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Introduction

In today’s connected world, children are growing up
surrounded by technology. Smartphones, tablets, and
laptops are no longer luxuries—they are part of daily life.
From online classes and gaming to chatting with friends and
exploring social media, children are spending more time
than ever in digital spaces. The internet offers endless
opportunities for learning, creativity, and connection, yet it
also presents complex risks that can threaten a child’s
safety, wellbeing, and mental health.

For many parents and caregivers, keeping up with the pace
of digital change feels overwhelming. Apps evolve quickly,
new platforms emerge every month, and online trends shift
almost overnight. While parents once worried about
stranger danger on the street, they now face a more invisible
challenge—protecting their children from unseen risks
online. The dangers may not always be visible, but their
impact can be just as profound.

Digital technology can empower children. It helps them
express themselves, build friendships, and explore their
interests. But without guidance and safe boundaries, the
same technology can expose them to harmful experiences
such as cyberbullying, grooming, misinformation,
exploitation, and privacy invasion. These risks are not
isolated—they interactin subtle ways, shaping how children
see themselves and others, and how they navigate trust and
safety in a digital age.




Today’s children are growing up in a world where digital
technology is woven into almost every part of life. From the
moment they wake up to the time they go to bed, screens,
apps, and online platforms are part of their daily routine.
Tablets and smartphones have replaced toys and television
as the main sources of entertainment, communication, and
even comfort. This generation—often called “digital
natives”—has never known a world without Wi-Fi, instant
messaging, and social media.

For parents, this rapid digital transformation can feel both
exciting and daunting. On one hand, technology opens
incredible opportunities for children to learn, socialise, and
express themselves. A child can attend virtual museum
tours, chat with friends across the world, learn coding
through games, or even start a small online business before
turning sixteen. These digital tools nurture creativity,
confidence, and problem-solving skills that are essential for
the modern world.

However, on the other hand, the digital landscape also
exposes children to risks that are complex, hidden, and
constantly changing. The same platforms that connect and
entertain them can also become spaces for harm,
manipulation, or exploitation. Unlike the visible risks of the
physical world, digital dangers are often invisible, evolving
quietly in the background—through a message, a game
invite, or a seemingly harmless video suggestion.



Why Digital Safety Matters?

Online harm is not a distant threat—it affects families every
day. In the UK, nearly 90% of children aged 8-17 use social
media, and one in five reports experiencing something
upsetting online. The Child Exploitation and Online
Protection Centre (CEOP) have seen a sharp rise in
grooming and sexual exploitation cases linked to gaming
and social platforms. Cyberbullying and peer harassment
are also widespread, contributing to anxiety, depression,
and low self-esteem among young people.

Even seemingly harmless activities like gaming or video-
sharing can become risky when children interact with
strangers or face pressure to share personal information.
Online scams, identity theft, and exposure to harmful
content—such as self-harm or extremist material—can
leave lasting emotional and psychological scars. The digital
world has blurred the lines between public and private life,
making it essential for families to establish boundaries that
protect both privacy and wellbeing.

The impact of online harm goes beyond screens. Children
who experience bullying or manipulation online often carry
those feelings into real life—becoming withdrawn, fearful,
or aggressive. Parents, too, can experience guilt, frustration,
or helplessness when they discover their child has been
harmed or is engaging in risky behaviour online. The
emotional toll can strain family relationships, particularly
when communication breaks down or when parents feel
unequipped to respond.



https://www.ceopeducation.co.uk/

The Challenge for Parents

Parenting has never been easy—but in today’s hyper-
connected world, it has taken on a whole new dimension.
Many parents feel caught between two worlds: the one they
grew up in, where the internet was a luxury or novelty, and
the one their children inhabit, where digital life is as
essential as air and water. This generational gap creates
uncertainty, frustration, and sometimes guilt. Parents want
to protect their children but often feel outpaced by the
speed of technology and overwhelmed by its complexity.

For many parents, digital safety feels like navigating
unfamiliar territory. They may not understand the apps their
children use or the slang they speak online. Children often
keep their digital lives private, fearing punishment or loss of
privileges if they disclose something worrying. This secrecy
can make it difficult for parents to intervene early when
problems arise.

Moreover, parents face a delicate balance: how to
encourage independence and digital literacy without
exposing children to harm. Overprotection can limit learning
and social connection, while too little oversight can lead to
dangerous exposure. Finding this balance requires open
communication, trust, and a shared understanding of
responsibility.

Parents are not alone in this challenge. Schools, community
organisations, and online platforms share the duty to
safeguard children. But parents remain the first line of
defence—and the most powerful influence on how children
think, act, and feel online.




The Broader Context: A Changing
Digital Landscape

Technology is evolving faster than our ability to regulate it.
Artificial Intelligence (Al), deepfakes, and immersive virtual
environments such as the metaverse are transforming how
children experience the world. Al-generated content can
create realistic but false images or voices, potentially used
for bullying, blackmail, or misinformation. Virtual
environments allow children to interact anonymously,
which can increase opportunities for exploitation. Even
smart toys and digital assistants now collect personal data,
sometimes without clear parental consent.

For parents, this changing digital environment brings both
opportunity and uncertainty. Many feel unprepared to
manage risks or guide their children through online spaces
that evolve faster than safety measures can keep up.
Protecting children now requires more than blocking
access—it involves fostering trust, communication, and
digital resilience. By staying informed and actively engaged,
parents can help their children navigate the online world
with confidence, turning digital spaces into environments
for growth, connection, and positive learning rather than
harm.

The UK Online Safety Act (2023) is an important step
forward, holding tech companies accountable for
protecting children from harmful content. Ofcomis the
independent regulator for Online Safety and has strong
powers. It has a broad range of powers to assess and
enforce providers’ compliance with the framework.

However, legislation alone cannot replace active parenting
and digital education. Laws can regulate platforms, but
families must still teach values, boundaries, and resilience.



https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/online-safety-act
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement?query=&SelectedTopic=67866&SelectedSubTopics=&ContentStatus=&UpdatedAfter=&UpdatedBefore=&SortBy=Newest

Building Digital Resilience

Building digital resilience is about equipping children with
the knowledge, confidence, and critical thinking skills they
need to navigate the online world safely and responsibly.
Rather than simply restricting access or monitoring every
activity, digital resilience focuses on helping young people
understand risks, make informed choices, and recover from
negative online experiences. It’s about teaching children
how to think, not what to fear. When children can recognise
potential dangers—like phishing scams, fake news, or
online manipulation—they are better able to protect
themselves and seek help when needed.

A key part of developing resilience is open communication
between parents and children. Encouraging honest
discussions about what they see and do online builds trust
and makes it more likely they’ll turn to adults if something
goes wrong. Parents can also model good online
behaviour—using privacy settings, being respectfulin digital
spaces, and demonstrating how to balance screen time with
offline activities. Schools and communities play an
important role too, by integrating digital literacy and online
ethics into education, ensuring children understand topics
like data privacy, cyberbullying, and digital footprints from
an early age.

Ultimately, digital resilience empowers children to be active
participants in their online safety rather than passive
recipients of protection. It transforms fear into confidence,
helping them use technology as a tool for creativity,
learning, and connection while being aware of potential
risks. In a fast-changing digital world, resilience is the
foundation that allows children to adapt, stay safe, and
thrive—both online and offline.
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The Broader Context: A Changing

Digital Landscape

Today’s digital world offers children limitless opportunities
for learning and connection but also exposes them to
complex and evolving risks. From social media and gaming
to emerging technologies like Al, deepfakes, and the
metaverse, young people navigate spaces where the lines
between reality, privacy, and safety are increasingly
blurred. Many parents struggle to keep pace with rapid
technological change, while unequal access to digital
literacy widens vulnerability.

Protecting children online requires a team effort. Parents,
educators, policymakers, and technology companies must
work together to create safe and empowering digital
spaces. Schools should integrate online safety into the
curriculum, teaching students how to recognise
manipulation, manage privacy settings, and report harmful
behaviour.

Tech companies must design with child safety in mind—
implementing stronger privacy controls, ethical algorithms,
and age-appropriate interfaces. Policymakers must ensure
that child protection frameworks keep pace with
technological change, promoting transparency and
accountability across platforms.

Community initiatives and support networks are equally
vital. Parent workshops, school assemblies, and digital
safety campaighs can raise awareness and provide
practical tools for families. Charities like the NSPCC,
Childline, and Internet Matters offer accessible

resources, while the UK Safer Internet Centre provides
training and guidance for professionals working with
children.



https://www.nspcc.org.uk/keeping-children-safe/online-safety
https://www.childline.org.uk/
https://www.internetmatters.org/
https://saferinternet.org.uk/

Understanding the Risks

The online world offers incredible opportunities for children
to learn, connect, and explore—but it also exposes them to
a range of risks that can be difficult for parents to detect or
manage. These risks typically fallinto three main categories:
Content, Contact, Conduct & Emerging.

The internet’s open nature means children can easily
encounter content that may distort their understanding of
relationships, identity, and reality. Even seemingly innocent
platforms like YouTube or TikTok can lead to dangerous
rabbit holes through algorithms that promote sensational or
harmful material.

The goal of online safety is not to create fear but to build
confidence. The internet is an extraordinary tool for
creativity, learning, and connection—but only when used
wisely and safely. Parents play the most important role in
helping children navigate this digital landscape, not as
gatekeepers, but as guides and allies.

By staying informed, fostering open dialogue, and using
technology responsibly, families can transform online risks
into opportunities for growth and learning. Together, we can
build a digital culture rooted in respect, empathy, and
resilience—where every child can explore, learn, and thrive
safely online.

Children’s online risks generally fall into three key
categories: content, contact, and conduct—with new
technologies introducing even more complex challenges.

“Understanding these risks is the first step to helping all
children navigate the digital world safely & responsibly”.




What are the Current & Emerging

Risks?

Content Risks

These occur when children are exposed to
harmful or inappropriate material online.
This may include violent or sexual content,
misinformation, hate speech, or material
promoting self-harm or eating disorders.
Even age-appropriate platforms like
gaming or video-sharing sites can expose
children to disturbing or misleading
material. Unfiltered exposure can shape
children’s worldviews, relationships, and
self-image in harmful ways.

Contact Risks

Contactrisks involve interactions with
others who may seek to exploit, manipulate,
or harm children. Grooming, sexual
exploitation, and radicalisation often occur
through gaming chats, messaging apps, or
social media. Offenders may use trust-
building tactics—such as shared interests or
emotional manipulation—before exploiting
the relationship. Peer pressure can also play
arole, as children may be coerced into
sharing personal content or joining unsafe

online challenges.

Conduct Risks

Conductrisks arise from how children
behave online. Cyberbullying, online
harassment, and sharing personal or
explicit material are common examples.
Many children underestimate the
permanence and consequences of online
actions. A hurtful message or shared
photo can quickly spiral into widespread
harm. Children can be both victims and
perpetrators, and understanding the
emotional and ethical dimensions of

digital behaviour is crucial to prevention.

Emerging & Complex Risks

New technologies amplify these threats.
Artificial Intelligence (Al), deepfakes, and
virtual reality (VR) blur the line between real
and virtual harm. Al can create realistic fake
images or voices that can be used for
bullying, blackmail, or misinformation.
Meanwhile, immersive environments like
the metaverse introduce new forms of
exploitation and identity risks. Even smart
devices and connected toys can
compromise privacy by collecting children’s
personal data.




Prevention & Protection

Strategies

Safeguarding

The Role of Strategies

Technology
Companies

School and
Community
Involvement



Safe digital environment

“Creating a safe digital environment for children
involves more than technology—it requires
awareness, trust, and shared responsibility”.




Open Communication and Digital

Literacy

Open communication & digital literacy are essential
foundations for protecting children online. Building trust
through honest, judgment-free conversations allows children
to share their online experiences openly. When parents listen
without overreacting or blaming, children are far more likely to
confide in them about what they encounter—whether it’s
something that excites, confuses, or worries them. These
conversations don’t have to be formal; they can happen
naturally during everyday moments, like family meals or shared
screen time. The goal is to keep communication flowing so
children feel supported and understood in a digital world that
can often feel overwhelming.

Digital literacy goes hand in hand with open communication. It
involves teaching children how to think critically about what
they see online, from identifying misinformation and clickbait
to understanding how algorithms and advertising work.
Children should learn about data privacy, online ethics, and the
importance of maintaining respectful and responsible
behaviour online. Rather than simply restricting access, digital
literacy empowers children to make safe, independent
decisions and recognise potential risks before they escalate.

When parents, schools, and communities work together to
promote these values, children develop both confidence and
resilience online. They learn to question what they see, protect
their personal information, and respond calmly when faced
with negative experiences. In an age where technology evolves
faster than rules or awareness, fostering open dialogue and
digital understanding gives children the tools they need not just
to stay safe, butto thrive in the digital world with independence,
responsibility, and integrity.




Parental Controls and Privacy

Settings

Parental controls and privacy settings are powerful tools that
help parents create a safer digital environment for their
children. They allow adults to manage what children can access
online, set age restrictions, limit screen time, and filter out
harmful or inappropriate content. Most modern devices, apps,
and gaming platforms now offer customisable options that give
parents oversight while still allowing children to explore
technology safely. When used correctly, these settings strike a
healthy balance between freedom and protection, helping
families manage digital risks without cutting off valuable
learning and social opportunities.

Privacy settings are equally vital in protecting children’s
personal information. Many young users are unaware of how
easily data can be shared or misused online. Simple steps—Ilike
keeping profiles private, restricting who can send messages,
and avoiding the sharing of personal details—can significantly
reduce the risk of identity theft, grooming, or online exploitation.
Teaching children about privacy, passwords, and consent helps
them take ownership of their safety and builds lifelong habits of
responsible digital behaviour.

However, parental controls should never replace open
communication. Relying solely on monitoring tools can create
tension or false security if children don’t understand the
reasons behind the rules. Parents should involve children in
setting boundaries and explain that controls are meant to
protect, not punish. By combining digital safeguards with trust,
education, and regular discussion, families can foster both
security and independence—empowering children to make
smart, informed decisions in an ever-changing online world.




School and Community

Involvement

Schools and communities play a crucial role in supporting
children’s online safety and digital wellbeing. Education is one
of the most powerful tools in preventing online harm, and
schools are uniquely placed to equip students with the
knowledge and critical thinking skills they need to navigate the
digital world responsibly. Through age-appropriate lessons on
online behaviour, cyberbullying, privacy, and consent, schools
can help children recognise digital risks and make informed
choices. Integrating digital citizenship into the curriculum not
only empowers students but also normalises open discussions
about online experiences, encouraging them to speak up if they
encounter something harmful.

Beyond the classroom, communities—ranging from youth
groups and libraries to local safeguarding partnerships—can
reinforce these lessons by providing safe spaces for dialogue
and support. Community organisations can run workshops for
parents and carers, helping them understand new
technologies, social media trends, and emerging online risks.
When families, educators, and local services work together,
they create a unified network of protection that bridges the gap
between home and school. This shared responsibility ensures
that children receive consistent guidance and are surrounded
by trusted adults who can intervene early when issues arise.

Collaboration between schools, parents, and community
agencies also strengthens the collective response to more
serious online threats, such as grooming, exploitation, or
radicalisation. Multi-agency approaches—linking educators,
law enforcement, and mental health professionals—can
identify vulnerable young people and provide timely
interventions. Ultimately, safeguarding children online is not
just a parental duty but a community-wide effort. By building
strong, informed networks that promote awareness, empathy,
and resilience, we can help children thrive in a digital
environment that is both enriching and safe.




Building Digital Resilience

Building digital resilience in children is about empowering
them to navigate the online world with confidence, critical
awareness, and emotional strength. Rather than solely
focusing on restriction or surveillance, resilience is about
preparation, helping children recognise risks, think critically
about digital content, and recover from negative experiences.
This involves teaching them how to identify misinformation,
manipulative content, and inappropriate behaviour, as well as
how to respond when faced with online bullying, exploitation,
or peer pressure.

Parents and educators play a key role by encouraging open
conversations about what children see and do online,
creating a safe environment where they can discuss mistakes
or uncomfortable experiences without fear of judgement. By
replacing fear-based messaging with supportive dialogue,
adults can help children develop both the knowledge and the
confidence to make safer choices independently.

Developing resilience also means nurturing emotional
intelligence and self-regulation. Children must learn to
understand how digital interactions affect their feelings and
how to respond constructively when they face online conflict
or distress.

Resilience grows through gradual exposure and guided
learning rather than complete restriction, giving children the
space to make mistakes, learn from them, and recover safely.
Over time, these skills enable young people to take control of
their digital presence, use privacy tools effectively, and
manage their online reputation. Ultimately, building digital
resilience is about shifting from protection to
empowerment—teaching children notjusthow to avoid harm,
but how to thrive, adapt, and act responsibly in an ever-
evolving digital landscape.




Collaboration and Policy

Effective protection requires a whole-society approach.
Policymakers, especially, must ensure that regulations like
the UK Online Safety Act (2023) are enforced to hold tech
companies accountable for harmful content and child
safety.

Protecting children in the digital age requires more than
parental supervision or individual responsibility—it
demands coordinated collaboration between families,
schools, government bodies, technology companies, and
community organisations.

A joined-up approach ensures that online safety is
addressed from multiple angles: education, regulation,
design, and intervention. Schools and parents form the first
line of defence, but their efforts must be supported by wider
systems that embed online safety into national and local
policies. This includes ensuring that safeguarding
frameworks extend into digital environments, that
educators are trained to recognise online risks, and that
families have access to clear, practical guidance.

Collaborative partnerships—such as those between
schools, law enforcement, child protection agencies, and
NGOs—create a safety net that allows for early
identification of risks and rapid response when children face
digital harm. Public campaigns, shared data, and cross-
sector communication also help raise awareness and
ensure consistent messaging about digital wellbeing across
the community.

These partnerships help families access the right support
before crises escalate.



https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/online-safety-act

The Role of Technology
Companies

Technology companies have a major responsibility in keeping
children safe online, as their platforms shape how young
people learn, play, and socialise. With risks such as
cyberbullying, grooming, and exposure to harmful content, it
is vital that safety is built into the design of apps, games, and
social networks. Companies must go beyond simply reacting
to incidents and instead adopt privacy-by-default, strong
age verification, and transparent moderation systems.
Proactive safety measures—Ilike using Al to detect harmful
content and restricting data collection from minors—help
create online spaces that prioritise wellbeing over
engagement or profit.

The UK’s Online Safety Act has made this responsibility
legally enforceable by introducing a statutory duty of care for
digital platforms. This means companies are now required to

identify risks, remove illegal or harmful material, and
demonstrate how they protect underage users. Failure to
comply can lead to heavy fines or sanctions. The law
represents a significant cultural shift from voluntary self-
regulation to active accountability, ensuring that children’s
safety is treated as a core priority rather than an optional
extra.

Ofcom, as the UK’s communications regulator, plays a key
role in overseeing and enforcing these new rules. It sets out
clear codes of practice, monitors compliance, and has the
power to penalise companies that fail to meet safety
standards. Beyond enforcement, Ofcom also supports
collaboration between policymakers, educators, and
industry leaders to ensure regulations adapt to new
technologies such as Al and the metaverse. By combining
strong regulation with responsible innovation, Ofcom and
technology companies together can help build a safer, fairer,
and more transparent digital world for children.



https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/online-safety-act
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement?query=&SelectedTopic=67866&SelectedSubTopics=&ContentStatus=&UpdatedAfter=&UpdatedBefore=&SortBy=Newest

Support for Victims and
Families

Support for children and families affected by online harm must
go beyond simply removing harmful content or blocking users—
it requires a holistic, compassionate response that recognises
both the emotional and practical impacts of digital abuse.
Children who experience cyberbullying, grooming, or exposure
to harmful material often suffer anxiety, depression, or shame,
and may withdraw from social or educational settings. Parents,
too, can feel guilt, fear, or helplessness when their child is
harmed online. Early intervention through mental health
support, school counselling, and specialist services such as
Childline, the NSPCC, or the UK Safer Internet Centre can
make a crucial difference in rebuilding confidence and trust.

At the family level, open dialogue and emotional reassurance
are essential. Parents should focus on creating a non-
judgmental environment where children feel safe disclosing
their online experiences. Practical guidance—such as
documenting evidence, reporting abuse to platforms or the
police, and seeking legal or advocacy support—empowers
families to take control of the situation. Support groups, both
online and in local communities, provide shared understanding
and peer advice, helping parents and children realise they are
not alone. In cases involving severe harm or exploitation, multi-
agency collaboration between schools, police, social services,
and therapists ensures that children receive coordinated
protection and care.

Long-term recovery from online harm requires consistent
emotional support and education to help young people rebuild
confidence and a sense of safety. Schools and communities
play a key role by teaching digital wellbeing and emotional
resilience, while public campaigns and accessible resources
can guide families in recognising, reporting, and healing from
abuse. Ultimately, true support means addressing both the
visible and invisible effects of online harm through empathy,
education, and sustained care.



https://www.childline.org.uk/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/keeping-children-safe/online-safety
https://saferinternet.org.uk/
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Key Takeaway

“Together for Safe Screens: Empowering Families, Protecting
Futures.”

Protecting children in the digital age requires more than just
monitoring screen time or blocking harmful websites—it calls for an
integrated, compassionate, and informed approach involving
parents, schools, communities, policymakers, and technology
companies. Digital safety is not about restriction but empowerment:
helpingyoung people understand risks, make wise choices, and build
the resilience to navigate challenges confidently.

Parents play a central role by maintaining open conversations,
modelling responsible online behaviour, and staying informed about
emerging technologies and platforms. Schools and communities
must complement this by embedding digital citizenship and
emotional wellbeing into everyday learning, fostering environments
where children feel safe to seek help without fear or shame.

Ultimately, safeguarding children online is a shared responsibility. It
demands collaboration across families, institutions, and
industries—supported by strong regulation from bodies such as
Ofcom—to ensure that technology evolves in ways that protect rather
than exploit young users. The key takeaway is clear: a safer digital
world begins with awareness, empathy, and collective action.

Knowledge Is Protection:

Discover More! Do More!



Further Resources

4+ The Online Safety Act - Online Safety Act - GOV.UK

4 NSPCC - Online Safety Hub: Keeping children safe
online | NSPCC

4+ Childline - Online and Mobile Safety: Childline | Free
counselling service for kids and young people | Childline

4+ Internet Matters - Parental Guidance: Keep Children
Safe Online: Information, advice, support - Internet
Matters

4+ UK Safer Internet Centre: Homepage - UK Safer Internet
Centre

4 Thinkuknow (National Crime Agency CEOP): CEOP
Education

4+ Ofcom: Enforcement


https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/online-safety-act
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/keeping-children-safe/online-safety
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/keeping-children-safe/online-safety
https://www.childline.org.uk/
https://www.childline.org.uk/
https://www.internetmatters.org/
https://www.internetmatters.org/
https://www.internetmatters.org/
https://saferinternet.org.uk/
https://saferinternet.org.uk/
https://www.ceopeducation.co.uk/
https://www.ceopeducation.co.uk/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement?query=&SelectedTopic=67866&SelectedSubTopics=&ContentStatus=&UpdatedAfter=&UpdatedBefore=&SortBy=Newest

Safe and Smart Online

A Parent's Guide to Protecting Children in the Digital World

Understanding the Risks

e Contentrisks

Exposure to harmful or inapprop-
riate material, Sichas violence,
pornography, or misinformon.

e Contactrisks

Interactions with strangers,
grooming, exploitation, or ma-
nipulation on social media
and gaming platforms.

e Conductrisks

Cyberbullying, online harassment,
identity theft, and sharing
of personal information erplicit content.

Prevention and Protection Strategies

e Open Communication
and Digital Literacy

Regular, open conversat nigation
between parents and children

e Parental Controls and
Privacy Settings

Use parental controls about'
privacy settings




