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INFORMATION ABOUT THE VLV

The Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV) is an independent, not for profit membership-based
charity, free from political and sectarian affiliations. VLV supports high quality broadcasting which
maintains the democratic and cultural traditions of the UK. We support the independence and
integrity of the BBC and encourage work which demonstrates commitment to the principles of
Public Service Broadcasting (PSB). VLV is a charitable company limited by guarantee (registered
in England and Wales No 4407712 - Charity No 1152136).

VLV’s response to the Inquiry’s questions

Question 1. Who is commissioning and making original, high-quality, TV and video
content for children and young audiences in the UK?
a. How can they be best supported to make more?

1. The BBC is the main commissioner of children’s content in the UK; its public purposes
include a requirement to “provide specialist educational content to help support learning for
children and teenagers across the United Kingdom.”1 The other PSBs are still commissioning
children’s programmes, and S4C is the second-largest provider of freely available children’s
content. The PSBs also make many programmes for family viewing. Sky has in the past
commissioned original children’s content, but has recently announced it will cease doing so.

2. It is clear that investment in first-run programming for children and young people is at a
historic low and public policy intervention is required to ensure it is increased to adequate levels.
Spending on and hours dedicated to children’s content have both been in long term decline
since the deregulation in the 2003 Communications Act. Ofcom’s most recent public service
media review found that “the volume of first-run children’s programming on PSB channels
dropped to its lowest level in 2023. Levels of investment in the genre have also been falling over
the long term, declining to £74m in 2023, down from a CPI-adjusted £104m in 2019.”2

3. This follows on from Ofcom’s 2018 children’s content review, which had itself found that
“the collective annual spend on new, UK-made children’s programming on PSB channels has
fallen from £116m in 2006 to £70m in 2017,” with ITV reducing the amount of new, UK-made
children’s programmes on its main channel from 158 hours in 2006 to 47 hours in 2017 and only
a small proportion of the programmes on its former children’s channel, CITV, new and UK-
made. Channel 4 was found not to show any new UK-made programmes made specifically for
children, and despite the Channel 4 Corporation’s duty to provide content that appeals to older
children (defined as ages 10-14), showed only 21 hours of this in total in 2017. Meanwhile,
Channel 5 had reduced the number of hours of new, UK-made programmes primarily aimed at
pre-school children from 150 in 2006 to 32 in 2017.

4, Overall, Ofcom found that the commercial PSBs were not providing adequate
programming for children and young people, and that in particular there was:
a. “alack of original, high-quality programmes specifically made for older children across
all programme genres.
b. a limited range of children’s programmes that help children to understand the world
around them.

1 BBC, “Mission, values and public purposes”
2 Ofcom, Review of Public Service Media (2019-23): Challenges and opportunities for Public Service Media, 17
December 2024, p. 20
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c. a limited range of original, high-quality children’s programmes available that allow UK
children to see their lives, in all its diversity, reflected on screen.”
In short, despite Ofcom’s declaration in 2018 that “there is a need for the PSBs to revitalise their
approach to how and what they offer to young audiences”, and despite its call for them to create
“more original, UK-made programmes that children value, with a particular focus on addressing
the gaps we have identified,” the long term trend since has been one of declining spending and
hours dedicated to children’s content.

5. The arrival of SVOD services in the UK has not improved the situation. Across the five
years 2019-2023, they collectively provided an annual average of just 21.8 hours of first-
run/newly-released, UK-originated children’s programming, compared to an annual average of
578 hours by the PSBs (including across their portfolio channels).

6. On the other hand, between 2019-22 the BFI ran the Young Audiences Content Fund
(YACF), through which it was given £44.1m of funding from the government to support the
creation of quality and distinctive content for audiences up to the age of 18 on public service
broadcasters and platforms. (Although VLV strongly supported the YACF’s aims, objectives and
outcomes, we disputed the principle of funding it out of the licence fee — we suggest an
alternative funding source below.) The pilot supported 61 new commissions and funded the
development of a further 160 new projects, at least 9% of which were subsequently
commissioned. The final review of the project found that the fund had been very effective and
delivered a wide range of positive outcomes:

a. “The fund effectively delivered on its aims and was found to be efficient, economic and
fair.

b. The YACF supported 61 brand new productions for young audiences in the UK. The
programmes that have transmitted to date have enjoyed ratings success, secured a
total of 36 national and international prestigious industry award nominations - with a
total of 14 winners - and 13 of those shows have been recommissioned.

c. It supported the development of 160 new projects, of which just over 9% have since
been commissioned for broadcast to date (higher than the average 5% industry
standard).

d. The minimum Gross Value Added (GVA) from awarded projects is estimated at
~£319.6 million between 2019 and 2027 from a YACF investment of just over 7£40
million (which with other funding sources contributed to production activity worth
¢.7£100 million), and programmes with international sales have a potential forecast
between —£23.7 and —£40.3 million over the next 15 years. (GVA was estimated after
removing broadcaster licence fees, which were already ring-fenced for spend on new
young audiences' content. The GVA figure does not include development activity or
spill over impacts from tourism and merchandising.)

e. Audience research has revealed an appetite for and a robust appreciation of
programmes that reflect the lives of young audiences in the UK - 83% of young people
surveyed thought YACF supported shows looked well-made and 75% said they would
like to see more shows like them.

f.  71% of development and production spend was located outside of London and the
South East, on programmes reflecting life and telling stories from all around the UK.
10% of production awards and 7% of development awards supported new content in
indigenous languages (Scottish Gaelic, Irish Gaelic and Welsh).

3 Ofcom, Children’s content review: update — Assessing the current provision of children’s programmes on TV and
online, 24 July 2018, p. 3-4, paragraphs 1.14-16
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g. All production projects achieved the minimum requirement of meeting criteria of at least
two BFI Diversity Standards, and every development project met at least one of the
standards, while inclusion targets for the involvement of new voices in projects were
met in full.

h. All the UK's main commercial public service broadcasters and indigenous language
channels were involved in funded projects, boosting plurality in the young audiences'
content sector.

i. 85% of participating production companies have given examples of the positive impact
their YACF award has had on business growth and commercial sustainability, new IP
development, reputation building and talent development.

j- To date, an estimated 6,976 roles for UK cast and crew were created by projects
backed by YACF production and development funding, equating to 185,087 job days

k. Commitment to in-work training opportunities plus mandatory contributions to the Skills
Investment Fund has helped develop new and existing talent in the sector.

l.  87% of YACF-supported production projects and 74% of development projects involved
at least one type of innovation in either their content, production methods or
distribution, discoverability and engagement techniques.

m. Every YACF-supported project met at least two additionality arguments, most
commonly that the usual sources of finance had already contributed to their limits and
therefore YACF awards were essential to completing financing packages.™

7. The first and most straightforward way to support those commissioning and making
original, high-quality, TV and video content for children and young audiences in the UK to make
more is to support the biggest commissioner of content for children and young adults by ending
the real-terms cuts to BBC funding that have been made repeatedly since 2010 through a
combination of freezes in the nominal level of the licence fee and ‘top-slicing’ of the fee to pay
for a variety of costs in effect passed on to the BBC from government, including rural broadband
rollout, local TV, funding for local journalism and free TV-licences for over-75s in receipt of
pension credit. The effect of these cuts has been compounded by declining TV licence sales
despite household growth — a problem that needs to be addressed during BBC Charter Review
and the Corporation’s next funding settlement. Ofcom’s 2024 PSM review found that the real
terms value of licence fee revenue had declined by £1.3 billion over the previous decade.®
Plainly cuts on this scale are undermining the BBC'’s ability to provide core services. The BBC
needs real-terms increases in its funding level, which will likely require reform to its
funding mechanism to end the decline in the number of households contributing, and to
make the level of BBC funding independent of government.

8. The broader funding environment for public service media is extremely challenging,
because advertising revenue — the mainstay of commercial PSB revenue — is declining as linear
viewing declines, and while BVOD revenue is growing it is not offsetting the decline. Ofcom’s
PSM review found that, across ITV, Channel 4 and Channel 5, there was between 2019-23 an
overall real-terms decline in revenues of around £615 million (17%). Nor has this decline been
offset by their attempts to diversify their revenue streams, which have only partially mitigated the
decline. Overall PSB revenue fell from £7.87 billion in 2015 to £6 billion in 2023.°

9. In its 2025 report on public service media, Transmission Critical, Ofcom argued that, “left
unchecked, the worsening financial situation of the PSBs makes it increasingly difficult for them

4 BFI, “Final evaluation findings on the Young Audiences Content Fund”, 12 January 2023
5 Ofcom, Review of Public Service Media (2019-23), p. 48
6 Ofcom, Review of Public Service Media (2019-23), p. 50, 53
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to meet their obligations in terms of the range, volume and quality of the TV programmes
commissioned. It is likely that the largest impact will be felt amongst less commercial genres
such as children’s television, news and local news.””

10.  Children’s programming is one of the least profitable and therefore commercially
attractive genres for several, well-known reasons:

a. Children have relatively little money to spend and therefore represent a less attractive
audience for advertisers.

b. Children’s content tends to be more culturally specific and less internationally
exportable than more mass-appeal genres like entertainment and reality TV.

c. Children are not one single audience, but multiple audiences because there are
different age groups — plainly the same content is not appropriate for 7-10s as for 11-
15s or 16-17s — within which there are also many differences of identity and interest.
To truly address children’s specific needs, children’s programming is likely to be
especially small-scale or niche in appeal compared to other genres.

d. Children’s content is generally expected to deliver educational objectives but content
that delivers these effectively while also remaining engaging or entertaining will, all else
being equal, always be more expensive to produce than content that aims purely and
simply at entertaining audiences.

11.  For these reasons, high-quality children’s programming is always likely to be unattractive
for commercial broadcasters, streaming services and other commercially-funded content
producers. It is always likely to require a particularly high proportion of its funding either from
direct public subsidy (e.g. the licence fee via the BBC) or cross-subsidy by the commercial
PSBs from revenues generated by programmes in other, more profitable genres. However, the
real-terms decline of licence fee income has cut into the BBC’s ability to provide direct subsidy,
while the decline of TV advertising revenue has undermined the commercial PSBs’ ability to
cross-subsidise children’s programming.

12.  The decline of the commercial PSBs’ cross-subsidy of children’s programming has also
been enabled by legislation. The Communications Act 2003 abolished their quotas for children’s
programming, while the Media Act 2024 has effectively ratified the ongoing cuts being made by
PSM to production in the least profitable, most niche public service genres, like children’s
programming, by replacing the Communications Act’s specific list of genres whose provision is
required for the overall fulfilment of the collective PSB remit with only the requirement that the
PSBs supply content in an “appropriate range of genres.” The overall PSB remit therefore now
includes no specific requirement for the PSBs to produce children’s content.

13.  Alongside increasing public funding for the BBC, VLV believes there is a second solution
to the funding crisis — one that is simple and straightforward. Following the successful examples
of the YACF, the UK government should create a permanent, contestable public fund for
children’s content of all formats, to which PSBs and others can apply, funded by a small
tax on the sale of all SVOD and pay-tv subscriptions. The tax would not need to be large to
generate a major increase in funding for children’s programming. We estimate that a 2% tax,
for example, could raise around £140-200 million a year, enough to treble or quadruple
the total £74m/year spending on children’s programming by the PSBs Ofcom found in
2023. The cost would be absorbed partly by streaming and pay-tv companies, who fund virtually

7 Ofcom, Transmission Critical: The future of public service media, 21 July 2025, p. 29
8 Media Act 2024, Section 1(2)
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no children’s programming of their own, and partly by a small increase in prices which, we think,
the public would be more than willing to pay for a renaissance in original, high-quality, UK-made
audiovisual content for children and young people.

14.  Ofcom’s review of public service media highlighted several options for improving funding
for public service media, including investment obligations, levies and contestable funds. It also
suggested the major reason we believe why the government has said it has “no plans to
introduce a levy on SVoD services™: “any audiovisual policy measures such as levies and tax
credits might be caught up in wider international discussions around trade policy.”'° It is clear
enough that, having only just secured a trade deal with the US government, the UK government
is extremely nervous about any measures that might set back the progress made.

15.  However, we believe this concern is unjustified: a 2% tax on SVOD and pay-tv
subscriptions is, by international standards, a fairly minimal tax for these services to pay — they
pay more elsewhere. In France, streaming services with more than €5 million annual turnover in
France and more than 0.5% of the total French audience have an investment obligation of 20%
plus a levy of 5.15% of annual French turnover, rising to 15% if they offer adult or violent
content. Denmark requires streaming services with more than DKK 15m in Danish revenue and
more than 1% of the total Danish audience to pay a levy of 5% of their Danish turnover. All
services pay a base levy of 2%, rising by 3% if they invest less than 5% of their Danish revenue
in Danish content.!’

Question 2. How does the range of content and genres for children vary between that
provided by public service media, subscription channels, and both short- and long-form
video sharing platforms?

a. Which audiences, by age or other characteristic, are currently being underserved?

b. How can we increase the amount of news and factual programming made for children
on TV and online?

16. PSM provides some professionally-made, original, UK-made content, often of a high
quality, for children of a range of ages, and in a range of genres. The BBC provides shows
including animation and cartoons (Spongebob Squarepants), reality and competition shows
(The Football Academy), dramas, comedies and sitcoms (Pickle Storm, Jamie Johnson and
Jamie Johnson FC, The Famous Five, The Beaker Girls), factual shows (Horrible Histories,
Horrible Science) magazine/entertainment shows (Blue Peter), hobby shows (Go Get Arty), and
news (Newsround). These are combined with imported programming made by other public
broadcasters or through co-productions. For example, Odd Squad is an educational comedy
series originally produced for TVO, a Canadian public broadcaster, and PBS in the US but
shown on CBBC. The BBC became involved as a co-producer for the fourth season in 2024
through BBC Studios Kids & Family, making Odd Squad UK. PSM also provide many
programmes for family viewing, such as the David Attenborough-narrated Planet Earth nature
series, Doctor Who, and Wallace and Gromit.

17.  Subscription channels and services have some content for children but very little of it is
new and UK-originated as the figures already quoted above suggest — in 2019-23 an annual

9 UK Parliament, “British film and high-end television: Government Response”, 3 July 2025

10 Ofcom, Transmission Critical, p. 32

11 Ofcom, Supporting content production through targeted policy measures: international case studies — Annex 2:
Review of Public Service Media, 21 July 2025, p. 7



https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5901/cmselect/cmcumeds/1123/report.html
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/public-service-broadcasting/public-service-media-review/annex-2-v3-annex-supporting-content-production-through-fiscal-policy-measures-international-examples.pdf?v=400663
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/public-service-broadcasting/public-service-media-review/annex-2-v3-annex-supporting-content-production-through-fiscal-policy-measures-international-examples.pdf?v=400663

average of just 21.8 hours of first-run/newly-released, UK-originated children’s programming in
total across all SVOD services in the UK.

18.  Short- and long-form video sharing platforms enable content creation by anyone
including ordinary users, a small minority of whom generate enough revenue — typically from
partnering with brand sponsors — to make content creation their full-time job. Some of the
content on video-sharing platforms is addressed to children but there are inherent limitations to
the content creation model on these platforms that mean they will never be able to match what,
in the past, the UK’s PSBs have been able to offer children.

19.  Asresearch by Ofcom and others has repeatedly found for a number of years, the most
popular platform for viewing among children is YouTube. However, YouTube is a platform
heavily dominated by content produced by:

a. Individuals, brands and institutions who are creating content as in effect a form of
promotion or advertising.

b. Media companies whose products and services are especially suited to being
promoted or advertised through a video-sharing platform: e.g. clips from TV shows to
promote them to potential viewers, sports highlights from companies who sell
TV/streaming sports subscriptions, trailers for films to encourage viewers to go and see
them, promotional content with film stars and other celebrities who are promoting a
film, TV show, music album or live tour.

c. Content creators whose profile, content and audience makes them attractive enough to
advertisers and sponsors to generate enough revenue to encourage them to engage in
part-time or full-time content production. We discuss the problems with the content
creator economy below.

d. Ordinary users engaging in content creation for reasons of recreation and self-
expression — often as part of fan communities organised around particular hobbies,
interests, video games, pop stars and so on — or with a view to becoming part-time or
full-time content creators.

20. The basic structure of the content creator economy is that the majority of user-generated
content on video-sharing platforms is created recreationally by ordinary users in their leisure
time, however this content accounts for a far smaller share of overall viewing. Then there are a
minority of creators whose content is attractive enough to other users and to advertisers to
generate revenue from it. Of these, many are engaging in content creation as a part-time, semi-
professional supplement to other work, including sometimes other creative work (e.g. stand-up
comedy). A very small minority of people engaged in content creation are attracting enough
viewers and generating enough revenue from viewing to turn their activity into a full-time,
professional occupation. From the point of view of public service media objectives, there are
several fundamental limitations of this content creator model:

a. Because content production is organised on a totally atomised and individualised basis,
there is no possibility of cross-subsidy from more profitable content genres to less
profitable, but more socially beneficial genres — a key feature of the commercial PSB
model. Where a creator makes online video content of a highly profitable kind, these
profits are entirely privately appropriated rather than partially reinvested into socially
important but less profitable genres. As a result, the online content creator model is
one inherently less supportive of classic public service content.

b. The problem is further compounded by the inherent biases in advertising and
commercial sponsorship as sources of funding: towards content that is oriented
towards products, consumption and spending — for example, product unboxing videos,
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or make-up and skincare tutorials; towards the content and creators favoured by
audiences with more money to spend — i.e. from more affluent groups; against
audiences with little money to spend — like children; against minority views and groups
whose smaller size makes reaching enough viewers to generate meaningful
advertising revenue more difficult. Whereas a broadcaster that makes programming
across a range of genres and is required by public regulation to meet public service
objectives can cross-subsidise its output to ensure it produces programming across a
range of genres and addressed to a range of audiences, including minority views and
tastes — cancelling out the consumption-oriented, elitist, adult-centric and majoritarian
biases inherent in advertising — this is not possible in the content creator model, which
will instead reflect those biases in the overall composition of its output. This bias in
what content and which creators are most monetizable is to some degree concealed by
the fact that, in lowering the barriers to content creation, video sharing platforms have
allowed a wider range of people access to the means of content creation than was
possible before the advent of the internet.

. The sheer quantity of content published on video sharing platforms means that much of
it reaches audiences which, by traditional TV standards, would be considered very
small. Combined with the fact that a substantial share of the advertising revenue
generated by this content is appropriated by the video sharing platforms themselves,
the result is low enough returns to content creation that production — even where
engaged in on a semi-professional or professional basis — is generally of an extremely
low-budget and basic kind by the standards of traditional TV production. Some of it is
very low-quality, effectively the audiovisual equivalent to junk food: hyper-stimulating
and engaging, but empty of any social utility.

Meanwhile, the drive of video-sharing platforms to maximise profit leads them to

algorithmically prioritise showing viewers content that maximises their engagement and that
addresses specific interests around which they might be most likely to engage with promotional
and advertising content. Over time, and with use, users of these platforms are more likely to see
more and more content highly tailored to their specific interests, rather than content that
broadens their horizons by engaging them with new and unfamiliar subject matter.

Studies of children’s YouTube viewing bear out the analysis above.

a. From the 2025 edition of Ofcom’s annual Children and Parents: Media Use and

Attitudes Report.

i. “YouTube is the most-used app or site across all ages of children in our study,
which has been the case consistently over recent years, with 88% of 3-17s
using it in 2024 and in both the two preceding years.”'? Whereas other video-
sharing platforms like TikTok and social media platforms like Facebook and
Snapchat are used more by older children, YouTube is used by children of all
ages. The basic reason is that young children tend to have access to a family
tablet device on which they can watch YouTube but not yet their own personal
phone on which they can create accounts on Snapchat, TikTok, Instagram etc.

ii. “Funny videos or those showing pranks or challenges continue to be the most
popular type of [video sharing platform or VSP] content for children, watched
by 68% of 3-17-year-olds who watch videos on any app or site.” The second
most popular type of VSP content was cartoons, animations, mini-movies and
songs, watched by 56% of children — and more younger than older children

12 Ofcom, Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes Report, 7 May 2025, p. 13
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(66% of 3-12s compared to 37% of 13-17s). Music videos are the third most
popular type, watched by 50% of 3-17s; videos to help learn new things or help
with schoolwork are the fourth (48%). 66% watch livestreamed videos, most
popular among teenagers (82% of 13-17s compared to 58% of 3-12s).

iii. The most popular broadcaster content on YouTube was found to be
documentaries about school (e.g. Educating Greater Manchester), a
competition miniseries Lucky Days, and children’s animation like Hey Duggee
and Booba.

b. From the 2025 edition of Ofcom’s annual Children’s Media Lives report:

i. “Hyper-tailored feeds persisted, with the children’s feeds increasingly
dominated by content related to their specific interests. Recommender systems
on platforms that the children used seemed to respond rapidly to their
behaviour (what they viewed and interacted with). This meant that some of the
children’s feeds were full of hyper-tailored content based on specific niches,
raising questions about how this may be impacting their broader understanding
of the world.”"3

ii. “This year, researchers observed that the children's feeds were filled with
commercialised content, marking a further increase in the volume of
commercialised content children were presented with - a trend that has been
observed in previous waves. Sometimes, the marketing was seamlessly
integrated into the content children were seeing, from sports, to lifestyle and
gaming. While overt adverts are sometimes recognised by the children in our
study, more subtle or integrated sponsorships are often missed, and the
volume of marketing the children see is often underestimated. This year, a
significant amount of marketing content the girls saw was related to the ‘clean
girl’ aesthetic, a trend emphasising smooth, glowing, pore-less skin, and a
‘perfect’ lifestyle that features specific skincare products and makeup. Some of
the girls were spending money on skincare products marketed on social media
to achieve this aesthetic. Further research revealed a lot of skincare products
being marketed on mainstream platforms targeted towards young children.”"

iii. “Over the last few years, much of the content consumption observed among
the children has shifted towards increasingly stimulating, fast-paced, and
contextless content. This trend has accompanied the rise of short-form videos
and heavily edited longer-form content. This year, some children in the study
used the term ‘brain rot’ to describe both a genre of content and the feeling that
spending hours on their devices left them with. Brain rot content is
characterised by its frenetic, choppy, and nonsensical nature, leaving viewers
feeling overstimulated and sometimes disoriented. This year, some of the
children expressed negative feelings associated with spending excessive time
online and engaging with this type of content. Some were less reflective or
concerned. Those that were, reported feeling dizzy, grumpy, and unable to
focus on longer-form content. Further research on this topic revealed that brain
rot content is often associated with a specific but seemingly limited and often
meaningless set of vocabulary.”!®

iv. “Social media feeds have evolved from a place where friends can share silly
images to spaces where companies can pay to have advertising integrated into
the app. On top of this...children involved in this study are seeing less content

13 Ofcom, Children’s Media Lives 2025, 7 May 2025, p. 3
14 Ofcom, Children’s Media Lives 2025, p. 4
15 Ofcom, Children’s Media Lives 2025, p. 4
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from their friends and seeing more influencers sponsored by companies. From
looking at screen record footage, marketing content often made up a large
proportion of the parts of children’s social media feeds that researchers saw. ...
While the children recognised some marketing content, they often
underestimated the proportion of their feeds that were made up of marketing
content.”6

23. Inour view, children of all ages are being underserved: there is some spending on
children’s programming in the UK by PSM but it is now at historic lows. What is being produced
by content creators and others on YouTube might be filling children’s time but much of it is not
meeting the educational, cultural and social needs that children’s programming on PSBs
formerly met, and which only well-funded, professionally-produced programming can meet. The
shift in children’s viewing away from PSM and towards more viewing on YouTube is driven, in
our view, by PSM’s declining spending on children’s programming, as well as by the ability of
YouTube to offer children highly personalised recommendations that address their individual
interests and to produce high volumes of entertaining but trivial content — e.g. funny video,
pranks and challenges; ‘brain rot’. If PSM had the funding to produce high volumes of high-
quality children’s programming aimed at all ages and catering to a diverse range of interests,
identities and needs, and available through YouTube as well as BVOD platforms, children’s
media diets would in our view be hugely improved.

Question 3. How can it be made easier to find original, high-quality, TV and video content
for children online?

a. How can the attribution of public service children’s content on video sharing platforms
be improved?

24.  There are two primary ways of making it easier to find original, high-quality, TV and video
content for children online. The first is simply to organise funding for more of it to be made, and
to do so through a funding model that can prioritise the maximisation of reach and accessibility.
SVOD services will always suffer from the inherent limitation that their content is only accessible
by those households who can afford the cost of subscription. Even were they to produce a large
volume of original, high-quality content for children, access would be restricted for children
whose parents can’t afford to pay. Ofcom’s most recent Media Nations report found that take-up
of SVOD services has plateaued at 68% of UK households since 2021, implying 32% who have
no SVOD subscription.'” The UK’s PSB system, by contrast, has always been organised around
the principle of universality of access, guaranteeing children of all backgrounds equal access to
the same programming. Our proposed levy on streaming and pay-tv services would be able to
fund platform-agnostic content that could be made available across VSPs and BVOD and
SVOD services, so that it reaches children wherever they tend to access video content.

25. The second step is to require original, high-quality TV and video content produced by
PSM and/or funded by the levy to be featured prominently on VSPs and SVOD services, and to
have its source clearly labelled wherever it is featured. This content would then serve to
promote the producing entity to the viewer, encouraging them to visit BVOD services in future.
There might need to be requirements to give particular prominence to content in genres such as
news, or educational programming, to encourage more incidental learning. VSPs and SVOD
and pay-tv services need to be incentivised to surface better quality content for children, so that

16 Ofcom, Children’s Media Lives 2025, p. 44
17 Ofcom, Media Nations UK 2025, 30 July 2025, p. 31
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even if children and young people turn out not to be enticed back to the TV set or BVOD
services by a better-funded, improved programming offering, they encounter better content
wherever they go. In addition, to monitor the level of specific genre content across all services
and platforms, we need much better access to the data and algorithms that all the content
providers are using. Data transparency is essential to understand what is available and what
children and young people are watching.

26. The UK’s BVOD platforms are generally not as good as Netflix, YouTube and other major
US platforms and SVOD services at personalising content to suit viewers interests. Clearly there
is a need for some content to be promoted to viewers regardless of their personal interests, in
genres which help broaden children’s knowledge and view of the world — e.g. news, magazine
shows — or contribute to educational goals. But there is also a need for children to be
recommended content that appeals to their particular expressed interests and helps facilitate
their development of their personal identity and individuality. However, we think the primary
barriers to the development of these kinds of personalised services are, firstly, the accumulation
of viewing data — itself dependent on use — and secondly, investment in the development of
means of analysing this data and refining recommendation algorithms. The long term decline of
PSB funding has not only undermined their ability to produce adequate quantities of high-quality
children’s programming, it has more broadly undermined the ability of PSBs to invest in features
like personalisation that would make their services more able to effectively compete with SVOD
services and VSPs.

Question 4. How effective are the tools available for parents to control what children are
watching on public service media, subscription channels, and video sharing platforms?

27. The most effective tool for parents to control what children are watching is the TV set,
where children’s viewing is much easier to monitor than on a tablet or personal phone. Given
this, parents often try to limit children’s time spent viewing content on personal devices and
encourage them to watch TV instead. But shared or family viewing on the TV set is a
compromise between the preferences of the child, their parents and their siblings. Making high-
quality programmes that appeal to multiple generations is challenging and expensive — much of
what constitutes family viewing can simply be content easy enough for everyone to watch, like
talent and reality shows, soap operas and competitions. High-quality drama, comedy and factual
programming for family viewing, by contrast, is likely to be especially costly to produce. There
may be a case for enlarging the levy to fund high-quality, educational family programming too.

Question 5. What evidence is there that the TV and video content that children watch, and
how they watch it, can contribute:

a. Positively to their health, learning and development?

b. Negatively to their health, learning and development?

28.  The benefits of children’s programming have been well-established for a long time. For
instance, in a 2007 review of the academic literature on children’s television for an Ofcom report
on the future of children’s programming, Maire Messenger Davies found that: “Studies in this
area suggest that children appreciate having a range of programme genres available to them
and that individual favourite programmes are very divergent” — the benefits of having a range of
programme genres fell under three broad headings:
a. Learning: “Most research on learning concerns pre-schoolers, concentrating on their
ability to derive linguistic and social skills, and information about the world, from
programmes tailored for them. Research on younger and older children shows that
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learning is often incidental and informal for these age groups and entertainment
programming, for example, offers social lessons, enjoyment, humour, peer-group
interaction and opportunities to negotiate cultural identity so that learning is not
restricted to factual programming or formal educational programming.”

b. Socialisation and citizenship: “It is well recognised through academic research that
older children can learn useful social lessons from problem-related storylines in popular
drama programming; they also draw on different generic forms and techniques to make
critical distinctions between reality and fantasy. There is also evidence that children
value children’s news and associated websites, particularly at times of crisis, conflict
and danger. Children’s news is currently offered only by the BBC’s Newsround, but
academic research on children and news is increasing in the UK and in Europe.”

c. Personal fulfilment / identity: “Research both with individual children (case studies)
and with larger international groups of children shows that fun, excitement, humour and
entertainment are important aspects of children’s social and peer-group identities and
facilitate social and cognitive skills.”8

29. The research cited above on children’s current viewing habits highlights how, while some
content on VSPs like YouTube can contribute to personal fulfilment and identity, for example by
allowing children to encounter videos made by children and families like them, and in which they
see their lives and experiences reflected, these are platforms whose content creation model is
much less likely to contribute to the classic objectives of PSB children’s programming, like
learning, socialisation and citizenship. Moreover, there are signs that VSPs host some content —
nicknamed ‘brain rot’ — which is in effect the viewing equivalent of junk food — highly stimulating
and engaging, addictive even, but of little to no lasting value to the children who encounter it.

Question 6. How does children’s TV made in the UK contribute to:
a. The UK’s culture and identity?
b. Our cultural and economic exports?

30. Children’s TV made in the UK can contribute to the UK’s culture and identity, first, by
contributing to early years development — high-quality early years provision, including high-
quality early years programming, can significantly benefit children’s outcomes, especially among
disadvantaged groups. This area has been one for which the UK’s PSBs have been world
renowned for many years, through programmes like Hey Duggee, Something Special,
Teletubbies and In the Night Garden. Second, by allowing British children to see stories and
lives that reflect their own, fostering a sense of representation, inclusion, belonging and
community. However, recent research conducted by academics at Cardiff University for the BFI
found that “children and young people don’t feel their lives and experiences are reflected on the
small screen,” and that “just 35% of children think they see young people on TV that share
similar interests or experiences with them, just 31% of children see other young people they
think sound like them and only 24% of UK children see young people on TV they think look like
them. ... Young people across the country, the research explained, have a desire to see more
diverse representation in their shows, with 57% of children in 2021 (an increase from 54% in
2020) feeling that there are not enough people who look like them on TV, while many children
with a disability, from ethnic minority backgrounds or from LGBTQ+ community felt they were
completely invisible from TV altogether.”'® What these figures show is that children’s TV made

8 Maire Messenger Davies, Academic Literature Review: The future of children’s television programming, Ofcom 3
October 2007, p. 1

19 BFI, “BF| research finds less than a quarter of 4- to 18-year-olds believe UK television represents them”, 14
October 2021
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in the UK can foster a sense of representation, inclusion, belonging and community, and does
for some children, but far too few. Second, the contribution of children’s TV to UK culture and
identity comes from helping to foster the educational, social and cultural development of UK
children. In doing so, it helps lay the foundations for future cultural creation, for instance by
widening children’s cultural and intellectual horizons, bringing them into contact with new ideas
and perspectives, and stimulating their curiosity and creativity. The question in our view is, how
can we expect this potential to be achieved by (a) investment in children’s programming that is
at historic lows, and by (b) VSPs whose content creation model basically favours low-cost
content with a heavy accent on advertising and marketing products?

31. VLV would argue that the direct contribution children’s programming makes to our
cultural and economic exports is not important, because the primary purpose of this
programming is something else and altogether more important: to invest in the educational,
social and cultural development of the future UK population. However, taking the long view,
supporting children’s development can only be beneficial for UK cultural exports in the long run,
both by fostering children’s creativity and by creating educated and engaged future audiences
for UK media and culture, ensuring these will benefit from strong domestic demand and a
discerning domestic audience. Ultimately, this protects and promotes the quality of UK culture,
and its attractiveness to other countries. Some children’s programmes may prove to have some
export value — many, like Peppa Pig, Teletubbies and Hey Duggee, have become successful
global franchises — but equally, many may not. For example, high-quality news and current
affairs programming aimed at UK children and addressing UK-specific social, cultural and
political issues is likely to be beneficial for future civic engagement and political participation, but
have no real export potential. To reiterate, we think the potential direct contribution to UK
exports is a consideration which ought to be totally secondary to the key reasons why it is
important to increase investment in children’s programming.
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