






Putting Children and Young People at the 
Centre of the National Cultural Policy
Children and young people are the most important demographic for a National 
Cultural Policy to address, and the value proposition of investing in the Arts 
for them is immense. The only way to a truly inclusive, diverse, fully engaged, 
and creative society is to develop both skills and appreciation for the Arts in 
young people. If culture is not shared with children and young people, it won’t 
survive. We rely on each generation to embrace, respond and carry it forward. 

There are more than 8 million people under 25 in Australia, representing a third 
of our population. They are brimming with energy and ideas, their brains are 
developing at the fastest rate they ever will, their identities are evolving, and the 
experiences and opportunities they have at a young age will form lifelong skills, 
habits and interests.

The National Cultural Policy should identify three age groups as comprising the 
definition of children and young people, each equally important, with their own 
distinct needs:

•	 Children 0 – 12 years
•	 Young people 13 – 17 years
•	 Young people 18 – 24 years

Children and young people have unique needs that present barriers to access 
and participation in the Arts by virtue of their stage in life. These include limited 
individual agency, the duty of care required to ensure children’s safety, and a 
lack of economic and social independence. Furthermore, investment in the Arts 
for children and young people is underfunded or given “second best” treatment 
compared to art, screen, theatre, music, dance, and exhibitions created and 
developed for adult audiences.

The National Cultural Policy should flip the existing narrative on its head, so 
that children and young people are no longer seen as an “extra” to a theatre or 
dance program, a playroom at the back of a museum, or a screen “genre” that 
broadcasters pay less for.

Today’s children and young people are test subjects for what Jonathan Haidt 
has called “the great rewiring of childhood”. Online interaction and video-on-
demand have radically shifted the way we engage with each other, experience 
culture and consume content. In his book, The Anxious Generation, Haidt writes 
that “By designing a firehose of addictive content that entered through kids’ 
eyes and ears, and by displacing physical play and in-person socializing, these 
companies have rewired childhood and changed human development on an 
almost unimaginable scale.” Haidt’s work on this theme, alongside the devastating 
impact of cyberbullying on Australian teenagers, influenced Australia’s decision to 
restrict access to social media platforms for Australians under 16. 
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The profound shift in how media is experienced – from shared cultural moments 
that brought us together to highly personalised, algorithmically delivered content 
– is challenging social cohesion and undermining communal values. Haidt argues 
for restrictions on social media and smartphones for children, to be replaced by 
“more independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world.” But how do 
we nurture the potential in all our children and encourage them to participate in 
the “real world”?

This is the role of a National Cultural Policy which supports children’s and  
young people’s:

•	 Developing identities;
•	 Connection to peers;
•	 Shared cultural moments;
•	 Modern Australian values; and
•	 Creativity, imagination, literacy, skills and talents.

“When you share a story, you’re giving a child  
a hug that will last the rest of their lives.”

- Frank Cottrell-Boyce, Children’s Laureate UK, novelist and screenwriter

Children arrive in the world wired to fall in love with stories – in books, on 
screen, and on stage. They love to dance, make music, and make art. This 
innate creativity must be encouraged and nurtured, and as they grow, children 
should be provided with opportunities to immerse themselves in exhibitions 
and festivals, play around with digital storytelling and filmmaking, and acquire 
the critical skills necessary to interpret, enjoy, and master art forms.

A focus on children and young people in the National Cultural Policy will create 
more opportunities for all children and young people to experience the Arts, 
leading to:

•	 �Better mental health and wellbeing outcomes for children and  
young people;

•	 Better social cohesion outcomes for communities;
•	 �Development of the necessary skills for the future workforce; and
•	 Ensuring the future of the Australian arts and culture sector.

The capacity of children and young people to watch, find, and participate  
in the creation of Australian children’s screen content is vitally important  
to these outcomes. 

The National Cultural Policy must be designed with children and young people  
at its heart.
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Children’s Screen Content In Crisis 

The Collapse of the Policy Levers and Reliance on Direct Funding

The creation of children’s content is disadvantaged because it does not 
command the levels of investment from commissioners that content for  
adults does. Neither does its performance compete with adult content  
on the same metrics. Commissioners rate the success of an adult  
production on its performance in its first weeks on the channel or platform. 
The comparable children’s audience is smaller, and fewer resources are 
devoted to marketing and promoting children’s shows. So, of course, a new 
children’s show doesn’t make the same splash when it launches. But children 
are repeat viewers, and the children’s audience is constantly refreshed every 
few years, so its long tail frequently outlasts an adult show.v (By which time, 
someone counting numbers has already dismissed it and moved on).vi 

Australia has a four-decade-long legacy of outstanding Australian children’s 
television, made possible through a combination of government support 
and content regulation, on the basis that there is public value in television 
that speaks directly to Australian children and which reflects Australian 
themes, language and social values. The establishment of Australian 
children’s television regulations and the ACTF, combined with direct 
subsidy through FFC/Screen Australia and support for the ABC, led to the 
creation of world-class children’s television including Round The Twist, 
Spellbinder, Blinky Bill, Mortified, Lockie Leonard, Dance Academy and Little 
Lunch, that many Australians grew up with and remember fondly.vii 

However, this multi-pronged framework was developed for analogue 
broadcast conditions, and has collapsed under a permanently disrupted, 
changing media environment. A fragmented, multi-platform, on-demand, 
and time-shifted viewing environment providing a global smorgasbord of 
content has overtaken the previously dominant linear broadcasting model.

There are no longer any obligations for broadcasters or streaming platforms  
to screen Australian children’s content. 

Instead, since 2020, the production of Australian children’s screen content  
has largely relied on additional funding for the ACTF, alongside ABC and  
Screen Australia investment.
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and the consolidation of streaming platforms and distributors means there 
are fewer buyers. As ever, international broadcasters pay humbly for children’s 
content. So, distributors are pulling out of representing kids’ content or not 
paying the kinds of advances needed to pull together a production budget.  
As if to prove the point, the international KidScreen market has closed down. 

Children’s content is not a driver of new subscriptions, as a new landmark drama 
for adult audiences is, but rather a tool for subscription retention. Unfortunately, 
though, a streamer can build a children’s library by re-licensing old favourites 
for children who might be discovering them for the first time. Opportunities for 
fresh, new, innovative Australian children’s content are becoming harder than 
ever to secure. The ACTF’s experience and capacity in distribution are therefore 
vitally important for the Australian industry. 

The role of the ACTF

The withdrawal of the free-to-air commercial networks from the children’s 
television space has seen a dramatic reduction in the amount of children’s 
screen content produced in Australia.xii The ABC is now the undisputed home 
of Australian children’s TV. Given that it is a highly trusted, advertising-free 
space open to all Australians, this is a good thing. But children are also watching 
content on streaming platforms and YouTube,xiii and the ACTF believes that 
Australian children’s content should be available on all the platforms children 
use. As well as supporting content for the ABC, we support content for NITV 
and streaming platforms. We have brokered the deals for three children’s films 
on Stan, for example, and for a co-commission between NITV and Netflix. With 
no regulatory incentive for the streaming platforms to deliberately choose 
children’s content within their Australian content spend, it’s necessary for the 
ACTF to spend funds in a way that makes it attractive for a streaming platform 
to commission Australian children’s content. Whilst ensuring quality Australian 
children’s content remains on the ABC, NITV and on streaming platforms, the 
ACTF must also look to invest in digital-first content for platforms like YouTube. 
Taking a digital-first approach to commissioning new, original content for YouTube 
is important because:

•	 Children are watching content on YouTube more than anywhere else;
•	 Commissioners like Netflix are now sourcing new children’s 

content commissions directly from YouTube;
•	 There are fewer commissioners in the market, and rarely any 

options for younger producers and new program creators to be 
commissioned. The middle-tier has hollowed out, and there is now 
high-end, high-cost production for broadcast and streaming at one 
end of the spectrum, and digital-first content at the other. 

We are aligning the ACTF with where the audience and the business are going 
while maintaining our objective to raise the bar and elevate the content offering 
for Australian children on every platform.
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ACTF Recommendations
Embrace Children’s Screen Content within a National Cultural 
Policy that elevates the Arts for children and young people

Australian children’s screen content is providing an extraordinary return 
within Australia’s screen ecosystem, delivering on all five existing pillars in the 
National Cultural Policy in spades. The social impact of Australian children’s 
screen content means that there is additional public value in every dollar 
spent on it. There is significant potential to meet our nation’s social, cultural, 
educational, and economic objectives by supporting high-value children’s 
screen content and securing its prominence across all the platforms children 
use. This means embracing children’s screen content within a National 
Cultural Policy that elevates the Arts for children and young people.

Strong cultural infrastructure and a multi-pronged suite of interventions are 
required to underpin and ensure the continued production of children’s content

The ACTF recommends:
•	 A new pillar, Next Generation Now, to embed children and young 

people in the National Cultural Policy, to ensure the sustained and 
targeted support required for children and young people; 

•	 Acknowledgement of the vital role of the ABC and SBS in 
commissioning Australian screen content, and update ABC and 
SBS Charters to explicitly include children and young people;

•	 Providing ABC and SBS/NITV with updated, ring-fenced 
funding specifically for children’s and youth content, and make 
reporting obligations around this funding transparent;

•	 Ensure transparent and consistent reporting from the SVOD services 
against the new streaming obligations and monitor the extent to 
which new children’s content is commissioned over the next 4 
years. Consider ways to strengthen the commissioning of children’s 
programs in accordance with the regulations upon review.

•	 Increase funding for the ACTF to enable it to:

	Ȓ �Invest more (via development, distribution and equity), 
including in longer-running series and digital-first content;

	Ȓ �Incentivise commercial platforms like SVODs to commission children’s 
content in partnership with the ACTF; and 
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Conclusion
At its best, children’s screen content builds self-esteem, empathy, and 
cultural identity, and inspires play, creativity, and learning. Sometimes, 
as it did for Bianca’s family, it changes lives. It makes an unheralded but 
emphatic contribution to our sense of community and does so long after 
its initial release date. However, every parent knows that much of the 
screen content served to children via algorithms is about distraction 
and consumption rather than entertainment and story. It’s developing 
shorter attention spans and undermining children’s development and 
growth. We must provide parents and children with better options.

We cannot take the production of positive children’s screen content for granted. 
It is more important than ever before. We should prioritise the children’s 
audience as we review tax incentives and direct funding for the screen industry, 
address discoverability, and consider all the policy levers at our disposal. Without 
direct intervention and the ACTF, the children’s audience is sidelined.

While the industry around us continues to evolve, the ACTF is positioned for this 
moment. We operate at the intersection of culture, education and screen. With 
the Commonwealth funding we’ve received, we’ve defied current conditions and 
expectations, supporting a diverse slate of new Australian children’s programs.

The demonstrated value of our development, executive production, and 
distribution arms gives us the flexibility to move with the market – to form 
partnerships, match projects with the right platforms, and support producers  
in bringing Australian stories to life.  
 

“I wanted to take the time to thank you for creating the wonderful tv program that is 
Little Lunch. We have only discovered it in the last 12 months and I cannot tell you how 
much it has changed our lives. My daughter was in grade one last year and struggling 
with going to school. She had massive anxiety and tears every day and drop off was 
horrendous for her and so upsetting for us. I wonder if it was due to the previous year 
(which was her prep year) being mainly remote learning due to the multiple lockdowns 
in Melbourne, we will never know. But we discovered Little Lunch and she loved it, 
found it hilarious, and I think really identified with it and saw herself and her classmates 
in the program and we have never looked back. Little Lunch is the only thing that 
was different in our life at the time so I 100% attribute the program to her complete 
180 degree change in attitude. She doesn’t love school now, but she/we no longer 
have the angst that we once did. So from the bottom of our hearts, thank you.” 

- Email received from Bianca on 8 February 2023
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