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from the older “tweenˮ market (ages 10–14), and
pronounced volatility in Subscription Video on
Demand (SVOD) spending. This vulnerability is
masked by highly complex and inconsistent
reporting on childrenʼs content investment,
including an “SVOD Mirage"—where perceived
commitments to local stories by SVODs are
inflated through the aggregation of new
commissions with legacy library acquisitions. In
reality, SVOD investment has proven highly
volatile, falling from a reported peak of over $40
million in 2019-20 to $3.34 million in 2023–24
(ACMA, 2020; 2024a). This mirage was laid bare
in the 2024–25 financial year when SVODs
reported no new local children's commissions,
with their reported $3.67 million expenditure thus
being largely directed toward acquiring pre-
existing content rather than funding new
Australian stories (ACMA, 2025). 

As the report highlights, these pressures are
compounded by escalating production costs for
live-action drama. While it is very complex to
gather a clear picture due to the inconsistent ways
investment is reported across the sector, Screen
Australia reports (2019-2025) indicate that live-
action childrenʼs drama costs have more than
tripled over the past five years, from $0.928
million per hour in 2019–20 to $2.807 million per
hour in 2024–25. While this 2024-25 average is
tied to historically low production volume (just 21
hours across five titles) that is weighted toward
high-cost formats, this upward trajectory has
developed throughout the 2020s with a
particularly sharp  107% increase since the 2021–
22 financial year.  As well as general inflationary
pressures across the economy (Office of Impact
Analysis, 2025, p. 19), these accelerating cost
increases are tied to SVOD-driven demand for
premium productions and high-end budgets
(Screen Australia, 2025a, p.3). Yet, this demand 

The National Cultural Policy, Revive, explicitly
acknowledges that "without high quality data it is
difficult to tell the stories of what is happening in
the sector," and mandates the establishment of
"clear benchmarks to measure success" to
evaluate policy outcomes (Australian
Government, 2023, pp. 71-72; 95-96). Directly
answering this call, this report delivers an
evidence-based policy and industry analysis
developed through a "wicked problems"
framework (Coyne, 2005; Head, 2019). It
synthesises longitudinal economic data from the
Australian Communications and Media Authority
(ACMA), Screen Australia, the public and
commercial broadcasters, and the Australian
Childrenʼs Television Foundation (ACTF) with
qualitative insights gathered during a September
2024 workshop—and subsequent 2025/2026
longitudinal reflections—hosted by RMIT
Universityʼs Streaming Industries and Genres
Network (SIGN). Participants included academic
experts and industry leaders from the ABC, the
ACTF, and independent screen production.

As detailed in annual Screen Australia reports, average per hour childrenʼs live-action production costs have risen from $0.928m
(2019–20) to $1.562m (2020–21), temporarily dipping slightly ($1.357m, 2021-2022), before rising each year to $1.587m (2022–23), to
$1.883m (2023–24), and to $2.807m (2024-25).

Methodology

demand for high-cost production has not been
balanced by commensurate investment from
SVODs in childrenʼs content. Consequently, the
Australian childrenʼs screen sector is under
immense pressure at the exact moment its role in
building socially cohesive, civic youth
communities has become critical—an imperative
central to the Towards a new National Cultural
Policy Public Consultation Paper (2026), which
seeks new strategies to sustain youth engagement
with shared national stories.
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Rutherford, 2011) through surrounding media
literacy resources by organisations such as the
ACTF, ABC Education, SBS Learn, and the
Australian Media Literary Alliance (AMLA).   Thus,
TVʼs civic value is significantly amplified through
dedicated educational resources. Recent data
reveals that 55% of Australian teachers use
television content in classrooms at least weekly to
aid emotional understanding and deliver cross-
curriculum priorities, such as Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures
(Baker et al., 2024). By underpinning local shows
with robust pedagogical frameworks—such as the
ACTFʼs learning resources exploring the ethics of
Artificial Intelligence alongside the drama The
PM's Daughter (2022-2023) (ACTF, 2025), or
SBS Learnʼs classroom-ready tools designed to
spark conversations on inclusion during NAIDOC
Week (SBS 2025)—the sector actively transforms
passive viewing into applied civic education. This
process directly empowers the "child as citizen-
in-the-making" (Messenger Davies, 2001, p. 2)
and demonstrates a depth of public value that
imported global content cannot replicate.

As Professor Anna Potter (QUT) observed during
the RMIT workshop, Australian childrenʼs drama
possesses an "incredibly long generational shelf
life because it was made with a lot of money and
very high production values" (2024). Since the
late 1970s—most notably through the 1979
introduction of the Childrenʼs Television
Standards (CTS) and the subsequent
implementation of mandatory childrenʼs content
quotas—policy settings in Australia have been
designed to ensure the provision of such content
to serve national civic goals. Consequently, the 

20

It must be noted, however, that this idealised construction of a singular national public sphere is not without its limitations. As Chu, Donald, and
Witcomb (2003) problematise, the mainstream media sphere can inadvertently marginalise the complex, transnational identities of diasporic
youth, forcing migrant children to act as “negotiatorsˮ who must translate between Australian civic culture and their parents' residual cultural
memories. Furthermore, the traditional policy assumption that high-cost live-action drama is the only valid vehicle for achieving the goals of
cultural nationalism is increasingly challenged by childrenʼs enthusiastic consumption of “ordinaryˮ television genres, such as localised reality
TV formats (Potter, 2013, pp. 75-84).

the unravelling of this policy settlement has
significantly exacerbated the precarity of
childrenʼs television as a “market failureˮ genre
(ACTF, 2023a, p. 2). 2026 reflections from ACTF
CEO Jenny Buckland indicate this legacy is under
immediate threat, noting that "childrenʼs shows
arenʼt given the time to grow an audience
anymoreˮ, limiting the cultural resonance of these
properties.
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"new public sphere" for decades. If social
media functions as a modern civic space, a
blanket ban removes youth from this public
sphere rather than undertaking the necessary
regulatory work to make these spaces
"inclusive by design" (Hunter, 2024).

Thus, the sector is navigating contradictory
forces: social media platforms are legally
restricted for children under 16 to preserve social
cohesion, yet these platforms are simultaneously
spaces where youth actively seek out
representation and community. Furthermore, well-
funded local childrenʼs television has become
even more important to sustain and build civic
publics in light of the social media restrictions—
particularly for tweens and younger teens—
however the sector as a whole is in a precarious
position, and a key industry response has been to
retreat from the tween market. At this transitional
juncture, it is vital to critically consider how
television and social media complement and
create friction with one another in scaffolding
childrenʼs civic participation in local cultures.

The Marginalisation of Cultural Safety and
Proximate Communities

The assumption that social media
disintegrates social cohesion overlooks how
platforms can facilitate community building for
marginalised youth with appropriate
frameworks. As filmmaker Kauthar Abdulalim
demonstrated through her Screen Australia-
funded TikTok series #Matched, social media
can be leveraged by young creators to
pioneer structurally safe civic spaces, notably
through the implementation of Australia's first
"cultural inclusion rider" (Abdulalim, 2024).

To operationalise this rights-based framework,
the Australian screen sector is in a unique position
to actively enfranchise young people as co-
creators in the production process. As well as the
ACTFʼs own work in this space with teen creator
and lead writer Olivia Deeble on More Than This
(2022), a compelling blueprint for this approach
can be found in the Danish television industry. As
detailed in Eva Novrup Redvallʼs research on the
award-winning Danish tween series Klassen, the
production structurally embeds youth civic
agency by employing 10–13-year-olds as credited
"junior editors" who "provide feedback on
episode ideas and screenplays" (2024, p 111). By
adapting similar co-creation models grounded in
civic participation and literacies, the Australian
screen sector can proactively build screen
cultures that foster genuine youth participation,
engage youth audiences in new ways, and
empower young people to safely contribute to
their own digital public spheres.
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In the 2018-19 financial year—the last full year
before the April 2020 suspension of the quotas
—commercial broadcasters spent $24.87 million
on childrenʼs content, with $11.66 million
dedicated to children's drama (ACMA, 2024b).
By the 2022-23 financial year, total commercial
spending fell 97% to just $743,820, with
investment in childrenʼs drama flatlining at an
unprecedented $0 (ACMA, 2024b).

2.1 Data Spotlight 1:
Commercial Broadcaster
Retreat (see Table A1)

which provided 10 hours of content to claim 60
points toward their quota (ACMA, 2024; Knox,
2025a). The remaining $1.34 million in the
"Children's Other" category was driven by the
Nine Network focusing on high-volume, lower-
cost non-drama formats (such as the quiz show
The Actually Really Very Difficult Show and the
improvisational series TheatreDome, which
produced 100 episodes) to meet its points
obligations (ACMA, 2024; Knox, 2025a; Knox,
2025b). Notably, ACMA reporting confirms the
Seven Network claimed zero points for children's
television and recorded $0 in children's drama
expenditure during this period (ACMA, 2024;
Knox, 2025a).

The 2020 abolition of the Australian
Content and Childrenʼs Television
Standards (ACCTS) sub-quotas—
which previously required commercial
broadcasters to produce a minimum
number of hours of children's drama—
triggered an immediate and profound
collapse in commercial investment.

The Free-to-Air Collapse

While the 2023-24 financial year saw a modest
rebound to $3.09 million, this still represents an
88% reduction from pre-quota levels (ACMA,
2024b). Commercial broadcasters now operate
under a points-based regulatory system, where
broadcasters earn credits toward an overall
target rather than being required to fulfill
dedicated hours (Knox, 2025a). The $1.75 million
spent on drama in 2023-24 is almost entirely
attributable to a single title—Network 10ʼs
comedy drama Rock Island Mysteries (Season 3), 

The 2023–24 "Rebound" Anomaly

29



2.2 Data Spotlight 2: The
SVOD "Mirage" and
Investment Volatility (see
Tables A2 & A3)

by the retreat of commercial broadcasters post
the 2020 quota abolition. 

Yet this SVOD investment has proved highly
unreliable. By 2021-2022, SVOD spending had
declined by 81.87%—a steeper collapse than the
commercial broadcasters' decline over the same
period. This spending continued to fall to $3.34
million by 2023-24, flatlining at $3.67 million in
2024-25 (ACMA, 2024a; ACMA, 2025). Notably,
the new SVOD expenditure legislation in place
from January 2026 brings an end to the voluntary
reporting era, as alongside investing 10% of their
Australian program expenditure (or 7.5% of their
revenue) major SVODs must also report to ACMA.
However, because this new mandate bundles
childrenʼs programming with adult drama and
documentaries rather than placing it under its own
protected sub-quotas, SVOD investment in
children's television is likely to remain
unpredictable.

The picture is further complicated by the
entry of Subscription Video on Demand
(SVOD) services into Australiaʼs local
screen production ecologies. Initially,
global streaming platforms—alongside
domestic competitor Stan—appeared
poised to fill the funding gap left by local
commercial broadcasters. However,
analysis reveals a highly unstable
investment environment.

In 2019, ACMA began collecting data on spending
by SVOD providers. This system relied on SVODs
to voluntarily self-categorise and report their
expenditure until the end of 2025 (ACMA, 2024a).
While commercial broadcasters also report
expenditure on a voluntary basis, unlike SVODs,
this reporting is firmly anchored to strict
legislative definitions and mandatory content
obligations. Amazon Prime Video, Disney+,
Netflix, and the domestic platform Stan began
self-reporting in the 2019-2020 financial year,
while Paramount+ began reporting in 2021-2022.
Based on this voluntary data, SVOD providers
reported a significant $40.47 million spend on
children's content in 2019-20: almost four times
as much as local commercial broadcasters and
outspending them in children's drama by over 6:1
(ACMA, 2025). This initial surge suggested that
streaming platforms might fill the funding gap left 

Voluntary Reporting and Unpredictable
Investment

The Licensing Mirage and Evolving
ACMA Data

Based on ACMA reporting of overall SVOD
expenditure across all genres between 2019 and
2025, new commissions constitute an average of
72.7% of SVOD spending (ACMA, 2025).
However, ACMA does not provide this granular
financial split specifically for the children's genre.
For children's programming, ACMA provides top-
line financial figures that cluster together the 
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financing of new commissions with the licensing
of pre-existing library content. This creates a
financial "mirage" that inflates the perceived
commitment of SVODs to funding original
Australian children's stories. In 2024-25, the
reality behind this mirage was exposed, with
SVODs reporting zero new children's
commissions, meaning the majority of their $3.67
million spend was dedicated to library
acquisitions.

four episodic series and one feature film)
between 2021-2022 and 2024-2025.
Furthermore, this output is built from partnerships
with legacy children's TV providers rather than
independently sustaining new production. The
Bureau of Magical Things S2 (2021, Netflix) and
Rock Island Mysteries (2022-2024, Paramount+)
were both primarily commissioned for Network 10,
Eddie's Lil' Homies (2024, Netflix) is a co-
commission with NITV with major production
investment from the ACTF, and the sole feature
film Windcatcher (2024) was made possible
through a landmark partnership between the
domestic SVOD Stan, the ACTF, and Screen
Australia (Screen Australia, 2023; ACTF, 2021).
While the total number of Australian childrenʼs
titles available across SVODs rose from 74 titles
(370 hours) in 2019-2020 to 113 titles (511 hours)
in 2024-2025, analysis of ACMA data reveals that
this growth relies almost entirely on legacy
acquisitions (ACMA, 2025). This trend culminated
in 2024-2025, when SVODs commissioned no
new childrenʼs programming—meaning the vast
majority of their reported $3.67 million spend was
directed toward acquiring existing content
(ACMA, 2025).

The                                          Loophole

Fortunately, ACMA's reporting has evolved
significantly since it began. In 2020-2021, ACMA
began detailing the total number of SVOD
commissions, and crucially, from 2021-2022
onwards, it began releasing the specific titles and
genre headings (ACMA, 2024a). It is the
publication of these title lists that exposes a
loophole in the reporting framework. When ACMA
collects data on "commissioned and co-
commissioned Australian programs," providers
are simply asked to report where "expenditure
was incurred" during that specific financial year.
As an example of the loophole, because Netflix
participated in the original co-commissioning of
Mako Mermaids: An H2O Adventure (a co-
production with Network 10 and ZDF that aired
between 2013 and 2016), they appear to have
been able to claim ongoing expenses incurred in
relation to that legacy property as part of their
"commissioning" expenditure in the 2023-2024
financial year, despite the series being a decade
old (ACMA, 2024a).

A Collapse in Original Commissions

When historical anomalies like Mako Mermaids
are removed from ACMA's title data, it reveals
that SVODs contributed to the commissioning of
just 5 genuinely new Australian children's titles 

Continued Vulnerability Post 2025
Streaming Bill

The vulnerability of the children's sector is poised
to continue despite the recent passage of the
Communications Legislation Amendment
(Australian Content Requirement for Subscription
Video On Demand Services) Bill 2025. While the
legislation introduces a 10% expenditure
requirement for SVODs, the Government did not
include genre-specific sub-quotas for children's
television. These vulnerabilities were heavily
debated in the House of Representatives during
the Bill's Consideration in Detail stage, where
independent MPs moved amendments attempting
to close funding loopholes and mandate sub-
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2.3 Data Spotlight 3: The
Escalating Cost of Civic
Storytelling (See Table A4)

While animation costs have also risen (reaching
$1.781 million per hour in 2024-25) (Screen
Australia, 2025), it remains a more economically
viable format. The industry has seen a structural
skew toward animation that predates the current
crisis: between 1997 and 2016, the average
annual hours of Australian children's animated
drama more than doubled, while live-action hours
halved (ACTF, 2017). The animation sector makes
a vital contribution to the broader childrenʼs media
ecology. The phenomenal success of Bluey
(2018-24)—the most-streamed title of any kind in
the United States in 2025, with 45.2 billion
minutes watched (Walker, 2026)—proves that
animated formats can retain unambiguously
Australian cultural specificity while achieving
substantial global resonance. Furthermore, at the
2026 Screen Producerʼs Australia Awards,
acclaimed author-illustrator Shaun Tanʼs Tales
from Outer Suburbia won Animated Production of
the Year and was selected for competition at the
prestigious International Animation Festival
(Poland, 2026): met with rave reviews, the show
has been described as “haunting, mesmerising,
with touches of surrealism, behold a slice of
Australian life through the eyes of a childˮ (Knox,
2025c).  Thus, animation has evolved from a
childrenʼs format heavily influenced by the
interests of international partnerships and thus
often with little discernible cultural specificity
(ACTF, 2017) to a globally and critically acclaimed 

As established in Part 1, live-action
childrenʼs drama possesses a "long
generational shelf life" (Potter, in RMIT
SIGN Workshop, 2024) and serves as a
vital tool for scaffolding national identity.
However, the cost of producing this
culturally specific content has escalated
dramatically, fundamentally altering the
commissioning landscape.

According to Screen Australia data, the average
cost of producing live-action childrenʼs drama
more than tripled over a five-year period (Screen
Australia, 2015-2025). In 2019-20, live-action
cost $0.928 million per hour. By 2024-25, this
figure rose to $2.807 million per hour.

It must be noted that the 2024–25 average is
elevated due to a historically low production
volume: just 21 hours generated across five titles,
which represents a 38% decline in hours from
the previous year (Screen Australia, 2025). This
small pool weights the average toward high-cost
formats produced that year, such as the feature
film Whale Shark Jack and the hybrid live-
action/puppet-animated series Knee High Spies
(2026).

Rising Live-Action Costs

The Shift to Animation
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2.4 Data Spotlight 4: The
Public Broadcaster Burden
(ABC and SBS) (See Tables
A5, A6 & A7)

that is being delivered by some of those
international streamersˮ (p. 81). He noted that this
entailed investment in a couple of high-quality
childrenʼs shows likely to be commercially
successful, following in the footsteps of Bluey, to
enable reinvestment in more childrenʼs
programming and to “supplement the income
base of the ABCˮ (p. 82). These comments—and
the subsequent announcement of childrenʼs
reboots Bananas in Pyjamas and Little Lunch—
suggest that Australiaʼs primary childrenʼs TV
commissioner will continue a strategy of a smaller
number premium productions.

With the commercial sector retreating and
SVOD spending proving volatile,
Australia's public service broadcasters
have been forced to do the "heavy lifting"
to keep the local childrenʼs production
ecology alive.

The ABC is the primary commissioner of new
Australian children's content, directing $21.14
million towards commissions in 2024-25 (ABC,
2025), with investment steadily increasing since
2022-23 ($17.605 million, ABC, 2023). Notably
however, this rise follows a 33% drop in
commissioning investment from 2021-22 (from
$26.388m to $17.605m). While the ABC is
maintaining strong investment in childrenʼs
content as Australiaʼs primary commissioner, the
rising costs of production mean their funding
does not stretch as far. As a result, the ABC is
producing fewer titles overall, with the total
volume of first-release hours falling by 59%,
from 274 hours across all platforms in 2018-19 to
112 hours in 2024-25 (ABC, 2019-2025). 

Speaking of the $50 million the ABC received in
late 2025, to be spent over the next three years
(2026-28) on childrenʼs and drama content, ABC
Managing Director Hugh Marks explained the
broadcasterʼs strategy to invest in premium
productions—to “deliver really excellent contentˮ
that can compete with “the quality of production

The ABC's Purchasing Power Paradox

To adapt to the decline in purchasing power for
new commissions, the ABC has executed a
profound digital platform shift. Between 2023-24
and 2024-25, the total hours of children's
content on ABC iview rose significantly from
13,120 to 41,595 hours (ABC, 2025). While not
representing an influx of newly funded
productions, this upsurge reflects a strategic
utilisation of library content and a structural re-
categorisation of existing media, helping to
maintain a robust offering despite the decline in
first-release broadcast hours. Crucially, the
proportion of all ABC iview content explicitly
categorised as “childrenʼsˮ rose from 47.1% in
2023-24 to 77.8% in 2024-25. Across the ABCʼs 

The Rise and Re-categorisation of
Children’s Content on iview

35





2.5 Data Spotlight 5: The
ACTF and the Economics of
the "Long Tail" (see Tables
A8 & A9)

In a volatile market in which public
broadcasters are stretched and
commercial platforms are risk-averse, the
Australian Children's Television
Foundation (ACTF) plays a uniquely critical
role in bridging the financing gap and
ensuring the global sustainability of local IP
(Baker et al., 2025).

The structural burden placed on the ACTF and
ABC is exacerbated by a contraction in federal
agency support. While Screen Australia
committed a peak of $10.71 million to children's
TV drama in 2020-21, this fell 74% to $2.75
million by 2024-25 (Screen Australia, 2025).
Consequently, the ACTF has exponentially
scaled its own direct production funding to
bridge this widening financing gap and trigger
production. Enabled by targeted federal funding
boosts—including an initial $20 million injection
over two years from July 2021, followed by
ongoing funding secured in the May 2024
Budget—the ACTF's capacity to invest has
grown exponentially. For context, in the 2018-
2019 financial year, the ACTF's production
investment was $381,509. By the 2024-2025
financial year, this figure had surged to reach
$6.15 million (ACTF, 2019–2025).

Direct Investment and Scaling Support

conceptual stages and the critical financing
thresholds. In 2024-2025, it spent $1,081,536 on
script development across 25 different projects,
ensuring that a robust slate of local stories
continues to be nurtured (ACTF, 2025).
Concurrently, the ACTF committed a further
$4,983,462 to projects at the financing stage,
building on a sustained pattern of multi-million-
dollar forward commitments (including $4 million
in 2023-24 and $6.1 million in 2022-23) that
provide independent producers the certainty
needed to trigger production (ACTF, 2025).

Beyond direct funding, the ACTF drives the
economic sustainability of the sector through its
international distribution arm. By achieving
significant international sales to major global
players—peaking at a record $4,963,516 in the
2021-22 financial year and generating
$2,380,196 across more than 60 territories in
2023-24——this dual role proves that culturally
specific Australian content can achieve
commercial viability. This success was
underscored when the ACTF was voted one of
the top 10 global children's media distributors by
Kidscreen readers in 2021-22 (ACTF, 2022). By
actively cultivating the "long tail" of international
sales, the ACTF not only generates substantial
returns to reinvest in the local sector, such as the
$2,959,125 recouped from previous investments
during the 2024-25 financial year, but ensures
that Australian storytelling achieves sustained
global visibility (ACTF, 2025). The enduring
economic and cultural value of this long tail is
demonstrated by the ACTF's continued
international licensing of 30-year-old legacy
titles, such as The Girl From Tomorrow (1990)
and Spellbinder (1995), alongside its
contemporary productions.

International Viability
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Beyond immediate production spend, the ACTF
anchors the sector's future by backing projects 

Sustaining the Production Pipeline



2.6: Data Spotlight 6: The
Screen Australia Complexity

While Screen Australia remains a vital
funder of childrenʼs screen entertainment
across film, television, and video games,
quantifying its exact contribution to the
sector presents a unique methodological
challenge. 

Unlike the ACTF, which reports annual
expenditure, Screen Australia measures
investment in terms of multi-year financial
commitments awarded to approved projects
(Screen Australia, 2019-2025). Furthermore, its
reporting frameworks remain structured by the
legacy definitions of the Broadcasting Services
Standards. This means it explicitly tracks the
specific genre of “Childrenʼs TV Drama
Productionˮ, and tends to categorise other
investments in youth-oriented content—such as
its recent digital initiatives for YouTube and
TikTok (Screen Australia, 2022; 2024)—under
broader administrative umbrellas like "Feature
Film" or “Onlineˮ. However, even accounting for
the inherent volatility of this reporting style—
which saw commitments fluctuate from a peak of
$10.71 million in 2020-21, dip to $4.32 million in
2022-23, and briefly rebound to $7.97 million in
2023-24—the longitudinal trend reveals a
contraction. Screen Australia's commitments to
children's TV drama fell to $2.75 million by 2024-
25, representing a 74% drop from its 2020-21
peak that further compounds the structural
financing pressures placed on the sector.

Attempting a full cross-comparative accounting
of Screen Australiaʼs investment highlights a
vexed issue that sits at the heart of the sector's
current crisis: the friction between defining
children's content as a genre versus
understanding it as a demographic. As the
thematic analysis in Part 3 will explore,
addressing this friction could help to secure the
industryʼs future. (For a longitudinal breakdown
of Screen Australia's commitments to Children's
TV Drama, see Table A10 in the Appendix).

For comprehensive longitudinal data supporting
these Data Spotlights, including the collapse of
commercial free-to-air investment and the
escalating costs of live-action production, please
refer to Appendix A: Longitudinal Economic and
Market Data (2019–2025).
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3.1 Traditional Television
Formats, Discoverability
and the ABCʼs Digital
Transformation 

A dominant theme throughout the
workshop was the profound tension
between sustaining high-value, traditional
television formats and the industry's pivot
toward digital platforms. This tension is
best exemplified by the ABCʼs recent
digital distribution overhaul.

Historically, public broadcasting has proven
capable of scaffolding resilient civic spaces for
youth when adequately funded (Zanker, 2011).
ACTF CEO Jenny Buckland noted that the UKʼs
dedicated children's channel CBBC (launched in
2002) succeeded precisely because it "treated
their children's audience just the way they
treated their adult audience," offering a rich,
multi-genre slate that included news,
documentaries, and live-action drama (Buckland,
in RMIT SIGN Workshop, 2024). As Buckland
explained, this model inspired the 2009 launch of
Australia's ABC3 (later ABC ME), which ushered
in a "new Golden Age of childrenʼs content"
underpinned by a specific carve-out for
childrenʼs funding, as a result securing
sustainable funding for expensive, culturally
specific live-action series, including My Place,
Dance Academy (2010-2013), Nowhere Boys
(2013-2018), and Little Lunch (2015-2016). These
shows and their surrounding media literacy
resources successfully scaffolded Australiaʼs 

“[the 2010s were characterised by] really
innovative, bold, wonderful childrenʼs
drama, hugely successful with audiences.
[It] has an incredibly long generational
shelf life because it was made with a lot of
money and very high production values."

In June 2024, the ABC discontinued ABC ME,
replacing it with "ABC Entertains" and shifting
content into broader, flexible "buckets" (such as
Family or Big Kids) to increase digital
discoverability on ABC iview. Mary-Ellen Mullane
(Acting Head of Childrenʼs, ABC) positioned this
transformation as a necessary response to a
highly fragmented streaming market
characterised by endless competition (RMIT
SIGN Workshop, 2024):

Professor Anna Potter (QUT)

"In the old days, you could just pop
content onto a platform and people would
find it because there wasnʼt too much
other competition. Well, now itʼs a very
crowded space.ˮ 

ABC Acting Head of Children’s Mary-Ellen
Mullane

youth civic public during this period (Brown and
Rutherford, 2011). As Professor Anna Potter
noted in the RMIT SIGN Workshop: 
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3.2: The Tween Exodus, Co-
Viewing, and Creative
Experimentation 

This brings us to the second major theme:
the industry's struggle to retain the
"tween" demographic (audiences aged 7–
14, but particularly older children 10–14)
and what this exodus means for Australia's
social cohesion. 

The thematic analysis identified a phenomenon
of "Demographic Blur," wherein the traditional
age-based silos of broadcast television have
been entirely disrupted by streaming habits.

Mary-Ellen Mullane noted that the tween age
bracket is “a very contested spaceˮ, because
children in this age group experiment with a wide
range of different platforms:

“Theyʼre very independent,  curious,
experimental, adventurous.ˮ

programming that challenges traditional
expectations of “child-appropriatenessˮ through
tentpole productions like Stranger Things (2016-
2025), micro-genre categories like “Family
Watch Together TVˮ, and interface design and
algorithmic surfacing strategies that privilege
such content. 

In the RMIT workshop, Anna Potter discussed her
own research with tweens and teens during the
panel discussion (Potter et al 2024), noting that:

ABC Acting Head of Children’s
Mary-Ellen Mullane

To combat the exodus of tweens from local
broadcasters, industry strategy has shifted
toward promoting intergenerational "co-
viewing"—a move reflected in the ABC's
decision to collapse ABC ME into broader
"family" programming. This move follows global
trends identified by Baker, Balanzategui and
Sandars (2023) in relation to Netflix and family
audiences: as they outline through a combination
of audience, industry and platform research,
Netflix has heavily invested in family 

“We have this image of tweens and teens:
theyʼre on their phones sexting each
other, or watching something terrible on
YouTube. In fact, all of the [teen
participants in our research] spoke about
how much they enjoyed watching
television to spend with their families. […]
Many of them talked about shows like Boy
Swallows Universe [2024] because their
parents were watching it, and they
watched it with Mum or Dad, and thought
it was fantastic."

Professor Anna Potter (QUT)

All panellists pointed out that the exodus of
tweens from local broadcasters is also directly
tied to the dominance of global video-sharing
platforms. Recent data from the UK regulator
Ofcom reveals that YouTube is leading the
"streaming takeover of TV sets," with children
now spending significantly more time watching
YouTube than all public service broadcasters
combined (Ofcom, 2025a). This has led Ofcom to  
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warn that "the future of public service media is at
risk" if interventions are not made (Ofcom,
2025a). In Australia, similar viewing habits prevail,
with 87% of children aged 8–17 watching videos
on platforms like YouTube at least once a week
(eSafety Commissioner, cited in Alannah &
Madeline Foundation, 2025). Crucially, algorithms
on these platforms heavily skew towards
international content; Ofcom found that only
about 20% of YouTube material viewed in the UK
is locally made (Ofcom, 2025b).

This algorithmic dominance creates a profound
discoverability crisis for Australian youth. Recent
research into Australian children's streaming
platform fluencies reveals that while children
possess high technical competency in navigating
platforms like YouTube and Netflix, they find it
very difficult to find and identify Australian
content on these platforms (Balanzategui, Baker
and Clift, 2024; Balanzategui et al., 2024).
Because YouTube currently operates outside
traditional broadcast and SVOD quota systems,
the Australian sector faces a critical
discoverability and funding vacuum for the tween
demographic.

While some workshop participants saw the local
move towards co-viewing as an opportunity to
foster shared family experiences, the blending of
adult and children's spheres sparked significant
critical debate. Director and producer Nicholas
Verso cautioned against the normative effects of
intergenerational blurring, arguing that collapsing
these demographics risks sterilising content to
appease conservative parental sensibilities: 

Verso also expressed the civic danger of this
migration, noting that by failing to provide
compelling local content specifically for tweens
and younger teens,

"It sounds really good, but the concern
Iʼve got [is] the dumbing down of adult
content... I feel like so much has been
reduced to try to make it all 'familyʼ.ˮ

Director, writer, and producer Nicholas
Verso

"inadvertently what weʼve done is trained
Australian kids not to watch our own
content.ˮ

Director, writer, and producer Nicholas
Verso

Verso framed this as a direct threat to the sector's
ability to maintain a localised public sphere.

Rather than retreating into safe "family" content,
creators argued that retaining the tween
demographic requires bold and creative
experimentation in an effort to speak directly to
this audience. Verso's acclaimed live-action
horror-drama series Crazy Fun Park (2023, ABC)
exemplifies such pushing of genre boundaries. As
Verso noted, contrary to institutional assumptions
from funding bodies like Screen Australia that the
horror genre is not viable for Australian children,
Verso leveraged horror tropes to authentically
engage 11–12-year-old boys. 

Because the series could not exceed a PG rating,
the creative team was forced to experiment
forensically with the format. As Verso outlined,
"We would have really forensic and granular
conversations about what we could show. …
Rather than actually showing the violence, youʼd
see the aftermath" (2024). Furthermore, to
adhere to public broadcaster standards, they had
to strictly avoid depicting "imitable behaviour,"
ensuring that when characters broke into the
abandoned theme park of the showʼs title, it did
not encourage real-world trespassing. 

Thus, the creative challenge of skirting the edge
of the PG rating without “sanding off the edges"
too much required a layered collaborative process
between Verso and the writing team, the ACTF, 
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3.3 The "Genre Versus
Demographic" Challenge

One of the core structural challenges
identified by industry leaders is the
persistent policy pressure to categorise
children's television as a single "genre,"
rather than a broad "demographic" that
requires a rich diversity of genres within it. 

As Mary-Ellen Mullane succinctly explained:

"Kidsʼ content is a little bit more
complicated, because itʼs not a genre,
itʼs a demographic."

This conceptual clash between genre and
demographic has profound implications for the
new SVOD legislation introduced in November
2025. The legislation mandates that streaming
services with over one million Australian
subscribers must invest at least 10% of their total
expenditure for Australia (or 7.5% of revenue) on
new local drama, childrenʼs, documentary, arts,
and educational programs. Announcing the laws,
Minister for Communications Anika Wells
highlighted the cultural value of childrenʼs
content in particular, stating: "Real Australian
content like Bluey matters, it connects us to who
we are and shares it with the world which is why
these laws are so important" (Wells, 2025).

However, the legislation treats "children's
programming" as one of several eligible genre
categories that streamers can choose to invest in
to meet their targets. Crucially, the legislation
lacks a specific "carve-out" or dedicated
subquota exclusively for local children's
television.

ABC Acting Head of Children’s
Mary-Ellen Mullane

Jenny Buckland echoed this, noting that treating
children's television as an audience demographic
rather than a genre allows for a comprehensive
slate of programming that includes documentary,
news, live entertainment, and live-action drama—
noting that treating the child audience just like
the adult audience is necessary to build and
sustain youth civic publics through a rich variety
of collective shared screen stories that can then
be debated, discussed, and shared both online
and offline. 

Conversely, forcing all youth content into a
narrow "children's genre" box restricts creative
risk-taking. Director Nicholas Verso, for example,
noted the ongoing difficulty of convincing
funding bodies like Screen Australia that genres
like horror can be viably and safely adapted to
engage tween audiences.
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3.4 Reclaiming the Digital
Public Sphere Through
Cultural Safety 

The final theme in the RMIT SIGN workshop
addressed the vital role of social media
platforms and content creation in the
everyday lives of young people, including
in the context of how they find, discover,
and relate to Australian screen content. 

The discussion revealed a stark contrast
between the Federal Governmentʼs approach to
youth digital media and the lived reality of
diverse young creators. The stateʼs under-16s
"social media ban" was heavily driven by online
campaigns (such as the "36 Months" and "Let
Them Be Kids" campaigns) and relies on a
protectionist framework that restricts youth civic
agency (Third, 2025; LTBKCa, 2024). Critics like
Livingstone and Third argue that the ban asserts
sovereign power to appease adult anxieties while
side-stepping the digital rights and media literacy
frameworks that have long been advocated for
by experts (Livingstone and Third, 2017).
Furthermore, policies developed without young
people's input risk being ineffective and often
push them into less regulated, less safe corners
of the internet (Gordon in Scimex, 2024). As
research from Western Sydney University and
the Centre for Resilient and Inclusive Societies
demonstrates, diverse young people have under-
recognised competencies in building social
cohesion and new modes of digital civic
participation (Harris et al., 2022; Ogun et al.,
2025). Rather than relying solely on exclusionary 

"regulatory theatre", a more effective strategy
would be the "co-design" of digital spaces with
youth (Ogun et al., 2025): to involve young
people in the creation of screen stories through
social media, in a way that empowers them to be
active contributors to Australiaʼs screen sector.

Panellists in the RMIT SIGN workshop challenged
the fundamental assumptions driving the ban. Dr
Kyle Moore (Swinburne) questioned the rights-
based implications of excluding youth from
digital platforms, asking: 

“Does the social media ban violate the
UNʼs Constitutional Rights of Children to
have access to play, which includes
participation in leisure and cultural
activities?" 

Dr Kyle Moore (Swinburne)

Comparing the current debate to past moral
panics over games like Pokémon Go, Moore
noted that society harbours "all kinds of strange
ideas around how play leads to these
problematic pathways for children.ˮ

Similarly, Dr Madeleine Hunter (RMIT) argued
that rather than banning children, we should
rethink how platforms are governed. She offered
the provocation: 

"Since weʼve allowed these platforms to
spend decades selling themselves as the
new public sphere, what if we actually
treat them as public spaces? What if we
accept that children are part of a mass
audience... If social media platforms get
to sell themselves as public spaces they
have to start building themselves and be
regulated like public spaces.ˮ

Dr Madeleine Hunter (RMIT)
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