Social media bans, digital safety and young people's online lives: Reflections from
a Reimagining RSE Trailblazer discussion

Introduction

In June 2026, Reimagining RSE convened a Trailblazer discussion group to explore -
what was at the time — emerging proposals relating to social media bans, age
restrictions, phone-free schools and wider efforts to address perceived concerns over
children’s online safety. The discussion brought together Trailblazers from various
backgrounds — educators, practitioners and others working with children and young
people —to reflect on the growing political and public focus on restricting young
people's access to digital platforms and technologies. Since the discussion, the
government has officially announced its intentions to bring in ‘social media ban’ for

under-16s.

The purpose of the Trailblazer discussion was not to determine whether social media is
inherently good or bad, nor to arrive at a definitive position on current policy proposals.
Instead, we created space to for Trailblazers to reflect, explore, discuss and examine
the assumptions underpinning contemporary debates about young people's digital
lives, consider the problems that policymakers are seeking to address, and reflect on
the potential strengths, limitations and unintended consequences of current
responses.

The discussion was informed by a recognition that concerns about young people's
online experiences are both genuine and important. Many parents, educators and
practitioners are worried about exposure to harmful content, online exploitation,
bullying, image-based abuse, mental health impacts and the influence of platform
desigh on young people's behaviour. However, just because these concerns are deeply
felt and attract a great deal of consensus within social discourse, does not
automatically make them evidence informed. Trailblazers questioned whether the
concerns can be reduced to the issue of social media access alone and whether
restrictive approaches are capable of addressing the complexity of the challenges
involved.

What problem are we trying to solve?

A central theme throughout the discussion was that social media bans are often
presented as a solution to a singular problem, when in reality they are being asked to
address a wide range of distinct concerns.

Trailblazers identified concerns relating to mental health and wellbeing, including
exposure to self-harm content, body image pressures, anxiety and social comparison.
Others highlighted exposure to harmful content more broadly, including pornography,
sexual violence narratives, extremist material and misinformation. There was also
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significant discussion of peer-related harms such as bullying, harassment, image-
based abuse, social exclusion and reputational damage.

Alongside these concerns, Trailblazers reflected on wider anxieties surrounding
platform design and the commercial incentives underpinning social media
environments. Algorithmic recommendation systems, infinite scrolling, notifications
and other engagement-focused features were frequently discussed as factors shaping
young people's experiences online. Participants highlighted the additional challenge
posed by highly individualised feeds, which make it difficult to regulate, monitor or even
understand the content young people encounter. Rather than seeing the same posts,
young people may be directed towards increasingly narrow information environments or
echo chambers, potentially heightening isolation, reinforcing particular viewpoints and
contributing to polarisation. Concerns were also raised about distraction, attention
fragmentation and the perceived impact of digital technologies on young people's
capacity to engage in offline activities and relationships.

Importantly, Trailblazers repeatedly returned to the observation that many of these
issues are not unique to social media or to young people. Indeed, many adults are
equally vulnerable to online harms, with some evidence suggesting that young people
may be better equipped to recognise fake hews, misinformation or online scams.
Participants also noted that many of the concerns currently associated with social
media are not new. For example, anxieties about body image long predate Instagram
and influencer culture; debates about advertising, airbrushed models and beauty
magazines have been ongoing for decades, with social media representing a new and
perhaps more pervasive arena in which these pressures operate. Similarly, bullying,
social exclusion, sexual harassment and misinformation all existed before the
emergence of contemporary digital platforms. While Trailblazers acknowledged that
social media may amplify, accelerate or reshape these issues, they questioned whether
the underlying problems are fundamentally technological in nature, or whether they
reflect broader social and cultural dynamics that are merely expressed through digital
environments.

This distinction was seen as important because it shapes the kinds of solutions that
become imaginable. If social media is understood as the primary cause of these harms,
restricting access appears a logical response. However, if these harms are understood
as broader social and relational problems that are expressed through digital
environments, more comprehensive responses may be required. As Ranum's Law
suggests, "you can't solve social problems with software."

From this perspective, some Trailblazers questioned whether a social media ban risks
being more performative than productive. There was a perception that policymakers

may be under pressure to be seen to be taking action, even where the evidence for the
effectiveness of that action remains uncertain. While participants did not necessarily



oppose intervention, they emphasised the importance of ensuring that policy
responses address underlying social and cultural drivers of harm rather than focusing
solely on technological access.

How are current debates framing the issue?

Trailblazers reflected on several dominant narratives that currently shape public and
political discussion.

One prominent framing positions social media as inherently addictive. Within this
narrative, platforms are often compared to tobacco products or gambling technologies,
with attention given to persuasive design features and the role of algorithms in
sustaining engagement. While Trailblazers recognised legitimate concerns regarding
platform designh, some expressed caution about overly simplistic accounts of addiction
that may understate young people's agency and oversimplify the available evidence.

A second framing centres on child protection. Here, childhood is positioned as
vulnerable and under threat, creating pressure forimmediate action to reduce exposure
to risk. Trailblazers acknowledged the importance of safeguarding while also
questioning whether public and policy discussions often collapse the experiences of all
under-18s into a single category, obscuring important differences between younger
children and older adolescents. The measures required to keep young children safe are
not necessarily the same as those needed to support adolescents as they develop
increasing autonomy, agency and responsibility. Participants argued that framing
everyone aged 0-18 as a homogenous group risks overlooking these developmental
differences and may result in interventions that are poorly matched to young people's
needs. Relatedly, some questioned the language of social media ‘bans’, suggesting that
it can position restrictions as a form of punishment imposed on young people rather
than as part of a broader conversation about support, responsibility and digital
citizenship.

The discussion also explored broader narratives of moral decline and the perceived loss
of childhood. Trailblazers noted that concerns about new technologies frequently draw
upon nostalgic comparisons with earlier generations and assumptions about what
constitutes a ‘proper’ childhood. References to children roaming freely, playing
outdoors unsupervised and returning home when the streetlights came on were
common points of comparison. While such memories may evoke a sense of loss,
participants observed that wider social attitudes, expectations and infrastructures have
changed considerably. Behaviours once regarded as normal aspects of childhood
independence may now be viewed through the lens of risk, safeguarding and parental
responsibility. At the same time, reductions in youth provision and the decline of
accessible community spaces have limited opportunities for young people to spend
time outside the home. Participants therefore argued that adults have helped create



many of the conditions that contribute to young people's reliance on digital
technologies and screen-based forms of socialising. While nostalgic narratives can be
powerful, Trailblazers cautioned that they may obscure these broader social changes
and risk overlooking the opportunities, connections and forms of participation that
digital technologies can also provide.

Alongside these perspectives were critiques of technology companies and platform
providers. Trailblazers recognised growing public concern about the role of commercial
incentives, algorithmic amplification and corporate accountability in shaping online
environments. However, some questioned whether current policy debates focus
sufficiently on platform design and systemic factors, rather than placing responsibility
primarily on children, young people and parents.

Across these discussions, Trailblazers emphasised that the way problems are framed
inevitably shapes the solutions that are proposed. Participants reflected that policy
making is often influenced by a range of factors, including public concerns, media
narratives, political pressures and competing priorities, alongside research evidence.
As aresult, there can be a tendency for complex social and technological issues to be
reduced to simplified explanations that lend themselves to clear and visible
interventions. Trailblazers cautioned that while such responses may be politically
attractive, they do not always address the underlying causes of the problems they seek
to solve. In this sense, simplified explanations can produce simplified interventions,
even where the issues themselves are complex, relational and multifaceted.

Restriction, protection and preparation

Perhaps the most significant tension emerging from the discussion concerned
competing understandings of what it means to keep young people safe.

On one hand, Trailblazers recognised the appeal of restrictive approaches. Age
restrictions, social media bans and phone-free school policies offer visible, immediate
and relatively straightforward responses to public concern. For many adults, they
provide reassurance that action is being taken.

On the other hand, Trailblazers questioned whether restriction alone can adequately
prepare young people for life in an increasingly digital society. Social media and digital
technologies now form part of the infrastructure through which young people learn,
socialise, explore identity, access information and participate in civic life. For some
participants, this highlighted a limitation of comparisons between social media and
products such as tobacco. While there is no expectation that young people will need to
smoke as they move into adulthood, education, employment and wider social
participation increasingly require engagement with digital technologies and online
environments. Many Trailblazers therefore argued that, regardless of any restrictions
imposed during childhood or adolescence, young people will eventually encounter



these spaces. From this perspective, the challenge is not only how to reduce exposure
to potential harms, but also how to equip young people with the knowledge, skills and
critical capacities needed to navigate digital environments safely, confidently and
responsibly.

This led to broader questions about the purpose of education and safeguarding. Should
the primary goal be to delay exposure to risk for as long as possible, or to equip young
people with the knowledge, skills and critical capacities required to navigate complexity
when exposure inevitably occurs? Trailblazers suggested that these aims need not be
mutually exclusive but argued that current debates often privilege restriction at the
expense of preparation.

Potential benefits and potential risks

The discussion acknowledged that restrictive policies may offer certain benefits.
Trailblazers noted that phone restrictions in schools can reduce some forms of
distraction and may contribute to clearer behavioural expectations. Social media
restrictions may reduce exposure to certain risks for some young people, particularly in
the short term. Restrictive measures may also provide reassurance to parents and
demonstrate that policymakers are taking concerns seriously.

At the same time, Trailblazers identified a range of possible unintended consequences.

One recurring concern involved the displacement rather than the reduction of harm.
Participants suggested that young people may respond to restrictions by moving
towards alternative, less regulated platforms, creating hidden accounts or developing
new ways of circumventing controls, as has reportedly been observed following recent
policy changes in Australia. Trailblazers argued that when young people's online
activities become more hidden from parents, educators and other trusted adults,
opportunities for support, oversight and intervention may also be reduced. In these
circumstances, harmful behaviours may become less visible rather than less common.

This point resonated strongly with experiences from educational settings. Drawing on
work exploring harmful sexual behaviours and cultures in schools, participants noted
that mobile phones are often framed solely as a source of risk, yet they can also provide
important forms of visibility and accountability. Behaviours that may previously have
been minimised, dismissed or treated as difficult to evidence can become more readily
documented and addressed. Bullying may be visible through group chat exchanges,
while incidents that occur in school settings may be recorded and shared, providing
evidence that makes it harder for adults to ignore or dismiss concerns. From this
perspective, digital technologies can sometimes reveal harms that already exist, rather
than simply creating them.
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Trailblazers also expressed concern that restrictive approaches could reduce openness
between young people and trusted adults. If young people perceive digital activities as
prohibited or heavily monitored, they may become less willing to disclose concerns,
seek support or discuss problematic experiences.

Another issue concerned access to beneficial online spaces. Trailblazers noted that
social media can provide important sources of information, support and community,
particularly for marginalised young people, those experiencing isolation, or those who
are unable to access support within their immediate environments. Participants
highlighted that many safeguarding and support organisations increasingly engage with
young people through online platforms, while social media often serves as a route
through which young people learn about available services and encounter information
about healthy relationships, wellbeing and recognising harmful behaviours. Restrictive
approaches may therefore have unintended consequences if they reduce access to
these resources and networks of support. This concern was particularly pronounced for
young people whose offline environments do not provide equivalent opportunities for
connection, information or help-seeking.

Questions were also raised about equality and inclusion. Trailblazers highlighted that
digital restrictions may affect different groups of young people in different ways and
may have unintended consequences for those who rely most heavily on online
communities, sources of information and support networks. Participants reflected on
lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic, when digital technologies often provided vital
opportunities for social connection, community participation and access to support
during periods of isolation. From this perspective, any restrictions on social media use
should be considered alongside questions of equity, inclusion and differential access to
alternative forms of support and connection.

Finally, some expressed concern that bans may create a false sense of security. If
policymakers, schools or families come to believe that restrictions alone have solved
the problem, attention may be diverted away from broader issues relating to education,
platform design, social inequalities and relational support. Participants noted that
similar dynamics can already be observed in some educational settings. While many
primary schools do excellent work in developing digital citizenship, critical thinking and
online safety skills from an early age, others may place less emphasis on these areas on
the assumption that younger children are not yet engaging with social media.
Trailblazers questioned whether restrictions alone would lead to improvements in
young people's digital literacy and resilience, or whether important educational
conversations might simply be postponed until a later stage. From this perspective,
efforts to improve digital literacy, strengthen critical engagement and create safer online
environments benefit not only young people but society as a whole.

Key tensions emerging from the discussion



Severalrecurring tensions structured the discussion.

The first concerned harm and benefit. Trailblazers consistently resisted attempts to
characterise social media as either wholly harmful or wholly beneficial. Instead, they
described digital technologies as simultaneously offering opportunities, resources and
risks.

The second involved restriction and preparation. While many accepted the need for
boundaries and safeguards, they also emphasised the importance of supporting young
people to develop critical capacities and digital resilience.

A third tension concerned individual and structural responsibility. Trailblazers
questioned whether current debates focus too heavily on the behaviours of young
people and parents while paying insufficient attention to platform architecture,
commercialincentives and broader social conditions.

There were also tensions between short-term and long-term responses, between visible
and hidden forms of harm, and between child-specific interventions and wider reforms
that could improve online environments for all users.

Finally, Trailblazers challenged what they saw as a false distinction between online and
offline behaviours and practices. Participants argued that the same social structures,
inequalities, norms and relational dynamics operate across both digital and non-digital
contexts. From this perspective, phenomena such as misogyny, harassment and
exclusion are not simply products of online environments but reflect broader social and
cultural patterns that also exist offline. While digital technologies may amplify,
accelerate or reshape these dynamics, participants cautioned against assuming that
restricting access to online spaces will automatically eliminate the harms themselves.
Rather, they argued that many online harms are rooted in wider social issues that
require responses extending beyond the regulation of technology alone.

These tensions were not viewed as problems to be resolved once and for all. Rather,
Trailblazers suggested that productive responses require acknowledging and working
within these complexities.

Towards a more balanced response

While Trailblazers expressed differing views on specific policy proposals, there was
broad agreement that no single intervention is likely to address the range of concerns
associated with young people's digital lives.

Many argued that greater attention should be paid to safety-by-design approaches that
focus on platform architecture, recommendation systems and commercial incentives.
Trailblazers suggested that improving the environments in which young people engage

may be more effective than focusing exclusively on restricting access.



Participants drew parallels with contextual safeguarding approaches used in physical
spaces. If a local park became associated with repeated incidents of harm, the
response would not simply be to ban young people from entering it. Instead, attention
would typically focus on understanding and improving the environment itself. This might
involve redesigning the space, improving lighting and visibility, addressing features that
facilitate harm, increasing positive community presence, and creating opportunities for
young people to use the space in constructive ways. Alongside these environmental
changes, young people would also be supported to develop the knowledge, confidence
and skills needed to navigate the space safely.

Trailblazers argued that similar principles could be applied to digital environments.
From this perspective, the question is not only whether young people should have
access to social media, but also how those environments are designed, governed and
experienced. Restricting access may reduce exposure in some circumstances, but it
does little to address the features of digital environments that may contribute to harm.
Participants therefore emphasised the importance of platform accountability, safer
design practices and digital literacy alongside any consideration of restrictions.

Some also contrasted environmental redesign with surveillance-based approaches.
While surveillance can create a sense of oversight and reassurance, it does not
necessarily alter the underlying conditions that enable harmful behaviour and may, in
some circumstances, encourage such behaviour to become less visible. For
Trailblazers, creating safer digital spaces required more than restricting access or
monitoring behaviour; it required attention to the environments themselves and the
broader social conditions that shape how they are used.

There was also strong support for educational responses. Trailblazers emphasised the
importance of high-quality digital literacy, media literacy and relationships and sex
education that enables young people to critically engage with online content,
understand digital environments and navigate uncertainty. Importantly, education was
not viewed simply as the transfer of information but as creating opportunities for
dialogue, reflection and critical thinking.

Parents and carers were also seen as requiring greater support. Trailblazers highlighted
the need for practical guidance that moves beyond surveillance and control towards
relationship-based approaches that foster trust, communication and shared problem-
solving.

Finally, Trailblazers stressed the importance of including young people in conversations
about digital safety. Policies and interventions developed without meaningful
engagement with young people risk overlooking how digital technologies are actually
experienced and used in everyday life.

Conclusion



The Trailblazer discussion highlighted both the legitimacy of contemporary concerns
aboutyoung people's online experiences and the difficulty of addressing these
concerns through simple solutions.

Trailblazers recognised that social media can expose young people to genuine harms
and that policymakers face understandable pressure to act. However, they also
cautioned against approaches that reduce complex social problems to questions of
access alone. Restrictive measures may play a role within broader strategies, but they
are unlikely to resolve underlying issues relating to platform design, social inequalities,
peer dynamics, wellbeing or education.

Rather than framing the debate as a choice between unrestricted access and outright
prohibition, the discussion pointed towards a more integrated approach that combines
proportionate regulation, safer platform design, meaningful education, relational
support and young people's participation in shaping solutions.

In keeping with the principles of Safe Uncertainty, Trailblazers argued for responses that
take concerns seriously while remaining attentive to complexity, ambiguity and
unintended consequences. The challenge is not simply to determine how young people
can be protected from digital harms, but how they can be supported to live, learn and
flourish within an increasingly digital world.

Further reading

For more on our take on young people’s digital lives at Reimagining RSE and how we can
take a Safe Uncertainty approach to addressing the issues they face, check out our
previous blogs on the topic. You can also find other blogs addressing different aspects
of young people’s digital lives here.

Beyond bans: Rethinking phone-free childhoods and age verification through safe
uncertainty

Parenting in the digital age: Beyond blame, bans and quick fixes

Age verification and the illusion of safety: Why restriction isn’t protection

| research the harm that can come to teenagers on social media. | don’t support

a ban

Proposals to ban teenagers from social media won’t solve harms, but the
discussion has revealed something important

UK social media ban: tech restrictions for teens can’t be the only approach
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