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Abstract

Taking and sharing photos is a routine practice in childcare institu-
tions, used to document children’s learning, communicate with fam-
ilies, and support marketing. These practices are typically regulated
through consent forms, the institutional mechanism for authorizing
photography and media use. While prior research has examined
parents’ photo-taking and sharing, little is known about consent
in institutional childcare, where formal policies and non-parental
figures (e.g., staff and administrators) shape children’s privacy in
distinct ways. To investigate this, we analyzed 42 consent forms and
conducted 21 semi-structured interviews with parents, educators,
and administrators in U.S.-based childcare institutions. Our findings
reveal that consent forms serve as procedural, one-time agreements
rather than meaningful safeguards. Parents navigate consent prag-
matically amidst structural precarity and power asymmetries, while
staff performs the unseen labor of consent enforcement. We con-
clude with implications for reimagining consent and designing
usable institutional mechanisms that support children’s privacy
and safety in practice.
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1 Introduction

Taking and sharing photos of children is central to modern care-
giving, serving multiple purposes such as preserving family mem-
ories [11, 24, 44], documenting developmental milestones [1, 23],
and nurturing parents’ social connections [5, 57]. Typically, parents
are the ones taking and sharing these photos, which has naturally
placed them at the center of scholarly attention. "Sharenting"—the
ways parents document and share their children’s lives online—has
been examined by a wide body of work within Human-Computer
Interaction (HCI) and Security & Privacy (S&P) research. Scholars
have explored its perceived benefits [1, 40, 53], parental motiva-
tions [11, 26, 54], and the risks it poses to children’s privacy and
safety [2, 29, 39, 43, 54]. While less extensively studied, other family
members—such as grandparents and distant relatives—also engage
in capturing and sharing children’s moments [33, 52, 65].

Yet parents and family members are not the only caregivers
producing digital traces of children. Children in the U.S. spend sub-
stantial time in out-of-home care settings such as center-based care,
preschools, schools, after-school programs, summer camps, and ex-
tracurricular activities [16, 45]. Photography in these institutional
contexts is not incidental, but routine. Staff members such as teach-
ers and coaches use photos to document learning, keep families
informed, and produce promotional materials/advertise [31]. While
seemingly mundane, these practices raise critical questions about
children’s privacy and safety in contexts where traditional family-
based consent models may not apply. In these institutional settings,
photography is typically governed through consent forms—Ilegal
consent mechanisms that appear nearly ubiquitous across these
institutions [4, 9].

Despite their ubiquity and role in regulating children’s digital
traces, consent forms in childcare settings remain understudied
in both HCI and S&P. Prior studies have critiqued how abstract,
opaque privacy policies and consent policies may reduce mean-
ingful choice and obscure actual practices of data use [21, 37, 60].
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However, we know little about how these dynamics unfold in child-
care institutions. This gap is significant given the unique vulner-
abilities and power dynamics present in institutional childcare
contexts [19, 38, 59]. Unlike parental sharenting, where decisions
occur within family relationships, institutional photography in-
volves multiple stakeholders with potentially conflicting interests:
parents seeking to protect their children’s privacy but also wanting
to stay informed, institutions needing promotional content, staff
managing day-to-day enforcement, and children who have little
voice in these decisions.

HCI and S&P scholars have also shown how consent infrastructures—

such as privacy policies, choice interfaces, or consent management
systems—often fail to support meaningful agency, instead burden-
ing users through opaque and rigid design of systems [28, 37, 42].
Extending this conversation into institutional childcare settings,
we examine how consent is enacted through institutional forms
and everyday socio-technical practices across various stakeholders.
Understanding how consent unfolds across these relationships is
crucial as photography becomes increasingly embedded in the dig-
ital infrastructure of childcare. Through this study, our goal was
to examine how consent is implemented, enacted, and negotiated
through consent forms in institutional settings. Specifically, we
asked:

e RQ1: How are consent forms to regulate photography and
media use in childcare institutions designed, structured, and
communicated?

e RQ2: How do parents experience and make decisions about
consent forms and institutional practices around photogra-
phy and media use?

e RQ3: How do childcare providers and administrators imple-
ment these consent forms in practice, and what negotiations
or challenges emerge as they manage everyday photographic
and media activities?

To answer these questions, we adopted a two-pronged qualitative
approach: analyzing 42 publicly available media consent forms and
conducting 21 semi-structured interviews with parents and child-
care staff across Washington, USA. Our findings reveal that consent
forms act as institutional infrastructure that prioritizes institutional
rights over meaningful safeguards for children—reducing nuanced
privacy decisions to procedural checkboxes. Parents navigate con-
sent pragmatically, often exhibiting a “just sign” tendency amidst—
particularly the scarcity of quality childcare options—and resulting
power asymmetries where parents may be reluctant to challenge
institutional policies. Meanwhile, we found that care providers have
to perform the unseen labor of consent enforcement, developing
informal systems and relying on situational improvisation in the
absence of institutional systems.

Our contributions are three-fold: (1) we provide an empirical
understanding of how consent forms are used as privacy safeguards
in out-of-home childcare institutions and reveal how they fall short
in practice through a mixed-methods qualitative study; (2) we re-
frame digital consent as a contextual, ongoing process intersecting
with structural precarity and power asymmetries, extending shar-
enting and privacy labor scholarship into institutional childcare
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settings; and (3) we offer implications for designing meaningful con-
sent mechanisms that address the realities of institutional childcare
contexts.

2 Background & Related Work

We review literature on online sharenting, the contextual and re-
lational nature of consent, and the design of privacy policies and
consent interfaces. Building on this, our research seeks to extend
and contribute an understanding of how childcare institutions im-
plement, communicate, and enforce consent around photography
and media release.

2.1 Online Sharenting and Non-Parent Figures

The rise of digital photography, combined with the ease of shar-
ing these photos online, has significantly changed how individuals
document and share their everyday lives. As photography becomes
increasingly pervasive, concerns around privacy and surveillance
have grown [12, 46, 48, 55]. Within the context of children, dig-
ital photography has become an integral part of modern parent-
hood. Much of the scholarship on children’s digital privacy has
centered on sharenting—the ways parents document and share
their children’s lives online [1, 2, 5, 54]. Parents engage in these
practices to seek community support [5, 11, 17, 26, 40], archive mile-
stones [1, 26, 40], or showcase their parental identity [1, 10, 40]. Yet,
such sharing also exposes children to embarrassment, bullying, and
risks like identity theft and image-based sexual abuse [39, 43, 58].
Children themselves often express discomfort with sharenting,
with studies showing disagreements about permission-seeking pro-
cesses [29].

While much of the existing literature on sharenting focuses on
parents, the practice also extends to other caregivers. A recent arti-
cle broadened the definition to include grandparents, aunts, uncles,
educators, and coaches, showing that children’s digital presence is
shaped by a wider circle of caregivers than parents alone [3]. Recent
studies have examined the role of grandparents in sharenting—also
known as “grandsharenting” [32, 33, 52, 65]. Staes et al. showed
how grandparents’ pride-driven online sharing affirms their role
yet sometimes conflicts with parents’ privacy norms creating inter-
generational tensions around ownership and consent [52]. Beyond
grandparents, studies have also examined sharenting by teach-
ers [13, 31]. Cino and Vandini found that parents felt a profound
loss of control when educators posted classroom photos on per-
sonal social media, describing such acts as a form of boundary
crossing [13]. Their analysis of parent forums further revealed
that media release forms were “poorly worded” which fueled these
tensions, leaving parents uncertain whether institutional consent
extended to teachers’ private accounts [13].

These studies move beyond parents to show how a wider ecosys-
tem of caregivers contributes to children’s digital presence. Yet in-
stitutional childcare, where photography is routine, infrastructural,
and regulated by consent forms forms, remains under-examined.

2.2 Digital Privacy Policies and Consent
Mechanisms

Extensive research has shown that privacy policies are hard to
read, rarely read in detail, and do not support rational decision
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making [9, 13, 21, 37, 60, 61]. McDonald and Cranor quantified this
through the “cost of reading,” showing how policies, if read, have a
significant opportunity cost and shift the burden of comprehension
to users rather than enabling true, informed choice [37]. More re-
cent research has focused on the design of interfaces where consent
is enacted, specifically showing how UX deceptive patterns such
as pre-ticked boxes, asymmetric choice architecture, and confirm-
shaming (use of guilt or shame to manipulate) nudge users towards
disclosure rather than empowering meaningful choice [18, 20, 42].
However, the challenge here extends beyond readability or manip-
ulative design.

Consent itself is fragile since its meaning is contingent on the
context [41]. Information disclosed in one setting does not extend
authorization for reuse in another [27, 67]. For example, a pho-
tograph shared in a specific “public” setting may still constitute
a privacy violation when circulated elsewhere even if disclosure
was initially authorized. This aligns with Nissenbaum’s theory of
contextual integrity, which frames privacy as the appropriate flow
of information within specific social norms and roles [41]. Such ten-
sions are rendered visible in instances of context collapse on social
media where the convergence of unintended audiences disrupts
assumptions about who the information is intended for [35, 36].
Thus, these studies show that consent is not a static agreement, but
a dynamic one that is shaped by shifting contexts and relationships.
In response to these, researchers have proposed alternatives that
move away from static agreements. For instance, Dynamic Consent
allows researchers and participants to follow-up over time in a con-
tinuously changing environment, positively impacting research [8].
In addition, Kotut and McKrickard propose TL;DR Charter, a design
fiction approach that reimagines privacy policies as legible, enforce-
able commitments [25]. By offering covenant-based privacy profiles,
the Charter makes consent agreements easier to interpret and em-
beds accountability through clear enforcement mechanisms [25].

Specifically in childcare, media consent has shifted from assumed
parental permission to formalized processes shaped by legislation.
In the U.S., the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA)
of 1974 classified photographs as “directory information,” granting
parents opt-out rights over their release. Since then, annual media
release forms have become the routine mechanism for authoriz-
ing children’s photography. However, recent studies have shown
that these forms remain poorly designed and are not aligned with
emerging digital risks [9, 13]. A 2024 analysis of school district
media consent forms found that while most listed what PII could be
shared, only a few addressed how photos circulate on social media
platforms or the risks of online distribution [9]. This gap is critical
as new child safety laws, such as the Kids Online Safety Act (KOSA)
and the recent regulations around sharenting have begun to expand
protections for children’s data online. Despite these, the ecosys-
tem around media-related consent forms within institutionalized
childcare remain under-examined. Prior work has noted tensions
with the design of media-related consent forms [9, 13]., yet there is
little understanding of how these are designed, implemented, and
interpreted in everyday practice.
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3 Methods

Our study, approved by our university’s ethics review board, took
place between January and August 2025 in the U.S., with a focus
on childcare institutions in Washington. We sought to develop an
understanding of how photography and media release practices
are designed, communicated, and experienced in institutionalized
childcare settings. To this end, we adopted a mixed-methods quali-
tative approach. First, we analyzed publicly available media release
consent forms to understand the language, structure, and consent
mechanisms institutions use. Second, we conducted semi-structured
interviews with parents and educators or administrators of these in-
stitutions to explore how these policies are interpreted and enacted
in practice.

3.1 Consent Form Analysis

We began by compiling a list of out-of-home care facilities in Wash-
ington, drawing on the licensing database provided by a state-based
government department focused on child and family services, and
other publicly available directories. We focused on a broad range of
institutionalized childcare settings, including center-based daycare,
preschools, public and private schools, before- and after-school
programs, extracurricular activities, summer camps, faith-based
childcare, and military childcare. From this list, our team system-
atically searched institutional websites for publicly accessible con-
sent documents. Forms were included if they explicitly addressed
photography, other forms of media, or the sharing of children’s
images—whether for internal purposes, such as newsletters, or for
external uses, such as promotional materials, websites, or social
media. As we compiled forms, we simultaneously conducted quali-
tative analysis, drawing upon prior established document analysis
approaches [6, 14], to identify emerging patterns in the text, struc-
ture, and design of these consent forms. We treated these forms
as situated institutional artifacts that articulated each program’s
approach towards photo taking and sharing [6]—examining how
these practices were described, how parental consent was requested,
opt-out procedures, and how the surrounding text framed these
decisions. We stopped collecting more forms once new forms no
longer introduced unique patterns and we had secured representa-
tion across institutional categories. In total, we compiled 42 unique
consent forms that discussed media. Each was freely available on-
line without password protection or special access. In line with
Bowen’s view [6], these consent forms served as supplementary
data sources, and further informed and sharpened our interview
study design.

3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews

To complement our analysis of consent forms and understand how
these policies operate in practice, we conducted semi-structured
interviews with parents, staff, and administrators from out-of-home
care facilities in Washington.

Participant Recruitment. Given our research goals, we recruited (1)
parents of children enrolled in out-of-home care institutions and (2)
educators or administrators working in such institutions. We adver-
tised the study through university parenting listservs and Facebook
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groups, obtaining permission from moderators when required. Be-
cause our study focused on Washington, all participants resided
within. We, however, sought to recruit across different counties to
capture variation in institutional contexts. Interested individuals
completed a Qualtrics! survey that collected demographic informa-
tion and a brief description of their experiences with photography
and media release practices in childcare settings. We received a
total of 149 responses. We thoroughly screened responses for eli-
gible participants, flagging and filtering out any potentially fraud-
ulent entries (e.g., duplicate IP addresses, verbatim open-ended
responses) [30]. To ensure relevant participation, we selected only
those who shared an anecdote of these practices. Eligible partic-
ipants were then contacted via email to schedule interviews. We
stopped conducting interviews once we reached data saturation.

Interviews. We interviewed 21 participants: 15 parents and 6 edu-
cators and/or administrators. Of the 21 participants, 16 identified
as women and 5 as men. Because we did not collect institutional
identifiers, we cannot determine whether parents and staff were
reflecting on the same institutions. Participant demographics are
summarized in Table 1 and Table 2. Interviews each lasted approxi-
mately 45 minutes and were conducted remotely over Zoom. Parent
interviews focus on their experiences with media consent forms,
decision-making around granting or withholding consent, institu-
tional photography and media release practices, and perceptions of
privacy and safety. Interviews with educators and administrators,
on the other hand, focused on how these policies are designed and
implemented in practice, communication with families, and chal-
lenges that occur in enforcement. Each participant received a $25
Amazon gift card as compensation.

Data Analysis. We collected approximately ~20 hours of audio
recordings and detailed notes from 21 semi-structured interviews,
which were anonymized and transcribed using Rev,? a secure audio
transcription service. We analyzed the data using reflexive thematic
analysis [7, 50], following an iterative, inductive approach. The first
author coded all transcripts, and the research team met regularly
to review codes, resolve disagreements, and refine the codebook
collaboratively. This reflexive dialogue among researchers ensured
analytic rigor and interpretive depth. We conducted multiple rounds
of open coding, rigorously discussing and refining codes such as
“limited granularity”, “consent fatigue”, “delayed reflection”, and
“situational improvisation.” These refined codes were then clustered
into overarching themes, including consent as an institutional infras-
tructure, how parents navigate consent, labor of consent enforcement,
and structural constraints and pressures.

3.3 Limitations

We acknowledge several limitations of this work. First, we did not
interview children about their privacy preferences or experiences
with photography consent. Second, our sample included only six
staff members, including both educators and administrators, whose
insights provided depth but may not capture the full diversity of
practices across different kinds of childcare institutions. Third, our
consent form analysis drew from publicly available documents.

http://qualtrics.com/
https://www.rev.com/
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While these forms provided a meaningful window into institutional
practices, they may not reflect the entire spectrum of forms or
informal mechanisms in use. Finally, the study was conducted in
one U.S. state, an intentional scoping choice, though we recognize
that regulations and practices may vary across states and countries.

3.4 Researcher Positionality

This work stems from our interest and commitment toward design-
ing safe and equitable technologies for childcare. All authors have
a background in HCI, many in usable security and privacy, and
multiple have extensive experience conducting fieldwork with di-
verse care providers including both parents and childcare workers.
Among the five authors, two are parents with direct experience
with institutionalized out-of-home care settings, and one of the au-
thors has experience working at a care facility. The research team
has a mixed perspective on sharenting—acknowledging its nuances,
finding certain aspects as acceptable while raising concerns about
others.

4 Findings

Our study uncovers rich insights into consent practices surrounding
photography and media release in childcare institutions. We present
four key findings: consent form design and institutional framing
(§ 4.1), how parents navigate consent decisions (§ 4.2), the labor
of consent enforcement (§ 4.3), and the structural constraints and
pressures that shape these practices (§ 4.4).

4.1 Consent Form Design and Institutional
Framing

While institutions present media consent forms as straightforward
permission requests, we observed that the way these forms are
designed, communicated, and enforced prioritizes institutional li-
ability over parental clarity and children’s safety. In this section,
we examine structural characteristics of consent forms that enable
such prioritization.

4.1.1  Form Design and Structure. On analyzing the 42 consent
forms, we observed that there was no unifying structure among
institutions. Despite serving the same purpose, the titles differed,
ranging from “Use of Image and Recording Permission Form” to
“Photo Opt-In Form” or “Media Opt-Out Form.” Such inconsisten-
cies may increase errors and misunderstandings while filling these
forms. Adding to this, forms varied in their framing—some forms
were opt-in, others were opt-out or had a checkbox to opt-out,
others provided multiple options to select from in terms of what
artifacts can be shared, and some did not let parents choose, they no-
tified them that to participate, they must agree to this photo consent
form. Overall, most forms we analyzed reduced parental consent to
a simple checkbox, offering only singular or binary choices. Ad03
described reflecting on their institution’s form:

“It has our branding at the top, and then it has a para-
graph that lists all of the things that [photos] would
be used for... and then I do or do not consent, and then
they circle one or the other... It’s a very simple form
like a half page document.” (Ad03)


https://2https://www.rev.com
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ID Gender Age Ethnicity Location # Children Ages of Children
P01 Female 45 Caucasian Beacon Hill 2 10yo, 6yo
P02 Female 48 Caucasian Shoreline 4 14yo, 12yo, 3yo, 1yo
P03 Female 45 Asian Seattle 2 15yo, 13yo
P04 Female 42 Asian Black Diamond 2 8yo, 4yo
P05 Female 38 Caucasian Seattle 2 6yo, 2yo
P06 Female 44 Caucasian Bothell 2 5yo, 21mo
P07 Male 37 Hispanic South Seattle 1 5y0
P08 Female 38 Caucasian Seattle 2 4yo, 8mo
P09 Male 39 Caucasian South Seattle 1 22mo
P10 Female 40 Caucasian Seattle 2 4yo, 2yo
P11 Female 37 Persian Seattle 1 3yo
P12 Female 45 Caucasian Maple Leaf 2 11yo, 13yo
P13 Male 41 Caucasian Seattle 1 6yo
P14 Female 34 Asian Snohomish 1 3yo
P15 Female 45 Latina Seattle 2 10yo, 8yo

Table 1: Demographics of Parents
1D Gender Age Ethnicity Location Role Institution Type Experience
Ado1 Male 30 Asian Greater Seattle Program Manager Art Education Non-Profit 1.5 years
Ado2 Female 25 Latina West Seattle Program Coordinator After School Program 3 years
Ado3 Female 28 Asian Seattle Administrative Assistant Preschool 7 years
Ado4 Female 44 Caucasian Clark County Owner Daycare 5 years
Ados Female 36 Caucasian Seattle Director Daycare 8 years
Ado6 Male 40 Caucasian Spokane Program Manager Preschool 2 years

Table 2: Demographics of Educators or Administrators

In this way, forms positioned consent as a binary act rather than
offering parents more granular options or concrete examples of
how photos might be taken and/or shared. Interestingly, some
institutions, particularly those that catered to younger children,
demonstrated more sophisticated consent structures, distinguish-
ing between “internal sharing” and “external sharing” As Ad04
explained, “internal would be for classroom purposes, for sharing
with other families,” while “external would be anything that’s pub-
lic...that anybody could access.” However, such granular options
are rare, as P13 said, “They had an option, like it is allowed to take
pictures for internal uses... they had that permission separate from
can be used in public media and marketing documents... That inter-
nal/external granularity was really...I can only remember that for
that daycare, because that stood out as an option.”

Despite the difference in structure, there were design choices
found that were shared amongst the majority of consent forms.
Most consent forms were in English, and the language of the forms
was more formal and legal in their wording and tone. They ex-
plained what artifacts may be collected, when and where they
might be collected, and what media they will be used in. Such
phrasing indicated that the forms were primarily for liability sake
on the part of the organization rather than clarifying implications
for children or families. For example, one form stated:

“Permission for student name, photo/image, and/or
school, and/or grade, as well as images of student’s
recognized art or academic awards/achievements to
be published on the district and/or school’s website
and social media platforms, as well as sent in press

releases to area media and publicity outlets and publi-
cations and/or public presentation venues or displays
as outlined in Section LD. of the S-2: Administrative
Procedures, Student Records, Privacy Rights, and Re-
lease of Information.”

Here, the language is not only dense and legalistic, but also diffi-
cult for parents to make sense of. This also raises concerns about
understanding among the adults signing these forms, especially
those who learned English as a secondary language. Additionally,
parents themselves noticed the formulaic nature of these forms,
as P15 reflected, “They all seem very standard and often have the
same language across multiple organizations. So maybe they’re all
Jjust copying each other’s like basic legal liability.”

Additionally, all the forms we analyzed specified who would be
able to legally sign these forms. Each form indicated that a parent or
guardian must be the one to sign and date these forms. While this
requirement is necessary to establish legal consent for students, it
also underscores children’s lack of involvement in decisions about
their own photos, especially older kids who are more aware and
have preferences.

4.1.2  Timing and Operational Mechanics of Consent Forms. While
some institutions continued to rely on paper-based forms, others
used digital forms. For example, P05 described, “Most of the times I
think I would get the digital forms to review and sometimes they’d
have a paper packet available at the school that you’d actually go pick
up and sign and return.” This variation in distribution method cre-
ates inconsistent experiences for parents, especially those availing
multiple out-of-home care services.
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Additionally, consent forms were often embedded within larger
enrollment paperwork rather than being offered standalone. By
bundling photo permissions alongside critical registration require-
ments, institutions implicitly positioned consent as inseparable
from access to childcare itself. Moreover, some forms portrayed
consent as a fixed decision made once during enrollment with no
provisions of changing or renewing consent. P11’s experience il-
lustrated this challenge: despite repeated attempts to locate her
enrollment forms, she admitted, “Oh, there was apparently a Google
enrollment form that I can’t see anymore... no one ever sent me a
copy of it.” Like P11, several parents could not recall what they
had agreed to and noted they were never given a record of their
responses. As P05 explained,

"I don’t think I've ever gotten a copy of my responses...
with the paper ones where they emailed the packet,
I gave them the ones that I marked and signed. So I
wouldn’t have a record of that and they didn’t provide
me with a record of digital ones either." (P05)

Without accessible records, parents are left to rely on memory for
future decisions that may shape their children’s digital presence.
While some institutional forms provided provisions for opt-out or
changing consent mid-term, these instructions were either typed
in much smaller fonts or written at the bottom, and could be easily
missed.

Lastly, some forms also specified deadlines for when they needed
to be returned by, raising questions around what happens if forms
are returned late, if guardians change their minds, or for how long
consent remains valid. Even when such details were included, they
were either buried within the legal jargon, or rarely explained
clearly. Once returned, forms typically went back to a teacher, ad-
ministrator, or other staff member. However, beyond an occasional
instruction on who to turn the form back in to, there was little
information provided to parents and guardians about how this
information will be stored and enforced. A few forms included a
“For Office Use Only” section, but many do not—leaving families
uncertain about the temporal validity of their consent and how
institutions would ensure their decisions were honored.

4.2 How Parents Navigate Consent Decisions

While consent forms frame photography permissions as straight-
forward yes-no, parents make these decisions through ongoing
negotiations shaped by their privacy values, practical constraints,
and institutional relationships. We now discuss how consent re-
lated decision-making unfolds as a relational, pragmatic, and values-
driven process.

4.2.1 The “Just Sign” Tendency. Consent forms were often embed-
ded within larger enrollment paperwork rather than being offered
standalone. By bundling photo permissions alongside critical reg-
istration requirements, institutions not only demand consent pre-
emptively, but also implicitly position media consent as inseparable
from access to childcare itself. For instance, P11 shared,

“We had been on the wait list for like 4 years before
I was pregnant and we only still barely got a spot in
the infant classroom because it’s just there’s so few
spaces [...] SoI think I just remember being like, I will
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sign as many things as you need me to. Like, hold the
spot.” (P11)

Thus, parents provide preemptive consent, making privacy choices
about unknown caregivers and practices before trust or under-
standing of actual institutional practices is even established. Many
parents described treating photo permission as a procedural check-
point during enrollment rather than a substantive privacy deci-
sion. This pragmatic approach reflects how families adapt to the
overwhelming processes of securing childcare. As P02 said “it’s
something that I feel like I've always just kind of automatically opted
in... it has been kind of a no-brainer for me.” Similarly, P15 explained
that consent was simply, “part of what you have to go through if
you want your kid to participate in activities.” In this way, consent
becomes proceduralized within the broader enrollment process—
raising questions on whether it functions as freely-given consent
at all. With some parents signing as many as 15 forms per child
per year (across childcare and multiple extracurricular activities
or camps), the sheer volume of paperwork reinforced this “just
sign” tendency, where the fatigue left families with no realistic
opportunity to reflect.

At the same time, we observed that parents’ perspectives were
not static. Several participants described becoming more privacy-
conscious over time, often after a speciﬁc event or increased aware-
ness of digital risks, a pattern also noted in prior work [54]. This
shift in perceptions prompted them to revisit their earlier photo-
taking and sharing behaviors. Here, P02’s case was particularly
striking. She said,

“I came across this documentary which was regarding
how images, especially of kids, are used on trafficking
websites, and people don’t even know that...the effect
of that documentary was quite strong. So the existing
photographs that I had posted of her...I deleted all of
that” (P02)

She later reflected how the research interview itself triggered a
pause for reconsideration over consent forms, adding “I'm just
grateful for the conversation... having the conversation is good for me
to kind of pause and be like, oh my God, what all have I agreed to.”
This shows how the reflection over these consent decisions often
came late—not out of neglect, but because the system left little
space to pause and reflect. Alternatively, Ad04 noted that some
parents who initially opted out later reversed their decision after
seeing newsletters without featuring their children. He said, “some
of the parents came back and changed their consent because they did
want their kids to be included.” This highlights how rushed, binary
enrollment consent affords little space for parents to fully grasp the
implications or align choices with their actual preferences.

In rare cases where opt-out options existed, participants felt
they were often poorly designed and confusing. Many institutions
required parents to complete a separate opt-out form and physically
mail it to the director—an unnecessarily burdensome process. Ad02,
who oversees enrollment at their institution, described a design
flaw in their opt-out process. He said,

“I think they are signing or checking that box to com-
plete it. But it’s actually to not be in it... I think that’s
the confusing part when it comes to like, I said, Non
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native speakers where they see a box. and might be
like, okay, I'm done. And now completed.” (Ad02)

This reverses typical form conventions, where checking a box usu-
ally indicates agreement [15], leaving parents, especially those with
low tech-literacy uncertain about what action they are actually tak-
ing. Parents also noted the lack of clear information on what opting
out would mean. P08 said, “Tt would have been nice if they included
instructions or some sort of reassurance that it was acceptable to opt
out, and if you did, your child wouldn’t be singled out from the ac-
tivity.” Therefore, opting out mechanisms within consent forms
remains vague, confusing and inaccessible.

4.2.2  Privacy Values and Perceptions of Digital Risks. Parents’ con-
sent decisions were heavily shaped by their personal beliefs about
online risks, digital privacy, and children’s safety. We saw a wide
spectrum of approaches, from strict caution to comfort with semi-
private sharing. Some particularly concerned parents held firm
across contexts. As P01 explained, ‘T don’t put pictures of my kids on
the internet. I don’t do Facebook pictures of my kids... so every time I
get a consent form, my first instinct is to say I don’t want to do that.”
We found that parents’ professional experience also helped shape
their perceptions of digital risk. P13 reflected,

“I'work in computer security. Like,  know what can be
done with those photos... I don’t trust most caregivers
to be technically adept enough to do that in a actually
like digitally secure manner.” (P13)

Similarly, P14 drew from her experience, saying, “As someone who
works in IT services, I know what can happen when someone has
your information. And especially with Al being so big, I'm just more
cognizant of making sure that facial recognition is something that
we’re aware of.”

On the other hand, some parents expressed comfort with photo
sharing within trusted childcare networks (e.g., with other par-
ents, staff), viewing internal sharing as an extension of the care
relationship. As P06 said,

“And I know that same picture is probably being sent
to other parents... because I know that they are only
being shared with the parents of the kids that are
attending daycare that day. And it’s such a small group
of kids. It’s only six children. So I'm comfortable with
that” (P06)

Several families reported internal disagreements about photo-sharing
practices, with differing privacy values among parents. P14 de-
scribed this tension, “However, my husband has a different viewpoint
where he’s actually pretty open with sharing photo updates and show-
ing his face.” In such cases, the consent decisions were often deferred
to the more cautious parent.

Overall, parents’ consent decisions reflected their own privacy
values and concerns. Yet these values were continuously negotiated
against the practical realities of childcare access and institutional
relationships, which we will discuss later in Section 4.4.

4.2.3 Trust, Compliance, and Privacy Breaches. We found that par-
ents’ consent choices were shaped less by the forms themselves
and more by their trust in the institutions and caregivers, reflecting
a shift toward privacy decision-making as a relational task. As P11
explained, ‘T think because we have such a positive impression of the
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school, and a positive relationship with the staff, that I just trust them
a lot. And so I think if there wasn’t that same trusting relationship
I probably would have thought about it a lot before.” Additionally,
relational proximity also held importance. Direct relationships with
teachers and directors gave parents confidence in their decisions,
making institutional reputation and staff relationships feel more
meaningful than the formal language of the consent forms. P11
further added, “But like I talk with the school directors and staff a
lot... we really appreciate them. We’re like, they’re really great.”

At the same time, our interviews revealed instances when in-
stitutions breached parents’ consent. These instances prompted
significant discomfort and raised questions about the system’s ef-
fectiveness. For example, P04 described a clear violation where
her son’s photo appeared weekly in the school district newsletter
despite explicit non-consent:

“[Name] is actually featured on the picture right above
the superintendent’s picture every single week on this
newsletter. And the first time I saw it, I was like, oh,
okay. Well that’s interesting because I know I signed it
that he was not supposed to be on things... it has been
every single week that they send out this newsletter
and [Name]’s face is right there.” (P04)

Despite the ongoing violation, P04 chose not to escalate saying T
wanna pick my battles with the school district right now.” Similarly,
P15 experienced a breach but prioritized preserving the relationship
over enforcement: “Despite not consenting, my kids’ photos were
shared in the newsletter... I'm not going to put up a fight or like talk
to them. They’ve been at this after school program for years. I really
like all the teachers that they have.” These accounts illustrate the
difficulty of holding institutions accountable. Even when violations
were visible, parents felt constrained in challenging them.

For others, the uncertainty was even greater. Without clear veri-
fication mechanisms, parents had no way of knowing whether their
consent choices were being respected at all. P13 said, “since I'm not
on Instagram, I don’t know if the [institute] is actually publishing a
picture of her that we didn’t approve of.” P07 echoed a similar uncer-
tainty, noting that “if we opted out, we wouldn’t know if were they
were sharing her images anyways”’ These experiences show how
parents have to rely on institutions to act in good faith, with no way
to know if their consent is being honored and limited mechanisms
to respond when violations happen.

4.2.4 Limited Negotiations. While most parents signed consent
forms without comment, several sought clarification about how
their children’s photos might be used. Institutions were generally
responsive to these questions. For instance, Ad03 explained,

“There have been a couple families that needed clar-
ification... I do notice sometimes with our first-time
parents, they're a little more [in need of clarity]. We’ve
had a couple of questions about, you know, you are
part of a community center. Will these be used by
the community center? And I always assure them, no,
it’s just for our program. Our consent is just for our
program.” (Ad03)

Parents who asked questions often found staff willing to explain
distinctions between media use that were otherwise vague in the
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forms. For instance, P03 recalled their experience seeking clarifi-
cations, ‘T think we did once ask like, hey, this says, Blah blah, does
that include, you know, marketing purposes, or is it just, you know...
there’s a very distinct difference between local website kind of thing
versus literally like paid marketing purposes.”

Only one parent in our study, P09, went beyond seeking clar-
ifications to negotiate actual changes to a consent form. When
reviewing their enrollment packet, they found clauses granting
“any and all rights” to photographers and allowing blanket social
media use. P09 recalled,

“We’re absolutely not signing this form. We might
have emailed and said, like, hey, we’re not comfortable
signing this. Would you mind changing it to this? We
talked about it in-person, and it kind of felt at the time
like there was some pressure to just sign the forms,
like... hey, just sign the forms, what’s the deal. The
staff weren’t really expecting any pushback because
everyone else just comes in and signs the forms. But
we found a form from another care facility online and
said, hey, this looks fine, could you adopt this policy.
They looked at the form I sent, amended their own
form, and then had a copy for me to sign.” (P09)

On reviewing the two forms, we observed that the institution re-
vised the form to limit photo use to ‘communication and docu-
mentation purposes, restricted sharing to family members, and
separated individual from group permissions. This stood in sharp
contrast to the original broad language. P09’s case shows how rare
it is for parents to push for changes, yet also how persistence and
concrete examples can make a difference. It also highlights how
standardized forms obscure the possibility of negotiation, leaving
most parents unaware such options exist.

4.3 The Labor of Consent Enforcement

We found that institutions lacked formal systems and instead re-
lied on informal tracking, situational judgment, and improvised
methods to enforce consent. We now examine these mechanisms,
demonstrating how the burden of making these rigid consent sys-
tems work ultimately falls on caregivers, who often need to devise
ad-hoc techniques to navigate these challenges.

4.3.1 Informal and ad-hoc systems. When asked how their institu-
tions developed media-release forms, most administrators said they
relied on pre-existing templates rather than creating them from
scratch. As Ad04 explained,

“I was just kind of pulling from other programs, look-
ing at examples and then coming up with something
that made sense for my own.” (Ad04)

On the other hand, front-line staff typically had no involvement in
the development of these media-release forms, with Ad04 adding,
‘T have no involvement in what is said on the policy and how it’s
presented.”

When it came to tracking consent, we observed a wide range
of approaches, ranging from systematic processes to improvised
methods. Ad03, for example, maintained an excel sheet with two
columns—children who had parental consent and those who did
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not—which she updated whenever new students enrolled. She ex-
plained,

"I wanted to keep it very simple, so I have an excel
sheet and 2 columns, one column students that have
consented, students that have not [...] Anytime that I
get a new enrollment, because we do enroll through-
out the year, I'll just update that excel, and then I'll
print a new list for the teachers. So I give one to each
lead teacher, and then I have them communicate to
other teachers." (Ad03)

For special events, she implemented an additional layer of review,
describing how “if the photographer takes photos that they want to
use, and they know the kids (who might not have consented) are in
there... she’ll send me files and ask me to review any of the photos. I
take the red marker, circle any kids I see, and then she knows either
to crop the photos or not use it at all.”

In contrast, we found that many staff members relied heavily
on memory or ad-hoc notes. Ad04, responsible for a class of 27
students, described how they eventually memorized each child’s
consent status, saying, “after a couple of times I would say, like 3
weeks... I memorize that list so I wouldn’t have to keep going back to
it.” Smaller programs adopted even simpler methods, as Ad05 put it,
“T'would just add the kiddo’s name to the list of not sharing and kind
of move on from there.” These approaches show how much consent
management rested on personal recollection or informal notations
rather than systematic, durable systems across staff members. We
also observed anecdotes around lack of oversight when multiple
staff were involved in taking photos. Ad02 explained,

“They just take them and upload them, so maybe
they’re not aware of the students who are opt-out.
And I honestly haven’t checked through them since
[...] sometimes there is no specific location on where
to put those folders. So I just dump them in like the
team folder. So whatever is on the team folder, those
photos are free to use. This is shared with any team
member that may not be even working on my site.”
(Ado2)

Here, even the storage process was improvised. Once photos were
uploaded to shared folders, they became available for unrestricted
use by any staff member regardless of their knowledge of children’s
consent statuses. As Ad02 further reflected, “once uploaded, as per
internal notice and my understanding... it gets used however they
want in their way.”

4.3.2  Situational judgment and ethical discretion. To make con-
sent tracking slightly easier, we observed that staff often relied
on situational judgment and ethical discretion when navigating
photography. Several participants described adopting conservative
strategies to protect non-consenting children. For instance, Ad01
shared, “we generally take a conservative approach where we try to
take a lot from the back, take photos from other artwork. We can’t
take a photo of this kid, but we could always take a photo of their
artwork.” Similarly, Ad06 described similar techniques, sharing,

“We try to avoid any angles that capture the face...
instead, we include from like the back of their heads.
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You might not think that’s important, but just like
avoid anything overall from the student.” (Ad06)

These conservative approaches were sometimes motivated by broader

concerns around vulnerable populations. Ad01 reflected, “some of
these kids may be undocumented, and... not having their faces in
photos is pretty important. We don’t want to put any kids in jeopardy.”
Here, “undocumented" refers to children without legal immigration
status in the U.S., for whom public visibility can pose serious risks.
To avoid such risks, a common retraction strategy in sharenting
literature has been the use of emojis to cover faces, but parents
in our study emphasized the limitations of this approach. For ex-
ample, parents raised concerns around children being explicitly
de-identified post-sharing. P02 pointed out that face-covering can
unintentionally draw attention to the child, explaining,

“I think that’s interesting too though, because that
kind of makes it obvious who it is too, right? If there’s
like one student that’s missing, you can, if you're
interested, you could probably like figure out, and
that’s another kind of pressure, right? Like, well, why
didn’t they [the parent] let their kid be in the pictures?”
(Po2)

Another de-identification strategy used was pixelating. However,
P13, who was from a technical background, argued that, “Pixelating
can be depixelated way too easily these days. Covering up is safer, and
if they were going to use a strategy like that, I would hope that was
clear in that consent policy... even if it said like, if you don’t consent,
we may use, you know, a non-identifying photo of your child.” Here,
we see that there is a need for greater transparency around the use
of retraction mechanisms in consent forms.

Lastly, despite these efforts, caregivers and parents reflected
on the practical challenges of managing individual consent within
children’s group activities. Ad02 explained, “if there was like a group
photo, we will pull the student aside just to make sure that they’re just
completely not in that setting.” Parents also recognized the tension
this created between privacy protection and participation, as P08
said, “we want to make sure that he can participate in the activities
that his class is doing. We don’t want him to be pulled aside or singled
out” Thus, in practice, these situations show how difficult it is
to fully honor individual consent in communal childcare settings,
where photos are meant to capture shared experiences, and children
themselves often have a limited say or agency around media-related
consent.

4.3.3 Administrative and communication challenges. While larger
institutions sometimes provided educators with tablets to take pho-
tos, personal devices were still widely used. We found that reliance
on personal devices created additional challenges around retention
and safety. As Ad02 admitted, “there is nothing around employees
having to delete those memories off their personal devices... I have
random pictures and photos from my time here 2 years ago that I
haven’t deleted just because I forgot or something.” Field trips further
complicated this, as P05 said,

“I've chaperoned every field trip so far and have been
one of these photo takers... I always go back though
after I email them out and delete pictures of other kids
because that feels irresponsible. But yeah, there’s no

CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

saying that... people are using their personal devices
to take and share the pictures.” (P05)

This shows how difficult it is to ensure consistent consent prac-
tices once photos leave institutional oversight. We also observed
challenges extending beyond staff control, as parents sometimes
shared photos despite institutional guidance. P05 described how
teachers reminded families that “these are for you to enjoy... and these
pictures are not to be shared outside of this listserv.” Still, P12 shared,
“sometimes parents will share photos of other kids in the public schools
to their closed family Facebook page. And that includes our faces.”

Finally, the logistics of distributing and tracking consent itself
was a significant administrative burden. Additionally, we observed
that consent ambiguity also arose when children failed to return
paper-based consent forms. Ad01 shared,

“.there are times when students don’t bring back
the forms, especially younger kids... in that case we
generally lean to the side of being a little bit more
conservative where we don’t want to show their pic-
ture. We recognize... it could be dangerous for some
of these kids to be in photographs.” (Ad01)

Here, Ad01 was referring to undocumented and foster kids. He
further described a fragmented chain of responsibility in distribut-
ing consent information, with teaching artists, program managers,
and himself each handling different pieces of photography and
consent enforcement. Our parent participants also noted gaps in
record-keeping. Overall, these administrative and communication
challenges strained already fragile consent systems, leaving staff
and parents to perform the unseen labor of navigating gaps and
inconsistencies in these systems.

4.4 Structural Constraints and Pressures

Our study revealed that consent practices were shaped not only
by institutional processes but also by broader structural forces. We
will now examine how systemic pressures like childcare scarcity,
financial precarity, and the need to maintain relationships with
providers often override individual privacy preferences.

4.4.1  Precarity of institutionalized childcare. We found that the
scarcity of affordable, high-quality childcare significantly shaped
how parents approached consent. Many participants described long
waitlists and high costs that left them feeling unable to push back
on privacy concerns. For instance, P05 explained,

“...getting childcare in the city of Seattle is bananas you
could be on a wait list for three years... [company]’s
infant care is over $4,000 a month now... then when
we finally got an offer... you get the paperwork and
you're like, I'll literally sign my whole life away if
you want me to.” (P05)

P11 described a similar sense of desperation, recalling, “We had
been on the wait list for four years [...Jand we only barely got a spot
because there are so few spaces. I kept emailing every month—‘do you
have a space?’—and they always said no. Then two months before
my son was to start, they said a spot had opened a month early. I
immediately offered to pay for the extra month just to hold it, and
remember thinking, I will sign as many things as you need.”
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Additionally, parents receiving financial assistance felt particu-
larly obligated to provide consent. For instance, P01, whose child-
care was subsidized explained,

“Everything is subsidized and I'm so, so, so grateful
for it that I just try really hard not to be annoying... I
know that by signing the release, I might give them
the opportunity to capture an image that is useful for
them... I feel like that’s the least I can do right now
since they’re giving me a huge discount” (P01)

Here, we see how gratitude towards the institution further com-
plicate the consent dynamics. Interestingly, P01 also contrasted
this with her behavior when paying the full tuition. She reflected,
“When we were paying premium, I was more strict and tried to control
what went out. I still said yes but paid closer attention. Now, when
I see pictures of my kids on the wall, I'm like—I'm not paying full
tuition, so it’s fine.” This aligns with prior work showing how the
ability to monitor or restrict data use is tied to financial resources—
making privacy feel like something you can afford more when
paying more [34, 64].

Moreover, we observed that parents often prioritized maintaining
positive relationships with caregivers over asserting their privacy
preferences. As P15 said, “the childcare situation is desperate... and as
a parent you sometimes have to go against your better instinct and sign
them up.” P02 described a similar hesitation, recalling how a teacher
once recorded her son in distress and shared the video with them.
She said, ‘T was just like, this is awful... but it’s such a hard line as a
parent, right? Because you don’t want to turn your childcare providers
against you. You want to be collaborative and friendly, because you
hope the nicer you are, the nicer they’ll treat your children.” Therefore,
we see how structural precarity and power asymmetries within
childcare institutions constrained parents’ ability to freely consent
or challenge photography practices.

4.4.2 Institutional priorities and marketing needs. Institutions de-
pended on children’s photos not simply for communication but also
as an important resource to sustain their programs and advertise
their facilities and care. Interestingly, photos became part of how
centers secured funding, promoted their work, and demonstrated
representation to prospective families. Educators and administra-
tors described how visual content was requested by marketing
teams and external stakeholders, as Ad03 said,

“We also have a marketing team that always asks,
hey, can we include this in our newsletter and that
newsletter? I don’t have control... it goes out to a very
big community.” (Ad03)

She noted that this pressure came from the organization’s broader
structure, adding, “the organization I work for... they have a large
social media presence. And so families don’t always want to be a
part of that. So I do an additional consent... because it’s outside of
the program.” Photography was also tied to important institutional
functions such as fundraising and outreach. Ad01 listed these uses,
saying, “it might be social media, it might be the annual report,
funding stuff, general outreach, etc. Sometimes they send out mailers,
for example.”

Parents were also aware of these goals and acknowledged the
role their children’s photos played in institutional representation.
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For instance, P01 said, ‘T know that by signing the release, I might
give them the opportunity to capture an image that is useful for
them... my kids are okay looking and, you know, they’re charming
and they’re outgoing and they do ham it up.” At the same time,
parents also felt conflicted with the line between representation
and commodification, as P05 shared,

“If we toured a school and didn’t see kids who looked
like ours or teachers who looked like our families,
we’d be more hesitant to choose it. The struggle is
whether that visibility is representation or commod-
ification. I don’t want my child on a brochure just
to signal diversity, but we also see the value of other
families recognizing themselves. It’s a constant tug
and pull... what’s tokenization, what’s representation,
and is there a greater societal benefit in being visible?”
(P05)

Therefore, we see how institutions relied on children’s photos for
funding and visibility, while parents grappled with tensions be-
tween representation, tokenization, and social obligation towards
prospective families.

4.4.3 Normalization of photography and social pressure. We found
that photography was so embedded in the daily routine of child-
care that it normalized documentation as an expected attribute of
participation. Parents described how media consent often felt a
prerequisite for kids to participate in group activities. Others noted
how even for children, this was such a normalized phenomenon.
P04 shared,

“My kids to this day... just think, oh, everybody has a
phone and everybody’s taking pictures of everything.
And I think that’s just kind of a part of them. So I
don’t think that they’ve ever noticed it” (P04)

Besides this, we found that parents experienced a sense of peer
pressure to consent to photo sharing, especially for group activities.
For instance, creating annual photobooks was a common practice
in institutions. P12 noted the excitement around these, sharing,
“you don’t want to be the one parent that’s like, actually, I don’t want
to do this.” P02 also reflected on the broader social awkwardness of
parenting communities, describing how,

“..suddenly you have to kind of be friends with these
people who you wouldn’t necessarily be friends with...
you’re just trying to be kind to each other and feel
each other out. So yeah, you have to kind of watch
out for each other. You don’t wanna bar each other
from seeing their own kids.” (P02)

Here, we see how the everyday social dynamics among parents
further constrain the space to push back, turning consent into an
act of sustaining relationships than protecting privacy.

5 Discussion

Our findings show that media consent forms in childcare do little to
safeguard children’s privacy. Instead, they operate as instruments of
liability, reducing complex digital data practices to one-time binary
signatures that transfer risk to families. Parents often approach
these forms pragmatically, “just signing” amidst childcare scarcity
and power asymmetries within institutions. At the same time, staff
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shoulder the unseen labor of consent enforcement—devising infor-
mal and ad-hoc systems in absence of institutional support. In this
section, we take these findings as starting point to discuss what
media consent in childcare truly protects, surface the tensions in en-
forcing institutional consent, and re-imagine institutional consent
that moves beyond liability to affirmation.

5.1 What Does Consent (Not) Protect?

Professional care relationships rest on intimate trust—parents must
believe that providers will nurture, protect, and understand their
children. Alongside this trust in basic caregiving tasks such as feed-
ing, comforting, and teaching, parents must also now extend this
trust to institutions for the visual documentation of these same
activities. Our study shows how photography disrupts this trust in
ways that everyday care activities do not. Digital capture changes
something—it transforms the nature of care itself, converting pri-
vate, intimate exchanges into institutional assets for circulation and
display.

We argue that this tension stems from multiple fundamental
mismatches between care relationships and digital data systems.
Care is temporal and bounded—children outgrow daycares, move
between schools, and eventually leave institutional care entirely.
The activities of care (e.g., feeding, play, field trips) exist as discrete
moments with clear end points. Digital documentation, however,
renders these interactions into persistent artifacts that circulate
through unpredictable digital environments. A photo of a child
playing with blocks becomes institutional property that not only
persists but circulates across opaque digital environments—from
classrooms and internal newsletters to public websites. Parents
cannot anticipate where these images might appear, who may access
them, or how they might be reused years later.

Our findings suggest that parental apprehension about photog-
raphy is less about trusting educators and more about anxieties
over digital infrastructures and data use. Current consent forms do
little to address these concerns because they remain rooted in pre-
internet liability frameworks. Media consent practices in the United
States trace back to the 1974 Family Educational Rights and Privacy
Act (FERPA), which categorized photos as “directory information//
that schools could release unless parents explicitly opted out. These
opt-out models embody a “no means no” approach to privacy [49],
leaving families to shoulder the burden of resisting disclosure. Yet
saying no is rarely simple—it is shaped by structural pressures
that make refusal laborious, costly, or uncomfortable [49, 66]. Be-
yond FERPA, the institutions in our study also operated within
state-level jurisdictions that required early-childhood programs to
obtain parental permission before photographing or videotaping
children [63], as well as publicity laws that distinguish between pro-
motional and non-promotional use of photos [62]. Together, these
regulations establish that parental consent is required, but offer
little clarity on how that consent should be communicated, struc-
tured, and enforced. The nuance embedded within these laws—such
as the distinction between promotional and non-promotional use—
is not enough in a digital ecosystem where boundaries between
public and private spheres are blurred by institutional websites,
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parent portals, and social media platforms. Even within FERPA it-
self, whether a photo counts as personally identifiable information
is heavily dependent on the context.

Moreover, as the internet and social media reshaped how images
persist and circulate, consent forms retained their liability-focused
framing, borrowing from domains like field trips or sunscreen appli-
cation where risks are bounded and finite. Today’s forms collapse
heterogeneous uses—internal documentation, family communica-
tion, advertising, external marketing—into blunt categories, leaving
families little space to articulate nuanced preferences. Once signed
at enrollment, often before trust is established, these permissions
persist indefinitely with limited or laborious mechanisms for revi-
sion, renewal, or deletion.

This prompts us to ask: what are media consent forms in child-
care really designed to protect? Are they meant to safeguard children
against overexposure and misuse, reassuring families, or primarily
protecting institutions from legal liability? These shortcomings mir-
ror long-standing critiques of notice-and-choice in S&P, where
lengthy, hard-to-read, complex policies only create an illusion of
protection [51]. We encourage future research to take this mismatch
as a starting point, asking how consent might be re-imagined for the
digital documentation of care. What would it mean to design consent
management systems that acknowledge the temporal boundaries of
care while addressing the persistence of digital traces? How could more
ephemeral media sharing systems be designed for institutionalized
childcare settings? How might consent allow parents to freely express
their evolving preferences over their child’s digital presence?

5.2 Tensions in Institutional Consent

Answering the question posed above—how to reimagine consent
in this context—is non-trivial due to the challenges that typically
arise when enforcing consent in childcare institutions. Rather than
viewing these as problems with straightforward solutions, we ex-
amine them as fundamental design tensions that surface competing
values and structural constraints within current systems [56].

Simplicity vs. granularity. Parents sought nuanced control over their
children’s images, distinguishing between classroom documenta-
tion, family communication, and external marketing. However,
institutional consent forms routinely collapsed this complexity
into blanket categories. Our interviews revealed that even modest
granularity—such as separating internal from external sharing—
required complex tracking systems and constant staff vigilance.
While some institutions found workable solutions, these were highly
contingent on the size of the institution. This reveals an inherent
tension—meaningful, nuanced parental control comes at the signif-
icant cost of institutional burden. This raises key questions: how
could childcare institutions design consent systems that provide
meaningful parental agency while acknowledging operational con-
straints? What role might technology play in reducing the privacy
labor associated with granular consent? How might we address the
systemic misalignment between diverse family privacy needs and
institutional capacities?

Individual privacy vs. collective documentation. Honoring opt-out
preferences often meant excluding children from group photos,
classroom displays, and event-related documentation. Staff described
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pulling children aside, while parents worried about their children
being visibly singled out. Some families who initially declined con-
sent later reversed their decisions after seeing their children absent
from shared experiences. This reflects broader challenges in col-
laborative privacy [46, 47], where individual preferences conflict
with the inherently social nature of institutional caregiving. Cur-
rent consent systems also lead to disproportionate visibility. Chil-
dren whose parents consent are well represented in institutional
memory, while others are systematically excluded. However, pri-
oritizing collective inclusion violates families’ privacy preferences.
This tension prompts: how might institutions document collective
experiences while respecting individual privacy boundaries? Could
alternative approaches like group consent or privacy-preserving
documentation methods enable participation without individual
identification?

Professional boundaries vs. personal devices. The widespread use
of personal devices for photography created boundary violations
and retention challenges that consent forms could not address.
Teachers often kept photos on their phones indefinitely, while vol-
unteers used personal cameras without understanding consent
preferences, turning institutional documentation into private pos-
sessions beyond oversight. This unveils a tension between consent
forms designed for institutional control and the realities of everyday
photo-taking. Dedicated institutional devices (e.g., iPads) could mit-
igate risks but introduce costs, reduce the spontaneity of captured
moments, and create new workplace tensions around screen-use.
On the flip side, allowing personal devices is operationally feasi-
ble but risks retention and ownership issues. This prompts us to
ask: how can institutions enable authentic documentation while
ensuring data protection? Could institutional apps on personal de-
vices featuring automatic deletion manage retention, or are blurred
personal-professional boundaries an inevitable component of child-
care that rigid technologies cannot (and should not) contain?

Parental control vs. children’s agency. Only 1 of the 42 consent forms
we analyzed explicitly addressed children, asking parents to ensure
their child was "aware" of the consent decision. In most cases, media
consent frameworks excluded children entirely, treating them as
passive subjects of parental choices. Yet children directly experi-
enced the consequences—being pulled aside during group photos,
seeing their faces obscured in shared images, or watching peers
celebrated in newsletters while they remained invisible. Such mo-
ments create visible markers of difference that children would no-
tice and sometimes question. This reveals a fundamental tension
around how parents’ privacy preferences can inadvertently isolate
them from peer experiences and institutional belonging. To that we
ask: how might institutions uphold parental authority while also
acknowledging children’s growing desire for social inclusion in
photography? How can we design privacy-preserving approaches
that reduce rather than highlight exclusion?

5.3 Towards Affirmative Media Consent in
Institutionalized Childcare

The tensions we surfaced above illustrate why institutional consent
is challenging to enact. Parental agency collides with staff privacy
labor, individual privacy with collective belonging, and parental
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authority with children’s emerging interests. These are not ten-
sions with simple fixes but frictions that reveal the shortcomings of
liability-driven, procedural consent. We argue that these frictions
should not be seen as barriers, but as a starting point for reimagin-
ing consent in institutionalized childcare. We now draw inspiration
from Im et al’s work on affirmative consent in digital platforms [22].
Affirmative consent reframes consent as enthusiastic, ongoing, and
revocable rather than a static, one-time agreement. While it does
not erase the tensions we identify, it offers a normative bench-
mark for shifting institutional practices away from compliance
and towards trust-building, and opens up design opportunities for
HCI to support these practices through socio-technical tools than
paperwork alone.

The principles of affirmative consent suggest several directions
for institutionalized childcare. First, consent must be voluntary. Par-
ents should not feel pressured to sign because childcare is scarce or
fear that refusal will disadvantage their child. For instance, institu-
tions can reduce these pressures by explicitly assuring families that
opting out will not affect participation, and by offering other alter-
natives such as selective framing or child-authored artifacts that
document participation without direct photographs. Second, con-
sent must also be informed and specific. Current media release forms
collapse diverse uses into blanket categories, leaving families with
little space to express nuanced preferences. Institutions should dis-
tinguish between different use cases such as offline documentation,
online sharing with families, social media, and external marketing.
For instance, providing concrete examples of how images may be
used in each case could help parents make more informed choices.
We recognize that such specificity is laborious and requires addi-
tional resources and coordination from institutions. Yet this kind
of granularity is necessary if institutions are to move beyond pro-
cedural, pragmatic consent to enthusiastic consent. To this extent,
digital interventions could be designed to scaffold such granular
preference-setting. For instance, interactive consent dashboards
that allow parents to preview, reflect, and annotate through specific
categories of media use.

Additionally, consent must be revocable. Families’ privacy pref-
erences shift as trust develops, children grow older, and circum-
stances change in unpredictable ways. Yet institutional practices
assume the opposite—with preemptive consent requests at the time
of enrollment. We argue that mechanisms such as annual renewal,
alongside straightforward ways to revise consent mid-year would
make consent more flexible and align with evolving privacy pref-
erences. These renewal forms could also be designed in ways that
help parents reflect and go over their children’s media use by the
institutions that year. This could build trust, and help them put
more thoughts to the renewal process. Lastly, consent must also be
unburdensome for both families and staff. Our findings show that
enforcement labor often falls on educators, who are expected to
remember individual privacy preferences. Simple interventions—
for example, noting consent status through subtle indicators as
stitch-on clothing items, or overlays in photo-taking apps display-
ing consent status of children, could reduce this cognitive load.
Future research could explore more such techniques and design
solutions that might work in this context.
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6 Conclusion

Through analysis of 42 consent forms and 21 semi-structured in-
terviews with parents and childcare staff, we examined how pho-
tography and media consent operates in institutionalized childcare
settings. Our findings reveal that consent forms function as proce-
dural infrastructures designed to protect institutions rather than
provide meaningful safeguards for the family. Parents navigate con-
sent pragmatically amid childcare scarcity and power asymmetries,
often defaulting to a “just sign” tendency when there’s little room
to express nuanced privacy preferences. Staff, meanwhile, perform
the invisible labor of consent enforcement, developing ad hoc so-
lutions and relying on situational improvisation in the absence of
institutional support.

We call for re-imagining photography consent in institutional
childcare—moving beyond liability-focused compliance toward
trust-building practices that acknowledge the everyday realities
of caregiving. This work makes three contributions: (1) we pro-
vide an empirical understanding of how consent forms operate
as privacy safeguards in childcare institutions and why they fall
short in practice; (2) we reframe digital consent as a contextual,
ongoing process shaped by structural precarity and power asymme-
tries, extending scholarship on sharenting and privacy labor into
institutional childcare settings; and (3) we identify key tensions
in institutional consent, and offer recommendations for designing
meaningful consent mechanisms in institutionalized care settings.
We hope this work sparks broader conversations around children’s
digital safety and privacy in institutional care settings.
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