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Abstract:

The digital environment has become an indispensable component of childhood, shaping education,
recreation, and social interaction. However, increased connectivity exposes children to multifaceted risks
including cyberbullying, online grooming, exposure to harmful content, privacy violations, and
algorithmic manipulation. Legal systems worldwide have responded with evolving regulatory frameworks
aimed at safeguarding children’s rights in digital spaces. This article critically examines the legal rights
of children online, the contemporary risks they face, and the responsibilities of parents and guardians in
ensuring digital safety. Drawing upon international human rights instruments, domestic legislation,
judicial precedents, and recent regulatory developments including data protection laws and platform
accountability standards-the article analyzes how child protection principles operate in cyberspace. It
argues that child online protection must be understood as an extension of constitutional and human rights
guarantees, particularly the rights to dignity, privacy, education, and protection from exploitation. The
article proposes a multi-layered framework combining legislative safeguards, technological tools, parental
awareness, and institutional accountability. By integrating legal norms with practical safety strategies, it
offers a holistic perspective on advancing children’s best interests in the digital age.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid digitalization of society has transformed childhood experiences across the globe. Children today
access online education platforms, social media networks, gaming environments, and digital
communication tools from increasingly younger ages. While the internet provides opportunities for
creativity, learning, and global engagement, it also introduces complex legal and safety challenges. Unlike
earlier technological shifts, the digital environment is interactive, data-driven, and algorithmically curated,
intensifying both benefits and risks.

Protecting children online is no longer solely a matter of parental supervision; it is a constitutional and
human rights concern. The principle of the “best interests of the child,” embedded in international and
domestic legal frameworks, must guide policy responses. As children’s lives migrate into digital spaces,
states and private platforms bear corresponding responsibilities to ensure that online environments respect,
protect, and fulfill children’s rights.

This article explores the legal foundations of children’s rights online, analyzes prevalent risks, evaluates
contemporary legal responses, and outlines safety measures parents can adopt. It adopts a doctrinal and
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policy-oriented approach suitable for academic discourse while emphasizing practical implications.

2. International Legal Framework Protecting Children Online

The foundational instrument governing children’s rights globally is the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC), adopted in 1989. Article 3 establishes the best interests of the child as a primary
consideration in all actions concerning children.! Article 16 protects children against arbitrary interference
with privacy, while Article 19 mandates protection from abuse and exploitation.>

In 2021, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child adopted General Comment No. 25 on children’s
rights in relation to the digital environment, clarifying that states must ensure digital inclusion while
protecting children from online harm.> The General Comment emphasizes that children’s rights offline
apply equally online, including rights to freedom of expression, access to information, and protection from
violence.

Regional instruments and soft-law frameworks have reinforced these principles. International cooperation
against online child sexual exploitation has intensified, recognizing the cross-border nature of digital
crimes. However, implementation remains uneven across jurisdictions, particularly in developing
countries.

3. Constitutional and Domestic Legal Dimensions

Domestic constitutional frameworks often protect children through rights to dignity, privacy, and
education. In India, Article 21 of the Constitution guarantees the right to life and personal liberty,
interpreted expansively to include privacy and dignity. In Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) v. Union of
India, the Supreme Court recognized privacy as a fundamental right, reinforcing protections against
intrusive data practices.*

Statutory mechanisms such as the Information Technology Act, 2000 and the Protection of Children from
Sexual Offences Act, 2012 address online exploitation and abuse. Recent amendments to intermediary
guidelines impose due diligence obligations on digital platforms to remove unlawful content and protect
users.

Data protection laws also play a pivotal role. The Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 introduces
obligations concerning children’s data processing, including parental consent requirements and
restrictions on tracking or targeted advertising directed at minors.” Similar protections exist in other
jurisdictions, such as the United States’ Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) and the
European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which mandates heightened safeguards
for minors’ data.

These legal developments reflect a growing recognition that digital privacy is intrinsic to child welfare.

4. Contemporary Risks in the Digital Environment
Children encounter diverse online risks, which may be categorized as content risks, contact risks, conduct
risks, and commercial risks. Content risks include exposure to violent, explicit, or harmful material.

! United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, art. 3.

2 Ibid., arts. 16, 19.

3 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 25 (2021) on children’s rights in relation to the digital
environment.

4 Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) v. Union of India, (2017) 10 SCC 1.

3 Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 (India).

IJFMR260169166 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 2



http://www.ijfmr.com/

i International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Contact risks involve grooming, trafficking, or exploitation by adults. Conduct risks encompass
cyberbullying, harassment, and peer abuse. Commercial risks include data harvesting, manipulative
advertising, and in-app purchases.

Cyberbullying has emerged as a pervasive issue, often causing psychological trauma, anxiety, and
depression. Unlike traditional bullying, online harassment can be continuous and anonymous, amplifying
harm. Legal remedies may exist, but enforcement can be complex due to jurisdictional and evidentiary
challenges.

Online grooming and child sexual exploitation represent grave threats. Criminal laws penalize such
conduct, yet prevention requires proactive monitoring, reporting mechanisms, and awareness campaigns.
Data exploitation presents subtler dangers. Many digital platforms collect extensive personal information,
including browsing patterns and location data. Algorithmic profiling may expose children to inappropriate
content or manipulative advertising.

5. Platform Accountability and Regulatory Evolution

Digital platforms play a central role in shaping children’s online experiences. Legislators increasingly
impose obligations on intermediaries to detect, remove, and prevent harmful content. The European
Union’s Digital Services Act (2022) establishes enhanced transparency and risk assessment duties for
large platforms, including child protection measures.

Similarly, India’s Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code)
Rules, 2021 mandate grievance redress mechanisms and proactive monitoring for harmful content.® While
such regulations aim to enhance safety, they must balance freedom of expression and privacy
considerations.

Technological tools such as age verification systems, parental controls, and content moderation algorithms
contribute to safety but raise concerns regarding data protection and surveillance. Policymakers must
ensure that safety mechanisms do not inadvertently infringe children’s rights.

6. Parental Responsibility and Digital Literacy

While states and platforms bear legal obligations, parents and guardians remain frontline protectors of
children online. Parental responsibility encompasses supervision, communication, and education
regarding digital risks. However, digital literacy gaps often limit parents’ ability to guide children
effectively.

Practical measures include setting age-appropriate usage boundaries, enabling privacy settings,
monitoring app permissions, and fostering open dialogue about online experiences. Parents should
encourage critical thinking about online content and caution against sharing personal information.
Importantly, excessive surveillance may undermine trust and autonomy. The CRC emphasizes evolving
capacities of the child, suggesting that protective measures should adapt as children mature.

7. Balancing Protection and Autonomy

Child protection strategies must avoid paternalism that restricts legitimate expression and participation.
Digital spaces enable children to exercise creativity, access educational resources, and engage in civic
discourse. Overregulation or blanket restrictions may stifle these opportunities.

¢ Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021 (India).
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The principle of proportionality is essential. Measures restricting online activity should be lawful,
necessary, and tailored to protect children without unduly limiting rights. Courts often apply such
standards when reviewing state action affecting fundamental rights.

Empowering children through digital literacy education aligns protection with autonomy. Schools and
community organizations play a vital role in teaching responsible online behaviour and resilience against
manipulation.

8. Emerging Challenges: Al, Deepfakes, and Metaverse Platforms

Technological evolution introduces new threats. Artificial intelligence enables deepfake creation,
potentially facilitating harassment or exploitation. Virtual reality and metaverse platforms create
immersive environments where identity boundaries blur, complicating regulation.

Legal frameworks must anticipate these developments. Regulatory sandboxes and child impact
assessments can evaluate emerging technologies before widespread adoption. Cross-border cooperation is
crucial, given the global reach of digital platforms.

9. Policy Recommendations

First, states should harmonize child protection laws with international standards, ensuring comprehensive
digital coverage. Second, platforms must implement child-centric design principles, minimizing data
collection and defaulting to privacy-protective settings.

Third, robust reporting and redress mechanisms should be accessible and child-friendly. Fourth, digital
literacy programs must be integrated into educational curricula. Fifth, international cooperation should
strengthen cybercrime enforcement and capacity building.

Parents should engage proactively with children’s digital activities, maintain open communication, and
utilize available safety tools responsibly.

10. Conclusion

Protecting children online requires an integrated approach grounded in legal rights, technological
safeguards, and informed parental engagement. As digital environments expand, the best interests of the
child must remain the guiding principle of governance.

Children are not merely passive users of technology; they are rights-bearing individuals entitled to dignity,
privacy, education, and protection from harm. Legal frameworks have evolved significantly, yet
enforcement and awareness remain critical challenges.

By aligning legislative measures, platform accountability, and parental responsibility with human rights
principles, societies can create safer digital ecosystems. The future of child protection lies not in restricting
digital participation but in ensuring that online spaces are secure, inclusive, and respectful of children’s
evolving capacities.
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