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Abstract 

This paper addresses current debate in Australia on the management of child audiences 

in a post-broadcast world. It contextualises the debate historically by providing a brief 

overview of how childhood has been defined, and broadcasting policy developed in 

Australia, and argues that existing policy strategies require ongoing review and 

recalibration to ensure that quality children’s content is equitably accessible to all 

Australian children. Any recalibration however should be mindful of how dominant 

‘bounded’ constructions of childhood limit the shaping of media policy in Australia.  
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Introduction 

 

In February 2014 Richard Bean, Deputy Chair of the Australian Communications and 

Media Authority (the ACMA) announced in a speech delivered at the Australian 

Broadcasting Digital Media Summit that, in response to the current Liberal Coalition 

Government’s deregulation agenda one of the ACMA’s key areas of focus was “to 

review regulation and reporting requirements and explore industry-based compliance 

strategies with the objective of removing unnecessary regulation” (ACMA 2014).  It 

was within this context of whole-of-government processes to support deregulatory 

activity, that the ACMA commenced an inquiry aimed at reviewing the core matters 

and community safeguards that are addressed in codes of practice developed by 
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Australian broadcasters. The ACMA argued that, “given the pace of social, 

technological and other changes relevant to the media landscape, it was time to conduct 

a holistic review of what … appropriate contemporary community safeguards should 

look like” (ACMA 2014).  The resulting Contemporary Community Safeguards 

Inquiry: Consolidated Report suggested a high level of consensus about concepts and 

core matters that continue to enable public interest considerations to be addressed, and 

noted a solid rationale for code-based contemporary community safeguards.  However, 

it pointed out that there was a lower level of consensus around how matters around 

content safeguards should be operationalised in codes, particularly around codes 

“enabling parents and carers to protect children in their care from inappropriate or 

harmful content” (ACMA 2014). 

 

With this policy development in mind, the following discussion on broadcasting policy 

and regulation formulated to protect children and to provide them with ‘quality’, ‘age-

specific’, ‘suitable’ ‘Australian’ content brings to light the difficulties in reconciling 

issues of social control with human rights.  For example, even though most Australian 

children are developing digital literacy skills and gaining increased access to content 

via digital devices (Oztam Nielsen 2013) “many of the creative, informative, interactive 

and participatory features of the digital environment remain substantially underused 

even by well-resourced children” (Livingstone & Bulger 2013:4).  Livingstone and 

Bulger in Global Agenda for Children’s Rights in the Digital Age advocate children’s 

rights to “untapped opportunities” but also note “on the other hand, the internet may 

compound offline risks and negative experiences by children … such as exposure to 

pornography and other potentially harmful materials” (2013:4).  In other words, 

articulating an agenda for children’s rights in the digital age that encompasses both 

participation and protection is a significant challenge for all nations.  

 

To assist in effectively understanding the implications of media and communications 

infrastructural and cultural changes for children in Australia this paper reviews how 

childhood has been defined over recent decades. Childhood in Australia, argues 

McGillivray (1997:2) is defined as a  ‘condition which requires intimate mediation and 
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constant surveillance’; a definition which she argues limits the development of 

innovative policy and the mechanisms needed for implementing production incentives 

and supportive regulation.  Interviews conducted with children’s television producers 

1997-2002 (Keys 2005), and more recent monitoring of research into child audiences 

and television producers (Aisbett 2007, Rutherford & Brown 2013, Screen Australia 

2013), reveal that many of those involved in the production of content for children 

continue to grapple uncomfortably with conflicting concepts of childhood.  Before 

discussing these concepts however it is important to note that issues around children’s 

media are much more fundamental than local anxiety about what children might or 

might not watch.  Rather, debate over the suitability - or not - of particular program 

content and style reveals much more about what specific adult groups see as the 

purpose or place of childhood and how distinct adult groups imagine or construct the 

child audience.  It is within the framework of these ongoing debates that this paper 

examines the constraining constructions of childhood in Australia arguing that such 

constructions underpin policy and regulatory decisions and therefore require 

identification and close scrutiny in order to respond more effectively to the diverse 

needs of child audiences in a convergent media environment. 

 

As communications and broadcasting technologies converge, instruments of regulation 

(such as quotas and standards designed around the characteristics of analogue systems of 

broadcasting) are in need of review. The ways in which television producers create 

content, the ways in which children’s programming is scheduled and distributed and the 

ways in which children locate, access, and use television content, are being dramatically 

re-shaped. However, as this new media landscape is still taking shape, free-to-air 

broadcast television viewing continues to dominate over DVD and Internet viewing on 

computer and mobile devices.  The Australian Multiscreen Report Quarter 1, 2013 states 

that all age groups continue to spend the majority of their screen time with the in-home 

TV set, with new screen technologies being used to compliment TV viewing (Oztam & 

Nielsen 2013:2).    Ratings analysis for children aged 2-14 years during October 2012 

revealed peaks in children’s viewing across most free-to-air broadcast channels during 

mornings and afternoons and suggests that there are large numbers of children ‘co-
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viewing’ programs for general audiences with older family members during weekday 

evenings (Screen Australia 2013:5). Therefore, while acknowledging the economic 

challenges of producing and distributing children’s content in a commercial environment 

and the significant role of Australia’s public broadcaster the Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation (ABC), I argue that existing strategies such as the Children’s Television 

Standards are still needed in the interim to ensure quality age specific children’s content 

is equitably accessible to all Australian children.  However, as the ACTF argues in its 

submission to the ACMA’s Contemporary Community safeguards Inquiry Issues Paper 

(June 2013) “we anticipate government will develop and implement new strategies to 

ensure standards for the protection of children to meet community expectations once we 

have a better understanding of this environment. Accordingly we would expect existing 

intervention … to be reviewed, possibly recalibrated or eventually done away with” 

(ACTF 2013).  

 

This paper argues that review and recalibration of existing standards and regulation 

should be mindful of how dominant ‘bounded’ constructions of childhood limit the 

shaping of policy. I begin by briefly examining the position children hold in society 

within an historical and institutional context, and then look at the purpose and policy 

implications of constructions of childhood within the public sphere.  This then allows me 

to explore how children have been represented and managed as a cultural group and 

audience within the broadcasting industry in Australia and to briefly address the current 

debate on the needs of child audiences in a post-broadcast world. 

 

Literature Review: Changing concepts of childhood 

Childhood is not a self-evident category, but rather a constructed one (cf Rousseau 

1762; Aries 1962; Hodge 1989; Jamrozik and Sweeney 1996; McGillivray 1997; 

Gauntlett 1998; Postman 1999; Gillard 1999; Buckingham 2002; Van	  Krieten	  2010).  

In other words, ‘the child’ is an entity in which various political considerations are 

constantly at play.  Childhood exists in the form of concepts, not a universal category, 

and as such is subject to change. These concepts mark out a space of the construction of 

the child encompassing everything from the child as a vulnerable subject in need of 
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protection to the child as a competent, media literate and agentic being. 

 

Mapping of the shifting conceptions of childhood through the centuries demonstrates 

that childhood emerged as a distinct concept at the end of the Middle Ages and the 

beginnings of the Industrial Revolution circa 1500 – 1700 (Jamrozik & Sweeney 1996) 

and a number of factors were critical to the emergence and identification of childhood 

as a distinct concept (Orme 2001).  These included technological developments in 

machinery and engineering, resulting in the construction of factories and the shift of 

families with their children to urban environments; the role of education and the growth 

of institutions of schooling; the emergence of ‘new’ religious thinking reflecting 

shifting conceptions of childhood in society; and the growth of the social and 

Behavioural sciences.  These factors contributed to the changing perceptions, and thus 

purpose, of childhood and children’s needs and rights.  As society became more 

complex, the family as an institution it is argued was unable to adequately socialise or 

equip the child.  Agents external to the family - for example the factory, school or 

church - became sites where children were trained for future work and citizenship.  

According to Philippe Aries, until the end of the Middle Ages (approximately AD 

1500) children in Europe were essentially regarded as mini adults and were subject to 

the same pressures as adults.  Physical dependency was recognised but there was no 

recognition of any ‘special’ needs due to their young age (Aries 1962:25).  Aries’ 

claims that concepts of childhood did not emerge until the seventeenth century thus 

extending Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s treatise on education Emile published in 1762, in 

which that author imagined childhood as innocent, close to nature and divine.  

Rousseau had argued against the corrupting influence of education and promoted 

learning derived from nature and experience.  It is worth reflecting here on how 

Rousseau’s ideas on education related to his broader political thought, for example the 

arguments he presents in his Social Contract and even more dominantly in his essay on 

the Origin of Inequality. Rousseau critiques civilized society as the source of moral 

corruption and the distortion of our true nature, and his argument that we need to find a 

way of living more appropriate to our nature was embraced by many during a period of 

history subjected to puritan childhood theory which emphasised the removal of a 
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child’s sinfulness via rigorous education and training.  However, despite Rousseau 

being regarded by many in his day as a radical, his ideas did however come to resonate 

more fully in the Romantic era (i.e. 1790-1820) along with the views of theorists like 

Schiller (1795) who emphasized the need for play in his Letters on the Aesthetic 

Education of Man.  Aries’ view has also not gone unchallenged, for example, 

McGillivray in her 1997 work looking at the governance of childhood, argues that the 

Western concept of childhood only began to develop in the Middle Ages and that, prior 

to the ‘invention’ of childhood, the child was anonymous.  She says Aries projects a 

Rousseau-istic view of the child on to history, with childhood representing a blissful 

state in an undifferentiated world.  McGillivray argues that childhood, in effect, was 

‘now explicitly about itself’ and became a ‘bounded social construct defining and 

constraining children, rather than a seamless transition from infancy to adulthood’ 

(1997:5). 

 

It is precisely this bounded romantic and idealized construction of childhood however 

that has informed much of Australia’s broadcasting policy and production practice. 

That is, a construction which is focused on protecting the child from harmful media.  

Historically, the government’s definition of what it is to be a child in Australia has 

ensured a policy environment that concentrated on protecting and directing child 

audiences.  Such a paradigm constrained creativity in format, style and content, forcing 

the production of many unchallenging and repetitive children's television programs. For 

example programs commissioned to closely mimic the style, genre and content of 

previous programs that had generated ratings success rather than risking something 

innovative and experimental.  In the context of the now digitised Australian television 

broadcasting environment, together with increasing competition and deregulation, the 

content selection for children it can be argued is on the improve with the addition of 

niche channels for children on commercial free to air channels and dedicated terrestrial 

children’s channels ABC3 and ABC4Kids on the Australia’s public service 

broadcasting channel, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation ABC. “The ABC’s 

strategies to leverage its position as a ‘diversified media enterprise’, and to brand itself 

as a provider and distributor of quality, diverse and uniquely Australian content to its 
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viewsers ‘on the device of their choice’ (ABC, 2011 in Rutherford and Brown 2013:2) 

have resulted in an expansion of it’s child audience reach and opportunities for that 

audience to tap into a highly participatory experience. 

 

A review of sociological research suggests that concepts of childhood have varied 

substantially, both between and within cultures, with different social groups ‘clearly 

possessing different notions of how independent children should be’ (James and Prout 

1998).  There was considerable academic debate over when and how childhood is 

understood, and around the desirability of 'modern' Western notions of childhood.  

Lloyd de Mausse (1974), Neil Postman (1982) and (Buckingham 2000) supported the 

idea that the modern ‘care and attention’ conception of childhood developed in 

response to the cruelty of the Middle Ages infanticidal mode of child rearing.  

However, as Buckingham went on to note, this account has been questioned by writers 

such as Carmen Luke (1989), who argued that what was interpreted as adult 

indifference towards children - for example swaddling - had a great deal to do with 

material constraints.  Luke supported this argument by stating that judgments of the 

past are made from the perspective of contemporary notions of human nature, which in 

itself is a highly contested concept.  Buckingham developed Luke’s argument further 

by suggesting, for example, that de Mause ‘tends to sanction a complacency about the 

present which neglects the continuing incidence of child abuse, and of routine practices 

such as corporal punishment’ (Buckingham 2000a: 36).   Messenger Davies (2001:15) 

is pragmatic in her critique of cross-disciplinary research and political rhetoric about 

children, media and culture in the United Kingdom and United States, arguing that the 

terms ‘culture’ and ‘children’ have been consistently linked together through ‘media’.  

Messenger Davies disagrees with the idea of childhood as a fixed concept noting how 

concepts have developed overtime in the industrialised nations of the west and she 

articulately explores “the ways in which children’s relationship with media and culture 

intersects with political action”. This intersection she believes is where research 

opportunities and innovative scholarship should be supported.  I argue that this 

intersection is also where innovative policy developed should be supported.  
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Childhood is a disciplinary construct of relatively recent origin in which television and 

media policy have now assumed a dominant place in both defining childhood and in 

being shaped in turn by legislative regulatory conceptions of the child. For French 

theorist Michel Foucault, the discipline of childhood is powerfully linked to the 

disciplinary technologies of the prison.  Foucault’s work Discipline and Punishment 

(1975) resonates with the government of childhood.  He discusses the creation of 

‘docile bodies’ and ‘governed souls’, relating much of this ‘darkness’ to ‘technologies 

of normalisation’ in childhood.  The family in its role as primary institutional support 

for a ‘disciplined’ society is likened to a prison.  Foucault discusses the family, 

‘essentially in the parents - children cell’, as having absorbed a society’s ‘external 

schemata, first educational and military, then medical, psychiatric, psychological’.  In 

turn, this makes the family ‘the privileged locus of emergence for the disciplinary 

question of the normal and abnormal’ (1975:216).  The position of the child is viewed 

as the ‘matrix of the norm’.  In other words, the child holds, or is the site of the 

recurrent tensions between, the ideals of childhood as innocent and virtuous and 

childhood as evil and anti-social.   

 

All cultures have a concept of childhood, and a culture’s particular conception of 

childhood will vary according to ‘boundary, dimension and definition’ (Archard 1993, 

in Buckingham 2002:196).  Each construction of childhood will reflect that culture’s 

beliefs, attitudes and priorities.  With this in mind I argue that when examined 

historically the central role of television and media in Australian culture raises crucial 

questions about the effectiveness of policy and regulation when competing concepts of 

childhood are in play.  Analysis of public rhetoric from politicians, lobbyists, concerned 

citizens and the caring professions around ‘the child’ reveals a dominant discourse that 

constructs children as a demographic group in need of ‘special’ attention and argues for 

the specific needs and rights of children.  However, these needs and rights have been in 

many cases, in practice, secondary to those pursued by individual and group interests of 

the adult population.  There have been frequent affirmations by government policy 

makers of the importance of childhood and children as a social investment in the future 

of Australia. This is quite clear when one looks at a number of key reports and events in 
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the 1980s and 1990s that informed and framed regulatory decisions around analogue 

technology. However, during these decades you will also find reports such as that of the 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC Burdekin Report 1989) 

which state that in Australia “children suffer from diminished status and value as 

indicated not only by the lack of sufficient preventative and developmental services, but 

also by the way we generally treat children and deny them human rights.  The lack of 

concern is shown in inadequate financial and social support for families and ... the lack 

of clarity about the rights of children young people and parents” (Jamrozik and 

Sweeney 1996:3).  Debates around policies that perpetuate social and economic 

inequality and maintain social divisions between rich and poor families and their 

children have gained more traction in 2014 as the current Liberal Coalition government 

proposes it’s social welfare policies.   

 

When reflecting on current policy development, one is reminded of policy reforms 

dealing with education in the 1980s and 1990s in Australia which, according to 

Meredith and Tyler (1993), left ‘too much of the child out of the calculation’ (1993:2).  

The reshaping of education during these decades occurred ‘through a series of reform 

programs employing a newly familiar double strategy: one that combines the 

devolution of decision making with increasingly centralised control of funding and the 

monitoring of performance’ (1993:1).  Meredith and Tyler argue that policy discourse 

in the 1980s and early 1990s did not ‘locate human fulfillment, self-realisation or social 

equality as the wellsprings of reform’. Rather this discourse spoke only of neo-liberal 

or market driven imperatives, such as the need to adjust to a changing economic base; 

to produce a trained and flexible workforce; to provide information about educational 

attainments across a population; and to satisfy electoral expectations of increased 

educational places (1993:2). These objectives from one point of view are far removed 

from the principles of social justice and human fulfillment one would expect to find in a 

democracy. However, a Foucauldian analysis would suggest that the domain of justice, 

freedom and democracy are inherently disciplinary. Childhood is defined not only by 

the media, but also by means of legislative and regulatory institutions which then also 

shape the media.  Meredith and Tyler argue that in formulating a common set of key 
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competencies required by all children as citizens, the government failed to ‘recognise 

either the child's capacity for self-realisation or the potential of the community to 

realise equality while recognising difference’ (1993:2).  The tension between the 

reductive economic rationalism of the education bureaucracies and child-centered 

humanist principles in which ‘the child's potential for self-realisation cannot be reduced 

to mere skills and competencies, and in which social disadvantage cannot be reduced to 

choice and opportunity’ is the same tension which tends to organise much debate on 

educational policy in Australia.  Educational policy documents position the child and 

the concept of the citizen as antipathetic to one another. The child, of course is pre-

defined as largely unable to speak for him/herself in the public domain which is the 

preserve of adult citizens.  In other words, the child with his or her unlimited potential 

for self-realisation is constructed as unmeasurable or unable to be assessed according to 

bureaucratic norms (1993:2). 

 

Cultural myopia and inadequate norms are reflected in government failure to recognise 

the child as containing all of human potential within him or herself leads to a 

management of this demographic group rather than the development of individuals to 

their full potential.  The process of managing this group without recognition of 

individuality and diversity raises questions regarding the rights of children to self-

expression within the government’s limited construction of the child as future citizen.  

The idea of childhood, viewed within the context of a society’s institutions, is not just 

one of a social and legal construction, but can also be seen as a restricted condition of 

life ‘universally defined by special limits and unique obligations’ (McGillivray 1997:2).  

Such an examination of how childhood has been constructed in Australian policy 

reveals a narrow perspective on the nature of social order and regulation, culture and 

subjectivity. Debates in Australia in 2014 continue to be dominated by decisions around 

what knowledge and experience children should or should not have access to and are in 

reality debates about Australia’s broader moral and political concerns.  Importantly, the 

controversial subject of children is more often than not discussed within a moral 

domain, allowing it to be coupled seamlessly with issues such as violence, sex, media 

control and the impact of new technology.   
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In the formulation, administration and implementation of policies concerned with 

children, families and the media in Australia, there is significant involvement of the 

interests of appointed 'experts' with 'specialised' knowledge. Such defined 'authoritative 

knowledge' gives these experts and the groups they represent the power to define the 

social reality of children's lives and to enforce their definitions on them and their 

families, often with the sanction of the state.  Hodge, in his study of children and 

television in Australia in the late 1980s, examines the way children are constructed and 

appropriated for ideological purposes, arguing that ‘children are the focus of 

contradictory viewpoints because of the strategic position they occupy in a number of 

systems of power operating at different levels in society’ (Hodge 1989:158).  Hodge 

discusses the function of television as an ‘important component of contemporary 

culture’ in that television acts as a ‘marker of group membership, actively constructing 

communities of viewers’. There is of course a connection here to concurrent debates on 

multi-culturalism in Australia of the time, and Hodge raises a valuable insight which 

can be taken further to include those lobby groups actively working to ensure that their 

children are not seduced into cultural ways other then their own (1989:159).  The 

recurrent arguments between Australia’s commercial television broadcasters - who 

have regulatory requirements in the form of quotas and standards placed upon them – 

and the government and child advocacy groups illustrates distinct cultural groups and 

their membership characteristics.   

 

Managing the Child Audience 

Children as a cultural group and as a media audience do not all share the same 

demographic characteristics.  Rather, they are multidimensional, differing in interests, 

tastes, intelligences and socioeconomic and cultural characteristics. Media policy 

documents in Australia have acknowledged age and gender as distinguishing 

categories, and include reference to programs that are ‘appropriate for Australian 

children’ (ACMA Children’s Television Standards 2009).  The idea of children as 

active consumers engaging intelligently with media content has been, and continues to 

be included in policy debate in Australia.  For example, Durkin (2002), in his report 
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commissioned by the Australian Broadcasting Authority (now ACMA) to ‘provide 

expert advice on the construction of the contemporary child audience’, concludes that 

children vary greatly in their cognitive and social development, in their social 

circumstances and belief systems, in their media experiences, interests, sophistication 

and motivation and that ‘the nature of childhood changes as society evolves’ (2002:4). 

This variation and diversity however doesn’t translate so well when it comes to 

managing increasing transnational global content. For example, Kate Aisbett (2007) 

Children’s Television production Project: Research Report prepared for the Australian 

Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) notes that trends in the content and 

style of children’s programs in international markets were perceived by television 

producers interviewed to “run contrary to the program content and style required to 

satisfy ACMA’s Children’s Television Standards (CTS)” (Aisbett 2007:3). Aisbett’s 

findings also noted “producers believed that ACMA had a particular view about what is 

the appropriate content and style for a given age group” and readily acknowledged 

“self-censoring ideas before submission to ensure they sit with the perceived notion of 

the requirements” (Aisbett 2007:5). In other words notions of childhood and suitable 

children’s content are strongly ‘bounded’ in the ACMA’s CTS.   

 

In June 2014 the ACMA issued a call for public comment on proposed amendments to 

the Children’s Television Standards 2009 (the CTS).  These amendments (CTS 

Variation 2014) seek to reduce the regulatory burden on licensees and industry by 

reducing reporting requirements and removing the ACMA’s role in children’s (C) and 

preschool (P) programs prior to broadcast. “The ACMA considers these reductions 

create efficiencies for licensees, producers and the ACMA, and are unlikely to detract 

from the policy objectives of the CTS or reduce community safeguards” (ACMA 

2014).   Clearly the ACMA is attempting to shift responsibility for classifying 

children’s television content to the broadcasters a proposal aligned with the current 

government’s push for de-regulation.   As emerging digital content distribution 

platforms are still developing it is however, not clear that these proposed amendments 

would effectively fulfil community expectations that children should be protected from 

inappropriate content as well as be provided with the opportunity to participate in a 



	   13	  

broad range of quality, interactive digital content.  In defining rigid parameters 

regarding the needs and rights of children the government is in danger of closing off an 

important set of considerations. 

 

The policy position of children in the twenty-first century depends on the extent to 

which the responsibility of services to families and children remain in the public sector.  

This includes not only child welfare, care, education, health and related community 

services, but also culture, recreation and entertainment. Reconceptualisations of the 

broadcasting environment and how the public, and children within that public, are 

defined - whether in terms conducive to ideas of citizenry or consumer sovereignty are 

crucial to media policy and practice.  Historically, national broadcasters were regarded 

as: “a tool for cultural improvement ... [to] form a literate and informed citizenry ...  As 

such the audience were perceived as 'populations to be moulded' …” (Craik, Davis 

1996: 120).  An important aspect of public broadcasting is its implied function as a 

guarantor of the quality of public information (Papandrea 2001:7).  In a multi-channel 

environment, there is a case for ‘a trusted public service broadcaster to act as a kind of 

watchdog for the quality of information delivered by broadcasters generally’ (2001:7).  

Papandrea argued in 2001 that public broadcasting is likely to have a continuing role to 

play in the digital age; however, he noted that ‘if public broadcasting is to remain 

relevant in the new world, it must adapt to change … and it must apply its limited 

resources to securing the greatest possible benefit to society’ (2001:8).  The future of 

the public broadcasting system, and its role in providing equitable and accessible 

services to all Australians including children, continues to be a key issue raised by 

children’s television producers interviewed between 1997 and 2002 (Keys 2005) and 

again in the research work of Aisbett (2007), Potter (2013) and Rutherford and Brown 

(2013).  

 

The child audience is not mentioned specifically in Papandrea’s argument; however, 

the rise and fall of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s digital channels for 

children and young people, ABC Kids and Fly TV, between 2001 and 2003, the 

eventual, successful launch of ABC 2 and ABC 3 in 2009 together with the ABC4Kids 
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interactive website created by ABC TV Children's Multiplatform, provide important 

case studies.  Rutherford and Brown in their recent tracing of the development of 

children’s multiform commissioning at the ABC argue that the “mixed diet of 

children’s programming, featuring an educative or social development agenda, is 

complemented by its appeals to audience participation, with the Corporation 

maintaining public service values…” (2013:1).  The ABC, frequently in collaboration 

with The Australian Children’s Television Foundation, has successfully exploited 

multiplatform synergies and is providing child audiences with a diversity of quality age 

specific Australian content.   

 

Conclusion 

Child audiences consolidated to form a children’s market, are becoming increasingly 

lucrative in the multi-platforming media landscape.  Government media policy 

strategies that have been implemented in Australia acknowledge the significant 

contribution the media play in socialising children (and adults) into their consumer role, 

a role which is crucial to the successful operation of the market economy in a capitalist 

system.  Children's rights as citizens are not as clearly recognised. As Buckingham 

(2000) argued in The Making of Citizens: Young People News and Politics, 

enfranchisement, political rights and citizenship are typically defined in opposition to 

all things that children and young people are seen to represent.  That is, children are not 

defined in society as political subjects, let alone political agents, and are thus excluded 

and disenfranchised even in areas of social life that affect and concern them to a greater 

extent than adults - notably education (2000b: 218-219).  

 

Terry Flew (2013) notes that within public policy literature, “a distinction is sometimes 

made between the protective state and the enabling state” with the protective state 

attempting to “maintain and nurture a national audiovisual media culture in the face of 

global flows of media content.” In media policy, the protective state uses taxes, 

subsidies, quotas and other policy instruments to manage perceived threats to morals, 

children, social harmony and the integrity of news (Flew 2013).  But, this approach 

Flew argues is “not in itself sufficient in it capacity to be effective in its policy 
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objectives” with the rapid proliferation of digital media content and an increasingly 

multicultural population “less tied to a singular historically-based national culture”. 

Flew sees a need to think in terms of an ‘enabling state’ in relation to national media 

and cultural policies or in other words a mode of governance where the direct role of 

the state is reduced and replaced by partnership between public and private interests. 

An enabling state this paper argues should also address constraining bounded notions of 

the child audience when seeking to adapt national media regulations to the converging 

media environment, despite it being “difficult to establish the most appropriate 

regulatory framework for a media landscape that is in many ways still taking shape” 

(ACTF 2013). 

 

How childhood is constructed and defined affects policy and practice, and impacts 

significantly on the considerations given (or not given) to the child as a member of 

society, as a citizen, as a consumer, and as a media audience.  The definition and 

position children hold in Australian society still remains inherently constrained making 

the development of innovative children's media policy in Australia limited, a situation 

that will continue unless evolving concepts of childhood are acknowledged when 

reviewing existing media policies. The Australian Government is committed to 

developing strategies to ensure standards for the protection of children meet community 

expectations however this will be difficult to accomplish until we have a better 

understanding of the digital media environment.  Articulating, and then mobilising an 

agenda for children’s rights in the digital age that encompasses both participation and 

protection is a significant challenge for Australia.   
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