Teaching children to check privacy settings after an app update

Why app updates deserve a privacy check

An app update is not just a cosmetic refresh. Updates may add features, repair
security problems, change account options, introduce new sharing tools, or ask
for access to additional device functions. A game that once worked offline may
add chat. A photo app may add cloud backup. A school or wellness app may add
notifications, camera scanning, location-based services, or data syncing across
devices. None of these changes are automatically harmful, but they do change
the privacy conversation.

Children often experience updates as a barrier to getting back to what they
enjoy. Their neurodevelopmental stage matters: impulse control, future-oriented
risk appraisal, and executive function are still developing through

adolescence. That means the adult role is not simply to say no, but to slow the
moment down. Protecting child online privacy works best when children can
rehearse a brief script: update, pause, check, ask, then use. This turns

privacy from an abstract warning into a concrete routine.

Make the lesson developmentally appropriate

A preschool child does not need a lecture about data brokers. They need a



simple rule: ask before tapping allow. A school-age child can learn that apps
sometimes ask for things they do not truly need. A teenager can understand more
nuanced ideas, including metadata, location inference, image permanence,
targeted recommendations, and adolescent confidentiality in health-related apps.

Use language that matches the child’s cognitive and emotional maturity. For a
younger child, compare permissions to rooms in a house: some apps may be
allowed into the playroom, but not the bedroom, family calendar, or photo

albums. For an older child, explain that data access can affect autonomy, peer
boundaries, and psychosocial safety. Psychosocial means the interaction between
emotional wellbeing, relationships, school life, and behavior. The tone should

stay supportive. If children feel shamed for past clicks, they may hide future
mistakes. If they feel coached, they are more likely to bring concerns to a

trusted adult.

The settings children should learn to inspect

After an update, begin with the settings that carry the highest practical risk.
The exact menus vary by device, but the categories are familiar across most
modern phones and tablets.

Location: Ask whether the app truly needs precise location, approximate
location, or any location access at all. Continuous tracking can expose

routines such as school, home, sports practice, or clinic visits.

Photos and videos: Prefer limited photo access when possible, especially for
children who use creative, social, or editing apps. A single upload can contain
faces, bedrooms, uniforms, school names, or geolocation metadata.

Camera and microphone: These permissions may be appropriate for video calls,
scanning assignments, or making content, but they should not be accepted
reflexively.

Contacts and calendar: Children may not realize that sharing contacts involves
other people’s information, not only their own.

Notifications: Push alerts can influence attention, sleep, reward cycles, and
emotional reactivity. Notification control is part of online safety for

children, not merely convenience.

Health, fitness, and wellbeing data: Step counts, sleep patterns, mood logs,
cycle tracking, medication reminders, and symptom diaries can be sensitive.
Families should discuss who can see the data and whether the app is appropriate



for the child’s age.
Build a simple after-update routine

A routine works best when it is short enough to repeat. After an app updates,
teach the child to open the device’s app settings before opening the app

itself. Review permissions, privacy labels or summaries when available, account
visibility, friend or follower settings, direct messaging, location sharing, ad
personalization, and connected accounts. If the update introduces a new
feature, review that feature before the child uses it.

Families can use a check-first rule for children: if a setting asks for

location, contacts, microphone, camera, photos, health information, or
permission to connect with other users, the child checks with a trusted adult
first. This is not meant to remove independence forever. It is a scaffold,
similar to teaching road safety before allowing a child to cross busier streets
alone.

For Apple devices, caregivers can use Screen Time and Content & Privacy
Restrictions to manage privacy settings for child accounts, app access,
purchases, communication limits, and age-appropriate content. Apple also
provides device-level privacy areas where families can inspect which apps have
access to categories such as location, photos, camera, microphone, contacts,
and tracking. Android users can review app permissions through device settings
and should pay attention when an update adds a feature that requires new
access. The shared family goal is consistency: update day automatically becomes
privacy check day.

Discuss privacy without creating fear

Children need to know that privacy is about boundaries, not secrecy in a
negative sense. A useful framing is: private information is information that
deserves care before it is shared. This includes full names, addresses, school
routines, photos of other children, passwords, location, medical details, and
emotionally vulnerable messages. Digital literacy for children grows when they
practice asking three questions: Why does the app want this? What happens if |
say no? Who could see or use this information?



Try reviewing settings alongside the child rather than taking the device away
silently. Co-review supports autonomy and reduces oppositional dynamics. If a
child is old enough, let them predict which permissions the app needs, then
compare their prediction with the actual request. A drawing app may need photos
but not contacts. A messaging app may need notifications but not precise
location. A step counter may need motion data but not a microphone. These
comparisons strengthen clinical-style reasoning: matching access to purpose,
weighing benefit against risk, and choosing the least intrusive option that

still lets the app function.

Pay extra attention to health, location, and social features

Some app categories deserve more careful adult involvement. Health and wellness
apps may collect information that feels ordinary to a child but is clinically

or socially sensitive, such as sleep timing, symptoms, mood, nutrition,
menstruation, exercise, body measurements, medication routines, or
therapy-related notes. Do not ask a child to manage these decisions alone. If

the app is connected to medical care, ask the healthcare team how information

Is stored, shared, and viewed by caregivers, schools, insurers, or other

parties.

Location sharing also deserves special caution. A child may think of location
as a convenience for finding friends, but persistent location access can reveal
patterns. Location sharing in children should be limited to clear safety uses,
with periodic review as the child matures. Social features require the same
attention. An update may add public profiles, follower counts, direct messages,
multiplayer chat, or content remixing. Review whether the account is private,
whether strangers can contact the child, whether comments are allowed, and
whether old posts became more visible after the update. If a child reports
pressure to share images, threats, humiliation, sexualized messages, or fear of
retaliation, treat it as a safeguarding concern and involve trusted adults

promptly.
When privacy concerns affect wellbeing
Most privacy checks are routine and calm. Sometimes, however, app privacy

problems intersect with health and safety. A child who feels watched, exposed,
coerced, or unable to stop checking an app may show sleep disruption, school



avoidance, irritability, somatic symptoms such as headaches or abdominal pain,
anxiety, low mood, or withdrawal. These signs do not prove a diagnosis, and
families should avoid labeling the child. They do signal that the digital
environment may be affecting functioning.

In these situations, respond with curiosity before consequences. Ask what
changed after the update, what the child noticed, who can contact them, and
whether anything made them feel unsafe. Preserve evidence if there are threats
or exploitation concerns, but do not pressure the child to repeatedly retell
upsetting details. For persistent distress, significant sleep impairment,
cyberbullying, compulsive use, exposure to sexual coercion, self-harm
statements, or mood changes, consult a pediatrician, mental health
professional, school counselor, or appropriate safeguarding service. A family
media plan can include both privacy routines and wellbeing check-ins so that
technology rules support the child’s overall development.



