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Introduction
Protecting children from harmful online content presents a difficult federal policy problem because
internet services can expose minors to privacy violations, exploitation, commercial manipulation,
sexual or violent material, cyberbullying, self-harm content, and other risks while also supporting
education, communication, creativity, and access to information. Federal law therefore operates
through several distinct mechanisms rather than one universal “child safety” rule. The Children’s
Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) regulates certain collection, use, and disclosure of personal
information from children under thirteen; criminal laws address child sexual abuse material and
exploitation; the Children’s Internet Protection Act conditions specified federal support for schools and
libraries on internet-safety measures; and the First Amendment limits government restrictions on
lawful expression. New proposals also focus on platform design, recommendation systems, parental
tools, age assurance, and duties toward minors. Effective federal protection must distinguish among
privacy, illegal conduct, product design, and lawful but age-inappropriate speech because those
categories raise different constitutional and technical questions. A broad policy goal becomes
workable only when Congress and agencies define which harm, which service, which age group, and
which enforcement mechanism they intend to address.

COPPA, Children’s Data, and Commercial Design
COPPA remains the principal federal privacy statute focused specifically on younger children. It
applies to operators of commercial websites or online services directed to children under thirteen and
to certain general-audience services with actual knowledge that they collect personal information
from a child. Covered operators must provide notice and obtain verifiable parental consent before
many forms of collection, use, or disclosure. The Federal Trade Commission finalized amendments to
the COPPA Rule in January 2025 that expanded covered personal information to include additional
identifiers, strengthened data-retention requirements, and required separate parental opt-in consent
for certain disclosures connected with targeted advertising (FTC, 2025). These provisions are
important because behavioral targeting can create incentives to collect detailed profiles even when a
service is designed for entertainment or education. Privacy protection, however, is not the same as
content moderation. COPPA can reduce unnecessary data collection and commercial tracking, but it
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does not by itself determine whether every video, message, recommendation, or social interaction is
developmentally appropriate for a particular child.

Age Assurance, Privacy Trade-offs, and
Enforcement
Age assurance can help services apply age-specific protections, yet the process can itself require
collection of sensitive information. Methods range from self-declared age and parental confirmation to
document checks, facial-age estimation, payment credentials, or third-party verification. Each method
produces different error rates, privacy risks, accessibility problems, and possibilities for
circumvention. In February 2026, the FTC issued a COPPA enforcement policy statement explaining
that it would not bring certain COPPA enforcement actions against qualifying general- or mixed-
audience operators that collect personal information solely for age verification when specified
safeguards are followed, including purpose limitation, prompt deletion, security, restricted disclosure,
clear notice, and reasonable accuracy (FTC, 2026). The statement does not make all age-verification
systems lawful or risk-free, and services primarily directed to children remain subject to separate
COPPA treatment. A well-designed federal framework should therefore minimize the information
needed to establish an age band, prevent reuse for advertising or profiling, provide alternatives when
one verification method excludes users, and require deletion when verification information is no
longer necessary.

Illegal Exploitation and Lawful but Harmful Material
Federal protection is strongest where conduct is already illegal. Child sexual abuse material,
enticement, trafficking, extortion, and other exploitation can be investigated and prosecuted without
requiring government to decide whether a lawful political, artistic, health, or educational viewpoint is
suitable for every minor. Platforms also have reporting obligations in specified circumstances and can
build systems to detect known abuse material, preserve evidence, protect victims, and respond
quickly to credible threats. Lawful but potentially harmful material is more difficult because “harmful”
can describe very different phenomena: graphic violence, pornography, eating-disorder
encouragement, suicide content, drug promotion, harassment, misinformation, or compulsive design.
Age, context, intent, repetition, and presentation all matter. A health discussion of self-harm is not
equivalent to content encouraging it, and a news report containing violence is not the same as
entertainment designed for shock. Federal rules that regulate lawful speech therefore require careful
definitions and constitutional scrutiny. Platform tools, parental controls, default settings, friction,
reporting systems, and age-appropriate recommendation policies can sometimes address risk without
creating a universal federal content blacklist.
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Schools, Parents, Platforms, and Shared
Responsibility
Children’s online safety cannot be assigned entirely to parents because digital services make complex
decisions about defaults, recommendations, notifications, advertising, privacy, and account
architecture that families cannot independently redesign. It also cannot be assigned entirely to
platforms because parents, schools, healthcare professionals, law enforcement, and young users
themselves have different responsibilities and information. Schools receiving relevant federal
discounts under the Children’s Internet Protection Act must adopt internet-safety policies and use
technology protection measures, yet filtering in schools addresses only part of a child’s digital
environment. Parents can set household expectations, discuss risky contact, review privacy settings,
and create channels in which children can report mistakes without fear of automatic punishment.
Platforms can provide age-appropriate defaults, clear reporting, meaningful blocking, parental tools,
transparency about recommendation systems, and rapid processes for exploitation. Federal agencies
can enforce privacy and consumer-protection laws, while Congress can define additional duties
subject to constitutional limits. The most resilient approach layers these protections so that the failure
of one safeguard does not leave a child dependent on a single adult, filter, or technical control.

Federal Legislative Proposals in 2026
Congress continued considering broader online-safety legislation during 2026, but proposals should
be described according to their actual legislative status rather than as enacted law. The Kids Online
Safety Act, S. 1748 in the 119th Congress, was advanced by the Senate Commerce Committee in
August 2026 after adoption of an amended substitute; it had not become federal law by late
September 2026. A House version had also been introduced, and the House passed a broader Kids
Internet and Digital Safety Act in June 2026 containing several youth-safety provisions. Separately,
the Kids Off Social Media Act proposed restrictions involving users under thirteen, personalized
recommendation systems for minors, and social-media use in schools, and Senate materials in
September 2026 continued to describe it as pending legislation. Supporters of such measures
emphasize platform accountability and stronger default protections, while critics have raised concerns
involving speech, privacy, age verification, and the scope of government authority. Those
disagreements are material to constitutional design and should be analyzed without treating a
pending proposal as a settled legal obligation.

A Balanced Federal Protection Strategy
A durable federal strategy should begin with harms for which there is strong legal and empirical
agreement: child sexual exploitation, deceptive collection of children’s data, insecure retention,
manipulative commercial practices, and failures to provide meaningful reporting or parental controls.
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Privacy rules should require data minimization and restrict secondary use, especially where age
assurance creates new sensitive information. Product-design duties should be expressed through
specific, auditable requirements rather than vague commands to eliminate all “harm,” because
ambiguous standards can encourage over-removal of lawful information. Researchers need access to
appropriate platform data so that policymakers can distinguish highly publicized anecdotes from
repeatable risk patterns, but research access must itself protect minors’ privacy. Federal policy
should also coordinate with states because a patchwork of conflicting age, privacy, and design rules
can complicate compliance, while states have historically served as important sources of
experimentation. The objective is not to make childhood risk-free, which no technology or statute can
achieve, but to reduce foreseeable preventable harms without unnecessarily sacrificing privacy,
access to useful information, or constitutional protections.

Conclusion
Federal protection of children online requires several legal tools because privacy, exploitation,
platform design, age-inappropriate material, and lawful expression are not the same problem. COPPA
and its 2025 amendments strengthen limits on collection, retention, and third-party use of younger
children’s personal information, while the FTC’s 2026 age-verification policy statement addresses a
narrower compliance problem created by age-assurance technology. Criminal law remains essential
for exploitation and child sexual abuse material, and schools operate under additional federal
requirements when receiving covered support. Broader platform-safety proposals continued to move
through Congress in 2026 but had not all become law, making legislative status important to any
current account. The strongest framework combines enforceable privacy rules, targeted criminal
enforcement, age-appropriate design, meaningful parental and youth controls, transparent platform
processes, education, research, and constitutional discipline. Children need stronger protections than
adults in many online contexts, but effective protection depends on precise definitions and evidence.
Federal policy works best when it reduces identifiable risks without converting child safety into
unrestricted surveillance or indiscriminate control of lawful information.

References
Congressional Research Service. (2022). Children and the Internet: Legal and Policy Issues.

Federal Trade Commission. (2025). FTC Finalizes Changes to Children’s Privacy Rule Limiting
Companies’ Ability to Monetize Kids’ Data.

Federal Trade Commission. (2026). Enforcement Policy Statement Promoting the Adoption of Age-
Verification Technology.

U.S. Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation. (2026). Commerce Committee
Advances Kids Online Safety Legislation.



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5

U.S. Government Publishing Office. (2026). Kids Internet and Digital Safety Act, H.R. 7757.


