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ABSTRACT

The rapid expansion of digital technologies and social platforms has made the design of age-
appropriate online environments for children and adolescents a global concern. While many
approaches emphasize digital risks and potential harms, this study adopts a
multidimensional, opportunity-oriented, and risk-mitigating perspective to examine age-
appropriate design. Using a qualitative methodology based on interviews and participant
observation, the study explores the beliefs, behaviors, views, and preferences of twelve
Iranian child and adolescent users. It also categorizes prominent global and local models of
age-appropriate design, focusing on the experiences of the United Kingdom and Russia. The
analysis identified five key themes: “Accelerated Accessibility,” “Digital Negligence,”
“Overestimated Online Safety,” “Anthropomorphizing Technology: The Trusted
Omniscient,” and “Childhood Foundations, Mature Preferences.” These themes highlight
the need to redesign digital environments according to children’s developmental needs and
lived experiences. The study further identifies three major models of age-appropriate design:
“Designing Dedicated Platforms,” “Optimizing Local Platforms,” and “Developing Strict
Regulations and Regulatory Policies.” The findings suggest that child-centered digital
governance requires integrating protection, innovation, and design strategies responsive to
young users’ experiences.

Keywords: age-appropriate design, social platforms, regulatory policies, optimization
models, digital safety, online environment

1. Professor of Communication, Faculty of Social Sciences and Faculty of World Studies,
University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

P4 ssameli@ut.ac.ir

* Corresponding Author

2. Professor, Department of Communication, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran

P4 ravadrad@ut.ac.ir

3. Associate Professor, Department of Communication, Faculty of Social Sciences, University
of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

< bikaranlou@ut.ac.ir

4. PhD Candidate, Department of Communication, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of
Tehran, Tehran, Iran

< milad.mousavi@ut.ac.ir


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:ssameli@ut.ac.ir

Iranian Cultural Research

6

Vol. X
Issue X
Season 2026

INTRODUCTION

Children and adolescents live in the constant presence of media and digital
technologies, and it is almost impossible for them to comprehend or even imagine
what growing up would be like without the Internet, its derivatives, and other
digital forms of communication—such as video games and similar activities. The
term digital natives (Prensky, 2001) also refers to this generational group, who have
been immersed in modern communication technologies both before birth and from
the very beginning of their lives

Children’s participation in various educational programs, such as foreign
language classes and other fields—which often begins one to several years before
the start of formal schooling—reveals another dimension of the inextricable link
between their lives and the virtual space. This entanglement has often served as a
justifiable entry for personal smart devices into the daily lives of even those
children whose parents previously exhibited staunch resistance.

In such an ecosystem, adopting threat-based, prohibitive, or exclusionary
approaches—whether at the micro level within the family or at the macro level of
policy-making—even with the intent of safeguarding and protecting children, is
destined to trigger resistance and doomed to failure. Trends indicate that as time
progresses, more children are engaging in the internet for longer durations, at younger
ages, using a wider variety of devices, and for increasingly diverse purposes.

Furthermore, over the past decade, social platforms have emerged as the
forefront of the internet and a primary media conduit for digital natives, serving as
the first gateway to the internet for many children and adolescents. Under these
circumstances, a multifaceted, opportunity-oriented, and participatory approach is
essential; one that focuses on optimizing this space for children and adolescents to
maximize its benefits while minimizing potential harms.

PURPOSE

The primary aim of the present study is to articulate the necessity of appropriating
design of Social platforms for children and adolescents, based on their own
subjective beliefs, objective activisms, and individual preferences. Following this
stage, the research proceeds to collect and categorize prominent global and local
models from leading countries in this field. In essence, the central problem
addressed by this study is that the global internet environment, in general, and
social platforms, in particular, are not aligned with the inherent, biological, age-
related, cognitive, psychological, and developmental characteristics of children.
Under such circumstances, countries must themselves adopt strategies and
implement policies at both micro and macro levels to optimize and tailor the
internet and social platforms for their children and adolescents.



METHODOLOGY

Given its objectives, this study adopts a qualitative research approach. The initial
phase of the research involves designing semi-structured interviews with children
and adolescents aged six to fourteen. Through these interviews, the study seeks to
capture and analyze their views, attitudes, preferences, modes of agency,
experiences, and priorities in the realm of digital communication in general, and
social platforms in particular. The next step of the research focuses on examining
global and local models for adapting social platforms for children and adolescents.
This includes, in particular, the global PopJam platform, VKontakte, Russia’s
domestic platform, and the United Kingdom’s hybrid policy approaches in this
field. To carry out this stage of the study, a combination of documentary research
techniques and participant observation was employed.

FINDINGS

The first part of the findings of this study pertains to the report on the analysis of
data derived from twelve conducted interviews, the identification of recurring
themes, and their formulation. Accordingly, five themes were identified:
“Accelerated accessibility,” “Digital Negligence,” “Overestimated Online Safety,”
“anthropomorphizing technology,” and “Childhood Foundations, Mature
Preferences” Each of these themes, in its own way, reflects the necessity of
optimizing the digital environment. The findings from the second stage of the
research—derived through documentary studies and participant observation—
indicate that “designing dedicated platforms for children and adolescents,”
“optimizing Optimizing Local Platforms,” and “Formulating strict regulations and
regulations policies” constitute three key strategies for tailoring the internet to the
needs of children and adolescents.

DISCUSSION

A review of the research findings indicates that child-centered, dedicated
platforms—through user-friendly design, interactive tools, age-appropriate content,
gamified user interfaces, an emphasis on collective participation and agency rather
than individual interactions, and creativity-enhancing features—can offer a unique
experience for children and adolescents. Special attention to privacy protection,
prohibiting the use of personal images, restricting or blocking direct interactions
between children, and avoiding any form of advertising constitute core features of
these platforms, which in turn help to build trust among parents and educators.

Alongside the model of designing and developing dedicated platforms,
optimizing existing mainstream domestic platforms for children can also serve as an
effective method for implementing adaptation policies. The use of identity-
verification systems, enforcing time-use restrictions, establishing age-based content
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filtering mechanisms, disabling high-risk features such as open search and in-app
payments, and tagging age-appropriate videos are among the common measures
adopted to improve domestic platforms and reduce associated risks for children and
adolescents.Finally, the third category of models identified in this study focuses on
enacting strict regulations and governance policies to adapt the internet for children
and adolescents and enhance their digital safety. This model seeks to ensure that
children’s and adolescents’ digital behaviors and activities are not solely dependent
on internal platform policies but are, above all, shaped and safeguarded by
comprehensive governmental and regulatory legal frameworks.

CONCLUSION

An examination of appropriation methods and an analytical look at their similarities
and differences indicate that successful implementation of each of these models
requires active collaboration among designers and innovators, policymakers and
legislators, parents and educators, regulatory bodies, educational institutions, and
the end users themselves—children and adolescents. Overall, it may be concluded
that a combination of machine-based and human supervision, temporal monitoring,
and content filtration, along with an innovative blend of education, play, and
entertainment, can transform social platforms from a risky and harm-prone
environment into one that is safe, education-oriented, creativity-enhancing,
opportunity-generating, threat-avoiding, and protective for children and
adolescents.

NOVELTY

The scarcity of domestic research on children’s digital communication—given the
country’s demographic composition, in which 24 percent of the population
(equivalent to more than twenty million individuals) are children under the age of
fifteen, and over four million are adolescents aged fifteen to eighteen—can be
considered a significant research gap. Therefore, the present study is innovative
both in its engagement with global concepts and literature in this thematic field and
in its adoption of a multidimensional, opportunity-oriented, comparative, and cross-
national approach to models for adapting cyberspace for children.
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