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Abstract

Since the first episode of Sesame Street was aired in the 1960s,
video watching has become a daily activity for most young children.
Gradually, advances in technology transformed children’s video
watching practices as well as the preferred video watching devices or
platforms (such as educational television, baby DVDs, and computer
technologies). As a result, children’s video watching has shifted from
educational televisions to mobile devices (e.g., tablet and
smartphone), streaming media, and online platforms. According to
recent research findings, YouTube and YouTube Kids are popular
platforms used by children to access a variety of videos for education or
entertainment purposes.

In contrast to the decades of research concerning educational
television, studies of YouTube and similar platforms are still in
their infancy. Our understanding of the nature and extent of
children’s engagement with this platform and its potential benefits
and risks for children’s learning and development is limited.
Young children (age 8 or younger), as well as older children and
teenagers, frequently watch videos on YouTube. In this chapter we
review the limited recent research examining young children’s use
of YouTube and YouTube Kids. In addition, parental and
expert concerns, children’s digital safety, the commodification of
childhood, and new directions are addressed for future studies.
Keywords: YouTube, children, video, digital safety, parents.
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Introduction

The early childhood years are a crucial period for young children’s
development and foundational skills (National Research Council
and Institute of Medicine, 2000). Today’s young children are growing
up in technology-rich  environments  (AAP  Council on
Communications and Media, 2016). For example, it was reported in
2017 that children younger than 8 years old spend an average of
2 hours and 19 minutes a day with both traditional (TV, computer)
and emerging digital media (tablets,smartphones, e-readers).

Even though television viewing continues to dominate children’s daily
media use, their digital media use has increased dramatically in the last
few years (Rideout, 2017), and further research is needed to
understand how various digital technologies play a role in children’s
development and learning (AAP Council on Communications and
Media, 2016).

In  recent vyears, YouTube and YouTube Kids have become
increasingly popular platforms that young children use to watch videos
(Marsh et al., 2015; Ofcom, 2017; Rideout, 2017). In this chapter, we
consider young children’s use of YouTube and YouTube Kids, and
review the relevant literature published during the past decade. In
reviewing young children’s digital media use, we consider research
that had been conducted with children from birth to 8 years (Rideout,
2013,2017). The review of research articles, media reports and online
posts was narrowed down by using key terms such as “YouTube and
children”, “YouTube Kids”, “YouTube and young children”, “YouTube and
families”, “YouTube and early childhood’, and ‘online viewing” We
summarized the recent literature by providing an overview of research
findings from studies of YouTube and YouTube Kids as well expert and
parental concerns about children’s digital media use, and addressed
gaps in the literature by suggesting possible directions for future
research.
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Youtube & Youtube Kids

YouTube is a video-sharing platform, which has received worldwide
attention since it was created in 2005 (Wikipedia,2018).YouTube provides
users opportunities to upload and view videos, rate, share, report or
comment on videos, and subscribe to other users’ channels (Wikipedia,
2018). As of July 2018, it was listed as the second most popular site
in the world (Alexa, 2018). YouTube has been described as “the king
of video” wherein children watch a variety of content for helping with
school or homework, or for fun and entertainment purposes (Smarty
Pants, 2017). The YouTube platform includes numerous channels, which
share educational videos as well as unboxing, challenge or game videos
created for children (Knorr, 2016). Of such videos, cartoons, animations,
funny videos, music videos, game tutorials and “how to” videos have been
identified as the most popular videos preferred by 3- 7 year old children
(Ofcom, 2017).

A recent marketing research study reported that YouTube is the most
well-known brand in children’s lives in the United States. A majority of
children (96%) between 6-12 years of age reported that they were aware
of YouTube, and more than 80% of those children used YouTube on a
daily basis. Out of those participants, 65% of the children used YouTube
several times a day (Smarty Pants, 2017). YouTube’s popularity by children
seems to be universal. For example, Marsh and her colleagues (2015)
and the Ofcom (2017) reported similar results for children in the United
Kingdom. The YouTube application (app) was one of the most popular
applications preferred by preschool aged children (age 5 or younger)
and their families (Marsh et al., 2015). Ofcom (2017) also reported that
since 2016, the use of YouTube by 3-4 and 5-7 year-old children has
increased significantl . Researchers report similar findings concerning
this platform’s popularity among young children and their families in
various other countries such as Turkey (lzci,Jones,Yalcin & Bahcekapili,in
preparation), India (Yadav, Chakraborty, Mittal, & Arora, 2018), and Israel
(Elias, & Sulkin, 2017).

YouTube Kids is an application (app) designed specificall for young
children age 5 or younger. It has been promoted as “a world of learning and
fun,made just for kids” (YouTube Kids, 2018). YouTube Kids is available on
Google Play and App Store for its users.As of July 21,2018, it has received
4.7/5 stars on Apple Store, as well as 4.5/5 stars on Google Play (Apple
Store, 2018; Google Play, 2018). In addition, it has been made available
in 37 countries and has had more than 70 billion views and more than
11 million weekly active viewers as of November 2017 (YouTube Kids,
2017). Young children and their families seem to prefer the YouTube Kids
platform, an application that is similar to YouTube but aimed at young
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children (Ofcom, 2017).

According to its developers, YouTube Kids was created “to make it
safer and simpler for kids to explore the world through online video”,and
as such it includes “a whole suite of parental controls, so you can tailor
the experience to your family’s needs; (YouTube Kids, 2018). The videos
on YouTube Kids are fil ered by the target audience’s age. Its algorithm
shows videos on the surface of the app based on a user search and
viewing history, as well as other data (Lafrance, 2017; Wamsley, 2017).
There is, however, considerable variation in the quality of the videos on
the platform based, in part depending on the entity (e.g., individual user
or commercial) that was responsible for uploading the content. This is
possibly why the YouTube Kids algorithm has been frequently criticized
by (Lafrance, 2017; Maheshwari, 2017; Wamsley, 2017). In order to
address those criticisms, the following information has recently included
on the YouTube Kids website: “We use a mix of fil ers, user feedback and
human reviewers to keep the videos in YouTube Kids family friendly. But
no system is perfect and inappropriate videos can slip through, so we're
constantly working to improve our safeguards and offer more features to
help parents create the right experience for their families” (YouTube Kids,
2018).

YouTube and YouTube Kids are popular, but relatively new media
platforms that young children and their families use to watch online
videos. It is believed that when used intentionally and appropriately,
technology and digital media (such as YouTube), can contribute to young
children’s learning (NAEYC & Fred Rogers Center, 2012). On the other
hand, without parental monitoring, young children using the YouTube
and YouTube Kids platforms could be placed at risk of being exposed
to inappropriate content or language, violence or videos with limited
or no educational value. To our knowledge the research designed to
understand possible positive or negative effects of these platforms on
children’s development and learning is limited. In the following section,
we review relevant research findings published during the past d cade.

Prior Research

During the past few years, the popularity of YouTube and YouTube Kids
has captured the attention of researchers from a variety of academic
disciplines. In this section, we review a limited number of research
studies conducted with young children and their families in an effort to
understand children’s media use (including YouTube), as well as the ways
in which media platforms, such as YouTube, influen e children’s lives.
Preliminary research suggested that YouTube is a universally well-known
platform used by children and families for a variety of reasons including
educating children, keeping them busy, or for their entertainment (e.g.,
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Elias & Sulkin, 2017; Ofcom, 2017; Marsh et al.,, 2015; Yadav
et al 2018).

While it is well established that children of all ages use YouTube, one of
the preliminary studies reported that children as young as 2-3 years old are
able to use YouTube (Buzzi,2011). Not only were these young children able
to play the videos, but they were also adept at moving from one video
to another on the playlist. Then, more recently, researchers found that
children as young as 6 months are exposed to videos on the YouTube
platform. Before reaching the milestone of their first birthday, children
seem to be attracted to music videos (Yadav et al., 2018). Then, by the
time they are 12 months old children have an interest in watching other
types of videos with different content (Yadav et al., 2018). For example,
according to the same study, young children enjoyed watching dance
videos, advertisements, as well as videos that portrayed toys and balloons.
It has also been claimed that although YouTube videos do entertain
young children and keep them busy, it seems that children between
6-24 months are not able to learn anything from those videos (Yadav
et al., 2018). Then, an Israeli study examined the online video watching
of children aged 18-36 months. The researchers found that parents used
online video platforms (such as YouTube) for several purposes including
calming children, entertaining or educating their children, and as
something to watch during meal times (Elias & Sulkin, 2017). Such
activities seem consistent with researchers’ assertion that parents use
YouTube and other platforms as a form of “digital babysitter” (Elias &
Sulkin, 2017). Similar findings have been reported in studies conducted
in the United States (Rideout, 2017). It seems that the majority of
children under 8 years of age use tablets and similar devices to regularly
watch videos online (Rideout, 2017). In the study, Rideout (2017) reported
that children use various online platforms (such as YouTube and Netflix)
and spend an average of 17 minutes a day watching videos. Using these
online platforms children can select from wide range of different types of
videos. Educational videos were watched most often (64%), followed
by animal videos (46%), how to do it videos (38%) and unboxing
videos (34%). It seems, however, that children are also interested in other
types of video content. In a case study, Marsh (2015) found that young
children also enjoy watching other children’s YouTube channels that were

related to their interest areas.

The consideration of young children’s access to YouTube and YouTube Kids
is not valid unless we also include their parents. It is well established that

parents’ attitudes (being scaffolder or gatekeeper) play an important and
significant role in the extent to which their children have access to digital
media (Dias et al., 2016). According to a marketing research (2017),
parents, as well as children, believe that YouTube is a popular brand in
their lives. A majority of parents (94%) reported that they either loved or
liked YouTube, and almost 70% reported that they used YouTube on a daily
basis. In addition, in a recent study, 74% of children reported that their
parents allowed them to watch
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YouTube,and 43% of children between ages 6-12 often watched YouTube
with their parents or with their whole family (Smarty Pants, 2017).
Since YouTube and YouTube Kids platforms are relatively recent topics
of study, few studies have been conducted with young children and their
parents.Inthe following section,we discuss parental and experts’concerns
regarding YouTube and YouTube Kids as reported in the literature.

Concerns

Advances in technology and the affordability of tablets and similar
devices have made video watching particularly easy and convenient for
young children. Livingstone and colleagues (2011) believe that children’s
total media exposure increased as a result of the ease with which online
content can be accessed. Relatedly, Rideout (2017) reported that video
viewing is an activity takes up approximately three-quarters of young
children’s total screen time. For example, children aged 8 or younger
watch TV/videos for an average of 1 hour and 40 minutes per day. During
that time, they spend 21 minutes with tablets or other mobile devices
(including 17 minutes a day watching videos on YouTube, Netfli and
other platforms).

When young children’s use of YouTube and YouTube Kids use are
considered, parents and researchers seem to have several concerns
regarding the platform’s algorithm, finding high quality content, as well
as online advertising, commodification of childhood, and protecting their
children’srights.One concern is that young children like to watch the same
videos over and over again, and the algorithm of YouTube recommends
children videos that are similar to the ones they have previously watched
(Lafrance,2017).Burroughs (2017) claims that YouTube and YouTube Kids’
algorithms consider infants as consumers, and as such they are labeled
as “algorithmic infants” For example, if they like watching toy car videos,
similar videos including toy cars appear on their screen as a result of the
algorithm. Relatedly, video makers continue to make those videos, and
children continue to “click” on those videos (Lafrance, 2017) which often
includes commercial products with limited or no educational content.
One popular category of videos frequently watched by young children
are toy-unboxing videos. Unboxing videos include other children’s or
adults’ reviews of a set of objects inside a box (Craig, & Cunningham,
2017). Since young children seem to like a mystery or surprise, unboxing
videos capture young children’s attention (Marsh, 2015). The popularity
of unboxing videos, however, is somewhat concerning because young
children are seen as producers and consumers of digital content; that
is a concern that it contributes to the commodification of childhood. For
example, Dredge (2016) addressed increasing numbers of toy unboxing
channels on YouTube and shared an example of one famous child
YouTuber and his channel. Ryan ToysReview channel had 2.5 million
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subscribers with 4 billion views at that time. Two years later,in July 2018,the
same channel has almost 15 million subscribers and 23 billion views (Ryan
Toys Review, 2018). Similar channels, which are either owned by individuals
or companies, have millions of viewers per day. YouTube channels with
unboxing videos or product reviews might provide free entertainment for
young children and their families, but the quality or educational content
of those videos is somewhat questionable. For some cases, it may be even
similar to toy advertisements on TV channels, and may encourage young
children and their families to buy the video’s promoted toys and products.
Relatedly, several researchers conducted studies to identify advertising
in children’s videos on YouTube. For example, Jorda (2016) reported that
37.5 percent of the advertisements in children’s videos were unsuitable for
children because theyincluded physical danger or a moral hazard. In another
study, Tan and colleagues (2018) indicated that food and beverage adverts
(more than half of them were about unhealthy foods) targeted children.
Another important point is that the transition from television watching
to using touch screen devices make it difficult for parents to monitor
their children because of the smaller screen size, portability, and internet
connections provided through the devices that children use (Uhls & Robb,
2017). In considering this aspect, Tan and colleagues (2018) claimed that
children can access YouTube videos any time they want to through various
digital devices,as opposed to broadcast television where children’s programs
are presented according to a specifi schedule. In addition, children can
choose from a variety of videos that are available on YouTube and repeatedly
watch those same videos. A recent study (2017) conducted in the United
Kingdom found that parents were more concerned about children’s access
to online content than about television or gaming content (Ofcom, 2017).
Furthermore, they had some possible strategies to prevent children from
accessing inappropriate content. It has been reported that half of parents of
3-4 and 5-7 years old children were aware of YouTube’s restricted mode to
fil er inappropriate content (Ofcom, 2017).

Given parental and experts’ concerns, further action should to be taken to
protect young children from possible risks of being exposed to inappropriate
content and advertisement on YouTube and YouTube Kids. In addition,further
research should be conducted with young children and their families to
further our knowledge of children’s online viewing practices as well as the
importance of providing age-appropriate, high quality, digital content for
children on YouTube and similar platforms. The following section presents
our perspectives concerning new directions for future studies.
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New Directions

As a result of the availability and affordability of touch screen
devices and young children’s increasing use of media, the American
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) revised guidelines for children’s media use.
According to the revised guidelines, digital media use, excluding video
chatting, should be avoided for children younger than 18 months.
Children between 18 and 24 months can use digital media, but they
should do so with a parent, and they should only use high-quality
programs. Furthermore, their use of digital media should be restricted
to 1 hour per day of high-quality programs. Then, it is recommended
that children ages 2 to 5 years co-view with their parents (AAP
Council  on  Communications and Media, 2016). Another
recommendation is that parents should use digital media wisely as
opposed preventing their children from using it. Moreover, parents
are encouraged to jointly engage in digital media activities with their
children by introducing them to high-quality content that is educational
and prosocial. It is considered the parents’ role and responsibility
to monitor media content to prevent children from distracting
and violent content. Furthermore, keeping screen-free time for
bedrooms, mealtimes, and parent-child play can contribute to better
parent-child interactions as well as healthy eating and sleeping habits
(AAP Council on  Communications and  Media, 2016).
Reports of children’s media use, marketing research findings,
and several studies recently published provide a glimpse of how
YouTube and YouTube Kids play an important role in children and
families daily lives. Yet, information concerning how these media
platforms influence children’s learning and development during the
early childhood years is limited. Thus, there is a need for studies, either
qualitative or quantitative, concerning children’s increasing use of
YouTube and YouTube Kids. Empirical studies examining young
children’s preferences and behaviors while watching YouTube videos,
including observations in naturalistic contexts (e.g., home, school)
could extend our knowledge of the possible benefits and risks of
online videos for young children. For example, interviewing
YouTuber children and their families would shed light on this topic
and further our understanding of the extent to which children’s lives are
becoming commodified. Conducting further research such as focus
groups, interviews and survey research would also provide insights
into the nature and extent of young children’s YouTube use as well as
their parents’ perspectives. In addition, further research should include
parents and educators to understand their knowledge of high-quality or
educational videos, children’s digital safety and digital rights.
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Conclusion

YouTube and YouTube Kids have received worldwide attention from young
children and their families in recent years. Young children, as well as older
children, enjoy watching videos on YouTube or YouTube Kids platforms.
Even though available media research examined an average time spend
by watching online videos (either YouTube or similar platforms), and type
of the videos are viewed by young children, research studies identifying its
potential benefits and risks for children’s learning and development are still
limited. In our chapter, we summarized the recent literature by providing an
overview of research findings from studies of YouTube and YouTube Kids,
expert and parental concerns about children’s digital media use and
addressed gaps in the literature by suggesting possible directions for future
research. We believe that further research should be conducted in a timely
manner in order to expand our knowledge about potential benefits and risks
of online videos as well as educating parents about the well-being of young
children in this digital age.
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