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About Revealing Reality  

Revealing Reality is an independent, social research and insight agency. We enjoy working on challenging 

projects with social purpose to inform policy, design, and behaviour change. This includes working with 

regulators, government, and charities to provide rigorous insight into young people’s online behaviours and 

experiences. Studying how the digital world is shaping people’s lives is something we do every day.  

This includes exploring how digital services and platforms are shaping people’s behaviour – across 

relationships, gambling, financial products, the health service, and more. We frequently conduct detailed 

qualitative and quantitative research to build in-depth understandings of digital behaviours and observe how 

people really experience technology and the online world.  

Visit www.revealingreality.co.uk to find out more about our work or to get in touch. 

 

 

  

http://www.revealingreality.co.uk/
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Executive summary  
The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) has identified children’s privacy as a strategic priority and 

continues to build evidence about how children experience digital technologies and how their personal data is 

used online. Building on the Children’s Data Lives programme, Navigating Children’s Privacy: An Adult’s 

Experience explores how the adults around children – including parents, carers, teachers, youth workers and 

social workers – navigate children’s privacy, data sharing and online safety in everyday life. 

This first year of the longitudinal study draws on qualitative interviews and ethnographic research with 15 

families and 10 professionals across the UK. The research explored how adults balance children’s safety, 

wellbeing, and autonomy in increasingly digital environments, and how considerations around data and privacy 

fit into wider parenting and safeguarding decisions. 

Managing children’s digital lives involves ongoing trade-offs  

While data privacy was often a secondary concern to issues such as device or platform overuse, some parents 

recognised that children’s data plays a role in the algorithmic systems that shape online experiences. These 

parents linked data use and platform design to concerns about compulsive engagement, exposure to harmful 

content, targeted advertising, and the wider impacts of technology on children’s wellbeing and attention. 

These priorities were often in tension, and in practice, more immediate concerns – such as parental fear for 

their child’s physical safety or the risk of social exclusion – often took precedence. This shaped not only 

decisions about device access and platform use, but also how parents approached monitoring, boundaries, and 

privacy. 

Approaches to oversight of children’s online lives are varied, but were often 

difficult to enforce and sustain 

Parents adopted a range of approaches to managing children’s technology use, from strict rule-setting to more 

flexible, trust-based strategies, often varying by child, age and between caregivers within the same household. 

In practice, this involved a mix of technical controls and informal approaches, though many found these difficult 

to implement and sustain. 

Challenges included the complexity of available tools, children’s ability to bypass controls, and the ongoing 

effort required to maintain boundaries. For some, this led to a reluctance to impose or enforce rules in order 

to avoid conflict. Several parents reflected that boundaries around technology were easier to establish early on 

and much harder to introduce once patterns of device use had become established. Others were uncertain 

about how to balance supervision with respect for their child’s privacy and did not always feel confident 

translating offline expectations of parenting and oversight into children’s online lives. Professionals also 

described seeing the effects of inconsistent boundaries around technology use reflected in children’s 

behaviour, attention and wellbeing in school and youth settings. 

While some parents found schools helpful in reinforcing boundaries around technology use, others felt that 

increasing reliance on technology in education created tensions with the rules they were trying to implement 

at home. 

Teachers are worried about overuse of technology, while professionals working 

with more vulnerable children are more concerned about risks such as 

grooming and exploitation  

Across settings, professionals highlighted the impact of high levels of screen use on children’s sleep, attention, 

and wellbeing, alongside risks linked to peer interactions, such as bullying and image sharing. For more 

vulnerable children, concerns extended to exploitation, inappropriate relationships, and the role of technology 

in facilitating harm. Professionals also described the challenge of managing these risks in a fast-changing and 

often hidden digital environment, where much of children’s activity is difficult to see or control. In response, 

they used a mix of rules, monitoring, and ongoing conversations with children and parents, though many felt 

these efforts were reactive and struggled to keep pace. Professionals noted that children were generally 

https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/views-of-the-public/#children-s-data-lives-report
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unconcerned about data privacy itself, with concerns typically emerging only in relation to personal 

information being shared with peers rather than platforms’ use of their data. 

Schools use a wide range of EdTech platforms and tools, but some questioned 

whether this was beneficial for children’s focus and educational outcomes 

Schools use a wide range of Edtech platforms and devices, including classroom tablets, learning apps, 

communication apps, and systems for tracking attendance, behaviour, and attainment. Teachers highlighted 

several benefits of Edtech, particularly its ability to support learning, enable personalised teaching, improve 

communication with parents, and facilitate monitoring of student progress and safeguarding concerns. At the 

same time, professionals identified a number of challenges including concerns about distraction and reduced 

focus, over-reliance on screens, and the potential for some tools to prioritise engagement over learning. Some 

also noted that Edtech could increase expectations on teachers, particularly around availability to parents.  

The digital umbilical: Monitoring and tracking of children is becoming more 

continuous 

Professionals also observed a broader shift toward more continuous parental oversight, reporting that parents 

increasingly expected to be able to reach and monitor their children at all times. Location sharing was widely 

normalised and often viewed as necessary for safety, logistics and parental peace of mind. For some children, it 

was an explicit condition of being allowed greater independence. Parents rarely questioned the implications of 

tracking, prioritising protection from offline risks over concerns about data collection or longer-term impacts 

on children’s privacy and autonomy. 

Most parents accepted and valued the increasing amount of information shared with them by schools, including 

attendance, behaviour and performance data. However, some reported feeling overwhelmed by multiple 

platforms, while a few raised concerns about consent and the long-term consequences of records generated 

through Edtech systems. 

Parents, most of whom had used AI themselves, are aware that their children 

are using AI a lot for schoolwork, with a few using it for personal advice or social 

interaction  

AI is becoming an increasingly embedded part of children’s digital lives, most commonly used to support 

schoolwork through tasks such as solving problems, generating ideas, and summarising information. For many, 

particularly older children, its use is routine and, in some cases, difficult to avoid due to its integration into 

search and learning tools. While largely seen as a practical and beneficial resource, some parents and 

professionals expressed concerns about over-reliance, particularly in relation to children’s ability to think 

independently and develop original ideas. A smaller number also described children using AI for more personal 

or social purposes, with some valuing it as a non-judgemental and always-available source of support.  

More broadly, concerns related to AI centred on issues such as misinformation, deepfakes, and the challenge 

of distinguishing between real and AI-generated content. In response, some professionals had begun to 

introduce boundaries or guidance, ranging from restrictions on use to education around responsible 

engagement. Despite this, the data implications of AI were rarely considered in depth.  
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Introduction 
The ICO places children’s privacy at the heart of its strategic priorities, reflecting its long-term commitment to 

safeguarding and empowering the UK public, particularly those who may be more vulnerable. Central to this is 

understanding people’s views, experiences, and concerns about how their and their children’s personal data is 

used.  

In order to achieve these goals, the ICO has established a number of flagship longitudinal research 

programmes. These include Children’s Data Lives, which follows the same group of children over time to 

explore how their digital behaviours evolve as they grow up, and how data shapes their experiences across 

home, school, and social settings. 

Building on this work, the ICO has launched Navigating Children’s Privacy: An Adult’s Experience, a new 

longitudinal programme focused on the perspectives of the adults who play a key role in children’s digital lives. 

This includes parents, carers, and other responsible adults who make day-to-day decisions about children’s 

online activity, privacy, and data sharing. 

While Children’s Data Lives captures some parental perspectives, and the Children’s & Parents’ Public 

Attitudes Survey provides quantitative insight into children and parents’ views, Navigating Children’s 

Privacy: An Adult’s Experience adds a distinct and complementary strand to the evidence base. It introduces 

an annual qualitative study focused specifically on those responsible for supporting and managing children’s 

online lives. 

Research objectives 

This work is designed to strengthen the ICO’s understanding of how children’s privacy is navigated in real-

world contexts, and to inform its ongoing efforts to protect and empower children online. 

The primary objectives of this research programme are to: 

• Understand awareness and knowledge of the platforms, apps, and digital technologies children 

are using, and how well-equipped key relationship holders feel to navigate associated data and privacy 

risks – including emerging areas such as mobile and app-based gaming and AI chatbots. 

• Explore how privacy is negotiated and decided within households, including how adults 

balance children's growing autonomy with appropriate oversight, and how expectations and 

boundaries evolve over time. 

• Examine comfort and confidence around data sharing, including how in control key 

relationship holders feel when managing consent requests, privacy settings, and data-sharing decisions 

on behalf of or alongside children. 

• Understand the role of education, support, and information, including what adults know 

about children's data and information rights, where they turn for guidance, and what gaps in 

knowledge or support exist. 

• Surface concerns and worries about children's data privacy – both present and future – and 

explore how these are shaped by personal experience, media, and wider societal narratives. 

• Investigate how consent and data-sharing requests are managed in practice, including how 

key relationship holders navigate the volume and complexity of ongoing requests across platforms and 

services. 

• Track change over time, using the longitudinal design to monitor how views, behaviours, and 

concerns evolve year on year, and to enable deep dives into specific topic areas or demographic 

groups as the research develops. 

Methodology: A ‘life first’ approach to researching data 

Navigating Children’s Privacy takes a qualitative, real-world approach to understanding how children’s privacy 

is managed by the adults around them. Rather than treating data and privacy as abstract concepts, the research 

focuses on how decisions about children’s online lives are made in everyday contexts – across home, 

education, and care settings – and where considerations relating to data fit in. 

https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/views-of-the-public/#children-s-data-lives-report
https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/views-of-the-public/#PAIR
https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/views-of-the-public/#PAIR
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The research included in-home ethnographic interviews with families and site visits to professional settings, 

enabling researchers to engage with caregivers and professionals in a group setting to understand how 

responsibilities are managed in practice and how interactions between them shape decision-making. 

In Year 1, the research included: 

• Remote in-depth interviews with parents and carers (n=15), exploring how parents and 

carers manage children’s online activity, privacy, and data sharing in day-to-day life.  

• Remote interviews with professionals (n=10), including those working in education and care 

roles, focusing on their responsibilities, experiences, and challenges in supporting children online.  

• Follow-up ethnographic interviews with a subset of families (n=10), providing deeper insight 

into how attitudes and behaviours play out in real-life contexts over time. Interviews were conducted 

with multiple caregivers, including wider family members, friends, partners and the children 

themselves, in order to understand group dynamics involved in navigating responsibilities for 

children’s online lives. 

• Site visits to professional settings (n=3), including group discussions with staff to explore shared 

collective experiences, norms, and decision-making around children’s digital lives. Site visits took place 

within two youth centres and a primary school.  

Fieldwork for Year 1 took place between February and May 2026. 

Sample: Exploring how 15 families and 10 professionals across the UK support 

and manage children’s online lives and privacy 

The Year 1 sample included 15 parents and caregivers, and 10 professionals as the lead respondents who took 

part in the remote interviews.  

The sample was purposively designed to represent diversity across parents, caregivers, and professionals 

involved in children’s lives. 

For the parents and caregivers this included: 

• Parents and carers with children aged from 3 to 17 years old   

• Representation across all four nations of the UK, with a mix of urban, suburban, and rural households 

• A spread of socio-economic groups (SEG) and household income levels 

• A range of household structures, including a same-sex family, a multigenerational household, and 

blended families 

• Children with specific experiences, including those in foster care and those with long-term health 

conditions and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), including neurodivergence 

• A wide range of approaches to digital oversight, from more restrictive rules to more permissive 

arrangements, including the use of parental controls and household agreements 

• Variation in access to devices, platforms, and types of digital activity 

For professionals this included:  

• A mix of roles involved in supporting children’s digital lives, including  

o youth workers (n=2) 

o social workers (n=2) 

o primary school teachers (n=2) 

o secondary school teachers (n=4)  

• Experience working with children across a range of ages, needs, and circumstances, including those 

requiring additional support 

• Representation across different geographical areas of the UK 



7 

 

Get to know the parents 
The sample included a range of family types and parenting styles. The sampling approach, as stated in the 

methodology above, included recruiting for a range of parenting styles.  

Some parents emphasised clear rules and were proactive in setting and 

maintaining boundaries 

Case study: Christine (52), mother to a 14-year-old girl, reflected that firm 

boundaries were necessary for parents    

Due to her experience working as manager of a mental health department, Christine felt that having strict 

boundaries was important for parents to ensure that children grow up to be self-sufficient. She has encouraged 

her family to watch documentaries with her about the dangers of dopamine addiction as she felt that her 

husband, Darren, was more lenient with monitoring their daughter’s phone use.  

“The thing between us is that [Darren’s] the goodie and I'm the baddie. That's just how it happens, because 

someone has to put the boundary in. In my work in mental health, it meant I know how important boundaries 

are for security, for teaching. I know I'm not her friend. I want to be friendly with her. I love her so much, I'll 

do anything for her, but I've got to think of her as an adult…” 

Others took a more flexible approach, with rules applied less consistently or 

adapted over time 

Case study: Adrian (43) and his wife, parents to an 11-year-old and 6-year-old, 

explained that they have a flexible approach to rules 

Adrian, a stay-at-home dad and his wife recognised that their approach to household rules was more flexible 

than some, partly to align with their flexible routines as parents. The couple explained that their approach to 

parenting was based around their children’s characters and what they felt was necessary for them. 

 

Francesca: “We’ve just always been like, learn to take it and leave it yourself.” 

 

Adrian: “We’re much more flexible. We have varying schedules as well. We never knew what we’re doing, 

so it feels like if you have set rules you have to adhere to them yourself.” 
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And some prioritised open communication and trust, placing less emphasis on 

explicit rules or restrictions, instead working out boundaries over time in 

communication with their children 

Case study: Dave (46) and his partner Delilah liked having a relationship based on 

trust with their 16-year-old daughter, allowing her more privacy 

Dave described his parenting approach as centred on trust, openness and encouraging independence, relying 

on his daughter to tell or show him and his partner anything that concerned her. He felt that open 

conversations ensured he could educate his daughter as well as reassure her and help her to find a solution.

  

“We’ve got a really open relationship, my daughter and I, and we can talk about everything.  

Which is really nice… She's very happy to show me everything kind of what she does just because we've got a 

relationship like that. And she'll like, actually show me what things are coming up and I'll kind of educate why 

they're coming up and how she can eliminate that - can she put controls in, and we look at the age controls, 

the restrictions, things like that, what could be suitable.” 
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Summary of parenting styles across the sample 

Parents sat across this spectrum from having a high level of oversight of their child’s on and offline lives, taking 

a rules and control-based approach, to more trust or relationship-based oversight.                                               

 

Higher level 

of oversight 

(Rule / control 

based) 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) – Exercises very high levels of online control through tracking, 

monitoring and enforced limits, with similarly firm offline boundaries tied to safety and academic focus. 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) – Wants a high degree of online control through monitoring apps, limits 

and oversight, while offline she sees herself as the parent responsible for enforcing boundaries and safety. 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) – Maintains strict control online through monitoring, social media bans and 

parental controls, while offline she allows increasing independence but within closely monitored 

boundaries. 

Sian, 34 (son, 3) – Wants relatively high control over her son’s online life through boundaries and 

parental controls, while aiming for a more trust-based relationship offline as he grows older. 

Ashley, 38 (daughter, 5) – Exercises very high control both online and offline, tightly curating and 

supervising all digital access and maintaining clear behavioural boundaries. 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) – Wants strong, proactive control online through 

household rules and device restrictions, while offline she aims to balance structure with avoiding 

“helicopter parenting.” 

 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) – Uses fairly high levels of online control through parental 

controls, tracking and monitoring, while offline she balances supervision with allowing some negotiation 

and independence. 

Sally, 41 (daughter, 12; son, 10; stepson, 8) – Maintains structured digital control within her own 

household online but feels limited by a lack of offline and digital control when her children are at their 

father’s house. 

Justine, 42 (daughter, 6) – Wants close oversight online due to concerns about overstimulation and 

vulnerability, while offline she is more responsive and adaptive to her daughter’s additional needs. 

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children aged 8–17; foster son, 12) – Prefers low levels of 

imposed control both online and offline, prioritising conversation, trust and negotiated boundaries over 

restrictions. 

Jim, 51 (son, 15; daughter, 13) – Takes a relatively low-control, trust-led approach online and offline, 

relying on openness, spot checks and shared understanding rather than strict restrictions. 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) – Uses relatively minimal controls online and offline, believing in 

trusting his son unless problems arise and supervising more through proximity than restrictions. 

Lower level 

of oversight 

(Relationship / 

trust based) 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5) – Wants more control online but feels she struggles to achieve 

it, often relying on reactive measures like confiscating devices while trying not to damage her relationship 

with her daughter. 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) – Approach is based on trust and communication. When it comes to 

rules and monitoring around online and offline behaviour, he relies heavily on openness and ongoing 

conversations with his daughter. 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) – Has relatively low practical control online and offline due to her son’s resistance 

to restrictions, instead relying on negotiation and respecting his strong sense of autonomy and privacy. 
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Approaches to parenting sometimes differed within the same family due to age 

or the individual needs of the children 

Some parents adapted their approach depending on the child. This applied for children of different ages, but 

also where children had different personalities and behaviours which warranted a different approach to 

parenting. For example, Jim spoke about two of his children warranting different approaches due to the 

amount of time they spent online and what they had going on in their offline lives. His daughter spent a lot of 

time doing gymnastics – often several times a week – whereas his son spent more time online and gaming. This 

meant Jim felt like his daughter’s use of technology probably required less oversight than his sons’ due to the 

amount of time they spent online, respectively.  

Flora also spoke about her parenting style being very tailored to her son’s particular characteristics and needs.  

 

Case study: Flora’s (45) parenting ideology has shifted after having Emmanuel 

(14), from boundary-focused to more open and child-led dialogue  

Flora, a single mother to 14-year-old Emmanuel who has been diagnosed with depression and is on a waiting 

list for autism and ADHD diagnosis, explained that the way she would have expected to parent was not 

appropriate with her son. She explained that Emmanuel had an intense focus on privacy and reacted strongly 

against what he perceived to be incursions on his autonomy or privacy.  

 

Flora: “My default setting is lots of strict boundaries, rewards for good behaviour rather than punishing bad 

behaviour, but lots of boundaries, clear boundaries and things. That's how I would have parented before I 

became a parent of [Emmanuel]…I feel like I've heard all of the different ways that I could do it, and I've 

decided for myself which one works best in this situation.” 

Emmanuel: “I think you’re suitably not strict. Suitable to me as an individual and suitable to where I am. I 

think it works very well. I'm quite glad that you take that sort of approach to parenting because I think it leads 

to flourishing that may not be present otherwise.  So yeah, I think an unstrictness I feel like is good for me 

specifically in this scenario.”  

Flora: “My parenting approach has had to evolve as you have got older and had different challenges.” 

 

 

  



11 

 

There was also some variation in approaches between parents or carers within a 

family 

In some cases, parents held different views on how children should be managed. This often came down to 

their own individual opinions which did not always align. For example, some parents were instinctively more 

inclined to set hard boundaries and others preferred a more flexible approach. In these instances, parents had 

to discuss the merits of each and try to come to a consistent conclusion when it came to their joint parenting 

approach. But this did not always work in practice. For example, Melanie and Mason disagreed on how 

downtime should be enforced: 

Case study: Melanie (45), mother to a 13-year-old and 10-year-old, and her 

boyfriend Mason had different reflections over negotiation of rules 

Melanie preferred a flexible approach to her implementation of a downtime system for her children’s phones 

using Google Family Link, allowing them to negotiate additional screen time as part of a rewards system.  

Mason felt that it was important to prioritise long-term skills development, and in his opinion felt the 

downtime boundary should be more firmly upheld. 

Melanie: “They do ask for extra time a lot of the time, and I know you frown at me for it - but they'll be like, 

oh, can we just have 5 more minutes?”  

Mason: “5 more minutes, yeah! Half an hour, no.”  

Melanie: “If they've been good and there's no reason not to, then I'll be like, yeah, okay, I'll put your 

downtime to 9 o'clock. If you’re good you can earn more time.” 

Mason: “Except when they want to barter it… They always ask for extra time because they want to 

message granddad, and that's my biggest bugbear because it's time management, which kids need to learn.” 
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Chapter 1: Parenting children in an 

online world 
 
Chapter summary 

Parents adopted a range of approaches to managing their child’s technology use, from strict rule-setting to 

more flexible or trust-based strategies, often varying by child, age, or between caregivers within the same 

household. In doing so, they balanced multiple and sometimes competing concerns, including their child’s 

online and offline safety, the risk of social exclusion, and their independence, wellbeing, and long-term 

development. Immediate risks – such as physical safety or exclusion from peers – often took precedence over 

longer-term developmental concerns. 

 

Parents generally viewed children’s data privacy as secondary to broader online risks, although some 

recognised that the collection and use of children’s data underpinned algorithmic systems they believed could 

contribute to addictive behaviours. They employed a mix of “hard” strategies, such as parental controls and 

restrictions, and “soft” approaches, including monitoring and conversations, but reported challenges in 

implementing and sustaining them. Some also expressed uncertainty about how to balance oversight with 

respect for their child’s privacy and did not always feel able to translate offline expectations for supervision 

into their child’s online lives.  
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Once I have the information [about data privacy], what 

would I do with that? Because asking the kids to live 

without technology would also mean that they 

don’t progress as much as someone who has 

technology. So I don’t want to say to them, ‘no, your 

data is being mined and they’ve got all this information 

about you so let’s not give them anything’ because then 

they could also miss out on some good stuff. So I think 

it’s just trusting that their data isn’t going to be 

used in a bad way.” 
 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

 

 

Parents and carers communicated a series of concerns and 

anxieties that they were trying to balance when raising children 

Before talking to parents and carers specifically about their parenting strategies and approaches to navigating 

their children’s privacy, researchers asked what their main concerns were overall when it came to parenting. 

Parents expressed concerns about their child’s safety in the offline world 

Parents reported concerns about knowing where their child was, anxieties about children being outside when 

not at school, and other risks such as children running away. Parents mentioned specific fears of the outside 

world such as stabbings and other violence. 

“When she first moved to us, she was getting into all sorts of trouble with the police and disappearing quite 

frequently.”  

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 17; foster son, 12)  

“It's a dangerous world. Not like when I was a kid. It's like so scary even stepping out with your child. When I 

go with my little one, I‘m always like, just hold on to me…where I live, a year ago or something, there was an 

incident where someone got stabbed because they were wearing some branded clothes, and that person 

wanted it, or headphones or something, I can't remember. And that guy refused, and they stabbed him.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

“We were on a walk with the dog one night and caught a wee boy with a knife like this stabbing a fence and 

saying that he wasn't allowed out the house without it for protection. That's literally at the corner where [our 

son] would be leaving here to go to his wee friends’ houses. So literally up there, across the road, their 

houses.” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 
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Some also expressed anxiety about not being able to contact their child. Many parents expressed a need to be 

connected to their child at all times. This wasn’t just about where they were, but also what they were doing 

and how they were getting on. For example, Leanne said that in order for her son to go out alone “he's got to 

have his phone on him and he's got to answer our texts if we text him, and if he thinks he's going to be even a wee bit 

late because we give him a time to come back, he's got to let us know.” 

Parents were concerned that their children might be excluded socially or miss 

out 

This was, unsurprisingly, an abiding concern of parents in general. But it particularly came out in the context of 

them trying to enforce rules and boundaries around their children’s use of technology. Parents repeatedly 

reported a concern that if their children were not on the same platforms, consuming the same kinds of things 

as their peers, there was a risk they would be socially excluded.  

“That's the pressure and that's how she got Snapchat. Because her other friends had Snapchat, but so did 

[her friend’s] younger sister, who wasn't even at senior school then. So [my daughter] is like, you make me a 

laughing stock. They've all got Snapchat and I haven't got Snap. So then I'm like, oh, okay. Because I feel bad. 

I don't want her to be ostracised or whatever.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

“He’d been asking since he was 8, and all his friends had one [a phone]. And it came to a point where he 

was going out playing and one of the reasons for it was that we weren’t for letting him out unless we could 

track where he was and that he was contactable. So that was the catalyst to begin with, and then all his 

friends had them so it was a way of contacting his friends and not being left out.”  

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 

For some children, such as those who were queer, neurodivergent, or had poor mental health, there were 

concerns that without access to online platforms, their social lives would be more restricted as they were 

perceived to be particularly reliant on these platforms.   

“I think his phone has been quite important to him because all the months and the years that he couldn't face 

the world and was in his room, the phone was the one thing that linked him to friends…So just knowing that 

he could you know, WhatsApp his friends or phone his friends, I found quite reassuring because I didn't want 

him to lose all of his friends because of his mental well-being.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

Parents also raised concerns about children’s online safety and wellbeing  

Parents reported several concerns about their children’s technology use and consumption of online content, 

such as exposure to inappropriate content or contact with strangers, potential addiction to devices or 

platforms, and perceived impact of device use on children’s development  

The dominant concern mentioned by parents was the idea that the technology children were using was 

potentially addictive to them, with knock-on impacts on children’s wellbeing and development.  

“10 o’clock, she hands them over to me. But even then, you can see how it affects her. She’s like…oh it’s 

horrible, but it looks like she’s addicted, like an addict, you know, like with the shakes of a person really 

needing it.”  

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

Many of the parents who mentioned concerns around addiction had some understanding that many platforms 

and television shows were engineered to keep children engaged. Several parents explicitly implicated 

algorithmic design as the mechanism driving addiction.   

“It becomes like an addiction for them, I think, kind of unmanaged…she did spend far too long online, so we 

then kind of drew that back and kind of helped her recognise these social media, these algorithms are set up 

to keep you constantly… And then it'd be like, actually, what value are you getting from that? What skills are 

you learning from that? What is it giving you? And encouraging more kind of healthier habits, I suppose.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 
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“Before he was even born, we read up on things that weren't good for kids and shows and stuff. And we 

absolutely banned like Cocomelon, you know, any rubbish. It's addictive to kids, and the parents think that it's 

teaching them because still hear the numbers and the nursery rhymes and stuff like that… but the people in 

it are moving, and there’s bright colours, and that's actually just what your kid's watching. And there have 

been kids who have thrown tantrums and stuff whenever they don't whenever they turn it off, right? And have 

actually gone through withdrawals of not getting it, not watching it.” 

Sian, 34 (son, 3) 

A few parents felt informed about the mechanisms underpinning many platforms to keep users engaged and 

linked this to concerns about data collection, including escalating exposure to more extreme content in order 

to keep children using the platform. 

“I feel concerned about it in general, the fact that the apps are more addictive and the phones are more hard 

to put down and that, which they're getting from that data. So because they're using [that data] to make 

them more dopamine addicted, do you know what I mean? But I feel like stopping [my daughter] doing that is 

gonna be— not detrimental, but it's gonna disadvantage her with her friends and make her be left out. 

Compared to the benefit that I will get from her data not being in the pool of data, if you know what I mean.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

“I suppose my main concern is that whether the data is being used to kind of target them for advertising and 

you're making them want things that they wouldn't necessarily want otherwise. The algorithms on YouTube 

are a particular concern to me because I read a book, The Anxious Generation, and I think it said in that that 

it's quite possible in just a few videos to go from, maybe like a martial arts video and then the algorithm keeps 

kind of getting more and more extreme. And then you can get to like beheading videos, which of course I 

really wouldn't want them to see. So, yeah, I would be quite concerned about how the data is being used to 

provide more and more extreme content in order just to keep them.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

“I guess [the algorithm] sort of picks up on your behaviour online and it brings the stuff that you did look 

up… it can be dangerous and it can affect. … I can only just go by what I noticed myself, what is happening 

when you watch something, certain things, and then they start popping up, or you search them up and all of a 

sudden it comes up on your feed.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5) 

Beyond addiction, parents expressed several other concerns, including: 

Exposure to inappropriate content – “With TikTok, my biggest thing is I know someone was recorded live 

shooting themselves on it, and that’s my big no-no. Like if it’s things like that he could potentially see, I don’t want any 

risk at all.” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 

Exposure to adult strangers – “The big problem was we found on Snapchat…because she does a lot of scrolling, 

she also does a lot of liking. And where she likes things, people will ask to follow her and vice versa. And so we found 

she was following lots of people that she didn’t know. […] And we also came across a conversation she was having on 

Snapchat with some bloke, and he’d asked her age and she said she was 18.” 

Jim, 51 (son, 15; daughter, 13) 

Becoming desensitised to potentially harmful sexual content – “Together we looked through a few more reels 

and found more stuff and reported those as well, because I said to her, look, you're not listening to what you're being 

pumped full of, you're getting this subconscious - you're being desensitised to stuff [sexual, inappropriate content] that 

you really, you should be quite wary of.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

Impact on development – “This is making you dumb. This is literally brain rot. With him, if there's any new TV 

shows, I research before watching it because Cocomelon and all these things, I looked into that, you know, because of 

the colours and stuff they use, it's some addictive stuff so we found other alternatives, stuff which is a bit calmer.” 

Kiran, Priyanka’s sister (sons, 15 and 6)  
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A few parents were worried about the opportunity cost of their children 

spending too much time online 

This concern related to a number of different aspects of children’s lives. For example, some were concerned 

about the impact that over-use of technology might have on school performance. 

“There was a point when he was meant to be revising for his exams but he was on YouTube, like having little 

breaks. I was like, no, I'm not having this, this is getting blocked, that's it. And then we unblocked it after 

exams were over and everything.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

Others were concerned that their children’s use of technology meant they were not spending as much time 

outside as they should be. In some cases, this meant relenting on some boundaries to encourage time spent 

offline, developing independence and initiative.  

“I don't like them sitting on their phones. I hate it. I live in a caravan— we go to my place, and the kids just sit 

on the sofa. You've got a whole caravan park to go and play in! They get around me because then I'll be like, 

you know what, here's £10, here's £10, bugger off. Then they'll come back and go, 'Oh, I was at the arcade, 

and I made friends with these two kids as well. Yeah, we're gonna go play football in a minute.'...And you're 

like, it cost me £20, but it's getting them out and away from their phones.” 

Mason, Melanie’s partner (daughter, 13; son 10) 

And one parent expressed regret over introducing devices to her child at an early age as she felt that it may 

have prevented him from being interested in offline activities such as playing outside.   

Parents also expressed the need to balance protection with the longer-term 

goal of raising children to become independent 

This included balancing protecting children with the long-term goal of helping them to self-regulate, manage 

their behaviour, and navigate both online and offline environments confidently.  

“I have to give him that independence. You have to give him the independence because you can't be just like, 

right, I'll control everything. Yeah, I try to sometimes, but it backfires. It is a battle because what you think is 

right is wrong for them, like they think it's wrong.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

“You're a young adult now that needs to self-regulate and learn [that] before you become a proper adult, so 

we don't [turn off Wi-Fi] anymore for you.” 

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 17; foster son, 12) 

Alongside these concerns, parents were also influenced by perceived social 

pressure from other parents 

While not always explicitly articulated, many were aware of being judged by others and of wider norms 

around what is considered ‘good’ parenting.  

This included concerns about being too strict or too lenient, and a desire not to position their child differently 

from other children.  

“If I'm aware that the other parent is a lot stricter than me, I'm probably unlikely to talk to them about things 

like that because they would probably be horrified at the way I parent. But then they probably don't take into 

account the differences between their child and my child.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

Another parent explained that it was difficult to navigate children using devices around other parents, trying to 

balance their own boundaries with their child with other parents’ boundaries. 

“It is quite difficult because of course you can't tell other people what to do and don't want to come across as 

judgmental, but then it's also quite challenging when we can see that our daughter's upset because she's been 
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looking forward to playing with her cousin and her cousin gets there and while she does want to see her, I 

think there's something about the iPad that seems more interesting in the moment than going to play dolls or 

something like that.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

Some parental concerns seem to lie in direct tension with each other 

For some parents, there was often a trade-off between mitigating immediate risks associated with their child 

being online and the perceived benefits of social inclusion, or tracking.  

Conversation between Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) and her sister, Kiran: 

Priyanka: “Obviously as adult parents, we provided them with these devices which are access points to 

anything and everything really, isn't it? That's why it's so important for me to have these restrictions on there.” 

Kiran: “Well, there's some people, they don't even let their kids have phones or whatever, to a certain age. 

And you know, I think that's actually quite good. But then I guess everyone has it. You use it for kind of for 

tracking him as well. Yeah, you know, they're safe. And yeah, so there's— that comes into play as well.” 

There was also a clear tension between these short-term concerns and longer-term concerns about the child’s 

development and wellbeing.  

“It just came to a point where my partner’s going, look, she's going to need one [a phone] like, we both didn't 

want her to have it, but we're like, she's going to need it. There's this push and pull between I don't want her 

to feel left out, I don't want her to not get in with friends at the new school because they're making 

arrangements online… for me it's more like the dopamine, like how it loses the attention span. She used to be 

brilliant at reading. Now she can't do it so much.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 
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Data privacy was secondary to broader online risks and concerns 

Data privacy rarely emerged unprompted in discussions. However, as highlighted in the section above, many 

parents had concerns about the time their children were spending on platforms, addiction, and the role of 

algorithms, which a few parents did explicitly link to the data that platforms had about their child.  

Most parents had rules about what should be kept private online, but felt that 

some data collection was inevitable when using online platforms 

When asked directly, parents were able to articulate basic rules (e.g. not sharing names, addresses or 

identifiable photos), and some referenced emerging issues such as deepfakes, but data privacy concerns were 

rarely front of mind for parents.  

“I don’t think about it [data privacy] very much… you have to sign up for these things [platforms], and I don’t 

think that people are doing too many sinister things.” 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

 

“[The topic of data privacy] only kinda comes up through like, if you put yourself on the internet, that that 

could then get used wherever. You've got no control anymore.” 

Sally, 41 (daughter, 12; son, 10; stepson, 8) 

A couple of families with experience in technical industries were more informed and were more confident in 

educating their family. 

Conversation between Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) and her sister, Kiran: 

Priyanka: “She [Kiran] obviously knows a lot because she works in that department kind of thing, and I 

think the majority of my information [about data privacy] comes from her.” 

Kiran: “I like to know what's going on, if I've become aware of something, I make them [the children] aware 

of it. This is what's happened in the news— I think I've always been that kind of person… 

… [On a conversation with her 15-year-old nephew] But then I've got to tell you, in this day and age, your 

information is so important that all these companies, they all want your information. Yeah, they want to sell 

you things... So you keep that information, don't give it out. They just want to bombard you with emails, 

whatever it is, so you stop, you keep that information to yourself. You give it to where it's absolutely necessary. 

You don't need to be giving things out.”  

However, there was also a sense of resignation among some parents that personal data is already widely 

shared or ‘out there’, so some degree of data collection is always inevitable. This sense of lack of agency 

around data collection for some parents meant that they felt they might as well exchange this data for the 

parental oversight it could offer, to address their more immediate concerns.  

“It's one of these things that the phones are tracking your location anyway, so there's nothing we can— you 

can't switch that off. Like, that's just the way they're designed to work for so many different reasons, so you 

may as well use the technology. 

[…] My view is, if it’s online, then it’s public information, like it’s public data almost, you can’t complain.” 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

Several parents reflected on having shared their child’s image on social media and whether their child should 

have had the right to consent. For example, Christine reflected that when she set up a Facebook account for 

Alice, her daughter, after she was born, she hadn’t thought much about posting pictures of her.  

“I realise now that I probably overshared originally. And I suppose what I didn’t think at the time is that they 

can’t give their consent at the time, can they? Now as we’ve gone on, I’ll take a picture of [my daughter] and 

she’ll be like, ‘Where are you going to put it?’ and I’m like, ‘nowhere,’ and she’ll be like, ‘Well I don’t want it 

anywhere,’ and I’ll be like, ‘Ok’. But she couldn’t say that when she was in a nappy or whatever.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 
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“I do [post pictures of my children on social media]. Less so now… And I think there’s a lot of people that, 

yeah, it has changed in the last few years. And also I’ve become more aware of hearing people or hearing 

older children like in their late teens…say that they’re annoyed about their parents posting pictures of them, 

which made me kind of think, well, would I like it if someone was posting pictures about me that I didn’t know 

about. So yes, it’s much rarer now that I post things like that, and if I do, it’s only things I think that they would 

be happy for me to share.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

Another parent, Melanie, said she’d stopped posting pictures of her children on social media since thinking 

more about how they could be misused by others, and by AI.  

“I don't put pictures of the kids that I used to when I was younger and a bit more naive ... I realised how easily 

someone could take those pictures and pretend those kids were theirs. Or I'd start looking through Facebook 

and be like, I know intricate details about people's children that I really shouldn't know because I don't know 

the parents… so if I put anything of [daughter] on, she asked me to blur her face… it worries me a little bit 

that AI have got these pictures.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

Parents generally reported that their children were primarily concerned about 

keeping things private from them, rather than about broader privacy issues 

According to parents, very few of the children had concerns about online privacy or how their data was being 

shared or used.  

“I think it depends on the age, and I don’t think that a child would really be that bothered because I don’t 

think that they’d understand really what it meant.”  

Ashley, 38 (daughter, 5) 

Flora’s son, Emmanuel, was the exception to this. He was very concerned about the use of his personal data 

by anyone and had given the issue considerable thought. Flora conveyed the passion with which Emmanuel 

spoke about this issue in the initial remote interview, and in the ethnography, Emmanuel spoke at length about 

it as well. 

“He’s always enjoyed keeping things from me…It’s more a control thing. He likes to control his information. 

Because he always like turns the screen away, and like some people would think, ‘Oh, he’s doing something 

naughty, he doesn’t want me to see the screen’, but he’s just being really private. 

But in terms of privacy online, he’s very, very aware of the need for privacy. A lot more than me. So I think 

when he, you know, some websites and things have usernames, like he’ll always pick a different name for 

himself…He would never share any personal information.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

“Well, I've always been quite interested in those sorts of things, so it's not really like I have a moment where 

I'm like, oh my goodness, big tech, you know, surveillance capitalism is very huge. It's always just been 

something that I would have been passively aware of, the sort of surveillance aspect of it and the privacy and 

the issues surrounding that.” 

Emmanuel, 14 

While only Emmanuel was concerned about his data privacy, many children were concerned about keeping 

their phone or activities on their devices private from their parents.  

“[Our son] has got a lock on his [tablet]. [Our daughter] is desperate to put a lock on hers. She’ll probably 

work out how to do it herself soon.” 

Francesca, Adrian’s wife (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

“I think she still has a couple of Instagrams simultaneously. […] I’m not under any illusion that she tells us 

absolutely everything.” 

Delilah, Dave’s partner (daughter, 16; son, 5)     
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Conversations about data privacy were typically reactive, and triggered by 

specific events or external prompts  

Some parents highlighted seeing ongoing conversations in the media relating to data privacy issues, particularly 

around deepfakes, which could prompt discussions with their children about this topic. One parent mentioned 

hearing warnings about AI manipulation of images at her workplace. 

“We [my daughter and I] talk about deep fakes that have come up on Twitter, all those deep fakes and stuff 

that came up on there and that she's very angry about it and saying that there's no laws in place, there's 

nothing in place to stop all this kind of stuff.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5)     

“You read these stories about like people, you know, bribery, like the sextortion and all, you know, the photos 

and getting kids to send images and all.” 

Sian, 34 (son, 3) 

Some also mentioned direct incidents they had experienced or were aware of, that had triggered 

conversations about data privacy. 

“Oh God, like there was this drama where they had a sleepover and one of the girls was filming another girl 

and then sent it to the boys. And I’m like, they’re bloody 10 years old and they’re being filmed when they’re 

asleep.”  

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14)  

Parents reported low awareness of children’s data rights and generally weren’t 

sure where to find out more information  

Parents generally reported a low understanding of children’s data and information rights, often admitting it was 

not something they had given much thought to. Some referred to GDPR as a general assurance that data 

would be securely used by platforms.   

“I don't know a great deal [about how data is collected and used by platforms] ... that's my one bit that I do 

get concerned about because I don't know where it goes. I don't know who uses it or what purpose. As far as 

I'm aware, because of data protection and GDPR, it shouldn't be going anywhere.” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11)                         

When asked where they would go to find out more information about their child’s data and information rights, 

some parents reported they were not sure where to go, while others spoke about how they may use Google 

or look at the platform’s settings directly to find more information.  

“I wouldn't know where to go [to find out more information about data], no. I wouldn't have an idea.” 

Ashley, 38 (daughter, 5) 

“I feel quite equipped to do it [have conversations about data with her children], but if he goes into, you know, 

if he wants to know actual details like VPN sort of thing, what does that mean? Or like all that sort of stuff, I 

probably have to go away and Google some bits, do you get me? I'm very much like, ‘I don't know’, I'll tell him 

I don't know because I don't think the kids should think that parents know everything. And then I'll be like, 

right, I had a look at this, this is what this means, does that make sense?”  

Sally, 41 (daughter, 12; son, 10; stepson, 8) 

A few parents mentioned they were aware of the ICO but one, Dave, said he wasn’t sure there was a reason 

for him to go to their website, and another, Melanie, acknowledged that she felt she had to accept the data 

implications of her children using online platforms as not using them did not feel like an option.  

“I don't feel there's enough to prompt me to go the ICO, because I don't understand what it really does 

enough. And I don't feel there's enough things to catch me and go right to get the information about this, 

come here.”  

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5)             
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Most parents had implemented, or had attempted to implement, 

some form of ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ control to manage their children’s 

technology use 

Most parents described using a combination of both “hard” and “soft” techniques to manage their children’s 

use of technology. Hard controls included technical restrictions such as parental controls, app permissions, 

Wi-Fi cut-offs and device confiscation, while softer approaches focused more on supervision, discussion, trust, 

and encouraging children to self-regulate. Parents rarely relied on one approach alone, instead combining 

different strategies depending on their child’s age, behaviour, and level of independence. 

 

Control type Description Why parents use this strategy  

 

Device-level 

parental 

controls 

Parents commonly used 

built-in parental controls 

and apps such as Google 

Family Link, Microsoft 

Family Safety and 

Qustodio to set screen 

time limits, block content, 

restrict apps, and impose 

evening cut-offs. 

“[Google Family Link] is brilliant. If she's misbehaving, I'll be like, 

right, you've lost your phone. And I don't need to take the phone 

out of her hand anymore because I can just press a button and 

it shuts her phone down and she can't do anything with that 

phone until she earns her phone back. So it has taken that 

argument away of her going, ‘No, no, no, don't take my phone’, 

and then getting hysterical because she's lost her phone, because 

she can still physically hold her phone, but the only thing she can 

do with her phone is play on the calculator. So that's made it a 

lot easier.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

 

Rules around 

device use 

Many parents established 

household rules around 

when and where devices 

could be used, including 

banning devices from 

bedrooms, restricting 

evening use, or prohibiting 

devices during meals. 

“We trust her to go to bed, you know, at 21:30 latest and turn 

off all her screens off and go to bed. Most of the time she does 

it. Occasionally she doesn't, like last night was a prime example. 

So she loses her screen time. So rather than taking it away 

during the day and punish her in that respect, we just take it 

away from her when she goes to bed. Because she needs to gain 

our trust again.” 

Jim, 51 (son, 15; daughter, 13)  

 

Device 

confiscation / 

removal 

Parents sometimes 

removed devices 

temporarily when children 

broke rules, bypassed 

restrictions, or 

demonstrated poor 

behaviour. 

 

“I realised that even though she'd already done it [bypassed 

limiting controls], she'd done it again to give herself Internet. So 

then I took the actual phone and I physically kept the phone for 

a week. And she was gobby one day. So it was a week and one 

day.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

 

Restricting 

app 

downloads 

and purchases 

Some parents required 

approval before children 

could download apps, 

games, or make purchases 

through app stores or 

gaming consoles. 

“Each app that my kids show an interest in, I will usually 

download it myself…and have a look into the parental controls. 

So for instance, on her [his daughter’s] PlayStation, I’ve got 

parental controls over [her] being able to purchase things. So if 

she wanted to purchase something, she’d need to get a 

password from us.” 

Martin, 42 

(foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 

17; foster son, 12) 
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Network-level 

/ Wi-Fi 

controls 

A smaller number of 

parents remotely 

controlled internet access 

through home Wi-Fi 

systems, disabling access 

to platforms, apps, or 

devices entirely. 

“Unify is the only app where we can cut off the internet. So 

basically, if there's no internet on the PC he's not going to be 

able to use it for anything. He has tried like connecting his 

phone's Wi-Fi to it. It does work, but then I have other way. So I 

have this family safety feature and I just block everything. So I 

block his PC, I block all the apps on it so he can't access it. So he 

always has to request, can you please unblock this.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

 

Live 

monitoring 

and 

supervision 

Parents monitored 

children’s use informally 

by observing them on 

devices, overhearing 

conversations, or keeping 

devices in communal 

spaces. 

“Whenever he's on Snapchat, I can hear it all the bloody time 

because we hear them on the phone. He's so loud when he's 

talking to them and they're so excited because they're playing 

Roblox and speaking on Snapchat at the same time. So yeah, we 

can hear them.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

 

 

Spot checks 

of devices 

Many parents carried out 

regular or ad hoc checks 

of phones and devices, 

including messages, 

photos, search histories, 

social media activity, and 

AI chat activity. 

“[Ewan] knew from day one, if you get a phone then there’s 

rules…screen time, obviously we’ll monitor it. And I will be 

checking your phone just to make sure there’s nothing.” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 

 

 

Flexible rules 

and 

encouraging 

self-regulation 

Some parents adopted a 

more flexible approach, 

encouraging children to 

reflect on their own 

screen time and having 

ongoing conversations 

about online risks. 

“I think ultimately she does know that, like, we're here to help 

her, like, judgment-free, and it's not like there's never anything 

she couldn't tell us.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 
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Almost all parents reflected that it was difficult to implement 

and maintain rules they tried to impose on their children 

While all parents had either implemented or attempted to implement a range of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ rules around 

children’s device or platform use, they all communicated challenges they’d had trying to do this. This tended to 

be driven by a combination of practical, technical or relationship challenges.  

Some parents struggled to keep up with platforms and parental controls  

Christine, who has one daughter, spoke about the difficulty of feeling like it is one parent up against huge 

corporations when it comes to protecting children from the risks of being online. 

“I feel like I wish I had another child, because I feel like I'm learning from [my daughter] and I'll get it right on 

the next one. That's bad, but I think it's too late for [her]. But I feel like everything's on her side— she's got 

massive corporations learning how to maximise dopamine, learning how to keep them checking for longer on 

different sites for longer. And then she's got all her friends and her peer group, and then arrangements and 

everything being made up, and then the school doing that [using phones during lessons or for online 

homework]. Really on our side is nagging parents, other nagging parents, other nagging friends or whatever.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

Dave spoke about the difficulty of keeping up with the pace of change when it comes to social media 

platforms. 

“It’s really difficult because it seems to be happening so quickly and so furiously, kind of like things changing 

all the time. And you know, I'm kind of concerned about the new kind of platforms that are going to come up 

that I know nothing about. And especially I think I'm really concerned about the lack of restrictions, of 

transparency.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 

While most had tried to use parental controls, some did not feel confident in doing so, feeling that they didn’t 

have the technical expertise to do it properly or easily.  

“It's really confusing. I wish there was just like one way [to monitor]. That would make it easier for parents 

because it's like if you try and research something on the internet, there's just like so many different options 

and he always knows how to talk his way out of each of the options. So it's like another battle.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

Professionals also recognised this as a challenge for some parents, especially if they were older and less tech-

savvy.  

“I think for older generations [of foster carers], that knowledge [of parental controls] is naturally not there 

because they haven’t had that level of exposure. Even when you mention, ‘Do you have parental controls on 

your Wi-Fi?’ they go, ‘Oh, what’s that?’” 

Adela, Fostering social worker, Northwest England 

Many parents were also aware that children could often find ways around 

restrictions 

In some cases, parents were aware that their children could easily bypass restrictions if they wanted to. 

Parents cited examples where children had actively circumvented controls (e.g. adjusting device settings or 

using workarounds like using VPNs), which reduced parents’ confidence in these approaches. 

“When I first put Qustodio on she's like, ‘oh, I can set the clock back and get more time and get a VPN’ and 

stuff that I wouldn't have thought she'd be able to do. But then you can just ask ChatGPT, how can I get 

around there? So I think again, the more strict I try and be, the more she's gonna hide away from that or just 

go further underground, and then I've got no chance of knowing what's going on.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 
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“[The children get around the device-level control] if they pick my phone up and unlock it themselves. Which 

they know they have done a few times and each time has been very bad for them when I found out because 

I'm like, hold on, why are you sitting on your phone? Why is your phone working at 10 o'clock at night in the 

school holidays? And they're like, I don't know. And I've checked my phone and I'm like, I didn't turn downtime 

off. So of course, then they've lost their phone use for the next day.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

Some parents reported having “battles” and getting “pushback” from their 

children when they tried to enforce rules and restrictions 

Parents described the ongoing effort required to enforce rules, particularly as children became more capable 

and independent in their use of technology. 

Attempts to enforce rules could lead to push back from children, including frustration, “meltdowns”, and strain 

on the parent–child relationship. This made some parents hesitant to apply or sustain restrictions consistently. 

“She has got better but a few years ago it would have been a complete meltdown if I said right you are not 

having your phone because that was her life, it would have been less traumatic to remove her arm than 

remove her phone... the way she would scream the house down because we were taking her phone.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

“Apart from physically taking [the phone] off at 10 o'clock, what can I do? You know, everyone has a phone, 

everyone does that. And then at the end of the day, I want her to have the friendship groups she has. And 

then if that would make her [an] outcast as well, how would I feel? And I don't want her to be more of an 

enemy to me than she is now.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5) 

Some parents felt that implementing and maintaining strategies required time, 

effort and consistency, which was not always feasible. 

As a result, these parents described taking a more reactive approach, responding to issues as they arose rather 

than applying consistent rules. 

“I probably don’t have enough time to sit down and find out and download the latest [parental control app]. I 

wish there was a better solution that worked for me, but me personally, it just didn’t. Nothing really worked as 

well as I wanted to.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5) 

“I’ve tried to set it up so that he has mostly his own account and stuff like that, and it is a hassle. It took me 

so long to work out how to get him to play a game in Microsoft [Xbox]. I have to go to Reddit, I had to watch 

a YouTube video.” 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

Parents reflected that their own device use sometimes made it difficult to 

uphold different standards for their children 

While parents reported the importance of implementing and maintaining rules and boundaries for their 

children, some did reflect that this was sometimes difficult due to their own device use. 

“I do try to make a conscious effort to not spend a lot of time looking at it. I don't want to model that 

behaviour for the children because it's very difficult to be saying something— sort of conscious on one hand, 

we're saying to them these things are really bad, you shouldn't be on them, and then that's very hard when at 

the same time if we're then on these devices all the time.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 
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“He never usually would get my phone, but because he'll see me, even if he sees me whenever I get into the 

car and say I'm like looking or texting my mum to see if we'll come over. He sees me on the phone, he'll go, I 

want ‘Blippy’…” 

Sian, 34 (son, 3) 

Some parents, like Cerys, were making a conscious effort not to use their devices so much around their 

children to model behaviour they wanted their children to emulate. Others, such as Priyanka and her sister 

(who lives with her) reported that they sometimes hide their phones behind books when they are using them 

around their children. 

“When we're on our phone, we get a book and put the phone inside so I want to show— because there's a 

YouTube show that says you want to kind of mirror what you want them to do sort of thing.”  

Kiran, Priyanka’s sister (sons, 15 and 6)  

Some parents felt that once children had formed habits around technology, it 

was hard to change them 

Parents reflected that strategies were most effective when introduced early and applied consistently over time. 

Some felt that once certain behaviours or patterns were established, they were difficult to reverse. 

Many parents looked back on earlier decisions and felt they would approach things differently in hindsight. This 

was particularly evident among those with multiple children, who described adapting their approach with 

younger children after experiencing challenges with older ones.  

“I’ve learned from my mistakes, I think. […] Like with my older child… [having the iPad] was very distracting. 

So that he could eat…I’ve seen it with other parents like if the kid is crying, give them the iPad and they’ll shut 

up. My husband used to do it a lot and I used to get frustrated with him, like, this is not the way.”  

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

“I think I would probably want them not to have social media until older, much older. And I like the fact of 

now talks being done about banning social media for under 16-year-olds. I think that would be great, and I 

would want my children not to have it until they are much older.”  

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5) 

“When [his older daughter] was small…so we’ve had like 10 years, there was a bit of a gap [between his 

daughter and their son]. It’s been, like, okay, [Roblox] is basically an open chat room. Like it was a free for all, 

and then the kids think there’s other children and it’s like, well, it could be anyone. So we taught her 

that…and we’re trying to explain that to [their younger son] now as well. And that’s the reason the chat is off 

now.”  

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 

 

Case study: Cerys and her husband made a conscious effort to implement new 

strategies to overcome what they perceived to be past mistakes  

Cerys reflected that she and her husband regretted giving their sons a tablet from a young age as they felt that 

this prevented them from being interested in offline activities. The couple therefore decided not to give their 

daughter an iPad until she reached secondary school. 

“One thing we do differently with the youngest in particular is - she's nearly 7 now, and she doesn't have an 

iPad or anything like that because we learned from having the boys how difficult it was to get them to not be 

on them all the time. But that's a bit difficult. You can't put toothpaste back in the tube.” 

However, as her daughter sees her brothers using devices, she regularly asks for her own. Cerys and her 

husband have tried to explain their rationale to her, but Cerys admitted that felt conflicted about ensuring her 

daughter felt that she was treated equally, while her husband was more focused on the long-term benefit.  

“It's very difficult because equality is very, very important to me, and so I very much want to keep things equal, 

whereas my husband feels more so that well, we're doing this for her own good and therefore it doesn't 
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necessarily matter so much because even if she doesn't understand now, she will in the future. But for me, I 

think her seeing that the boys are on an Xbox or on a Switch or whatever, it's very difficult to then have her 

seeing that for a long time and then saying to her no.” 

When moving house, the couple also took the opportunity to implement new house rules to be followed by 

everyone, including guests. The rules around device use included: 

• No YouTube after 6pm 

• No mobile games with in-app purchases 

• No phones after 6pm 

Cerys explained that she and her husband hoped to avoid the children using platforms that encouraged high 

engagement through “dopamine hits”.  
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Co-parenting families reported additional challenges in maintaining strategies 

across households 

Parents who were co-parenting across different households and playing different roles reported additional 

challenges implementing and maintaining strategies.  

A few parents reported having to explain to their children that expectations vary between households, 

reinforcing that rules applied differently depending on where they were. 

“We try our best to stay on the same page. I’m probably the more strict one... She would give him [her 

phone] if she was trying to keep him awake, she would do it more often. I’ll try everything before, that’s the 

last resort for me.”  

Sian, 34 (son, 3) 

“Me and [my daughter’s] dad, we’re no longer together so we’re trying to navigate this at the moment ‘cause 

he’s got control of the Qustodio app and I don’t. So I have to go to him if I say, ‘right, no more internet’, which 

isn’t ideal, but it’s caused a whole new avenue of distress because his boundaries at his house are a lot more 

lenient than mine.” 

Abby, Christine’s friend (daughter, 11) 

Case study: Sally has accepted that she isn’t able to maintain her rules in 

someone else’s house 

Sally and her ex-husband have an amicable and largely co-operative relationship. She tends to take on the role 

of establishing a strategy and rules, which her ex-husband usually supports and will reinforce.  

However, her ex-husband allowed their 10-year-old son to have Fortnite at his house, something Sally 

disagreed with as she thought it was too old for him, and she didn’t want another platform to police in terms 

of screen time. When she raised this with her ex-partner, his response was essentially ‘it’s my house’, which 

she felt ended the discussion. Sally takes a pragmatic approach and accepts that she can’t control what happens 

in someone else’s house. 

“His dad let him have that [Fortnite]… I don't have any control when he's not in my house, basically. I did try, but he 

was like, no, all his mates are on it. He said that he's put as many restrictions on it as possible, and you can only talk to 

his friends. It's not anybody outside his friends’ groups and stuff like that.” 

Rather than fighting it, she takes the approach of showing genuine interest in the game when her son talks 

about it, thinking that if he's comfortable talking to her about it, he's more likely to tell her if something goes 

wrong (e.g. someone being unpleasant to him online). 

Some parents were unsure about how to balance privacy and monitoring 

Some parents also expressed uncertainty about how much to monitor their child’s online activity. There were 

tensions between wanting oversight in order to protect their child and respecting children’s privacy. Some felt 

that intruding on their child’s privacy could impair their relationship with their child.  

“But now with her being 14 it feels different. Like A, she's got more trust, A, and B, she's a little bit more 

aware of what particular dangers are. And it just feels like, where do you stop? I don't want her to feel 

completely strangled. 

[…] I feel bad looking at her phone now, but I still do it. I'll more trick her. Like the other night I said, ‘what 

do you do if you stumble across [violence or drugs and pornography]?’ And she said, ‘well, I don't. I've never 

seen anything like that.’ And the truth is, I did look at her phone. The last time I looked at it there was an 

app, fan fiction, and I looked at the book that she was reading, and it was like lesbian sex but a bit 

dominatrix, like knife point and stuff. And this is why, like, I could have that conversation with her, but because 

I've looked at her phone, I feel like she'll go, well, why are you looking at— do you know what I mean?” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 
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“It would just be like while she was sleeping, check the phone, just have a quick scout about and see if there 

was anything on there to be worried about. Yeah, it was a bit creepy but that's my job. 

I feel like as parents we do need to have some kind of control, but there is a fine line between monitoring 

them, having control, and dictating what— and the same goes for adults as well, like if the government are 

dictating what we can and can’t see and say, there’s a fine line between free speech and dictating.”  

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

In some cases, children actively pushed back using the language of “privacy”, which further complicated 

parents’ decisions.  

“Privacy is a massive thing for him. So he's worried.. because of his particular characteristics and his interests, 

you know, me twenty years ago would have been like, no, no, you need to have like boundaries, you need to 

make sure he's safe. But I really feel that because he's so literate online, he needs to be able to monitor the 

risks himself and decide for himself because he's only going to get more access, you know, as he gets older.”  

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

“God, like, you know, they, they hear all these words, you know, oh, you're coercive controlling me. And I'm 

like, I'm not coercive controlling you. Like, do you know what I mean? It's like, I know I'm trying to parent you.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

 

 

Implications and researcher reflections on Chapter 1: Parenting children in an 

online world 

• Are parents’ short-term anxieties outweighing their longer-term goals? Much of what 

parents described was shaped by immediate concerns – keeping their child safe, avoiding conflict, or 

ensuring they were not socially excluded. These priorities can sit in tension with longer-term 

aspirations around independence and self-sufficiency. It is worth asking how these trade-offs are being 

made, and with what consequences over time. 

• Do children have a right to privacy from their parents online? Many parents described 

expectations of oversight that mirror those held offline - wanting to know where their child is, who 

they are interacting with, and what they are doing. But parents were struggling to implement this 

same level of oversight online that they have come to expect offline. This raises questions about 

where boundaries should lie, and how children’s expectations of privacy are being shaped in a context 

where monitoring can be more continuous and less visible.  
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Chapter 2:  Working with children 

growing up in an online world 
 

Chapter summary 

Professionals identified a wide range of concerns about children's online lives, spanning everyday issues such as 

excessive screen time, phone dependency and poor sleep, through to other risks including grooming, 

exploitation and the sharing of sexual images. The nature of these concerns often reflected professionals' 

roles: school staff tended to focus on attention, wellbeing and academic impacts, while youth and social care 

workers highlighted vulnerabilities around exploitation, and unsafe contact with others online. 

Managing online safety was seen as an ongoing challenge, largely due to the pace of platform change and the 

hidden nature of children's digital activity. Schools and other youth settings responded through a mix of 

approaches including phone bans, lessons, assemblies and safeguarding processes. While teachers 

acknowledged the benefits of Edtech, such as personalised learning and safeguarding tools, concerns remained 

around distraction, inequalities, poor learning outcomes, and inconsistent messaging on screen use. 

Data privacy itself was largely not a concern for children, professionals felt, unless the consequences were 

immediate and personal - most notably when images were shared without their consent. 
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So you have got parents who are putting boundaries 

and parameters around that. The ones that don't, they 

do stand out. There's some children that look 

tired, look pale, not physically healthy at all, 

not mentally healthy at all, and they've been on 

the screens until 11pm, right? Yeah, or later, much 

later. I've had far worse than that, up until 3am.” 

 

Daniel, Primary school deputy head, Northern England 

 

Professionals raised a range of concerns about children’s online 

lives – from addiction to grooming  

Concerns ranged from overuse of technology through to other risks such as exploitation and grooming. 

However, these types of concerns often reflected professionals’ roles and responsibilities, which shaped the 

kinds of behaviours and risks they were exposed to: 

Case study: Hayley is a secondary school teacher and PSHE lead involved in 

teaching online safety to children  

Hayley is a secondary school teacher in Bradford with 14 years of experience. She mainly teaches maths and 

RE (Religious Education) and leads PSHE (Personal, Social, Health and Economic education) across her school 

and a wider group of schools in the same trust. This means she plans the PSHE curriculum, teaches some of it 

herself, and supports other teachers to deliver it. 

Through this role, Hayley is closely involved in how online safety is taught to students aged 11–16. She 

described how this has changed over time – moving from more basic messages like “don’t talk to strangers” to 

more complex topics such as how algorithms work, how content is personalised, and how AI is shaping what 

children see online. Lessons are regularly updated to reflect new risks or issues that are emerging. 

Although phones are not allowed during the school day, Hayley explained that most students have access to 

smartphones outside school and regularly use platforms like TikTok and Snapchat. Issues linked to this often 

come into school – for example, problems in group chats, unkind messages between peers, or children sharing 

images they later regret. These are usually dealt with in the same way as offline behaviour, through 

conversations with students and parents. Alongside these day-to-day issues, Hayley also raised broader 

concerns about the kinds of content children may be exposed to online. This included things like misogynistic 

or racist content, or videos that present unrealistic or harmful ideas about relationships and sex. She also 

described concerns about how algorithms can gradually push children towards more extreme content without 

them necessarily realising it. 

Hayley described trying to balance the benefits of digital tools, such as personalised learning platforms, with 

the challenges they can create – for example, encouraging screen use for homework while also telling children 

to limit their time online. 
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Case study: Andy is a secondary school Computing teacher and online safety lead, 

who oversees what children are searching for on the school network 

Andy is a secondary school teacher in Sheffield with over a decade of experience. He is the head of computer 

studies and sits within the school’s safeguarding team as the online safety lead. This means he is responsible for 

how online safety is taught across the school, as well as keeping an eye on students’ online activity while they 

are using school systems. 

Part of Andy’s role involves reviewing alerts from the school’s monitoring system, which flags certain searches 

or activity on school devices. These can range from fairly benign things through to things that may trigger him 

to have a conversation with a pupil, such as pupils attempting to use AI dating chatbots or researching “Black 

pill” content. Andy described how these alerts can lead to follow-up conversations with students to 

understand what has happened. 

 

Case study: Adela is a fostering social worker who helps foster carers to manage 

the risks children face on and offline  

Adela is a fostering social worker based in Lancashire, working within a local authority team. Her role involves 

assessing people who want to become foster carers, as well as supporting foster families and checking in 

regularly with children in their care. She also oversees private fostering arrangements, where children are 

cared for by extended family or friends, and carries out regular visits to ensure their safety and wellbeing. 

Through her work, Adela supports children aged 0–18, many of whom have experienced neglect, abuse or 

instability. She described how these experiences can shape how children make decisions and form 

relationships, including online. Much of her role involves working with foster carers to help them understand 

and manage the risks children may face, both offline and online. 

Adela described how online risks often centre around who children are speaking to and building relationships 

with. She explained that this can be difficult for carers to manage, as much of it happens out of sight – for 

example through platforms like Snapchat, where messages disappear. She described this as “like fighting 

ghosts”, as it can be hard to know who is on the other end of a conversation or what is being shared. 

She noted that lack of privacy around location sharing is a particular issue with children in care, who may be 

approached by family members or are vulnerable to predatory behaviour.  

At the same time, Adela noted that technology can also play a positive role. For example, some children use 

video calls to stay in touch with family members, which can be particularly important for those in care. 

A key part of her role is supporting foster carers to put boundaries and safeguards in place. This includes 

discussing parental controls, setting rules around device use, and helping carers understand the platforms 

children are using. However, she emphasised that this can be difficult in practice, as children often find ways 

around restrictions or are influenced by peers. 

 

Those working in schools typically raised concerns about the time children were 

spending on devices and the corresponding impact on wellbeing  

Across the sample, professionals working in school settings commonly raised concerns about the amount of 

time children were spending on devices, and the impact this was having on their cognitive development and 

mental wellbeing. These concerns were often grounded in what they were seeing day-to-day in the classroom. 

This included concerns around addiction to certain social media platforms and gaming. Many professionals 

described students staying up until the early hours using platforms and games, which was then seen to affect 

their ability to engage during the school day and other activities.  

Ability to self-regulate – “What I have witnessed of TikTok, and what they talk to me about – what I see – is that it 

is a regulation tool for them. And not in a good way. Like it’s a regulation tool in the way that cocaine is a regulation 
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tool to a cocaine addict… The way that some children will respond when you ask them to put their phone away when 

they’re on TikTok is how someone with an addiction problem would respond if you removed their addictive substance 

from them.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

Socialising - “We see a lot of our young people constantly on their phones, constantly engaged with their phone rather 

than engaging with people that are actually in the room with them, their friends and peers, just constantly looking at a 

screen.” 

Lauren, Youth worker, Northern Ireland 

Professionals described some children as finding it harder to concentrate in lessons, or becoming more easily 

distracted, which they associated with high levels of screen use.  

Overstimulation - “They just don't stop talking. Like, I'm drained. I really like them and they listen and they try, but 

I'm drained because there's always some chatter. It's because they don't know how to switch off. Everything's constant. 

They can just blurt out what they want. They can just do what they want. And I just think iPads are a massive part of it. 

Because it's, oh, you've got to just have that. Do you know what I mean?” 

Lucy, Primary school teacher, Northern England       

Attention span - “One of the things that I worry about is how it's making their attention span so short. Because you 

think, for GCSE English, if you have to read a Shakespeare play and then say a novel by Jane Austen, a lot of young 

people just couldn't sustain that. They couldn't read the entire play or the entire book, 'cause they're so used to 

watching videos that are less than 3, 2 minutes long. I know that every generation says, oh, it's really bad now, and 

that's the nature of people. And when television was invented, everyone was saying, oh, it's the end of the world. But in 

my experience, the kids I've taught, of course, come from a background of educational difficulty. They couldn't read a 

book, you know. So I think it affects their concentration and the way their brains work.” 

Sandra, Sessional youth worker, Southeast England 

Professionals also reflected on the impact of online behaviours on wellbeing and mental health. 

“It's one of those things of like, now children have access to permanent record-making devices of what can be 

some of people's most vulnerable moments. And so that's probably— that's your kind of like really severe end 

of the spectrum, to be fair. But the low-level stuff as well is very disruptive, especially to kids with anxiety. And 

we're seeing increased numbers of children who display kind of like behaviours and symptoms of anxiety.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

Professionals also highlighted risks linked to children’s interactions with others 

and exposure to harmful or inappropriate content 

Alongside concerns about time spent online, professionals raised a range of risks linked to how children were 

interacting with others online, and the types of content they were being exposed to. 

These issues were often described as spilling over into offline environments, particularly in school settings, 

where they then needed to be managed by staff.  

One of the most commonly raised issues was bullying and unkind behaviour between peers. This often took 

place on platforms such as Snapchat and could involve persistent messaging or conflict within group chats.  

Lauren, a youth worker in Northern Ireland spoke about the issue of bullying and cited the example of a girl 

she had worked with who told Lauren she was being bullied, and that the issue was exacerbated due to 

location tracking (e.g. on Snapchat), the bullies knew where she was at all times, and would intercept her when 

she left school.  

Professionals also spoke about the sharing of nude images between children. This was described as relatively 

common, and often normalised by young people, despite the potential risks. 

One youth worker described more serious incidents linked to this behaviour.  
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Case study: Lauren has seen young people in devastating situations who were 

extorted after sharing an image online   

Lauren has been working as a youth worker for an organisation covering a few towns in Northern 

Ireland for over ten years. The organisation aims to provide a safe space for young people to engage 

informally with no judgment, allowing young people to speak freely about various issues. Lauren 

highlighted online safety education and the possible consequences of sharing image online as a key 

priority for their organisation, as this is an issue they’ve encountered on a number of occasions.     

 

“There was a young person, not that well, it was a couple of years ago now, and he was speaking to someone 

on TikTok and he thought it was a girl. And she said, oh, I'd love to talk to you off this app, speak to me on 

Telegram. I think it was Telegram. And then they started talking through this. She sent a nude photograph of 

herself and then said send me a nude photograph of you. And he did. And then the second that came up she 

had gathered all these pictures where it was like a picture, and there was a picture of his friends list, a picture 

of his face, a picture of his area, and something else. But there were four pictures, and she said, if you don't 

send me a £50 voucher, I'm going to send this out to all your friends list. 

 

He was on his way to go and buy the voucher and came in quite upset and told me about it, and I told him 

not to do that because it is against the law and they can actually trace it back and it is distribution of child 

pornography. And it was gained illegally as well. So, I encouraged him not to do that, contacted his parents, 

and then encouraged them to contact the police… he was in despair, absolute despair. So that happened, but 

that happens quite a lot, and then there was a young fella, oh, maybe about 7, 8 years ago, and very, very 

similar, something happened and he took his own life.” 

 

Professionals also pointed to the types of content children were encountering online. This included sexualised 

content, as well as misogynistic or harmful material about relationships and sex. 

“I'm worried they're seeing like Islamophobic and racist content that makes them feel attacked. I'm worried 

they're seeing misogynistic content that is turning them, the boys, misogynistic. I'm worried that they're seeing 

non-consensual sexual activity on there that is changing their views of what sex should look like. But this has 

come from— this hasn't necessarily come from conversations with children, it's come from wider areas, being 

aware of that.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

Conversation between Jade and Sandra, Youth workers, Southeast England:  

Jade: “You know, we've got 8-year-old boys who have seen violent porn.” 

Sandra: “Yeah, the boys I’ve worked with, they are in Year 7.” 

Professionals working with more vulnerable children, raised other concerns 

about the ability for technology to facilitate harmful or dangerous behaviours 

Professionals working with more vulnerable children felt that they were often more exposed to engaging with 

people they did not know, or who could place them at risk. 

“Some children, especially the children in care, because of how vulnerable they are, they won’t always 

understand the risk. So I think what we've seen, and I'm sure there is research, is that children who had that 

insecure attachment as very young children, and then they come into care, they sometimes seek that 

attachment in ways that are to us not appropriate. And I think they don't sometimes see the risk of it. And 

that's how especially young girls on TikTok, Snapchat get exploited, because they don't see this as a risk but 

as someone taking interest in them.” 

Adela, Fostering social worker, Northwest England 

In some cases, these risks were context-specific. For example, professionals described situations where 

children were in contact with birth parents via social media, outside of agreed or supervised arrangements.  
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“We have issues with social media sometimes... some of our children...they'll contact their parents via social 

media and stuff like that, or the parents will contact them, or they can see what they're up to... it is 

appropriate in certain situations, but other situations it's not as appropriate. They might private message each 

other and we won't know those conversations are happening because they'll be deleted [by the children].” 

Fran, Family support worker, Northwest England 

Alongside this, professionals also described how technology could enable more serious harms. This included 

facilitating violence, drug and gang involvement, as well as increasing the risk of exploitation and grooming. 

“Children get exploited on the internet constantly and then get into the different gangs - I think gangs and 

drug related things and how they operate online is crazy... there was a wave of using Snapchat that was 

creating a way for them to communicate without them getting caught.” 

Adela, Fostering social worker, Northwest England 

Professionals found it challenging to navigate the range of risks children face 

online  

Across the sample, professionals reflected on the challenge of supporting children across a wide and constantly 

changing set of risks.  

“We have a local community police officer that will come in, and I'll just phone him periodically and say, right, 

can you talk about sending pictures today? Just sort of trying a multi-stringed approach. So, we're bringing the 

PSNI in, we're talking to them, and then we would put— ironically, we would put stuff up on social media 

about online safety. So we would share information, we would do programmes that encompass online safety, 

but it feels like we're losing the battle, just for that reason, it's such quick gratification all the time.” 

Lauren, Youth worker, Northern Ireland 

“We work closely with the police, they come in and do online safety sessions. And it's really hard to keep up 

with it all as well because it's changing all the time. All the time there's new platforms coming up all the time. 

It is difficult to keep up.”  

Jade, Youth worker, Southeast England 

There was also a sense that, even when professionals felt informed, there were always aspects of children’s 

online lives that remained hidden. 

“It feels nearly impossible [to keep on top of what children are doing] because even if you think you know 

100%, you just you can never know, can you? Unknown unknowns.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 
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Professionals used a range of rules and approaches to manage 

children’s technology use 

There were varying rules about device usage across different settings 

In schools, these rules were often formalised and applied consistently. For example, some schools required 

phones to be kept in lockers throughout the day, while others used phone pouches to prevent access during 

lessons. In other cases, students were asked to hand in their phones at the start of the school day or specific 

sessions. In some youth club settings, children were also encouraged or required to hand their phones in when 

they entered.  

“I don’t have any PlayStations in my youth clubs. They’re not allowed to be on their phones either, so they’re 

encouraged not to bring them in.” 

Jade, Youth worker, Southeast England 

“I let them listen to my Spotify, you know, and then they make up a dance and then do a little show, you 

know. But no, they don’t have any devices here.” 

Sandra, Youth worker, Southeast England 

Professionals described a range of touchpoints where they discussed online 

behaviours with children  

Alongside these rules, professionals described a range of touchpoints where children’s online behaviours were 

discussed, and in some cases, where parents were also engaged. In youth and social care settings, 

conversations about online behaviour often took place at key moments in a child or family’s journey. 
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Professionals felt that children were not particularly concerned about data 

privacy  

Several professionals described conversations where young people appeared indifferent to how their data was 

being used or stored. 

“We talked about [privacy] and the questions that they ask and the information that they do [sic] and the 

pictures they’re posting up, that it’s all going to be stored. They’re like, they don’t care.”  

Lauren, Youth worker, Northern Ireland 

“I don't think they're that aware of it [data privacy]. Yeah, I genuinely don't think they are.”  

Fran, Family support worker, Northwest England 

Some professionals described moments where they felt children did care about privacy. These moments were 

typically when it involved other children or peers. For example, when nude images were shared on without 

consent.  

“They don’t care that Chinese companies have their data, they don’t care that Microsoft can see everything 

they do, they just aren’t bothered, which is understandable because it never really creates any consequences 

for them… students sharing indecent pictures of themselves and that going further than they intended it to - 

that's just what the students will see as being the biggest problem with their privacy, if that kind of thing goes 

further than they want it to. Yeah, the students, they don't care if their profiles are open and available to 

everybody. They do get extensive education in… data being online forever. So they're aware of that upfront.” 

Andy, Secondary school Computing teacher, Northern England 
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Schools reported using a number of EdTech platforms and tools 

This included using devices such as iPads in classrooms, specific apps for parent-teacher communication, 

school payment apps, platforms for training specific skills as well as centralised hubs for tracking attendance, 

behaviour, achievement and homework.  

Expectations for using technology in the classroom varied between schools and 
areas  

In some schools, use of technology for teaching was required by the local authority. In others, use of 

technology was dictated by the amount of funding received or what individual schools felt was right for their 

students.   

“[We don’t use tech during lessons] unless they've got additional needs. Okay, so like exam access 

arrangements, for example. We've got children who use laptops, but as a whole, they have their IT lessons in 

IT rooms, but that's it.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

“A lot of my job is facilitating sort of like education around screens and using screens. It's a key point, 

especially within [local council], that we have to be teaching kids about how to use screens for educational 

purposes… they're coming up from primary school where they will have an iPad kind of like once a day for a 

bit, to secondary school where in [local council] we are expected— so we have to include Edtech as part of 

our lessons. So that's a requirement.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

“We've got a trolley of 30 iPads, and downstairs we've got a trolley of, I think, 20 iPads. Access to 

Chromebooks in class, I think there's about 30 of them, and we've got an ICT suite.” 

Ross, Primary school teacher, London 

Teachers generally reported a number of benefits from using technology as part 

of their jobs  

Teachers, especially in large secondary schools, explained that systematic collection of data on students 

allowed them to carry out important internal analysis to assess how well children were being supported. This 

included looking across all the data collected to identify trends in students’ behaviour and performance and 

how or where to implement additional support.  

“We do use data. We use academic data, we use attendance data, we use behavioural data, but again, that's 

about monitoring trends and trying to understand what's going on and putting support in place. And, you 

know, a child might just not like their maths lesson, and they might be perfect in some lessons. So, if we're 

collecting data and looking at it, we're going, what's going on in that Maths lesson? What do we need to do to 

change? Okay, how do we need to support them? So, data is collected on children, but what we do is we do 

sort of a 360 look at all the data. We look at SEN data. Has that child got a learning need that's not been 

identified or highlighted? Have they got something going on at home or in their life that's a pastoral need? Is 

there a particular subject or set of subjects where they're really strong in but they're not so good in the other 

areas. Do we need to do something about that? Do we need to put things in place?” 

Linda, Secondary school designated safeguarding lead, Southeast England 

Centralised data collection through technology also facilitated staff at schools monitoring students for 

safeguarding concerns.  

“We have two, Senso and something else. Senso picks up on everything. Our safeguarding lead sees 

everything [children search for] …We have CPOMS so if you've got a safeguarding concern about a child, you 

just record it on there. You straight away type it on. And then the safeguarding lead would read that every day. 

So, I think our staff report everything on there so the safeguarding lead would have a really big overview of 

anything anyone ever said, ever.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 
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Teachers also mentioned that Edtech platforms could offer personalised learning and support that a class 

teacher couldn’t always do themselves. 

“It’s homework [in reference to an Edtech platform used for Maths] and they can do revision on it, but it does 

track every question that they get right and wrong and like tailors their learning from that.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

“We have some that use like phonics videos, which really helps those that are struggling with their phonics 

when they come in, to come and watch a phonics video with the sounds instead of doing another job which 

everybody else is doing.” 

Ryan, Primary school teacher, Northern England 

This was particularly the case for promoting accessibility and reducing inequality in the classroom for children 

with additional support needs, such as EAL (English as an Additional Language). 

“So everyone is issued an iPad, and you are expected to integrate that into your teaching. And we have to 

commit to trainings on things to do with Edtech, and they can be fantastic. They can be fantastic for 

accessibility, but what I will say is I think in general they are a hindrance.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

Conversation between Lucy and Josh, Primary school teachers, Northern England: 

Lucy: “We had [an asylum hotel] up there and we had so many kids pop up each day and they’d google 

translate stuff. Without that technology, I don't know what we would have done. Because they couldn't speak 

any English or anything. So that technology allowed them to make friends and access school. It was brilliant.”  

Josh: “We wasn’t set up as a school for it, was we? But technology, like you said, were a godsend.” 

Some teachers did note downsides to EdTech and raised concerns over its use 

Teachers expressed a tension between the benefits of Edtech in facilitating parent-teacher communication and 

the uncertain consequences of its use for the children and for parents’ expectations of teachers. 

While teachers explained that parent-teacher communication was made easier by using online platforms, some 

noted that there was a flipside, with parents feeling that teachers were constantly accessible. 

Conversation between Daniel, Josh and Lucy, Primary school teachers, Northern England: 

Daniel: “So that's really useful because it's a quick way to contact parents, and parents like seeing photos of 

what the children are doing in the day.” 

Josh: “But I think sometimes it can go the wrong way with certain parents who treat it as like they can 

message us and they expect a reply. It's like a text.” 

Lucy: “And they do message us like a text, you get a kiss at the end, or it's like they're chatting to a friend. 

It's really awkward.” 

Josh: “It is too accessible sometimes, I think, ClassDojo, with that. Treating it like, I'm just going to text you 

right now, the idea that my teacher's available 24/7. Why are you not replying to me straight away kind of 

thing, whereas before, it was an email, which I think seems more formal. It is a bit more respected, isn't it?” 

A couple of teachers felt that EdTech could be a weak substitute for higher 

quality learning or contribute to behaviour problems 

Despite many professionals citing some benefits, some also thought overuse of Edtech, or use of it in too many 

areas, could contribute to or exacerbate existing issues. 

“For kids that do not require a translator and do not require sort of access to typing, I think they're really 

distracting. Having worked in a school in a different council that only has access to Chromebooks probably one 

lesson a month, the literacy skills, really, really basic literacy skills, were better, and their ability to engage and 

focus with what I was saying and with the lesson was better.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 



39 

 

“We use a platform called Sumdog. It's a maths platform that we pay for as a school, and we use that for 

end-of-unit testing. And they take it home and use it for like gamified maths. It's terrible. It's basically teaching 

basic facts maths, and addition sums and multiplication, and it's all gamified. Like you see them just swiping 

away, trying to shoot a ball into a hoop, and then all of a sudden a maths equation pops up. It doesn't matter 

if you answer it right or wrong, it doesn't affect the game you're playing. They're not playing it for the maths, 

they’re literally playing it for the game.” 

Ross, Primary school teacher, London 

A couple of teachers also mentioned that they felt the use of EdTech highlighted 

inequalities between students  

Some teachers, especially those teaching in more deprived areas or within schools who had a mixture of more 

and less affluent students, highlighted that Edtech sometimes highlighted existing inequalities between children. 

“I think, like, it’s making assumptions that children have internet at home and, like, smartphones, when they 

might not.”  

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

“The charging situation is always a nightmare. And I don’t think it’s equitable because a lot of the time kids 

will not have access to a charger for a whole night to be able to charge a device, or they won’t have the 

capacity…there are so many kids that I know who wouldn’t have the kind of independence, like…don’t have 

the independent skills to be able to know, like, I need to charge my iPad.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

One school didn’t use Edtech with rewards systems, preferring to start from the basis of recognising every 

child’s hard work. This was due to perception that focus on rewards would lead to unfair weighting towards 

children exhibiting more challenging behaviour.  

“Ours is very much not a reward system. They're very much against rewards. It's very much for recognising 

hard work. So the norm is, the ideal would be every child goes to prom, every child goes to recognition every 

term, but if a child is very bad through that term, then they're not allowed to go. It's that way around. Because 

the good quiet kids don't get rewards. Like, if they sit quietly and get it right every lesson, they're the ones that 

are forgotten, and then the loud kids get a reward just for sitting still one day. So this way it's assumed that 

their good behaviour will be recognised, but unfortunately we have to take it away from some. It's that way 

around, which is a small difference, but it's a big difference.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

Teachers also explained that it was difficult to promote reducing screen time 

while using screens at school  

While some teachers valued the deployment of Edtech in some contexts, some also highlighted the challenge 

of promoting messages around reducing children’s overall screen time while simultaneously using screens at 

school. 

“And then also, if we’re telling them not to spend too much time on screens, but then telling them also to 

spend time on screens, that can be confusing for them can’t it.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

Conversation between Daniel, Josh and Lucy, Primary school teachers, Northern England: 

Daniel: “Without technology we wouldn't have learned to help them progress.” 

Josh: “But then now for homework-wise, we send it in on paper. And then they can they can take a photo 

and send it on Dojo in a message, but we have it in on paper.” 

Lucy: “I think we went back to that so we weren't encouraging lots of use of screen time. So we did go back 

to that for a reason.” 
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Implications and researcher reflections for: Chapter 2: Working with children 

growing up in an online world 

• What role should teachers and other professionals be playing in helping children stay 

safe, and navigate their privacy, online? Professionals of all kinds had a range of concerns about 

children’s use of technology. Many reported attempting to implement or enforce boundaries around 

device use. But how much should this be the job of professionals? 

• With the increasing use of Edtech in schooling, what implications does this have for how 

children are learning? All schools were using Edtech to some extent, but the amount varied. Some 

teachers spoke about its utility. Others, and some parents, reported that they thought Edtech has 

some limitations for learning, and could also exacerbate existing inequalities between children. While 

often useful for tracking and management, how much do we know about how well Edtech facilitates 

learning for children of all kinds? 
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Chapter 3: Navigating children’s 

lives across home and school 
 
Chapter summary: 

Schools’ increasing use of digital platforms and devices was sometimes in tension with the boundaries parents 

were trying to set at home. Homework, communication and classroom tools often required children to be 

online more frequently, making it harder for some parents to limit screen time or delay access to devices. A 

small number of parents also felt excluded from decisions about technology use in schools, particularly where 

devices or platforms were introduced without consultation and conflicted with their values or financial 

circumstances. 

At the same time, many parents found schools helpful in reinforcing boundaries. School rules, restrictions and 

guidance provided a source of consistency, and in some cases gave parents greater authority when setting 

limits at home. Professionals described seeing the effects of inconsistent or absent boundaries in the 

classroom, including impacts on attention, behaviour and wellbeing, with some children appearing tired, 

distracted or less able to engage. Both parents and professionals reflected that conversations about data 

privacy should come from both school and home. 
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We keep the children's phone so the parents 

don't have to have that conversation. So they'll 

be like, school's taking your phone for a week so that 

because they can't argue with us as much…We 

wouldn't advertise it ever as a thing, but it sometimes 

would come up if a parent's like, I'm struggling with 

this, what can you do? We can do that. I think 

once we had a parent bring in their kid's Xbox and 

leave it in reception until they were good because they 

were like, they'll just get it back from us.”   

 
Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

 

 

Children’s digital lives were being shaped across both home and 

school  

Parents reported that children were increasingly required to use devices and digital platforms as part of their 

school experience, such as completing homework online. A few parents reflected that this shift had 

accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic, with systems introduced during this period continuing to be used. 

“She'd do all her revision on it and stuff. And you know, back in the days you would want to do a printout of a 

page for her journal or whatever. So she would go on it and do bits and bobs, whereas now she has to go on it 

to do Sparks. In the pandemic they got them all online. So she was using teams and all that kind of stuff and 

they've just carried on really doing that… like it's in her school, they do Spark Science, Sparks Reader, Sparks 

Maths.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

“Sometimes some of these systems are introduced during the pandemic and they thought, oh no, you know 

what, that's a good way of working. Let's keep doing that because that's easier or that's simpler.”  

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter 6) 

Schools’ increasing use of technology sometimes conflicted with parents’ 

boundaries at home  

For a few parents, increased reliance on technology created tension with the rules they were trying to 

implement, such as screen time or delayed access to devices. In these cases, school requirements provided 

children with a legitimate reason to be online, which sometimes undermined boundaries set at home. 

“But she'll text me and I'm at work or something, she'll say, Mum, I need more data because we're using our 

phones to do 'X, Y, and Z in the class,' and I'd be like, 'She's blagging me, she's blagging me.' But, you know, I 

think it is genuine. She's like, 'Mum, well, I couldn't do my homework because you didn't give me blah blah 

blah.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14)   
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A small number of parents also felt that decisions about technology use in schools had been made without 

their input. 

“So during the summer holidays between the two years they said, ‘you might want to get a tablet because 

we’ll be using it for the learning and your child will be expected to do the [homework] at home’. So that July 

and August we became aware that it would become a bit more part of a formal learning…they just told us [it 

would happen] and I think by this point we did have the old tablet that she was using, but she only has a 

couple of apps that she uses so I wasn’t even sure if it would be compatible with what they wanted her to do 

so in some ways I was a bit aggravated because I thought they should ask if it’s appropriate for you and if you 

can afford one rather than send something out saying this is what we’re doing. So I did feel like that should be 

a discussion. Not everyone can provide their child with tablets or wants to.”  

Justine, 42 (daughter, 5) 

“They use iPads quite a bit at school, and more so than me and quite a lot of the other parents would like, to 

be honest. And we have these afternoons where we go in about once a term, we can look at work they've 

done and they show us. And it seems to be quite a lot of it is often they're showing us things on an iPad.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

One parent, Priyanka, disagreed with the gamification of household chores offered as a paid option by school 

Edtech platforms, highlighting that she wants her child to do the “basics” – like making the bed or brushing 

teeth – without these things being “rewarded.” 

Some parents found schools helpful in reinforcing boundaries  

Some parents described schools as playing a supportive role in managing children’s technology use. Parents 

sometimes used school rules or guidance as a lever to reinforce expectations at home, particularly where this 

enforced routines the parents supported or reduced conflict with children.  

“I don’t know if they [schoolteachers] obviously got guidance and told them all you’re not allowed to look at 

this, that and the other [on YouTube], and you know, for him that’ll be like, okay, well we’re not allowed to 

look at that now.” 

Francesca, Adrian’s partner (son, 11; daughter, 6)  

“It’s just distraction. When they’re at school that should be the time when they’re at school and then they can 

have their phones at the end of the day. […] And if you do it from the start then they’ll know that that’s 

routine…And at least, you know, she has to get the bus to school. I want her to have her phone on her when 

she’s on the bus there and back, but then I wouldn’t want her, at lunch time, all of them sitting at a table, all 

just scrolling on their phones.” 

Ashley, 38 (daughter, 5)  

Some parents also turned to teachers for advice or reassurance, particularly when navigating concerns about 

their child’s online behaviour. 

“That’s what helped, you know, that's how I know she doesn't feel great about her body because I'll see that 

she's got Pinterest on thinspiration and exercises to do in the quiet and stuff. And then one day told her 

teacher about this and she said, ‘Oh, they're all doing that’ When I got in bed with her [daughter], gave her a 

hug, and she had this…like it's like a corset. And turns out the Kardashians released this thing, which is a 

waist cincher or something, and you’re meant to sleep in it. And I'm like [to her] no way. Your waist is 

amazing already. It's gonna affect how you— and I told the teacher about that one and she's like, take it off 

her. And I'm like, okay, if you're giving me permission almost. Because [daughter] acts like I'm controlling, 

coercive.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14)   

A few professionals described instances where parents were outsourcing responsibility for managing their 

child’s technology use to schools. 

“You do hear, they've taken a screenshot on their phone of something that another child sent to them on their 

WhatsApp or Snapchat or something, like evidence where a parent's gone, 'Look, this is what they've said.' But 

then, because it's out of school, if this happens at a weekend out of school, we're in a difficult position of like, 

because they'll come to us to mediate it… in the end we had to get the kids together and deal. But we kind of 
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felt the parents should have been able to do that really. I think maybe they just thought, oh, school will be able 

to do it, so I won't, so that was a bit annoying.” 

Daniel, Primary school deputy head, Northern England 

A few schools were also actively supporting parents by sharing information about online risks and behaviours 

to look out for. This included workshops and guidance on specific platforms.  

Linda, the safeguarding lead at a large state secondary school, told researchers that it is difficult for parents to 

keep children safe online as they were often unaware of or didn’t understand the dangers of various platforms.  

“We've done kind of workshops that we've put online and streamed online for parents to join, so they don't 

actually have to come into school, where we talk about actually what's safe, what's not safe, the legal ages for 

some of the websites…what apps we don't think your child should be using. 

There’s something called Discord. It's an online platform. It's absolutely not monitored, not secure in any way. 

And children go on it and use it, and they make friends on there, and they haven't got a clue who it is or what 

that person might be wanting or doing…. it's just about educating parents to these things. 

It's so covert. These people that do exploit children online or whatever, they don't knock on the door and 

introduce themselves... I mean, even if a child's being groomed online, you need to know what that looks 

like… What the indicators are if they start to behave differently, if they start to lock themselves away, if they 

start to dress differently, if they start to use different language that's not the type of language they normally 

use. Yeah, it's all these things that we have to signpost to parents who might not think otherwise. Not because 

they're bad parents, it's because you just don't know or think about it.”  

Linda, Secondary school designated safeguarding lead, Southeast England  

One family mentioned that their child’s school had sent out a list of usernames for parents to watch out for on 

Roblox.   

Conversation between Melanie (daughter, 13; son 10), Melanie’s partner Mason and friend, 

Naomi: 

Mason: “There's hundreds upon hundreds of cases that have been put into the light, where people, kids have 

been sexually abused.”  

Melanie: “There’s a list, literally the usernames on the list were actually a paedophile ring.”  

Naomi: “The school sent out a list as well, of watch outs for these usernames if your children are playing 

with these people.”  

Mason: “If you see a username that has MAP in it, it’s Minor-Attracted Person.” 

Naomi: “As a parent, there’s an awful lot to look out for.”  

Professionals felt that a lack of boundaries at home could sometimes impact 

children’s school life  

In cases where parents were perceived not to be implementing rules around technology use, professionals 

described seeing consequences in the classroom. This included children appearing tired, struggling to 

concentrate, or less able to engage in lessons. 

“I know a lot of parents that will again talk the talk, like we all know that your child needs sleep. But I don't 

know how the children have done it. They've somehow managed, what's the old phrase? The lunatics have 

taken over the asylum. Like, the children are managing in so many families to just control that dynamic. And if 

I scream and scream, I'll get what— and they have been given what they want, which is their device at 

nighttime. And then it's just this spiral downwards.” 

Daniel, Primary school deputy head, Northern England 



45 

 

Sometimes parents and professionals had slightly different ideas about who was 

responsible for having conversations about data privacy with children 

In some cases, parents did not have many conversations about data privacy with their children and did not feel 

well equipped to do so. In these cases, they appreciated schools doing this. However, sometimes the 

responsibility for doing this was blurred between schools and parents.  

“We are trying to make it part of our curriculum. As I say, we've now got an AI policy, and it's included in our 

online safety policy. But it, I think it needs to be everyone. I think it needs to be parents. I mean, yes, school 

will need to educate children to be aware of what online kind of crime, unsafe places are. Also, parents really 

need to be aware of it too. Now, we can do some education for parents, but it's got to come from everywhere. 

It's got to come from the government. They did a big online thing for stop smoking, it's very dangerous, and 

everybody everywhere used it... It's a great tool, but it's also a risk if it's used by the wrong people in the wrong 

places or by children or people that don't know what they're doing or don't know what's relevant. So, it almost 

needs to be a massive campaign, I think, that, that includes everybody to point out that what you're looking at 

might not be real.” 

Linda, Secondary school designated safeguarding lead, Southeast England 

Conversation between Priyanka (sons, 15, 6) and her sister Kiran:  

Priyanka: “Without fail, every half term, online safety, with their newsletter that they send out…You know, 

tell your kids about this. I’m sure they’re saying it. That’s why they’re telling parents to probably repeat it, 

reinforce the thing. Okay, that’s a good thing as well. But obviously teaching them at school and parents 

knowing that the kids are being taught this at home is a comfort.” 

Kiran: “But I think that there needs to be a clear distinction that, are they teaching it in school, because it 

could be like, oh, we’ve done our bit [at school], speak to your kids about it sort of thing…They should make 

it clear about what’s being taught in school, so the parents know like what to work with.” 

 

 

Implications and researcher reflections for: Chapter 3 – Navigating children’s 

lives across home and school  

• Whose responsibility is it to set boundaries around children’s device and tech use? Both 

parents and professionals reported trying to implement and maintain boundaries around children’s 

usage. However, sometimes their approaches differed, causing issues for either parents or 

professionals. In addition, some professionals reported examples of parents outsourcing boundary 

setting to schools. Whose responsibility should it be to enforce and maintain these boundaries? And 

what are the implications if parents increasingly outsource this to teachers or other professionals? 

• Are schools reinforcing or undermining boundaries around device and tech use? While 

schools are setting boundaries and restrictions around tech use, they are also increasingly 

incorporating technology in their teaching. Some parents reported that this sometimes made it tricky 

to impose their preferred boundaries on their children’s tech use. What happens if the managing of 

children’s device and tech use are increasingly at odds from home to school?  
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Chapter 4:  Tracking – the ‘digital 

umbilical’ 
 
Chapter summary 

Professionals observed a broader shift toward more continuous parental oversight, reporting that parents 

increasingly expect to be able to reach and monitor their children at all times. Location sharing was widely 

normalised and seen as necessary for logistics, safety and parental peace of mind. For some children, it was 

also an explicit condition of being allowed greater freedom or independence. Parents rarely questioned the 

implications of tracking, typically prioritising protection from offline risks over concerns about companies 

accessing location data or other potential consequences for the child. 

Schools were also described as gathering extensive data on children, including attendance, behaviour, 

performance and even meals, which most parents accepted and valued for the insight it provided into their 

child’s day-to-day life. However, some reported feeling overwhelmed by the number of platforms involved, 

while a smaller number raised concerns about data ownership and the long-term implications of these records. 

Overall, both parents’ and professionals’ accounts suggested an increasing expectation that parents should 

have constant access to information about where their child is and what they are doing, reflecting the growing 

normalisation of near-continuous tracking in children’s offline lives. 
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One thing I will say as well is that for some parents, it's 

very clear that there's kind of like what is being referred 

to, I know, amongst teachers as like a digital 

umbilical cord, which I don't know if you've heard 

that phrase before. It might have come up already, but 

it's kind of like parents are not able to not be in 

contact with their child for like more than an 

hour. And they get really furious with the school when 

we take their phone off them because they're like, well, 

how am I going to contact them? It's like, well, there's a 

phone in every classroom, like I'm sure we can find a 

way.” 

 

 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

 

 

Some professionals reflected that parents have an increasing 

need to have constant access to their children 

Some professionals observed that parents seemed to have an increasing desire to be in constant contact with 

their children, including while they were at school.  

When Milly was asked whether she thought that need to be constantly in touch was coming more from the 

children or the parents, she replied that she felt it was from the parents, something that was echoed by other 

professionals. 

“In my teaching experience I’ve had parents saying oh she needs the phone because oh you know I might 

need her during the day and there is no concept of, you know during the past, if it was that important you 

contacted school, and you know, it’s highly unlikely.”  

Sandra, Sessional youth worker, Southeast England 

As highlighted by Sandra, teachers mentioned that there were alternative ways for parents and children to 

contact each other while at school if needed, suggesting that the need for contact was not really for these 

rare, emergency cases.    

Similarly, Daniel, a teacher at a primary school felt that the need for children to have phones and be in 

constant contact with their parents came from the parents, rather than the children. They spoke about 

planning to run an initiative in which children would have the ability to go ‘smartphone free’ for a period of 

time, and reflected that while children were keen, it was often their parents who were not keen on the idea of 

them being away from their phones.
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Location sharing was normalised across families, with most 

children sharing their location with their parents  

As found in the first year of Children’s Data Lives, location sharing was widespread and treated as a routine 

part of family life.   

The majority of children shared their location with their parents 

Many parents in this sample reported that their child’s location was continuously shared with them, most 

commonly through the apps Life360 and Find My Friends, with a few using other apps such as Family Link. One 

parent preferred Snapchat Maps, believing it to be more precise, and a few reported using WhatsApp to share 

location. For those with younger children, who were rarely or never left unsupervised, location sharing was 

not in place. 

“There's another app as well I've got… it's called Life360.  I don't have the paid one, but I have the free one 

where obviously I track wherever he is… if he doesn't get to school by a certain time, I get a notification. So if 

he doesn't get to school at 8:15 and it's 8:16, it sends me a notification ‘critical’ that he hasn't reached school, 

so then I check where he is.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

For younger children without phones, some parents reported using Apple AirTags or Samsung SmartTags – 

putting them in their child’s school bags or pockets to enable them to track where they are.  

“I’ve actually AirTagged her in her school bag. And then when she goes out with friends I ask her to share her 

location through WhatsApp so it’s like a live location. So I can keep track of her.” 

Sally, 41 (daughter, 12; son, 10; stepson, 8) 

One teacher also described noticing pupils carrying AirTags in their pockets on a school trip. 

“We’ve had two instances very recently of one child in school and one on a school visit and I’ve said, ‘Oh, 

what’s that in your pocket?’ [And they respond] ‘It’s my GPS tracker. My dad worries about where I am’. It’s 

like, you’re on a school visit…I don’t know, like how do you wrap your head around that? But now the boy is 

worried like, if my dad is worried, I had better be worried’. You’re going to a bloody museum. […] And then 

another boy was just sat in his Maths class, and it fell out of his pocket. ‘Oh it’s me tracker so me dad knows 

where I am’. It’s like, you’re in a year 3 Maths lesson, what is your dad going to do with that information?” 

Daniel, Deputy head, primary school, Northern England 

A few parents reported that their children only shared their locations temporarily in certain situations. For 

example, Adrian described how he only asked his son to share his location on WhatsApp when getting the 

bus. Others mentioned that it would be something they’d do when travelling or on holiday.  

“If we are travelling then I would put AirTags in the pockets of the little kids or when my daughter went to 

Europe with my dad she had it… like when we go to London I want to put in their pockets because it’s so 

busy and they could get lost.” 

Amelija, 44, (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

For most parents, location sharing was seen as an obvious way to keep children 

safe and manage the logistics of family life 

Parents saw location sharing as a normal part of responsible parenting – with logistics and safety often cited as 

the main reasons for doing so.  

“[I use location sharing] just for safety reasons to be honest…  because I can come and help her when 

needed.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/children-s-data-lives-research/


49 

 

“It's quite good because, you know, if you're planning dinner or whatever, or get food, you can like, oh, she's 

going to be at home in 20 minutes, so I can get food ready.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 

For more vulnerable children, like Martin’s foster daughter, they were using location sharing to mitigate risks 

such as her running away.  

“If she disappears, then we’ve got tracking, location tracking on there so that we can find her. […] When she 

first moved to us, she was a completely different person. And she was getting into all sorts of trouble with the 

police and disappearing quite frequently. Um, so having a mobile phone with some sort of tracking, even if she 

knows how to switch the location tracking off, it gave us her last location and it gave us where she’d been sort 

of throughout the day.” 

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 17; foster son, 12) 

Several parents also spoke about using location sharing for their own peace of 

mind and comfort  

Alongside practical and safety-related uses, several parents described location sharing as something that 

provided them with reassurance and comfort. While parents referenced safety and fears over something 

happening to their child, in many cases desire to track location seemed to stem from an undefined anxiety 

over knowing what their child was doing.  

“There's no questions about it. I'm like, this is something that has to be done. If you want the phone, this is 

something that stays on. You do not turn it off no matter what. It's just for your safety, basically, and for me to 

have my peace of mind... obviously I give him examples. You know, all these things happen and parents don't 

know where their kids are. And I'm like, just imagine if you asked me to share my location with you and I say 

no, and I've gone out for 2 days. You wouldn't know where your mum is. How would you feel? He's like, yeah, 

Mum, you're right.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6)       

However, while parents were content with children sharing their location with 

them, they were generally concerned about their children sharing location 

beyond close family 

Some parents noted that checking whether their children were sharing their location more publicly was 

another thing for them to monitor for safety purposes.  

“She [daughter] will have location tracking on with me but I don’t want it on on Snapchat, and every now and 

then when I check or when someone’s parent checks, like all my mum friends are on it for the same reason 

[tracking location], will say I can see [your daughter] has her location on.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

In some cases, location tracking was a condition for children to have more 

freedom or independence 

For some of the younger children, parents described granting greater independence – such as walking to 

school alone – only if location tracking was in place. 

A few parents described how while they were reluctant to get their children a phone, they did see the benefits 

of being able to track their children, which they recognised had allowed them to grant greater independence. 

“It came to the point where he was going out playing, and one of the reasons for it [getting a phone] was we 

weren't keen to let him out unless we could track where he was and, and he was contactable...And if it's time 

to come in, if I phone him and he doesn't answer, I know, right, I'll walk to there because that's where he's 

going to be. And it's just a kind of safety measure, gives me a bit of comfort that I know where he is. He just 
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knew from day 1, if you get a phone then there’s rules, you need to have a tracker in it, charged and location 

or you can’t go out… if his phone’s not charged then he’s not allowed out.” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 

A few parents questioned whether location tracking was healthy, and 

acknowledged the trade off with their child becoming independent  

While most did not voice any uncertainty over whether location tracking was healthy, one parent raised some 

concerns about how location sharing sat in tension with her long-term vision for her child and their 

independence. 

 

Case study: Cerys felt a tension between her understanding of healthy child 

development and the realities of modern life  

Cerys, a mother of two and stepmother to one, had a background in psychology and play-work. She had read 

Jonathan Haidt's The Anxious Generation, which had sharpened her awareness of how modern childhood 

differed from her own - both in the dominance of screens and increased parental anxiety around children's 

offline behaviour. 

Cerys explained that while she hadn’t allowed her 10-year-old son to have a phone yet, she felt that she would 

‘be tempted’ to track his location while out with his friends for safety purposes. However, she explained her 

internal conflict over balancing this urge with her vision for her son’s long-term independence, resilience and 

skills development. 

“And I suppose from my point of view, the temptation would be to want to if my son did have a phone, he 

was kind of out with his friends, I would be quite tempted then to just kind of online track him, which I 

suppose part of me thinks that's a safety thing, but also I'm also aware that that's probably not the most 

healthy approach …  

… I know that having free time, time to play with other children that is unmonitored is important for conflict 

resolution, for building independence and resilience and part of me really, really wants to be able to kind of let 

them go, kind of go out and be free and just to kind of learn things like learn these skills themselves. But then 

I suppose partly maybe because the way that I've got used to things to an extent, I'm also aware that I feel 

very nervous about that. And it's quite unusual really for the children to play outside.” 

 

Another parent, Christine, reflected on how the freedom she had growing up compared to her daughter. 

Christine said she would advise others to delete Find my Friends, but “I wouldn’t be able to do it myself” 

potentially suggesting a tension between what she is doing and would she would ideally like to do regarding 

location tracking. 

“When I think about me at 14, in the park with a White Lightning and trying a fag and stuff and we would go 

out on a bike ride and be god knows where till god knows when and my mum would say, where have you 

been? And I’d just say oh in the park down the bottom, but you hadn’t, you’d been all over on your bike. 

Whereas now you haven’t got that… and my daughter is so wholesome compared to that, like it feels less 

risky [her childhood] than not knowing where they are and not tracking them and all those things.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

The sister of another parent, Priyanka, questioned at what age Priyanka would stop tracking her children.  

Conversation between Priyanka (sons, 15 and 6) and her sister, Kiran:  

Kiran: “When would you draw the line to be like, I don't need to track you anymore? Yeah, think like when 

they're like, you know, this is weird that you're tracking me, I want to have my own life.” 

Priyanka: “Friends I know, even [though] their kids are 20, 25, they still have it. So just for their own sanity 

to say the kids are safe. Yeah, you know that they've gone from A to B, you know they're there.” 
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Some professionals had similar concerns about how healthy tracking was, particularly in the context of young 

people in relationships.  

“I have a lot of thoughts on that [location tracking]. We wear so many different hats, so I initially think when 

we were doing a programme with young women it was, ‘Oh, I have to keep my location on or he'll get upset.’ 

And we were like, ‘Well, tell me, tell me a wee bit about that.’ And it's like, ‘Oh, well, if I turn my location off, 

then my boyfriend will think I'm cheating on him or I'm doing something I shouldn't be.’ And then if it goes off 

for any reason, the boyfriends would maybe sometimes, and girlfriends too, would then FaceTime and you 

have to show who you're with and share your location. And to us, that's, you know, that's not a healthy 

relationship, that's a red flag…and so we try and bring it back to that.” 

Lauren, Youth worker, Northern Ireland 

Few had considered the data implications of location tracking 

While parents were often concerned about the 'wrong people' accessing their child's location and took steps 

to limit sharing this beyond the family, most did not raise concerns about companies collecting and storing this 

data.  

Some parents described being aware that companies collect data on location and saw this as an inevitability 

that they could not opt out of. 

 “They [Meta] have access to all of our data. They have access to everything. Our likes, our interests, our 

dislikes, our locations, our faces, our quirks and kinks, and God knows whatever else. Literally everything. 

We’re knowingly handing over our data. Whereas I think the children are unknowingly handing over their 

data.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10)  

One parent, Dave, reflected that one of the platforms he was using to track his daughter, Life360, was likely 

benefiting from this information being collected.  

“I'm sure there's some data mining going off there [on Life360] somewhere. Yeah, that's why it's free, right?” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 

Another family had considered the implications but felt that the benefits of knowing where the children were 

outweighed any discomfort over what happened to that data.  

Conversation between Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) and her sister, Kiran:  

Kiran: “You have to find the balance isn’t it…. I think with the tracking thing, you can see the benefit, you’re 

like, well, at least I get satisfied.” 

Priyanka: “The benefit weighs more than what your mind is thinking at the back, I guess. Because at least I 

know where he is, at least I can get to him. If he's far and I need to get him— once it happened that there 

was so much roadworks [sic], all the buses stopped really far further up. He's like, Mum, it's quite late, can 

you come and get me? Not only I knew where he was, but how long will it take to get me there. It helps you 

with all those things.” 

 



Schools were also collecting increasing amounts of information 

about children  

Professionals reported collecting a range of data about children as part of their day-to-day routine. This 

included information about: 

• children’s behaviour 

• attendance 

• location within the school through CCTV  

• online activity on school networks such as search terms and browsing history 

• academic performance 

• what food they had eaten  

• biometric data where biometrics were used to pay for school meals through parent payment 

accounts 

Parents had an increasing amount of information about their children shared 

with them by schools, and generally appreciated this insight into their children’s 

school lives  

Many parents expected the school to be collecting a lot of data, and appreciated getting updates about their 

child’s behaviour, what they had eaten for lunch, and seeing photos and updates from residential trips.  

“I like that I can see what she's bought. I'd like her to buy more and actually look like she's eaten more 

because from when I look at it, I'm like, she's really not eating a lot and not using the card a lot, which worries 

me then because I'm like, well, what is she eating at lunchtime? But it is good to be able to see that and see 

what you're having.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

One of the teachers reflected that they had to manage parents’ expectations while on residential trips, saying 

they would share photos once a day, to avoid parents requesting more updates.   

“We went last week on a residential and we had all kinds of issues because we took loads of pictures and 

whatever we did wasn't good enough for the parents… it’s that accessibility, like, oh, but I want a picture now. 

And we had to put a message out saying we will post pictures when the children have gone to bed. You have 

to give them that information, because if we hadn't had posted that, we would have had 'Where are the 

pictures?' There’d be panic as well, even though we had posted, 'We're here, let's go have a nice time, let the 

kids have a lovely time without posing for pictures.” 

Lucy, Primary school teacher, Northern England 

However, some parents reflected that there were a lot of school apps to 

manage, adding to their parental load  

Some parents felt that the number of different apps and information shared with them by the school could be 

overwhelming to manage, alongside other controls and monitoring they had in place for their home life. 

“There's just random apps for everything. If I can avoid that, I probably would avoid that… like two emails a 

month is minimal compared to the other school.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

“What you want is one app that does it all and stuff like that. You don't want 6 different apps that do all the 

different things.” 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) 



53 

 

Generally, parents were not concerned about schools or EdTech platforms 

collecting data for the purpose of learning, communication with parents or 

tracking information about the child  

Generally, parents accepted that their child’s data was collected and used by schools and Edtech platforms, 

viewing it as necessary for education and parent oversight.  

Parents tended to assume that if the school, who they trusted, had approved the Edtech platforms, this meant 

that the platforms were collecting and processing data about their children in a way they would feel 

comfortable with. Most parents had not looked into the ways in which the Edtech platforms were collecting, 

storing and processing their child’s data.  

“I don't really know where the information goes [from the Edtech apps my child uses]. I would hope with the 

school it's a secure server and doesn't really go anywhere else, but I don't know, and I actually don't know how 

to check.” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 

[Researcher: “Do you have any concerns at all about your child's school collecting data about them?”] 

“Not really, because I don't know, we're wired in thinking that school's the kind of safest place. But then you 

do think that that data, does it just stay within the school or does it go off somewhere and what do they do 

with it? But then the only concern here is just your address, your phone number and stuff, but anything else is 

not relevant really. If they [Edtech companies] get - what marks are they getting? It doesn't concern me. I 

don't mind it going out somewhere. Okay, your son got 50%, your son got— it doesn't matter to me. But yes, 

information going out like phone number, address, where he lives, what he does. Yes.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons, 15 and 6) 

Most didn’t recall explicitly consenting for their children to use these platforms, 

and a few assumed that the school would automatically consent on their behalf 

Most parents explained that they experienced school tech and platform adoption as effectively mandatory, 

often receiving a letter from the school indicating that the platform would be introduced and being instructed 

to download it. Many felt that it was not an option not to download the platforms and had not considered 

whether they needed to consent.   

[Researcher: “Do you remember giving your consent for your daughter’s data to be collected and used by 

these [Edtech] platforms?”] 

“I have to be honest, I don't. I just ticked the box. I don't read. It's got to be done. You just tick the box and 

move on. I genuinely don't really pay too much attention, to be honest…I must have ticked a box at some 

point.”  

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

“They have an app called Seesaw and teachers will sometimes put work on it for them… we got sent home 

an information sheet with a QR code telling us how we needed to download it [Seesaw], how to set up the 

account etc. it wasn’t like a conversation, it was more of an instruction… I know I had to make an account 

but to be honest I don’t remember specifically about permissions for data collection, I would assume there was 

an element of that because there always is.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

A few parents raised concerns about their child’s data being held by EdTech 

platforms  

While most parents were generally neutral or positive about schools and Edtech platforms collecting and using 

information about their children and had not thought much about potential negative consequences of this, a 

few parents did raise concerns about how this data may be used.  

For example, Flora worried that Emmanuel’s history of poor school attendance and behavioural records that 

the school recorded on the Class Charts platform could count against him when he tries to get a job.  
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“I think on a case-by-case basis it [Class Charts] could be quite useful for the parents, but the idea of the 

school collecting that data [about a child’s behaviour] in general and then that data existing attached to the 

student's name, and then if someone buys the data and then this kid grows up and tries to get a job, the idea 

that the data lives and can possibly affect the kid's future. I would find that quite worrying because kids with 

ADHD, let's face it, they're not the most well-behaved in school.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

Another parent, Adrian, felt he didn’t have an option but to sign up for Seesaw, as this was how the school 

communicated with parents, as well as being used for his child’s homework. He checked the terms and 

conditions for Seesaw, and complained to the school about how the platform said it could use his child’s data. 

He reported that the school responded that the app was recommended to them by the local council.  

“Well, you have to sign up [to Seesaw] because that's how the school communicates now. Like you don't have 

an option. That's how the school sends letters out to parents and stuff like that… I actually read the terms 

and conditions and they are ridiculous… like Seesaw have a right, if they get sued, to get all your child’s 

educational records and stuff like that and it’s crazy… ‘if we get sued we have the right to access all this to 

defend ourselves’ and I was like to the school, do you know what you’re giving them access to, and they were 

just like the council said that we should sign up for this one so we had to.” 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

Many were aware, or assumed, that their child’s school used CCTV for 

safeguarding and security purposes  

Some parents were aware that schools were using CCTV, while others weren’t sure whether their child’s 

school had CCTV in place, but assumed they probably did. Parents were generally positive about the school 

using CCTV, recognising that this would be required for safeguarding and security purposes, as well as sorting 

out disputes between parents and the school in some instances.  

“Well, it's a good thing CCTV is there for their security. If something was to happen, if she was attacked or, if 

she was attacking someone else, then yeah, it's all recorded. Yeah, we've got CCTV that covers the outside of 

our house at home as well, which is useful for the same reason.” 

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 17; foster son, 12) 

“I really hope there is CCTV in the school. I don't think he knows about it, otherwise he would have mentioned 

it because he would very much disapprove of that.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

“I would hope they've got CCTV, but again, I don't know. I feel like schools should have CCTV. Maybe not with, 

you know, with the voice recordings. You know, kids need some privacy with their conversations, but there 

needs to be some CCTV to be monitoring what the kids are doing because far too many kids are getting 

stabbed and bullied. So I don't know if the school have it or not, but I feel like schools should.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

One of the Scottish families referenced the Dunblane massacre when explaining why they felt comfortable 

with CCTV being used for safety at school. 

“Yeah, they’ve got CCTV in the playground – it’s good because when the school say one thing happened, 

parents will get the CCTV to show something else happened… I’m fine with it because they are in a quite 

open, busy area of the city and I want it there, I’m worried about their security … and in post-Dunblane like, 

you just want any sort of security in the school.” 

Francesca, Adrian’s wife (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

A youth centre spoke about implementing CCTV in their new building, after discussing with young people 

about what they would think was acceptable.  

“We had a conversation with them [children who attend the youth centre] to let them know that that was 

happening, because in our old building they completely wrecked the place, absolutely wrecked it - one of the 

young people who's now banned for life he urinated into a water gun and then walked out and was trying to 

squirt it to some of the young people. And only one of the young people then came and told me. They 
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completely wrecked the place. So we knew then we wanted to have CCTV in the new building, but engaged 

with young people meaningfully first of all and told them. So the compromise was that, yes, they're okay with 

CCTV as long as there was no audio, which is what we've done.” 

Lauren, Youth worker, Northern Ireland 

In the trade-off between surveillance and safety, parents appeared to think that the benefits of having CCTV in 

communal areas, particularly when it was used without audio, outweighed the risks of surveillance. It is worth 

noting that parents’ views on CCTV being used were largely based on their assumptions of where and what 

type of surveillance was used, for example, whether or not it used facial recognition technology, rather than a 

clear understanding of the systems themselves. 

 

 

Implications and researcher reflections: Chapter 4: Tracking - the ‘digital 

umbilical’  

• Does tracking actually make children safer? Few parents in this sample could point to a 

moment where location sharing had changed an outcome for their child. For most, the value seemed 

to lie in how it made them feel rather than what it actually did. If tracking functions primarily as an 

anxiety management tool – another thing to check, another notification to process – to what extent 

does it reduce parental worry as opposed to simply relocating it, or even in some cases, causing 

additional anxiety by creating another data source to monitor. 

• Are children actually unsafe offline? Parents' fears are often framed as a response to real risk. 

But it is worth asking what is driving this perception among parents? And if children are genuinely less 

safe than they were in previous generations, is tracking the right response to the problem? Does the 

existence of a ‘live location’ make a street safer? 

• Is surveillance the price of liberty? Several parents described location sharing as the condition 

under which their child was allowed more independence – a phone and an ‘always-on’ location 

sharing setting enabled, in exchange for the freedom to get the bus or meet friends unsupervised. 

Most parents saw this as a reasonable trade. But what does this mean for the children who have only 

ever known monitored freedom and their sense of what trust, autonomy and independence feels like? 
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Chapter 5: Navigating children’s use 

of AI 
Chapter summary 

AI use was most commonly associated with schoolwork, particularly among parents with older children, with 

examples including solving maths problems, supporting essay writing, creating revision materials and 

researching information. For some, the increasing presence of AI-generated summaries within search results 

made its use difficult to avoid. A smaller number of parents and professionals also described children using AI 

for more personal purposes, such as relationship advice or exploring social and sexual scenarios, with some 

young people valuing AI as a non-judgemental and constantly available source of support. 

Parents’ attitudes towards AI were broadly positive, often shaped by their own experiences of using it at 

work, and many viewed it as both a useful tool and an important part of children’s future. However, some 

parents and professionals expressed concern about children relying on AI too heavily, particularly for 

schoolwork, and the potential impact on independent thinking and the development of original ideas. Wider 

concerns included misinformation, deepfakes and manipulation, as well as the difficulty children may have 

distinguishing between real and AI-generated content. Some professionals described introducing boundaries or 

guidance around AI use, ranging from bans in schools to education on responsible use and risks such as bias 

and environmental impact. While many parents and professionals had not considered the data implications of 

AI in depth, some expressed uncertainty or concern about how information, particularly images, might be 

stored or shared. 
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I use it a lot for work, to deal with answering emails 

and wording, I think it’s great as long as you then do 

think for yourself too… I did show her [my daughter] 

how I use it, I showed the benefits that it gives me. I did 

speak to her about being mindful not to copy-paste the 

whole thing of your assignment onto that ChatGPT 

wrote for you because one, you will be caught, and I 

kind of gave her guidance of how to use it 

wisely. Like get the information, double-check it…like 

with everything, there's obviously bits that are not 

great about it, but you can use it for your 

advantage.” 

 
Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5)  

 

 

Parents and professionals reported that children were using AI 

to learn, get advice and even for companionship in some cases 

The ways parents and professionals described children using AI reflects the findings from Children’s Data Lives 

Wave 3, which describes how many children were using AI chatbots to play, learn and get advice.  

Many reported that children were using AI for schoolwork 

This was more commonly reported for older children, typically those aged 13 or above. Teachers, parents and 

other professionals reported children using AI for a range of schoolwork activities including solving maths 

problems, supporting essay writing, creating revision materials such as notes and quizzes, and researching and 

finding information. A few mentioned that now that Google searches often start with an AI generated 

summary, this has become unavoidable when children are looking things up online. 

“Most of her ChatGPT questions, like 8 out of 10, are to do with homework.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

“My daughter used [AI] once to cheat on her maths homework. But to be fair, I was using it to cheat on her 

maths homework because I was trying to help her and I had no idea how to work out these equations. So I'm 

like, let me just check online. So I use ChatGPT and I'm like, I still don't understand that. So she used it… 

They also used ChatGPT a few weeks back because they were turning themselves into dogs and then turning 

the dog into a human.” 

Melanie, 45 (daughter, 13; son, 10) 

“I will say is the AI overview things in searches, I started battling it and I went into this year not wanting them 

to use it because I was worried about their research skills. And then I went, there's no way that they're not 

going to use it, so I need to teach them how to use it appropriately…there is a way of doing that and like 

clicking on the sources, because they have to give sources, which is quite helpful.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland  

https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/views-of-the-public/#children-s-data-lives-report
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A small number reported that children were using AI for more personal advice 

or social purposes 

This aligns with findings from Children’s Data Lives Wave 3 research, in which young people described using 

AI for things like relationship advice and other personal matters. 

Martin reported his daughter was using the AI chatbot on Snapchat to get relationship advice.  

“She’s got one [an AI chatbot] called My Therapist, which is an AI bot on her Snapchat, but I’ve not really 

pried too much into it [...] I think she’s used it to ask it a few questions, probably relationship advice.”  

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 17; foster son, 12) 

Lauren, a Youth Worker, reported hearing young people using ChatGPT to work out how to break up with 

their girlfriends. 

“One of my young people ChatGPT’d how he was going to break up with his girlfriend. He put in, ‘I don’t want 

to go out with my girlfriend anymore, these are the reasons, could you tell me what to say in the text 

message?”’ 

Lauren, Youth worker, Northern Ireland 

Another parent, Melanie, had even suggested to her daughter that AI may be a good place for advice about 

mental health, in situations where her daughter may not feel comfortable speaking about an issue with her. 

“[ChatGPT] comes back with some quite good responses and links to mental health websites and stuff. So I 

have said to her, if there's a situation and you feel that you can't talk to me and you've got nobody else that 

you can talk to, last resort, maybe pop it into there.”  

Melanie, 45 (daughter 13; son, 10) 

 

Case study: Anastasia used Character.ai and Chai to have sexual conversations 

with characters from TV shows 

In one case, a child’s use of AI extended to more sexual conversations. Dave reported that his daughter had 

used Character.ai to speak to a character she had a crush on.  

“Character.ai was one that she was kind of using a lot for some time… I think she had a crush initially and 

then set up the chatbot as if it was her crush… it was just role play fun… she likes writing fandoms and fan 

fiction, stuff like that too… they are always of a teenage steamy genre.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 

 

 

 

https://ico.org.uk/about-the-ico/research-reports-impact-and-evaluation/research-and-reports/views-of-the-public/#children-s-data-lives-report
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What is Character.ai? 

 

Character.ai is a chatbot platform on which users can have customised conversations with characters. The 

user interface is similar to what you would see using other LLMs like ChatGPT. The platform itself includes the 

tagline: ‘Chat with millions of AI Characters on the #1 AI chat app. Where will your next adventure take you?’1 

Users can either pick from a list of thousands of pre-existing characters to have conversations with or set up 

their own characters and scenarios. You can also filter for popular characters, categories, ‘scenes’ and more.  

Generally, the pre-existing characters on the platform revolve around anime, video games, superheroes, K-pop 

idols and celebrities, and TV and movies. However, you don’t have to search too far to find characters such as 

‘Femboy Barista – NSFW’ (NSFW meaning not safe for work), or ‘Step Mom’ whose bio says ‘horny, sexy, 

love hot boys’.  

 

Character.ai has been the subject of some controversy and has been in the News several times over the past 

year or so. Stories have revolved around child safety concerns linked to Character.ai. In January 2026, 

Character.ai and Google agreed settlements with family members who alleged that using the chatbot harmed 

their children, including one mother who claimed that interactions with the platform contributed to her 14-

year-old son’s suicide.2 Researchers did not discuss and therefore do not know whether Dave or his partner 

were aware about any of the controversies surrounding Character.ai. 

Character.ai has some age assurance measures in place and has done since 2025. A page on their website says 

the following: ‘First, we run “age assurance” tech on all accounts. That just means we look at a number of signals, 

including login info, activity on the platform, and some signals from third parties […] If that process indicates you’re 

18+, you’re good to go.’3 Character.ai has a free-to-use tier, as well as offering paid plans. Anastasia was not 

paying for it. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

1 From the Character.ai website when you search for it on Google - https://character.ai/  

2 See an article in the Guardian from 2026 called ‘Google and AI startup to settle lawsuits alleging chatbots led to teen suicide’- accessed 01.06.26  

3 From an ‘Age Assurance: What you need to know’ page on the character.ai website – accessed 01.06.26.  

https://character.ai/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2026/jan/08/google-character-ai-settlement-teen-suicide
https://support.character.ai/hc/en-us/articles/42828297541787-Age-Assurance-What-you-need-to-know?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Dave’s partner described why she felt Anastasia liked using AI chatbots for this purpose: 

“We did have conversations about like what is the draw of talking to a person that is not real and she was 

like oh they are just always there and always reply. Sometimes she gets frustrated if like a friend takes long to 

reply or doesn’t reply or doesn’t reply in the way that she was hoping for.” 

 Delilah, Dave’s partner (daughter, 16; son, 5)  

Anastasia, as Dave reported, spoke to characters she had a crush on from TV shows on Character.ai. She 

noted that Character.ai tended to stop the conversation if it got sexual. However, she also reported that these 

restrictions are easily overcome. 

“You can get past it really easily. You just use a lot of metaphors or innuendos, and then the bot kind of just 

overrides the guidelines…You kind of like just press edit and you edit out the guideline warning.” 

Anastasia, 16 (Dave’s daughter) 

When it came to more explicit conversations, Anastasia explained that she now uses Chai, another AI chatbot 

service. 

“Character.ai is different, this one is Chai. It’s just a different kind of version of a chatbot. There are so many. 

A lot of them are sexual, to be honest.”  

Anastasia, 16 (Dave’s daughter) 
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What is Chai? 

Chai, like Character.ai, is another AI chatbot service where users can have conversations with either pre-

existing chatbots or ones they create themselves. Chai is a paid-for platform, though users have the option of 

free trials before being charged. It was not clear whether or not Anastasia was paying for Chai at the time of 

interview.  

Chai does have some age restrictions. It enforces an 18+ age requirement through App Store and Google Play 

age ratings. In March 2026, it announced plans to implement native age verification systems using Apple and 

Google’s official APIs.4 However, Anastasia was 16 and was using Chai at the time of the interview.  

Like Character.ai, Chai has been the subject of some controversy. For example, in 2023 a Times investigation 

found that the chatbot ‘encourages underage sex, suicide and murder.’5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 As reported in ‘Yahoo Finance’: https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chai-ai-announces-upcoming-rollout-

010600500.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly9jbGF1ZGUuYWkv&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAG9EB6sfim2vE3AfaHlpygRfB5ylgl8

N66aFUalm8Q3HokAGXPm15laVbEsBmH_gIVwCgd-

FQv0qcYgqzv6Vsmffnpck227FKfATSwHmvSPWzWwf8kjVM1AIhE3iY6kxD3ss42H28heCfHCnglUESWO1okHooDuFfqKzP-IptW6l  

5 As reported in the Times: https://www.thetimes.com/business/technology/article/ai-chai-sex-suicide-murder-w8hc000g0  

https://www.thetimes.com/business/technology/article/ai-chai-sex-suicide-murder-w8hc000g0
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chai-ai-announces-upcoming-rollout-010600500.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly9jbGF1ZGUuYWkv&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAG9EB6sfim2vE3AfaHlpygRfB5ylgl8N66aFUalm8Q3HokAGXPm15laVbEsBmH_gIVwCgd-FQv0qcYgqzv6Vsmffnpck227FKfATSwHmvSPWzWwf8kjVM1AIhE3iY6kxD3ss42H28heCfHCnglUESWO1okHooDuFfqKzP-IptW6l
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chai-ai-announces-upcoming-rollout-010600500.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly9jbGF1ZGUuYWkv&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAG9EB6sfim2vE3AfaHlpygRfB5ylgl8N66aFUalm8Q3HokAGXPm15laVbEsBmH_gIVwCgd-FQv0qcYgqzv6Vsmffnpck227FKfATSwHmvSPWzWwf8kjVM1AIhE3iY6kxD3ss42H28heCfHCnglUESWO1okHooDuFfqKzP-IptW6l
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chai-ai-announces-upcoming-rollout-010600500.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly9jbGF1ZGUuYWkv&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAG9EB6sfim2vE3AfaHlpygRfB5ylgl8N66aFUalm8Q3HokAGXPm15laVbEsBmH_gIVwCgd-FQv0qcYgqzv6Vsmffnpck227FKfATSwHmvSPWzWwf8kjVM1AIhE3iY6kxD3ss42H28heCfHCnglUESWO1okHooDuFfqKzP-IptW6l
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chai-ai-announces-upcoming-rollout-010600500.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly9jbGF1ZGUuYWkv&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAG9EB6sfim2vE3AfaHlpygRfB5ylgl8N66aFUalm8Q3HokAGXPm15laVbEsBmH_gIVwCgd-FQv0qcYgqzv6Vsmffnpck227FKfATSwHmvSPWzWwf8kjVM1AIhE3iY6kxD3ss42H28heCfHCnglUESWO1okHooDuFfqKzP-IptW6l
https://www.thetimes.com/business/technology/article/ai-chai-sex-suicide-murder-w8hc000g0
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When asked how she discovered Chai, Anastasia said:  

“Well I guess it’s kind of just like, I don’t know, I guess like on TikTok or your friends talk about it a lot, or you 

know, if I’m talking to a friend about it and they go, oh yeah, I use Chai or I use Polybuzz… There’s so many 

different types of apps like Chai for sexual roleplay, but Character.ai is not really for that.” 

Anastasia, 16 (Dave’s daughter) 

Anastasia told researchers that Chai had fewer restrictions than Character.ai. and reported that she would 

have sexual conversations with characters that she had a “crush” on. 

“But, you know, Character.ai has a filter on it, so you can’t talk about self-harm, suicide, any sexual stuff. 

You’re actually not allowed to mention that, they remove your message. It’s the same with Chai with the 

suicide and self-harm stuff, they remove your message. But with Chai, it can get to be sexual sometimes. But I 

think it's better than having to, you know, look at other things, like porn, for example. I think that [Chai] has 

almost educated me more because it's more realistic. With porn, it's like such bad beauty standards and stuff 

like that, and it's more immersive as well. Just like you are yourself and you play whoever you want to be.” 

Anastasia, 16 (Dave’s daughter) 

Anastasia explained how she felt that Chai had enabled her to explore her sexuality in a “safe” space.  

“It's [Chai] a safe space, you know? It's not a real person, they can't judge you. They're not real. It's about 

exploring yourself in a safe environment where you can see what you like, see what you don't like, you know. 

And if you're quite scared of intimacy, like a lot of people my age, talking with a bot like that that has 

relatively realistic information that you can relay into real life…I've heard that ChatGPT has a sexual side to it 

as well, but for me that's not appealing because I can't pretend to be like a famous person or something like 

that to fit the person I'm talking to, if that makes sense.” 

Anastasia, 16 (Dave’s daughter) 

As Dave and his partner said, they have a very open and trusting relationship with Anastasia. Anastasia 

confirmed that, saying: “I basically tell my parents everything.” She said she had told them she had been having 

sexual conversations on Chai, but that they “don’t really go on Chai and look at what I’m saying or anything like 

that.” 
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Parents expressed some concerns about children’s use of AI, but 

overall attitudes were broadly positive  

Several parents saw clear benefits of using AI, often driven by their own 

experiences of using it at work 

Parents could often see the benefits of using AI. Some described AI as part of the “future,” which motivated 

them to ensure their children were equipped to use these tools effectively.  

“AI is here. It's going to be used in the future. If you want to have influence in the future, you need to know 

how AI works.” 

Flora, 45 (son, 14) 

"No concerns, no [with AI]. It’s obviously one of those things that’s up and coming, there’s probably a lot more 

that it’s going to do, but at the moment, no concerns. It seems quite useful, helpful.” 

Martin, 42 (foster daughter, 16; four children between 8 and 17; foster son, 12) 

Parents often reported using AI themselves, most often for work. Their own experiences of using AI appeared 

to inform their perception of it as a tool – meaning they could see where it could be beneficial, as well as the 

potential for misuse.  

“I don’t understand how it can be used in a bad way at the moment, because all I’ve used it for is for good 

things.”  

Jim, 51 (son, 15; daughter, 13) 

“I use ChatGPT, to generate leaflets and flyers for my business…my daughter is only 5 but I’m sure she’ll be 

using these things [AI tools] at school and things so she’ll learn about them there.” 

Ashley, 38 (daughter, 5) 

One parent, Dave, reported that he was trying to convince his daughter of the benefits of using AI, as she had 

recently questioned it.  

“I’m concerned that she's not using the benefits of it now. She's gone kind of so anti-AI - she's developed this 

really hatred of AI recently… for its destructive nature and kind of killing the environment … I kind of have to 

convince her that it can be a really useful tool for productivity and stuff like that… I can do like 100 peer-

reviewed journals in like 10 seconds and, you know, extrapolate kind of good data and stuff like that.” 

Dave, 46 (daughter, 16; son, 5) 

However, some parents and professionals were concerned about AI’s impact on 

children’s ability to think for themselves 

Both parents and professionals raised concerns about children outsourcing their work to AI, impeding their 

ability to learn, think and develop.  

“I think it's awful, terrible if I see her doing it, I'm like, you're not using ChatGPT, like if she's typing the 

question she’s got in and it’s given her the answer. Absolutely no chance… I mean, I use ChatGPT a lot but I 

have had my time, I went to uni and worked in this job for 30 years so I have done my learning so now I use it 

to just speed up, but that generation need to have original thought which AI doesn’t have, it’s just 

regurgitating.” 

Christine, 52 (daughter, 14) 

“I have had the conversation about do not use AI for your homework, coursework, because that's plagiarism. 

You cannot use stuff that somebody else has created because you will get into a lot of trouble. It's a very big 

thing. You can be kicked out of school, uni, all that stuff. Surely you can get ideas. You put it in there, you read 

it, then you put it in your own words. You do not just copy and paste.” 

Priyanka, 41 (sons 15 and 6) 
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“Older students use AI to do their homework. They'll use AI to even do their maths homework so it looks like 

they've done their full method. Especially now if you just Google something, you get AI. They'll just quite often, 

not all students and not all the time, but they’ll just give a homework answer in like history that's just a copy 

and paste of AI. Yeah, I feel like they rely on the internet a lot. Students that we allow to use laptops who 

have their GCSEs in 4 weeks will still just Google the answer to a question and copy and paste it. Even though 

they know it's a revision lesson, and then they'll read it out thinking they're doing really well. And I don't 

understand because, well, I'm like, you just Googled that, I can tell. And I'm like, what's wrong with you? You 

can't Google it in your exam. Like, what are you doing? But they definitely do, will rely on it.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

“He’s not fully aware of AI so I do want him to do a bit of learning before he goes to it because he is gonna 

do all his homework on it once he realises how amazing it is, like he is not going to have to do any schoolwork 

ever again.” 

Adrian, 43 (son, 11; daughter, 6) 

Wider concerns about AI included deepfakes, misinformation and manipulation 

A few professionals and parents raised concerns about AI being used to manipulate images. For example, a 

family support worker recounted an issue in which a child used AI to generate an image of a boy cheating on 

his girlfriend: 

“There was a child that took a picture on her phone of a boy in the class and then she AI'd an image to make 

it look like he was with another girl, with their arm around each other, because this boy was going out with a 

girl in the class to try and make it look like he was cheating on her.” 

Fran, Family support worker, Northwest England 

“One of the girls I work with is a 15-year-old who – it’s complicated and it’s all gone to the police – but AI had 

got this image of her in a bikini going all over social media. Scary, scary.” 

Jade, Youth worker, Southeast England 

A few professionals spoke about seeing stories in the news about deepfakes, rather than this being an issue 

they had directly encountered among the children they work with. 

“Because of course it's been in the news a lot lately that Grok, you know, you can create any picture of 

anyone, nudes and that kind of thing.” 

Andy, Secondary school Computing teacher, Northern England  

And one parent, Cerys, acknowledged that while ChatGPT was beneficial for her own use, she had some 

wider concerns about how it could be used to manipulate her children.  

“I suppose AI is something I find very useful like ChatGPT for work and stuff but I am also a bit uncomfortable 

because just seeing how quickly it has changed it does seem very real sometimes… I suppose from my 

children’s point of view though I am concerned it could be used to manipulate so I am concerned they 

wouldn’t be able to differentiate who is a real person, a real friend or not… someone could ask AI to respond 

as if they were 10 years old to a question.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

Some highlighted how difficult they thought it was for their children to differentiate between AI generated 

content on their feeds. 

“There's tons of it. I mean you know, there's animals dancing. There's all this kind of stuff. And It's starting to 

become really hard to determine what's AI and what's not in some cases… and obviously my daughter is 

scrolling because that’s what she does and what most kids do and they are believing this stuff.” 

Jim, 51 (son, 15; daughter, 13) 

“It's so hard to spot the AI unless you're really scrutinising… for us we can see it’s fake, but then the kids I 

think they think it’s real.” 

Mason, Melanie’s partner (daughter, 13; son, 10) 
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Some professionals had taken steps to actively mitigate or set boundaries 

around AI use 

Professionals did express some concerns about children’s use of AI and therefore were putting in place steps 

to help manage it. These approaches varied across settings and included one school that had implemented a 

full ban on AI tools, instigated by the local council’s policy.  

“It is [local council’s] policy that no AI can be used in schools.” 

Milly, Secondary school English teacher, Scotland 

Other teachers reflected their schools focused on education and guidance. For example, having conversations 

around how to use AI responsibly, awareness of risks such as misinformation or bias, and wider impacts such 

as AI’s impact on the environment.  

“We do lessons on AI from Year 7, that like AI promotes inequality, it's not diverse, it's not good for ED&I 

[Equality, Diversity and Inclusion], like it's not promoting equality, quite often biased, and we talk about how 

it's bad for the environment. It should be used but really carefully, and children should be trained on how to 

use it carefully.” 

Hayley, Secondary school PSHE lead, Northern England 

“We’ve talked about AI in sessions but it is really tricky to navigate... We’ve done work on how to spot the AI 

picture but to be honest as teachers we were really struggling.” 

Daniel, Primary school deputy head, Northern England 

One school mentioned using monitoring systems to oversee pupils’ use of AI tools on the school network, 

such as flagging attempts to access AI tools which could then prompt a conversation about appropriate use.  

Some parents felt that AI was yet another thing to get on top of and hard to 

keep up with  

Some parents mentioned that AI had become an additional element of their children’s online lives that they 

had to manage and keep on top of or learn more about in order to talk to their children about it. 

“I think I’ve got quite a good understanding. Although that said, I think things are changing, so it is changing 

very quickly. I've sort of assumed that I'm quite tech savvy and kind of aware, but then there have been things 

that have surprised me recently, like with some of the AI so yeah, so I think it probably is something that I 

would need to do a bit more research on to try to be able to explain things a bit better.” 

Cerys, 36 (stepson, 12; son, 10; daughter, 6) 

“Do you know what, I don’t think I would want to know any more [about AI] I’ve got enough on my plate to 

worry about how AI actually produces the answers it produces.” 

Amelija, 44 (daughter, 16; twins, 5) 

Most parents and professionals had not considered the data implications of using 

AI 

Many had not previously thought much about how data is used, stored or shared through AI tools, beyond 

specific concerns about imagery being shared with AI, relating to fears around deepfakes and misuse of a 

child’s image. 

“What I do worry about though is AI. I never put a picture of my daughter in there because AI can change it 

and, I don't know where it's going, do you know what I mean? if you're on ChatGPT and say I put a picture of 

[my daughter] … I don't know where that picture's going.” 

Lucy, Primary school teacher, Northern England 

“I’d feel less comfortable with him [my son] putting pictures up to be changed or personal details in it. I just 

don't know where it goes. But asking general questions, I'm okay with…. I’m just not sure where it goes or 
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who else has access to it, or like, that's my biggest thing is the actual security of it when we put information 

into these things. Who else does have access or where else can it go?” 

Leanne, 39 (son, 11) 

 

 

Implications and researcher reflections on Chapter 5: Navigating children’s use 

of AI 

• Will the use of AI for socialising, relationships and intimacy become more common for 

children? Only a few children this year were using AI for companionship, relationship advice, or even 

sex and intimacy. But with the wide availability of these services, will this become more common for 

children in the coming years, and how might this shape children’s understanding of privacy and the 

sharing of personal information online?  

• What impact will the increased use of AI within education have on children’s learning 

and privacy? Parents and professionals both spoke about children using AI for school and beyond. 

While some were positive about this, some also made sure to set clear boundaries around its use for 

fear of AI becoming a substitute for learning or a way to circumvent actual work. As AI becomes 

increasingly embedded within education and everyday life, how will schools and parents manage both 

children’s learning and the growing role of data collection and monitoring within these tools?  

• What are the implications if AI becomes the primary tool used for search? Children are 

already using AI for search, and even when using search engines such as Google, are often engaging 

only with the Gemini AI summary. What are the implications if children start to use AI exclusively for 

search, particularly when these systems rely on the collection and processing of large amounts of user 

data?  

• Does the increased use of AI impact how people view the sharing of children’s personal 

data? Overall, most people in the sample were not giving much thought to the sharing of their 

personal data and the possible implications of this. This extended to people’s use of AI. As AI 

becomes more embedded within people’s day-to-day lives, will the convenience and normalisation of 

these tools further shift expectations around children’s privacy and the sharing of their data online? 
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Conclusion 
The first year of Navigating Children’s Privacy: An Adult’s Experience shows that managing children’s 

digital lives is complex and shaped by competing pressures. Across the study, parents and professionals 

described an environment in which children’s use of technology is embedded in everyday life, but where 

responsibility for managing it is shared across multiple adults and often difficult to enact in practice. 

Children’s privacy is not experienced by parents, carers and professionals as a standalone issue. Instead, it is 

navigated as part of the broader process of raising and supporting children in an increasingly digital world. 

Participants described balancing competing priorities: protecting children from harm while supporting 

independence; limiting screen time while avoiding social exclusion; and respecting children’s privacy while 

maintaining oversight of their online lives. 

For most parents and carers, concerns about data privacy were overshadowed by more immediate worries 

about wellbeing, exposure to inappropriate content or contact, and addictive platform design. However, data 

and privacy issues were often embedded within these broader concerns, even when participants did not 

explicitly frame them in those terms. Some parents demonstrated a growing awareness that children’s data is 

used to shape algorithmic systems designed to maximise engagement and linked this directly to concerns about 

compulsive platform use, harmful content, targeted advertising and reduced attention spans. While “data 

privacy” itself was rarely front of mind, the effects of data-driven systems were often felt. 

The findings also highlight the complexity of responsibility in this space. Parents and carers often felt they were 

managing challenges created by systems beyond their control. Many described feeling overwhelmed by the 

pace of technological change, uncertain about how platforms worked, and under-equipped to implement or 

maintain effective controls. While most families used a combination of restrictions, monitoring and ongoing 

conversations, these approaches were rarely straightforward or consistently effective and often became harder 

to sustain as children grew older and more digitally confident. 

Professionals reinforced that children’s online lives are managed not only at home, but also across schools, 

youth and care settings. Their concerns largely mirrored those of parents, while also extending to risks such as 

grooming, exploitation and image sharing. Across settings, participants highlighted the difficulty of managing 

risks that are fast-changing, often hidden from view, and shaped by systems adults cannot always see or 

control. Underpinning this was a broader lack of clarity about where responsibility ultimately lies: with parents, 

schools, platforms, regulators and government, or some combination of them. 

The research also highlighted the extent to which tracking and surveillance have become normalised within 

modern parenting. Location sharing was widely treated as a routine condition of children being allowed 

greater independence, and many parents viewed ongoing monitoring as a necessary trade-off for safety and 

reassurance. The findings suggest an emerging tension at the heart of modern parenting: while tracking 

technologies can provide reassurance and enable greater physical freedom, they may also contribute to a 

generation of children growing up with the expectation that independence is conditional on continuous 

visibility. 

Data is closely connected to many of the issues parents and professionals are concerned about, including the 

algorithmic systems associated with compulsive platform use, the Edtech platforms embedded in children’s 

education, the location tracking normalised across families, and the AI systems children are already using for 

schoolwork, search and personal support. 

The children in this study are growing up in a digital environment that is changing faster than many adults 

around them can keep up with. This longitudinal research will continue to follow how these dynamics develop 

over time, and how adults’ understanding of children’s privacy, data and digital lives shifts alongside them. 
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Suggestions for future areas of research within Navigating Children’s Privacy: 

An Adult’s Experience 

This report summarises the findings from the first year of Navigating Children’s Privacy: An Adult’s Experience. As 

children’s digital lives continue to evolve, so too do the responsibilities, concerns and trade-offs faced by the 

adults supporting them. Over future years, this longitudinal research programme will explore how parents and 

professionals’ views change. 

Future areas of research could include:  

• Exploring schools and educational technology further: Year 1 has explored how schools 

navigate children’s online lives and privacy. Future research could further explore how schools make 

decisions about digital tools and data use in practice, including how teachers, school leaders, parents 

and children experience these systems. There is also scope for further research to better understand 

the role of technology in children’s learning, behaviour management, safeguarding and communication, 

as well as how schools navigate issues relating to consent, monitoring and children’s data. 

• Understanding the experiences of neurodivergent children and children with additional 

support needs: We have observed how neurodivergence, disability and additional support needs 

can add complexity to data and privacy experiences and could further explore this with key 

relationship holders who support these children.  

• Exploring digital privacy and safeguarding in care and youth support settings: The research 

surfaced important insights relating to foster care, youth work and wider support services for 

vulnerable children. Future work could explore how children in care, looked after children, and those 

experiencing other forms of vulnerability navigate digital technologies and online privacy, alongside the 

role professionals and carers play in supporting them. This could include understanding how digital 

risks intersect with safeguarding responsibilities, relationships, trust and autonomy, as well as how 

monitoring and oversight are managed in professional care settings. 

• Exploring parents’ perspectives on privacy and technology in the early years: Future 

research could explore how parents of younger children understand and navigate issues relating to 

data, privacy and technology during the early years of childhood. This may include examining how 

parents make decisions about introducing devices and online services, sharing children’s data and 

images online, and balancing perceived educational or developmental benefits with concerns about 

screen use, tracking and data collection. A focus on the early years could also explore parents’ 

expectations, anxieties and aspirations for their children’s future digital lives, including how they 

anticipate emerging technologies such as AI will shape childhood as children grow older.  
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Annex 1: Glossary 
 

AI Chatbot: A computer programme that uses artificial intelligence to hold text conversations with users. 

Examples mentioned in the report include ChatGPT, Character.AI, and Chai.  

AirTag / SmartTag: Small Bluetooth tracking devices made by Apple (AirTag) and Samsung (SmartTag) that 

can be placed in a bag or pocket to track someone's location. 

Algorithm: A set of rules used by platforms like TikTok, YouTube, or Instagram to decide what content to 

show a user, based on their previous behaviour. Algorithms are designed to keep people engaged by showing 

them content they are likely to interact with. 

Biometric data: Personal information based on physical characteristics, such as fingerprints or facial 

recognition. In the context of the report, some schools use biometrics (e.g. fingerprint scanning) to let 

children pay for school meals. 

Character.ai / Chai: AI chatbot platforms where users can have conversations with fictional or user-created 

AI characters. Chai has fewer content restrictions than Character.ai. 

ChatGPT: A popular AI chatbot developed by OpenAI that can answer questions, write text, solve maths 

problems, and more. Widely used by children for schoolwork. 

Class Charts: A digital school platform used to record and track student behaviour, attendance, and 

performance. 

ClassDojo: A communication app used by schools to share updates, photos, and messages between teachers 

and parents. 

CPOMS (Child Protection Online Management System): A digital system used by schools to log and 

manage safeguarding concerns about individual pupils. 

Data breach: When private or sensitive information is accessed, stolen, or leaked without authorisation, for 

example through a hack. 

Deepfake: A realistic but fake image or video created using artificial intelligence, often used to make it appear 

that someone has done or said something they haven't. 

Discord: An online platform originally designed for gamers that allows users to chat via text, voice, and video. 

It is noted in the report as largely unmonitored and potentially unsafe for children. 

Doom scrolling: The habit of continuously scrolling through social media or news feeds, often consuming 

negative or distressing content without stopping. 

Dopamine: A chemical in the brain associated with feelings of pleasure and reward. Many platforms are 

described as being designed to trigger dopamine responses in order to keep users engaged, which some 

parents likened to addiction. 

DSL (Designated Safeguarding Lead): A staff member in a school who is responsible for child protection 

and safeguarding concerns. 

EAL (English as an Additional Language): A term used in schools to describe pupils whose first language 

is not English. 

EdTech/Edtech (Educational Technology): Digital tools, apps, and platforms used in schools to support 

teaching and learning. 

Exploitation / grooming: Grooming refers to a process where an adult builds trust with a child (and 

sometimes their family) online with the intention of manipulating or abusing them. Exploitation refers to taking 

advantage of a child's vulnerability, often in a sexual or criminal context. 

Family Link (Google Family Link): A free app from Google that allows parents to monitor their child's 

device use, set screen time limits, approve app downloads, and track their location. 
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Fan fiction: Creative stories written by fans based on existing characters, films, books, or celebrities. Often 

shared in online communities. 

Find My Friends / Find My (Apple): A built-in Apple feature allowing users to share their real-time 

location with trusted contacts. 

Fortnite: A popular online multiplayer game, particularly among children and teenagers, involving battle-style 

gameplay. 

Gemini (Google Gemini): Google's AI system, which now appears at the top of many Google search 

results as an AI-generated summary. 

GPS tracker: A device that uses satellite signals to show the real-time location of a person or object. 

Grok: An AI tool developed by xAI (Elon Musk's company) 

In-app purchases: Payments made within a free app or game to unlock extra features, characters, or 

content. 

Life360: A family location-sharing app that allows parents to track family members' real-time locations and 

receive notifications when they arrive at or leave certain places. 

Microsoft Family Safety: A Microsoft app allowing parents to manage screen time, content filters, and app 

permissions across devices including Xbox. 

Neurodivergent: A term describing people whose brain functions differently from what is considered typical, 

including those with conditions such as autism, ADHD, or dyslexia. 

NSFW (Not Safe For Work): A tag or warning used to indicate that online content is inappropriate for 

viewing in public or professional settings, typically because it contains sexual, violent or otherwise explicit 

material. Used widely across social media and online platforms. 

PSHE (Personal, Social, Health and Economic education): A school subject covering topics such as 

health, relationships, safety, and life skills, including online safety. 

Qustodio: A third-party parental control app that allows parents to monitor screen time, block content, and 

track app usage across their child's devices. 

Roblox: An online gaming platform popular with children, where users can play and create games. It includes a 

chat function, which has raised child safety concerns. 

Safeguarding: The process of protecting children from harm, abuse, neglect and exploitation. In professional 

settings such as schools, youth clubs and social care, safeguarding refers to the policies, procedures and 

responsibilities in place to promote children's welfare and keep them safe, both online and offline. 

Seesaw: A digital platform used by schools for sharing children's work and communicating with parents. 

SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities): A term used to describe children who require 

additional support in their education due to learning difficulties, disabilities, or health conditions. 

Senso: A monitoring system used in schools to track pupils' online activity on school networks and flag 

potentially concerning searches. 

Sextortion: A form of online blackmail where someone threatens to share intimate images or information 

unless the victim pays money or complies with demands. 

Surveillance capitalism: A concept describing how companies collect vast amounts of personal data about 

users and use it to predict and influence behaviour, primarily for commercial gain. 

Telegram: An encrypted messaging app.  

Thinspiration: Online content that promotes extreme thinness, often linked to eating disorder communities.  

VPN (Virtual Private Network) A tool that masks a user’s internet connection by routing it through a 

server in a different location, making it appear as though they are browsing from another country. 


