me. This
Yearbook is full of contributions from people

who want to make the best media experiences

for children, including my son, and who are full
of brilliant ideas of how to do that. It’s been a
pleasure to edit — and has given me much food for
thought, both professionally and personally.

I am pleased to welcome Helen Freeman to our
editorial team. She has worked diligently to
bring all our contributors together. She has been
wonderful to collaborate with, and you’ll see her
influence throughout! I leave it to her to give the
2026 Yearbook a proper introduction.

(My son’s current and long-term favourites:
Wallace and Gromit: A Grand Day Out, Meg and
Mog, and a stick. Any stick.)

Helen Freeman: Childrens media has shaped my
life, a long time before I ever worked in it.

There’s something about it. Something you don't
quite find anywhere else.

I grew up on television that inspired and enchanted
me. The kind of programmes that didn’t just fill
my time, but opened doors. Jackanory. Newsround
(which sparked a lifelong obsession with news

and current affairs). Blue Peter. Racing home from

school to catch the next episode, knowing if you
missed it, it was gone was its own kind of magic,
a fleeting, shared moment that today’s always-on,
watch-anytime world can't quite recreate.

A long time before I had any real sense of what
my career might be, there were stories. Moments
that stayed with me. They sparked curiosity,
imagination, connection and they set a standard
for what great children’s media can be.

So when I was invited to edit this year’s Yearbook,
I didn't hesitate.

I care deeply about creating high-quality content
and experiences for children and young people.
Where storytelling can have real impact. Where
what we make doesn’t simply entertain; it can also
shape how young people see themselves and the
world around them.

The children’s media industry is a space full

of brilliant, creative, thoughtful people who
have chosen to make work for children and
young people. And that choice matters. Because
children’s media sits in a uniquely powerful
position: where creativity meets responsibility,
and storytelling meets real-world impact.

But it is also a space under real pressure.

Over the past year, the UK Parliament’s Culture,
Media and Sport Select Committee inquiry into
children’ television and media has brought many
of these pressures into sharp focus. The hearings
have illuminated some of the biggest shifts we're
facing, particularly the migration of viewing to
platforms like YouTube.



This shift is profound. And from an industry
perspective, it’s reshaping the economics in ways
that are difficult to ignore. Public service content,
so carefully crafted, so intentionally designed

is becoming harder to sustain. Funding models
that once relied on upfront investment from
broadcasters have been replaced by platform
economies where revenue is uncertain and, in the
case of children’s content, significantly diminished.

At the same time, the question of children’s online
wellbeing has moved firmly into the mainstream.
Debates about whether to ban social media for
under-16s are no longer hypothetical, they are
being actively discussed by parents, policymakers,
and the media. The government’s consultation

on online wellbeing has raised critical questions
about platform responsibility and whether young
people are being served well by the systems
designed to engage them.

Whether this leads to an outright ban, or to
stronger enforcement through frameworks like
the Online Safety Act, remains to be seen. But
what is clear is that the conversation has shifted.
Ideas that have been championed for years are
now part of public discourse.

The Children’s Media Foundation has played a
vital role in this.

This year, CMF brought together its network
of volunteers to deliver a second Children’s
Media Summit; an event that actively shaped
the conversation. It created space to explore the
realities facing young people today and offered
early, thoughtful responses to emerging policy
ideas, including the potential social media ban.

That work has fed directly into CMF’s policy
thinking, most notably in its response to the BBC
Charter Review consultation. The proposals are
bold and necessary: reimagining the BBC as a
truly universal service for young people, one that

reflects how children live, learn and connect today.
A service that goes beyond traditional broadcasting
to offer meaningful digital engagement, while
upholding the values of trust, quality and
accessibility that define public service media.

Because that is what’s at stake.

How do we ensure that children have access to
content that is not only engaging, but enriching?
How do we create spaces that support wellbeing,
identity and belonging, while navigating an
increasingly complex digital landscape?

How do we do all of this while the ground
continues to shift beneath our feet?

The rise of AI adds another layer to these
questions. Its potential in content creation is
extraordinary, but so are the concerns around how
it shapes interactions, influences understanding
and mediates relationships between young people
and the world around them.

These are not easy questions. But what this
Yearbook shows is that this is an industry willing
to engage with them.

Our theme this year, Finding the Way: Creativity,
Connection and Reinvention, feels more relevant
than ever. Across these pages, you'll find reflections
on a changing landscape, explorations of identity
and belonging, deep concern for children’s
wellbeing, and a real sense of innovation emerging.

There is seriousness here about safety, about
responsibility, about protecting what matters. But
there is also joy, playfulness, and imagination.

Above all, there are people who care deeply about
what they create. People who understand the
importance of reaching children wherever they
are across platforms, formats, and experiences,
safely and meaningfully.




CHILDREN'S MEDIA YEARBOOK 2026

My thanks go to everyone who has contributed.

Special thanks to the incredible team behind

it all: To Hannie Kirkham, for your editorial
brilliance and care. To Rebekkah Silver, for
bringing such beauty and clarity to the design.

To Greg Childs, for your leadership, vision and
unwavering commitment to this sector, and to Joe
Childs for his commitment to the production and
advertising that makes this publication possible.

This Yearbook shows, while the path ahead may be
complex, it is also full of possibility.

We are still finding the way. And what a
remarkable place to do it.

Helen Freeman FRSA is a leading children’s media professional working across print
and digital. Former Director of Oxford Children’s Books, Publishing Director at
Scholastic and VP, Associate Publisher at Capstone, she brings deep industry expertise.
A passionate advocate for access, equity and reading for pleasure, she founded the UK

Rebekkah Silver: I've had the privilege of
designing the Yearbook for five years now, and
on top of getting a sneak preview(!) of all the
incredible contributions, I get to experience

the layering and evolution of a Yearbook that
brings you the breadth and depth of a passionate
community who care deeply about this area.

The Yearbook presents the opportunity to pause,
think, ask questions and create conversation
around children’s media and the future of our
young people. Reading such considered and
engaging articles delivers a sense of hope as well
as inspiration for how we can all contribute to
the wellbeing and protection of our children and
young people as they navigate digital spaces.

Raise a Reader campaign. Today, Helen is an independent consultant and has developed a
digital recovery companion to support people recovering from eating disorders.

www.linkedin.com/in/helenrfreeman

Hannie Kirkham is Research and Strategy Manager for Oriel Square, an education
consultancy specialising in educational publishing for print and digital media in
the UK and internationally. Hannie also has an interest in the intersection between
children’s education and entertainment and has worked with the Children’s Media

Conference as Newsletter Editor, Blogger and Producer. This is the fifth edition of the

Yearbook she has co-edited.

Rebekkah Silver is a graphic designer and owner of Argentum Design. Rebekkah’s
10 years of experience managing and delivering creative projects spans education,
publishing, marketing and more. She is a multi-disciplinary creative blending
articulate design, creative problem solving and project management across print and

digital. Rebekkah has been lead designer on the Children’s Media Yearbook since 2022.

Rebekkah is available for commissioning and is contactable at rebekkah@argentumdesign.co.uk.
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A Shifting Children’s Media Landscape

Describing the children’s media landscape as
‘shifting’ is a bit like saying US democracy is
going through a rocky patch; quirky British
understatement fails to reflect reality. If the
children’s media landscape is shifting, we are
talking tectonic plates forming mountain ranges.

The new landscape is formed by the interplay

of powerful digital forces; the explosion of new
content, the fragmentation of the audience, erosion
of traditional funding models and the consolidation
of the digital platforms that now dominate our
horizons. We are, gradually, becoming familiar with
some of the features on the new map, illustrated by
the articles in this opening section. But we are still
working out how to navigate the peaks and valleys.

These articles bring insights into how children
discover and experience media content. It is
encouraging that children’s needs remain broadly
the same. Whatever the age range, the audience
wants authentic content that engages with them

at a deeper, emotional level. If your creative team
focuses on that, then in theory, the algorithmic and
peer-to-peer recommendations will follow.

That remains a challenge; creating content that
has an authentic, deep meaning for children but
that will also compete with content designed
simply to hold their attention. How do you
succeed on platforms where the algorithm rewards
the duration of the viewing experience and not

its value?

The truth is you can keep a child watching video
content if you employ a few tricks of the trade:

lots of bright colours, loud noises with dramatic,
confusing, fast-cut images that are cognitively
challenging to process. You can mesmerise a child
with that sort of content. But this approach cannot
build the deeper connection with the audience that
creates a ‘loved’ brand, like Bluey.

One thing that may provide an opportunity, and
perhaps indicates a change in the audience, is that
today’s children often expect opportunities to
actively take part in the world of their favourite
brands. If producers can find exciting ways to
allow the audience agency and interaction with
their content, instead of relying on the passive
reception of stories, then they have a better chance
of cutting through the mass of content vying for
children’s attention.

Everyone, including the audience and parents,
is trying to figure out what comes next. Content
creators, producers and distributors are looking
for new pathways where they can offer children
a full range of high-value, life-enhancing media
experiences. An ecosystem where all children’s
content production is economically viable.

When we find a promising location, we will need to
make it habitable. The first explorers build shelters
to survive the wilderness. Now is when government
intervention is essential. The landscape is shifting,
and that means we need roads and bridges, a
reformed regulatory structure that supports all
children’s content creators trying to deliver high-
value content to the children’s audience. So let’s
hope a few government ministers find time to read
this book!

Colin Ward is Deputy Director, Children’s Media Foundation
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