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Donald Clark, Secretary 
Federal Trade Commission 
600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW 
Washington, D.C. 20580 
 

Re: Request for Investigation into Google’s Unfair and Deceptive Practices in 
Connection with its YouTube Kids App 

 
Dear Mr. Clark: 

The Center for Digital Democracy (CDD), Campaign for a Commercial Free Childhood 
(CCFC), American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Center for Science in the 
Public Interest, Children Now, Consumer Federation of America, Consumer Watchdog, and 
Public Citizen call on the Commission to investigate whether Google’s YouTube Kids app 
violates Section 5 of the FTC Act, which prohibits unfair and deceptive marketing practices.  
Our review of the app shows at least three different types of deceptive or unfair marketing.  

• The videos provided to children on YouTube Kids intermix commercial and other 
content in ways that are deceptive and unfair to children and would not be 
permitted to be shown on broadcast or cable television.  

• Many of the video segments endorsing toys, candy and other products that appear 
to be “user-generated” have undisclosed relationships with product manufacturers 
in violation of the FTC’s guidelines concerning the use of endorsements and 
testimonials in advertising. 
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• In marketing the app to parents, Google claims that all ads are pre-approved by 
YouTube’s policy team to ensure compliance with the app’s rigorous advertising 
policy when, in fact, much of the content available on the app violates its own 
policies. 

Therefore, we ask the FTC to take action to stop these and any other deceptive or unfair 
practices uncovered as a result of its investigation. 

Background 

Google launched the YouTube Kids app on February 23, 2015 with a blog describing the 
app as “the first Google product built from the ground up with little ones in mind.”1  According 
to Shimrit Ben-Yair, the project's group product manager, YouTube developed the app because 
“Parents were constantly asking us, can you make YouTube a better place for our kids.”  She 
also noted that that “family-friendly fare is a booming business on YouTube.”2  

The app is available on the iTunes App store and Google Play where it is described as 
follows:  

The official YouTube Kids app is designed for curious little minds 
to dive into a world of discovery, learning, and entertainment. This 
free app is delightfully simple and packed full of age-appropriate 
videos, channels and playlists. YouTube Kids features popular 
children’s programming, plus kid-friendly content from 
filmmakers, teachers, and creators all around the world.3 

Google explains that “[w]e’ve taken out the complicated stuff and made an app even little 
ones can navigate — that means big buttons, easy scrolling, and instant full-screen.”4  The 
iTunes store indicates that the app is “made for ages 5 and under.”5  The app also offers parental 
controls.  As shown in Ex. 1-A, any child who can read can easily access these parental controls. 

We downloaded the YouTube Kids app onto an Android tablet, an iPad, and an iPhone. 
As we examined the content, we were troubled by the large amount of commercial material that 
was presented as programming.  Screen shots illustrating some of our concerns are included in 
Exhibit 1.  

                                                 
1 Introducing the newest member of our family, the YouTube Kids app—available on the Google Play and the App 
Store, Official YouTube Blog (Feb. 23, 2015), available at http://youtube-global.blogspot.com/2015/02/youtube-
kids.html. 
2 Marco della Cava, YouTube unveils new app for kids, USA Today, Feb. 23, 2015. 
3 See Ex. 3 (Descriptions of YouTube Kids app from the iTunes app store and Google Play). 
4 Id.; See Ex. 1-A (screenshots of the YouTube Kids home screen). 
5 Id. 

http://googleblog.blogspot.com/2015/02/youtube-kids.html
http://youtube-global.blogspot.com/2015/02/youtube-kids.html
http://youtube-global.blogspot.com/2015/02/youtube-kids.html
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Ex. 1-A shows what children see when the YouTube Kids app is opened.  They may 
select videos in four categories indicated by icons: shows, music, learning, and explore.  Each 
section is further divided into channels.  Selecting shows, for example, will bring up “channels” 
such as Sesame Street and Thomas & Friends.  The channels have video segments ranging from 
less than 30 seconds to over an hour.  Children select what they want by touching the tile on the 
screen.  When the selected video segment is finished, another segment from the same channel 
starts automatically.  Sometimes a 30 or 60 second video identified as an “ad” is shown before or 
after the video segment.  

After the child has watched several segments, an additional category called 
“recommended” appears on the main page as shown in Ex. 1-A.  This category appears to 
recommend videos that are similar to the ones watched previously.  It is unclear how the app 
determines which videos to recommend.  Is Google tracking children’s online viewing habits to 
make the recommendations?  If so, has it given direct notice and obtained verifiable parental 
consent before tracking them as required by the COPPA Rule?  There is no specific YouTube 
Kids privacy policy, so YouTube Kids falls under Google’s general privacy policy.6  We ask that 
the FTC investigate these questions.  

 
YouTube Kids fails to separate commercial content from non-commercial 

 content and is therefore unfair and deceptive to children 
 

 Much of the content on YouTube Kids would violate long-standing Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) policies if it aired on television.  It has long been 
recognized “that children — especially young children — have greater difficulty distinguishing 
programming from advertising than adults.  If advertisements are to be directed to children, then 
basic fairness requires that at least a clear separation be maintained between the program content 
and the commercial message so as to aid the child in developing an ability to distinguish between 
the two.”7 

 For this reason, the FCC “requires that in television programs directed to children ages 12 
and under, program material be separated from commercials by intervening and unrelated 
program material.”8  This separations principle is manifested in specific policies including (1) the 
“host-selling policy,” which prohibits the use of “program talent or other identifiable program 
characteristics to deliver commercials” during or adjacent to children’s programming featuring 
that character;9 (2) time limits on the amount of advertising;10 (3) the policy against “program-
                                                 
6 Google Privacy Policy, available at http://www.google.com/policies/privacy/. Google last updated this policy 
February 25, 2015. 
7 Ex. 3 (FCC Consumer Guide outlining children’s television rules and policies). This policy was originally adopted 
in Children’s Television Report and Policy Statement, 50 F.C.C.2d 1, 14 (1974) (Children’s Television Report). 
8 Ex. 3 (FCC Consumer Guide outlining children’s television rules and policies). Congress codified and endorsed 
these policies in adopting the Children’s Television Act of 1990. The FCC expanded its policies to digital television. 
See Children’s Television Obligations of Digital Broadcasters, 19 FCC Rcd 22943 (2004). 
9 Ex. 3 (FCC Consumer Guide outlining children’s television rules and policies). 
10 47 C.F.R. §73.670(a) (limits commercial matter to 10.5 minutes per hour on weekends and 12 minutes per hour on 
weekdays). 
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length commercials,” i.e., a program associated with a product, in which commercials for that 
product are aired;11 (4) a prohibition against “product placements” or “embedded 
advertisements;”12 and (5) the website display rule, which prohibits the display of Internet 
website addresses for commercial websites during program material.13  

These policies were adopted in response to behavioral and social science research finding 
that children, especially young children, lack the cognitive capacity to identify and understand 
advertising material as distinct from programming content.14  In the ensuing decades, additional 
research has reinforced the conclusion that children under five do not understand that 
advertisements are distinct from programming.15  And even when children can recognize the 
difference between ads and programming, they cannot understand that the ads are trying to sell 
them something, which renders them uniquely vulnerable to commercial influence.16 

Google promotes YouTube to marketers by proclaiming that “in a world of short 
attention spans and increasing options, advertising is undergoing a sea change.  More and more, 
ads are becoming content that people choose to watch.”  It promises to help brands “develop ads 
that will resonate with today’s consumers” through what it labels “content marketing.”17  Much 
of the content on YouTube Kids is the same as that on YouTube. 

This blending of children’s programming content with advertising material on television 
has long been prohibited because it is unfair and deceptive to children.  The fact that children are 
viewing the videos on a tablet or smart phone screen instead of on a television screen does not 
make it any less unfair and deceptive.  

Programs and advertisements on channels are not clearly identified or separated 

Exhibit 1-B shows that if a child touches the TV icon for “shows,” she will be shown a 
screen displaying rectangles for different shows.  She might choose the Fireman Sam channel or 

                                                 
11 The Commission counts the entire duration of any program-length commercial as commercial matter for the 
purpose of the children's television commercial limits. Children's Television Programming, 6 FCC Rcd 2111, 2118, 
recon. granted in part, 6 FCC Rcd 5093, 5098 (1991). 
12 Sponsorship Identification Rules and Embedded Advertising, 23 F.C.C. Rcd. 10682, 10691-92 (2008). 
13 47 CFR §73.670(b)–(d) 
14 Children’s Television Report, 50 F.C.C.2d at 11. See also Dale Kunkel & Jessica Castonguay, Children and 
Advertising: Content, Comprehension, and Consequences, in HANDBOOK OF CHILDREN AND THE MEDIA 395-418 
(2011); Samantha Graff, Dale Kunkel, and Seth E. Merriman, Government Can Regulate Food Advertising To 
Children Because Cognitive Research Shows That It Is Inherently Misleading, Health Affairs, 31, no.2 (2012): 392-
398, 395-396. 
15 See Kunkel & Castonguay at 403-405; Graff et. al. at 395-396. 
16 Id. Furthermore, it is not until several years later that children develop awareness that commercial messages are 
biased and that claims and appeals in advertising should not be believed or accepted uncritically. Id. 
17 The Creator Playbook for Brands, available at https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/research-studies/youtube-brand-
playbook.html. 
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the My Little Pony Official channel.  The visual appearance and the label “channel” suggest that 
both would have programming similar to that seen on television.  

In fact, Fireman Sam is a series of children’s videos that is available on Amazon.  My 
Little Pony is a television program targeted to young girls that is shown on Hasbro’s children’s 
cable channel “The Hub.”18 Selecting Fireman Sam offers children short video programs while 
selecting My Little Pony bring up four options.  Two of the four options are labeled “TV 
Commercial.”  The other two are identified as “TV Clip” but are actually promotions for the My 
Little Pony program on the Hub.  

This example illustrates two different violations of the separations principle.  First, the 
“shows” page intermixes noncommercial and commercial offerings in such a way that children 
would not be able to identify which ones are ads.  Second, for children old enough to read, the 
manner in which the commercials are presented on My Little Pony Official on YouTube Kids 
violates the separations principle by labeling commercials as “TV clips.”  

To make matters worse, the YouTube Kids channels sometimes insert “ads” before or 
after a video as shown in Ex. 1-C.  Children who can read are informed it is an ad and, in some 
cases, that it may be skipped after a certain period of time.  However, there is no “bumper” 
before the ads as there would be on children’s television.  We observed ads for movies and 
YouTube channels.  Many were actually public service announcements produced by the Ad 
Council. Thus, these “ads” were often less commercial than the video segments that followed.  

Branded channels present program length commercials and unidentified advertising 

The lack of separation is also evident in the many branded channels on YouTube Kids.  
Brands with their own channels include McDonalds, Barbie, Fisher Price, and LEGO.  Videos on 
these channels are mostly advertising even though they are not labeled as such.  For example, the 
LEGO Friends channel promotes LEGO Friends, a line of dolls and building sets designed to 
appeal primarily to girls.  The LEGO Friends sets include “mini-doll” figures, which are about 
the same size as the traditional mini-figures but are more detailed and realistic.  The sets include 
pieces in pink and purple color schemes and depict scenes from suburban life set in the fictional 
town of Heartlake City.  

The LEGO Friends channel offers many videos as shown in Ex. 1-E.  They include: (1) 
full episodes of a cartoon featuring the LEGO Friends characters; (2) shorter “webisodes” 
featuring these characters; (3) videos showing a real person playing with the dolls and playsets; 
and (4) traditional TV-style commercials.  There is no separation between the full episodes and 

                                                 
18 The program originally aired on broadcast television in the 1980s. Hasbro markets a line of My Little Pony plastic 
toys and playsets. 
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the commercials.  Moreover, because the traditional TV-style commercials features the exact 
same LEGO Friends characters that appear in episodes of the adjacent program content, the 
entire channel is akin to what the FCC would consider a program-length commercial. 

McDonald’s also has its own channel on YouTube Kids as shown in Exhibit 1-D.  It 
presents promotional videos styled as news reports on topics such as What are McDonald’s 
Chicken McNuggests made of?  These segments are not identified as advertising.  The 
McDonald’s channel also features television commercials, such as the one for Smurfy Happy 
Meals.  Branded channels, such as the McDonald’s channel, take advantage of children because 
they do not understand that the entire channel is actually advertising. 

YouTube Kids includes “Unboxing” videos that mix commercial and program content 

The lack of separation is also a feature of what are known as “unboxing videos.”19  
According to Kidscreen, “unboxing videos, as the name implies, typically feature not much more 
than a pair of hands opening a package and describing the toy as it’s revealed.”20  For example, as 
shown in Exhibit 1-E, a nearly 8-minute segment entitled Lego Friends 41038 Jungle Rescue Base 
with 41036 41033 and 41032 Speed Build shows a man’s hands opening several LEGO boxes 
and taking out the pieces.  He then assembles the blocks and moves them around while happy 
sounding music plays. 

McDonald’s Happy Meal Surprise Egg!, shown in Ex 1-F, is another example of an 
unboxing video.  This 7:41 minute video shows a woman opening a giant egg decorated with the 
McDonald’s double arches to reveal Happy Meal toys inside.  The video features children’s 
background music and includes dolls from Disney’s Frozen movie enjoying an ice cream sundae 
and a Sprite in a McDonald’s cup.  Throughout the clip, the narrator assembles, describes, and 
plays with Happy Meal toys.  The video is in effect a seven-minute commercial for McDonald’s 
— and, to a more limited degree, Sprite and Frozen.  The video is therefore a program-length 
commercial and would be considered unfair and deceptive for children’s television because the 
audience could not tell that the video is an advertisement.  The video also violates the host-
selling policy as the narrator endorses multiple products throughout the segment, and the 
characters from Frozen appear to be endorsing McDonald’s and Sprite. 
  

                                                 
19 Google explains that “[u] nboxing is a genre of videos on YouTube where people quite literally unbox a product 
to get a feel for it. . . . These videos not only document the experience of opening a product, but they often dramatize 
it and, in turn, take on a quirky, playful spirit, showcasing products in all of their freshly unopened glory.” Ex. 4 
(“The Magic Behind Unboxing on YouTube,” Think With Google, (Nov. 2014), available at 
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/features/youtube-insights-stats-data-trends-vol7.html.) 
20 Ex. 5 (Gary Rusak, How YouTube Kids is Changing the Face of Toy Marketing, KidScreen (Feb. 9, 2015), 
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/research-studies/youtube-brand-playbook.html.) 
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Many other unboxing videos are found by touching the “Explore” icon as shown in 
Exhibit 1-F.  Entire channels are devoted to unboxing videos with names like EvanTubeHD, 
HobbyKidsTV, FunToyzCollector, and The Engineering Family.  

 According to Kidscreen, EvanTubeHD is one of the most popular and profitable 
unboxing channels. 

 
There is one name that looms large above all others in this space 
— EvanTubeHD. The affable eight-year-old boasts more than a 
billion views across his three dedicated channels, and an ever-
growing subscription base that recently surpassed one million. 
What started out as a lark has, in fact, become a booming industry. 
EvanTubeHD’s short-form videos are stunningly simple. They 
consist of an off-camera adult voice (Evan’s dad and video 
producer Jared) engaging the charming youngster as he reviews 
toys with an infectious mix of enthusiasm and wonder. 

The EvanTubeHD channel debuted in 2011. Although the star’s 
last name and location are a tightly guarded secret, his charisma is 
on display for all to see. The channel’s popularity is also aided by 
its partnership with YouTube talent hive Maker Studios. Founded 
in 2009, the aforementioned Disney-owned studio currently has a 
network of sites that includes more than 55,000 independent 
creators, working in more than 100 countries, and attracts an 
estimated nine billion views every month. 
 
*** 
With the invaluable help of Maker [Studio], EvanTubeHD now 
resides in the penthouse level of the YouTube influencer 
community. Evan has inked deals with Toronto, Canada-based 
Spin Master to promote its Spy Gear line and a number of other 
products. Additionally, retailer Toys ‘R’ Us has also signed on as a 
channel sponsor in a package that features filmed field trips to 
local TRUs with the company’s logo displayed in the lower right 
corner of each video. There are unconfirmed estimates that the 
grade-schooler pulls in more than US$1 million a year through his 
channel views, sponsorship deals and endorsements.21 

In fact, as shown in Exhibit 1-H, the 11 minute video MINECRAFT Surprise Box + 
Skylanders TRAP TEAM Hunting at Toys “r” Us!!! shows Evan visiting a Toys-R-Us store.  He 
walks around the store showing and talking about toys including Disney’s Marvel Kids and 

                                                 
21 Id. 



Request for Investigation of YouTube Kids 
April 7, 2015 
Page 8 of 53 
 

 8  

Activision’s Skylanders action figures.  After visiting the store, Evan and his dad go to the car 
and open the toys they purchased. 

Unboxing videos are, in effect, program-length commercials.  They also violate the host-
selling policy. As explained in Kidscreen,  

“There are a few elements that make EvanTube, for example, stand 
out,” explains Maker Studios’ Pan. “He is incredibly authentic. He 
tells a full story that has a beginning, middle and end. His 
expression of joy, wonder and surprise when he is opening up a toy 
is really what connects with an audience.”  

Advertisers know that children trust and are more persuaded by videos that appear to be 
user-generated.  As one ad executive noted, “Kids trust other kids more so than they would an 
adult.”22  Thus, host selling takes unfair advantage of children’s trust.  

 
Many Videos on YouTube Kids appear to violate 

the FTC’s Endorsement Guide 

Unboxing videos may also violate the FTC’s Endorsement Guidelines.  The FTC’s Guide 
Concerning the Use of Endorsement Testimonials in Advertising, which was revised in 2014 to 
take account of the Internet and social media, requires that a connection between an endorser and 
the seller of an advertised product that “is not reasonably expected by the audience” be “fully 
disclosed.”23  To illustrate, the Endorsement Guide gives examples, including one in which a 
video game blogger receives software free of charge in exchange for posting about it on his blog. 
In that case, the blogger must “clearly and conspicuously disclose that he received the game free 
of charge.”  The Commission explains that “because his review is disseminated via a form of 
consumer-generated media in which his relationship to the advertiser is not inherently obvious, 
readers are unlikely to know that he has received [compensation] in exchange for his review of 
the product, and . . . this fact likely would materially affect the credibility they attach to his 
endorsement.”  In addition, the manufacturer should advise the blogger at the time it provides the 
gaming system that this connection should be disclosed, and it should have procedures in place 
to try to monitor his postings for compliance.24  

On its website for marketers, Think with Google, Google urges advertisers to “[c]onsider 
how unboxing videos might help your brand connect with consumers.”  It explains that 
                                                 
22 Erica Tempesta, Parents earn more than $1 million a year making YouTube videos of their children playing with 
toys, Daily Mail (March 16, 2015), available at http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2997797/Parents-earn-1-
million-year-making-YouTube-videos-children-playing-toys.html.  
23 The Guides are available at 16 C.F.R. § 255.5. See also The FTC’s Revised Endorsement Guides: What People 
are Asking, available at https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/guidance/ftcs-revised-endorsement-guides-
what-people-are-asking. 
24 Id. Example 7. 
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“unboxing videos have gotten 57% more views since last year. Many are still user-generated 
videos, but brands are starting to get in on the action, playfully showcasing products in all of 
their freshly unopened glory.” 25  

Many of the videos on YouTube Kids appear to be user-generated.  Some, however, have 
undisclosed relationships with product manufacturers. For example, the Disney-owned Maker 
Studios has agreements with five popular YouTube channels — DisneyCarToys, HobbyKidsTV, 
TheEngineeringFamily, ToysReviewToys, and AllToyCollector.  

According to Variety in November 2014, 

While content on [these five] channels has featured Disney toys 
and products, the channels were not affiliated with the Walt Disney 
Co. prior to the new pacts with Maker, . . . 

DisneyCarToys ranks as the second largest toy creator YouTube 
channel with 1.1 million subscribers. . . .  

Under the deals, Maker will work with the YouTube channel 
creators to optimize content and line up branded content 
partnerships, including via programs that span Disney divisions. 26 

All five YouTube channels affiliated with Disney’s Maker Studios are also available on 
YouTube Kids.  The McDonald’s Happy Meal Surprise Egg video discussed above, which 
features dolls from Disney’s hit movie Frozen, is on the ToysReviewToys channel.  The video 
does not disclose any relationship between the host and either Disney or Maker Studies.27 

Disney is not the only company that has formed affiliations with many of these 
“independent” video creators.  Many toy companies have affiliations with the hosts of these 
channels, who are usually children themselves, in which the online talent endorses various 

                                                 
25 See Ex. 4 (“The Magic Behind Unboxing on YouTube”) Google analyzed its search results and conducted 
consumer survey to determine why unboxing video were so popular that “It would take more than seven years to 
watch all the videos on YouTube with "unboxing" in the title” as of November 2014. It further found that unboxing 
videos are especially effective during holiday periods. Indeed, just a month before Christmas, an executive at Maker 
Studios, stated that“[w]e look forward to working with [these YouTube channels] ahead of the holiday season to 
offer viewing families great information and entertainment that help guide and inform their holiday buying 
decisions.” Gina Hall, Disney’s Maker Studios Partners with Toy Review Channels, The Wrap (Nov. 25, 2014), 
http://www.thewrap.com/disneys-maker-studios-partners-with-five-top-toy-review-channels/. Conducting our 
research shortly before Easter, we observed countless unboxing videos showing Kinder chocolate eggs and other 
Easter eggs that were opened to review toys or candy inside. See, e.g., Ex. 1-J. 
26 Ex. 6 (Todd Spangler, Disney’s Maker Studios Signs 5 Toy-Review YouTube Channels, Variety (Nov. 25, 2014), 
http://variety.com/2014/digital/news/disneys-maker-studios-signs-5-toy-review-youtube-channels-1201364617/).  
27 Gina Hall, Disney’s Maker Studios Partners with Toy Review Channels, The Wrap (Nov. 25, 2014), 
http://www.thewrap.com/disneys-maker-studios-partners-with-five-top-toy-review-channels/. 
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products in exchange for some form of compensation, often toys or money.28  These 
arrangements are not disclosed to children viewing the segment (or their parents).  Thus, they 
have no way to know they are watching a paid endorsement rather than an independent review of 
a product by a child.  Indeed, the success of this marketing strategy depends on the ability to 
disguise advertising material as entertaining content that viewers will choose to watch.  

Simply requiring a disclosure that a video is “advertising” or that there is a relationship 
between the endorser and the product manufacturer, however, would be insufficient to protect 
children from unfair and deceptive practices.  Because most children under 6 cannot read, written 
disclosures would not be effective.  Moreover, even if disclaimers were provided orally, the 
cognitive limitations of children under 6 or even 8 means that they cannot understand that the 
purpose of advertising is to persuade and to defend against such persuasion.  

Google Makes False and Deceptive Claims in promoting YouTube Kids to Parents 

Google also makes false and deceptive claims in promoting the YouTube Kids app to 
parents.  On its official blog, YouTube assures parents that they can “rest a little easier knowing 
that videos in the YouTube Kids app are narrowed down to content appropriate for kids.” 
Google’s YouTube Kids ad policy acknowledges, “YouTube Kids is ad-supported, but we only 
show ads that are classified as family friendly.”29   The ad policy prohibits certain types of 
advertising, and it claims that “all ads undergo a rigorous review process for compliance with our 
policies.”  These statements are clearly intended to encourage parents to download the app for 
their children.  However, because so many of the videos are actually program-length 
commercials or utilize unfair and deceptive advertising practices with respect to children, it is 
misleading to claim the videos are “appropriate for kids.”  

Google’s YouTube Kids ad policy also deceptively promises that it will only display 30-
second non-skippable ads or 60-second skippable ads.  This policy overlooks the reality that 
much of the app’s video content includes long commercials targeting children.  That is, although 
the policy appears to limit the length of ads that are displayed before or after a video segment, 
many of the videos themselves are ads as well. For example, the My Little Pony Official channel 
features a 1:08 minute commercial for a toy entitled My Little Pony Canterlot Wedding Toy & 
Playset (TV Commercial).30  Thus, Google is actually serving much more advertising to children 
than it claims. 

Google’s YouTube Kids ad policy further states that “ads need to be clearly branded by 
the advertiser and/or product marketed in the video . . . [and] the ad needs to be clearly 
                                                 
28 See Ex. 5 (Kidscreen article: “How YouTube is changing the face of toy marketing)  
29 Ex. 7 (YouTube Kids Advertising Policy, available at 
https://support.google.com/youtubekids/answer/6130541?hl=en.) 
30 See Ex. 1-B. 
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distinctive to the user that this is an ad, and not general YouTube content.”31  But as discussed 
above, young children cannot distinguish between segments labeled “ads” and others that look 
similar to ads and prominently include brand names and logos.  Thus, Google’s ad policy 
misrepresents its actual practices. 

 
The YouTube Kids ad policy falsely states that no ads are permitted for certain product 

categories such as food and beverages 

The YouTube Kids ad policy also prohibits ads for certain product categories including 
food and beverages.  Parents reading this ad policy would reasonably believe their children 
would not be exposed to ads for junk food on YouTube Kids, yet such promotions are rife 
throughout the app.32  For example, as discussed above, McDonald’s has its own channel 
featuring ads such as the 30-second television commercial advertising Happy Meals with toys 
from the Smurfs 2 movie.33  

Other channels also feature advertising for food and beverages in violation of YouTube 
Kids’s ad policy.  For example, an eight-minute “unboxing” video on Hobbykids promotes 
Domino’s Pizza.  It shows children pulling toys from a “surprise pizza egg.” At the beginning of 
the segment, the children dive into a pizza while the mother exclaims, “Domino’s Pizza! Cheese 
Pizza! HobbyKids love pizza. Do you love pizza?”34  

The YouTube Kids ad policy also prohibits advertising for “electronic video games (and 
related accessories) that may be played on a video game console, the computer, or another 
electronic device such as a cell phone or tablet.”35  Yet, as shown in Exhibit 1-K, a 47-second 
video segment on the Strawberry Shortcake channel is an ad for its new Berry Rush app.  The 
app allows children to play games in which Strawberry Shortcake runs through a field collecting 
coins and strawberries.  The child must quickly maneuver Strawberry Shortcake over rocks, 
under bridges, and across ramps to stay in the game and collect coins.  Coins are needed to 
purchase enhancements such as additional characters and accessories, as well as to save one’s 
place in the game.  Coins can be “earned” by watching commercials for other apps or purchased 
in amounts ranging from $0.99 to $19.99.  This segment advertising the app clearly violates the 
prohibition on commercials for video games.36 

                                                 
31 Ex. 7 (YouTube Kids Advertising Policy). 
32 See, e.g., Ex. 1-D, 1-F, and 1-J. 
33 Ex. 1-D. 
34 Ex. 1-J. 
35 See Ex. 7 (YouTube Kids Advertising Policy). An exception for ads for “apps or web content with interactive 
educational content such as puzzles, worksheets, math problems, language learning exercises” would not apply to 
this example. 
36 Another example of an advertisement for electronic video games and accessories is the commercial for Disney 
Infinity 2.0 Marvel Superheroes shown shown in Ex. 1-K. 
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In sum, the advertising practices employed on YouTube Kids clearly take unfair 
advantage of children and violate long-standing legal protections afforded to children on 
television.  Children should receive comparable legal protection from such unfair and deceptive 
practices when they watch videos on a mobile phone or tablet rather than on a television.  
Because even our cursory exploration of YouTube Kids revealed so many misleading and unfair 
advertising practices, we urge the Commission to promptly initiate a full investigation and take 
action to stop these practices. 
 
 Respectfully submitted, 

 
 

  
  
  Angela J. Campbell 
  Aaron Mackey 
Margaret Thomas  Institute for Public Representation 
Georgetown Law Student  Georgetown University Law Center 
  600 New Jersey Ave., NW, Suite 312 
  Washington, D.C. 20001 
  (202) 662-9535 
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(617) 896-9368 
 
Center for Science in the Public Interest 
1220 L St., NW, Suite 300 
Washington, D.C. 20005 
(202) 332-9110 
 
Public Citizen 
1600 20th St., NW 
Washington, D.C. 20009 
(202) 588-1000 
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(202) 494-7100 
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(510) 763-2444 
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(617) 695-2525 
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Consumer Watchdog  
413 E. Capitol St., S, First Floor 
Washington, D.C. 20003 
(202) 629-3064 
 
American Academy of Child Adolescent 
Psychiatry 
3615 Wisconsin Ave., NW 
Washington, D.C. 20016 
(202) 966-7300 

Consumer Federation of America 
1620 I St., NW, Suite 200 
Washington, D.C. 20006 
(202) 387-6121 
 
Consumers Union 
1101 17th St., NW, Suite 500 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
(202) 462-6262
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LIST OF EXHIBITS 

 
EXHIBIT 1: Screen shots from YouTube Kids 
 
EXHIBIT 2: Descriptions of the YouTube Kids app from the iTunes app 

store and Google Play 
 
EXHIBIT 3: FCC Consumer Guide outlining children’s television rules 

and policies 
 
EXHIBIT 4: The Magic Behind Unboxing on YouTube, THINK WITH 

GOOGLE (Nov. 2014). 
 
EXHIBIT 5:  Gary Rusak, How YouTube is Changing the Face of Toy 

Marketing, KIDSCREEN (Feb. 9, 2015). 
 
EXHIBIT 6: Todd Spangler, Disney’s Maker Studios Signs 6 Toy-Review 

YouTube Channels, VARIETY (Nov. 25, 2014). 
 
EXHIBIT 7: YouTube Kids Advertising Policy 
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EXHIBIT 1 
Screen shots from the YouTube Kids app 

 
A. Screenshots of YouTube Kids home screen 
 

Home Screen (no recommendations)”: 

 
 

Screen to access parental controls: 
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Opening screens with recommendations From iPad and iPhone: 
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B.  Examples of “Shows” 
 

Android tablet screen shot of “Shows”: 

 
 

Android tablet screen shot of “Fireman Sam”: 
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Screen shot of My Little Pony Official Channel: 

 
 

Screen shot from My Little Pony POP TV Commercial: 

 
Screen shot from There is a Pony for That (TV Clip):
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C. Examples of “Ads” shown in before or in between video segments 
 

A public service announcement by the Ad Council and US Forestry Service: 

 
 

A public service announcement by the Ad Council and Adopt US Kids: 

 
 

Ad for YouTube channel Mother Goose Club: 
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D. McDonalds Channel screenshots 
 

The McDonaldscorp channel features traditional TV style ads as well as additional 
“content” segments that are really promotions for McDonald’s products.  For example, 
below a 4:44 segment “McDonald’s and Coffee Sustainability” appears next to a 
commercial for Happy Meals featuring toys from the movie Smurfs 2. 

 
 

A 30-second commercial on the McDonaldsCorp Channel advertises McDonald’s Happy 
meals with toys from the Smurfs 2 movie: 
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E. Lego Videos on YouTube Kids 

 
iPad Screen shot of Official Lego Friends Channel: 

 
 

A full episode of the cartoon available on the Official Lego Friends Channel: 
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A short video, Meet the Girls of Heartlake City! on the Official Lego Friends channel 

introducing the five Lego Friends characters: 

 
 

This short video on the Official Lego Friends Channel shows Lego Friends designer 
Fenella playing with the City Park play set.  Upbeat music plays in the background. 

 
 

This video Official Lego Friends Channel looks like a traditional 30-second television 
commercial. 
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By searching with the term “lego friends” we found more videos: 

 
The segment on the lower left of the screenshot above is an example of an “unboxing 

video”: 
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The lego bricks and instructions are taken from the box. 

 
 

The sets are assembled. 

 
 

The host displays some of the completed toys. 
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F. Example of a McDonald’s themed “unboxing video” 
 

This 7:41 segment is essentially a 7-minute long commercial for McDonald’s. The entire 
segment is filmed in a play scene of McDonald’s where dolls from Disney’s Frozen 
movies enjoy toy versions of McDonald’s products.  According to the person in the video, 
“We are at McDonald’s with Elsa and Ana…Ana is having her favorite ice cream sundae 
and Elsa is having a Sprite.” 

 
It depicts a woman pulling McDonald’s Happy Meal toys out of a McDonald’s egg. 

 
 

She then assembles and plays with the toys from the egg. 
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G. Screen Shot from “Explore” 
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H. Screen shots from EvanTubeHD Channel 
 

A screenshot of the EvanTube channel: 

 
 

Evan pushes the shopping cart in Toys-R-Us: 
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Skylander Toys on display at Toys-R-Us.  Skylanders are a series of action-adventure 
fantasy video games published by Activision.  The game reads chips placed inside toy 
figurines so that the toys can be used as playable characters in the game. 

 
 

Evan opens packages in the car. 
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I. Examples of Commercials longer than 60 seconds 
 

This 4:44 segment, LEGO City – How to Play: Alarm is a nearly 5-minute commercial 
for a LEGO product. 

 
 
The commercial explains the rules of the game while animated LEGO pieces go through 

the motions: 

 
 

A picture of the product is displayed at the end. 
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This 1:32 segment, Events out with Thomas, on the Thomas and Friends Channel 
encourages children to visit the Thomasland theme park so that they can “meet Thomas 
and his friends in real life!” 
 

 

 
The segment is shot in a toy store where an adult woman talks to young children about 
the theme park and tells them how they can interact with their favorite Thomas and 
Friends characters in real life by visiting Thomasland. 

 
 
The segment even shows kids playing with toy versions of Thomas characters back to 
back with drawings of the “real-life” versions at the theme park. 
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J. Examples of advertisements for foods and beverages 
 
This 8-minute segment on HobbyKids TV depicts children pulling toys from a “surprise 
pizza egg.”  At the beginning of the segment, the children dive into a Domino’s Pizza, 
and the mother behind the camera exclaims, “Domino’s Pizza! Cheese Pizza! HobbyKids 
love pizza.  Do you love pizza?” 
 

 
 

A few of the videos featuring candy: 
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Screen shots of Thomas the Train with Kinder Surprise Eggs: 
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K. Examples of Ads for Video Games 
 

47-second segment on the Strawberry Shortcake channel advertising its Berry Rush app: 

 
 

The Berry Rush app allows children to play Strawberry Shortcake-related games. 

 
 

To purchase characters and other items, the child needs coins that can be earned by 
certain activities or purchased with real money. 
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Screenshots from nearly 3-minute advertisement for Disney Infinity 2.0 Marvel Super 

Heroes Game, a game rated 10 and up: 
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EXHIBIT 2 
Descriptions of the YouTube Kids app from the iTunes app store 

and Google Play 
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EXHIBIT 3 
FCC Consumer Guide outlining children’s television rules and policies 
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EXHIBIT 4 
“The Magic Behind Unboxing on YouTube” 
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EXHIBIT 5 

Kidscreen article: “How YouTube is changing the face of toy marketing” 
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EXHIBIT 6 
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EXHIBIT 7 

YouTube Kids Advertising Policy 
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