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This guide takes you from “I should start a YouTube channel” to a channel with a

clear purpose, a library of well-made videos and a small group of viewers who

come back for the next one. It is about long-form YouTube: videos of roughly 5 to

30 minutes that people choose to watch, search for and recommend. Shorts

appear where they help a long-form channel, but they are not the focus. If you

want a system for short videos across TikTok, Reels and Shorts, the CourseMints

guide AI Content Machine System covers that.

You do not need expensive gear, a big personality or a following elsewhere. You need a

viewer you understand, videos that keep the promise their title makes, and enough

consistency to learn from your own results.

1. Foundations (Chapters 1 to 3): how YouTube decides what to show, choosing your niche

and viewer, and setting up the channel properly.

2. Making videos (Chapters 4 to 8): planning ideas, scripting for retention, filming with

simple gear, editing, and the packaging that earns the click (titles, thumbnails,

descriptions).

3. Growing (Chapters 9 to 12): publishing rhythm, reading your analytics, building a

community and the monetization paths open to you.

4. The plan (Chapter 13): a 90-day launch plan that puts it all together.

1. Read Chapters 1 and 2 before you film anything. Most channels that stall do so

because of a fuzzy viewer and a fuzzy promise, not bad lighting.

2. Fill in the exercises. Together they become your channel plan.

How the guide is built

How to get the most from it

How to Use This Guide
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3. Make your first video before it feels ready. Use Chapters 4 to 8 with a real video in

progress.

C A U T I O N

Platform features change

YouTube adds, renames and removes features often, and its eligibility rules differ by

country. This guide was written in 2026. Where something depends on a specific feature,

threshold or setting, we say “at the time of writing”. Before you rely on a number (for

example, monetization requirements), check YouTube’s own help pages for your country.

The principles behind each chapter change much more slowly than the buttons.

T I P

About the examples

The creators in the example boxes are fictional composites written to show the ideas in

action. Their results are illustrations, not promises. How a channel grows depends on your

topic, your effort, your timing and factors nobody controls.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

This guide is about long-form YouTube: videos people choose, search for and come

back to.

Your viewer and your promise matter more than your gear.

Work through the exercises with a real first video in progress.

Check platform specifics on YouTube’s help pages, because they change.
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Before you plan a single video, it helps to understand what you are working with.

YouTube is not a stage where you post and an audience appears. It is a

recommendation system that tries to predict, for each viewer, which video they

are most likely to watch and be glad they watched. Your job is to make videos that

a specific kind of viewer would choose and enjoy, and to make it easy for the

system to work out who that viewer is.

YouTube has explained publicly (at the time of writing) that its recommendations are built

around what each viewer does: what they click, how long they watch, what they skip, what

they like, what they say they are not interested in, and how they answer satisfaction surveys

that appear under some videos. It does not reward a particular video length, upload time or

number of tags. It tries to find people who will value your video.

That gives you a useful way to think about every decision. When a new video goes out,

YouTube shows it to a few people it guesses might like it, often your existing viewers first. If

they click and keep watching, it shows the video to more people with similar habits. If they

scroll past or leave quickly, it shows it to fewer. A video can find its audience on day one or

two years later, because the test never fully stops.

You can boil the system down to three questions the viewer answers with their behavior:

1. Will I click? Your title and thumbnail make a promise. This is measured partly by

impressions click-through rate (how often people who saw your thumbnail clicked it).

01

The system follows viewers, not videos

The three promises every video must keep

C H A P T E R  1

How YouTube Decides
What to Show
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2. Will I stay? Your video keeps or breaks that promise. This shows up as average view

duration and the audience retention graph.

3. Will I come back? The viewer decides whether your channel is worth returning to. This

shows up as returning viewers, subscribers and how often viewers watch a second

video.

A clickable title on a disappointing video fails the second promise, and the system notices

quickly. A great video with a vague title fails the first, and almost nobody gets the chance to

find out it is great. Growth comes from keeping all three.

YouTube Analytics splits your views by traffic source. For a new channel, four matter most:

Source What it is What it rewards

YouTube

search

People typing a query Videos that answer a specific question better

than the alternatives

Suggested

videos

The list beside or after another

video

Videos that naturally follow what someone just

watched

Browse

features

The home page and

subscriptions feed

Videos that appeal to a viewer’s broader

interests and habits

External Links from websites, email,

social posts

Your existing audience elsewhere

New channels usually get their first steady views from search and suggested, because the

system has little history to recommend them on the home page. That is why the early

chapters lean on videos that answer real questions and fit next to videos your viewer already

watches.

Where views come from
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T H E  S C I E N C E

Why satisfaction beats tricks

A trick that inflates one signal (a misleading thumbnail that raises clicks, for example) tends

to damage the others: viewers leave early, click “not interested” or never return. Over time

the system weighs what viewers do after the click more heavily than the click itself. That is

why honest packaging and well-paced videos are not just ethical; they are the strategy that

keeps working.

E X A M P L E

Two channels, same topic

Leah and Ravi both start channels about beginner watercolor. Ravi titles his first video “My

Art Journey Begins” and spends four minutes introducing himself. Leah titles hers “Why

Your Watercolors Look Muddy (and the 3 Fixes)” and shows a muddy painting in the first ten

seconds. Ravi’s video reaches a few friends. Leah’s video starts appearing in search for

“muddy watercolor” and beside other beginner watercolor tutorials, because the people who

click it watch most of it. Neither creator is more talented. Leah simply made a video a

specific viewer was already looking for.

E X E R C I S E

Study three channels you watch

Pick three YouTube channels you have watched more than once. For each one, answer:

1. Who is this channel for, in one sentence?


