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Children’s Commissioner for England 
 Independent, Government-funded organisation.

 Role is to ‘promote and protect children’s interest and rights’, in 
line with the UNCRC

 Particular focus on children in the care of the state and those we 
would consider ‘vulnerable’ in different contexts

 Has focused on children’s digital needs, because it is an area 
where both children’s rights and interests are often neglected

 Successfully campaigned for children’s digital rights to be 
formally recognised within the UNCRC, and we hope to see a 
“comment” on digital rights adopted by the UN in 2019



Children today “Grow up Digital”

Children don’t separate out their and non-digital experiences. 
They don’t think of ‘virtual friends’ or ‘virtual play’. For children, 
online existence is very real. 

 “My favourite thing to do is play with my mates. We’ve all got 
x-boxes so we can all be at home but playing together.” 
Callum, 13

 “The coolest person at school will start a trend and then 
everyone copies her”  Merran, 12

 “It’s nice when you go to the beach or to a waterpark on 
holiday and you think – I can show this to people on my 
Snapchat” Luna, 8, 



“Growing up Digital”
But, being a “digital native” does not mean children are born equipped 
to navigate digital platforms.

 Younger children use social media in a playful, creative way – often to 
play games – this changes significantly as children’s social circles 
expand around age 11 (the transition between school)

 As children begin secondary school social media becomes harder to 
manage and becoming over-dependent on ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ for 
social validation. This is the point when children told us that their 
online prescence could dictate off-line activities. 

 Children become increasingly anxious about their online image and 
‘keeping up appearances’ as they get older. 

 Comparisons with others (celebrities and peers) grow as children get 
older. 



“Growing up Digital”

Aged 8-10
Children using 
social media in a 
limited way. More 
likely child-centric 
apps. 

Aged 10-12
Social media 
become 
mainstream and 
regular.



“Growing up Digital”

Children can identify both positive and negative aspects of their digital 
experiences

“If you’re in a bad mood at home you go on social media and you 
laugh and then you feel better” Kam, 10

“If you’re like really stressed or something and you watch a really 
satisfying slime video it makes you like calmer” Alina, 11

“Sometimes I see stuff when my mum is trying to show me things 
on Facebook and a rude and horrible thing will pop up, and it 
makes you feel really shocked” Zoe, 10

““Social media tears friendships apart more than it makes them.” 
Merran, 12



Risks
The risks are where things go wrong, when children are vulnerable, when 
coping strateges don't work. In these situations, digital exposure can 
amplify existing risks. 

 Bullying: online bullying is often an extenuation of off-line 
bullying. 

“When someone sent a racist video about me to a group 
Snapchat the sad feeling lasted for months, and I had to keep 
it in but I was angry.” Aaron, 11

 Social pressure

“You might compare yourself cos you’re not very pretty 
compared to them” Aimee, 11

 Grooming and abuse.



Children’s Data-Footprint



What does the policy response look like?
 Promotes positive digital experiences. 

 Looks to promote ‘digital resilience’ rather than ‘safety’

 Equips children to navigate their digital lives, through education 
and resources

 Empowers them to be able to make informed digital decisions 
and take control of their digital footprint 

 Challenges the social media companies and other digital 
companies about the design, transparency and accountability of 
their platforms

 Realises that reducing digital access does not usually reduce 
risks.



Online Rights
Baroness Kidron, 5Rights:

… what about right of access?



Promoting Positive Digital Use

 Safer Internet Day “Create, Connect and share respect: 
A better internet starts with you”

 Children’s Commissioner’s “Digital Five a Day”

Based on NHS England’s “Five 
Steps to Mental Well-Being”



Empowering Children 

 Starts with education

 Think about changes and transitions 

 Challenges to big digital platforms: safety and accountability

 And openness….

Here are Instagram’s 
T&Cs, re-written to fit on 
one page. It can be done!

See:https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk
/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Childrens-
Commissioners-Simplified-Social-Media-Terms-
and-Conditions.pdf

https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Childrens-Commissioners-Simplified-Social-Media-Terms-and-Conditions.pdf


Minimising Use ≠ Minimising Risk

 There is no safe limit. It is about positive usage. 

 There are substantial risks with reducing or minimising 
usage in an arbitrary way 

 Need to view online use as part of a whole. Most 
online risks have an off-line element. Need to look at 
both together

 Same principles for well-being and safe-guarding



Work with Parents
 Children’s digital lives start with their parents. Parents 

share an average of 100 photos/videos a year. 

“My mum looks through my pictures and then 
posts stuff to her Instagram story” Zoe, 10

“I don’t like when my mum posts pictures of me, 
she just says ‘give me a picture’ ’’ Lucy, 10

 Parents continue to influence online access. Positive 
engagement important. 

 Educate and empower parents. They have similar 
attitudes to children. 
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