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Background Information 
Over the past fifteen years, social media has transformed from a niche 
communication tool into an essential global infrastructure for information, 
entertainment, education, and political engagement. Today, an estimated 4.9 billion 
people use social media regularly, and minors represent one of the fastest-growing 
user groups. Approximately 40% of children worldwide access social platforms by 
the age of 10, and most maintain at least one active account by early adolescence, 
despite widespread minimum-age requirements of 13+. 

While the digital landscape offers tremendous opportunities—educational content, 
online support communities, creative expression, and connection with peers—it also 
exposes minors to the highest concentration of psychological, social, and 
safety risks of any demographic. 

Key Psychological and Developmental Risks 
●​ Mental health deterioration: Numerous international studies correlate heavy 

social media use among minors with increased rates of anxiety, depressive 
symptoms, sleep disturbance, and body-image concerns. Adolescents are 
particularly vulnerable to comparison-based harm due to ongoing neurological 
and emotional development. 

●​ Addictive design: Algorithmic feeds, infinite scrolling, reward loops, and 
push notifications are engineered to maximize engagement. Children’s 
developing prefrontal cortex—the area responsible for impulse 
control—makes them especially susceptible to compulsive usage patterns. 

●​ Distortion of reality: Exposure to unrealistic beauty standards, filtered 
content, and misinformation can impair minors’ social identity formation and 
self-esteem. 

Safety & Security Risks 
●​ Cyberbullying and harassment, which frequently occur without adult 

supervision and have contributed to numerous cases of self-harm among 
teens. 

●​ Exposure to harmful or illegal content, including hate speech, extremist 
propaganda, self-harm material, and pornographic or sexualized imagery. 



●​ Online grooming and exploitation, facilitated by anonymous messaging 
features and unregulated private chat functions. 

●​ Data harvesting and commercial manipulation: Many platforms collect 
personal data from minors without meaningful consent. Targeted advertising 
and micro-profiling exploit their limited understanding of privacy. 

Regulatory Challenges 
A central difficulty lies in the inconsistency of national legislation. Some states 
have enacted strict child-protection laws (e.g., the “Kids Online Safety Act” proposals 
in the U.S., the UK’s Age-Appropriate Design Code, or the EU’s Digital Services Act), 
while others rely on voluntary compliance by social media companies. Many 
countries in the Global South face additional obstacles: 

●​ Limited digital literacy among parents and educators. 

●​ Inadequate national cyber-security infrastructure. 

●​ Reliance on social media for communication in remote areas. 

Furthermore, enforcing age restrictions is difficult because existing age-verification 
systems are easy for minors to bypass and often require intrusive data collection, 
creating privacy concerns. 

Social media companies operate transnationally, meaning national policies alone 
cannot fully protect children. This rising tension has accelerated international 
discussions on robust, rights-based approaches to regulating minors’ digital 
environments. 

 

United Nations Involvement 
The United Nations has been increasingly active in shaping global norms for digital 
safety, particularly with regard to children: 

UNICEF 
UNICEF has released multiple policy briefs emphasizing: 

●​ The need for child-centered platform design (“safety-by-design”). 

●​ Stronger data protection rules for minors. 

●​ Equal access to safe and educational digital spaces, especially in developing 
countries.​
UNICEF also supports governments in building digital literacy programs for 
schools and parents. 



UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
The UNHRC has expressed concern that: 

●​ Current digital environments can undermine children’s right to health, 
education, and privacy. 

●​ States and corporations are not doing enough to prevent online exploitation.​
It encourages balancing safety with children’s rights to freedom of expression 
and access to information. 

Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
In its General Comment No. 25 (2021), the CRC explicitly recognizes that: 

●​ The digital environment is now integral to children’s lives. 

●​ States must protect children without restricting their digital rights. 

●​ Companies have a responsibility to conduct child-rights impact assessments. 

International Telecommunication Union (ITU) 
The ITU works on infrastructure standards and has supported: 

●​ Global best practices for age-appropriate content filtering. 

●​ Development of online safety curricula. 

●​ Projects to expand safe internet access in low-income regions. 

UN Global Digital Compact (Ongoing Negotiation) 
One of the pillars of the proposed Compact concerns: 

●​ “Promoting a safe and inclusive digital future for children,” including potential 
global standards for: 

o​ Age verification 

o​ Algorithmic transparency 

o​ Privacy protections 

o​ Harm-prevention protocols 

Although momentum is growing, the UN has not yet developed a binding 
international treaty addressing social media access for minors. The diversity of 
national interests, economic priorities, and technological capacities remains a 
significant obstacle. 

 



Key Issues and Diverging State Perspectives 
1. Age Verification and Privacy 

Some states advocate for stricter mandatory age-verification systems (e.g., digital 
IDs, biometric verification), arguing they are necessary for child protection. However: 

●​ Many countries oppose them due to privacy and surveillance concerns. 

●​ Low-income nations lack the technological capacity to implement them. 

2. Parental Authority vs. Government Regulation 

The global debate centers on who should primarily control minors’ access: 

●​ Parents, citing cultural values and family autonomy. 

●​ Governments, emphasizing children’s rights and public safety. 

●​ Technology companies, which argue they already provide tools but cannot 
enforce them universally. 

3. Algorithmic Regulation 

Several governments demand limits on: 

●​ Recommendation systems that promote harmful content. 

●​ Targeted advertising toward minors. 

●​ “Addictive” design features.​
Tech companies often resist such measures, citing: 

●​ Commercial viability 

●​ Trade secrets 

●​ Freedom of expression concerns 

4. Global Inequality 

Developing countries face unique challenges: 

●​ Less regulatory capacity 

●​ Greater dependence on social media for public information 

●​ Weaker child-protection systems​
Thus, they often favor UN financial or technical support rather than strict 
mandatory global regulations. 

 

Questions to Consider 



1.​ What is your country’s national policy on minors’ access to social media? 

2.​ Does your state support universal age-verification standards or oppose them 
due to privacy concerns? 

3.​ Should social media companies be legally required to implement 
safety-by-design features? If yes, which ones? 

4.​ How can we balance children’s rights to freedom of expression with the need 
to protect them from harm? 

5.​ Should different age groups (e.g., under 13 vs. 13–16) receive differentiated 
levels of access and supervision? 

6.​ How can the UN monitor compliance by transnational tech companies? 

7.​ What kind of financial or technical assistance do low-income countries need to 
implement child online safety measures? 

8.​ Should the UN propose a legally binding treaty, or continue with voluntary 
guidelines and national-level regulations? 

9.​ How can international organizations support parents and educators in 
improving digital literacy? 

10.​What consequences should exist for social media companies that fail to 
protect minors on their platforms? 
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