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Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: This study examines the social construction of virtual child labor in Iran, exploring how
Research Article children’s social identities are formed at the intersection of the digital lifeworld and

economic and communicative relations. In this study, virtual child labor is not regarded as a

natural or self-evident category, but as a phenomenon shaped through social, cultural, and
Avrticle history: symbolic processes. _ o N .
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Published online: 23 thematic analysis through three stages of open, axial, and selective coding.

September 2026 The findings indicate that children’s identities in the context of virtual labor are dynamically

constructed through interactions among family members, peers, support institutions, and the
media. The data analysis yielded four main categories: From Home to Peers, concerning
communication networks influencing social identity; Hidden Expectations, Overt Behavior,
concerning the representation of roles under platform-driven demands; Hidden Fears,
addressing tensions associated with surveillance and visibility anxiety; and Identity in the
Light of Hope, concerning agency rooted in hope and self-actualization. Moreover, the
boundary between play, entertainment, and labor in children’s digital lifeworlds is
continually blurred and redefined.
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The results of this study can assist policymakers, support institutions, and researchers in
better understanding the challenges and opportunities facing children in this space and in
designing effective protective measures.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid integration of digital platforms into
everyday life has profoundly transformed
children’s social interactions, identity formation,
and economic participation. While social media
facilitates entertainment and communication, it
also enables content production and income
generation. Within this shifting landscape, the
virtual child worker has emerged—a child whose
online activities transcend ordinary leisure to
become organized, economically valuable labor.
Despite the increasing visibility of this
phenomenon, it remains inadequately recognized
within existing legal and institutional child-
protection frameworks.

This study conceptualizes virtual child labor as a
socially constructed phenomenon rather than a
self-evident category. Drawing on Beck’s risk
society perspective, the study examines how
technological developments create new forms of
risk alongside opportunities for  social
participation. From a social constructionist
perspective, the boundaries between childhood
and work, leisure and labor, and creativity and
exploitation are not fixed; they are shaped by
social meanings, cultural norms, family
practices, and economic structures. Accordingly,
this study examines how the status of the virtual
child worker is constructed within the Iranian
digital environment and how this process relates
to children’s identities, rights, and lived
experiences.

The theoretical framework integrates social
constructionism, symbolic interactionism,
Goffman’s  dramaturgical approach, and
Bourdieu’s theory of fields and capital, in
conjunction with the attention economy. It posits
that children’s digital identities emerge through
reciprocal interactions with families, peers,
audiences, and platform algorithms. Algorithmic
visibility and the necessity to compete for
attention shape these interactions, where digital
engagement is frequently converted into
economic and symbolic capital. Thus, the study
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addresses: how is the virtual child worker
constructed in Iran? What are the consequences
for children’s rights and identities? And what
challenges does this pose for child-protection
policies?

Method

This study employed digital ethnography to
examine online social practices, focusing on
children involved in economically beneficial
content production. Parents and experts were
also included as key information sources
Participants were selected through purposive and
snowball sampling. Data were generated via
online participant observation and 81 semi-
structured interviews on platforms like
Instagram, YouTube, and Rubika. Analysis
followed Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory,
using open, axial, and selective coding to
integrate concepts into a coherent thematic
framework  .Ethical  considerations  were
paramount; participant identities were strictly
protected through pseudonyms. Trustworthiness
was bolstered through data triangulation,
member checking, and researcher reflexivity.

Findings

The analysis yielded four core categories: From
Home to Peers, Hidden Expectations, Overt
Behavior, Hidden Fears, and Identity in the
Light of Hope. Collectively, these categories
demonstrate that virtual child labor is shaped by
intricate relationships between families, peers,
audiences, and platforms, rather than individual
choice alone.

The first category, From Home to Peers,
illustrates how communication networks dictate
social norms. Children internalize the meanings
and techniques of digital labor through
interaction with family members, friends, and
influencers. Among peers, maintaining a
professional-looking page often becomes a
social norm, while successful digital figures
provide templates for aspiration. Families
frequently incentivize this participation, linking
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online activity to social recognition, skill
development, or financial contribution, thereby
normalizing digital work as an ordinary
component of childhood.

The second category, Hidden Expectations,
Overt Behavior, describes the implicit social and
commercial pressures shaping a child’s public
performance. Through constant impression
management, children regulate their appearance,
emotions, and language to satisfy audience
feedback and algorithmic demands. The
distinction between the front stage (the cheerful,
confident online persona) and the backstage is
stark; children often experience emotional
distress, self-censorship, and profound pressure
behind the scenes, creating a fragmented identity
between the public persona and private lived

experience.
The third category, Hidden Fears, addresses the
anxieties inherent in the digital attention

economy. Participants reported instability in
income, the volatility of follower counts, intense
competition, and concerns about educational and
future prospects. Unlike traditional child labor,
which may be characterized by physical isolation,
these risks are technologically mediated and
rooted in algorithmic unpredictability, visibility
pressure, and continuous, public evaluation.

The fourth category, Identity in the Light of
Hope, highlights children’s agency and ambition.
Hopes for fame, financial independence, and
social mobility motivate continued engagement.
Some children view online activity as a vital
pathway to overcome social marginalization and
validate their abilities. This hope is dual-natured:
it fosters agency and self-confidence while
simultaneously tethering the child’s sense of
self-worth to their popularity and economic
utility.
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Conclusion

The findings reveal that the identity of the virtual
child worker in Iran is a dynamic construction
emerging from the intersection of platform logic,
the attention economy, and cultural expectations.
This phenomenon is not merely an exercise of
individual choice; it is embedded in unequal
access to cultural, social, and economic capital.
Digital participation offers opportunities for
creativity and recognition, but it simultaneously
threatens privacy, educational engagement, and
psychological well-being. When such labor is
mislabeled as mere leisure or family
participation, the boundary between play and
work becomes obscured, weakening existing
protections. Therefore, policies must avoid
binary approaches of prohibition versus total
empowerment. Instead, families and schools
should foster critical digital literacy and
emotional self-regulation. An interdisciplinary
approach, bridging sociology, child psychology,
and media policy, is essential to protect children
while respecting their agency in digital
environments.
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