mumsnet

by parents for parents

Mumsnet briefing: why the government should

take action on under 16s and social media
Introduction

Mumesnet is the UK's largest community of parents, with around eight million
unique visitors per month - the vast majority of them women and mothers.

Our users overwhelmingly support stronger protections for children on social
media and more than 80% support a ban on social media for under 16s'. The
government has a clear mandate to act - and their failure to do so is perceived
by parents as capitulating to Big Tech rather than standing up for children’s

welfare.

Parents do not agree that more evidence is required for a ban - they see the
effect of social media’s addictive algorithms on their children every day. This is
not, as some of those opposed have suggested, a ‘moral panic’ amongst parents
- nearly three quarters of Gen Z Britons say there should be stronger rules in
place to protect younger people from harms on social media®.

As well as being the right thing to do, taking action to protect under 16s would be
politically savvy. 58% of Mumsnet users say they would be more likely to vote for
a political party that pledged a ban®, and support for more action is high across
all voter groups”.

' Survey of 1012 Mumsnet users with a child/children in secondary school, 28th March - 2nd April
2025

2 Public attitudes to smartphones, social media, and online safety March 2025,
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/media/flrnzo5x/public-attitudes-to-smartphones-social-media-and-
online-safety-1.pdf

3 Survey of 1012 Mumsnet users with a child/children in secondary school, 28th March - 2nd April
2025
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1. Parents are deeply concerned about the effect of social
media’s addictive algorithms on their children’s

wellbeing

When discussing children’s online safety, the government often focusses on
problematic content, and the measures taken in the Online Safety Act to address
it.

But for many parents, this misses the point. They’re not just concerned about
what their children are seeing on social media. They're concerned about the very
nature of addictive-by-design social media apps, and the effect they have on the
still-developing brains of their children.

“The damage it [social media] is doing to our children is a public health crisis”.

Mumsnet user, March 2025

62% of Mumshet users are concerned about the effect of social media on their
own child’s mental health and wellbeing. This rises to 70% amongst parents of
12 to 14 year olds®.

92% are concerned about the effect of social media on children’s mental health
and wellbeing generally®.

Parents know from their own experience that social media is addictive, comparing
it to “crack” and “Class A addictive drugs”. And they see the effect it has on their
children with their own eyes.

"Without the limits she will spend MANY hours on it [sooial media Z. | know how
damaging it can be, and sometimes I feel like I'm letting a child crack addict

take crack in their room”
Mumsnet user, June 2024

5 Survey of 1002 Mumsnet users, April/May 2025
% ibid
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“I see social media as a bit like class A addictive drugs. We can teach about

responsible use but it's very difficult for the majority to stick to responsible use
because of the nature of it.”

Mumsnet user, March 2025

“Feel like I'm failing my DD 14. She got a phone when she went to secondary
school and is addicted to it. She would have it in her hand all day if she could
and I'm worried about how that constant access to the instant gratification of

social media/the internet is affecting her young brain.”

Mumsnet user, June 2024

49% of Mumsnet users say their child’s use of social media negatively affects
their self esteem (rising to 57% amongst parents of girls)’.

43% of Mumsnet users say their child’s use of social media affects their ability to
focus on schoolwork®.

39% of Mumsnet users say their child's use of social media affects their ability to
sleep at night’.

" Ibid
8 Ibid
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2. Parents want to act, but they feel powerless as
individuals

Although they are aware of the risks associated with social media use, parents
feel their efforts to protect their children are undermined by apps engineered to
keep them hooked.

They describe watching their children spiral into compulsive use, sometimes
cancelling phone contracts or removing devices altogether - only to see the
problem re-emerge due to peer pressure or workarounds.

This is a collective action problem - currently, we are giving parents the choice
between acting alone, removing their child’s device or access to social media
and risking ostracisation, or giving into demands for access and living with the
resulting consequences for their child’s health.

Responsible parenting alone cannot counter addictive-by-design technology or
solve a problem that requires coordinated, government-led intervention. A
government ban on social media for under 16s would empower parents to set
firmer boundaries without isolating their children.

61% of Mumsnet users say their child is addicted to their phone or social media,
with 16% very addicted™.

44% of parents say their child spends two or more hours a day on social media,
with 13% saying their child spends more than four hours on social media.".

23% of Mumsnet users say none of the strategies they have tried to reduce their
kids’ screentime have worked®.

“It's really really hard.

| actually cancelled her contract at one point it was so bad.

"% Ibid
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L firmly believe that some of them have a genuine addiction to their phones and

its hard to understand unless you experience a child like this"”
Mumsnet user, October 2023

“I'm finding this just impossible to "police”. | really don't want to police/helicopter,
and be a controlling parent. But how can we not want to control something that
instinct tells us is potentially seriously unhealthy? And ‘let them regulate it/learn

themselves” is probably also good for some - and of course much less
controlling (and we know over-controlling has bad conseguences too). But

phones (and associated appsl are designed, by very clever people, to be
addictive... | don’t know how other parents (around me, anzwaxl seem to be

managing this. I just can’t.”
Mumsnet user, June 2024

“It’s all well and good disagreeing with certain aspects of social media etc but

this technology is so common place now that if you're sending your child in
without one Za Qhonel then you're making them the odd one out”.

Mumsnet user, April 2024

“Most people | know only let their kids use it because they don’t want them to be

left out. If it was banned this problem would disappear.”

Mumsnet user, February 2024
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3. Parents do not believe we need more evidence to enacta
ban, and perceive the government’s failure to act as
capitulation to Big Tech

Parents do not believe - as some politicians have suggested - that we need more
evidence of the harm that is being done to children before the government can
take action.

There is a wealth of evidence already available showing the damage that is being
done to children. A 2019 study conducted by King's College London found that
nearly 25% of children and young people use their smartphones in a way that is
consistent with a behavioural addiction®. Jonathan Haidt's work has also
highlighted the link between increasing use of social media and mental health
issues in young people”, and there are even suggestions that it is affecting
attainment levels'™.

Parents feel that the rapid advance of social media use amongst children, without
any corresponding policy or regulatory change, is an unethical experiment in
which their children are the test subjects. Social media companies have been
free to relentlessly sell their product to children with no obligation to demonstrate
its safety - until the evidence of harm becomes so overwhelming it can no longer
be ignored.

“The smartphone is a social experiment on this generation of kids”.
Mumsnet user, April 2024

“This has been a massive social experiment, we are making new discoveries all
the time about the impact of the internet (and SM especiallz) on our brains,

particularly young developing brains”.
Mumsnet user, November 2024

B3An estimated 1 in 4 children and young people have problematic smartphone usage | King's College
London
4 The Evidence - The Anxious Generation

15 “It sure looks like phones are making students dumber” - The Atlantic
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“No evidence of harm is not the same as evidence of no harm. I think we will look

back on social media as we do the tobacco industry. | think we should flip it -
ban it until there is evidence that it is not harmful. Surely that's logical otherwise

we are essentially testing it on our kids which is totally unethical”
Mumsnet user, December 2024

Parents also reject the argument that there is no point banning social media
because some children would find ways to get around it. They compare it to
tobacco and alcohol:

“Of course it is open to people circumventing any ID check but it would empower
parents to set firmer boundaries with their young teens. After all, young teens get

around age related bans on smoking and drinking but that doesn’t mean it’s a
bad idea to have those restrictions.”

Mumsnet user, November 2024

Parents feel the government'’s failure to take is out of step with public opinion. In
many cases, parents perceive the government’s lack of action as capitulation to
Big Tech and President Donald Trump. They believe politicians are putting the
interests of tech companies ahead of their children’s welfare.

"There is no political will to do this, because our Government is scared of Trump

and his social media cronies. Our kids are the victims.”

Mumsnet user, April 2025

“How much lobbying were tobacco firms able to apply to government before

smoking was increasingly made unaccptable? How much do oil companies

spend in lobbying about the virtues of hydrocarbons despite the evidence of

climate change.

To my mind social media for the young epitomizes corporate greed and history is

not going to look kindly on this.”

Mumsnet user, March 2025
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4. Parents strongly support government action

Mumsnet users overwhelmingly support government action to protect children
from the harms of social media. They don't want to be left to tackle this complex
and fast-moving issue alone - they want to feel the government has their back.

Support for more action is high across all voter groups'® including those currently
planning to vote Reform at the next election - which includes 25% of Mumsnet

users".
83% of Mumsnet users support a ban on social media for under 16s™.

58% say they would be more likely to vote for a political party that pledged a
ban®.

“We need policy change though. Parents cannot put the toothpaste back in the
tube on their own.”

Mumsnet user, March 2025

“l just don't understand with all evidence that we have to say how awful it is for
younq people why we’re not banning in for under 16s. I've not spoken to 1 parent

who wouldn't be in favour of it.”

Mumsnet user, March 2025

“| honestly think we will look back on this period where social media is freely

available to children with absolute horror. The social media companies will
scream blue murder at any prospect of requlation, but then so did the mill

owners in the 19th century when faced with the prospect of a ban on child

labour.”
Mumsnet user, March 2025

16 ibid
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This is not, as some of those opposed have suggested, a ‘moral panic’ amongst
parents - young people themselves are now calling for action. Nearly three
quarters of Gen Z Britons say there should be stronger rules in place to protect
younger people from harms on social media®.

By acting now, the government can show they understand the scale of the
challenge and are prepared to stand up to Big Tech in defence of children’s
wellbeing.

20 Public attitudes to smartphones, social media, and online safety March 2025,
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/media/flrnzo5x/public-attitudes-to-smartphones-social-media-and-
online-safety-1.pdf
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