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When Do Parents Think Their Child is Ready to Use the Internet Independently? 
Parenting for a Digital Future: Survey Report 2 

 
Aims 

The General Data Protection Regulation came in to force in May 2018, and proposed that companies gained 

parental consent before processing personal data. This multi-method report, the second in a series, draws 

upon a nationally representative UK survey of parents of children aged 0 to 17 years old, conducted in late 

2017. It sought to discover at what age parents think that their children need to ask for consent, and at what 

age they think children can manage their own data privacy.  

 

Key Findings 

Overall, parents think 13 is about right as the age of consent for independent internet use, but parents of 

teens – to whom this decision actually matters in practice – think 13 is too young. More specifically: 

 

 Parents’ views vary greatly according to the age of their child. So while parents of young children 

consider 13 a reasonable age, parents of teenagers take a different view, clearly thinking that they 

should stay involved longer in their children’s decisions about internet use. 

 The child’s age makes the biggest difference to parents’ views but there is little difference in their 

views for sons or daughters. 

 However, more digitally skilled parents favour an older age of independence. This suggests that the 

more parents know about the internet, the more they are sceptical of their child’s competence to 

manage it.  

 Parents who have experienced something negative online favour an older age – presumably because 

they too have learned about online problems. But parents who say their child has experienced 

something negative online favour a younger age. 

 Parents who are positive about the benefits of technology favour children’s independence online So 

the more parents believe that, ‘Overall, using the internet benefits children’s lives,’ the lower their 

preferred age of independence. 

 

The survey findings suggest that for the parents of teenagers – who are directly affected by the new 

legislation – the government is setting the age of consent too young. The older their child, the older parents 

think their child should be before they can use the internet independently. More digitally skilled parents – 

who presumably understand the internet better – also think the age should be older. 

 

Policy Context 

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) came into force on 25th May 2018, and proposed that for 

children under a certain age, companies should gain parental consent when processing their personal data 

on the grounds of consent. The GDPR proposed 16 as the age of consent, albeit for largely unexplained 

reasons. It then allowed member states to reduce the age to 13, and the UK’s Data Protection Bill proposed 

just that, resulting in a lower age of consent than in some European countries, but leaving unresolved the 

challenges of implementation. Parents were not consulted. US research with parents suggests 13 is too young 
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and, as Facebook reported, 77% of parents say they should be the ones to decide. If the government (and 

industry) want the age of 13 to meet with parents’ approval, it would be worth trying to demonstrate to 

them that this will bring their child more benefits than harm. And that will mean paying serious attention to 

the exploitation of children’s data and privacy in current debates about the wider public. 

 

Methodology 

A nationally representative survey was carried out of 2,032 parents of children aged 0-17. Participants were 

recruited via an online panel, supplemented with a sample of low or non-internet users interviewed in-

person. Participants were representative by region across the UK, representative by ethnic background, 

socio-economic status (SES), gender, and inclusion of parents with low or no internet use. The data were 

collected between October 3 and October 23, 2017. Questions for the survey were based on findings from 

our previous in-depth qualitative interviews and fieldwork with parents, carers, educators, children and 

young people from 73 families and in learning sites across London, and our review of the relevant literature. 

For the full methodology, see www.lse.ac.uk/media-and-communications/research/research-

projects/preparing-for-a-digital-future. 

 

Background 

Researchers in the Department of Media and Communications at the London School of Economics and 

Political Science are conducting a three-year research project on Preparing for a Digital Future supported by 

a grant from the MacArthur Foundation from 2014-2017, of which this study is part. The research team, led 

by Professor Sonia Livingstone working with Dr Julian Sefton-Green and Dr Alicia Blum-Ross, is undertaking a 

series of qualitative case studies, alongside a quantitative UK-wide study to investigate how children and 

young people, along with their parents, carers, mentors and educators imagine and prepare for their personal 

and work futures in a digital age.  
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